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  A Very Brief History Of Time


“This book is so important I never lend it out. In it Hawking takes us on a journey, a flight through physics that educates as it inspires, but you don’t have to be a physicist, it can even be read by average people. It only includes one equation. So this is a starting point, somewhere to begin – a Big Bang book ha ha – and like that event its ripples shape everything we know, and everything we don’t know. Mine’s the first UK edition, hardback. It feels so solid. Look inside, it’s dedicated to Jane, must be his first wife. Anyway, those ripples, they start here, and everything is built on them. Turtles all the way down, as Hawking would say.”







  
  1992 – June 2000


1992. The Shamen shouted “Eezer Goode, Eezer Goode”. Alex listened; decided that MSc’s ’re good and started his postgrad in physics. 
1993. MSc over, Alex started a PhD on the topic of ancient physics. UB40 sang “(I Can’t Help) Falling In Love With You”. Alex met a first year undergraduate called Lucy Spiers. He couldn’t help himself.
1994. Towards the end of the year Lucy dumped him on a Saturday Night, much to Whigfield’s surprise. D:Ream told Alex that Things Could Only Get Better. He didn’t believe them and left the university, PhD unfinished.
1995. At the age of twenty-three Alex was living at home and started teaching in a Gangsta’s Paradise (he had to explain to Coolio that it was really a UK further education college).
1996. The job was Killing Him Softly, he decided, seeing himself as a refugee from “proper” academia. “I Wannabe doing something different next year,” he gasped to a sexy photo of the Spice Girls when his family made the mistake of leaving him alone in the house unsupervised.
1997. Natalie Imbruglia was Torn. Alex was just sexually frustrated. He didn’t care about Aqua’s Barbie Girl – he’d settle for any girl.
1998. Alex had his twenty-sixth birthday. He was still at the college. Madonna was Frozen. So was Alex.
1999. Alex was still living at home. Shania said, “That Don’t Impress Me Much”. Alex had to agree. Throughout 1999 he was tense and ready to snap at people.
“It’s not a new millennium in 2000. There was no year zero. 1 BC went straight to 1 AD, therefore after twelve months we were in the year 2 AD. You always add a year. After a hundred years we were in year 101. A millennium is a thousand years, so a new one begins in –”
Responses varied, from “Shut up, Alex, don’t confuse things,” to “Don’t care, I’m going to the party this year,” to “Fuck off, ginger balls”.
1999 was not a good year.
2000. Now. Will the Real Slim Shady please step forward?






  
  Superdense Matter


“Matter is everything physical. Every object, every star, every person. All made up of atoms, those teeny tiny magnetic Lego bricks that click and clack together to give things shape. And matter can become energy. We’re all potential stars. But there are gaps between those building blocks. Something interesting happens when you pack them tighter. Things become heavier, harder, denser. Stars are some of the largest consistent entities we know, and when they die and collapse in on themselves the matter is crushed together. You get a neutron star. Something smaller than the UK but hundreds of thousands of times more dense than the Earth. And the largest are so dense that they pull everything else in, even light itself. And it then exists in this lightless world of weight, growing forever in its hunger for matter but existing as a distorted darkness that precludes life. Kind of like Manchester.”







  
  Mid-June: A Monday


Struggling to breathe, tight-chested mumbles and cloth-filled inhales, slurred words “No, not an octopus“ accompanied by thrashing, the being resisting the dream of suffocation with renewed energy, eyes opening, bleary, as face lifts from the pillow, “Urgh” it grumbled, turning to see what time it was according to Lion-O’s pointing sword on the old Thunder Cats alarm clock. The Sword of Omens said it was 7.20am. Five minutes before the alarm would go off. Alex pushed the lever to prevent the bells from ringing. 
A yawn. Stretch. Why was he –
Bang! “I’ll write another article,” he said.
