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    PART ONE
  


  
    Now
  


  
    Thursday, 16 January 2003
  


  
    6.45 p.m.
  


  
    With a remote control in one hand and a Budweiser in the other, I’m slouched on the sofa in front of my widescreen TV and The Matrix on DVD. I’m not really watching it, though, in the sense of following the story from beginning to end. What I’m doing is pointing my remote control at the DVD player and making it skip to the best bits, which constitute any moment during a film where there’s loud music preferably leading up to an explosion, gun battle or slo-mo fight scene. I know exactly where the best bits of all my favourite films are – from the bank robbery scene in Heat to the biggest explosion in Mission Impossible (the final one in the tunnel on the train) and the gun battle at the end of Leon (which is probably my favourite gun battle ever). I’m enjoying my search through my favourite DVDs even more than usual because I’ve just spent a considerable amount of money on a home-cinema surround-sound system, which is now turned up so loud that it’s making the mirror vibrate above the fireplace.
  


  
    A huge grin is fixed to my face as I skip to my favourite scene in The Matrix where Keanu Reeves’s character sets off the metal detector with the arsenal of weapons slung around his chest. The noise is tremendous. The bass from the thumping soundtrack is punching me in the chest. It’s fantastic. I feel like I’m in a boxing ring with Ali, and when the guns start firing I’m in ecstasy. I never imagined that TV could be this good. I never imagined that there was a way of making my favourite thing in the world even better. Thanks to my surround-sound, it’s not just the explosions that are clearer: there are new, more subtle noises I’ve missed on a plain old TV. Having the sound separated out into front left, centre, front right and a sub-woofer to handle the explosions is one thing – but with my left and right rear speakers it almost feels like I’m there in the film with Mr Reeves. I can hear bullets whizzing past my head on the left, the ching-ching of empty cartridges falling to the ground on my right, and the low rumble of falling masonry surrounds me.
  


  
    As the scene continues, though, I realise something’s wrong – or, rather, not one hundred per cent right. I look at the manual that came with the surround-sound system. After a few moments browsing through it I come to the conclusion that I need just a little more volume from my rear speakers. With the remote, I carefully adjust the levels, and close my eyes tightly, concentrating on the rear speakers.
  


  
    That’s it, I tell myself. That’s perfect.
  


  
    As the ludicrously loud Matrix scene comes to a close and moves on to boring talky bits, which home-cinema surround-sound does little to enhance – other than make it seem like all the actors are shouting at each other – I press pause. Keanu is frozen in time and space. I think about swapping over to The Phantom Menace’s pod-race scene, which is the only bit I’ve watched since I bought the DVD on the day it came out. Just as I’m getting the new disc out of its case the phone rings.
  


  
    ‘Hello,’ I say.
  


  
    ‘Hi, it’s me,’ says Helen.
  


  
    ‘Hey, you. Are you on the train?’
  


  
    ‘Yeah, it’s a bit of a nightmare. It’s running an hour late because of signal failures.’
  


  
    ‘Trains these days are useless,’ I say sympathetically.
  


  
    ‘The only good news is that I’ll be able to get some work done.’
  


  
    ‘I suppose so.’ I reach across to the coffee-table for my beer and take a swig.
  


  
    ‘What have you been up to?’ asks Helen.
  


  
    ‘Nothing much,’ I reply, surveying the box the surround-sound system came in and the bits of plastic and polystyrene around it.
  


  
    ‘Well,’ she concludes, ‘I’d better go. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.’
  


  
    ‘I’m fine,’ I reply. ‘You’re coming round to mine tonight, aren’t you?’
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ she replies. ‘See you later, then.’
  


  
    ‘Yeah, babe,’ I reply. ‘See you later.’
  


  
    I hang up and, with Keanu still frozen in suspended animation, look around the living room and think about the way my life has turned out. On paper, for a thirty-two-year-old divorced but financially secure accountant, life probably doesn’t get much better than this – ‘this’ being everything in my living room: my new home-cinema surround-sound system (of course), my widescreen TV, DVD player, VCR, digital cable box, hi-fi, CDs, records, books and prerecorded videos. Stuff. Stuff that makes me happy. Or, at least, it used to make me happy.
  


