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            In daily life we never really understand each other, neither complete clairvoyance nor complete confessional exists. We know each other approximately, by external signs, and these serve well enough as a basis for society and even for intimacy. 
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            The past beats inside me like a second heart. 
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         After the van had been loaded and sent on its way I took off all my clothes and kicked the sofa I was about to abandon. Not just a little kick either. I really belted it.
 
         That bloody sofa! Hairy, brownly uncomfortable, smelling of damp: the pile on the armrests was clogged flat, shiny with filth. Naked, my twenties nearly gone, and all I could think to do with myself was kick the settee. I threw my old clothes away as if they were dirty, giggling at the swishing sound my jumper made as it sailed through the room and made the lampshade swing. The air hit my skin and I stretched out my arms. I filled the room: as large and white as the removal van that had just left me. My thighs wobbled, dimpled with fat and puckered with stretch marks, and I saw myself kick again, hopping from one foot to another, breasts bouncing, arms shaking, getting out of breath.
 
         What had a bit of furniture done to offend me? You might well ask. I’d been sitting on it when I’d been proposed to as a fat seventeen-year-old. I must have smelled the thing, must have realised that if he was going to get something nicer he would have done it already. If he’d had half a thought in his head he’d have done it before asking me to be his wife. I should have known but I was hopeful and grateful and I’d said yes. And I’d been sitting on it ever since. Almost every memory I have of Will, our marriage and my time in that house features that settee, and I’ve always bloody hated it.
         
 
         You might be wondering how I put up with it for so long. I know I did. I can only explain it in terms of living near a farm, which I’ve done, or sleeping in a bedsit with walls so thin you can feel the trams shudder by, which I’ve done too. What starts off as intolerable, whether it’s the smell of slurry or the rattle and creak of trams rocking on their tracks, eventually becomes merely irritating and in time, in a matter of months or years, you become immune to it. You’ve got to, haven’t you? Some things you’ve got to stop thinking about, or you’d never survive. 
         
 
         Nine years, I spent, not thinking about it. You might get less for murder and it wasn’t that I didn’t ask him if we could get a new one. I remember bringing up the subject at least four or five times and each time he’d claw at the upholstery and thump the seat so hard the springs creaked. ‘There’s life in this yet, Annie. Consume less, share more! Reduce! Reuse! Recycle!’
 
         At the sound of his voice in my head, I kicked it again – mainly to make some noise in the silent room, something to drown him out. I suppose I got carried away. My little episode went on some time; could have gone on longer but I stubbed my toe and had to stop, gasping, eyes watering, laughing in spite of the pain. The couch had spun back on its creaking castors to expose the one bit of the carpet that was still fluffy. Flowers and leaves curled around each other like snakes and for a while I couldn’t stop laughing.
 
         Mr Tips poked his nose between the bars of his cat-carrier, swished his tail and regarded me curiously with soft, clever eyes. Not green, but the colour of pond water. I bit my lip hard to make myself stop because I could see that I was upsetting him, then when I remembered that the taxi was coming for me I took a few deep breaths, wiped my eyes and started to dress.
 
         The new clothes were folded neatly on the floor and I bit off the tags and slipped into them. Nothing fancy: I knew I’d have a long day. I’d bought fawn-coloured leggings and a long T-shirt the colour of a Christmas tree. Soft, cottony white underwear and brown sandals so my wide feet could splay in comfort. They smelled like the carrier bag they’d come in, which was good: I didn’t want to smell like this house, or even like the fabric conditioner Will and I used. Had used.
 
         When I left, I poked my head around the living-room door to give the sofa one final contemptuous glance, then picked up Mr Tips and went, banging the door shut behind me and only looking back to post my key through the letter box.
 
         Out on the grey street, dark shapes hovered behind net curtains, looking. I placed the cat-carrier gently onto the pavement and hummed cheerfully as I waited, looking back evenly at the narrow cladded terraces and wondering if I would miss being stared at and feeling like a celebrity. I could sense eyes touching me: some hostile, some curious, some, I like to imagine, wishing me well. Then the taxi was at the kerb, I stepped into it and disappeared from the street forever.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         There’s black and white television footage of Jackie Kennedy getting out of an aeroplane. She’s tiptoeing down the steps, her hair like sculpted soap, waving gently with white-gloved hands to the people waiting for her and looking smiley and sophisticated and the tiniest bit puzzled at all the fuss. I felt a bit like that. My sandals slapped the pavement as I got out of the taxi and I only noticed the sound because I was in the suburbs and rare quiet descended like the curtain between first class and the rest of the plane. I could hear children and a dog barking, but the sounds were far away on the main road, emphasising the relative quietness of the street.
 
         Even the air was different, like I was in a new country. It smelled less like the sea, less like discarded chip papers and candyfloss. It was clean, full of the alive, warm smell of wet gardens and flower beds beginning their April bloom.

         ‘That’s eight pounds.’
 
         The tone of the taxi driver suggested he’d had to repeat himself, and I turned to pay him quickly, fumbling in my handbag for my purse. I was light-hearted enough to pass him a ten-pound note and let him keep the change. He nodded his thanks, waited until I unloaded the cat-carrier, and then drove on. I watched the taxi turn at the bottom of the cul-de-sac and rumble away. That the cab was the last link between my future and what I used to be, and it was gone. I wasn’t scared, I was euphoric.
 
         Along the road closed doors and windows made shinily opaque with reflections lined up around me like a dream. I was eager to make a start with meeting people and part of me had expected a welcome from one of the neighbours but nothing interrupted the quiet except me. Well, it stood to reason. It was a Wednesday, midmorning: anyone worth talking to would be busy at work. I clutched my handbag against my body, found the new keys in my coat pocket and pushed open the gate.
         
 
         I could have rushed in, I felt like it, but I forced myself to wait. I knew I’d be in and out of that door thousands of times in the years that lay ahead of me, and I’d already been through it twice when I was viewing the house. But this time I wouldn’t have to knock: I had my own key in my hand fresh from the solicitor’s brown envelope, and I’d only get to do this once. I’d never been carried over a threshold before, but the feeling I had was probably something like the one a bride experiences on first entering her marital home. I looked at the windows and twirled the key around between my fingers. I still miss the place, even now.
         
 
         The previous occupants had only left that morning, and the smell of air freshener hit me as soon as I walked in. A bulb upstairs had been left on and yellow light trickled down the carpet from the top step to the hall. Mr Tips was yowling in his carrier wanting to be let out, so I put him in one of the upstairs bedrooms and locked him in, then started looking around, feeling silly for wanting to knock on the doors and tiptoe across the landing. I walked softly, slowly, but then again I never run. When I do, I tend to lift and subside under my clothes; people stare at me rippling and sometimes they laugh. Moving gently has become a habit I keep even when I’m alone. I went through the house testing the door handles and pulling open the windows. I coughed, and startled myself by making an echo on the landing.
 
         There were light patches on the wallpaper where pictures had been taken down, depressions in the carpet: the ghostly traces of where someone else’s bed and wardrobe had been. A family used to live here: I met the woman and her little boy when I came to see the place. The window in the smallest bedroom was decorated with stickers of robots and spaceships, a mottled splotch of old bubblegum still ground into the carpet. I ran my fingers over the edge of the bath, the banister, the light switches and door frames, and my tour complete, went back downstairs to take a meter reading and wait.
         
 
         The van arrived a few minutes later, and as I went down the path to greet it, my neighbour’s door opened and a man came out.
 
         ‘You’ve picked a good day for it,’ he said, with a familiarity that pleased me. He glanced up at the sky, blue and cloudless. ‘And a good time too – half an hour earlier and you’d have run into the last lot coming out! Surprised you didn’t see their van. I’m Neil, by the way.’ 
         