Alex threw the duvet back and staggered to the window, almost slipping on the unmarked student essays he kept meaning to move. He made a mental note to knock marks off every one that had been put into a slidy plastic sleeve.
 He drew back the curtains to greet the morning sun, revealing to the world the full glory of his white body in baggy-arsed briefs.
The world paid no attention.
He dived onto his bed, old springs creaking, and fumbled around on the floor amongst books and bits of paper until he found a notepad and pen. He bit back anger when the pen didn’t write, tried another; that was running out too and he couldn’t see any others – where the fuck did all his pens go? everything went missing in this house – so used the stub of a pencil, telling himself to stay calm. He frantically scribbled down ideas for an exciting new article on particle collisions, even though he had four other pieces in draft form and two submitted to magazines. He bit the end of his pencil then made bullet point ideas for a lesson plan he could use with his science students, grinning as ideas sparked off each other and ignited the forebrain flame.
A snakelike slither to the floor and he started his press-ups enthusiastically, twenty with his face turned left, twenty to the right, then an extra ten for the five he’d missed the day before (the system required doubling as punishment) then another few for good luck and … and … whiteness –
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– and he was shaking his head to clear it as colour flooded back, like waking from a dream, aware of aching as the time bubble popped, no idea how many press-ups he’d done during his mind-blip fugue (”Too bloody many!” moaned his arms). He collapsed, cheek resting on yesterday’s socks.
He’d not had an “episode” for a while. It always felt like a lot of time had passed and he’d experienced something intense, even though witnesses had told him he only blanked out for a few seconds. After it happened he retained no real memory of what his mind had experienced. Just fragments. Like sparks and drifting feathers and paper-thin fluttering wings.
Alex tried not to worry about it. No harm done. Better to think of the mini mind-blanks as creative jolts, as if his brain had temporarily overclocked its Pentium processor to light-speed frequency, but with the side effect of shutting his consciousness down to protect it from overheating. That theory fit the observable phenomena. Then again, the competing theories included: he was nuts; he had a brain tumour; aliens had temporarily abducted him. Perhaps he needed to open an X-File of his own.
He wondered where his mind had wandered this time, what life it had lived as a trail of neurons sped through networks of possibilities particle-fast, too rapid to catch without a hadron collider, causing super quarks of weirdness and leaving him with only a vague after-image like a melting dream. He had to accept that he couldn’t catch all his thoughts, all the things going on in his body, the processes which slipped by in the background just leaving a shadow, an itch, a grain of sand that probably wouldn’t become a pearl, a blazing after-trace that lives a second then is gone forever. All those possibilities occurring in a moment of frantic life: it never ceased to amaze him. The world was an incredible and beautifully constructed thing.
However, there wasn’t really time for a wank.
He’d powered through the sit-ups, grunting accompaniment to the last ten, and then had a tentative feel while he lay on his back. There was potential for action there all right, his cock was as enthusiastic and energised as the rest of him, and he’d been about to spit into his palm when he caught Lion-O’s mighty stare, his own sword also moving into the vertical now: discipline. Running late, get back on track. Have a shower before the others initiated the battle for the bathroom.
He had the brains. He had the energy. Last week had been shit, but that was in the past. Today was a new week. It would be brilliant and productive. His tingling Spidey-sense (or night-trapped nerve) told him so.
The house was quiet when Alex left his room. The bathroom door was ajar so he walked right in.
A gasp. Natalie stood next to the shower, a small towel snatched from the rail and held against her front, but not before he glimpsed a slender body and dark hair above her legs.
He jerked his head away, stammering, “Sorry, didn’t know you were in here …” then noticed he was now facing the large wall mirror, which revealed a condensation-dripping rear view of Natalie. A misty memory overlapped for a second like the shadow of a scudding cloud, but he rejected it and looked down at his slippered feet instead.