  
    Buying the surround-sound system today after work was an experiment. A testing of a hypothesis that has been worrying me for a while. Have I reached a point where ‘stuff’ no longer makes me happy? The surround-sound system has certainly made me cheerful. But this is nothing in comparison to the happiness I feel knowing that Helen is coming round tonight. This is bizarre, because Helen isn’t matt black or shiny silver. She’s not made by Hitachi, Sony or Panasonic. She doesn’t even have an on/off button. She’s just a woman who fulfils in me the basic need not to be alone.
  


  
    And I realise now it’s time to grow up again.
  


  
    It’s time to stop being so self-centred.
  


  
    It’s time to ask Helen to move in with me.
  


  
    7.03 p.m.
  


  
    I’ve just got home from work. The flat is in darkness. I kick my shoes off in the hallway and go through the post I’ve brought in with me from the communal entrance. There’s a bank statement that’s supposedly addressed to me but it says Mrs Alison Owen. I take out a pen from my bag and scribble ‘MS ALISON SMITH’ in large block capitals and throw it on to the small table in the hallway where house keys and junk post tend to reside before they get tidied away. The rest of the post (a gas bill and two credit-card statements) is addressed to Mr Marcus Levy, my fiancé. Walking further into the hallway I call his name but there’s no reply, so I call my cat, Disco, but she doesn’t appear either. With no signs of life forthcoming I head into the living room and check the messages on the answerphone.
  


  
    ‘Hi, babe, it’s me. You’re probably on the tube right now. I’m just calling to say I’m running late. It’s been a really bad day here. I’ll be home soon, though, and I’ll bring something for dinner . . . Oh, and my mum called me again about the wedding. She wants to know if she can invite Aunt Jean, because apparently they’re on speaking terms now. And before you say it, I did tell her the wedding’s only a month away and she’s pushing her luck, but you know what my mum’s like. Anyway, I told her we’d let her know.’
  


  
    At the mention of Marcus’s mum I press the erase button on the machine. It emits a satisfying beep as though I have just evaporated Mrs Levy with a ray gun. Putting down my bags on the sofa I wander into the kitchen, open a new can of Whiskas and call Disco for her dinner.
  


  
    ‘Disco! Dinner time!’
  


  
    Nothing.
  


  
    ‘Disco! Dinner time!’
  


  
    Still nothing.
  


  
    ‘Disco! Dinner time!’
  


  
    Still nothing.
  


  
    Disco’s not the sort of cat who needs to be called three times. Normally she’d be hanging around my feet mewing like a demented ball of fur before I even get the can-opener out of the drawer. I check the garden and she’s nowhere to be seen. I move my search back into the flat and eventually I find her lying in one of her favourite haunts – the space between the bed and the radiator in the spare bedroom.
  


  
    ‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I say, in what Marcus calls my ‘Mummy’ voice. ‘It’s dinner time.’
  


  
    She doesn’t move.
  


  
    ‘Come on now, baby,’ I say rubbing my hands together to attract her attention. ‘Grub’s up.’
  


  
    She still hasn’t moved and I realise suddenly that she isn’t well. I pick her up and sit on the edge of the bed. She lies limp in my hands, and as I stroke her fur I can feel that her breathing is shallow.
  


  
    ‘What’s wrong, baby?’ She doesn’t even look up at me. I lay her on the bed. Although she’s never been like this before I think perhaps it’s just one of those things – that she’s eaten something dodgy in someone’s garden. Just to be on the safe side I call the vet to see if they have an emergency surgery. Thankfully they do, so I place her in an old Walkers’ crisps box I find in the airing cupboard, surround her with two of Marcus’s old jumpers to keep her warm and walk to the vet’s.
  


