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      In the Beginning at the
End of the Day

      
      Guy Jamieson is on his way home from work. His wife, Alice, thinks he uses public transport, getting off at the bus stop round
         the corner on the main road. He doesn’t. Guy can’t stand rush-hour buses; they smell of poor people, of sweat and despair.
      

      
      Five minutes ago he got a black cab to drop him at the local off-licence, where he bought a bottle of blood-red Shiraz from
         a man behind a metal grille. A grey-furred Alsatian lurked in the corner, one eye gone milky.
      

      
      I live in a dump, thinks Guy. There are bones on my street. They could be Kentucky cast-offs but they look like babies’ knees,
         gristle and sinew. I am thirty-nine years old, I am a married man, I am a father.
      

      
      The blue plastic bag twists round his wrist. He bought a litre bottle; the normal-sized ones are never enough. On the corner
         stands a girl of fifteen or so, an inhaler in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She is pregnant, with skinny arms, skinny
         legs and a Humpty-Dumpty belly. She shouts up at an open window, ‘Come outside, Bernice, you slag.’
      

      
      ‘Fuck off,’ comes the reply.

      
      Oh the joys of south London, Guy thinks, sidestepping a shiny orb of fresh phlegm. Gob, dog shit and up-the-duff schoolgirls.

      
      As he crosses the road, his pride and joy Timothy Little lace-ups (£130 per shoe) crunch on ruby shards of broken tail-light. Nearly home.
      

      
      Guy casts a critical eye over Number 3 Derrington Road, as if he were a prospective buyer viewing the property for the first
         time. Victorian, single bay, end of terrace, three bedrooms – four if you went up into the loft. It’s nothing special – there
         are millions of them. His just happens to have a navy-blue front door.
      

      
      The paintwork needs doing and the clematis is dead. Boredom washes through his veins and his head feels granite heavy. ‘I
         can’t be bothered. I don’t want to live here any more.’
      

      
      The gate is rusty and he almost has to lift it off its hinges to open it. Ten years ago he and Alice first walked up this
         path – Max in a buggy, Alice fretting about being late, the tell-tale pink nerve rash creeping like poison ivy above her collar.
         ‘The estate agent said eleven. It’s ten past, Guy.’
      

      
      She could have saved her breath. The estate agent wasn’t there. What with this being a Saturday morning in 1994 he was under
         the duvet worrying about possible Ecstasy-induced brain damage.
      

      
      We were so young, reflects Guy. I had optimism and Alice had fluffy golden curls and smooth freckled cheeks. These days, grey
         frizzes through her hair and her cheeks have become jowls. A reel of old memories plays pictures in his head: he and Alice
         standing on the threshold of their future. ‘Well, go on then,’ Alice had urged, ‘ring the bell.’
      

      
      A woman had answered the door in a towelling dressing gown. ‘Oh,’ she muttered, ‘I suppose you’ve come to have a sniff around
         the place, have you? Come in, I’m not going to apologise about the mess because to be quite honest I couldn’t give a flying
         fuck.’
      

      
      Alice gave a small cough, scratched her neck and nodded her head at Max as if to say: Actually, we don’t swear in front of
         our child.
      

      
      The woman gave Max a cursory glance. ‘Boy, is it? You poor cow. I’ve two of them and a girl, more fool me.’

      
      The hall was full of packing cases; a guitar with its strings adrift poked out of one of them. The three of them did an awkward
         dance around the boxes.
      

      
      ‘I’m Alice,’ tittered Alice, as if her name was a really good punch-line. ‘This is Guy, my husband,’ she added, her wedding band still shiny and new, ‘and this little fellow is Max.’
      

      
      ‘I’m Sonia.’ The woman threw her name over her shoulder. ‘Coffee?’

      
      ‘That would be lovely, thank you,’ replied Alice, and they followed the woman down a narrow corridor.

      
      The entire kitchen seemed to be hanging off its hinges. All the cupboard doors were open and a packet of rice had erupted
         over the floor. They ground their way in. ‘Kitchen, obviously,’ sneered Sonia. ‘French windows.’
      

      
      There was a crack in the left-hand pane of glass; beyond the grimy windows, a garden drooped listlessly.

      
      A baby sat in a high chair with what looked like a badly cut face. ‘Bloody hell, Hugo,’ the woman snapped, picking a filthy
         rag out of the sink and wiping the child’s jam-smeared chops. She chucked the rag back into the sink, opened the fridge and
         sniffed a pint of milk. ‘Have to be black, unless I can tempt you to anything stronger.’ She laughed but her eyes filled with
         tears. ‘Sorry.’
      

      
      A girl with matted hair sidled through the door. Alice guessed she might be about eight. She was still in her nightie. Pouring
         herself a bowl of cereal, she got a spoon out of a drawer and walked off.
      

      
      ‘Verity’s eight,’ explained Sonia. ‘I’ve a thirteen-year-old goes by the name of Harry, and this one, the mistake, is Hugo.’

      
      ‘Hello,’ said Alice, who prided herself at being good with children now that she had one of her own. Hugo arched backwards
         in the chair. ‘I think you’ve missed a bit of jam on his cheek,’ ventured Alice. One side of the baby’s face was still dark
         red.
      

      
      ‘It’s a birthmark,’ snapped Sonia, sitting down. Guy suddenly realised she was naked under the robe. If she leant a little
         more to the left he might catch a glimpse of nipple. Suddenly the woman hauled herself up. ‘Oh just help yourselves. I’ve
         a shitty headache, I’m going back to bed.’ And with that she exited, leaving the baby with his mouth open and a battery in
         his hand. Quick as a flash Alice removed the Duracell AAA from Hugo’s soggy fist.
      

      
      ‘He could have swallowed it,’ she gasped.

      
      When Alice had been in the top class at primary school all the children had been given photocopied black-and-white pictures of a kitchen to colour in. Once they had done this (without going over the lines), they were meant to circle a number of health
         and safety hazards featured in the picture. A pan (with its handle turned out), a sharp knife (not put safely away in a drawer),
         a bottle of bleach (lid off), a toaster (with a frayed flex), a box of matches that should have been ‘out of reach of children’.
         Eleven-year-old Alice had dutifully drawn big red rings around all the danger zones. She always was a sensible girl.
      

      
      Once upon a time, Guy had needed this. Alice was his port in a storm, a metaphorical Rennie of a woman who had calmed his
         queasy heart. She could drive, assemble a flatpack of IKEA shelves, sort the bills, dress a wound, use a compass. Alice could
         do anything, apart from make pastry.
      

      
      Rather than leave Max in ‘this death trap of a kitchen’, Alice lifted him from the buggy and, making sure that Sonia’s cigarettes
         and lighter were out of ‘poor little Hugo’s’ reach, the three of them tiptoed through the house.
      