 
         ‘Annie,’ I said.
 
         ‘One of your vans, was it? Same company? You coordinate the times and that?’ He nodded, as if I’d answered him. ‘Makes sense.’
 
         ‘Excuse me?’ I said. I was smiling: he was being so friendly and it was just what I’d imagined, but I had the feeling I was missing something.
 
         ‘The family not arrived yet? I’ve a spare key if you’re stuck. Might as well get going – you might be able to knock off early if that’s all there is.’
 
         ‘We’re all here,’ I said doubtfully, ‘and I’ve got my own key.’ It was still in my hand and I showed it to him. I was like that, those first few days: carrying it about with me just to get the thrill every time I looked at it.
 
         Neil frowned, rubbed the back of his head, and then smiled, ‘I am sorry,’ he said, much more formally, and grimacing. ‘I thought you were with the… well, never mind. Welcome to the street!’
 
         I realised, too late, what he’d thought, and became aware I was hardly dressed for meeting new people. I’d been so caught up in the practicalities I hadn’t considered the other aspects to the day, and would have been pickier about my apparel if I had. Knowing I was going to be busy, I’d opted for comfort rather than style. I laughed uncomfortably, plucked at my T-shirt and dropped my key on the path.
 
         ‘These are just old clothes,’ I said, ‘just something for moving the boxes about. I’ve got much nicer things to wear than this!’
 
         ‘Do you need a hand with anything?’ he asked, nodding towards the van.
 
         ‘Oh no, they’ll bring it all in for me,’ I said. ‘I don’t have much.’ We moved away from my side of the path to let them pass and were standing on the grass in front of his house. There were a few moments of silence as we watched the man open the back of the van and heave boxes out onto the pavement.
 
         Neil moved his head and looked over my shoulder into the house. ‘Have you left the little girl with someone else? I suppose she’d be better off out of it today, until you get sorted.’
 
         ‘Excuse me?’ I said, smiling. He was casually dressed and stood several inches shorter than me. There was nothing striking about his appearance, he had one of those average faces framed by messy dark hair. He was probably mistaken a lot for someone else. In actual fact I had the odd sensation that I had met him somewhere before.
         
 
         ‘Your daughter?’ he said, and when I shook my head, he looked confused.
 
         ‘Charlotte, the woman who’s just moved out – I’m sure she said you had a daughter. Mikey was making her promise you weren’t going to paint his room pink!’ He laughed, and I shook my head again, feeling sick.
 
         ‘It’s only me,’ I said slowly, ‘and my cat. Just the two of us. Perhaps Charlotte got me mixed up with someone else?’
 
         What had I told her that for? Honestly, you can sit me down with a cup of tea and a packet of biscuits and ten minutes later you’ve got my whole life story. I clamped my lips together to stop any more noise coming out until I’d decided how I was going to approach things. There was no point making a fresh start if you were going to bring all of the old junk along with you and I certainly didn’t want new friends to become unnecessarily embroiled in my history.
 
         ‘She must have got the wrong end of the stick. Never mind.’ He shrugged agreeably and the motion seemed to clear the air. The van started reversing, making a beeping noise, and we stood back from the pavement and watched it make its slow progress.
 
         ‘I’ll let you have that spare key,’ he said, ‘while we’re here.’
 
         ‘I’ve got a key,’ I said again, fumbling on the path for it.
 
         The man shook his head and spoke more slowly, ‘No, a spare one. Charlotte used to leave it with me in case Mikey came back early from school and needed to get in. She didn’t trust him with his own. It’s in the house.’
 
         ‘Oh, I see!’ I laughed. ‘My head’s spaghetti with all this,’ I gestured towards the van, ‘I’ve been up since the crack of dawn.’
 
         ‘I’ll bring it out for you,’ he said, ‘or just post it through the letter box if you’re busy, shall I?’ he said, and started to move towards his house.
 
         ‘No need for that,’ I said, ‘why don’t you keep it? Just in case of emergencies. I don’t know what you all do around here but I’m perfectly happy to take one of yours if it’s the done thing. I’m very trustworthy!’ I smiled reassuringly but the men were already getting down from the front of the van and looking at me for instructions. I had to turn away and direct them into the house so I missed his reply.
         
 
         ‘Shall I give you a hand until your husband gets here?’ he asked, nodding towards the van, ‘I’m hardly Mr Muscle, but Lucy, that’s my girlfriend, you’ll meet her – she gets a bit tense sometimes. The noise of the other lot this morning put her off her yoga practice, or something.’ He leaned forward confidentially, ‘Actually, she sent me out to help so the van would be away faster. Better look busy, hadn’t I?’
         
 
         ‘Oh no,’ I said, ‘they’ll bring it all in for me. I don’t have much. And there isn’t a husband. Just me.’
 
         I didn’t like having to repeat myself like that. It made me want to lean over to his ear and shout what I’d much rather whisper. He opened his mouth – ‘I know,’ I said, slightly irritably, ‘Charlotte must have been mistaken.’
 
         There was a long pause, and we stood behind the front gate and watched the men open the back of the van. They started heaving the boxes onto the pavement. I was pointing at the labels and telling them what to put where when I heard a door close and realised Neil had slipped away back inside his own house.
 
         
             

         
 
         I wasn’t trying to be polite when I told Neil that I didn’t have much: it was true. The van was a small one, and in half an hour it was empty, the movers were gone and I was alone again. It wasn’t as if I didn’t have any nice things of my own, but once I knew for sure I’d be getting away, I wanted to hurry, and leave all the reminders of my old life behind me. It made the packing easier: I just handpicked what I wanted to take, and abandoned everything else. Because of that, I was low on furniture, and my first night in the new house was a restless one. I spent it huddled on a neon-pink airbed meant for floating about in the sea. Around midnight, Mr Tips came up and decided to play on it, striding up and down until he finally snagged the plastic with his claws. The air hissed out, and for the rest of the night I had to be content with the floor.
 
         Awake before dawn, I went downstairs, feeling unsettled and disoriented. I didn’t have a television yet, and my radio was still packed, so I was considering hunting for a book or a magazine when I heard the quiet hum of a vehicle in front of my house. A peek through the closed curtains and the sound of glass clinking told me what I already knew: the milkman was doing his rounds. That’s when I made my first mistake.
         
 
         ‘You’re up early, aren’t you?’ In my defence, he did speak to me first. I’d been waiting for him on the step in my dressing gown and I’d given him a little wave as he stopped the float and pulled a crate out of the back. He had a friendly voice and he spoke loudly, as if he didn’t care what time in the morning it was. He checked something on a clipboard and bent to deposit a milk bottle at Neil’s door.
 
         ‘I can’t sleep, never could,’ I said. ‘Always been a bad sleeper. I was lying there in bed listening to the birds and then I heard you coming, so I thought I might as well get up and make myself a cup of tea.’
 
         I knew there was a trick to it: I wonder sometimes if I’d still be able to do it, given the opportunity. Raise my voice a notch or two; twiddle with my hair. It had worked in the past and I saw no reason to assume that it wouldn’t work again.
 
         ‘Well, that’s one thing you can’t do without, milk.’ He winked, and started to walk away.
 
         ‘You must be used to it, though, being up early,’ I called after him.
 
         He turned back. I couldn’t tell, at first, if he was the kind of man that might appreciate a larger woman. It was worth a try.
 
         ‘I’m up with the birds every day except Sunday,’ he said cheerfully, ‘even God gets a lie in on Sunday. Unlike him though, I also get the bank holidays, so I reckon my job’s a bit better than his.’
 