“It’s okay, my fault, I didn’t think anyone would be up,” she said. There was the sound of another towel being removed from the rail. “Okay, I’m covered up now, safe to look.”
He turned, and saw she had the big bath towel wrapped around herself. It folded across her chest and reached down to her knees, so only exposed shaved legs, feet with pink nail varnish on the toes, and bare shoulders and arms dimpled with moisture. Less than Natalie usually revealed when wearing clothes, yet he found himself reaching behind and fumbling for the damp door handle.
“You’ve gone as red-faced as Kelly does!” Natalie joked with a grin. “Ah, so sweet! All you Kavanaghs are the same. Don’t worry, I’m not embarrassed.” He was half backed out when she added, “Look, don’t tell your mum. I would be embarrassed if she knew.”
“I won’t say anything. But … best to lock the door in future.”
“Yeah. I just forgot. I’m not used to getting up so early. I want to be first at the jobcentre.” She grinned at him, appealing and discomfiting in equal measure. She stepped forward, he stepped back, through the open doorway – like poles repel – and retreated to his room, away from steamy visions.

      [image: image-placeholder]He paced. 7.54am. There was plenty of time. Relax. She’d be out of the bathroom and he could nip in. Quick shower. Soon back on schedule. A brisk walk. Catch the direct bus. It would go like clockwork. 
He’d left the bedroom door open so he could hear when she’d finished, but her footsteps came down the landing towards him, instead of to her room. He sat on the edge of his bed and grabbed some notes, pretending he’d been studying. She came in with jeans and a T-shirt on now. Still bare footed, obviously unconcerned about the high probabilities of treading on a staple or drawing pin. Alex didn’t have time for a Health and Safety talk though.
“I know you’re busy, I just wondered if you’d do me a favour, Alex?”
He put down the sheets of paper, risked a glance at the clock. “Sure.” Please be quick.
“It’s just that, with my birthday coming up, I’ve been thinking. So I’m writing a letter to my mum.”
“Are you two talking again?”
“Not properly, but I thought this might help, sort of having my say without it turning into another row. There’ll be less slammed doors and shouting.”
“Sounds like a good idea. I’m sure you’ll move home again soon. Once people are calm they can sort things out.”
“Maybe. You’ll be glad to be rid of me, I bet. It’s not fair to put you all out for too long. You’re all so nice.”
He shrugged. “It’s fine. You’re welcome. Did you …?”
“Oh. I wondered if you could read through it. It’d help me having someone clever look over it, you’d spot bits where maybe I wrote something Mum would take the wrong way which I didn’t really mean, so might save us more arguments.”
“Okay, I’ll have a look. You know I’ll always help you.”
“I know.” She leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I like talking to you, you’re always caring, kind of like a –”
“Big brother?”
“Maybe.” She seemed uncertain.
Lion-O waved his sword, doing all he could to distract Alex. “I’ll read it later.”
“Oh. Okay.”
”Is that a problem?”
“Not really. I was just going to see my mum later.”
He resisted the urge to sigh. “Go get it. Be quick.”
Footsteps thumped away. He paced, avoided looking at the clock but counted seconds anyway. Returning thuds, then she handed him the letter, her face flushed and happy.
He skim-read it standing up, murmuring the words. It took thirty-five seconds.
“Seems fine. Tenses got mixed in the second paragraph and there’s only one ‘e’ in argument.”
“Yeah, I can change that, but what about how it’ll make her feel? I don’t wanna make her angry.”
“Of course. Sorry. I think it’s sufficient. You could maybe tone down the bit about the last disagreement – if it’s in the past raising it again will just remind her of any bad feelings. If you’re aiming to be conciliatory then stick to the positives. That help?” He handed the letter back.
“Yeah, I’ll rewrite it and change that bit. Thanks! And if there’s anything I can do for you … Anything …”
“No need, it’s fine.” Silly girl, she could do nothing to help him, unless she secretly had editing skills that weren’t apparent from her letter writing.
