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1

How could one say with any certainty what one hated most in the world? It surely depended on how proximate the hated thing was at any given moment, whether you were doing it or listening to it or eating it at the time. She hated teaching Agatha Christie for A level, she hated any Conservative Education Secretary, she hated listening to her younger son’s trumpet practice, she hated any kind of liver, the sight of blood, reality T.V. shows, grime music, and the usual abstractions – global poverty, war, pandemics, the imminent death of the planet, and so on. But they weren’t happening to her, apart from the imminent death of the planet, and even that was only imminent. She could afford not to think about them quite a lot of the time. Right now, at 11.15 on a cold Saturday morning, the thing she hated most in the world was queuing outside the butcher’s while listening to Emma Baker going on about sex.

She had been trying to move out of Emma’s orbit for a while, but the movement was imperceptible, and would, she guessed gloomily, take another four or five years yet. They had met when their children were small and went to the same playgroup; dinners were offered and reciprocated and offered again. The children were more or less the same, then. They hadn’t developed personalities, really, and their parents hadn’t yet decided what kind of people they were going to be. Emma and her husband had chosen private primary education for theirs, and as a direct consequence, Lucy’s boys found them insufferable. Social interaction eventually stopped, but you couldn’t do much about living near someone, shopping in the same places.

It was a particular stage of the queuing that she hated: the point at which one was right outside the door, kept shut in winter, and one had to decide whether there was room inside the shop. Go in too early and you had to squash up against somebody while running the risk of anxious queue-jump faces; too late and somebody behind would toot her, metaphorically, for her timidity. There would be a gentle suggestion, a ‘Do you want to …’ or a ‘There’s room in there now, I think.’ That was what it was like: pulling out at an intersection that required aggression. She didn’t mind being tooted when she was driving, though. She was separated from other drivers by glass and metal, and they were gone in a flash, never to be seen again. These people were her neighbours. She had to live with their nudges and disapproval every Saturday. She could have gone to a supermarket, of course, but then she would be Letting Local Shops Down.

And in any case the butcher was just too good, so she was willing to spend the extra. Her sons ate neither fish nor vegetable, and she had reluctantly decided that she probably did care about them ingesting antibiotics, hormones and other things in cheaper meat that might one day turn them into female Eastern European weightlifters. (If they chose to become female Eastern European weightlifters one day, however, she would fully endorse and embrace their decision. She just didn’t want to impose that destiny upon them.) Paul helped with the boys’ beef habit. He wasn’t mean about money. He felt guilty about everything. He kept enough to live on, if that, but gave her the rest.

The tricky in-or-out part was probably another ten minutes away, though. The expense and the quality were attractive to the residents of this particular London borough, so the queues were long, and the customers took their time once they had forced their way inside. Emma Baker’s obsession with sex was happening right here, right now, and it was intolerable.

‘You know what? I envy you,’ she said.

Lucy didn’t reply. Terseness was her only weapon. From the outside it probably looked useless, because the words would keep coming, but any attempt to answer the question would result in an unstoppable torrent.

‘You’re going to have sex with someone you’ve never had sex with before.’

This didn’t seem particularly enviable to Lucy, in the sense that if it happened, it wouldn’t be much of an accomplishment. It was, after all, a future open to most able-bodied people in the world, whether they chose to exploit the opportunity or not. But Lucy’s single status drew Emma back to the same subject over and over again. For Emma, married for many years to a man whose inadequacies, in the bedroom and in every other room, she made no attempts to hide or defend, divorce meant sex – paradoxically and/or idiotically, Lucy thought, seeing as her experience of it to date was that it meant no sex. In other words, Lucy’s single status provided a screen on which Emma could project endless fantasies.

‘What are you looking for? In a man?’

Either in real life or in Lucy’s head the queue had become stiller.

‘Nothing. I’m not.’

‘So what’s the point of tonight?’

‘No point.’

The answers told a very small part of a very long story. Indeed, the words ‘nothing’, ‘not’ and ‘point’ could even have been plucked at random from a very long story by some kind of textual artist, in order to convey a meaning ironically at odds with the storyteller’s intention.

‘Hygiene,’ said Lucy suddenly.

‘What?’

‘That’s what I’m looking for.’

‘Come on, girl. You can ask for more than that.’

‘Hygiene is important.’

‘You don’t want handsome? Or funny? Or rich? Or good in bed? Someone with a penis that never lets him down? Someone who loves to give oral sex?’ Behind them, somebody sniggered. Since the rest of the queue was by now entirely silent, there was a very good chance that Emma had been the trigger for the sniggers.

‘No.’

Again, a very short answer that didn’t tell the whole truth, or any part of it.

‘Well, that’s what I’d go for.’

