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          For Andrea, as always.
         
  
         
             

         
 
         And for Lucas and Pearl. Don’t spill a drop.
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         Your instincts are wrong. Animals rely on instincts for their daily survival, but we are not beasts. We are not lions or sharks or vultures. We are civilised and civilisation only works if instincts are suppressed. So, do your bit for society and ignore those dark desires inside you.
         

         
             

         
 
         The Abstainer’s Handbook (second edition), p.54
         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            17 Orchard Lane

         
 
         It is a quiet place, especially at night.
 
         Too quiet, you’d be entitled to think, for any kind of monster to live among its pretty, tree-shaded lanes.
         
 
         Indeed, at three o’clock in the morning in the village of Bishopthorpe, it is easy to believe the lie indulged in by its residents – that it is a place for good and quiet people to live good and quiet lives.
         
 
         At this hour, the only sounds to be heard are those made by nature itself. The hoot of an owl, the faraway bark of a dog or, on a breezy night like this one, the wind’s obscure whisper through the sycamore trees. Even if you stood on the main street, right outside the fancy-dress shop or the pub or the Hungry Gannet delicatessen, you wouldn’t often hear any traffic, or be able to see the abusive graffiti that decorates the former post office (though the word FREAK might just be legible if you strain your eyes).
         
 
         Away from the main street, on somewhere like Orchard Lane, if you took a nocturnal stroll past the detached period homes lived in by solicitors and doctors and project managers, you would find all their lights off and curtains drawn, secluding them from the night. Or you would until you reached number 17, where you’d notice the glow from an upstairs window filtering through the curtains.
         
 
         And if you stopped, sucked in that cool and consoling fresh night air, you would at first see that number 17 is a house otherwise in tune with those around it. Maybe not quite as grand as its closest neighbour, number 19, with its wide driveway and elegant Regency features, but still one that holds its own.
         
 
          
         It is a house that looks and feels precisely how a village family home should look – not too big, but big enough, with nothing out of place or jarring on the eye. A dream house in many ways, as estate agents would tell you, and certainly perfect to raise children.
         
 
         But after a moment you’d notice there is something not right about it. No, maybe ‘notice’ is too strong. Perhaps you wouldn’t actively realise that even nature seems to be quieter around this house, that you can’t hear any birds or anything else at all. Yet there might be an instinctive sense that would make you wonder about that glowing light, and feel a coldness that doesn’t come from the night air.
         
 
         If that feeling grew, it might become a fear that would make you want to leave the scene and run away, but you probably wouldn’t. You would observe the nice house and the people carrier parked outside and think that this is the property of perfectly normal human beings who pose no threat to the outside world.
         
 
         If you let yourself think this, you would be wrong. For 17 Orchard Lane is the home of the Radleys and, despite their very best efforts, they are anything but normal.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Spare Bedroom

         
 
         ‘You need sleep,’ he tells himself, but it is no good.
 
         The light on at three o’clock this Friday morning belongs to him, Rowan, the elder of the two Radley children. He is wide awake, despite having drunk six times the recommended dose of Night Nurse.
         
 
         He is always awake at this time. If he is lucky, on a good night, he will drop off to sleep at around four to wake again at six or shortly after. Two hours of tormented, restless sleep, dreaming violent nightmares he can’t understand. But tonight it’s not a good night, with his rash playing up and that breeze blowing against the window, and he knows he will probably be going to school on no rest whatsoever.
         
 
         He puts down his book: Byron’s Collected Poems. He hears someone walking along the landing, not to the toilet but to the spare room.
         
 
         The door to the airing cupboard opens. There is a slight rummaging around, and a few moments of quiet before she can be heard leaving the room. Again, this isn’t entirely unusual. Often he has heard his mother get up in the middle of the night to head to the spare bedroom with some secret purpose he has never enquired about.
         
 
         Then he hears her go back to bed and the indistinct mumble of his parents’ voices through the wall.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Dreaming

         
 
         Helen gets back into bed, her whole body tense with secrets. Her husband sighs a strange, yearning kind of sigh and nuzzles into her.
         
 
         ‘What on earth are you doing?’
 
         ‘I’m trying to kiss you,’ he says.
 
         ‘Please, Peter,’ she says, a headache pressing behind her eyes. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’
         
 
         ‘As opposed to all those other times, when you would want to be kissed by your husband.’
         
 
         ‘I thought you were asleep.’
 
         ‘I was. I was dreaming. It was quite an exciting one. Nostalgic, really.’
 
         ‘Peter, we’ll wake the children,’ she says, although she knows Rowan still has his light on.
         
 
         ‘Come on, I just want to kiss you. It was such a good dream.’
 
         ‘No. You don’t. You want more. You want—’
 
         ‘So, what are you worried about? The sheets?’
 
         ‘I just want to go to sleep.’
 
         ‘What were you doing?’
 
         ‘I needed the toilet.’ She is so used to this lie she doesn’t think about it.
         
 
         ‘That bladder. It’s getting weaker.’
 
         ‘Good night.’
 
         ‘Do you remember that librarian we took home?’
 
         She can hear the smile in his question. ‘Jesus, Peter. That was London. We don’t talk about London.’
         
 
         ‘But when you think about nights like that, doesn’t it make you—’
 
         ‘No. It was a lifetime ago. I don’t think about it at all.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            A Sudden Tweak of Pain

         

         In the morning, shortly after waking, Helen sits up and sips her water. She unscrews the jar of ibuprofen tablets and places one on her tongue, as delicately as a communion wafer.
         