She caught him looking at the clock this time, thanked him again, and left abruptly.
He was just exiting his room when he saw the bathroom door click closed. He ran down the landing and banged on it. “Who’s in there?” he demanded.
“Me,” his sister called back without opening the door. “I’m getting a shower.”
“I need one, I’ve got to catch the bus!”
There was no reply. He heard the shower cubicle close.
“Kelly!” He banged again.
“Get a bath instead,” she yelled.
“There isn’t time!”
“Tough nuts.”
“Fuck!” He kicked the door as water started hissing. “Fat arse,” he shouted. No reply from within.
He would have to make do with a quick body wash in the other bathroom. It wasn’t as good though. He hated feeling grimy. It always started the day off badly.
“Aaaargh! It’s not there! Someone must have moved it!”
Kelly’s screeching ricocheted down the stairs and into the kitchen where Alex rushed to combine cereal and milk without getting bits of rice all over the countertop. He was failing.
His mum gave him a look which combined “You’re not a kid so why are you so messy?” with “Shit, Kelly again”.
“What’s up?” she shouted.
“My hairbrush is gone! I need it! For Christ’s sake have you had it again, Natalie?” she shrieked.
“No I haven’t, and I didn’t touch it the last time either!” Natalie yelled back from the dining room where she was filling in forms at the big table.
“Well it can’t very well have walked, can it?”
Natalie came into the kitchen and said, “I didn’t, honestly, Hannah.”
“I know,” his mum replied, sighing and heading for the stairs. “Hold your horses, I’ll help you look,” she called up to Kelly.
The fridge door was overloaded with bottles and rattled as it opened. Natalie poured herself some orange juice then gestured towards Alex with the carton. He shook his head.
“She doesn’t half go off on one, your sister,” she said.
“And there’s never a logical reason for it.”
“She’s probably stressing. She said she’s got a music test this afternoon and it’s important.”
“Of course! She needs a good mark to get into the College of Music. So she’ll be in a bad mood until the test is over.” People were easy to understand. Easy to despise.
8.07am. He didn’t have time to catch the 245 bus now unless he sprinted all the way to Trafford General Hospital. He would have to catch the 15 and change at Stretford. Shit. He shouldn’t have agreed to cover the Information in Society double session at 9.
Banging down the stairs. “Got it,” Kelly said as she rushed into the kitchen.
Natalie raised an eyebrow at her.
“Under my bed,” Kelly mumbled, looking down. “Sorry.”
“No problem. I know how annoying it is when you can’t find things. Do you want me to do you some toast?”
“No thanks.” Kelly was shoving items into her bag. She rooted through an old Roses tin full of odds and ends and retrieved two highlighters. “Oh, sorry about the shower, Al, it’s just I’m in a hurry too.”
He ran a finger around his shirt collar. It felt grimy already.
“You need to be careful with those pens,” he told her as he finished his breakfast.
“Why?”
“There are radioactive elements in fluorescent pens. Small amounts of micro-particles – we’re talking nano-level here – mostly isotope derivatives redacted from nuclear waste, half-life negligible.”
“Bollocks,” she said, but eyed the pens warily.
“It’s true. You know it’s a topic I’ve studied. How do you think they get the inks to glow in the day? All passed by the FSA as hardly harmful, just a forty per cent increased risk of cancer and infertility.”
She dropped both pens in horror as he left the room. Natalie whispered something about him joking.
“You’re a bastard!” Kelly yelled at his back, sounding hurt. “I don’t need your shit today!”
He grinned. 8.10am. No sweat.
He checked his backpack – notes, papers, pens, biscuits, breath freshener, wallet. Something missing. He pounded upstairs, dodging his mother on the way. Plugged into his PC’s parallel port was his Zip drive. There was a reassuringly chunky clunk as the disk ejected. Solid and reliable, unlike so many things in life. He stared at the rigid piece of plastic. Each Zip disk held 100MB of data: over sixty floppy disks’ worth in one tidy package. Incredible technology, as if the future was here already. Into the bag with that too, tucked into a pouch beside his calculator.