      
      ‘It’s within our budget,’ murmured Guy. There was a half-eaten Chinese takeaway on the sitting-room floor alongside an empty
         bottle of wine and a full ashtray. ‘Hazarding a guess,’ he added, ‘I’d say divorce.’
      

      
      Alice agreed. ‘Very sad,’ she tutted, hugging Max a bit more tightly.

      
      Still, the rooms were a decent size and the original fireplaces were still in situ. They climbed the stairs. A couple of the
         banister rails were loose and there was scribble on the walls.
      

      
      In the back bedroom Verity was playing with a pile of Barbies. They looked like they’d been in a motorway pile-up, naked and
         limbless. ‘Hello, darling,’ Alice said brightly. The girl ignored her. ‘Disturbed,’ whispered Alice. ‘Nice light room, mind,’
         she added, a bit louder.
      

      
      They peered into the bathroom next. ‘Lino needs replacing,’ said Guy, and Alice nodded: ‘So does the toilet roll.’

      
      A quarter landing led up to another bedroom on the left. ‘Smells like teenager,’ ventured Guy. The curtains were shut and
         the walls were smothered in Heavy Metal posters sellotaped at odd angles right up to a purple ceiling.
      

      
      
      ‘Just a lick of paint, maybe a nice cheery yellow,’ Alice whispered, genuinely feeling sorry for this house, all scribbled
         on and smelly.
      

      
      The master bedroom was at the front of the house. Sonia lay under limp sheets; on the table next to her lay another brimming
         ashtray, another packet of cigarettes, a jar of paracetamol and a bottle of Diet Coke. She pulled herself up on her elbows.
         The pillows behind her were grubby with make-up, smears of orange foundation, streaks of black mascara. ‘So what do you think?’
      

      
      ‘It’s really nice,’ replied Alice, a bit lamely.

      
      ‘Well, it’s got to go, now that the shit’s done a runner.’ Sonia lit a cigarette. ‘We were going to have an extension but
         his cuntiness has decided that he’d rather go and live with a twenty-seven-year-old Portuguese lap-dancer, arsehole! Seventeen
         years of marriage down the khasi. You never think it’s going to happen to you’ – Alice passed her the ashtray – ‘so here I
         am, forty, three kids and I’m going home to Mother. Fucking joke, that’s what it is.’
      

      
      No one laughed. Alice noticed a dent in the wall. Sonia’s eyes followed hers: ‘Typewriter,’ she coughed. ‘Chucked it at his
         fucking head.’
      

      
      Well really, thought Alice, there’s no need for ‘language’. She instinctively covered Max’s ears. He’d now heard more swearing
         in thirty minutes than he’d ever heard in his life. She backed out of the door. Guy followed her. A red lace bra got tangled
         on his shoe. ‘We’ll be in touch,’ he said. And they were.
      

      
      The day the estate agent told them their offer had been accepted, Alice was so thrilled she bought a bottle of sparkling white
         wine and allowed Guy to have sex with her on the sofa during Have I Got News for You. Some months later they worked out that was the night Alice got pregnant again.
      

      
      Hoorah, a new house and a new baby on the way! What’s more, the surveyor found a damp patch and managed to knock another £6,000
         off the asking price! ‘How lucky we are,’ gloated Alice, rubbing her belly in glee. Poor old Sonia. Alice felt a good deal
         of pity for her. But surely she must have been partly to blame?
      

      
      Ten years ago – a different decade, a different millennium, when Alice was still the right side of fat and bothered to wear
         her contact lenses. She has let herself go, thinks Guy sourly, and I haven’t. I am trim and well dressed; on a good day I look like Clark
         Kent. I have a good head of dark auburn hair and all my own teeth.
      

      
      Guy feels oddly disconnected. He can feel his keys in his pocket: a Chubb and a Yale hang from a chunky silver ring (Conran),
         but rather than reach for them, he rings the bell. The words ‘Hi, honey, I’m home’ dance silently at the back of his brain.
         If he were to verbalise them, he has a horrible feeling he’d sound like Jack Nicholson in The Shining.
      

      
      Alice opens the door. She is carrying a bin-liner of old clothes. ‘Oh, it’s you. I thought you were from Cancer Relief. Have
         you lost your keys?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      Guy follows his wife down the hall. She drops the bin-liner at the foot of the newel post; the hessian stair runner is frayed
         at the edges. Everything is worn out, thinks Guy, everything has come to the end of its life. He brushes past various anoraks
         and school blazers, sidesteps a rollerblade.
      

      
      ‘Cup of tea?’ puffs Alice. ‘Di and I are just having a lemon and ginger.’

      
      Guy has an almost uncontrollable urge to hide in the cupboard under the stairs. He swallows a groan. Di Clements – chief witch
         of the coven with her bulging, overactive thyroid eyes and her gruel-coloured clothes. He can see her over Alice’s milkmaid-fat
         shoulder, thin as string. As Alice parks herself on to a chair, Guy realises that his wife and her friend look like Laurel
         and Hardy in drag.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Guy.’

      
      Di Clements is Welsh. So is Catherine Zeta Jones – it is the only thing they have in common. Catherine Zeta Jones has breasts
         that heave in red satin gowns; Di Clements has tits that droop down her chicken-bone ribcage. Guy knows this for a fact: he
         has seen them. She is forever flipping them out. Di Clements is still breast-feeding her three-year-old.
      

      
      Guy surveys the kitchen. Subconsciously he is searching for the bottle opener. It could be anywhere – under today’s Guardian, behind the bread-making machine. ‘Jesus, Alice, it’s a pigsty in here.’
      

      
      Di bristles; she is of the feminist old-school brigade. Her husband Michael is very supportive. He teaches children with learning difficulties, plays the acoustic guitar and practises tai chi
         in the local park. He has a thick beard, obviously, and Guy loathes his guts. ‘How’s Michael?’
      

      
      Alice shoots him a look. He did say ‘Michael’ and not ‘that moronic arsehole’, didn’t he?

      
      ‘His sinuses are playing up but apart from that he’s fine,’ sings Di. ‘Anyway, Alice, must be off. Silas has got his cranial
         massage at the crack of dawn, so I need to wash his hair.’ Silas Clements has behavioural problems. Di thinks this is because
         he had a tricky passage into the world; Guy thinks it’s because Di and Michael are the poor little sod’s parents.
      

      
      Di exits looking like she’s on her way to a dress-like-your-favourite-cereal party. She is half woman, half Weetabix. Alice
         sees her out.
      

      
      Guy finds the bottle opener – it’s in the drawer with the takeaway menus. Everything is in the wrong place, everything is
         spilling out. The washing machine gapes open, twisted laundry hanging from its mouth, Alice’s vast knickers clinging to Guy’s
         pyjama legs, the boys’ T-shirts a strangled heap of navy and grey. What a mess, thinks Guy, what a fucking mess. It never
         used to be this bad.
      