         She swallows, and right at that moment as the pill washes down her throat, her husband – only a few steps away in the bathroom – feels a sudden tweak of pain.
         

         He has cut himself shaving.

         He watches the blood glistening on his damp, oiled skin.

         Beautiful. Deep red. He dabs it, studies the smear it has made on his finger and his heart quickens. The finger moves closer and closer to his mouth, but before it gets there he hears something. Rapid footsteps rushing towards the bathroom, then an attempt at opening the door.
         

         ‘Dad, please could you let me in … please,’ says his daughter, Clara, as she bangs hard against the thick wood.
         

         He does as she asks, and Clara rushes in and leans over the toilet bowl.
         

         ‘Clara,’ he says, as she throws up. ‘Clara, what’s wrong?’

         She leans back. Her pale face looks up at him, from above her school uniform, her eyes desperate through her glasses.
         

         ‘Oh God,’ she says, and turns back towards the bowl. She is sick again. Peter smells it and catches sight of it too. He flinches, not from the vomit but from what he knows it means.
         

         Within a few seconds, everyone is there. Helen is crouching down next to their daughter, stroking her back and telling her everything is all right. And their son Rowan is in the doorway, with his Factor 60 sunblock still needing to be rubbed in.
         

         
         ‘What’s happening to her?’ he asks.

         ‘It’s fine,’ says Clara, not wanting an audience. ‘Honestly, I’m okay now. I feel fine.’
         

         And the word stays in the room, hovering around and changing the air with its own sick-scented falseness.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The Act

         

         Clara does her best to keep up the act all morning, getting herself prepared for school just like normal, despite the rotten feeling in her stomach.
         

         You see, last Saturday Clara upped her game from vegetarian to full-time, committed vegan in an attempt to get animals to like her a bit more.
         

         Like the ducks who wouldn’t take her bread, the cats who didn’t want to be stroked, the horses in the fields by Thirsk Road who went crazy every time she walked past. She couldn’t shake that school visit to Flamingo Land where every flamingo panicked and fled before she reached the lake. Or her short-lived goldfish, Rhett and Scarlett – the only pets she had ever been allowed. The total horror that first morning when she found them floating upside down on the water’s surface, with the colour drained from their scales.
         

         Right now, she feels her mother’s eyes on her as she pulls the soya milk out of the fridge.
         

         ‘You know, if you switched to proper milk you’d feel a lot better. Even skimmed.’
         

         Clara wonders how the process of skimming milk actually makes it more vegan, but she does her best to smile. ‘I’m fine. Please, don’t worry.’
         

         They are all there now, in the kitchen – her father drinking his fresh coffee, and her brother devouring his morning smörgåsbord of deli meats.
         

         ‘Peter, tell her. She’s making herself ill.’

         Peter takes a moment. His wife’s words have to swim through the  wide red river of his thoughts and heave themselves out, dripping and weary, onto the narrow bank of fatherly duty.
         

         ‘Your mother’s right,’ he says. ‘You’re making yourself ill.’

         Clara pours the offending milk onto her Nuts and Seeds muesli, feeling queasier by the second. She wants to ask for the radio to be turned down, but knows if she does she will only make herself appear more ill.
         

         At least Rowan is on her side, in his weary way. ‘It’s soya, Mum,’ he says, with his mouth full. ‘Not heroin.’
         

         ‘But she needs to eat meat.’

         ‘I’m okay.’
         

         ‘Look,’ says Helen, ‘I really think you should take the day off school. I’ll phone them for you if you want.’
         

         Clara shakes her head. She’d promised Eve she would be going to Jamie Southern’s party tonight and so she’ll need to go to school to stand a chance of being allowed out. Besides, a whole day of listening to pro-meat propaganda isn’t going to help her. ‘Honestly, I’m feeling a lot better. I’m not going to be sick again.’
         

         Her mum and dad do their usual thing of swapping coded eye-messages Clara can’t translate.

         Peter shrugs. (‘The thing about Dad is,’ Rowan had once said, ‘he couldn’t really give a shit about pretty much anything.’)
         

         Helen is as defeated as when she placed the soya milk in the trolley a few nights ago, under Clara’s threat of becoming anorexic.
         

         ‘Okay, you can go to school,’ her mum says, eventually. ‘Just please, be careful.’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Forty-six

         

         You reach a certain age – sometimes it’s fifteen, sometimes it’s forty-six – and you realise the cliché you have adopted for yourself isn’t working. That is what is happening to Peter Radley right now, chewing away at a piece of buttered multi-grain toast and staring at the crinkled transparent plastic which contains the remainder of the loaf.
         

         The rational law-abiding adult with his wife and his car and his kids and his direct debits to WaterAid.
         

         He had only wanted sex, last night. Just harmless, human sex. And what was sex? It was nothing. It was just a hug in motion. A bloodless piece of body friction. Okay, so he might have wanted it to lead somewhere else, but he could have contained himself. He has contained himself for seventeen years.
         

         Well, fuck it, he thinks.
         

         It feels good, swearing, even in his thoughts. He had read in the BMJ that there was new evidence to suggest the act of swearing relieves pain.
         

         ‘Fuck it,’ he mumbles, too quiet for Helen to hear. ‘Fuck. It.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Realism

         
 
         ‘I’m worried about Clara,’ Helen says, handing Peter his lunchbox. ‘She’s only been vegan a week and she’s clearly getting ill. What if it triggers something?’
         