         I laughed quietly, and looked at my feet. Men like it when you laugh at their jokes. I didn’t say anything for a few seconds to give him a chance to see the rosy cheeks, the dimples and the upturned nose, the extra layers of flesh under my chin and the huge swaying shelf of my chest.
 
         ‘Well, seeing as it’s still only Thursday and one way or another, both of us are up and about, how about a tea break? I’ve got the kettle on already; teabags are in the pot.’
 
         He looked closely at me, and I made sure he could see a fold of pale, damp-seeming cleavage as I modestly tucked in the gown. He gave me another wink and tucked his clipboard under his arm. 
         
 
         ‘That’s the best offer I’ve had in about two days,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got three more streets to do before I’m due home and if the wife doesn’t get her cup of tea in bed in,’ he made a show of looking at his watch, ‘ooh, an hour and a half’s time, my life’s not worth living.’
 
         I nodded, and tucked my hair behind my ears, not bothering about the gown flapping open now. Nothing ventured, and all that. I’d learned not to take it personally. I’m not to everybody’s taste. A friend of mine, Boris, told me I was a minority interest, like collecting Stilton jars or learning to fold paper birds.
         
 
         ‘Well, just remember the insomniac at number forty-seven if you ever fancy a chat. We’re all very friendly round here,’ I said, thinking of Neil, ‘even if it doesn’t seem it first thing in the morning!’
 
         He touched the brim of an imaginary hat with his finger, and walked away. I went back into the house, humming deliberately cheerfully because I was already dreading the blank sound the door made as it clicked shut emptily behind me.
 
         When I’d made the tea and sat at the window watching the street get light that morning, I reflected on my actions and far from feeling rejected, breathed a sigh of relief that my plans for the milkman had been frustrated. Sometimes, I’ve realised, life is kind and saves you from yourself. It would take time to get used to a new house, and a brief period of solitude in the interim was to be expected. In fact, it would probably do me good. I’d been, despite all my hopes and plans, perilously close to returning to my old ways and scuppering the programme of self development and personal progress I had mentally set in place.
         
 
         There were noises from next door as Neil and his yoga-loving girlfriend got up and started their day. I sipped my tea, wondered what they were having for breakfast, and now I had peace and time to think, tried to remember where I’d seen him before. 
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         The next incident of note in those early days occurred during Neil’s barbecue – it was on that evening that I was confronted with the unpleasant reality of the woman I had the misfortune to call my neighbour. It was early June – I remember because I’d only been in the house three weeks – and the weather was bright and warm, for once, and just right for a barbecue.
 
         I smiled as I heard his friends arrive. My windows were open and I heard laughter, cheeks being kissed, wine unwrapped from crinkling paper. A barbecue with my neighbours would be a perfect start to a friendship, and I’d been on my own in the house for long enough. They probably assumed a last-minute knock on the door would suffice, as I was so near to them an official invitation was unnecessary – it goes without saying.
 
         When I smelled the meat cooking I brushed my hair and hesitated behind my front door for their knock. It wasn’t forthcoming so I slipped off my shoes and went into the kitchen to wait in a spot where I could hear them in the back. It was warm enough to leave the kitchen door ajar: all the smoke and cooking smells were drifting right in over their garden fence. It made me hungry and I put the cooker on to grill some sausages for myself. Perhaps they’d decided on a more formal meal, and I’d be invited round for drinks afterwards. It would be better to eat now, I thought, rather than go hungry and demolish a plate of nibbles on my own. Mr Tips coiled around my legs as I cooked, and, indulgently, I dropped one of the sausages into his bowl and listened to him purr as I stood at the cooker.
         
 
         I took my plate and glass out into the garden and sat on the back step to eat. The sounds of people chatting came over the high fence and I tapped my foot gently to the music. I’d burned the sausages a little, and didn’t have anything like salad in the fridge, so I’d put a dollop of mayonnaise on the side, a couple of slices of buttered bread, and, because I like to be healthy, some broccoli I had in the freezer. It was lovely. Something told me Neil wouldn’t mind me sharing the music and I was pleased the afternoon had presented me with an opportunity to get to know him a little better. For a while I sat like that, listening to the music and losing myself in my thoughts, tracing my finger around and around the Greek key pattern that circled the edge of my plate.
         
 
         After the incident with the milkman I’d given serious thought to my goals in life and so had renewed my membership at the library. I availed myself fully of the facilities on offer, using the Internet, borrowing inspirational DVDs and in particular, had started reading certain books on the subject of personal development. I’d grown in confidence and was certain that my behaviour where the milkman was concerned was an isolated mishap. From my books I’d learned that the best way to form new friendships was to develop an attitude of willingness, to fit in and be flexible; in other words, to try things you ordinarily wouldn’t. I remember thinking, as I finished my own food and put the plate down beside me on the step, what a good idea a barbecue was. Maybe the idea of throwing my own party was forming in my mind that afternoon. I sat admiring the clink of the wine bottle against the glasses as drink was generously poured, imagining how nice it would be if I had a house full of people too.
         
 
         At first I couldn’t hear much of what was said, but as the guests drank more they started to get louder and I felt more confident getting nearer to the fence, knowing that I wouldn’t disturb them. I hovered there for quite some time, feeling happy hearing them laugh and imagining myself as a kind of guardian angel to ward off accidents while they could relax and have fun. They talked about their jobs a lot, and people they knew. It sounds silly, but even though I wasn’t joining in, I liked the company. It wasn’t that I’d been lonely: apart from the milkman I’d had two or three chats with library assistants and a woman who worked behind the counter in the cream-cake shop.
 
         When it got cooler I realised evening was coming and I probably wasn’t going to be asked for drinks. Dejected, I fetched a cardigan and went back to my lookout post. It was better than nothing. Eventually I heard them talking about me.
         
 
         ‘Have you met your new neighbour yet?’ someone asked. 
         
 
         ‘No. Neil has, but she’s only been here a couple of weeks,’ replied a female voice, high-pitched and happy sounding. I’d heard Lucy’s voice before; out shrieking at spiders in the garden or yelling commands up the stairs to Neil.
         
 
         ‘We should go round, really, and take her something for the house,’ Neil said.
 
         Someone else asked a question, but the words were indistinct.
 
         ‘No, I don’t know what she does. I thought she was coming with a family too, but she says Charlotte must have had her wires crossed. You don’t like to ask too much, do you? She hangs around the place a lot during the week. Doesn’t work, by the looks of it,’ Neil said, and I was touched that he’d been feeling the connection growing, assisted by nothing more than proximity. I was looking forward to us becoming friends and I wracked my brains. Where had I heard his voice before? If he’d played some part in my past I wanted to know about it and be prepared before I got any friendlier with him.
         
 
         I put my glass down on the step and stood up. It seemed like a good idea to get closer to the fence, and I tried to move silently. If I bent my head at a certain angle I could see in to Neil’s garden through a gap between two warped boards. There were four of them sitting around the plastic table. The two guests were sitting with their backs to me but between them I could get a fairly good view of Neil. I was surprised to see that the girl with the laugh, Lucy, was sitting on his lap. He had a hand on her bare calf, and was stroking it possessively.
 
         I looked at her as closely as my limited point of view would allow, noticed her short white dress, flip-flops, and a crocheted navy cardigan that didn’t match thrown casually over the top. It was too big for her, and every time she brought her glass to her lips she had to move the cuff out of the way of her mouth. She lifted her head from Neil’s shoulder and started playing with the hair on the back of his neck. She was young, very young, but the skin around her eyes and mouth had already started to fray and I wondered if she was a smoker.
         