      
      Once upon a time he was proud of this house, determined to make something of it – a house, not a flat, with a garden and stairs,
         these bricks and mortar, his blood and sweat, a place to put down roots, grow plants, dig a pond, light a bonfire. Sometimes
         it seems to Guy that the house conspires against them: bright yellow paint turns to a dingy ochre, water refuses to go down
         plugholes, there is always a funny smell on the landing and, on top of everything, it seems to be shrinking.
      

      
      When did it get so small? It’s Alice’s fault: she cannot throw anything away. Crap vies for space on every surface, the fridge
         is grubby with magnets, the corkboard thick with yellowing invites from people they never see any more. Alice marks her territory
         with avocado stones growing in margarine tubs, hideous clay pots made by nursery-school fingers, jars of home-made chutney
         gone grey with mould in the cupboard.
      

      
      
      What does she do all day? It’s not like she’s off down the gym or shopping for new clothes – Alice is a domestic Buddha, fat
         and content, smelling of biscuits, happy to be at home.
      

      
      The wine glass is smeared. Guy fills it with red liquid to the brim. Once upon a time he found his wife’s presence comforting.
         Having a wife had been a bit like having a really good dog. But things have changed. Alice is still faithful; she’s just not
         so eager to roll over and beg any more.
      

      
      Alice reappears. She looks like a mother, thinks Guy. She looks like being a mother is her fulltime job.

      
      The evidence speaks for itself. Alice’s legs are unshaven, her skirt is merely some fabric attached round her waist, her shoes
         are brownish and she is wearing one of his old Aertex shirts – it used to be white but it went in with the coloureds.
      

      
      Hello fat wife I no longer want to fuck, says the voice in Guy’s head.

      
      ‘Drinking already?’ tuts Alice, sounding even more like a Sunday-school teacher than she intended, and as she clears the table
         she absent-mindedly picks up a piece of left-over breakfast toast, glazed scarlet with jam, and eats it. ‘Damn.’ She was only
         meant to nibble fruit between meals; a brown-spotted banana lies forlornly next to a mouldy plum in the wicker bowl on the
         table.
      

      
      ‘Where are the boys?’ Guy’s mind is drifting. Alice says something but he’s not listening, he’s looking into the back garden
         at the plants he never bought and the pond he never dug. ‘Someone could get drowned,’ Alice had said, and somehow the years
         went by.
      

      
      Everything is closing down around my ears – there’s got to be more to life than this. And Guy thinks for the seventy-sixth
         time about the girl. The girl is called Peanut. Stupid name for a girl who looks neither dry roasted nor salty. Peony, yes,
         Petunia, hmmm, Persephone? ‘Just call me Peanut,’ she’d said. How old? Twenty-five, maybe younger. This makes Guy gulp. It
         is conceivable that there might be a bigger age gap between himself and Peanut than Peanut and his eldest son.
      

      
      His glass is empty. He turns round. Alice has put the cork firmly back in the bottle, quite possibly the only bit of tidying
         she’s done all day. As Guy pulls the cork out of the bottle’s skinny green neck, a joke hiccups into his memory – how does it go? Something
         about a husband and wife sitting at the breakfast table. The husband says to his wife: ‘I hate you, you’ve ruined my life.’
      

      
      ‘Pardon?’ says the wife.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ says the husband, ‘I meant pass the sugar.’

      
      Guy burps. Alice looks disappointed.

      
      We’re in a play, thinks Guy, some godawful play. Any moment now the phone will ring.

      
      The phone rings.

      
      Alice answers it. ‘It’s for you-hoo.’ (She always says this.)

      
      The receiver is greasy. ‘Hi, Guy, it’s Peanut, remember me?’

      
      Remember her! He’s already had a wank on her behalf!

      
      ‘Ah yes, um, this afternoon – if I didn’t remember you I’d have Alzheimer’s,’ jokes Guy. Oh God, maybe he shouldn’t have said
         that, maybe her mother is in the grip of dementia … No, of course she won’t be. Her mother is probably only in her forties
         and quite possibly a very attractive woman. ‘How can I help?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got your diary – it’s the same as mine. I must have put it in my bag by accident.’

      
      Somebody once said ‘there is no such thing as an accident’. Was it that Nietzsche bloke? While Guy ponders the source of the
         quote, Peanut says, ‘Sorry,’ in the silence.
      

      
      ‘No worries, I’ll pop by and pick it up tomorrow. You will be at work, won’t you?’

      
      ‘Sure, see you then.’

      
      ‘Oh, listen, maybe I should take your mobile number just in case?’

      
      Good thinking, Batman! Guy congratulates himself on his cunning.

      
      The girl reels off a string of numbers and Guy shouts ‘Pen, pen’ at Alice’s backside, as she picks the washing up off the
         floor. Suddenly Guy remembers he has a Mont Blanc in his pocket precisely for these occasions. He whips the lid off with his
         teeth and scribbles the number on the back of a gas bill, resisting the temptation to draw a heart around the digits. I’m
         thirty-nine, I’m a married father of two, he reminds himself.
      

      
      
      ‘See you.’

      
      ‘Thanks, bye.’

      
      Alice holds the washing in her arms. A pair of Sam’s Harry Potter underpants escapes her grasp.

      
      ‘Who was that?’

      
      ‘A girl called Peanut,’ replies Guy, blushing for the first time in years.

      
      ‘What a stupid name.’

      
      ‘I think I’ll have a shower,’ Guy mumbles, wishing not for the first time that Alice would agree to having a lock put on the
         bathroom door.
      

      
      Alice picks her youngest son’s knickers up off the grubby lino.

      
      On reflection, it’s already too late to put the clock back. Let’s face it, it always is.
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      When is a Home not a Home?
When it Belongs to
your Ex-wife

      
      Joe Dobson no longer has a key to his house. His house isn’t strictly his any more – once the paperwork is done it will be
         Hils’s house. He lives somewhere else now. Life goes on, things change; his old front door is a newly painted lilac but the
         stained-glass panels are the same as they always have been: leaded squares of green and purple. It all feels so familiar,
         like coming home, only it’s not.
      

      
      Joe rings the bell and braces himself. It’s always difficult to know how to greet his ex-wife. ‘Darling’ is too extravagant,
         and only bank managers shake hands. Unfortunately divorce doesn’t come with an instruction manual. It should, then Joe would
         know whether pinging Hils’s bra straps (not that she ever wears one) would be a suitable salutation.
      

      
      Occasionally they kiss, accidental clumsy pecks on the cheek, like myopic maiden aunts. But it leaves them both uncomfortable,
         especially when it happens in front of the kids, who immediately swap glances loaded with false optimism. Apparently all children
         dream of their estranged parents getting back together. Dreaming is one thing, thinks Joe, making it so bleedin’ obvious is
         embarrassing.
      