  
    There, I wait for two and a half hours on the hard plastic seats before our turn comes up. It’s my vet’s practice to call the animal’s name so when the nurse says, ‘Disco Smith,’ everyone in the waiting room laughs.
  


  
    The vet, Mr Davies, is a large man with a thick brown beard. He gave Disco her jabs last summer but I’m sure he doesn’t recall me. He takes her out of the box, puts her on the table in front of him and asks me lots of questions while he checks her all over. At the end of the examination he doesn’t say much but tells me that he wants to keep her in overnight for observation. Before I leave I fish in my jacket pocket and pull out a plastic ball that you put cat treats in.
  


  
    ‘Do you mind if I leave this?’ I ask Mr Davies. ‘Only it’s her favourite toy and when she’s better in the morning she’ll be really pleased to see it.’
  


  
    ‘Of course not,’ he replies.
  


  
    I place the toy in the box where she can see it and then pick Disco up and kiss the top of her head. ‘See you in the morning, baby,’ I tell her, and then I took up at the vet. ‘I’ll call first thing to see how she is, if that’s okay?’
  


  
    ‘That will be no problem at all,’ he replies, with a smile.
  


  
    I thank the vet, look into the box once more, whisper: ‘’Bye, then, Sweetpea,’ in Disco’s ear. She turns her head slightly and sniffs the air, and this makes me smile because I’m sure she can recognise my scent.
  


  
    11.23 p.m.
  


  
    I’m lying in bed watching Newsnight on the portable TV. The female presenter is grilling the shadow home secretary intensely about a new policy statement and looks to be winning the argument. I’m just wondering what the next question is going to be when my concentration is broken by Helen.
  


  
    ‘Jim?’ she says, with a question in her voice.
  


  
    ‘Yeah?’ I reply.
  


  
    ‘What’s wrong?’
  


  
    ‘Nothing.’
  


  
    ‘It doesn’t look like nothing to me,’ she says. ‘You’ve been in a funny mood all evening.’
  


  
    ‘Have I? I thought I was just watching TV.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about earlier tonight. It’s like your mind is somewhere else.’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, switching off the TV.
  


  
    ‘Are you okay?’ she asks, reaching out for my hand and intertwining her fingers with mine. ‘You were coughing a lot during the night the last time I stayed over.’
  


  
    ‘Was I?’
  


  
    ‘And you do feel a bit warm.’ She laughs. ‘I don’t want you to take this the wrong way but I sort of hope you are ill.’
  


  
    ‘Why would you want that?’
  


  
    ‘You’ve never been ill in all the time we’ve been together. That’s a whole twelve months. I was ill within the first week of us going out, remember? I had that massive cold and I was sneezing and spluttering and coughing all the time and you came round to my flat with your home-made vegetable soup and it tasted so wonderful and—’
  


  
    ‘I’ve a bit of a confession there. The soup – well, it wasn’t home-made. It was from Tesco.’
  


  
    Helen punches my arm in mock outrage. ‘I always thought it was too good to be true. I smelt a rat when I asked you to make it for me again and you said I could only have it if I had flu.’
  


  
    ‘I didn’t think you’d believe me in a million years. Do I look like the kind of man who can make soup?’
  


  
    ‘Not really,’ she replies. ‘I just hoped you were.’
  


  
    I take a deep breath. ‘I’m not ill. It’s just that I’ve been thinking . . . about you and me.’
  


  
    ‘That doesn’t sound good.’
  


  
    ‘No, it is,’ I reply quickly. ‘Well, at least, I’m hoping you’ll think it is . . . I was wondering . . . well, we’ve been together quite a while now, and you’re always round here anyway—’
  


  
    ‘You make me sound like I’ve got nowhere better to go,’ says Helen, laughing.
  


  
    ‘I don’t mean it like that. What I mean is . . . I was wondering if you fancied moving in here . . . with me? What do you think? Feel free to say no if you don’t like the idea.’
  


  
    She smiles at me sort of sadly and doesn’t reply.
  