 
         He has hardly heard her. He is just staring downwards, contemplating the dark chaos inside his briefcase. ‘There’s so much flaming crap in here.’
         
 
         ‘Peter, I’m worried about Clara.’
 
         Peter puts two pens in the bin. ‘I’m worried about her. I’m very worried about her. But it’s not like I’m allowed to offer a solution, is it?’
         
 
         Helen shakes her head. ‘Not this, Peter. Not now. This is serious. I just wish we could try and be adult about this. I want to know what you think we should do.’
         
 
         He sighs. ‘I think we should tell her the truth.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         He takes a deep breath of the stifling kitchen air. ‘I think it is the right time to tell the children.’
         
 
         ‘Peter, we have to keep them safe. We have to keep everything safe. I want you to be realistic.’
         
 
         He buckles up his briefcase. ‘Ah, realism. Not really us, is it?’
 
         The calendar catches his eye. The Degas ballerina and the dates crowded with Helen’s handwriting. The reminders for book group meetings, theatre trips, badminton sessions, art classes. The never-ending supply of Things to Do. Including today: Felts – dinner here – 7.30 – Lorna doing starter. 
         
 
         Peter pictures his pretty neighbour sitting opposite him.
 
          
         ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I’m just feeling tetchy. Low iron. I just sometimes get fed up of all these lies, you know?’
         
 
         Helen nods. She knows.
 
         Noting the time, Peter heads down the hallway.
 
         ‘It’s bin day,’ she says. ‘And the recycling needs taking out.’
 
         Recycling. Peter sighs, and picks up the box full of jars and bottles. Empty vessels waiting to be born again.
         
 
         ‘I’m just worried the longer she goes without eating the stuff she should be eating, the more likely it is she’ll crave—’
         
 
         ‘I know, I know. We’ll work something out. But I’ve really got to go – I’m late as it is.’
         
 
         He opens the door and they see the ominous blue sky, gleaming its bright warning. ‘Are we nearly out of ibuprofen?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I think so.’
 
         ‘I’ll stop at the chemist on my way back. My head’s bloody terrible.’
 
         ‘Yeah, mine too.’
 
         He kisses her cheek and strokes her arm with a fleeting tenderness, a microscopic reminder of how they used to be, and then he is gone.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

          
 
         Be proud to act like a normal human being. Keep daylight hours, get a regular job and mix in the company of people with a fixed sense of right and wrong.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The Abstainer’s Handbook (second edition), p.89
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Fantasy World

         
 
         On the map, Bishopthorpe resembles the skeleton of a fish. A backbone of a main street with thin little lanes and cul-de-sacs threading off to nowhere. A dead place, leaving its young people hungry for more.
         
 
         It’s quite big, as villages go, with various shops on its main street. But in the daylight they look like what they are – an eclectic mix of niche enterprises which don’t really belong together. The very refined deli, for instance, is positioned next to Fantasy World, the fancy-dress shop, which, if it wasn’t for the costumes in the window, could easily be mistaken for a sex emporium (and which does, in fact, have a room in the back selling ‘novelty adult toys’).
         
 
         The village isn’t really self-sufficient. It has no post office any more, and the pub and the fish and chip shop no longer do the business they once did. There is a chemist, next to the surgery, and a children’s shoewear shop, which, like Fantasy World, caters mainly to customers travelling in from York or Thirsk. But that is it.
         
 
         To Rowan and Clara it feels like a half-place, dependent on buses and internet connections and other escape routes. A place which fools itself into believing it is the epitome of a quaint English village but which, like most places, is really just one large fancy-dress shop, with more subtle costumes.
         
 
         And if you live here long enough you eventually have to make a decision. You buy a costume and pretend to like it. Or you face the truth of who you really are.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Factor 60

         
 
         Out in the light, Rowan can’t help but be shocked at just how pale his sister looks. ‘What do you think it is?’ Rowan asks her, as they pass fly-clouded boxes of recycling. ‘I mean, the sickness.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know …’ Her voice fades out, like the songs of the fearful birds sensing their proximity.
         
 
         ‘Maybe Mum’s right,’ he says.
 
         She pauses, seeking strength. ‘From the boy who eats red meat for every meal.’
         
 
         ‘Well, actually, before you go all Gandhi on me, I should tell you there’s no such thing as a true vegan. I mean, do you know how many living things exist on a carrot? Millions. A vegetable is like a microbe metropolis, so you’re wiping a whole city out every time you boil a carrot. Think about it. Each bowl of soup is an apocalypse.’
         
 
         ‘That is a—’ She has to stop talking again.
 
         Rowan feels guilty for winding her up. His sister’s the only friend he’s got. And certainly the only one he can be himself with. ‘Clara, you’re very, very white,’ he says, softly. ‘Even by our standards.’
         
 
         ‘I just wish everyone would stop going on about it,’ she says, and has something lined up in her head about facts she’d found out via the forums on vegan-power. net. Such as how vegans live to be eighty-nine years old and don’t get as many cancers, and how some very healthy Hollywood women like Alicia Silverstone and Liv Tyler and the admittedly slightly sleepy but still glowing Zooey Deschanel don’t let any animal produce pass their lips. But it would take too much effort to get this out, so she doesn’t bother. ‘It’s just the weather making me feel sick,’ she says, as the latest wave of nausea subsides slightly.
         
 
          
         It is May, and summer is coming early, so maybe she has a point. Rowan is suffering himself. The light is making him feel tender, like his skin is made of gauze, even under clothes and Factor 60.
         