      
      A shadow appears – good, it’s his daughter. The door opens and Joe flings wide his arms. ‘Hello, gorgeous!’ he bellows in
         a stupid Ed Grundy voice. But it isn’t Tabitha, it’s his wife – correction, ex-wife.
      

      
      
      ‘Well hello yourself,’ sniggers Hils in an equally ridiculous cod country accent, raising an eyebrow towards her bleached
         hairline. ‘Go blonde before you go grey’ has always been her battle cry, but Joe knows her pubes are hamster-brown.
      

      
      She turns her back and shouts ‘Kids!’ up the stairs. Joe lowers his arms. She’s looking good for her age. At forty-one, in
         her trademark baggy Levi’s, Hils still has the arse of a teenage boy. Her feet are bare, they always are. ‘They get claustrophobic,’
         she used to say. Hils has incredibly dextrous toes. Her party piece is removing a cigarette from its packet, putting it into
         her mouth and lighting it – with her hands behind her back.
      

      
      Joe can’t forget the things he knows about his ex-wife. They are ingrained in his memory, harder to shift than the mould that
         gallops along the grouting in the bathroom above their heads. A few ‘facts about Hils’ leap into his brain: her birthday,
         16 March; Hils is a Pisces, he is a Scorpio. Her inability to differentiate left from right, always a tense one on long car
         journeys: ‘Left, Joe, left, oh you idiot, you know I mean right.’ Her short-sightedness: ‘Joe, do you know where my glasses
         are?’ and his customary reply, ‘On the mantelpiece, Helen Keller.’
      

      
      Distinguishing features? Hils has a mole under one of her breasts. Joe hasn’t seen it for a couple of years, but if there
         was ever a party game called pin the mole on the ex-wife, he’d be in with a good chance of winning. Mole under left breast,
         size 34A (that’s breast, not mole).
      

      
      By contrast there are things about his girlfriend Nina that he can never remember. Is she twenty-four or twenty-five? One
         of her little fingers is crooked: left or right? That mate of hers, the one with the pink hair, what’s her name?
      

      
      Saul comes crashing down the stairs. He reaches the halfway mark and jumps, commando style, over the banister rail. He lands
         heavily. Age ten, Saul is very clumsy. ‘I’ve broken my leg,’ he announces, jumping up and down on it. His cheeks are balloon-red
         and he is still as blond as a Scandinavian new-born baby.
      

      
      Tabitha descends in new suede boots that her skinny legs refuse to fill. She hugs her father, smelling of teenage girl, of
         shampoo, deodorant and strawberry lip-gloss. Bamboo thin and just thirteen, she smiles through a mouthful of metal.
      

      
      Well, I truly fucked this up, thinks Joe. He always does when he sees his children, but the feeling wears off; it has to,
         otherwise he’d have driven himself mad with guilt by now.
      

      
      Hils watches them leave and congratulates herself on how much easier it is now than it used to be. There was a time when just
         seeing him, with his Jeremy Clarkson legs and his craggy cowboy face, was like putting razor blades in her mouth. I can do
         what I like, she reminds herself. I don’t have to cook – I can have a sandwich and call a girlfriend. I could go out, I could
         go for a swim. But before she does anything she pours herself a stiff gin and smokes a cigarette on the back step.
      

      
      How did it happen? How come after fifteen years, three hamsters, any number of goldfish, two Saabs, one Golf, two kids, numerous
         birthdays and barbecues, jellies and cakes, holidays and Christmases, how come he left? Because she threw him out, she supposes,
         and lights another Silk Cut.
      

      
      Once upon a time there was a paddling pool in this garden and Joe sprayed the children with the hose and a weird clown came
         to entertain Tabitha on her fourth birthday and all the children were so frightened they hid behind the shed. Mr Winky, that
         was his name, possibly because he had a facial tic. Hils remembers having to tempt the kids out from behind the shed with
         Smarties, Tabitha in a white dress with a big Ribena stain down the front, and Mr Winky launching into his act. ‘Pissed as
         a fart,’ Joe had muttered, a prophecy confirmed when the magician referred to himself as ‘Mr Wanky’ and all the grown-ups
         laughed.
      

      
      Saul was just a baby then, crawling and forever putting things up his nose. ‘Blow, Saul, blow.’ And Saul would sniff even
         harder and the berry or the button or whatever it was would become lodged even further up his nostril and it was back to Casualty
         again. ‘Hello, Saul,’ the nurses would say, ‘we’ve missed you.’
      

      
      Hils steps back into the kitchen. It wasn’t an entirely bad marriage – some of the wedding presents still work, and she shoves
         a couple of pieces of bread into an ancient Morphy Richards that was a present from Joe’s cousin Stella. They’ll be eating pizza now, thinks Hils, smearing Marmite thickly on her toast. That’s
         what they do every other Wednesday. That’s what the children of divorced parents eat, it’s on the menu – parents split up,
         pizza or burger? Meanwhile, she is the one who tries to ram broccoli down Saul’s throat.
      

      
      They go to the Pizza Express on the High Street. Joe will drink a Peroni and his fingers will itch for a cigarette. She can
         see him now, patting his jacket pockets before remembering that he always keeps his tobacco in the back pocket of his jeans,
         Tabitha and Saul casually ordering dough balls and Margarita pizzas.
      

      
      When I was their age, she reminisces, going out for a meal was a massive treat. Sometimes her grandfather would take the whole
         family – cousins, aunties and uncles – to a hotel where Hils had gammon and pineapple and the grapefruit starter came with
         a clown’s nose of a glacé cherry. They all dressed up, Nanna in a hat and the enamel brooch of a cockerel with its real ruby
         eye on her lapel, her mother and the aunts in paisley shirt-waisters, Uncle Ray with his cravat, and afterwards the men smoked
         cigars and the ladies really did go and powder their noses. I mustn’t drink any more gin, she realises. I’m getting maudlin.
      

      
      She takes a coffee upstairs and turns on the television. There is an advert for a product that fills holes wherever you might
         have them in the house; it appears to be a foam substance that can be squirted via a nozzle into any gap that needs plugging.
         There are holes all over this house, thinks Hils, who is frankly a little bit pissed – holes where Joe’s things used to be,
         his stereo and his Apple Mac. There was a time when the shock of him leaving had turned her heart to chopped liver, when she’d
         walk into the house and her first impression was that she’d been burgled. So much seemed to be missing – his coats and size
         eleven shoes, his collection of art books, his espresso machine.
      

      
      And it wasn’t just the big things she noticed, it was the small things. The piles of loose change, the Rizla papers, this
         week’s Exchange and Mart with the biro stars marked against E-type Jags he could never afford.
      

