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for my mum and dad 


1

My name is Mike Hannah and I am forty years old. I am forty today, which isn’t an age to which I’ve ever attached any kind of significance. I don’t suppose my life is about to begin here, it will simply continue. My best years are no more behind me than they ever were.

I am forty years old and lying near-naked on the wood-laminate floor of our dining room, gazing up to the bedroom of a girl who has just washed her hair. Her house, which she rents, backs on to ours and until today, until I felled the trees that enclosed our garden, I would not have been able to see her, not from here, though her window has always been visible from our youngest son’s bedroom and the room in our attic. She is a student and shares with two others, a boy and a girl. There are many student houses in our area. Many family homes, too.

My own family is me, my wife Jan – which is short for Janette – and our two sons: Jack, who is ten, and Ben, nearly six. They are good boys, without secrets, and the youngest was born here. Jan was pregnant when we moved in and it was her pregnancy, I’m sure, that hurried us into buying before we were certain. Our impressions on first viewing were of tightness and gloom, and even at that time the trees – which are conifers – were too dense and too tall. They displaced the air, or seemed to. Going into the garden didn’t quite feel like going outdoors; you wouldn’t breathe any easier.

It is mid-evening now, mid-May, and this day began for me early – soon after five – when I woke from a dream about Sarah, who’s a girl I once knew in a house I once shared, when I too was a student. In the lives of most men, I imagine, there is somewhere a Sarah, and perhaps you dream of one also. I don’t dream of mine often – not as much as I used to – but always something stays with me, a kind of disturbance, a day-long mood I can’t shift. Usually the details are quick to dissolve, but this time I remember a squash court, everything white, and the fact that I was losing. I don’t remember my partner. Sarah tapped my arm and asked if I was receiving her phonecalls. I’ve placed a tap on your phone, yes, I replied. She was conversational. I shouldered my racquet and answered her questions. I dealt with her coldly, but then she laughed and I smiled. I looked into her eyes. And that was all – it wasn’t lurid or sexual – but when I woke I reached for Jan’s hand and I squeezed it. She rolled away from me, still sleeping, and quietly I crept downstairs in my T-shirt and shorts. I was afraid I might disturb Ben, who had gone to bed with my presents, all set to surprise me.

My birthday of course wasn’t meant to be different, in any way ‘special’, though for the sake of the boys there would be breakfast in bed, with my presents and cards, and they could pamper me all evening – fetch my notional slippers and pipe – if that’s what they wanted. But otherwise there’d be no celebrations, no party or friends. I would go to work as I normally did, if I had work to go to.

I am a private investigator, and business of late has been slack. My wife is a teacher of maths.

‘What’s there to celebrate?’ I asked her.

‘You?’ she suggested.

‘Not much then,’ I laughed, and she stared at me. She was disappointed, possibly angry. It wasn’t only myself I was refusing to celebrate, but my life, and that also meant Jan. It has been eighteen years for us now; sixteen since we married.

The morning was still, hushed and unflustered, and I sat for a while on the bench in our garden. Sunlight caught the tops of the trees and the chimneys beyond them. Nothing moved, a few birds were singing. It should have been peaceful. And yet I felt pressured, uneasy, as if I had things to attend to. Which is a feeling I don’t often get until evening, when Jan goes out to her yoga, or to the theatre, or else retires – usually early – to write in her diary. I mean those evenings when I have no excuse but to be home. It is then I start drinking, though not excessively so, just sufficient to take the edge from the restlessness that builds once the boys are in bed, the vague sense of alarm. I drink, and I read, and I wander the house, my circuit of windows. Sometimes I list all the things I ought to get done soon.

And this morning, feeling a chill on my legs despite the blue sky, hemmed in by the trees and thinking of Sarah, I found myself listing again, and settled at last on something for Jan, something ‘auspicious’. I tipped away my coffee and went back to bed, impatient now for the boys to come through. There’s a tool-hire place just over the river, and as I lay watching the ceiling, my wife softly breathing beside me, I decided I would need a bowsaw, a three-foot axe and a chainsaw. I would need to reschedule the rest of my day.