‘I’m learning more about David than I want to know.’

‘He’s clean, at least. He smells like James Bond most of the time.’

‘Well, there you go. He has none of the things you’re telling me to look for, and you’re still with him.’

Now she came to think about it – and she hadn’t really thought about it until earlier on that week – hygiene was more important than just about any other quality she could think of. Imagine that Emma were in a position to provide a potential partner who possessed every single idiosyncrasy and attribute that she wanted – or, at least, those that Lucy could think of, now, on the spot, in the queue for the butcher’s, when she didn’t even know what to say. Imagine that this unlikely man loved fresh flowers and the films of Asghar Farhadi, that he preferred cities to the countryside, that he read fiction – proper fiction, not novels about terrorists and submarines – that, yes, he enjoyed both giving and receiving oral sex, that he was kind to her sons, that he was tall, dark, handsome, solvent, funny, clever, liberal, stimulating.

So this guy turns up to whisk her away to dinner somewhere quiet and smart and fashionable, and she notices straight away that he smells awful. Well, that would be the end of it, wouldn’t it? Nothing else would be of any use whatsoever. Bad hygiene trumped everything. So did unkindness, criminal records for – or even merely rumours of – domestic violence, and unacceptable views on race. Oh, and a dependency on drink and drugs, although that went without saying, given everything that had happened. The absence of key negatives was much more important than any positive.

Lucy noted glumly that they were approaching the crunch. It was chaos in there, she could see. There was a double queue that now stopped at the far end of the shop, so it wasn’t simply a question of finding enough room just inside the door. Just inside the door was where those in the middle of the queue were standing, the U-bend in the snake, so in order to join the back of the queue one had to push one’s way through the crowd – and it was beginning to resemble a crowd, rather than a line – thus causing even more stress to both the pusher and the pushed.

‘I think we can both get in there,’ said Emma.

‘There’s hardly room for one,’ said Lucy.

‘Come on.’

‘Please don’t.’

‘I think you can probably get in there,’ said the woman behind them.

‘I was just saying to my friend we can’t,’ said Lucy sharply.

A couple emerged from the shop with groaning white plastic bags containing hunks of bloody meat which, if consumed over the next seven days, would make them seriously ill with heart disease and bowel cancer, and shorten the queue the following week.

Emma opened the door and went in.

‘You let her in the queue,’ said the woman behind.

Lucy had forgotten that.

‘And now she’s inside and you’re not.’

There was a metaphor in there somewhere.

A hundred and twelve quid was a lot of money to spend on meat. Joseph wondered whether the couple would try and reduce the bill, get rid of the fillet steaks or the rolled loins, say, but they didn’t. And there was no flicker of anything when he told them what they owed. The first time he’d asked a customer for a three-figure sum he’d made an apologetic face – more like a grimace, really, as if he were about to cause the woman actual physical pain. But there was no pain caused, as far as he could tell, and he’d ended up feeling as if he’d done something clumsy. The next time it happened, he played it cool, but the guy felt obliged to explain – relatives coming, couldn’t afford to do that every week, and so on. The people who lived in the neighbourhood weren’t posh, in the sense that they wore jeans and didn’t sound like Prince Charles, but they obviously had money, and sometimes that seemed to create some kind of embarrassment. Joseph didn’t give a shit, really. He wanted what they had, and one day he would get it. Just because he earned a hundred and ten quid for a day’s work in the shop didn’t mean he hated people who spent a hundred and twelve on meat.

He was more worried by the loud blonde woman who’d pushed her way in when the three-figure couple left. She was trouble, of a very particular kind: every Saturday she tried to flirt with him. She made jokes about sausages and pork loins, and Joseph had no idea what he was supposed to say or do in return, so he smiled with his lips but not the rest of him. When it first started he tried to avoid serving her, but he quickly worked out that this was worse, because she’d ignore Cass or Craig or whoever it was who had to deal with her and joke with him about sausages anyway. So then the embarrassment became impossible, because it involved Joseph, his customer, the loud lady, and whoever was serving her. If he timed it right he could contain the trouble.

He didn’t have to do anything tricky. She was his next customer.

‘Good morning, Joe.’

He wasn’t Joe. He was Joseph. It said so on his nametag. But recently she had decided that she needed to be on friendlier terms.

‘What are you after?’

‘Ah. Well. There’s a question.’

At least she had the decency to say it quietly, so only the three or four people immediately beside and behind her heard. They looked at him, to see whether he was going to play along. He gave the loud blonde woman his no-eyes smile.

‘I know, I’m wicked,’ she said. ‘Or I would be, given half a chance. Can I have half a dozen pork-and-leek sausages, please? Not chipolatas.’

Even that was supposed to be a joke.

‘Gotcha.’