      
      Some things he took, some things she threw away, some things she threw away and then changed her mind, rummaging at midnight in leaking bin-liners, up to her
         elbows in takeaway leftovers and tea bags. ‘Come back, please come back.’
      

      
      Gradually, over time, her things and the kids’ stuff have replaced these missing items – a vase here, a stack of homework
         there – and suddenly Hils comes to the conclusion that it’s not the things he took that bother her but the things he consciously
         left behind. It’s as if she has been left to play caretaker to the memorabilia their marriage collected along the way: the
         collection of novelty seaside rock, the silver box containing umbilical stumps and baby teeth, the sheep’s skull found on
         a walk in the Lake District, the boxes and boxes of photographs.
      

      
      That’s the trouble with being married – correction – having been married to a photographer, there is so much bloody evidence.
         Instinctively Hils looks up at the mantelpiece where once upon a time there sat a big silver-framed photo of herself and Joe
         on their wedding day. Not that Joe had taken it – not even Joe could play groom and photographer at his own wedding, more’s
         the pity; they’d have been much better if he had.
      

      
      The photograph is tucked away now, in the cupboard of her bedside table, next to the box with the conch shells stuck all over,
         the glue gone brown with age. In this box is a withered rose from a fifteen-year-old bridal bouquet, a chocolate pig, a thin
         gold ring there’s no longer any point wearing, and a bill from a restaurant that no longer exists: Bewleys Wine Bar. It comes
         to £4.50. The receipt is dated 2 September 1985, the first day she ever set eyes on Joe.
      

      
      

         A long time ago when we were young and throwing snowballs at each other, my husband fell and cut his left knee on a broken
               bottle. The scar is twisted and purple, and for a long time after he left this is how I imagined my heart looked.
         

         Diary of Divorcee
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      Life Swapping

      
      Joe is patting his jacket pockets. Tabitha sighs and rolls her marble-green eyes. ‘They’re in the back of your jeans.’ She
         is very like her mother sometimes. ‘Anyway, you can’t smoke in this bit,’ she adds smugly. ‘I wish you’d both give up. It’s
         bad enough being victims of a broken home without being orphaned, thank you very much.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, thank you very much,’ repeats Saul. He always does this whenever Tabitha has made a point he wishes he’d thought of
         first. Saul is blowing bubbles into his Coke glass.
      

      
      ‘D’you want another?’

      
      ‘Actually, Dad’ – Tabitha is looking at the watch Joe’s parents bought her for getting into her secondary school – ‘I’ve got
         to get back, I’ve got a project to finish. Geography.’ She tuts. ‘Blinking volcanoes.’
      

      
      ‘Actually,’ sniggers Saul, ‘volcanoes don’t blink, they erupt!’ He convulses with laughter; it’s his instinctive reaction
         to most things.
      

      
      Saul is jolly, that’s the only word for him. Anything that involves swearing or bodily functions turns him into a one-man
         sitcom audience. He lives his life with gusto – he likes practical jokes, fake flies in plastic ice-cubes, whoopee cushions
         and people falling into lakes. Enthusiastic and greedy, he still gets tummy ache from eating too much. Big and blond and charming,
         Saul is just like Joe when he was that age.
      

      
      
      Sometimes Joe looks at him and remembers what it was like before he knew the meaning of the word cynicism. When just riding
         a bike and not holding on to the handlebars was excitement enough, and there wasn’t a problem in the world that couldn’t be
         solved with a really big ice cream.
      

      
      ‘Remember the wattle and daub house, Dad?’ Tabitha is checking her braces in the back of her spoon, licking her train tracks
         with her tongue.
      

      
      Joe nods. Years ago, when Tabitha was still at primary school, he and Hils helped her make a house out of wattle and daub
         for a history project. They were up all night and still only got seven out of ten. Hils had been outraged. ‘I’ll have that
         cow Mrs Benson know I studied theatre design at Wimbledon.’ Tabitha has a habit of remembering the ‘good old days’.
      

      
      ‘So, the volcano thing,’ he enquires, gently leading her away from the past, ‘how’s it going?’

      
      ‘Fine,’ she answers. ‘I’ve got to do it all on the computer.’

      
      ‘Do you need me to come back and help?’ Joe is what they call in the trade a Mac monkey: he can scan, photoshop, do fancy
         borders and all sorts.
      

      
      ‘Actually, Dad, Mum’s quite good on the computer now. Ever since she wrote the book, really.’

      
      Ooh that hurts, thinks Joe. Hils had told him all about ‘the book’. He hadn’t minded – he’d thought it was a good idea, therapeutic
         if you like – he just hadn’t expected anyone to want to publish it.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ echoes Saul, ‘Mum’s quite good on the computer now. Mind you, she’s still bollocks at PlayStation.’ Saul honks at
         his own wit.
      

      
      Joe laughs and signals for the bill. ‘Hello, my name is Wendy’ trots over. They see her every other week but she still introduces
         herself. She’s about nineteen and has a tendency to blush at everything Joe says, even when it’s ‘Just the bill please, Wendy.’
         Wendy instantly turns beetroot.
      

      
      ‘What is wrong with that woman?’ sighs Saul.

      
      ‘She fancies Dad,’ replies Tabitha.

      
      It’s probably true, Joe reflects to himself. He’s not being arrogant but he’s always had a way with the ladies, as his mother
         would say. He leaves Wendy a large tip, and the three of them, Saul with his usual ice-cream moustache, leave the restaurant.
      

      
      I could turn round, thinks Joe, and give Wendy a wink. I could come back later. I could, but I won’t. I have learnt my lesson.

      
      They walk back to the house in Englestone Avenue where Joe has left the car. Freya’s baby seat is strapped in the back, along
         with a beanie baby squirrel and a half-eaten biscuit.
      

      
      ‘Bye, Dad, see you next week.’

      
      Joe doesn’t want tears, but there is something rather too casual about the way Tabitha and Saul disappear through the lilac-coloured
         door and back to their mother, who is ‘now really good with computers’.
      

      
      ‘Maybe she can change a light bulb as well these days,’ huffs Joe, digging his tobacco out of his back pocket and unlocking
         the Saab. Back to my other life, he thinks, but he’s got time for a quick pint first – just the one, mind, he’s driving and
         anyway Nina will be waiting.
      

      
      Nina is waiting. She is waiting to go to bed – it’s only eight-thirty but all she wants to do is sleep. Shelley and Carmen are round;
         they are still her best friends but they haven’t got a clue. They arrived earlier in a cab, waving bottles of vodka and endless
         packets of Marlboro Lights, marvelling at the contents of her fridge. ‘Nina, you’ve got, like, food in this thing. I’ve only
         got amyl nitrate in mine!’ Helping themselves to hummus and baby Freya’s mashed avocado, Shelley and Carmen spill orange juice
         and flick ash wherever they go, while Nina swallows back a hundred yawns and tries not to feel left out.
      