  
    ‘So?’ I ask.
  


  
    ‘I love the idea,’ she replies. ‘Are you sure, though?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    She frowns. ‘It’s just that . . .’
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘Nothing . . . Are you sure?’
  


  
    ‘Of course I’m sure. That’s why I’m asking you.’
  


  
    ‘Okay, then,’ she says. ‘I think it’s a great idea. Really fantastic. I think this is going to be really good for us.’ She pauses and bites her lip as if she’s thinking. ‘We should do something to celebrate. I could nip home and see if I can find a bottle of something fizzy. Though knowing my fridge expect Pepsi Max rather than champagne.’
  


  
    ‘I’m already ahead of you on that one.’ I get out of bed and walk over to my suit jacket hanging on the door of the wardrobe. ‘It’s not quite champagne but you might enjoy it.’ I take an envelope and hand it to Helen.
  


  
    ‘What’s this?’ she asks.
  


  
    ‘You know that week we’re taking off work in February?’ She nods. ‘Well, I’ve booked us a trip to Chicago. I remember you saying you went to university there for a year and that you always wanted to go back and catch up with your friends. So I thought: Why not?’
  


  
    Helen leaps from the bed, runs over to me and throws her arms around me. ‘That’s so sweet, Jim,’ she says, kissing me. ‘Do you know, you’re possibly the best boyfriend in the entire world?’
  


  
    ‘Yeah,’ I reply cheekily. ‘I’ve prebooked the seats too. So we’re sitting together there and back. You can be my buffer.’
  


  
    ‘Buffer?’
  


  
    ‘It’s an eight-hour flight,’ I explain. ‘I’ll need you to stop mad people making conversation with me on the flight. They always choose me, you know. I’m not exaggerating. If there’s anyone on the flight with nothing better to do than to tell someone their life story, they’re automatically allocated the seat next to me. On my last business trip to Amsterdam I had to endure the potted life history of an old Dutch lady. By the time we landed at Schiphol airport I knew all the reasons for her trip: to visit her ex-husband’s brother-in-law – part holiday, part bridge-building with the difficult side of the family; how old she was – seventy-one, even though in her own opinion she didn’t look a day over sixty; and that her third son was a difficult pregnancy, which she put down to the fact that her husband at the time didn’t know the child wasn’t his. That’s why I need a buffer.’
  


  
    ‘Okay,’ says Helen, rolling her eyes. ‘I’ll be your buffer . . . Anyway, let’s get back to the important stuff, like when are we flying?’
  


  
    ‘It should all be there,’ I reply, taking the envelope from her hands and checking the tickets. ‘We leave Monday the tenth at ten twenty-five a.m. and we arrive back at Heathrow at seven fifteen a.m. UK time on the Friday—’
  


  
    ‘Friday the fourteenth?’ says Helen. ‘Valentine’s Day.’
  


  
    ‘Yeah . . . it is,’ I reply. ‘I hadn’t even realised.’
  


  
    ‘Well, you’re obviously a genius. I think that’s perfect timing. We’ll come back from our nice week away and I’ll move in here the same day. That way, when we celebrate the anniversary of us moving in together in years to come, you’ll have absolutely no excuse for not remembering.’
  


  
    Friday, 17 January 2003
  


  
    7.07 a.m.
  


  
    It’s morning and I’m lying in bed alone listening to the radio. Marcus left for work ten minutes ago and I’m just trying to summon the will-power to get out of bed and start the day. I’ve just been promoted to senior publicity manager at work so I’ve got loads to do to keep on top of things . . . and of course I’ve got to phone the vet. As I look at the alarm clock on Marcus’s side of the bed I wonder how Disco is doing. I decide to make the call at eight o’clock because I have no idea what time the surgery opens. I close my eyes, intending to doze for just a while longer, when the phone on the bedside table rings. I pick it up hurriedly, expecting it to be Marcus because he quite often calls me on his way to work to usher me out of bed in case I’m late for work.
  