He got her the sausages, and then some sirloin steaks, and then four chicken breasts. She was going to say something about her breasts, or breasts in general, he could tell, so he talked over her.

‘Cass, will you go out the back and tell them we need more sirloin?’

‘Lucy.’

The loud blonde was gesturing at her friend, trying to get her to come to the counter, and the friend, smaller, prettier, dark hair, was waving her off and making an embarrassed face. It was as if the people in the queue were extras in a film about women who are best friends despite being opposites. ‘I’ll see you outside,’ said Lucy.

Loud Blonde shook her head in despair, as if her friend’s refusal to push through a crowd of people so that she could be served when it wasn’t her turn was precisely what was wrong with her in all areas of life.

‘No helping some people,’ Loud Blonde said to Joseph as she was entering her pin number, and she looked at him. He tried not to shudder.

‘I could eat him up,’ said Emma when they were both back outside.

‘Who?’

‘Joe. The kid who served me.’

‘He didn’t look like he was interested in being eaten up.’

‘He doesn’t know how I’d cook him.’

Lucy wasn’t sure this metaphor worked. Knowing how you were going to be cooked hardly made the prospect of being devoured more enticing.

‘Don’t you think he looks like someone? Some sexy film star or singer?’

‘Maybe.’

‘I know.’

Lucy knew Emma’s frame of reference, and it wasn’t broad. She had almost certainly been reminded of a young Idris Elba, or possibly a young Will Smith.

‘A young Denzel Washington,’ said Emma. ‘Don’t you see it?’

‘Nope,’ said Lucy. ‘But I can see that, of the three black faces available to you in your memory bank, he probably looks most like a young Denzel Washington.’

‘I know loads more than three. I chose the person that actually looked like him.’

Emma was an occasional freelance interior designer, and Lucy would be amazed if she’d ever had a black client. All the other fields of endeavour that might have provided her with comparative options – sport, music, books, even politics – she had no interest in. Lucy had had enough conversations with kids and colleagues to understand how deep this sort of thing cut, but how did one even begin, with someone as oblivious and as unreflective as Emma? So she didn’t, and she wouldn’t.

They were walking home together. Emma lived two streets further on, in one of the larger houses down the hill. They had been neighbours, once upon a time, but after the separation, that house had been sold and Lucy and the boys had moved to a smaller place.

‘Are the boys with Paul this weekend?’

‘Yes.’

‘So if it does go well tonight …’

‘I’m not going to sleep with anyone tonight.’

‘You don’t know.’

‘Have you ever been unfaithful to David?’

‘Lucy! Really!’

‘What?’

‘You can’t ask that!’

‘Because?’

‘It’s private.’

The information Emma did not wish to divulge was that she had been entirely faithful to her husband for the duration of her married life, Lucy knew that. It was her deep, dark secret: that despite all the talk about eating people up and pork loins, Emma had done nothing and would never do anything. Yes, it was pathetic, but the truth was she was just another depressed and lonely married woman who wouldn’t give up on the idea that a young man might want to fuck her. And what was wrong with that, really? Whatever got you through.

‘Why is my sex life open to discussion when yours isn’t?’

‘Because you’re single.’

‘Single people are allowed a private sex life.’

‘But you know David.’

‘I wouldn’t say anything.’

‘That’s not what I mean.’

‘So you have been unfaithful.’

‘Let’s change the subject.’

And thus Emma’s honour was spared.

She liked the new quiet of Saturday afternoons. In the winter, when it was too wet to play football on the playing field with their friends, one of the boys watched people watching football on the results programme while listening to grime and playing a game on his phone, and the other played FIFA on the Xbox while shouting at friends through the headset. That was a lot of different noise she didn’t want to hear. Now that they spent Saturdays with Paul, she could read, do the crossword, listen to music that would have made her sons snort with fury (Mozart) or amusement (Carole King). It was the early evenings she didn’t like. A family house, even a family house that had shrunk due to force of circumstance, belonged to a family, and the seven o’clock silence seemed a failure of sorts. It wasn’t her failure, at least in her opinion, but it didn’t matter who claimed it.

And tonight she didn’t even have to cook, an activity that was much more important than she’d realized before the lonely Saturdays. Cooking kept the evening away from the afternoon – it was a punctuation mark, stopping the long sentence of the day from tripping over itself and becoming garbled. So then what, without the cooking of pasta and the chopping of onions? She refused to be one of those women who filled in the time before a date by trying things on in the bedroom. In the movies, these sessions always came in montages, and maybe she would try on her whole wardrobe if the changes didn’t involve undressing at any point, if the clothes just magically appeared on the body while there was a song about new tomorrows playing on the soundtrack.