 
         Rowan notices the glistening bulb of a tear in his sister’s eye, which could be daylight exposure but could also be despair, so he decides to hold back on the anti-vegan stuff. ‘Maybe it is,’ he says. ‘But it’ll be okay. Honestly. And I think you’ll look good in hemp.’
         
 
         ‘Funny,’ she manages.
 
         They pass the closed-down post office, and Rowan is depressed to see the graffiti still there. ROWAN RADLEY IS A FREAK. Then it’s Fantasy World, whose pirates have been replaced with mannequins dressed in skimpy day-glo disco-wear under a banner saying ‘Here Comes the Sun’.
         
 
         Comfort comes when they pass the Hungry Gannet, where Rowan glances in towards the comforting sight of the refrigerated counter glowing in the unlit room. The Serrano and Parma hams, he knows, will be sitting there, waiting to be eaten. But a faint scent of garlic forces him to turn away.
         
 
         ‘Are you still going to that party tonight?’ Rowan asks his sister, rubbing his tired eyes.
         
 
         Clara shrugs. ‘I don’t know. I think Eve wants me to. I’ll see how I feel.’
         
 
         ‘Right, well, you should only go if you—’
 
         Rowan spots the boy ahead. It’s their neighbour, Toby Felt, heading towards the same bus stop. A tennis racquet points out from his rucksack, like the arrow in a male gender sign.
         
 
         He is a thin, weasel-bodied boy, who once – just over a year ago – urinated on Rowan’s leg after Rowan had stood too long at the adjacent urinal, urging himself to pee.
         
 
         ‘I’m the dog,’ he’d said, with cold and laughing eyes as he directed the golden stream towards him. ‘You’re the lamp-post.’
         
 
         ‘Are you okay?’ says Clara.
         
 
         ‘Yeah, it’s nothing.’
 
          
         They can see Miller’s fish and chip shop now, with its grubby sign (a fish eating a chip, and laughing at the irony). The bus shelter is opposite. Toby is already there talking to Eve. And Eve is smiling at what he is saying, and before Rowan realises what he is doing he is scratching at his arm and making his rash ten times worse. He hears Eve’s laugh as the yellow sun breaks free over the roofs, and the sound stings as much as the light.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Red Setter

         
 
         Peter is carrying the empty jars and bottles over the gravel towards the pavement when he sees Lorna Felt walking back to number 19.
         
 
         ‘Lorna, hi,’ he says. ‘Still on for tonight?’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ says Lorna, as though she has just remembered. ‘The meal. No, we haven’t forgotten. I’m doing a little Thai salad.’
         
 
         For Peter, Lorna Felt isn’t a real person but a collection of ideas. He always looks at the wonderful shining redness of her hair, at her well-kept skin and expensive pseudo-bohemian clothes, and has the idea of life in his mind. The idea of excitement. Of temptation.
         
 
         The idea of guilt. Horror.
 
         She smiles, teasingly. An advert for pleasure. ‘Oh Nutmeg, stop it. What’s the matter with you?’
         
 
         It is only at this point that he notices she is with her red setter, even though it has probably been growling at him for quite some time. He watches as the dog pulls back and tries helplessly to slip its collar.
         
 
         ‘I’ve told you before, Peter is a perfectly nice man.’
 
         A perfectly nice man.
         
 
         As he observes the dog’s sharp teeth, prehistoric and savage in their outline, he feels a slight dizziness. A sort of vertigo which might have something to do with the sun, rising in the sky, or might instead have to do with the scent brought towards him on the breeze.
         
 
         Something sweeter and more subtle than the elderflower infusion of her perfume. Something his dulled senses can’t often detect any more.
         
 
         But it is there, as real as anything.
 
         The fascinating scent of her blood. 
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         Peter keeps as close as he can to the hedge, where it exists, to make the most of the limited shade available. He tries not to think too much of the day ahead, or of the quiet effort it will take to get through a Friday which is practically indistinguishable from the last thousand or so Fridays. Fridays which have held no excitement since they moved here from London, to give up their old ways and weekends of wild, bloody abandon.
         
 
         He is trapped inside a cliché that’s not meant to be his. A middle-class, middle-aged man, briefcase in hand, feeling the full weight of gravity and morality and all those other oppressive human forces. Near the main street one of his elderly patients passes him on a mobility scooter. An old man whose name he should really know.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Doctor Radley,’ the old man says with a tentative smile. ‘Coming to see you later.’
         
 
         Peter acts like he knows this information, as he steps out of the scooter’s path. ‘Oh yes. Look forward to it.’
         
 
         Lies. Always bloody lies. That same old timid tea dance of human existence. ‘Cheerio.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, see you.’
 
         When he is almost at the surgery, and walking close to the hedge, a refuse collection lorry advances slowly on the road towards him. Its indicator light flashes, ready to turn left down Orchard Lane.
         
 
         Peter glances casually up at the three men sitting on the front seat. Seeing that one of them, the one sitting closest to the pavement, is staring straight at him, Peter offers him a smile in the Bishopthorpe fashion. But the man, whom Peter doesn’t think he recognises, just glares at him with hatred.
         
 
         A few steps on, Peter stops. The lorry is turning down Orchard Lane, and he realises the man is still staring at him with those eyes that seem to know who he really is. Peter shakes his head slightly, like a cat flicking away water, and walks up the narrow path towards the surgery.
         
