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About the Book

Set over a long weekend in East Anglia, Blake Morrison’s new novel is the chilling story of a rivalrous friendship – as told with deceptive casualness by the narrator, Ian. It opens with a surprise phone call from an old university friend, inviting Ian and his wife, Em, for a few days by the sea. Their hosts, Ollie and Daisy, are a golden couple, and the scene is set for sunlit relaxation. But dangerous tensions quickly emerge.

In taut, lucid prose, with flashes of wit and moments of troubling uncertainty, Blake Morrison perfectly conveys the stifling atmosphere of a remote cottage in the hottest days of summer. Ominous revelations from Ian’s past slowly intrude. And his rivalry with Ollie intensifies as they resurrect a seemingly forgotten bet made twenty years before. Each day becomes a series of challenges for higher and higher stakes, setting in train actions that will have irreversible consequences.

The Last Weekend is a deftly crafted page-turner, where little can be taken for granted and nothing is quite as it seems. It offers a dark, haunting tale of friendship, sexual passion and jealousy – and confirms Blake Morrison’s reputation as one of Britain’s most talented writers.


About the Author

Born in Skipton, Yorkshire, Blake Morrison is the author of two bestselling memoirs, And When Did You Last See Your Father? and Things My Mother Never Told Me, two novels (most recently the acclaimed South of the River and The Last Weekend), and a study of the Bulger case, As If. He is also a poet, critic, journalist and librettist. He teaches Creative Writing at Goldsmiths College, and lives in south London.
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I never found a man that knew how to love himself.

Othello, Act 1, Scene 3

In all matrimonial associations there is, I believe, one constant factor – a desire to deceive the person with whom one lives as to some weak spot in one’s character or in one’s career. For it is intolerable to live constantly with one human being who perceives one’s small meannesses. It is really death to do so.

Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier


June

YOU KNOW HOW it is with friends – the closer you get, the less you see them for what they are. They suck you in. They drag you down. You resist but their allure’s too strong. Choked by their needs, you cease to see how mad they are. Or perhaps you see it from the start but choose to ignore it, out of love. Or the madness lies dormant until the chemistry between you sets it off. Who can say? I’ve only my own experience to go on.

The one thing I have learned is this. When people accuse you of harbouring negative feelings – anger, jealousy, malice, resentment – it’s they who’re feeling them. I dare say there’s a technical term for it. A shrink-word. But you have to be there – enfolded in someone’s weirdness – to know what it’s like.

It’s Ollie I’m talking about. But it could as easily be Daisy. Both were my friends. And both have left me with a sense of guilt, as though I, not they, were responsible.

Would it have been better if I’d never met them – better for them and better for me? I’ve sometimes thought so, over recent months. But you can’t spend your life hanging back. Friendship demands intimacy and intimacy carries a risk. I say friendship but what I mean is love. I did love Ollie and Daisy. No one has ever doubted that.

I’ve this memory of myself as a small boy, on the beach at Bridlington, afraid to step into the sea. What’s scary isn’t the cold but the vastness, the grey-brown water going on and on. My father, holding my hand, tries to coax me – then loses his patience and drags me in. As the waves reach my midriff, I break free, and turn and run, and keep on running till I reach my mother on the warm sand, and bury my head in her soft striped towel. ‘Don’t cry,’ she says. ‘What’s up with you?’ But even when my tears have stopped, I don’t have the words to explain it.

At least I’m not that boy any more. I’ve lived. I’ve competed. I’m no longer a loser or a wimp.

As to the events of August, I don’t suppose I’ll ever get over them. I’m the kind of guy who feels guilty even when he’s innocent – who expects to be stopped going through customs even when he has nothing to declare. But what happened that weekend would surely have happened anyway. It’s not like I’m a rapist or a murderer. Even if I were, I would be honest with you. I’m trying to tell the story, that’s all – not to unburden myself or extenuate some offence but to set things straight.

It began with a phone call.

‘You’re joking,’ I said. ‘A country-house weekend?’

‘In a house,’ Ollie said. ‘In the country. Over a weekend. But no, Ian, not a country-house weekend.’