Anyway, to actually think about her appearance would be giving the evening a gravity and investment it didn’t deserve. She didn’t know this man, and he didn’t sound terribly exciting. His name was Ted and he worked in consumer publishing. If Ted represented a new tomorrow, she might simply stay in bed until Monday. Maybe she wouldn’t even change. She looked perfectly presentable, she thought. If he didn’t like women who wore jeans and a T-shirt on a date, he could fuck off. Maybe she’d put a proper top on, though. She looked at the crossword. ‘Across solutions all refer to a theme which is otherwise undefined.’ Great. You had to discover the theme before you could get the solutions, and you had to get the solutions before you discovered the theme. She seemed to spend most of her life doing that. She put the T.V. on instead.

They smiled at each other.

‘So.’

‘So.’

They’d done the ordering drinks bit, and they were now pretending to look at the menu. He was probably five years older than her, and he was neither unattractive nor handsome. He was balding, but he had accepted it, so the remaining hair was shaved neatly but not aggressively. The crinkles around his eyes showed that he smiled a lot, and his teeth were straight and white. Only the shirt, which was regrettably both black and floral, rang any alarm bells, but it looked like it might have been purchased specially for the occasion. If so, this was both sweet and sad. All in all, he looked exactly like the kind of man she might have expected to be meeting on a blind date set up by a mutual friend: pleasant, damaged, harmless, and with a blind faith in the power of another woman to lead him out of his loneliness. She wondered whether he was feeling some kind of version of the same thing, but she didn’t think she gave off the same melancholy. Maybe she was kidding herself. She knew within seconds there would be no second date.

‘Who’s going to go first?’

Who’s going to go first? Dear God. This was conversation as lavatory, where there was only room for one at a time. You go first, she wanted to say. There’s never a queue for the gents. But then, they weren’t here to have fun. They were here to find out whether they could bear to contemplate some kind of substitute sad-sack relationship, and in order to do that, stories – stories about pain, loss, mismanagement and wrongdoing – had to be got out of the way. She could tell from his atmosphere of defeat that the wrongdoing was not his.

‘You go.’

‘Well. I’m Ted. Which you knew. And I’m a friend of Natasha’s.’

He made a gesture towards her, an unfurling arm, as if he were asking her to take a bow. This was to indicate that Lucy too was one of Natasha’s friends, which was why they were pretending to look at menus together in the first place.

‘I have two girls, Holly and Marcie, thirteen and eleven, and I’m very involved in their lives but I’m no longer with their mum.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.’

‘Oh,’ said Ted. ‘No. I don’t know what Natasha has told you, but Amy’s not a bad person. I mean, she made some mistakes, but …’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Lucy. ‘It was a silly joke.’

‘I don’t get it.’

‘Well, if you were still with her, you shouldn’t really be out on blind dates.’

Ted pointed at her. She’d only met him five minutes ago and there’d already been the unfurled-arm thing and a point. He’d make a good lollipop man, but that wasn’t necessarily what she was looking for in a partner.

‘Ah. Yes. That would be funny. Funny peculiar, I meant.’

‘My joke was supposed to be funny ha-ha.’

‘No, no. It was a good joke. But if that’s what I actually was doing, it would be funny peculiar.’

‘Am I allowed to ask what happened?’

‘With Amy?’

‘Yes.’

He shrugged.

‘She met someone.’

‘Ah.’

The shrug did not indicate acceptance. The shrug was a carefully casual way of disguising acute and undigested pain.

‘I don’t know. It takes two to tango and all that,’ he said.

‘Well. There were two. Her and him.’

‘I wasn’t talking about, you know. The other party.’

‘You were tangoing too?’

He really didn’t seem the type, but what did she know?

‘No! Not if tangoing means … What does it mean?’

‘I suppose I was asking you whether it took four to tango?’

‘Four? How did we get from two to four?’

‘You and someone.’

‘Oh. No. God, no. No.’

‘So in what way were you tangoing?’

‘I wish I hadn’t started with the tango.’

‘Let’s stop.’

‘I suppose I was trying to say that if someone is properly happy in a marriage, then there’s no room for somebody else.’

‘Oh, you’re one of those.’

‘Is that bad? Are we bad?’

Perhaps she had sounded too withering.

‘No, no. Not bad. Just … too thoughtful.’

‘Really? Can you be too thoughtful?’

Of course you couldn’t. It was just that somehow, Ted’s over-thoughtfulness had tipped over into wetness and self-pity.

‘The thing is, I don’t know how unhappy your wife was.’

‘I didn’t either.’

‘So she probably wasn’t that unhappy.’

‘How do you know?’

‘You seem like a reasonably sensitive guy. You’d have noticed. She was probably just medium. Neither happy not unhappy. Like most people.’