 
         Elaine is there, through the glass door, sorting out some patient files. He pushes the door forward to get another pointless Friday rolling.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Day Glimmers on the Dying and the Dead

         
 
         The tiredness comes over Rowan in narcoleptic waves and right now one is crashing down over him. He had about two hours’ sleep last night. Above his average. If only he could be as awake right now as he is at three in the morning. His eyelids are getting heavier and heavier, and he is imagining he is where his sister is, talking to Eve as easily as an ordinary person.
         
 
         But there is a whisper, from the seat behind.
 
         ‘Morning, slo-mo.’
 
         Rowan says nothing. He won’t be able to get to sleep now. And anyway, sleep is too dangerous. He rubs his eyes and gets his Byron book out and tries to concentrate on a line. Any line. Something right in the middle of ‘Lara’.
         
 
         Day glimmers on the dying and the dead.
         
 
         He reads the line over and over, trying to cancel out everything else. But then the bus stops and Harper – Rowan’s second most feared person – gets on. Harper is actually Stuart Harper, but his first name fell off him in Year Ten, somewhere on the rugby field.
         
 
         Day glimmers on the dying and the dead.
         
 
         Harper heaves his gigantic body up the aisle, and Rowan hears him sit down next to Toby. At some point on the journey, Rowan feels something pat repeatedly against his head. After a few bounces he realises it’s Toby’s tennis racquet.
         
 
         ‘Hey, slo-mo. How’s the rash?’
 
         ‘Slo-mo,’ laughs Harper.
 
         To Rowan’s relief Clara and Eve aren’t looking behind yet.
 
         Toby breathes against the back of his neck.
 
          
         ‘Hey, freak, what you reading? Hey, Robin Redbreast … What you reading?’
         
 
         Rowan half-turns. ‘It’s Rowan,’ he says. Or half-says. The ‘It’s’ comes out as a whispery rasp, his throat unable to find his voice in time.
         
 
         ‘Knobweed,’ says Harper.
 
         Rowan tries to concentrate on the same line.
 
         Day glimmers on the dying and the dead.
         
 
         Still Toby persists.
 
         ‘What are you reading? Robin, I asked you a question. What are you reading?’
         
 
         Rowan reluctantly holds the book up, for Toby to grab it out of his hand.
         
 
         ‘Gay.’
 
         Rowan turns in his seat. ‘Give it me back. Please. Just … could I have my book back?’
         
 
         Toby nudges Harper. ‘The window.’
 
         Harper seems confused or reluctant, but he stands up and slides open the thin top window. ‘Go on, Harper. Do it.’
         
 
         Rowan doesn’t see the book change hands, but somehow it does and then he sees it fly back like a shot bird onto the road. Childe Harold and Manfred and Don Juan all lost in a moment.
         
 
         He wants to stand up to them, but he is weak and tired. Also, Eve hasn’t noticed his humiliation yet, and he doesn’t want to do anything which might make that happen.
         
 
         ‘Oh dear, Robin, I’m ever so sorry but one appears to have mislaid your book of gay poetry,’ says Toby in a camp voice.
         
 
         Other people on the seats around them laugh out of fear. Clara turns around, curious. So does Eve. They can see the people laughing, but not the cause.
         
 
         Rowan closes his eyes. Wishes he could be in 1812, in a dark and solitary horse-drawn carriage with Eve in a bonnet beside him.
         
 
         Don’t look at me. Please, Eve, don’t look at me.
         
 
         When he opens his eyes again, his wish has been granted. Well, half  of it. He is still in the twenty-first century, but his sister and Eve are talking, oblivious to what has just happened. Clara clenches the rail on the seat in front of her. She is feeling ill, obviously, and he hopes she isn’t physically sick on the bus, because much as he hates being the subject of Toby and Harper’s attention he wouldn’t want them to start focusing on Clara. But somehow, through some invisible signal, they pick up this fear and start discussing the two girls.
         
 
         ‘Eve’s mine tonight, Harps. I’m going to wet that whistle, mate, telling you.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah?’
 
         ‘Don’t worry. You’ll be getting yours. Shitstab’s sister is well into you. I mean, gagging.’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘S’obvious.’
 
         ‘Clara?’
 
         ‘Give her a tan, take her specs off, she’d be worth a dab.’
 
         Rowan feels Toby lean in, to whisper, ‘we’ve got an enquiry. Harper’s into your sister. What’s her nightly rate again? A tenner? Less?’
         
 
         Rowan’s anger rises up inside him.
 
         He wants to say something, but he can’t. He closes his eyes, and shocks himself with what he sees. Toby and Harper, sitting where they are but red and skinned like anatomical drawings showing muscle structure with clutches of their hair still in place. The image is blinked away. And Rowan does nothing to defend his sister. He just sits there and swallows back his self-loathing, wondering what Lord Byron would have done.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Photograph

         
 
         It is only a photograph.
 
         A moment frozen in the past.
 
         A physical thing she can hold, something from the time before digital cameras, which she has never dared to scan onto her iMac. ‘Paris, 1992’ reads the pencilled writing on the back. Like she ever needed to put that there. She wishes the photo didn’t even exist, and wishes they’d never asked that poor, unknowing passer-by to take the image. But it does exist, and while she knows it is there she can’t tear it up or burn it or even abstain from seeing it, no matter how hard she tries.
         
 
         Because it’s him.
 
         Her converter.
 
         An irresistible smile shining out of a never-forgotten night. And herself, mid-laugh, so unrecognisably happy and carefree, standing there in Montmartre with a mini-skirt and blood-red lips and danger glistening in her young eyes.
         