‘Not white suits and straw boaters and people sipping champagne next to a ha-ha.’

‘No.’

‘Not even Pimm’s and picnic hampers.’

‘Not that we planned.’

‘Oh.’

‘You sound disappointed.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I said.

It was a Sunday evening in late June and I was sitting in the box room with a heap of exercise books on one side of my desk, a glass of beer on the other, and the computer screen glowing in the middle. Sunday evenings used to be convivial: Em and I would play badminton at the sports centre, grab a curry on the way home, then snuggle up and watch a DVD. Now there was always work to do, especially for Em, whose caseload grew larger by the month and whose colleagues seemed to think Sunday the perfect night to dump their problems on her. I’d been surprised to find the phone call was for me.

‘It’ll just be us,’ Ollie said. ‘And you two, we hope.’

‘I’ll have to ask Em.’

He fell silent, as if I’d been rude not to accept straight away.

‘She and I barely speak these days,’ I said, jollying him along.

‘That bad, eh?’

‘When I’m in, she’s out, and vice versa.’

‘Sounds like you need a break.’

‘Absolutely. I can’t remember the last time.’

I could remember perfectly well. Lanzarote, at Easter. But I knew what Ollie and Daisy would think of Lanzarote.

I tried making small talk but he cut me short. All he wanted was to hang up so I could ask Em. When something mattered to Ollie, nothing else did.

‘Call me back tonight if you can,’ he said. ‘We don’t go to bed before midnight.’

‘What’s the name of the place again?’

‘Badingley. I went there as a boy. You’ll like it.’

With the window open, I caught the scent of honeysuckle from the patio, where I’d been watering plants before coming upstairs – the tips of my trainers were still wet from the hose. It was late, nine thirty, but the light was good, and I could hear a thrush calling – I’m always amazed by how many birds there are in our small garden. Was there birdsong in Ollie and Daisy’s garden too? Did the sun leave the same faint print, a late remission on a red-brick wall? We’d visited their current house only once but I could remember the sliding glass doors, the wooden decking, the wrought-iron table and chairs. Perhaps Ollie had been sitting there when he called. When he wasn’t in chambers, he liked to be outdoors.

‘Who was that?’ Em called out.

‘Ollie.’

‘Who?’

‘Ollie Moore.’

‘God, what did he want?’

I went offline and swigged my beer before taking the six steps along the landing. If Em saw the glass, she’d berate me for not offering her one. And if she knew I’d been playing on websites, she’d be cross about that, too.

‘He called with an invite,’ I said, leaning my shoulder against the frame of the doorway. Em was sitting at the desk with her laptop, the pine double bed beyond heaped with stuff she’d brought home from work – box files, Xeroxes, printouts, plastic folders. The spare bedroom, which doubles as her office, is bigger than the box room. But her job is bigger than my job. Or so she reckons – there’s more paperwork anyway. Sometimes I wonder why we keep a spare bedroom at all. I can’t remember the last time anyone slept in it.

‘What kind of invite?’ Em said, not looking up.

‘Don’t sound so suspicious.’

‘I know you two are old friends.’

‘I can tell there’s a “but” coming,’ I said.

‘He’s not been in touch for ages. When’s the last time you did anything together?’

‘Exactly. He said the same thing – that it’s time we saw them.’

Now she did look up.

‘We?’

‘You’re invited too. Daisy will be there.’

She gave a twisted little smile. ‘I assumed it was boys only.’

Years ago, when I first knew Em, Ollie and I had gone off to a stag night in Dublin. Just that once. Yet she makes out our ‘boys only’ weekends are – or were – a regular occurrence.

‘He asked us to stay,’ I said, letting it pass.

‘In London?’

‘On holiday with them.’

‘Where are they off to this time? The Caribbean? The Galapagos?’ Over the years, Ollie – or rather Daisy – had been dutiful about sending postcards from far-flung places. Em and I saw it as a form of sadism. ‘Wherever it is,’ she said, going back to her work, ‘we can’t afford it.’

‘They’re renting a house in East Anglia. Near the sea.’

‘When’s this?’