The trees were planted by the Sommers, who lived here before us; I suppose I should mention them.

They were closed-in, unwelcoming people who valued their privacy and showed little interest in anyone else’s. Their trees were tall for a reason, and when Jan hopefully asked, as she often did on our viewings, ‘So what are the neighbours like?’ Mrs Sommer flatly replied, ‘We never see them,’ and pressed on with her tour. She asked nothing about us. Her husband didn’t stir from his armchair. There was a fire blazing beside him, a floral display in the dining room, coffee percolating in the kitchen. Their children – a girl aged twelve and a boy of fourteen – were concealed in their bedrooms, studying. It was an estate agent’s idea of good presentation, the illustration of a homelife that might one day be ours, and of course it was stifling. We wanted to damp down the fire, open the windows, send the kids out with their friends. We wanted Mrs Sommer to smile.

But she was watchful, defensive, and had a habit, I noticed, of touching or moving whatever we happened to glance at – her ornaments, a book, even the kettle – as though to reassure it: don’t worry, you won’t be staying here. And in fact most of the correspondence between us – our solicitor and theirs – concerned the ownership of fittings and fixtures: door handles, shelf brackets, window locks. When eventually they moved it was to a larger house just three streets away – in Benedict Avenue, where some friends of ours live – and they took almost everything with them. What they did leave behind was a lot of bad feeling. That and a small bunch of daffodils – displayed in a plastic cola bottle, the top end scissored off – which Jan immediately dumped in the garden.

By then our dislike of the Sommers had deepened to loathing; we found them exhausting. I remember the issue of who should pay to have the loft timbers treated. They were infested with woodworm, or had been. It was a petty dispute, finally too petty for the solicitors to deal with, and involved Jan in several sour phonecalls that left her red-faced and shaking – and feeling, she said, as if she too was infested, riddled with the Sommers’ mean-spiritedness. In the end we gave in, or made a principled decision – as Jan saw it – not to sink to their level, and spent the following six years – as I see it – attempting to hide or remove every trace of their time here.

And it has all been cleared now – their Artex and carpets and fire surrounds; their bath suite and kitchen; their colours and woodworm. We had the attic converted into my office. The conifers were the last thing on our list. And really we ought to be celebrating: we have worked hard to get to this point, to establish this house as our own.

The student has just switched on her desklamp, though the sun is still bright in the garden, filling the space where the trees were, slanting low through this window. She is dressed in a white towel, folded and tucked just over one breast, just under one arm. Her shoulders are sheeny with wet and her hair is bunched up in a smaller towel, a loose heavy turban. She is pacing to and fro, talking into a mobile, and as I follow her movements I can hear Jan’s voice on the landing, tired and impatient – eight o’clock ratty – chivvying Ben towards bed, arguing with Jack. He is taking his bath, while I am laid out on this floor, wearing only my pants, a bag of frozen peas underneath me. They are numbing the small of my back, though the pain is beginning to seep now to my legs. Something went wrong as I undressed from my day in the garden, as I bent to tug off a sock. Jan had insisted I shed my soiled clothes before climbing the stairs; I wasn’t to trail my dirt on the carpet. But then a muscle exploded; that’s what it felt like. I yelled and lay down, and I haven’t moved since.

It was Jack who saw to my socks, solemnly peeled them away. Jan went for the peas and parcelled them up in my teeshirt. She eased them beneath me and said not a word, as if finally a point had been proven. The tools, the ladder, the electrical cable: all of these had concerned her, though of course she couldn’t have predicted the sock, this kind of calamity. My back was never a problem before.

‘Sad dad,’ said our youngest, experimentally stroking my forehead, and I smiled at that, or tried to, then noticed his brother, half hiding behind him. His face was cautious, alert, absorbing this new information about me, and he was ready, it seemed, to bolt at any moment. ‘Would you fetch me some aspirins?’ I asked him, and that he did gladly. The medicine cabinet, he knows, is out of bounds, but I had given permission; I was still his father. He returned with the pills, some water, an air of self-importance. ‘Good lad,’ I told him. In the garden too he had made himself useful.