 
         ‘You mad fool,’ she tells her former self, even as she thinks: I could still look like that if I wanted to, or almost as good. And I could still be that happy.
         
 
         Even though the picture has faded from time and the warmth of its hiding place, it still has the same horrendous, blissful effect.
         
 
         ‘Pull yourself together.’
 
         She puts it back in the airing cupboard. Her arm touches the water heater, and she keeps it there. It is hot, but she wishes it was hotter still. She wishes it was hot enough to scald, and give her all the pain she needs to forget his beautiful, long-lost taste.
         
 
          
         She pulls herself together and goes downstairs.
 
         She watches through the wooden slats of the front window as a binman walks up her drive to take their rubbish away. Only he doesn’t. At least not straight away. He opens up the lid of their bin, rips open one of the black bags and rummages through it.
         
 
         She sees a co-worker say something to the man and he shuts the lid, rolls the bin to the lorry.
         
 
         It rises, tips, empties.
 
         The binman is looking at the house. He sees her, and his eyes don’t even flicker. He just stays, staring.
         
 
         Helen steps back, away from the window, and is relieved a minute later when the lorry huffs its way further down the street.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Faust

         
 
         They study German in a vast old room with a high ceiling, from which hang down eight strip lights. Two of these lights are in a flickering state of limbo between working and not working, which is doing nothing for Rowan’s head.
         
 
         He sits there, sunk deep in his chair at the back of the class, listening to Mrs Sieben read from Goethe’s Faust in her normal dramatic style.
         
 
         ‘Welch Schauspiel!’ she says, with her fingers closed together, as if loving the taste of a meal she has made. ‘Aber ach! ein Schauspiel nur!’
         
 
         She looks up from her book to the scattering of blank seventeen-year-old faces.
 
         ‘Schauspiel? Anyone?’
         
 
         A play. Rowan knows the word but doesn’t put up his hand, as he never has the courage to voluntarily speak aloud in front of a whole class, especially one which contains Eve Copeland.
         
 
         ‘Anyone? Anyone?’
 
         When Mrs Sieben asks a question she lifts her nose up, like a mouse sniffing for cheese. Today, though, she is going hungry.
         
 
         ‘Break up the noun. Schau spiel. Show play. It’s a show. A play. Something on at the theatre. Goethe was attacking the falseness of the world. “What a show! But ach – alas – it is only a show!” Goethe liked to say “ach” quite a lot,’ she says, smiling. ‘He was Mister Alas.’ She surveys the room, ominously, and her eyes meet Rowan’s at just the wrong moment. ‘Now then, let us have the help of our very own Mister Alas. Rowan, could you read the passage on the next page, page twenty-six, the one which starts with … let’s see …’ She smiles, spotting something. ‘“Zwei Seelen wohnen, ach! in meiner Brust” Two souls live  – or inhabit, or dwell – alas! in my breast, or my heart … Go on, Herr Ach! What are you waiting for?’
         
 
         Rowan sees the faces staring back at him. The whole class, craning their necks to witness the ridiculous sight of a young adult petrified by the thought of speaking aloud. Only Eve stays with her head down towards her book, in a possible attempt to alleviate his embarrassment. An embarrassment she has already witnessed before, last week in English class when he’d had to read Othello’s lines to her Desdemona. (‘L-l-let me see your eyes,’ he’d mumbled into his Arden textbook. ‘L-l-look in my face.’)
         
 
         ‘Zwei Seelen,’ he says, and hears someone stifle a laugh. And then his voice is out there on its own, and for the first time today he actually feels awake, but it is not a good sensation. It is the alertness of lion-tamers and reluctant rock climbers, and he knows he hovers on the brink of catastrophe.
         
 
         He steps between words with total fear, aware that his tongue could mispronounce anything at any moment. The pause between ‘meiner’ and ‘Brust’ lasts five seconds and several lifetimes, and his voice gets weaker on every word, flickering.
         
 
         ‘Ich bin der Geist, der st-stets verneint,’ he reads. I am the spirit that always denies.
         
 
         Even in his nervousness he feels a strange connection with the words, as though they don’t belong to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe but to Rowan Radley.
         
 
         I am the itch that is never scratched.
         
 
         I am the thirst that is never quenched.
         
 
         I am the boy who never gets.
         
 
         Why is he like this? What is he denying? What would make him strong enough to have confidence in his own voice?
         
 
         Eve is holding a Biro, rolling it between her fingers, looking down at it with concentration as though she is a gifted seer and the pen is something which could tell her the future. She is embarrassed for him, he senses, and the thought crucifies him. He glances at Mrs Sieben,  but her raised eyebrows tell him he has to go on, that his torture is not yet over.
         
 
         ‘Entbehren sollst du!’ he says, in a voice which gives no sign of the exclamation mark. ‘Sollst entbehren!’
         
 
         Mrs Sieben stops him there. ‘Come on, say it with passion. These are passionate words. You understand them, don’t you, Rowan? Well, come on. Say them louder.’
         
 
         All the faces are on him again. Even Eve’s, for a moment or two. They are enjoying this, the way people enjoy bullfights or cruel gameshows. He is the bleeding, skewered bull whose agony they want to sustain.
         
 
         ‘Entbehren sollst du!’ he says again, louder but not loud enough.
         
 
         ‘Entbehren sollst du!’ Mrs Sieben implores. ‘Deny yourself! These are strong words, Rowan. They need a strong voice.’ She is smiling, warmly.
         