‘August. They’re suggesting the bank holiday weekend.’

‘Which one’s that?’

‘I’m not sure. The calendar’s behind you.’

It was a calendar showing a stag by a loch against a backdrop of purple heather. Em’s family originally came from Scotland and her aunt sends her a similar calendar every Christmas, to remind her – now her parents are dead – of her Celtic roots.

‘There,’ I said, fingering a blank box below the heather, ‘we could go on the Friday. Friday the 27th. The last weekend.’

I looked at Em and tried to imagine what I’d feel seeing her for the first time, rather than as someone I’ve been with for fifteen years. The wide brow, the full lips, the large breasts inside the turquoise blouse: her features were too big to be called beautiful, her gestures too expansive, but I could see why people felt they could talk to her – why they knew she would listen. She did listen, even to me. And though made wary by hearing so many hard-luck stories, she still looked young and naive. But for the lines across her forehead, which deepened on Sunday nights when she went through her caseload, she might have passed for thirty. Whereas I was looking my age these days: receding hairline, hunched shoulders, double chin.

‘So what did you say?’ Em said.

‘I said I’d ask you.’

‘You could have asked while you were on the phone.’

‘I thought you’d want to discuss it.’

‘Since when do you and I discuss things?’

‘Don’t be like that.’

‘I’m not being like anything.’

‘So you’d like to go?’ I said.

‘We’re hardly inundated with invites. We’re not like Ollie and Daisy.’

The various ways in which we’re not like Ollie and Daisy is a conversation we often have. Indeed, we’ve spent far more time talking about them than in their presence. The essential contrasts, all to our disadvantage, go: large Georgian house in west London vs small modern semi in Ilkeston; Range Rover and BMW vs Ford Fiesta; Mauritius (Florence, Antigua, etc.) vs Lanzarote (if we’re lucky); The Ivy vs Pizza Express; Royal Opera House vs local Odeon; Waitrose vs Morrisons; golden couple vs pair of ugly toads. I exaggerate but not much.

‘Besides,’ Em went on, ‘by the end of August I’ll be desperate for a break. You get shot of your kids for the summer but mine are at their worst.’

By ‘her’ kids, Em doesn’t mean children she had with a previous partner. Nor is she in a position to talk about ‘our’ kids, the progenitive being another difference between us and the Moores – they only have Archie, but that’s one more than we do. (I say ‘the Moores’ because it’s a habit, but Ollie and Daisy have never married and at work she’s known as Daisy Brabant.) No, by kids Em means the problem teenagers she deals with at work.

‘As long as they’re OK with dogs,’ Em said.

The dog was a red setter, Rufus, moulting on a rug downstairs.

‘They know we have one,’ I said.

‘Even so. We can’t just take him without asking.’

‘It sounds like you’re making excuses,’ I said.

‘I’m being practical. You’re the indecisive one.’

‘Me?’

‘You knew we were free but you wouldn’t commit yourself. Be honest: do you really want to go?’

Did I? I’d been so preoccupied with Em’s response that I hadn’t really thought about it. A long weekend near the sea might appeal to most people, but I’m a townie – grew up in Manchester, did my teacher training in Birmingham, distrust big waves, feel uneasy when there’s no concrete. On the other hand, Ollie and Daisy were bound to be staying somewhere comfortable, even grand, and it would be good to get together. I’d begun to think that we might not meet again, ever.

‘Ollie seemed pretty keen,’ I said.

‘The friends they originally asked have cried off, you mean.’

‘It’ll be fun. We all get along, don’t we?’

‘It depends who else is around. Remember that time at Primrose Hill?’

Em has more reasons for disliking Daisy than she realises. The one she cites is the occasion, ten years ago, when Daisy and Ollie were living in Primrose Hill, and invited us for the weekend without mentioning that they were having a party and that the guests (more than sixty of them) were mostly their work colleagues and therefore unknown to us, neither of which omissions might have mattered had Daisy not failed to introduce us to people and then treated us like kitchen staff, though as to the last I think the blame lay partly with us since, for want of something better to do, it was we who started passing plates of food around. The fact that two other couples stayed overnight, and that we’d no time alone with the Moores on the Sunday, didn’t help. Ollie bore some responsibility, of course. But the real culprit was Daisy. I too had resented her neglect.