She didn’t know what she was talking about, but she was beginning to see that blind dates, especially unsuccessful ones with no promise of a future relationship, could offer all sorts of riches. You could provide uninformed and unasked-for opinion, and you could be as nosy as you wanted. Lucy frequently felt the urge to go up to strangers – someone reading an unlikely book, say, or a young woman in tears on her mobile, or a white cycle courier with long dreadlocks – and ask them what the deal was. Just that. ‘What’s the deal here?’

Well, if she wasn’t worried about finding a partner of any kind, for life, sex or even tennis, she could sit down at a table like this one, with a man like Ted, and ask him what the deal was, and he couldn’t tell her to mind her own business because they were here to cut to the chase. Until relatively recently, she had believed that the phrase had something to do with hunting, and that therefore it had been in English usage for hundreds of years. But one quiet Saturday afternoon, after a crossword answer, she had Googled it, and she now knew that it came from the early days of cinema, and meant more or less exactly what it said: get to the exciting part as quickly as possible. Hal Roach, the man thought to have coined the phrase, probably never imagined it would be used to describe the moment in a meal where two divorced people talked about their disappointment and oversensitivity. But then, that was the way life went. Lucy was forty-two, and unlikely ever again to find herself strapped to a railway line while a locomotive bore down on her. She had been through that with Paul.

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Ted. ‘I thought she was medium.’

‘Well, when you’re medium, there’s always room for a third party.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that. So that’s what I should have been watching out for, you reckon?’

‘No. You can’t watch out for medium. That’s the whole point. If everyone ran off with other people when they’re medium, nobody would stay married for five minutes.’

Lucy wondered whether they had good sex, and then remembered that she was on a first date and there wouldn’t be a second. She could ask anything.

‘Was the sex OK? Did it … was it regular?’

‘Amy was very attractive. Is, I should say. More attractive than me. I probably married out of my league.’

‘I’m not sure I understand.’

‘I’ve probably got a picture somewhere.’

He started to search his jacket for his phone.

‘No, no, I understand what attractive means. I don’t see how it relates to sex.’

‘I was always a bit intimidated.’

She had no idea what that meant, or how it might be applied to the subject under discussion, but she had reached the limits of her appetite for detail.

‘So you’re looking for someone plain.’

‘I know that sounds weird, but I really am. And I should say that when I saw you walk in, I was a bit disappointed. Sorry. Once bitten twice shy and all that.’

‘You’re quite a smooth talker, you know that?’

He laughed.

‘Your turn.’

‘Oh dear. Already?’

‘’Fraid so.’

‘Lucy, friend of Natasha’s, two boys, Dylan and Al, ten and eight, very, very involved in their lives, probably more than I want to be, no longer with their dad.’

‘And you’re an English teacher.’

‘Yes. Head of Department at Park Road.’

‘We had a look at that for the girls.’

‘And found it wanting?’

‘No. It was very impressive. But Amy wanted them to have what she’d had.’

‘Private.’

‘Well, yes. Not just that. Smaller class sizes, more people …’

‘Smaller classes, more people? That’s some school.’

‘No, no, more people that …’

Lucy knew lots of people who sent their kids to private schools, and they never failed to make a mess of explaining how they had arrived at their decision. The reasons usually involved some kind of complex, barely comprehensible sensitivity that prevented the child from attending the local comprehensive, so even though the parents would have loved to send them up the road, it just wouldn’t work in this particular case, what with the shyness, or the undiagnosed dyslexia, or an extraordinary talent that needed the kind of excavation and nurture the state was in no position to provide. Lucy decided that she would have sex with the first father who said, simply, are you fucking kidding me? That school is full of psychopaths, gangsters, kids who don’t speak English, teachers who don’t speak English, twelve-year-olds who stink of weed, eleven-year-olds who will beat my daughter up simply because she reads Plato in her lunch break.

‘More people that are …’

‘Like them?’

Ted looked at her gratefully.

‘I suppose that’s it. There are actually lots of Asian girls at Bluebell. Chinese and Indian. So it’s not …’

‘I understand. It’s fine.’

‘Where are your boys?’

‘Francis Bacon.’

‘Oh, I’ve heard good things about that.’

He seemed relieved, as if the boys’ attendance at a half-decent school provided proof that she wasn’t a complete ideological lunatic.

‘And why … Well, why are you here?’

‘Why am I single? Natasha didn’t say anything?’

‘A little bit.’

‘Well, the headlines tell the whole story.’

‘How’s he doing now?’

‘OK. He’s clean. Rehab, counselling … He’s done everything he should have done years ago.’

‘And he doesn’t want to come back?’

‘Oh, yes. He can’t see what the problem is.’

‘And what is the problem?’

‘I hate him.’