      
      Shelley is a make-up artist, she does a lot of pop videos. Carmen sources original seventies material which she turns into
         cushions and sells at Camden Lock. Floral corduroy is apparently big this season. Nina would buy one but Joe won’t have anything
         in the apartment that isn’t black, white, grey or beige; he says he’s done colour. Not with me, thinks Nina, and sometimes
         she feels like getting a big tin of purple paint and sloshing it all over the flat.
      

      
      Nina’s friends are Hoxton hip. They wear their Maharishi trousers halfway down their backsides, all the better to show off
         their tattoos (Maori mostly). They have rings through their eyebrows, noses and belly buttons. Shelley has pink and white
         dreadlocks sewn on to her scalp and Carmen has gone bald in preparation for the summer.
      

      
      By comparison Nina feels as dull as a black-and-white television. She stopped dyeing her hair when she was pregnant because
         someone said it was dangerous, and her once platinum curls are now dormouse brown. All of a sudden she feels like Marilyn
         Monroe in reverse: she’s looking very Norma Jean.
      

      
      I’m a mum, thinks Nina. I’m a stay-at-home mum. I used to have a job, I used to be a stylist, I used to smear Vaseline and
         brown eyeshadow on pork chops to make them look appetising, I used to squirt shaving foam on apple pies. And then I met Joe,
         got pregnant, gave up work, had a baby, and here I am, two years on, my tits have gone and I’m knackered.
      

      
      Shelley and Carmen are talking about going to the Glastonbury Festival. ‘Why don’t you come, Nina, it’ll be really cool.’

      
      ‘Um, because I’ve got a baby,’ Nina replies.

      
      ‘So,’ demands Shelley, ‘loads of people take kids, it’s good for them.’

      
      ‘I’ll think about it,’ says Nina, knowing full well that she can’t think of anything worse. It’s bad enough dealing with a
         toddler in a state-of-the-art warehouse conversion, never mind a stinking tent.
      

      
      She wishes she could relax more, she wishes she didn’t care that her friends have eaten the last of the pitta bread and are
         playing The Vines at a billion decibels. Nina blushes when she remembers how they’d laughed at Joe’s CD collection. ‘Nina
         girl, you’ve got to, like, educate this man, like, Johnny Cash!’
      

      
      ‘Actually he’s really good, you should listen to “Live at Folsom Prison”, it’s fantastic,’ Nina had insisted, but Shelley
         and Carmen were too busy sniggering over Joe’s back catalogue of Fleetwood Mac to listen.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Joe is in what he likes to call (ironically, of course) his local boozer. There aren’t many real pubs left, he
         muses, knowing full well that it’s people like him who brought about their demise. The Lord Alfred still has a jukebox, a
         pool table and little bags of pork scratchings. On the bar stands a jar of pickled eggs, and in the toilet someone has graffitied: ‘However
         much you fancy her, someone out there is sick to death of her.’
      

      
      All of a sudden he feels tired and depressed. He doesn’t want to be one of those men who’d rather have another pint than face
         going home. One of those granite-faced, nicotine-fingered blokes who talk of being taken to the cleaners by ‘that bitch’ and
         of children slipping from touch – ‘Access every other Sunday, for fuck’s sake’ – turning the air acrid with their conversation,
         thick with smoke and bitterness. I’m not one of them, Joe decides, and leaves half a pint sitting on the table.
      

      
      Ten minutes later, he’s home. ‘Hi, babes,’ he calls, and then, ‘Oh Jesus’ under his breath. Carmen and Whatsername are here,
         he can smell them. It’s not that Joe doesn’t like the girls, it’s just that they make him feel like a geography teacher in
         his own home. He can feel himself sprouting leather elbow pads as he walks into the living area.
      

      
      ‘I’ll just turn this down, should I?’ he hears himself saying, striding over to the CD player. For fuck’s sake, Joe, you’ll
         be saying ‘Right, atlases out’ next.
      

      
      Nina is on one of the sofas. Joe is very proud of his sofas. They are twin black leather three-seaters, mirror-imaging each
         other from either side of a low glass-on-driftwood coffee table. He kisses his girlfriend’s head, glad that she hasn’t decided
         to copy Carmen and shave her skull. Be weird being in bed with a baldy – like sleeping with your grandad.
      

      
      When he’s alone with Nina he forgets how young she is, but her girlfriends serve as a reminder. They’re a bit – how can he
         put it? – a bit silly really.
      

      
      ‘Ladies,’ he announces, ‘good to see you.’ He is trying to be friendly but he sounds like a creepy uncle.

      
      ‘Hi, Joe,’ they chorus, as if answering a register.

      
      Suddenly they are rearranging their limbs into standing positions, Whatsername flicking her dreadlocks. ‘Um, time we were
         making a move,’ she says, pulling on a pair of lime-green trainers.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sorry, gang,’ apologises Carmen, ‘that vodka bar in Clerkenwell calls.’

      
      
      ‘Oh, you mean Olav’s,’ ventures Joe, finger firmly on the pulse.

      
      ‘No, Olav’s closed down last year,’ replies the pink-haired one.

      
      She looks like Looby Loo, realises Joe, but wisely keeps his trap shut. Andy Pandy and friends mean nothing to this lot.

      
      ‘It’s called Three Sisters and a Samovar, actually,’ Carmen says, giving her pate an idle scratch.

      
      ‘How very Chekhovian,’ and Joe does something he has never done before in his life – he chortles.

      
      Nina, Carmen and Whatsername react with barely disguised horror. Chortling! He’ll be growing hair out of his ears and sucking
         Werther’s Originals next.
      

      
      Joe sinks down on to his sofa. They just need time to wear in, he admits to himself. In a few years they’ll be as comfortable
         as the one at his old house.
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      Mince and Manners

      
      Alice has made a shepherd’s pie. She’s a big fan of mince, it’s so versatile. This is despite the fact that every mince dish
         Alice makes always manages to taste exactly the same – vaguely school dinner-ish.
      

      
      Shepherd’s pie is the last thing Guy wants. He had ‘fishcakes in sorrel sauce at Sheekeys for lunch’.

      
      ‘Well, bully for you, I had cheese and Ryvitas,’ snapped Alice, and, for once suitably chastened, he set the table.

      
      Alice believes in ‘the family’ sitting down together at the end of the day and sharing a meal. It’s ‘what civilised people
         do’. After all, ‘we’re not savages’. Alice believes in ‘elbows off the table’ and ‘may I get down please’.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t been a very civilised boy today,’ reflects Guy, getting a bottle of tomato sauce out of the cupboard, ‘all things
         considered.’
      