‘It’ll just be them,’ I said. ‘Ollie said so.’

‘Good. Daisy’s fine when she’s not showing off. And it’ll be nice to see Archie. You’re supposed to be his godfather, remember.’

‘Ollie didn’t mention Archie.’

‘Archie or not,’ she said, letting me know she’d had enough, ‘it sounds like we should say yes.’

‘Right. I’ll call them back.’

‘Not now. It’ll make us look desperate. Leave it a few days.’

‘OK,’ I said, leaning down and kissing her.

‘Meanwhile . . .’

‘Meanwhile you’ve got work to do, I know.’

‘Don’t you?’

I did, but not as much as she had, or not sufficient to deter me from going downstairs to fetch another beer. Shutting the fridge, I noticed the back door was open, and stepped outside, and felt the heat of the day still stored in the back step. Ours is a small garden, fifty feet or so, mostly gravel rather than grass. But there’s a view of the hills over the houses behind. And the previous owner created a pond, bequeathing us his koi and goldfish. I picked up the canister of fish food, treading on a loose flagstone as I approached. The noise drew them upwards through the weed, their open mouths and feathery tails churning the surface. Goldfish are meant to have a memory span of ten seconds. So how did these ones know, when I trod on that flagstone, they were about to be fed? And why, whenever a heron visits, do they stay close to the bottom for days afterwards? I admired them for living so simply. ‘Pond life,’ people say, as an insult. Perhaps Ollie and Daisy thought of Em and me as pond life. But they wouldn’t have called unless they wanted to see us. They probably liked us for the same reason as I liked the fish.

Drawn by the splishes from the pond, Rufus wandered out to join me, lethargically sniffing the lily pads before shambling back inside. I too was almost panting in the heat, but rather than follow him in I sat on the back step, avoiding the snail trail which shone like spilt semen. The sun was finally setting over the roofs. It seemed too grand a sunset for our street, so triumphant I half expected trumpets, glorious but also brutal, the clouds underlit with blood. How long before the sun went completely? Ten seconds? Twenty? I settled on fifteen and counted it down, to the last orange wisp. Twenty-six seconds. I’d have lost that bet.

The dusk gathered round, heavy and hot. I sat there for a long time. Anything was preferable to marking.

‘OK, love?’ Em called as I finally creaked back upstairs, meaning would I please get on with my work so that when we’d both finished we could go to bed and do what couples our age are supposed to do once or twice a week. I ought to have felt flattered – to have my partner of fifteen years still desire me – but as I sat in the box room, unable to concentrate, my brow sweating from the beer and humidity, the mouse connecting me to websites, what I felt was chided, for being the lesser, lazier partner in the marriage.

It was different when we first lived together. Then I’d been the one with the demanding job, a young teacher learning to cope with unruly kids, whereas Em was merely in training, for what precisely she didn’t yet know, social work broadly, but whether work with the old, disabled, addicted, delinquent or merely impoverished she wouldn’t decide until she had her certificate. We were hard up then, more so than now, in a rented flat with dusty carpets and no washing machine. But I assumed the pattern of our lives would stay the same, with me at work all day and Em a dilettantish part-timer. I’m not the kind of man who expects his wife to have the dinner on the table when he gets home, but even when she qualified and began her first job it seemed only right that Em took on the bulk of household duties – preparation for when children came along. They never did, or haven’t yet. And as the prospect of them has receded, so Em has begun to immerse herself in other people’s children, her daily dealings with kids who have been damaged in some way – through abuse, neglect, violence, malnutrition and all the other charming hand-me-downs – compensating her for the non-arrival of ours.

Her work is hard. Harder than mine. A weekend away would do her good. 27 August. 2, 7, 8. Three lucky numbers of mine. I put the date in my diary.