  
    ‘I’m up, okay?’ I say, laughing. ‘I’ve been up for the last half-hour.’
  


  
    When I don’t hear Marcus’s laughter I realise I’ve made a huge mistake.
  


  
    ‘Can I speak to Alison Smith, please?’ asks a young woman.
  


  
    ‘I’m really sorry,’ I reply. ‘I thought you were someone else. Yes, this is Alison Smith speaking.’
  


  
    ‘Hi, I’m calling from the Hendon Read veterinary practice,’ she continues. ‘You left your cat, Disco, with us last night.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, that’s right. How is she? I bet she’s starving. She loves her food.’
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid we’ve got some bad news for you. She passed away last night. Mr Davies believes she might have been suffering from cancer and that it was quite advanced.’
  


  
    There’s a long pause, which I assume the veterinary nurse has left for me to say something but I can’t speak. All I can think is, I didn’t even know cats could get cancer.
  


  
    ‘Hello?’
  


  
    I remain silent.
  


  
    ‘Er . . . hello, Miss Smith?’
  


  
    I remain silent trying to find the courage to speak but then I drop the phone clumsily and scrabble on the floor for it. It’s as if I’ve lost control of my body because I can’t pick it up for ages.
  


  
    ‘Hello?’ I say eventually. ‘Hello? Are you still there?’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ says the nurse. ‘I’m really sorry about your loss, Miss Smith.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you,’ I reply. ‘What happens now? I’ve never . . .’ My voice trails off.
  


  
    ‘Would you like us to take care of things?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know.’
  


  
    ‘Perhaps you’d like to come down to the surgery later today and we can talk you through the options.’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘I’ll do that.’
  


  
    Having said goodbye I put down the phone, walk to my dressing-table and drag the chair there to the wardrobe on the other side of the bedroom. I stand on the chair, take down a battered old brown suitcase from the top of the wardrobe and place it on the bed. I open it and rummage among the dozens of old letters, envelopes of photographs, tickets stubs and other memorabilia from my life until I find what I’m looking for and take it out. In my hand is a gold and white Marlboro Lights packet. I open it and take out the solitary cigarette and lighter contained within. I get back into bed and light the cigarette, but before I can even put it to my lips I’m overcome by a huge wave of emotion and start sobbing as if my heart has just broken in two.
  


  
    7.15 a.m.
  


  
    ‘Surprise!’ says Helen, entering the bedroom.
  


  
    I look up from the article in The Economist I’ve been reading for the last fifteen minutes to see her standing in the doorway wearing the white shirt I wore to work yesterday and nothing else. She’s carrying a tray laden with two boiled eggs, three slices of toast, a white carnation in a straight vodka shot glass and what, from this position, appears to be a copy of the Financial Times.
  


  
    ‘Is this all for me?’ I ask incredulously.
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ she replies. ‘Breakfast in bed for one.’
  


  
    ‘If I hadn’t already asked you to move in with me I’d do it again right now.’
  


  
    Helen laughs. ‘When I move in here I’m afraid it won’t be breakfast in bed every day.’
  


  
    ‘Really?’ I say playfully. ‘Well I might have to reconsider my offer.’
  


  
    ‘You can’t,’ she says, setting the tray in front of me. ‘It’s too late. Mentally speaking, I’m already redecorating the living room, buying new sofas and basically doing my best to take the bachelor out of this pad. I’m even thinking about getting us some his ‘n’ hers bathrobes so that I don’t have to wander round like this . . .’ she gestures to my shirt, which, I have to say, has never looked as good on me as it does on her ‘. . . all the time. What do you think?’
  


  
    ‘His ‘n’ hers bathrobes? They’re not very me.’
  


  
    She leans over and kisses me. ‘We’ll see about that.’
  


  
    7.22 a.m.
  


  
    ‘I can’t believe she’s gone,’ I say tearfully, to Marcus, on the phone.
  


  
    ‘I know, sweetheart,’ he replies. ‘You must be really cut up about it.’
  