Straight home from school, both my boys had come out to watch me, up there on my ladder in my hard-hat and goggles, my gauntlets and ear-muffs. The trees by then were three-quarters felled. On either side of the lawn, stumps and roots were all that remained. The branches and trunks were stacked high on the grass, enough debris already to fill up two skips – which is a job I had down for next weekend, and which will now have to wait, if Jan will bear with me.

The mound of branches was springy. Ben clambered half-way and sat flexing against them. Jack kept a sensible distance. And when I noticed them watching I’ll admit I was glad of the audience, and suddenly proud of the wreckage I’d caused. It’s a truth I believe about being a father that it’s mostly performance. Perhaps it’s different for you. Maybe it’s different with girls. But once the love is acknowledged – and I try not to shy from it – I can’t think what else is required but acting the part, giving the boys something more to believe in than wizards and ghosts, wrestlers and Santa. All of which have their place, I wouldn’t deny them. And though I’m not a natural disciplinarian, playing Dad is a role I do feel at home in. It makes me feel more solid than I actually am, when what I actually am – who knows? – is a boy just like them, as full of fears and strange notions, though without their illusions, and with no one of my own to look up to.

When the next branch fell I called Jack forwards to clear it, and soon Ben was also involved, pretending to help him, making a nuisance. But Jack was eager, he didn’t complain, and though the branches were whippy – awkward to carry and layer – he stacked them up neatly. He began a new pile. I stripped that tree to its trunk and came down from the ladder. I told the boys to stand back and get set to shout ‘timber!’ But the chainsaw was slackening and wouldn’t slice cleanly; it ripped and gnawed, repeatedly jammed. It was slow, sweaty work and of course it grew boring. Ben stood dreamily for a while just watching, then wandered off with his thoughts. Jack stuck it out an hour or so longer – another two trees – looking increasingly miserable and hot, until at last Jan emerged from the house with some water. She gave him the glass and stroked his bare arm. ‘You’re getting a rash,’ she said. ‘I think you’d better come in now.’ And after a moment’s hesitation, that’s what he did; he stepped out of a role he’d grown tired of and went abruptly indoors.

Jan gazed around at the garden, surveyed the neighbouring windows. ‘I suppose you know what you’re doing,’ she said.

‘Making you happy?’ I replied, and she pressed her mouth to a smile, then started to laugh. She shielded her eyes.

‘Did I need making happy?’

‘You never liked these trees.’

‘No,’ she conceded, and picked up a stray branch. She tossed it onto the pile. ‘But I wasn’t unhappy, Mike,’ she said, and walked slowly back to the house.

Up in her bedroom the student has now loosened her hair, dabbed the wet from her shoulders and neck, and is considering herself in a mirror I cannot quite see. Snug in her towel, she is stooping a little, probing round her eyes with her fingertips. In one hand she is holding a hairdryer.

This is where she sits when she’s studying, framed by the window, the upper casement hinged open. She smokes Marlboros and works on a laptop. She types quickly, using all of her fingers. I have noticed these things, peering down from my attic, or closing Ben’s curtains at bedtime. And on several other occasions I have seen her wrapped in the towel, wafting with the dryer as slowly she strokes the damp from her hair. I have seen this, and yet I have not, until this evening, been reminded so sharply of Sarah, who often came to my room in the house we once shared, still wet from her bath and dressed, I remember, in a leopard-print gown.

Mine, she said, was the only room in the house where the light and mirror and the wall socket came together just so. It was ideal for drying her hair. And in this, as in other things, we were conspiratorial. Each time she appeared I would swivel from my chair, leave my typewriter, and stretch out on my bed – my mattress on the floor – to watch her. Sometimes we talked. Often we didn’t, and Sarah accepted my watching as I accepted these interruptions, her presence in my room. It was intimate, cosy, and though her gown was loose and sometimes revealing, what I enjoyed as much as those glimpses, I think, was sharing her privacy, quietly spectating, as I enjoy even now watching my wife dress to go out, smoothing the seat of her trousers, fussing with hemlines, adjusting her straps. That is, I enjoy watching Jan when she is most absorbed in herself, least conscious of me, when she is most like a stranger.