Procrastinating, I retrieved an old road atlas from under my desk and looked up Badingley. I wasn’t surprised it didn’t appear in the index: there isn’t room for every small village or hamlet. What was frustrating was to turn to the relevant page and find it torn out. No worries: I could always google. But the missing page seemed faintly ominous – as if the whole area had been wiped from the map.

Despite Em’s discouragement, I was tempted to call Ollie back that night, so we all knew where we were. In the event, he saved me the trouble. The phone rang just as I’d finally settled to my marking.

‘I hope it’s not too late,’ he said.

‘Not in the least.’

‘Good, because –’

‘I’ve talked to Em,’ I said, leaping in to keep it brief. ‘It’s sorted. We’re free. You’re on.’

‘Right. Good. Only, I’m sorry, this is awkward, but I was hoping you hadn’t talked to Em so we could change the date – it turns out Daisy has already asked someone else for the bank holiday, without telling me. You’re not free the previous weekend by any chance?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, though I did. ‘I’ll have to ask Em.’

‘If that’s not a nuisance. I don’t mind waiting.’

‘She’s in the middle of something. I’ll call you tomorrow.’

‘So it could be difficult.’

‘I don’t know. But we need to discuss it.’

‘Just a sec,’ he said. I could hear footsteps in the background and the sound of a door closing. I was too taken aback to feel angry, but I knew that was how I ought to feel and irritably drummed my red biro on the desk. Had he not consulted Daisy before he called me? Had she now ordered him to dis-invite us? I imagined her losing her temper with him on the leather sofa in their drawing room: ‘For God’s sake, Ollie, how could you be so stupid? We’ve asked the Fitchinghams that weekend, they and the Goades are chalk and cheese.’ Em was right about Daisy: our small-town ways were an embarrassment to her; Ollie might feel some lingering attachment to his old mate, but she didn’t want us around. I threw my biro down and drained my beer. Jesus, this was insulting enough without Ollie expecting me to hang on indefinitely while he wandered off somewhere.

‘On no account ask Em anything,’ he said, returning in a newly hushed voice. ‘I should never have called you back. It’s just Daisy thought if you’d not spoken to Em . . . But you have, and that’s fine, so let’s leave things as they are. I’d much rather you came on the bank holiday weekend – it’ll give us longer.’

‘But if you’re double-booked . . .’

‘It’s only one of Daisy’s designer chaps. He can come another time.’

‘Really, if it’s difficult, I’m sure we could switch.’

‘Enough, Ian. It’s settled. Come on the Friday morning. Come as early as you can. Let’s make the most of it.’

I hung up and tried to concentrate: ten minutes’ marking and I’d be done. But Ollie’s call – his second call – was all I could think about. There he was, crossing the floor of his study (not a box room like mine, but a high-ceilinged, book-lined sanctum, with sash windows overlooking the garden) in order to close the door, so that Daisy wouldn’t overhear him talking to me. Why? Their relationship had always seemed enviable and nobody envied it more than I did. But if they’d reached the point where one made arrangements without consulting the other, was something wrong? I suddenly remembered the last time we’d seen them. Three years ago, at half-term – they were passing through with Archie on their way to a holiday in the Lakes, and we had lunch in Matlock and went for a walk, during which Ollie wandered off and failed to rejoin us till we reached the car park an hour later. No great drama: he’d spotted some sort of roadside display in the distance and by the time he established what it was (a floral memorial to a dead cyclist) he had lost sight of us and then turned right where we’d turned left – a simple enough explanation, but I recall Em saying afterwards that Ollie and Daisy seemed out of sync in some way.

I felt sad to think their marriage might be in trouble – sad but excited. Partly responsible, too: I was the one who’d introduced them to each other all those years ago.

I went online again, hoping a spin of the wheel would distract me. But Ollie was too much in my head. He’d always lived with a manic kind of vigour: if the weekend didn’t include a five-mile run, a dinner party with fellow lawyers, a concert or exhibition, a game of tennis or squash, a skim-read of a new political biography and three hours preparing his latest case, then it wouldn’t be an Ollie weekend. But he was in his mid-forties now, when men begin to lose their edge. And he hadn’t sounded his old self on the phone. Was he going grey? Had he finally put on some weight? I saw him cross the room in blue cotton trousers, a white polo shirt and navy sailing shoes, but I couldn’t make out his waistline or his face.