 
         ‘I’ve never met her,’ she said, ‘heard her thumping about all hours, though.’ She sniffed, ‘Even in the night. Still, I suppose she’ll be unpacking.’ 
         
 
         The woman with her back to me said, ‘Well, why don’t you invite her? There’s food left, isn’t there? Get her to bring a bottle and come over for a while.’
 
         I held my breath and quickly checked my appearance. There was a spot of grease on my sleeve from the sausage, but I could have quickly changed my blouse. Yes, why not? I could have gone over. It’s only fair: I didn’t get to go to parties very often.
 
         Lucy shook her head and said something, I didn’t quite catch it, and the other woman spoke again. ‘What’s wrong with her? It’s nice to get to know your neighbours. You’re sat in front of your computer all day, Neil – stuck in the house. If you’d invited her round for a meal when she first moved in you’d be inseparable by now!’ Someone laughed, and tried to interrupt her, but she carried on. ‘You’re anti-social buggers, you two. It won’t always be like this, you know – wrapped up in each other.’
         
 
         I saw her turn towards the man she was with and start gesturing at him drunkenly with an unlit cigarette. ‘Do you remember when we were like that? Quite happy to lock ourselves in all weekend so we could stay in bed and eat pizza? Where does it all go to, eh?’ she laughed bitterly and looked at Lucy, who wasn’t listening, as far as I could tell. ‘You’ve only been together a year. You wait and see. It’ll get to the point where you don’t even like each other anymore.’
 
         The man with her, I assumed he was her husband, touched her arm gently as if to warn her but she recoiled. ‘What?’ she said, incredulous, ‘it’s true!’
 
         There was a pause when no one spoke, and then she shook her honey-coloured high-lighted hair out of her face and said, ‘She’ll know you’re having a party anyway, all the noise we’re making,’ and I knew she was talking about me again.
 
         ‘You make it sound like The Good Life,’ her husband said abruptly. ‘There’s a good reason people don’t duck into each other’s houses these days.’
         
 
         ‘And what’s that?’
 
         ‘They’re always nuts!’ he laughed, and leaned back in his chair. ‘Nuts, or single mothers with kids that are going to trash the garden, or asylum seekers, or squatters, or drug dealers, or paedos…’
 
         ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ she said, ‘if she was a terrorist they’d have known about it by now.’ She turned to Lucy, ‘Go on, invite her over. It’ll be nice. You got on with the last lot, didn’t you?’
         
 
         The glasses clinked, and I saw Lucy put a finger to her lips and point at the fence. She was wearing pink nail varnish, but no engagement or wedding ring. I felt exposed, and stood up straight, thinking that if I made a move to go into the house, I’d be heard, and it would be obvious. I wasn’t sure what to do. I kept still, standing there and looking at my reflection in the glass of the kitchen door, and decided that if I was asked, I’d say I was merely checking the fence for safety against burglars. Lucy was whispering something about me. Because she was drunk it wasn’t much of a whisper, I could hear everything, every wet hiccup and throaty giggle.
         
 
         ‘She hangs about and listens,’ she said, putting her hand over her mouth, and spluttering between her fingers.
         
 
         There was a muffled laugh from the other girl. I was disappointed with her, because I’d decided that Neil’s female guest seemed like a decent enough person and someone to whom I could chat quite easily, should they decide to invite me over.
 
         ‘Maybe she fancies you, Neil. Doesn’t everybody?’ she laughed again, asked for a light and more wine. ‘Or maybe, Lucy, it’s you she’s after!’ This set everyone off, and there was a period of time, I’m not sure how long, when all I could hear was hard, retching laughter. They settled, and Lucy went on.
 
         ‘No, I mean it, it’s really creepy. When I’m in the kitchen I can hear her sometimes, doing her washing-up, and it makes me feel as if she’s following me about the house. I was taking a shit the other day and I was convinced she was standing in her bathroom with her ear to the wall!’
 
         What can I say? There wasn’t the opportunity to defend myself, but if there had been, I would have pointed out that first, I didn’t much care for her language, tipsy or not, and secondly, our bathrooms were next door to each other and where else was I supposed to go? They laughed drunkenly, and it hurts me to say so but there’s no point in covering up the truth: Neil’s rumbling, friendly laugh was the loudest. Still, Neil was obviously one of those people who are apt to laugh at anything once they’ve had a couple of drinks inside them. I’ve behaved the same way myself. 
         
 
         The man with them stood up, and tapped on the fence with a finger. The panels vibrated and I had a terrible feeling that some part of it would fall away and I would be left standing there for them all to see.
 
         ‘Do you think she’s there now?’ he said, in an exaggerated whisper. ‘Maybe she’s waiting until we go so she can throw her knickers over at the pair of you. You should ask her back for a threesome!’
 
         ‘Have you seen the size of her?’ said Lucy, and laughed again. ‘She’s massive!’
 
         ‘Come on, don’t be cruel,’ Neil said mildly, and I was grateful.
 
         ‘Throw her knickers over?’ Lucy giggled. ‘I’ve seen them on the line: like bloody parachutes. Tents! Duvet covers! She must get them specially made!’ There was another bout of laughter but Lucy, perhaps realising she had gone too far and was only embarrassing herself, stood up to change the music.
 
         It’s true, I am a large woman, although I’m very happy with my size, thank you very much, and true beauty, as we all know, comes from within. Still, when I heard those words I tiptoed inside and closed the door gently behind me. It must have clicked too loudly because even with it shut and a chair against it I could hear them banging on the table, laughing their guts up.
 
         In the dim, sausage-smelling quiet of my kitchen, I held on to the edge of the draining board so tightly it left white ridges on my palms. I looked at the taps, at the plug hole, and the chrome top of the new pedal bin caught my eye. I lifted the lid, eyeing a bruised banana skin and some chicken bones. My head started to throb: feeling as hot and swollen as an over-filled hot-water bottle. I bit my lip and tried to think about water and aspirin.
 
         I was angry, to tell you the truth. To have to stand there in the sanctuary of my own garden, doing nothing more sinister than enjoying a warm evening, and then suffer the verbal assault of a woman I’d never even met, well, it was more than I could take.
 
         My hands started to hurt again and I looked at them, surprised at the grazes on my knuckles. I’d been hitting the wall above the pedal bin with my fists, over and over without realising it. I can’t tell you how long had passed, me standing looking into the bin and thumping the wall like that. It couldn’t have been more than a matter of minutes: when I held my breath I could hear, above the sound of my own blood booming in my ears, the continuing music and laughter from outside.
         
 
         I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to get myself back on an even keel. There was a dark, sweetly tempting smell inside the bin, like the sour air between my body and the duvet in the morning, or the dead space in the back of airing cupboards. It reminded me of my mum emptying the bin every night when I was a child. She was a fastidious woman and lived by many rules, one of them being that rubbish would not sit in the house overnight. All the bins were emptied last thing, and I don’t think she could get herself to bed and rest until it was done. Even when it was snowing, or she was ill, she’d do it all the same, and I stood there inhaling the stink from my own waste and remembering my mother struggling to lift out the bags, wincing at the pain in her side as the carrot tops and potato peelings spilled onto the floor. More deep breaths, and then the memory and the smell together made me want to get the rubbish out of my house as quickly as I could.
 
         I scooped out the contents softly, filled both fists and went out the front of the house to push the whole lot through Lucy’s letter box. They were making so much noise out there in the garden she wouldn’t even notice, and by the time they did there’d be a filthy mess to clean up on the hall carpet. I went back into my house, and returned to the pedal bin, making silent trips back and forth until it was empty.
 