Every marriage is a mystery. I wouldn’t be the first to think that, nor to suppose that most are stalked by regret, the melancholy thought of what they are not. Perhaps Jan also wakes and feels sorry; perhaps she dreams of some other. It wouldn’t surprise me. I’m not sure it would bother me. She is talking now on the phone in the kitchen, her voice a low murmur, the door shut between us, and as I lie here – made drowsy by my day in the garden and the ache in my back – I feel no curiosity about this. Instead I let my eyes rest on the student and wonder how it might be if the voice I can hear was not Jan’s but Sarah’s. I picture Sarah ending the call, opening a bottle of wine, coming into this room. Her face is much as it was; I cannot conceive of her older. She places a glass at my side and steps across me and closes the curtains. Her movements are sleek and the word I think of is ‘feline’. She turns and smiles and flips the hair from her eyes. She asks if I would like my dinner re-heated.

I do realise these are not adventurous imaginings. But what comes over me then is something like vertigo, a dizzying tilt in my mind, because of course none of this could occur. If Sarah not Jan was my wife then I would not be the same person, or in the same place. Every point in my life would have been different. I would not have acquired the same habits, grievances, faultlines, and probably I would not be in the same job. I might not be a father, and certainly there would be no Jack or Ben.

What exactly there would be I cannot imagine. All I know is what I have, and what I have is surely enough, as much as I might ever have wished for. I am comfortable. My life, as I say, is not about to end or begin here. It may not even have come to its mid-point: married men, as we know, live longer lives than the single. I used to be encouraged by this, but now I’m less certain. Contrary to what you might think, I do love my wife, and she, I’m sure, loves me, but I cannot pretend to find our life interesting. It has ceased to be a story to me, if it ever was. There’s little sense of a plot being revealed, no hint of surprises in store, and often it seems the only kind of ‘what next’ we might reasonably expect is the worst kind of catastrophe. Which is a thought that keeps me awake at nights, fearful and sometimes, I’ll admit, hopeful.

The last of the sun is glinting over the rooftops; in a moment or two it will dip completely from view. I’m not sure of the time: the old clock on the shelf needs rewinding. My feet are in shadow. My bag of peas has defrosted and the shirt wrapped around them is damp. I would like to soak in the bath now, perhaps stretch out on our bed with a beer, a bottle or two for my birthday. And I am hungry. But the slightest movement towards lifting myself is too painful. Ben, I can hear, is listening to his story tape, the same cassette he plays every night. Jack is busy at his computer. I take a long breath and try calling to Jan, but even the effort of that is too much; my voice trails away and she does not respond. I don’t know where she is in the house. It seems I must lie here and wait.

The student has switched off her desklamp. A milky veil of sky is reflected in her window and she is standing, I realise, directly behind it. Her forehead is almost touching the glass. She is looking down at our garden. Perhaps she has only just noticed that something is missing. For almost two years she’ll have risen each day to a view of our trees, and closed her curtains on them each evening, and what she’ll be contemplating now is wreckage and emptiness. Those are the exact two words in my head and they don’t seem, as maybe they ought, unduly melodramatic. Our garden is six feet wider all round, unenclosed and unprotected, and I am now as conspicuous to her as she is to me, but also, I suspect, more exposed to myself, more plainly on view, than is probably good for me.

And perhaps, after all, my age today is a factor, leaving me open to thoughts such as these, because suddenly it seems I have created far too much space, more than enough to get lost in, and when I try calling again to my wife the oddest, least welcome thing happens. I find I am weeping, overcome by a grief I don’t recognise, which seems misdirected, nothing I ever asked for or wanted. The student needs only to glance up to see me. My wife and children just need to come through this door.