Hearing Em get up from her desk, I quit the website with a mixture of frustration and relief.

‘I’m off to bed,’ she said, in the doorway. ‘Who was that?’

‘Ollie again.’

‘He must be keen.’

‘He is.’

‘It’s sorted, then?’

‘Yes.’

I didn’t mention the business over dates because it would have annoyed her. If we were going to spend a weekend with Ollie and Daisy, it was best she go into it with an open mind. I was protecting Em from herself – but also, if I’m honest, protecting Daisy. She and I go back a long way. I knew her before she met Ollie. And there are episodes which, misinterpreted, might prejudice Em against her.

Couples should be honest with each other. But when being honest causes trouble, tactful omissions are kinder. That’s how I see it – though Em would certainly disagree.

The light was fading beyond the window but street lamps kept the dark at bay. It’s a good street to live in. A street free of knife attacks and muggings. A street where the handmade posters pinned to trees are messages about missing cats, not missing children. A street which has trees, enough of them for estate agents to call it ‘leafy’.

As I returned to my marking, with Em waiting in bed, the phone rang again.

‘Ian,’ Daisy said, like an alarm going off, ‘I am so, so sorry.’

For a moment I thought she must want to change arrangements again. I braced myself not to show anger or hurt. What did it matter whether or not we saw them? They were gone, people from the past, strangers.

‘Ollie ballsed it up,’ she went on. ‘He missed the point completely. I don’t know what’s wrong with him these days. Am I forgiven?’

How could I not forgive her? What was there to forgive?

‘We’ve been planning this for ages,’ she said. ‘You suggest it every year on your Christmas card. Well, finally we’ve got round to it. I’m so glad you can come.’

I got the whole story then. How Ollie had forgotten that she’d asked a client of hers called Milo to stay over the bank holiday (‘His wife is going to the States for a month, he has two young kids to look after, for me it’s more duty than pleasure but the least I could do was offer’). How she would see if Milo could do a different weekend, but if not it didn’t matter, he was lovely, we would like him and there was loads of room, the house had five bedrooms. How she hoped Ollie hadn’t given the impression that she was putting us off. Nothing could be further from the truth. It would be lovely – lovely – to see us.

‘Ollie’s been under a lot of pressure lately. It will do him good. And anyway, well, I don’t have to tell you.’

It was one of her old phrases. She didn’t.

I held the phone tight and possessive to my ear. Was she in bed yet? I could imagine the silk nightdress and the hair falling to her shoulders. The intimacy of her voice made me feel special. But that was a trick of hers. Whoever she talked to was, at that moment, the most important person in the world. She and I went right back. But friendships have to go forward. And ours hadn’t moved for years.

‘How’s Archie?’ I said.

‘Sixteen next month.’

‘Will we see him?’

‘I doubt it.’

When she didn’t elaborate, I asked if we could bring Rufus.

‘You know I’m fond of dogs,’ she said.

I knew she wasn’t fond of dogs – that she was allergic to certain types of dog hair and that there’d been some sort of trauma with an Alsatian when she was little. But after the earlier embarrassment, she didn’t object.

‘So are things OK with you?’ she said. ‘No news?’

When Em’s mother used to ask her ‘No news?’, what she meant was ‘Aren’t you pregnant yet?’ Daisy wouldn’t be so crass. She assumed either we were ‘waiting for the right moment’ (at thirty-eight, Em still has time) or that we’d decided against kids. Both assumptions were fine by me.

‘Nothing major,’ I said.

‘Nothing major our end either. Except for Ollie losing the plot. Oh, and there is one bit of news. But we’re saving it till we see you.’

The bell of her voice rang in my ear. What would count as news, when we saw them so rarely and knew so little of how they lived? In her job as a headhunter, Daisy mixed with artists and designers as well as company execs. Had she ever fallen for one of them? She’d always said that Ollie was the love of her life. But a lifetime’s obdurate monogamy seemed too much to expect of someone so attractive. The same went for Ollie: at university there’d always been girls eager to sleep with him. But if either of them had had affairs, it wouldn’t be news they could relay to us (or even each other). Perhaps they were buying a second home. Or retiring early. Or Ollie was becoming a High Court judge. It was bound to be something feel-good or trivial. Why the mystery?