‘Presumably that can change.’

‘I don’t think so.’

Everyone seemed to think that forgiveness was just within reach, there, on the next table, and all she had to do was get up and turn on the tap, but perversity and bitterness were stopping her. She was angry, yes, but there was no tap. Paul had spent all their money. Paul had ruined too many birthdays. Paul had called her a bitch and a cunt too many times. Paul had hit a Deliveroo driver, and brought cocaine and dealers into the house where his children lived. She would know him for the rest of her life, and one day, if they put enough years between the past and the future, she could imagine the rage subsiding. But subsiding rage was not the same thing as love. Maybe Ted would have seemed like an attractive option to some women who had endured something similar, but she didn’t need someone to be kind to her. She wanted intellectual stimulation and sexual excitement, and if she couldn’t have that then she didn’t need anybody.

‘Natasha says you’re a big reader,’ said Ted, who clearly didn’t want to talk about hatred any more.

‘Oh. Yes.’

‘I tried to do some swotting up, but I’d be lying if I said it was my thing.’

Lucy wondered what the swotting up had entailed. Had he read the books pages of the Sunday Times? Had he read a book, or read every book published in the last five years?

‘That’s OK.’

‘I’m much happier with a good series on Netflix.’

Lucy liked a good series on Netflix too. They got through the rest of the evening easily enough. Lucy was not young, she knew. She was roughly halfway through her life. But surely she was younger than this?
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Seven minutes of the game left, nil–nil, and Lucas took a massive swipe at the ball with his wrong foot, missed it completely, and whacked the opposing winger in the stomach, right in the middle of the area, right in front of the referee. The other kid went down, not because he was looking for a penalty, but because all the air and maybe even a couple of internal organs had been thumped out of him. Joseph was fond of Lucas. He wasn’t much good at football, and he wasn’t very bright, but Joseph had been coaching him for three years, and he’d never once missed training or a match. He was a good kid despite his father, who was not a good or even a reasonable man, and who, like his son, turned up to every game. Parental pride often rendered him temporarily blind, and when the referee pointed to the spot, there was a volley of abuse that wasn’t shocking because Joseph had heard it all before.

‘Are you fucking kidding, ref?’

This was delivered at such a volume that the referee, fifty yards away, turned round and stared at him.

‘Keep it down, John,’ said Joseph.

‘Were you watching?’

‘Yes. It was a nailed-on pen.’

The opposing winger was still lying on the ground, being comforted by the opposition coach.

‘He never touched him.’

‘He hasn’t moved since he got kicked.’

‘He’ll be right as rain in a moment, you watch.’

‘You’re not even supposed to be standing here, mate.’

He wasn’t. He was supposed to be with the other parents behind the goal – only coaches and the substitutes were allowed on the touchline. The rules didn’t apply to John, though. Lucas was the third of his sons to play for the Turnpike Lane Under-12s, which meant that he pre-dated the rules.

‘Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.’

The ref was refusing to look at him now, so he kept going.

‘Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.’

Finally, some attention.

‘Ref, you’re a fucking cheat.’

The referee crouched down to check on the injured boy, then turned and jogged towards them with a great sense of purpose.

A couple of years ago, Joseph had run into his old deputy head in the Wood Green shopping centre, and Mr Fielding had asked him what he was up to. ‘Ah,’ said Mr Fielding. ‘A portfolio. You’re portfolio working. That’s the future. Except not for you. It’s the present for you.’

Joseph hadn’t known there was a name for it, nor even that anyone else was thinking along the same lines, but Mr Fielding’s explanation made him feel better about what he was doing. Until that moment, he’d been worried that he’d just cobbled together a way of making a living, taken on part-time job after part-time job as a way of avoiding a full-time job. He worked more hours than anyone else he knew, but at least he’d never had to make a decision about his future, the kind where you went one way and not the other and that was that. He did Saturdays in the butcher’s, two evenings a week coaching and one supervising the Friday-night games, three mornings at the leisure centre, the after-school care for Marina’s twins with the odd bit of babysitting thrown in, and the D.J.-ing. He hadn’t yet earned a penny from the D.J.-ing, the job he wanted to do most, and in a couple of months it would actually cost him money. He was going to spend six hundred quid on the Ableton Live 10 Suite – he’d been using a crack for a while, but it didn’t work properly, and if he was ever going to get anywhere, he knew he’d have to invest. That meant not going out much, which meant not hearing what other D.J.s were doing, which meant not knowing whether the kind of thing he was working on now was a waste of time, because it wasn’t what people wanted or because it was already dead.