He only had to walk slightly faster than usual. The 15 was never early, and he was soon standing alone at the bus stop, realising too late that the day would be hot and he should have taken a hat or sunglasses. A minor irritation. He squinted hopefully up the road at some movement.
Fuck. It wasn’t the bus. It was his arch-nemeses. Kids that lived in the street behind his house. How often had he walked past them then had to put up with one of the brats making squelching noises with every step he took? Or one of them shouting something at him, like “backpack boy” or “ginger minge”? It wasn’t right that teenagers could get away with doing that to adults. He thought he’d be safe today because they’d be at school, but had forgotten that the fifth years were doing their GCSEs now, and only had to go into school for the exams. Still, what the fuck were they doing out so early?
He hated them. Delinquent shits.
“Please, God, let them all go straight to jobs at McDonalds. Don’t send them to my college next year,” he pleaded towards the open sky.
There were no lightning bolts or burning bins to show he’d been heard.
“Thanks a bunch.”
Today there were three terrors, and they’d spotted him. He recognized Floppy Feet first. A lad with blonde hair sticking out from underneath a woolly hat, wearing a grubby white jacket. Alex called him that because the lad wore black trainers with the laces undone to the point that his heels lifted out with every step, so he clipped and clopped as if dragging his feet.
With him was Tram Line Boy in his tracksuit bottoms and T-shirt, and Super Perm. The latter’s long and incredibly curly ringlets were possibly natural, but there was no insult in thinking of her as Naturally Curly Girl.
The dragging noise was now audible, an accelerated shuffle of horror. They were getting nearer.
But so was the bus! It had just turned the corner, showing that some mumbled prayers were heard and acted on. The bus overtook the kids and Alex hopped on and dropped the exact change into the tray. Then he rushed to the back as the bus pulled out and felt brave enough to stick two fingers up at the kids. Take that you scud-monkeys! Kapow! He imagined Floppy Feet swooning from shock. Two-fingered wham! Another one down. Then a single middle finger for Tram Line Boy. Just as they realised what he was doing he turned his back to them so he couldn’t see their return gestures, giving him the last laugh. Back on form! He was the master, the world his student, a super-tough mega-brave physicist cum lecturer who would not be pushed around today.
Then he moved to a middle seat so he wouldn’t get travel sick.
Early physics by Alex Kavanagh [maybe submit to Physics Review this time?]
Physics is not something we stumbled upon in the 1940s as the West rushed to create ways of killing more people [too harsh for PR?]. It was not John Dalton’s 19th Century arguments for atomistic interpretations of chemistry that began it. (See November issue for a biography of JD.) [Go back to Galileo? Must slip in “imponderable fluid” joke somewhere, that would be hilarious.]
The ancient world used physics in their attempts to understand the way things worked. Democritus, the long-lived Greek philosopher (”lover of wisdom”) had an atomistic theory to explain the world. There were atoms, and there was void. Form and the formless. And between the atoms were random connections, impacts, and only the most stable atoms survived –
Alex was pulled back from the Other World – the one where he managed to sneak back into the realm of academia and garner respect from other theorists and researchers – into the world where the air was heavy, where he was sat on the Stagecoach 15 bus to town surrounded by sticky people made crotchety by heat. The world where teleportation was not yet a possibility.
The bus had juddered to a halt at Stretford Arndale’s car-park-on-shops bare bones architectural brutalism. Perspiring commoners were dropping change into the money tray or flashing passes. Alex went back to his article instead of calculating the number of new passengers versus the number of seats and taking any necessary remedial action to make the empty seat next to him look uninviting.
Big mistake.