2

The blue plastic clock on the chiropractor’s wall ticks loudly. It is ten minutes past nine. Stella in her white tunic and white pumps sits up on the edge of the bench and suggests I might like to undress. She watches me closely, once or twice nods. ‘Uh huh,’ she murmurs, ‘okay.’ I avoid meeting her gaze. There’s a wall-sized mirror beside me, a door wedged open behind her. I concentrate on my buttons, my belt-buckle and zip, the least painful way out of each garment. In the adjoining room a male voice is asking the questions I have just answered for Stella. ‘And your health generally?’ he concludes. ‘Any problems?’

‘I’m on anti-depressants,’ a woman replies.

‘But physically?’ he says.

The woman doesn’t answer him. I glance across to the door and find her reflection in the sheen of a wallchart. She hasn’t yet removed any clothes.

‘You can keep your socks on,’ Stella tells me.

‘Right,’ I say, and drape my trousers over a chair. It was Jan who dressed me this morning, pulled on my socks, tied the knots in my laces. ‘And my pants?’ I ask quietly. ‘Shall I keep them on too?’

Stella nods, unsmiling. She shuffles back on her buttocks and spreads her legs slightly. She pats the bench in between them. ‘Then if you’d just like to stand here for me please. Facing that way.’ She indicates a wall lined with pictures of sports stars, framed certificates of competence, laminated diagrams of the ankle and knee joints, the pelvic girdle and spine. On her desk is a tub of coconut oil and I look over at that – at her finger-smears in the cream – as she briskly explores the small of my back, prodding and probing until I give out a gasp. ‘Just here?’ she says, and I wince.

‘Yes.’

She is satisfied, cheerful, and shifts her weight forward again. I glimpse a bare knee to each side of me. She is close enough now to slip her arms under mine; she could rest her head on my shoulder, whisper into my ear. ‘Okay then,’ she says crisply, ‘when did you last take a good look at yourself?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Walk across to the mirror,’ she says, and I take half a step away from her, gingerly bring my left leg alongside, another half-step, my left leg again. ‘That’s good,’ she says, and slips down from the bench. ‘Keep it going.’ Her reflection appears just behind me; our eyes briefly meet in the glass. ‘Can you see the tilt in your posture?’ she asks, and at first I suspect there must be a kink in her mirror, a fault-line somewhere near to my midriff. My lower body seems magnified, my chest and shoulders pinched thin, hardly wider than the breadth of my hips. But this of course is how I am built; the picture’s a true one. I have the calves and thighs of a rugby player, the upper half of a boy.

With an upturned palm Stella swiftly indicates the coordinates of my hips, shoulders and sternum, as if my body were also a diagram, the illustration of a typical sub-category of male physical decline. ‘You see how everything slopes?’ she says, and clearing my throat I say that I do. But it isn’t only the definite lean of my trunk to the right. My skin is post-mortally white, and there is grey in my stubble, dark rheumy pouches under my eyes. I am hairier than I once was, and puffier. My knees, I notice, are dimpled, and there’s a roll of soft flesh round my middle. Once, lying in the bath some time in my mid-twenties, I found I could ‘pinch an inch’ and embarked on a short-lived programme of sit-ups and swimming. There have been many such programmes since, and many more resolutions to watch what I eat, but even so, I’ve grown heavier, and before me now is a paunch. I could comfortably hold two fistfuls of flab. I am looking at the body of a middle-aged man.

Dressed or undressed, mine isn’t a body you’d notice. On the beach or in the street, I wouldn’t stand out from the crowd, and I’m sure if we were to meet you’d be hard-pressed later to put together an identikit of my face. Professionally speaking, I have the ideal appearance, I think – unobtrusive, anonymous. I’m neither too tall nor too short. I’m not handsome, but couldn’t claim either to be ‘interestingly ugly’, which is a phrase Jan sometimes uses, though not, I’m afraid, about me. She claims to like ugly. I also lack whatever it is – the energy, self-confidence, conceit – to compensate with ‘character’ or ‘charisma’ for my ordinariness. I don’t turn heads, and never have done. I am in fact what some of the women in our circle now claim is their fate: invisible. It’s what I am used to. Nothing has been lost, and so I really needn’t grieve for my youth, as they do. I have no cause for regret or self-pity, whatever the chiropractor’s mirror might show me.