         ‘Annie reacts with appropriate anger when her human rights are infringed,’ I recited, which was an assertiveness affirmation I’d picked up from one of the new books. You were supposed to write them on slips of paper and stick them to all the mirrors in the house, but there were too many, the scraps of paper kept falling off and drifting to the carpet like oblong snowflakes, and so I just spent some time learning them instead. I said it ten times as I washed my bloody and dirtied hands with lily of the valley liquid soap then I went to my bedroom for a lie down. I stayed up there for a couple of hours, only coming down to get a tub of ice cream and a tin of condensed milk because I hadn’t eaten anything since the sausages, and I was hungry again.
 
         
             

         
 
          
         You don’t need to tell me: I know I demeaned only myself that evening. When I got up the next morning I knew it, and pushed my new couch over to the window so I could look out of it while I nursed my sugar hangover. I saw Lucy leave the house, and return a few hours later laden with shopping bags. I didn’t dare to go out myself in case Neil approached me and asked me what I was playing at. I decided that Lucy herself deserved putting straight on a thing or two, but my actions, the incident with the rubbish, affected Neil as well as her and so was manifestly unfair.
 
         Now that I think about it again, it is also possible that I may have misunderstood the snatches of conversation that I heard, or my memory was playing tricks on me. It is likely that, not sleeping well in my new house, surrounded by items of flat-packed furniture I hadn’t yet been able to assemble, I was slightly unsettled and more emotionally sensitive than is usual for me.
 
         As I reflected on my behaviour and realised how out-of-character and unreasonable it was I grew more and more embarrassed about how volatile I had been, and began to feel guilty. I probably blew what I’d done out of all proportion; it was just a slip, a minor one, like the incident with the milkman, but I started to wonder how I could make it up to them, and thought about knocking on their door, confessing, and asking for their understanding and compassion. I probably would have done too, but out on an errand two days later, I met Lucy on the street, swinging her hair about and wearing a clingy white vest, which left the protrusions of her nipples highly visible.
         
 
         ‘You’re Annie, aren’t you?’ she said, smiling brightly. She didn’t seem to notice my nervousness and welcomed me to the neighbourhood. She even introduced herself to me as if we were about to embark on some great friendship. We chatted for a few minutes, and then she told me to watch out for the boys who hung about at the bus stop, got drunk on bottles of cider, and were apt to play pranks.
         
 
         ‘Little beggars,’ she said, ‘I was on my hands and knees soaping the hall carpet for half an hour. I was never allowed out at that time when I was their age, were you?’
 
         ‘It does sound worrying,’ I said, uncomfortably. ‘Did anyone see anything?’ 
         
 
         She was much taller than me, as tall as a model, perhaps, and I felt squat and clumsy standing in front of her, all too aware of her previous comments. I pulled my cardigan around my chest and knotted the cord tightly.
         
 
         ‘We had people round, so we were out in the garden. You should have been there, we had a right laugh. Come over sometime,’ she said, ‘once you get yourself sorted out.’
 
         ‘I’m almost there,’ I lied, ‘just a few more boxes to go.’ I was carrying a bag of empty food tins, which I was planning to take down to the recycling bins that were outside the shop on the main road. The smell of ripe cat food and fermenting tomato juice wafted up between us and made me feel nauseous. I took a step backwards, worried that she might think the odour was coming from me, but not wanting to explain. She didn’t seem to notice.
         
 
         ‘I know, it takes ages, doesn’t it!’ she said. ‘Let us know if you need a hand with any lifting or carrying.’
 
         I smiled and went on my way, but her hypocrisy had jolted me out of my guilt, and I knew that from then on I’d have to watch out for her.
 
         
             

         
 
         The very next day, I spoke to Neil again and finally remembered where I’d come across him. I was getting ready for a bath when the light bulb in the bathroom blew, and try as I might, I simply could not reach up to replace it. This discouraged me more than I liked to admit, and I was forced to acknowledge how dependent I’d become on a man’s help in the previous years. I considered leaving the bathroom door open and bathing in the light from the bulb in the landing, but I didn’t like the idea of that and so, reluctantly, put on my dressing gown and went next door to ask for Neil’s help.
 
         He came with me into the house. I led him up the stairs and gave him the bulb. I was feeling a little silly, standing there in my dressing gown with a man I hardly knew balancing on the edge of the bath, but he did it cheerfully enough. Becoming too independent, as I tried to remind myself, wasn’t in my best interests. Alone But Not Lonely: Starting Again, had advised that however painful it was in the short term to have an empty space at the table, to struggle with the shopping bags and fill the long evenings when it seemed everyone else was surrounded with loved ones, it was better that than filling the gap left so completely that there would never be room for anyone else.
         
 
         Neil jumped down from the bath, slid on the bathmat and bumped his elbow on the radiator. He swore, and I flinched, thinking he was angry with me.
         
 
         ‘Sorry, sorry about that,’ he said, noticing me shrink away. ‘My elbow. Got me right on the funny bone. My own fault: gymnastics in a room this small! I only just got it in, Lucy does this kind of thing normally – she’s loads taller than me.’
 
         ‘I didn’t think to stand on the bath,’ I said, feeling sheepish.
 
         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he replied, smiling, ‘we wouldn’t want you falling and getting stuck, would we?’
 
         He had a nice, deep, friendly voice, with a vaguely southern accent, and he spoke slowly, which I liked. It was as if he wanted to think very carefully about everything he was going to say before he spoke and he didn’t mind taking a bit of time doing it. More than that, he didn’t mind me taking up a bit of his time; he wasn’t in a rush to leave or anything like that. I thought about offering him a cup of tea, but the water in the bath was cooling.
 
         ‘You’ve got a lot of books in here,’ he said. I coughed gently, embarrassed about the stacks of thin romance novels piled up on the toilet cistern. Their pink and purple spines screamed in the white tiled blandness of the room, and I resisted the urge to throw a flannel in their direction in order to hide the cover of one of the more lurid ones. It wasn’t that I was ashamed: those who aren’t experiencing relationships in real life might as well read about them in order to keep their hands in; it was just that some people make judgements about others based on the smallest things and I wanted to make a good impression on Neil.
         
 
         ‘They’re not real books,’ I said, ‘not clever or anything. Just a bit of escapism. I like having a soak every now and again and reading something while I’m in there.’ I laughed for some reason, I don’t know why.
 
         ‘Nothing wrong with that,’ he said, and moved towards the door. ‘I’ll let you get on with your bath. Don’t worry about seeing me out.’ He was on the landing with his hand on the banister and something about the expression on his face had made me remember, all of a sudden, where I’d seen him before.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Back when I was still living on the other side of Fleetwood, in the house of the brown sofa, I’d got into a bit of trouble one afternoon. It wasn’t my fault, just one of those things, and I needed to get myself on a bus as soon as possible. I’d broken one of my own rules and actually ran to the bus stop, everything I had jiggling about – much to the amusement of the teenagers who crammed the pavement queuing for chips. To add insult to injury, when I’d got to the stop and managed, through blurred vision, to consult the timetable, I realised I’d just missed the bus I wanted and had another twenty minutes to wait.
 
         I was sitting there, trying to appear inconspicuous but actually feeling very shaken and distressed, when a man walked past me, obviously on his way to somewhere else. I looked up, and when our eyes met he drew his breath in quickly and stopped.
 