He was distracted by the mass of a wide body in a thin leather jacket pushing against him, squashing him against the window and knocking his hand, which left an unwanted swish of blue ink up the page. Alex looked up angrily and realised that the day continued to serve cow-pats onto the plate of his life.
It was the Glasgow Smile Man. GSM.
GSM was a regular drunk on some of the buses Alex caught. He looked about sixty, wide-bodied, with an overwhelming smell as if he’d smeared a Chinese meal on his body. Even if he was a few seats in front you would pick up that whiff. Sat here, now, it was worse. Like wafts of stale junk food rising on a draught of hot body odour. Alex felt queasy.
From this close Alex could see the scars clearly. They ran from the sides of GSM’s lips across his cheeks and up to his sideburns, a Glasgow smile cut into his face from many years ago. Once you had seen those faint scars from a vicious and bloody disfigurement, your perception of the man changed: he seemed ominous.
The smell was not even the worst thing about him. GSM drew attention. Occasionally GSM would mutter and shout when near the end of the journey. He would sometimes rush up to help lift bags for a woman, creepily repeating “God bless, love, God bless”. He would sit next to passengers while tipsy and whisper and make jokes conspiratorially whether people wanted to talk or not.
The man intruded. That was the worst thing about him in Alex’s eyes. He intruded physically, but also intruded on your mind. That sacred place meant to be a haven from dirt, sweat, ignorance, noise, and all the other grimes of reality.
He skipped ahead to draft a new section.
Stoicism – a Hellenistic philosophy. About the duty to do things, even if they were painful. Stoicists sought knowledge. They wanted to know the end of life, the goal; what virtue and goodness were; how to protect yourself and achieve good in the world.
GSM usually carried a plastic bag with booze in that he would surreptitiously sip from during the journey, before leaving the bag and empty bottle on the seat as he departed. Today he had what appeared to be a litre of dirty orange cordial. He took a swig then glanced towards Alex, who quickly jotted extra words on the page with a look of forced “don’t interrupt me this is serious shit” concentration.
And on this they built a materialist cosmology. [cf. Democritus]. The creative force in formless matter creates “matter with form” via tension.
“What’re you writing?” asked GSM in his rumbling voice.
“Nothing much. Just something I’ve got to do.” Alex tried not to look up.
“A writer are you?”
“No, just doing something …” Pretend to be caught in deep thought.
“A student are you? At the university?”
“No.” Write words, any words.
“You look like one.”
Alex pressed his pen harder on the page.
They knew that matter was everywhere, homogenous. They also believed that the force was benevolent and purposive, that it guided things towards ends.
After a minute of uninterrupted writing Alex’s heart rate slowed as he tried to forget about the threateningly chaotic and grubbily odorous world that existed outside of his regular orbit.
“Here, try this, for inspiration.” The bottle was brandished in Alex’s face; he felt horror as that dirty-looking liquid sloshed around only inches from his nose. It smelt sickly and sweet at the same time.
“No, no, I’m fine.” What the fuck was in it? “Look, I’ve got to finish this.”
“Stuck up cunt,” GSM mumbled, before getting up and moving next to another passenger.
Emotions (even piety) were seen as vices, since they disturb a rational mind.
Alex underlined the second clause, then sighed with relief. He could live with the nasty accusation of those three parting words if it meant he had the seat to himself again. He quickly moved his bag from between his feet and put it in the vacated space next to him.
His hand was shaking. Shaking. As if teaching wasn’t stressful enough. All the prep he puts in, all the effort.
Maybe he looked like a target?
A group of kids passed the open staffroom door, giggling.
He banged jars, looking for one with coffee granules that hadn’t hardened to a black lump. The kettle was taking ages to boil. And did no-one ever wipe down the fucking sideboard? It was spilt-sugar gritty and patterned with overlapping brown circles from cups.
The whole room was a barely-controlled mess. Box files leaning on biscuit tins; boxes of paper sliding on piles of magazines. Always one step away from falling apart.