Jan however is beautiful, though she would deny this. She is someone who has always turned heads, firstly on account of her hair, which is red and unmissable, thick and long and naturally curled. It has never been styled or cut short, and gives, she feels now, too youthful an impression. From behind she might still be twenty, and what, she asks, must people think when they catch sight of her face? That she is beautiful, I say; a good-looking woman nearing forty with spectacular hair. Mutton dressed as lamb, she says; an old hag in a wig.

She is predictably prone to insecurities about wrinkles, the pouching of her jawline, the crepeyness at her neck. But her neck is still long, her features are strong, and the wrinkles, I say, add character. Which she scoffs at. ‘Willowy’ is a word that might once have described her. When we met she was pale and slim, graceful, and she remains pale, long-limbed and smooth in her movements, though her arms have begun to thicken and she is broader now in the hips than she once was, which is something I like, as a general rule. But for all that she is beautiful – in my opinion beautiful – I do not often desire her, that spark is not there, and sex between us is infrequent, which Jan does not seem to mind. I wonder in fact if she might be relieved, for sex was rarely something she would initiate, and in eighteen years she has never once had an orgasm, at least not in my presence.

I do not desire my wife, who is beautiful, but find I am attracted this morning to Stella, who is not, though she is certainly youthful, and healthy – and, I’ll admit, buxom – which these days would seem to suffice; my gaze is that restless, that indiscriminate. Sad Dad said my youngest, and in the week since my birthday this has become the family’s nickname for me. I would not disagree, but wouldn’t wish them to realise just how ‘sad’ I am either. Nor would I wish Stella to know.

Looking to our reflection, she places one hand on my right shoulder, the other on my left hip, and gently attempts to make me stand upright. ‘You’re very twisted around,’ she says, and I nod, though momentarily I’m distracted by my underpants, which were fresh from the packet this morning and are already damp-stained – or seem so – where lately I’ve begun to leak after using the toilet. ‘Did you have a bad fall when you were younger?’ Stella asks me.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Nothing I can remember.’

She addresses the mirror and demonstrates by touching, her hands cool and dry, pressing lightly, and in her voice is something like boredom, the half-heartedness of having said these words routinely, to too many others just like me. ‘I think it’s likely you had a fall playing football, or jumping from a wall – something of that sort? Quite a heavy impact that would’ve bumped your pelvis out of alignment, possibly without you being aware of it? And probably you’ve been leaning to the right ever since, to compensate for this twist in your posture, here. Which will have affected the way you move, and the way you sit, and put quite a strain on these muscles just here. Especially this one, which has basically had enough and gone snap, like you say.’

She clicks her fingers, and again I nod, though I’m fairly certain I said no such thing. My muscle did not snap, not audibly. Besides which, it strikes me that what Stella has identified is not a lifelong habit of bad posture but the natural consequence of my straining a muscle a few days ago. My back – like the rest of me – was simply out of condition, unused to such work. There was definitely no fall in my childhood; I was never that boisterous. I haven’t always ‘tilted’. The only reason I cannot stand upright today is because, for the moment, it hurts me to do so.

These thoughts I keep to myself however. There is no point in objecting, though not for the first time I suspect I am in the wrong place. Stella’s practice is one of several in a converted Methodist chapel re-named ‘The Holistic Clinic’. The brass plates by the door advertise shiatsu, reflexology, hypnotherapy, homeopathy, acupuncture. There’s a herbalist’s pharmacy too. And until the clinic was recommended by someone I know, for whom backache is an occupational hazard – he is a writer – I had often wondered what kind of a person would come here.

‘If you could just pop across to the bench now,’ says Stella, though of course I’m no more capable of ‘popping’ than cart-wheeling. I goggle my eyes at her, puff out my cheeks, and she gives a perfunctory smile then stands to one side and quietly adds, ‘In your own time.’ Self-conscious, I shuffle into position and painstakingly manoeuvre myself onto my back on the bench, and when at last I am comfortable Stella stands close behind me and takes hold of my head. Her fingers shape to the nape of my neck, the underside of my jaw. She tugs gently, rhythmically, coaxing my neck muscles to lengthen, and the effect is calming, relaxing. My breathing slows, I think I may drowse, and then sharply she twists my head to the right. There’s a click. She makes a noise of satisfaction, and cranks to the left. Another click. ‘So it was Will Brown who suggested you come to us?’ she says.