      
      He doubts very much if fucking girls in a disabled toilet would rate very highly on Alice’s list of ‘what civilised people
         do’. To be honest, Guy doesn’t know which would incense Alice more – the act of carnal unfaithfulness, or the fact that it
         was done in a cubicle designated for wheelchair users only.
      

      
      ‘Really, Guy, there’s no excuse, it’s just selfish.’

      
      Naughty Peanut, it’s her fault really. This morning, when he’d walked into the reception area of Lexington Sound, she’d been
         perched on the desk eating a banana, if you please.
      

      
      As if that wasn’t enough, the foxy little minx was wearing a T-shirt that basically spelt out Guy’s mission (should he choose
         to accept it) for the morning. The message was clear, in white letters on a pink background: ‘Fcuk me till I frat!’
      

      
      So he had – not that she’d farted, that wouldn’t have been very romantic on a first date. Not that it had been a date as such.
         What would you call it? muses Guy, placing forks on the left and knives on the right (Alice is a stickler for tradition) –
         an ‘encounter’ whereby the swapping of bodily fluids had taken place?
      

      
      Obviously he’d used a condom. Peanut is a gorgeous thing, a Kylie-sized Venus with the face of a kewpie doll, but then again,
         who knows where she’s been? Around the block and then some judging by her arsenal of tricks. Her eyes might be baby blue but
         her smile is gently mocking.
      

      
      Some women, Guy conjectures, seem to have gone to sex school. It’s all in the arch of the back, the lick of a glossy lip,
         a low moan before a high-pitched squeal, followed by a whimper and the drawing of salon nails across a sweaty torso. Must
         check that actually, make sure she left no marks. This is practical Guy, running through a checklist of what exactly happened,
         of who did what to whom.
      

      
      A banana-flavoured first kiss, followed by a finger in her knickers, an undone fly, hot breath on his cock. Practical Guy
         can put in chronological order the events leading up to penetration, but after that he is lost. Physical Guy took possession
         of his senses somewhere around 11 am, his brain dissolving in a mighty orgasm, during which he’d almost dislodged the handrail
         from the wall. Afterwards she’d adjusted her skirt, picked a tiny scrap of pink lace up off the floor and said, ‘Well, Mr
         Jamieson, that was very nice.’
      

      
      Nice! It had been the best ten minutes of his life. As he’d floated out, his balls feeling deliciously light, the alibi diary
         safely in his briefcase, she’d blown him a kiss. Pathetically (on reflection), he’d mimed catching it. Only when he got back
         to his office did he discover the tiny scrap of pink lace in his jacket pocket. It took him a second to realise that it was
         a thong!
      

      
      Alice doesn’t wear thongs. ‘Dental floss of the buttocks,’ she says, preferring to harness her buttocks in stout ladies’ pants.

      
      
      Peanut’s thong is now hidden in a drawer in Guy’s desk. He’d texted her immediately: ‘Can I c u, lunch t’morro – gx’. The
         reply came seconds later: ‘Cum and get me 1pm px’.
      

      
      Later, when Penny, his PA, had been going through his appointments for the week, he’d seen Peanut’s pencilled memo, barely
         visible against the pale blue paper of his Smythson 2004 personal organiser. She’d written: ‘Fuck Peanut’.
      

      
      ‘Ah.’ Guy reacted as a father would to a child’s first painting, and rather than erase it he ripped the whole page from his
         diary and hid it with her knickers. The rest of the day he’d been on automatic pilot, handling calls, attending meetings,
         eating fishcakes, working on a pitch for a car commercial, sending Peanut a bunch of flowers.
      

      
      ‘Any message on the card, sir?’

      
      ‘Um, er, just love will do.’

      
      ‘No name?’

      
      ‘No, no name. She’ll know who they’re from.’

      
      ‘Thank you, sir, and while you’re at it would you like to order a bunch for your wife?’

      
      Obviously she didn’t say that, there was just something implicit in the tone of her voice that made him feel uncomfortable.

      
      ‘I am having an affair,’ he whispers silently to himself. I have a size-ten mistress with unblemished skin and pouting lips.

      
      ‘Boys!’ Alice is summoning the children to the table. ‘Wash your hands, supper time.’

      
      Guy pours himself a glass of red wine. He’s got to pull himself together. ‘Act normal, think about what you’re doing,’ he
         tells himself. ‘Focus, you’re having supper with your family, your wife and your sons.’
      

      
      My sons, thinks Guy. I have two sons. I watched them being born. Max first, one dark February night in 1992, a little purple
         beetroot that erupted rather than arrived, and then Sam, three years later on a blistering August afternoon.
      

      
      Guy remembers the sudden drama, his son’s unborn goblin head caught in some internal bend of female plumbing, the falling
         heart rate and the sudden blur of activity, chubby nurses running, the black midwife skeetering along with the drip. He remembers
         looking outside and seeing people flopping around on benches, licking ice-lollies.
      

      
      They put a little screen up, but he could still smell the blood, the heady scent of an old-fashioned butcher’s; he was surprised
         not to see sawdust on the floor. There were noises, too – the renting of Alice’s drum-tight belly followed by a blancmange
         squelching sound.
      

      
      Seconds later they held the baby up like a floppy grey puppet. ‘A boy, Mrs Jamieson, another little boy.’

      
      Alice had been depressed for a while, hormones running riot. Still, she got over it. Women like Alice do. Alice is capable
         – what does she need him for these days? She’s got the children, she’s got her friends, ugly Guardian reading witches with hairs on their chins, her book club and her biscuit tin. Guy is so distracted he can barely remember
         his sons’ middle names.
      

      
      ‘Can I have some red wine, Dad?’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Max,’ Alice snaps. It might be the done thing in France, but not in her house.

      
      Max is twelve. His white school shirt is covered in blue ink, he talks fast and slightly incoherently, his elbows are sharp,
         and soft brown hair flops over his grey eyes. His middle name (Guy’s mind is racing) is Thomas. Maxwell Thomas Jamieson. Not
         too small, not too tall, not too bright, not too thick, Max is just Max, one of life’s round pegs in a round hole. Sam, on
         the other hand, is a trapezoid. It’s Alice’s fault – she babies him, she is much harder on Max.
      

      
      As if on cue, Alice snaps at her eldest son. ‘Hold your knife properly, Max, and don’t shovel, we’re not savages.’

      
      Max is telling a long and rather involved story about a boy who’s been suspended from his school. Words tumble out of his
         mouth as he reaches for the ketchup and squirts big red zig-zags over his meal.
      

      
      ‘Max, you don’t need tomato sauce. That really is revolting. Tell him, Guy.’

      
      Guy doesn’t know what to say. The shepherd’s pie is as dry and tasteless as a nun’s crotch. It’s all right for him, he can
         swill it down with big swigs of Rioja.
      