Joseph knew he wouldn’t regret leaving the butcher’s or anyone in it if the D.J.-ing worked out, and he wouldn’t be bothered about the leisure centre either. He’d call in to see the twins, because he was very fond of them, and their parents. He’d always thought he’d miss the coaching the most, but it was getting harder and harder – kids who didn’t show up even if you called them two hours before a match, abusive parents, opposing coaches applauding their players when they stopped an attack with a shirt-pull or a rugby tackle. And everyone – kids, parents, uncles and aunts – saw football as a way out. Any middle-aged white bloke wearing a hat was a scout from Brentford or Spurs or Barcelona, and if there was no middle-aged white bloke in a hat, it was somehow Joseph’s fault: the team wasn’t good enough, Joseph didn’t talk up the boys in the right places. Only one player from any of the Lane teams had ever been scouted since Joseph started coaching, and Barnet let him go when he was seventeen.

Some of the parents and grandparents who came down to watch talked about John Terry and Jermaine Defoe and Sol Campbell playing for Senrab over in Wanstead Flats, but those days were gone, Joseph thought. The Lane boys were no longer competing against kids from Wanstead or Liverpool or Dublin for places in the big teams. They were competing with kids from Senegal and Madrid, kids who didn’t eat junk food and smoke weed the moment they turned thirteen. You had to play against the rest of the world now, and the rest of the world was both big and good at football.

Someone like Lucas’s dad, John, would say there were too many foreigners here, and the English kids didn’t stand a chance, but Joseph didn’t see why football clubs should commit to picking players that would make them uncompetitive. It wasn’t the same argument that his father made. According to him, all the Eastern Europeans that had put him out of a job worked for less than half his old wages, lived five to a room at the end of the Central Line, went home when they’d saved a few quid, blah blah blah. You couldn’t say Sergio Agüero and Eden Hazard and the rest were doing anything on the cheap. They were putting people out of a job because they were miles better than the locals, and Joseph didn’t have a problem with that. England was the richest footballing country in the world, but it was nothing to do with the English, not English players, anyway.

‘Why don’t you take a moment, John? Go for a little walk?’ said Joseph.

‘I can’t now, can I? He’s walking over here. It’ll look like I’m running away. If he wants a fight I’ll fucking give him one.’

‘He doesn’t want a fight. He wants a word.’

‘I want a fight.’

‘No, you don’t.’

The referee arrived, out of breath and angry.

‘What did you call me?’

‘A fucking cheat.’

Joseph noted with interest that in these situations, repeating the accusation put the accused at something of a disadvantage. The referee’s question rather presumed the answer ‘Nothing’, or maybe an apology, or maybe a change of subject. The repetition demanded action, which placed the referee in a difficult position. He was a referee. He wasn’t supposed to punch people. He settled for a push in the chest instead, a push hard enough to knock John over.

‘Right,’ said John. ‘That’s you reported.’

‘Be my guest,’ said the referee. And then he handed Joseph his whistle, his notepad and his cards.

‘I’m done,’ he said, and he walked off towards the changing rooms.

‘Result,’ said John, still sitting on the ground. ‘You’ll have to ref. When you get on there, you can change his mind about the penalty.’

John was forty-five, the ref looked as though he was in his mid-fifties. Joseph was twenty-two. He went on to the pitch and told the kids that the game was abandoned. Sometimes he didn’t want to be the only grown-up at York Road.

It poured with rain all Saturday morning, and the shop was quiet. People would come in eventually, but they were putting it off, which meant that the afternoon would be busy. Mark got them sweeping and scrubbing and sorting through the condiments, but by eleven even he couldn’t pretend that there was much to do, so Joseph and Cassie left Saul on the counter and went next door for a cup of coffee. Cassie was a student at the University of North London, and her Saturday job was a torment to her, due to the exertions of the night before. Because she was more or less the same age as Joseph, she tended to presume that he was in a similar state, even though he never was. After the game he’d made himself dinner, watched a bit of T.V. with his mum, and gone to bed. He never told Cassie that they were different. It was too important to her that they were the same.

‘I’m fucked,’ she said, when they had collected their order and sat down.

‘Yeah?’

‘House party.’

‘Ah.’

‘Some of them were still going when I got up for work. Anyway. Don’t mess around with Ket when you’re working nine o’clock the next morning.’

‘I’ll remember that.’

‘I try. But then I take Ket and forget.’

She didn’t, really. She turned up, and she sold people meat, although he was guessing that it wasn’t her in the shop, only her body. He couldn’t know for certain, because he’d never seen her any other way, but he hoped there was more to her than she ever showed him on a Saturday.

‘What did you get up to?’

‘I had a quiet one.’

‘Right.’ She wasn’t really listening. He could tell she was distracted, and not just by her pitiful condition.

‘Would you mind if I asked you something?’ she said eventually.

‘Probably not.’

‘You sure?’