         ‘Do you need any help, love?’ he’d asked, and come right up close to me. I wiped my hand across my nostrils and patted the hot skin over my eye gently. Blood was trickling from my lips between my teeth and because I was in public, I was resisting the almost overwhelming urge to spit, instead letting the greasy, metallic liquid slip down my throat. I was having trouble sitting on the bench in the shelter because of my ribs, and had propped myself against it, unable, because of the pain, to even bend and tie my shoelaces or rearrange my clothing. It would be an understatement to say I was quite dishevelled and in no fit state to meet new people. I moved my hand gingerly and tried to wave him away, but he frowned and came closer.
         
 
         ‘Look at the state of you,’ he’d said, and, when I didn’t answer, raised his voice. ‘Can you hear me all right?’
 
         I’m afraid that given my state, I was probably quite rude to him, because I remember him frowning, and saying, ‘I’m not trying to interfere in your business. But you can’t walk about like that: you should be on your way to hospital!’ He was right: I was bleeding quite heavily and he took a tissue from his back pocket and gave it to me. 
         
 
         ‘I’ve got a phone in my bag; let me call someone for you. Is there someone I can get, someone to pick you up?’ I’d taken the tissue, held it against my nose, and shook my head.
 
         ‘I’ll be fine very soon,’ I said thickly, through swollen lips, ‘it’s not as bad as it looks.’
 
         ‘Are you waiting for the bus?’ he said, and I nodded, my head jangling. He dipped his hand back into his pocket and pressed some folded money into my fist.
 
         ‘Do yourself a favour and get a taxi,’ he’d said. ‘If you aren’t going to let me call someone, at least do that for me, eh?’
 
         A few people had passed me by while I’d been sitting there, avoiding my eye and walking more quickly as if the sight of me offended them. Once Neil had started to talk to me, it seemed to open the floodgates and soon three others were standing in a neat semi-circle behind him, carrier bags resting on the pavement, faces stretched with curiosity. I turned my head away, clung to the popped buttons of my blouse and started to cry. The wailing hurt, and the blood and saliva leaking out of my mouth embarrassed me, so I started to cry more and it was a few minutes before I could get myself under control or was aware of anything except what I was feeling.
         
 
         Neil had turned to the others and waved them away.
 
         ‘She’s all right,’ he said loudly, ‘she’s going to get a taxi to the hospital.’ When a persistent straggler remained, he stepped towards her and shook his head.
         
 
         ‘What this lady does not need is an audience. Now,’ he turned back towards me and helped me stand, ‘are you going to let me walk you to the taxi rank?’
 
         I shook my head and after a few minutes of protest, the money going back and forth between us and him searching his rucksack for another tissue, he sighed, and left me standing at the bus stop with his paper money getting sticky in my hand.
 
         I’m certain that man was Neil: I’d spent minutes watching him walk along the street and saw him look over his shoulder at me once or twice until he turned a corner and disappeared. And there he was, standing in my house with an empty light-bulb box in his hand and he’d just helped me again. I didn’t know what to make of it but I knew I didn’t need to worry about him recognising me: my face was so swollen that afternoon my own mother would have had trouble knowing who I was.
         
 
         ‘I’ve decided to have a house-warming party,’ I said abruptly as he started to go down the stairs. ‘You and Lucy are invited, of course.’
 
         ‘That sounds nice. Get all your old friends around to see the new pad?’
 
         ‘I’ll put an official invitation through your door,’ I tried not to think about the barbecue, ‘but just so you know.’
 
         ‘I’ll tell Lucy,’ he said, ‘she likes an excuse to buy earrings.’
 
         I nodded and closed the bathroom door behind me, hearing him slam the front door a couple of seconds later.
 
         My decision to throw a house-warming party wasn’t as impulsive as it sounds, although it was only after Neil had left that I started to think about the matter seriously. Like I say, his barbecue had given me the idea, and the fact that I’d been established in the new house almost a month by then and had yet to receive any visitors spurred me on. It was time, I thought, to become proactive, and create the kind of life I wanted for myself. Having a party would be the first step on the path to achieving this, and would also, I realised, be a good way to keep an eye on Lucy, if, as I already suspected, she sensed the power of that chance connection between Neil and I, and was planning to do something to spoil it.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            3

         
 
         I made thirty invitations for my party from three sheets of pink cardboard, and wrote the time and the date on them with a silver glitter pen. After agonising for a whole afternoon over whether writing ‘bring a bottle’ on the invitation was rude or not, I finally compromised by writing the words in tiny letters in the corner of the card, where they could easily be overlooked or ignored. I posted an invitation through each letter box on the street one evening after tea, giving three days’ notice which I thought would be sufficient for a casual gathering. I expected maybe ten or twenty people to attend, and catered accordingly.
 
         On the day, I pushed my new coffee table against the wall and put six bottles of wine, a cheese and pickled onion hedgehog, a bowl of Twiglets and a plate of fairy cakes on it. There were plenty more cakes in the kitchen and a tray of sausage rolls warming in the oven. I hoovered the curtains and the lampshade, and thought about making a mad dash into town and getting scented candles on sticks for the garden. They sell them in Woolworth’s and as well as providing a party atmosphere, they also keep the midges away. I decided against it in the end: I hadn’t managed to lay my hands on a patio set so there seemed little point.
         
 
         When I thought everything was ready for the guests I went to the bathroom to shower and dress, and then in the half hour before the party was due to start, worried about being under-catered, and opened two packets of ready salted crisps into a cereal bowl, which I placed on the mantelpiece. The crisps were a little soft, and the bowl wasn’t a real serving bowl, but people didn’t notice these things at parties, not when the wine was flowing, and there would be enough wine, I was sure of it. I’d gone without any treats for a week so I could afford the bottles, and people would bring their own too, it was only polite.
 
         Although I was nervous, I smiled as I waited, flitting about the house making sure everything was straight and wishing my old neighbours could see me. I wasn’t that traumatised naked woman hysterically kicking at a sofa anymore: I was the hostess of a housewarming party, wearing a fancy party dress and patiently awaiting her guests.
         
 
         There was a knock at the door. It thought it would be Neil; it would make sense for him to arrive first because he was only next door, but it still surprised me: I’d popped upstairs to use the lavatory a couple of times and I hadn’t heard him have a shower yet. I adjusted the straps on my dress, wiped a smudge of lipstick from my teeth and hurried to the hallway.
         
 
         A pale, chubby man wearing a white jacket and a pair of blue jeans stood on the doorstep expectantly. The smell of his aftershave, something soapy and alcoholic, wafted into my house as he stepped forward. In one hand he was carrying four cans of lager by the plastic loops, and a jumbo packet of crisps in the other. My heart sank, but because I’d vowed to make a success of the evening, I smiled and tried to shake hands with him. I’d forgotten that both of his hands were full and instead he gave me the bag of crisps.
 
         ‘Hello,’ I said, ‘you’re just on time.’
 
         He nodded at me, I handed him his crisps back awkwardly and he came past me into the house. I could see my fat hands twiddling with my wedding ring and fluttering nervously, I waited for him to introduce himself.
 
         ‘I’m the first here?’ he said, as he entered the empty living room. He looked surprised; a little disappointed, and put his cans and crisps down on the floor. He shrugged himself out of his jacket, threw it over the back of the sofa, and sat down.
 
         ‘Raymond,’ he said, ‘your house, I take it?’ He opened one of his cans of lager and slurped noisily. I studied him. He was probably in his late twenties, like myself, and wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. His trainers were spotlessly white, even the soles.
 
         ‘Hello Raymond.’ I smoothed out my skirt and perched on the edge of the armchair. ‘Can I offer you something to eat?’ He shook his head and opened the mammoth packet of crisps.
 