      
      Suddenly there is a long sigh from Samuel (William) Jamieson, who hangs his head on his chest and drops his knife and fork theatrically on to the table.
      

      
      ‘I can’t eat it,’ he whimpers.

      
      Alice is immediately distracted. Sam has always been a faddy eater; as a toddler he had to be coaxed into eating every mouthful
         with elaborate games of chuff-chuff trains.
      

      
      ‘Come on, darling,’ she coos, ‘it’s your favourite. Why don’t you sit on my knee?’

      
      Sam is nine – he’s too old to be climbing on to his mother’s knee. Alice clutches him to her, feels his wide forehead and
         pulls up his T-shirt to check for rashes. Sam’s skin is as pale as a church candle. ‘Here, poppet,’ says Alice, and making
         no apology for hypocrisy she reaches for the Heinz bottle and squirts a large blob on the side of his plate. Sam opens his
         mouth like a baby bird and Alice, mixing ketchup into the grey mince, feeds him. ‘There’s a good boy.’
      

      
      Max looks at his father. I should say something, realises Guy, but instead he just nudges his glass closer to Max and winks
         at his older son as the boy takes a large gulp. She’s driving us both to drink, he concludes.
      

      
      Later, when Guy and Max have stacked the dishwasher and Guy has finished the bottle of red wine and hence become confused
         during an episode of The West Wing, he follows his wife up to bed. She is reading, her discarded knickers lying deflated on the bedroom floor like a small parachute.
         Guy steps over them. Alice puts her book down. ‘I’ve been thinking about the holidays,’ she says.
      

      
      Fuck, thinks Guy, his shirt half off, I forgot to check for claw marks. Just in case, he gives himself a good scratch and
         climbs quickly into his pyjamas. May Peanut forgive me for having pyjamas, he pleads silently, sliding swiftly into the narrow
         corridor that constitutes his side of the bed.
      

      
      ‘It’s just the Clementses are thinking of going camping in France and I thought it might be rather fun to join them.’

      
      I’d rather poke forks into my eyes, thinks Guy, stunned at the mere suggestion that he, Guy Jamieson, chief creative director
         of the award-winning advertising agency Shelby, Jamieson and Mott, might entertain for a second the very idea of going on
         holiday with that bunch of freaks. Tit-less Di, her wanker husband and their ridiculous children, smelly Solomon, fat Aphrodite and educationally subnormal Silas – you have to be joking.
      

      
      He swallows hard. ‘Actually, Alice, I’ve got something up my sleeve holiday-wise.’ This is a lie, he hasn’t even thought about
         it.
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ responds Alice, ‘and pray what might that be?’

      
      ‘Surprise,’ bluffs Guy.

      
      Alice rolls on to her side to read and in doing so releases a mighty shepherd’s pie emission. Guy can almost feel the heat
         of it against his cotton-clad leg. ‘Fcuk me till I frat’ he remembers, and closing his eyes he conjures up Peanut, but the
         image is spoilt somewhat by the foul meaty aroma emanating from Alice’s backside.
      

      
      Guy opens his eyes. Alice is a shapeless lump next to him, a vast mound of duvet and flesh. She never used to be this big
         – she was pleasantly plump once upon a time.
      

      
      When Guy first met Alice she was just his girlfriend’s flatmate. He’d barely noticed her. She might as well have been Virginia’s
         pet guinea pig, her funny little freckle-faced mate who tagged along with Ginny to watch him play rugby on Saturday afternoons.
         In the end Sloaney Virginia had got bored of shivering on the sidelines. She had better things to do than stand around getting
         her boots muddy, and Alice didn’t. Guy got used to seeing her out of the corner of his eye, endlessly cheering him on, good
         old Alice. At half time she offered him hot tomato soup from a Thermos flask.
      

      
      One particularly wet afternoon, he’d gone back to the flat she shared with Virginia to dry his socks over their little electric
         bar fire. He was hoping to see Virginia. She was in bed with a cold, according to Alice – only she wasn’t, she was in bed
         with a bloke called Rupert. The ensuing scene had been rather ugly. Initially he’d blamed Alice, but to this day she swears
         blind she didn’t know.
      

      
      After Guy had slammed out of the flat he’d lost touch with both of the girls, but a year or so later, when the accident happened
         and he fell to pieces, Alice appeared out of nowhere and began to glue him back together. Somehow gratitude led to marriage
         and mortgage and babies, only not necessarily in that order. Alice had made a spectacularly smug, if slightly bulging registry-office
         bride. It had been a very small wedding – Guy’s parents couldn’t be there and Alice’s weren’t invited.
      

      
      
      These days, Guy is embarrassed by his wife. They don’t look right together any more – if you put them in a crowded room no
         one would guess that they were husband and wife. Guy knows this for a fact. He’s seen the look of surprise on colleagues’
         faces when he’s had to introduce her at business dinners, award ceremonies and Christmas parties.
      

      
      Once, to his shame, he overheard one of his copywriters bitching about her in the toilets at the Dorchester. ‘Old Jamieson
         pulled the short straw, seen the state of his Mrs?’ Someone flushed a toilet at that moment and Guy couldn’t catch the rest
         of the exchange, but whatever it was had obviously been hilarious, judging by the ensuing guffaws.
      

      
      If I was playing ‘me’ in an advert, reflects Guy, and I had to cast someone to play my wife, I wouldn’t pick Alice. People
         watching would think, ‘Why’s that fit-looking bloke got such an old boiler for a Mrs?’ I’d go for Kelly Brook or a younger
         Amanda Holden.
      

      
      Guy knows the value of good casting. It’s one of the most important parts of his job, sitting in on the final say, this blonde
         or that brunette, the cheeky Irish fellow or the chirpy Cockney chappie, decisions, decisions. He’s got a big one coming up
         – if only he could stop thinking about Peanut’s breasts and concentrate. Obviously, the client, in this case a well-known
         make of lager, will wield some influence, but they tend to trust an expert opinion, which is where Guy comes in.
      

      
      Nine times out of ten he’ll have a gut instinct; an actor or comedian will have a certain gesture or an expression that makes
         them ‘the face that fits’. With women it’s often their legs, tits or arse that constitute the deciding factor.
      

      
      I need a man who says ‘I’m cool, I’m funny, but I’m vulnerable and I love my mum’ Guy frets, sleep finally taking his eyelids
         hostage.
      

      
      During the night he dreams of taking Alice down to the charity shop in a big black bin-liner. In his dream he says to the
         woman behind the counter, ‘There are a couple of jackets, bit frayed round the edges, and this old wife, I don’t really use
         her any more and she takes up an awful lot of space.’
      

      
      Beside him, Alice dreams too.

   

OEBPS/images/9781405525404.jpg
' | \!rutally funny’ Observer

having a
~lovely time

: Two families. One holiday.
It could be the end, or it could be the beginning.