‘You’ve got me intrigued,’ I said.

‘It’s a ruse to make you turn up.’

‘You don’t need a ruse for that.’

Light flickered on the horizon. Thunder grumbled far off. Was a storm brewing in London too? I pictured Ollie in the shower, rinsing off the humid day, while Daisy sat there in her nightdress, the sheets drawn up to her knees.

‘I’ll let you get to bed,’ she said, as if to confirm it. ‘Love to Em. Oh, hang on a sec – here’s Ollie again.’

Doubtless emerging, a white towel round his waist, from the bathroom, before kissing her bare shoulder and silently demanding the handset. She would have to slide over to make room for him, the black silk creasing and shimmying as she did.

This is weird, I thought, as she passed the phone to him: no contact for years then they call us three times in one night.

‘I meant to say earlier,’ he said. ‘Remember to bring your gear.’

‘What?’

‘Your weapons. Your clubs. Don’t forget them.’

‘If I still have them.’

‘And get some practice in – that’s if you’re serious about the bet.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry. There’ll be no rough stuff.’

I told myself it was just banter and forgot about it as soon as I’d hung up.

‘Ollie again?’ Em called from our bedroom. I could hear her drawing the curtains, the wooden rings clattering along the rail.

‘Yes,’ I said, not untruthfully.

‘The man’s possessed,’ she said.

‘Barking,’ I said.

‘Coming to bed?’

‘In a minute.’

I had a last few tests to mark. And one final splurge on the Internet to make up for my earlier disappointments.

‘Remember to turn the lights off,’ Em said, as she always does at bedtime. Not ‘Make sure the front door’s locked’ or ‘Check the catch on the living-room window’ but ‘Put out the lights’. Energy-saving has become her passion. An intruder might break in and murder us in our beds, but to Em that would be the lesser catastrophe. What price our own deaths compared with the death of the planet?

‘Will do,’ I answered, as I always do, and dutifully descended, my hand riding the banister. The lights were all off downstairs but lightning flickered on the horizon, and there were street lamps, so it didn’t feel dark. I stood by the garden window, brooding on Ollie and Daisy, and wondering about the fish. Did they hover there after darkness, asleep? Or keep on swimming all night? I was tempted to go outside and look. But the strangeness of the evening had made me weary. I crossed the dark green carpet and climbed to bed.


Friday

I’M A PRIMARY-school teacher. Did I tell you that? With most people I just say ‘teacher’, so they assume I work in a secondary school or sixth-form college. Own up to teaching young children and the reaction is suspicion (am I a paedophile?) or contempt (could I not find a proper job?). People like Ollie and Daisy are more benevolent but still bemused: they wonder how someone so ‘intelligent’ could have ended up doing what I do, as though children would be better entrusted to the stupid. I’m a little touchy on the subject, as you can see.

I have done the state some service and they know it – nearly two decades working for a local authority. In fact, since the age of five I’ve spent only six months outside an educational institution. That was the year after qualifying as a teacher when, disenchanted by my experience of teaching practice, I began making other plans – to start my own business, join the civil service, become a fitness instructor, manage a casino or make a fortune on the stock market. The plans didn’t get very far. Mostly I lay in bed, or on my parents’ sofa, reading books or watching the racing channel. I’d had glandular fever in my last year at university and my lethargy may have been related to that. Or perhaps it was ME, ‘yuppie flu’, just then being discovered and given a name. It could even have been depression. What I remember, aside from my mum being anxious (‘Are you running a temperature, love?’) and my dad his usual bullying self (‘There’s nowt wrong with you that a boot up your arse wouldn’t cure’), was a recurring dream from which I’d wake in a pool of sweat. In the dream I was running. Or rather, failing to run. There’d be an earthquake or erupting volcano, and I’d almost have reached safety when my legs would stop working. I’d look down, bemused, and they would be flippers. Or fishtails. Or frogspawn. In the worst and last dream I dreamt I woke and pulled back the bedcovers to find my legs had turned to water – then really woke and found I’d pissed the bed. It was that dream which finally scared me into getting off my butt. It isn’t healthy to live with parents after twenty, especially parents as wearing as mine, and I knew once I got a job – which I did, thirty applications and seven interviews later – I would stop feeling trapped. Work liberated me. But the real source of my freedom, and the reason the dream stopped recurring, was Em.