And it was like an oven in the staffroom, the vast expanse of glass along one wall a sadistic magnifying glass. He thumped the stiff window latch with the palm of his hand until it gave, then fully opened the window. The reward was a smell of cigarettes from the smokers’ gathering point outside.
The kettle rumbled, adding further humidity to the room while he finished preparing his drink.
“Steady on, you’ll rot your teeth!”
He hadn’t heard Elaine Marchant come in. She ran the PGCE courses and liked to make Alex jealous by talking about her imminent retirement.
“Mmm?”
“The sugar. You were heaping spoonfuls in.”
“I need the energy.” He let his teaspoon clatter in the sink. “It’s cheaper than cocaine.”
“Try poppers. That works a treat for a quick blast.”
“I’ll borrow yours later,” he replied. “For now I’ll stick with coffee. I need that too.”
“You can’t survive without the ritual and the routine. Like your snack from the Union each day – what is it you call it, your ‘Flapjack Foray’? You have OCD down to a fine art.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
Alex flopped into his favourite seat amongst the random assortment of the room: a soft green chair with a hole in the cushion where a long-ago cigarette burn had got out of hand. It had wide wooden arms, good for holding cups or essays, and didactic bottoms had moulded the seat into an ideal shape over the last twenty years.
“Don’t you hate teaching sometimes?” he asked.
“What’s up with you?”
“Everything. None of them pay attention. Clueless about citation. Won’t do any research if it’s not in the core text. They don’t even use proper fucking grammar.”
“I take it someone’s just had a bad session?”
“I was covering Information in Society. They ignored me during the talk and pissed about during the discussion. The room was a sauna.”
“C22?”
He nodded wearily. She wafted a hand in front of her face as if feeling the heat there herself.
“Then some of the little shits changed the title of the presentation.”
“To what?”
“′There is no need for fucking censorship in a democratic society’. I assume the word ‘fucking’ wasn’t in the original title. And they used as many vulgar terms as they could to illustrate ‘freedom of expression’. I didn’t even recognise half of them. Is a poonanny a good or a bad thing?”
“What charmers. Don’t take it to heart. Are you coming to the staff meeting later?”
“No. Afternoon off, so I’ll probably go to the Cornerhouse and see a film. Something to look forward to, anyway.”
“There you go. Focus on that. Nice to have time alone.” She finished making her own drink and sat on a stool. “You look like you’ve had an idea.”
“Yes: maybe Anne could be persuaded … I’ll go and speak to her.”
“Wahey, nearly summer!” said Isaac Rose as he entered the staffroom, his deep voice sounding genuinely cheery for once.
That was another thing to focus on, Alex thought. It was only two weeks before the college broke up. Time off and relaxation, and absolutely no stress.
His frown returned as the other teachers piled in, bickering about whose turn it was to get more milk. He’d had enough of being packed into small spaces with sweaty bodies.
Anne was teaching her GNVQ Business group. Alex spied through the glass of the door, watching her make an expansive floor-to-ceiling gesture as she explained a diagram she’d drawn on the whiteboard which – bizarrely – mentioned dead dogs and cash cows, as if she was pitching a horror film to vets and farmers.
He rapped on the glass then gave a little wave when she peered over, trying to see who it was.
He waited, hearing her give instructions before she slipped out.
“I’m teaching,” she said, taking off her small glasses to polish them. “I don’t like to be disturbed when I’m teaching. You know that.”
“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m off this afternoon. I was going to go to the pictures alone, but it would be nicer to go for a drink with you.”
Alex reached for her hand but she flinched and looked nervously up and down the corridor.
“Not when we’re working!”
“You’re so professional. What about it?”
“Staff meeting.”
“I know. Skip it.”
“I can’t.”
“You can. You could come back later on, just a longer dinner. I need to have a whinge.”
“Great.”
“It’ll be fun. Spontaneous.”
“I wouldn’t want to miss that.”
“And I’ll buy you dinner.”