This was a white student version of the sentences that began, ‘Not being funny, but …’ What followed wasn’t ever funny, and was always, always about race. He preferred Cassie’s approach to the same subject, but that wasn’t to say it was welcome, or appropriate.

‘Not a hundred per cent, no. That’s why I said “probably”.’

‘Shall I not ask, then?’

‘I can’t really tell. But if you think there’s any chance of offending, maybe you shouldn’t.’

‘I don’t think there is. But just say stop and I won’t go on.’

Joseph said nothing, to indicate his levels of both enthusiasm and resistance.

‘Is that you saying, “Go on”?’

‘It’s me saying nothing.’

‘Right. I’ve sort of forgotten what you saying nothing means.’

‘Jesus, Cassie. Just get on with it.’

‘It’s about dating.’

‘Oh, well. I know everything there is to know about dating. I can see why you’ve come to me.’

‘Well, it’s not just about dating, I suppose.’

‘You amaze me.’

‘It’s about dating black guys.’

‘It’s now legal in just about every part of the world, as far as I know. But obviously in some places it will get you in more trouble than others. North London is OK.’

‘Oh. Yeah. No. I didn’t mean …’

‘I was joking.’

‘Right.’

‘So …?’

She took a deep breath.

‘Is it true that black girls don’t like white girls who are dating black guys?’

‘Are you seeing a black guy?’

‘Not seeing. I hooked up with one. I’d like to hook up again.’

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.’

Cassie never looked her best on Saturdays, but Joseph could see that she wouldn’t have that much trouble hooking up with anyone, if she set her mind to it.

‘Yeah, but am I doing the wrong thing?’

It made him tired, this shit.

‘How am I supposed to know?’

‘Would you go out with a white girl?’

‘Why don’t you ask me whether I have gone out with a white girl?’

‘Oh. Have you?’

‘Of course I have.’

‘And did anyone, like, disapprove?’

‘Yeah. Her granddad.’

‘Was he a racist?’

‘No. He was a vegan. Didn’t like me working here.’

‘Really?’

‘No. He was a racist.’

‘OK. But I’m talking about, you know. People in your community.’

His community. He still wanted his community to be the place where he lived, a community which contained old white women, young Muslim men, Lithuanian kids, mixed-race girls, Asian parents, Jewish taxi drivers. But it never was.

‘No,’ he said. ‘The neighbours were fine about it.’

‘Why did you split up?’

‘Because I cheated on her and she found out. You won’t learn very much from that.’

She looked at him disapprovingly.

‘I was nineteen,’ he said. ‘It happens.’

‘Every relationship I’ve ever had ended because someone cheated on someone,’ said Cassie.

‘I suppose that’s how it goes,’ said Joseph. ‘Until you marry someone and stay married, and one of you dies.’

They thought about this in silence, and did not return to the topic of relationships.

The pretty dark-haired woman came in when it was still raining, and there was hardly anyone in the shop. He almost pushed Cass out of the way to serve her. She’d stopped coming in with the loud blonde woman, and Joseph couldn’t work out whether it was a coincidence, or whether it was something to do with him. He’d been pondering this for the last three weeks or so, he couldn’t seem to stop himself. So while he was wondering whether the dark-haired woman was coming in without her friend because she was trying to flirt with him, he had also started wondering whether there was something wrong with him. Maybe he needed a girlfriend. It had been a while. Maybe a lack of sex was making him imagine that women who were asking for lamb shanks and free-range chicken breasts were actually asking for something else. Maybe when the loud blonde said something about pork loins, she was literally talking about a cut of meat. Perhaps he should find out whether Kayla was still seeing Anthony T.-C.

‘Hi, Joseph.’

‘Hi.’

‘So. What do I want? Oh, yes …’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name, so I can only say “hi” back. Seems a bit rude.’

‘Oh, don’t worry.’

Was she saying don’t worry to assure him that she wasn’t offended? Or was she refusing to give him her name? If she was refusing to give him her name, he was going to train himself out of wondering anything ever again.

‘So. Steak. Lots of steak. And burgers.’

‘Right. How much steak is lots of steak?’

‘They’d eat as much as I bought, but I can’t afford it and it’s not good for them.’

So no name. He didn’t often feel stupid, especially around women, not that he knew many women of her age, and not that he knew how old she was. (Thirty-five? He hoped she wasn’t any older than that. He could cope with a ten-year age gap, even though that would mean it was a thirteen-year age gap, but nothing more than that. What the fuck? Who was asking him to cope with anything? Not her, that was for sure. She wouldn’t even tell him her name.)

How had this even started? The first time he noticed her was when she came in with the loud blonde, so maybe back then he’d somehow ended up asking himself which one he’d choose with a gun to his head.
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