I was twenty-eight, and still feeling my way as a teacher. A boy in my class had been acting strangely, inserting pointed objects (pens, twigs, crayons, sticks of chalk) into his own and other children’s orifices. Concerned, the head contacted social services, and a senior social worker came to interview the boy, along with Em, then a student trainee on a temporary placement with the child protection team. We got talking over a cup of tea in the staffroom. Thick specs, black leather boots and gypsy blouse: I wasn’t sure what to make of her. But she was slim, and laughed a lot, and after the lies and mystifications I’d encountered in other women her straightforwardness was refreshing. As a student, she had no authority in the case, but she came to observe the boy as part of her training and sat in on some of my classes. Eventually I asked her out for a drink. Then a meal. Then back to my flat. I thought of myself as an outsider and tried to think of Em as one too. In reality she wasn’t, as I found when she introduced me to her friends. That others liked her came as a shock to me, not because she was difficult to like, but because I thought (a lover’s delusion) that I alone had discovered her. She was puzzled by my reaction: what was wrong with having friends? Didn’t I have friends? I mentioned Ollie and Daisy. But I was in no hurry to introduce her to them – until I felt more secure, less afraid of being dumped. We were sleeping together by then, with mixed success: she was too slow, and I was too quick, the usual problem inexperienced lovers have, the problem we had anyway. In time we fixed it, and though there were things sex didn’t fix, Em gave me a confidence I’d not had before.

At work she kept her surname, because she thought that more professional. Emily Grace Barber she was, until I lopped her. I knew the word ‘em’ from my Uncle Jimmy, a compositor at a printworks in Salford for thirty years until new technology arrived. I used to hear him with my dad, talking printers’ lingo in his wheezy voice – picas and leading, cross heads and Elrods, widows and ems. He suffered from emphysema, which as a kid I thought was an industrial disease caused by working with ems. By the time I married, Uncle Jimmy was long dead, reduced to ash, like all those fags he’d smoked at the stone. But I’d felt closer to him than to his brother, my bastard dad, and abbreviating my wife was a memorial to him. It sat better on her, too. She might be Emily to her parents (who’d chosen a name that would raise her from the backstreets) but to me she would always be Em: the inverse of Me and the least egotistical person you’ll ever meet.

Two weeks after Ollie’s phone call, we celebrated our thirteenth wedding anniversary. Apart from some field trips I’d been on with the school, and a couple of residential training courses for Em, we had barely spent a night apart in all that time. There’s no easy way to measure the success of a marriage but ours seemed to work. And though Em had been under stress and my summer wasn’t the break it should have been, both of us felt good the day we set off to Badingley, hoping for a simple weekend with old friends.

To judge by the caravans and people carriers, the entire country had taken Friday off. We had barely left town, past the chained-up schools and sapless parks, when we hit our first queue. We crawled, we stalled, we stewed in exhaust fumes, as the temperature gauge rose towards red. At every junction and slip road, more cars joined the race to freedom, only to find it a cortège. White smoke sailed serenely from the vast industrial vases of the Midlands. But for us, grounded and gridlocked, there was no escape.

We don’t have Satnav in the Fiesta, but the route seemed an obvious one: from Ilkeston, follow the ring road round Nottingham, keep on the A52 till it hits the A1(M) at Grantham, then south as far as the A14, which takes you east again, after which you continue eastwards or drop down to exit 8 on the M11 – either way, you end up on minor roads for the last thirty miles, which I imagined would be the torturous part of the journey, not guessing it would be torture from the start. We kept the sun visors down and the air conditioning on MAX, but nothing
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