She sighed. “Okay. But get lost for now.”
“I will. Meet me at The Pelican when you finish. I’ll go there now, do some reading.”
He leaned in as if to give her a kiss and she backed through the door with a glare. She was good at the strict schoolteacher look.
Alex sat on the other side of the table from Anne. Both were watching people through a window of The Old Pelican Inn on Manchester Road. People who smiled and looked radiant in the bleaching sunlight.
Neither Anne nor Alex smiled. Anne glanced at her phone sometimes as if wishing it would ring. She’d recently bought it. “Jumping on the teenage bandwagon,” Alex had joked last week and only received a frown in exchange.
The good thing about the pub was the incongruity. Mock Tudor frontage facing one of the busiest roads in the area; dark wooden furnishings offset by the bleeping lights of a fruit machine and jukebox. Everywhere falsity was laid bare.
The bad thing was that, being the closest pub to the college, small groups of older-looking students could be found in here during the day. Alex had scowled at one group by the cigarette machine which included underage students of his. He was trying to make them leave guiltily but they ignored him.
He ran a finger around the inside of his shirt collar, separating it from his sweaty neck.
“Shall I buy another drink?” he asked.
“No! No thanks, I mean. I should be getting back.” She had been hasty with the no, as if horrified at the thought of staying another half-hour.
“I thought you might take the afternoon off and spend it with me?”
“Oh, well, not this time. I should go to the staff meeting after all.”
The pub was almost empty at the moment. Lifeless, quiet, still. It emphasised the awkward silences at his table.
“Yes, okay. I’m sorry, I’m not good company today, am I?” He exhaled, a huge breath. “It’s been a shit day. Shitty last week too.”
“It’s not just you, it’s … I don’t know, it feels different doesn’t it?”
“Different from when we first started going out?”
“Yes.”
“You’re right.” He rotated his empty pint glass, watching the last drops of liquid slosh around, trapped by the endless curve. “Have I done something wrong?”
“Ha! So you have noticed it too! I wasn’t sure, you’re so head-in-the-clouds, like everything just goes on normally. I didn’t know how to mention that we weren’t having fun together any more.”
“Well, you have now. It’s probably best to be open.”
For the first time since entering the pub Anne was smiling. It was not the full-illumination smile Alex used to see. This one started at the mouth right enough, but it didn’t reach those almond eyes he’d been so attracted to four months ago. They weren’t sparkling behind her glasses today.
She was just as attractive as when he met her but he suddenly realised he wasn’t attracted. The same brown hair down to her shoulders framed the same face, and her clothes hinted at the same shapely body he’d come to know, but he had begun to look at her with more of an art dealer’s eye than a lover’s. Clinical numbness had seeped in.
And he knew what that meant. Once the numbness settled it was only a matter of time. He’d hoped, as ever, that this time would be different.
“Well, I’ve been thinking too,” Anne said. “Perhaps I’ve been a bit too preoccupied with work, not putting my heart into this as much as I should. If so, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do this to us, maybe if I stop thinking so much about work …”
“No, no, it isn’t you, Anne. It’s me. Believe me, I didn’t want this to happen to us, but relationships and me just don’t seem to work out. It’s happened before but I hoped it would be different this time, I really did, I like and respect you so much, but it’s like there’s a timer in my head … and I think the alarm just went off.”
“What alarm? You’ve lost me.”
“The end of whatever was making me happy.”
She raised her head, as if surprised, and he noted that a faint redness had appeared on her cheeks and neck. “The end? Is that what you think this is?”
”Isn’t it?”
“I’ve been trying to think of what we can do to salvage things, I didn’t mean they were already beyond repair.”
“Oh. I thought we were past hope.” Alex stared at his empty glass, not at her. He couldn’t stand to look at her. He had become an expert on damage limitation. “It won’t work. I know it won’t. I’m a serial insensitive. It’d be better for both of us
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