 
         What does she think she’s doing? he wonders. Character building?
         
 
         ‘Entbehren sollst du!’
         
 
         ‘More. Mit gusto, come on!’
         
 
         ‘Entbehren sollst du!’
         
 
         ‘Louder!’
 
         His heart thunders. He reads the words he will have to shout out loud to get Mrs Sieben off his back.
         
 
         Entbehren sollst du! Sollst entbehren!
         
 
         Das ist der ewige Gesang.
         
 
         He takes a deep breath, closes his almost tearful eyes and hears his voice as loud as anything.
         
 
         ‘Deny yourself! You must deny yourself! That is the song that never ends!’
         
 
         Only when he’s finished does he realise he’s shouted this out in English. The stifled laughter now becomes full-blown and people are collapsed over their desks in hysterics.
         
 
         ‘What’s funny?’ Eve asks Lorelei Andrews, crossly.
 
         ‘Why are the Radleys so weird?’
         
 
          
         ‘He’s not weird.’
 
         ‘No. That’s true. On Planet Freak he blends in supremely well. But I was talking Earth-wise.’
         
 
         Rowan’s shame only deepens. He looks at Lorelei’s caramel tan and evil-Bambi eyes and imagines her spontaneous combustion.
         
 
         ‘Well translated, Rowan,’ says Mrs Sieben, squashing the laughter. Her smile is a kind one now. ‘I am impressed. I didn’t realise you could translate so accurately.’
         
 
         Neither did I, thinks Rowan. But then he registers someone through the wire glass in the door. Someone shooting down the corridor from another class. Clara, speeding towards the toilets, with a hand over her mouth.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Behind the Modesty Curtain

         
 
         Peter’s fourteenth patient of the day is behind the modesty curtain, lowering his trousers and underwear. Peter tries not to think about what his job requires him to do during the next minute or so, as he tugs on the latex glove. He just sits there, trying to think of something which might scare Clara back onto meat.
         
 
         Nerve damage?
         
 
         Anaemia?
         
 
         There are quite a few legitimate health problems caused by a lack of B vitamins and iron. But there’s a risk they never used to face when the children were younger – the risk of second opinions from people like the school nurse Rowan decided to see about his skin rash, who doubted it was photodermatosis. Is it worth it any more? Is it worth all these lies? Is it worth making his children ill? The bitch of it is, his kids think he doesn’t care, but the truth is, he is not allowed to care – not in the way he wants to.
         
 
         ‘Fuck.’ He mouths the word, silently. ‘Fuck. It.’
 
         Of course, Peter has been a doctor long enough to realise that reassurance is itself a kind of medicine. He’d read many times about the reality of placebo effects and confidence tricks. He knew about the studies that showed how Oxazepam works better at treating anxiety if the tablet is green, and better for depression if yellow.
         
 
         So sometimes that’s how he justifies the lies to himself. He’s just colouring the truth like a pill.
         
 
         But he finds it harder, with time.
 
         As he sits and waits for the old man, a poster on his pinboard stares out at him, as it always does.
         
 
          
         A large red drop of blood, shaped like a tear.
 
         Then in a bold NHS font the words: BE A HERO TODAY. GIVE BLOOD.
         
 
         The clock ticks.
 
         There is a shuffle of clothes and the old man clears his throat. ‘Right. That’s … I’m … you can …’
         
 
         Peter slips behind the curtain, does what his job requires.
 
         ‘Nothing too untoward there, Mr Bamber. Just needs a bit of cream, that’s all.’
         
 
         The old man pulls up his pants and his trousers, and seems on the verge of tears. Peter peels off his glove and places it carefully in the small bin designed for such a purpose. The lid clicks shut.
         
 
         ‘Oh good,’ Mr Bamber says. ‘That’s good.’
 
         Peter looks at the old man’s face. The liver spots, the lines, the unruly hairs, the slightly milky eyes. For a moment, Peter is so repulsed by his own self-shortened future he can hardly speak.
         
 
         He turns away and spies another poster on his wall. One Elaine must have put there. A picture of a mosquito and a warning to holidaymakers about malaria.
         
 
         ONE BITE IS ALL IT TAKES.
         
 
         He almost bursts into tears.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Something Evil

         
 
         Clara’s palms are slick with sweat.
 
         She feels like something terrible is inside her. Some poison that needs to be expelled from her body. Something living there. Something evil, taking over.
         
 
         Some girls enter the toilets and someone tries the door to her cubicle. Clara stays still and tries to breathe through her nausea but she can’t stop the sickness from rising through her at rapid speed.
         
 
         What’s happening to me?
         
 
         She throws up again, and hears voices outside.
 
         ‘Okay, Miss Bulimia, your lunch must be up by now.’ A pause. Then: ‘Oh, that smells so rank.’
         
 
         She recognises the voice as that of Lorelei Andrews.
 
         There is a faint knocking on the cubicle door. Then Lorelei’s voice again, but softer. ‘Are you okay in there?’
         
 
         Clara pauses. ‘Yes,’ she says.
 
         ‘Clara? Is that you?’
         
 
         Clara says nothing. Lorelei and someone else giggle.
 
         Clara waits for them to leave, and then flushes away the vomit. Outside in the corridor, Rowan is leaning against the ceramic wall tiles. She is pleased to see his face, the only one she could really be doing with right now.
         
 
         ‘I saw you running down the corridor. Are you okay?’
 