         ‘I always bring my own, thanks.’ For a minute or two he didn’t say anything, but occupied himself in finishing the first can of lager and making an impression on the crisps. He tipped his head back to drain the last drops from the tin, and I noticed he had a piece of toilet paper sticking to a cut on his Adam’s apple. I didn’t know if it would be polite to mention it or not. He pulled a packet of cigarettes out of the pocket of his jeans, lit one without asking, and flicked the ash into his empty can.
         
 
         ‘Would you like an ashtray? I could get you a saucer, if you’d prefer?’ I said. It did look untidy, him sitting there with the can in his hand, and Neil would be arriving any minute so obviously I wanted everything to be neat for that.
 
         ‘I’m all right,’ he said, and flicked the cigarette into the empty can again. I tried to think of something else to say while he leaned over, dropped ash on the carpet, and opened another beer. It clicked down his throat noisily and I realised I’d forgotten about music, forgotten even to buy a cassette player, and it was too late now.
         
 
         ‘You’ve been here a bit though, haven’t you?’ Raymond said abruptly, blowing smoke at the ceiling as he looked around the room. ‘I mean, you’ve got it all sorted out nice enough.’
 
         I looked around at the patterned carpet and woodchip wallpaper, thinking of all the cleaning I had done and how bare it had looked when I first moved in. At first, when I’d come downstairs in the night and saw bits and pieces from the old house, it had unsettled me; made me wonder, especially if I was still half asleep or upset, whether I’d really moved house at all, and why all the things were in the wrong places. The two pictures of pigs I’d nailed up over the fireplace used to hang in our kitchen and Will had built a set of shelves in an alcove at home for the various ornaments I’d collected over the years. There was nothing like that here, and I’d dotted the ornaments about on the windowsills to try and make it seem a little more homely.
 
         ‘A month last Wednesday,’ I said, ‘but I’ve worked really hard getting it the way I like it.’
 
         ‘You haven’t changed much,’ he said. ‘Carpet, wallpaper. Just the same. Didn’t feel like giving it a lick of paint?’
 
         ‘You’ve been in here before?’ I was surprised. It hadn’t been long, but with enough careful hoovering those impressions in the carpet had faded and I had trouble imagining anyone else had ever lived in my house. 
         
 
         He winked at me, and threw out a smile that revealed his gappy teeth.
 
         ‘Charlotte and me …’ he tailed off vaguely and raised an eyebrow. ‘Lets just say I was invited round a couple of times and leave it at that.’ He laughed. ‘That’s not why she moved though, and,’ he pointed at me, ‘don’t you go around saying that it is.’
 
         ‘I wouldn’t,’ I said, aghast at the thought that this man had been in my bedroom, and shaking my head eagerly before I realised he’d been joking.
 
         ‘Had you there!’ he said. ‘Nah, we were friends. I came round a few times. She could never afford to do the place up properly. You got some plans for it?’
 
         I’d want someone to mention it, I really would, if I had a bloody piece of tissue sticking to my throat, but perhaps he was the kind of person who didn’t mind about things like that, and me mentioning it would just betray me for the kind of person who did mind, and so make things awkward. It happens at the parties they have on the television all the time.
 
         ‘I thought about some yellow, for the walls,’ I said at last, and he nodded approvingly, ‘but I don’t think I’d be very good at painting. I’ll have to wait until there’s a man around to give me a hand!’ I giggled gently, seeing as he was the sort of person who liked a bit of banter in his conversation, but he looked away and didn’t respond.
  
         ‘I live in the one over there,’ he gestured vaguely with his cigarette. ‘Bit of a state since the wife left, but you can’t put a price on peace, eh?’ I looked at my watch discreetly and then back at his piece of tissue. Perhaps he really didn’t care. I decided to leave it.
 
         ‘You live alone then?’ I enquired politely. The new books I’d been reading said that asking questions of people at parties made them think you were interesting but that didn’t really make sense, and the book also said not to make the questions too personal, but they didn’t tell you what too personal was. Nevertheless, I ploughed on.
         
 
         ‘So do I,’ I added.
 
         Raymond looked at me strangely. ‘Yes, for the past few months,’ he said. ‘My lad’s round every weekend though. I take him into Blackpool for a go on the slot machines, to McDonald’s, sometimes the pictures. He’s a good lad.’ 
         
 
         I nodded, and smiled encouragingly, which was supposed to make him continue, feel at home, comfortable, and in the mood for giving me more information about himself. He scratched his neck, inadvertently dislodging the scrap of paper, and drank from the can again.
 
         ‘You have any children?’ he said, at last. I nodded without thinking about it, shook my head, and then nodded again. I felt like opening one of the bottles and pouring myself a glass of wine, but decided it would be more polite to wait until the others arrived. The paper had fluttered downwards and was perching on one of his shirt-buttons. Whenever he moved or spoke it fell further downwards. Eventually it was going to end up on his lap where everyone could see it and he’d be embarrassed and would go home thinking we’d been staring at him all along.
 
         ‘A girl,’ I said, and imagined myself smiling wistfully, looking serene and somehow motherly. I could have kicked myself in the teeth as soon as I opened my mouth, and I clenched my fists so hard with frustration that my knuckles hurt. Luckily, Raymond didn’t seem that interested and was looking around the room again, as if he’d lost something.
 
         Time to keep it together, I said to myself. Keep smiling, make sure everyone has something to drink, and he’ll forget about it. Say he must have been hearing things, or drunk, if anyone asks about her. I gulped a few deep breaths and unclenched my fists.
 
         ‘A bit quiet for a party, this, isn’t it? Haven’t you got a stereo or something?’
 
         I turned my damp palms to the ceiling casually, shrugged, and laughed. My dress was starting to stick to the backs of my legs; it was made out of a shiny, stiff material that rustled every time I moved, made me feel sweaty, and worse than that, was a lot tighter on me than it had been the last time I’d worn it. I wanted to stand up and pull the skirt away from my thighs, but resisted the impulse.
 
         ‘Well, it’s only just after half-past seven. I’m sure Neil will be along in a moment or two.’ I hesitated. How much to tell without being boring, without hogging more than your fair share of conversation?
 
         ‘That’s the man who lives next door to me. We get on really well – and it’s good luck we do, with us living right next door to each other.’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes, we’re good mates, he’s a decent bloke, is Neil. He’s lived here for a good five years or so now. He jump-started my car once, when I was late for work.’
 
         ‘Oh yes, I know, he mentioned it,’ I said. ‘He’s like that though, isn’t he?’ I bit my lip to stop myself from smiling because I found the thought of Neil going out of his way to help someone he obviously had so little in common with very endearing. Helping a woman in distress was one thing, but to come to the assistance of this man: he was clearly one of those good Samaritan types, and liked looking after people.
 
         ‘You expecting him then?’
 
         ‘Of course,’ I said, ‘he’ll be along any minute.’
 
         ‘Thank God for that!’
 
         Things were getting going now, they really were, and just as I was thinking about passing the plate of fairy cakes the doorbell rang. It made me jump and I sprang from the chair.
 
         ‘That’ll be him now. I’ll just go and answer that door. You make yourself at home, Raymond.’ He nodded and spread himself out on the sofa: the cushions flexed under his weight and sagged between his knees, and I caught myself wishing he’d sat on one of the hard chairs so Neil could have the couch.
 
         It wasn’t Neil. It was more people I hadn’t met before: an Indian couple. The man was wearing a pale suit with a brightly coloured tie, and the woman with him was wearing a green sari and carrying an African violet in her hands. The man shook my hand expertly (I’m never quite sure whether to take the hand or not, because sometimes when they’ve got hold of your hand they lean in for the kiss, and then you’ve only got a second, if that, to decide whether to present the cheek or mouth). He pumped my hand three times, dropped it and then presented the pink invitation I’d put through his door the week before. They both smiled at me, flashing rows of perfect, straight teeth. Will would have loved them.
 