‘Mm.’

‘We haven’t seen him in a long while.’

‘No?’

‘I keep meaning to read one of his books.’

‘Me too,’ I say, attempting a smile, and Stella begins to smile too, then covers her mouth, gives out a long yawn. She comes round to the side of the bench. Her eyes are sleepy, heavy-lidded and wide, and there’s a feline curl to the corners that reminds me, I realise, of Sarah. And perhaps after all it is this that attracts me to Stella, her resemblance to somebody else, someone who is lately much on my mind.

Though there is also her tunic. Close-fitting and short, it tucks where she tucks, pulls taut at the buttons. She perches beside me, her leg nudging mine, and I glance down at her thigh, the plump swell beneath the white fabric, and notice also her midriff, her softness. I shift my gaze to the ceiling. She places one hand on my right knee, the other under my calf, and lifts up my leg. She rotates it from the hip, and I close my eyes, clench my hands at my chest. I dig my nails into my palms and begin to count backwards. I feel a chill on my forehead.

The truth is, in eighteen years, only my wife has touched me this freely and I am suddenly fearful I might get an erection. I am not a ‘tactile’ person, and generally shrink from others who are. I would not stroke someone’s arm to console them, for instance, or throw an arm around a friend’s shoulder. I don’t greet our female friends with a kiss, or ruffle their children’s hair. Jan is comfortable with all of these things, but I am not. And people realise, I think: they generally allow me my distance.

Which isn’t to say my life is wholly lacking in physical warmth. I do cuddle my boys even now, and my wife and I do often hug – the kind of prolonged, swaying embrace that becomes as hard to leave as a warm bath in winter and which, for us, usually develops into dancing, tickling, horsing around. This mostly occurs in the kitchen. But I do not ‘play away’. In all these years there have been no girlfriends, no ‘dalliances’ of any description, though there have been ‘situations’ – mostly in the line of my work – which many other men might have exploited. I have never been that kind of man however, and don’t personally know anyone who is. Adultery, I’ve always thought, is beyond any of us, myself or my friends. We’re not risk-takers, and I’ve heard no rumours of affairs, much as I’d like to. Neither have there been any divorces, not in my immediate circle, though I am aware of at least two mothers in the school playground – well-dressed, professional, harassed – who have in the past year become single parents, assuming sole custody. Interestingly, or worryingly, they’re a few years older than I am, and so perhaps that’s all still to come; it’s the next stage, after the interior redesigns are completed, the back-of-house extensions, and the third, possibly accidental child has been added to the muddle of making a life. It’s what comes after we turn forty.

Stella lowers my right leg, rubs her hands briskly together. Humming to herself, she comes round to my left side and lifts up my left leg. She sits on the edge of the bench and distractedly asks me, ‘And are you also a writer, Mike? Is that what you do?’

‘No, no.’

She gazes down at my fists, clenched on my chest, and turns my leg slowly, a wider circle than before. She is frowning. She readjusts her position. ‘What is it you do then, Mike? Did you say?’

‘I work in insurance,’ I tell her, which in fact is where I began, not long after I took up with Jan. ‘I’m a claims investigator.’

‘Oh right,’ Stella nods, ‘I see,’ and then she asks nothing more of me. She glances across to the clock. ‘Soon be done now,’ she says.


Andrew Cowan

With his first novel, Pig, Andrew Cowan won a Betty Trask Award, the Ruth Hadden Memorial Prize, the Author’s Club First Novel Award, the Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year Award and a Scottish Arts Council Book Award. He has since written two highly praised novels, Common Ground and Crustaceans. He teaches at the University of East Anglia and lives in Norwich with the novelist Lynne Bryan and their daughter Rose.
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