         Toby Felt walks by at this precise moment, prodding the tennis racquet into Rowan’s back as he does so. ‘I know you’re struggling for some action, slo-mo, but she’s your sister. That’s just wrong.’ 
         
 
          
         Rowan has nothing to say, or nothing he is courageous enough to say out loud.
         
 
         ‘He’s such an idiot,’ says Clara, weakly. ‘I don’t know what Eve sees in him.’
         
 
         Clara sees this upsets her brother and wishes she hadn’t said anything.
         
 
         ‘I thought you said she didn’t like him,’ he says.
 
         ‘Well, I thought she didn’t. I thought as a person in possession of a fully functional brain she wouldn’t like him, but, well, she might, I think.’
         
 
         Rowan struggles to feign indifference. ‘Oh, I’m not bothered really. She can like who she wants. That’s what democracy is all about.’
         
 
         The bell goes.
 
         ‘Just try to forget about her,’ advises Clara as they walk towards their next lesson. ‘If you want me to stop being friends with her, then I will.’
         
 
         Rowan sighs. ‘Don’t be stupid. I’m not seven. Look, I only mildly fancied her, that’s all. It was nothing.’
         
 
         Then Eve creeps up behind them. ‘What was nothing?’
 
         ‘Nothing,’ says Clara, knowing her brother will be too nervous to speak.
         
 
         ‘Nothing was nothing. That’s a very nihilistic thought.’
 
         ‘We’re from a family of nihilists,’ says Clara.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
          
 
         Inevitably, if you have abstained all your life, you don’t truly know what you are missing. But the thirst is still there, deep down, underlying everything.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The Abstainer’s Handbook (second edition), p.120
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A Thai Green Leaf Salad with Marinated Chicken and a Chilli and Lime  Dressing

         
 
         ‘Nice jewellery,’ Peter finds himself having to say to Lorna, after staring for too long at her neck.
         
 
         Fortunately, Lorna smiles appreciatively and touches the simple white beads. ‘Oh, Mark bought this for me years ago. At a market in St Lucia. On our honeymoon.’
         
 
         This seems to be news to Mark, who only now seems to notice she is wearing a necklace of any description. ‘Did I? Can’t remember that.’
         
 
         Lorna seems hurt. ‘Yes,’ she says, mournfully. ‘You did.’
 
         Peter tries to focus elsewhere. He watches his wife take off the clingfilm from Lorna’s starter then looks at Mark sipping his Sauvignon Blanc with such slow suspicion you’d think he grew up on a vineyard in the Loire Valley.
         
 
         ‘So, has Toby gone off to this party then?’ asks Helen. ‘Clara’s gone, even though she’s feeling a bit poorly.’
         
 
         Peter remembers Clara coming up to him an hour ago, while he was checking emails. She’d asked him if it was okay if she went out, and he’d said yes, abstractedly, without really connecting to what she was saying, and then Helen had glanced scornfully at him when he went downstairs but had said nothing as she prepared the pork casserole. Maybe she was having her dig now. And maybe she was right. Maybe he shouldn’t have said yes, but he is not Helen. He can’t always be on the ball.
         
 
         ‘No idea,’ says Mark. And then to Lorna: ‘Has he?’
 
         Lorna nods, seems awkward talking about her stepson. ‘Yes, I think so, not that he ever tells us where he’s going.’ She swings the attention back to her salad, which Helen has just served. ‘Here it is. A  Thai green leaf salad with marinated chicken and a chilli and lime dressing.’
         
 
         Peter hears this, but no alarm bells. And Helen has already taken a mouthful, so he thinks it should be all right.
         
 
         He pokes his fork through some of the chicken and dressed watercress, and puts it in his mouth. Within less than a second he is choking.
         
 
         ‘Oh God,’ he says.
 
         Helen knows it too but hasn’t been able to warn him. She has managed, somehow, to swallow it down and is now swilling white wine around her mouth to rinse out the taste.
         
 
         Lorna is very worried. ‘Is something wrong? Is it too hot?’
 
         He hadn’t smelled it. The odour must have been lost amid the chilli and everything else, but the pungent, foul taste is so strong on his tongue that he is choking before it even reaches his throat. He stands up, his hand over his mouth, and turns away from them.
         
 
         ‘Christ, Lorna,’ says Mark, aggression hardening his voice. ‘What have you done to the man?’
         
 
         ‘Garlic!’ Peter can’t help but cry, between chokes, as if cursing the name of an undefeated enemy. ‘Garlic! How much is in it?!’ He rubs his finger over his tongue, trying to rub the wretchedness off. Then he remembers his wine. He grabs his glass. Glugging back, and through the blur of his watery eyes, he sees Lorna looking forlorn as she stares at the remains of her offending starter in its bowl.
         
 
         ‘There’s some in the dressing, and a bit in the marinade. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise you—’
         
 
         As ever, Helen is quick on the volley: ‘Peter’s a bit allergic to garlic. He’ll survive, I’m sure. He’s like that with shallots, too.’
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ says Lorna, genuinely perplexed. ‘That’s strange. It’s such a useful antioxidant.’
         
 
         Peter picks up his napkin and coughs into the white fabric. He keeps the last of the wine in his mouth, swilling it around like mouthwash. Eventually he swallows that too. 
         
 
          
         ‘So sorry,’ he says, placing the empty glass on the table. ‘Really. I’m so sorry.’
         
 
         His wife looks at him with a mix of sympathy and disapproval, as she pops a dressing-free green leaf into her mouth.
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