         ‘Baravesh Choudhry,’ his hand was dry and cool, like a dentist’s hand. I imagined if he’d brought it near to my face, it would smell of antiseptic hand soap and TCP. I still didn’t know whether to lean over and kiss his cheek, or not. Find Your Inner Goddess advised it, said it showed warmth and confidence, but it could be against his religion. I smiled doubtfully, and remembered that Come Out Of Your Shell had recommended shy people behave authentically and not try to over-compensate because it could come across as drunkenness or instability.
         
 
         ‘You can call me Barry, most of my English friends do,’ he said.
 
         ‘I will,’ I said, ‘and you must call me Annie.’ I looked at the woman, who was very short. She smiled again, and proffered the African violet.
 
         ‘You said to bring a bottle, on the invitation,’ they both nodded sincerely, apologetically, ‘but we don’t drink alcohol. So we thought, a gift. In lieu of a bottle.’
 
         I felt the clay pot pressed into my hands, the warm dampness of the soil and the fleshy leaves under my thumbs stung like a reproach.
 
         ‘Thank you,’ I said, quietly ashamed. I found myself unable to look at them and with my face flushing and sweating I turned and led them through the hallway with my head bowed to the hairy petals of my new African violet like a bride making the long trip back down the aisle alone. Baravesh and his wife followed me, politely admiring the cleanliness of the carpet and skirting boards in the hall. I noted their confidence, how well it came across. I’ve always wondered whether complimenting people on cleanness could be construed as an insult, as if you expected them to be filthy.
 
         ‘Raymond, can I introduce you to our neighbours, Barak… Barry Choudhry, and his wife, er…’
 
         ‘My name is Sangita,’ she laughed delicately, ‘but Raymond and I have already met.’ She nodded at Raymond and turned back to me, ‘My husband and I are quite active in the local community. I run the Neighbourhood Watch – you should get involved, when you’re more settled.’
 
         Raymond grunted, and nodded at them. I deposited the potted plant on the mantelpiece next to the bowl of crisps, turned, and noticed the Choudhrys were still standing.
 
         ‘Please,’ I gestured towards the armchairs, but remained standing myself. They shuffled into their seats and there was a moment of silence. Raymond had lit another cigarette and was staring at the blank television screen as if he wished someone would turn it on.
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t it look nice up there? What a lovely colour. I hope it’s not too difficult to take care of, I always manage to kill things that need looking after,’ I said.
         
 
         Sangita shook her head, ‘I have six of them on my kitchen windowsill, all grown from cuttings. Just remember to water it every now and again and you’ll be fine.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘it’s much nicer than wine, anyway. Can I get you something to drink? Coffee perhaps?’
 
         ‘We’d like some tea, I think, if that’s convenient.’ Baravesh stretched his legs out into the room. ‘Well.’ He sounded pleased, and rubbed his dry hands together gently, ‘Well, Annie.’
 
         Sangita tucked her sari between her knees, flicked her thick plait over her shoulder and tittered, as if he’d made a joke. ‘You’ve certainly made yourself at home here. The decoration is lovely,’ she said.
         
 
         I paced across the room and picked up the plate with the hedgehog on it. I was quite proud of this and so far no one had commented on what I thought would be a conversational piece. What I’d done was covered the grapefruit half with tin foil, and spent a long time doing it so that it wouldn’t look cheap and creased. The eyes were the smallest pickled onions in the jar impaled with a cocktail stick into the side of the grapefruit. I’d had a stroke of genius late on into it and stuck raisins on the end of the sticks holding the eyes on, for the irises. It had a slightly bug-eyed, shocked look, as if it had a neck and someone had their hands around it and was slowly squeezing.
         
 
         ‘That’s very kind. I sewed the curtains myself. I have a machine, just an old one, but it does. The hems are a little crooked, but not so you’d notice,’ I was babbling. I remembered my exercise, took a deep breath and imagined a pleasant scene from my childhood.
 
         ‘Help yourself,’ I gave the hedgehog to Barry, who said ‘well’ again, and held it in front of him like it was a bomb. ‘I’ll just go and make the tea.’ I gestured towards the hedgehog, ‘Dig in, all of you. There’s plenty to go around!’
 
         ‘Can I give you a hand?’ Sangita started to rise out of the chair, and I shook my head.
 
         ‘No, no, I’m fine. You stay here and mingle.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I hadn’t drank a drop and all the laughing and nodding and shaking my head was making the blood in my skull slosh about like fluid in a brandy glass. My face felt hot and I planned to kneel in front of the fridge for a couple of seconds to collect myself.
         
 
         In the kitchen, the floors and walls started to sway suddenly, as if I was in a soap opera and the whole house was just a cheap cardboard set. I put my hands on the wall over the sink to brace myself and let my head hang between my arms. I waited for the kettle to boil. Sometimes when I ate too much and needed to vomit I stood like that, and the association was making me feel queasy. Tea, I hadn’t thought anyone would want tea. There might not be enough milk. I opened the fridge and predictably enough, there was only a green-looking chicken breast on a saucer, a rind of cheese and a bottle with two inches of lumpy-looking milk in it.
         

         I only stopped panicking long enough to despair: if I wasn’t going to make the effort to take care of myself and make this work out, who would? Who would ever come into this house and help me with the shopping list, unload the bags onto the kitchen counter, notice when the food was going bad? I remembered meeting the milkman that first morning and wondered why I hadn’t thought to ask him to start making regular deliveries. A notebook, that’s what I needed, somewhere safe I could write all my new resolutions down so I wouldn’t forget them.

         The kettle clicked and I poured the water into the pot.

         
             

         

         ‘Well, the job isn’t what it used to be. Less contact with people, paperwork – paperwork all the time. These people think all I have to do all day is sign my name and stamp forms! I’m my own secretary really – what I need is a wife at work, as well as in the home, so I could get back to the real business of working with people.’
         

         Barry was in full flow, Sangita nodding, nodding like a pretty china doll, and Raymond, resting his head on the back of the couch as if he was asleep. He was exposing his throat; it was livid with shaving rash. I glanced at his lap for the tissue paper but I couldn’t find it. He opened his eyes and noticed me staring at his crotch. I pretended to be looking casually at the crocheted protectors on the arms of the sofa so as not to embarrass him.

         ‘You work in the shop?’ I said, trying to chip gently into the conversation. There was a shop at the top of the cul-de-sac on the main road, where I got milk and magazines. I was considering making the walk up the street in my party dress to buy a bottle of milk when I had a brainwave: I’d pop next door and ask Neil. That idea changed my mood and instead of panicking I was glad someone had asked for tea: a trip next door to borrow milk while he was getting ready for the party would give me a chance to say a few words to Neil alone, in his own territory.
         

         ‘It’s such a handy little shop,’ I said, but Sangita laughed.

         ‘No, my husband is an oncologist at the hospital. People are always asking him that though, if he works at the shop, mixing him up with that dreadful little man.’ She put her head on one side and thickened her accent so she became nasal, masculine, Indian: ‘Ten Marlboro Lights and a packet of extra large Rizlas? Very good sir, certainly sir.’

         Barry laughed loudly, and Raymond coughed. I didn’t know what an oncologist was, but I laughed too, in case it was a joke.

         ‘How interesting. I just need to go next door for a moment – would you believe I’ve run out of milk?’ I headed out of the room, ‘Just make yourselves at home, help yourselves to the food. I’ll only be a moment.’

         Trembling, I fled the scene. 
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