  
    ‘Part of me feels guilty for being so upset,’ I tell him. ‘Part of me feels I shouldn’t be crying over the death of a cat because there are so many other things in the world to feel sad about. But right now most of me doesn’t care about all that. She was my cat. I’ve had her since she was a kitten – nearly ten years.’
  


  
    ‘What are you going to do now? Are you going to go to the vet’s like you said and—’
  


  
    ‘Decide what to do with her body?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘I think so. There’s no point in my going to work today. I’d be useless. I’ll call in and make some excuse.’
  


  
    ‘I think you’re right not to go to work. I’d come with you to the vet’s but—’
  


  
    ‘I know you can’t. I’ll be okay.’
  


  
    ‘You can’t go on your own, though. Can’t you get a friend to go with you? What about Jane?’
  


  
    ‘She’s in Helsinki with her new boyfriend. Honestly, I’ll be fine on my own.’ There’s a long pause. ‘Do you think I should call Jim and tell him what’s happened? I’ve been thinking about it for a while but I can’t decide what to do for the best. I mean, Disco was his cat too. But I don’t want to upset you.’
  


  
    ‘What’s to be upset about?’ reassures Marcus. ‘All you’re doing is letting him know what’s happened.’
  


  
    ‘You’re right. But I haven’t spoken to him since . . . well, you know. I just think it’ll be weird. I’ve still got his mobile number somewhere – assuming that it hasn’t changed – but what if he’s living with someone else and they pick up his phone? Won’t they think it’s strange that I’m calling?’
  


  
    ‘I’m amazed at your capacity to see every possible permutation of things that might go wrong. Listen, I’ll leave it up to you. You do whatever makes you happy.’
  


  
    7.38 a.m.
  


  
    I’m just coming out of the shower when an electronic rendition of ‘Ride Of The Valkyries’ fills the air.
  


  
    ‘Helen?’ I call from the bathroom. ‘Can you get my phone for me, babe? It might be work.’
  


  
    I listen out as the phone stops ringing and wait, dripping water all over the floor, by the bathroom for Helen to relay the message.
  


  
    ‘It’s a woman,’ she says, holding out the phone. ‘She wants to speak to you. She says it’s important.’
  


  
    I take the phone from her and she wanders off in the direction of the kitchen. I walk back into the bathroom to save the hallway carpet from further damage and stand in front of the mirror to do my daily hairline examination. ‘Hello?’ I say, peering at my scalp.
  


  
    ‘Jim, it’s me.’
  


  
    I nearly drop the phone at the sound of this woman’s voice. There’s a long pause.
  


  
    ‘Hello . . . Can you hear me?’
  


  
    ‘Sorry,’ I reply, after a few moments. ‘I’m still here . . . it’s just that . . . Is this . . . Alison?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘How are you?’
  


  
    ‘I’m okay, thanks. How are you?’
  


  
    ‘Me? I’m fine . . . but—’
  


  
    ‘Listen, I’m only ringing because, well, I thought you ought to know that Disco died last night. She had cancer, apparently.’
  


  
    ‘I didn’t even know cats could get cancer.’
  


  
    ‘That’s exactly what . . .’ Her voice trails off. ‘I just thought you ought to know, that’s all.’
  


  
    ‘It’s a real shock. I feel bad I haven’t seen her at all.’ I laugh, sadly. ‘This is going to sound stupid but I’ve got her photo Blu-tacked to the mirror on the wardrobe in my bedroom . . . She would’ve been ten this year, wouldn’t she? How much is that in cat years?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know. Old, I suppose.’
  


  
    ‘Where is she now?’
  


  
    ‘At the vet’s in Crouch End. I’m going over there in a bit to . . . I don’t know . . .’ Alison starts to cry.
  


  
    ‘I’m supposed to be working from home today,’ I tell her, ‘but I’ll come with you if you like.’
  


  
    ‘You don’t have to. I’ll be fine.’
  


  
    ‘I want to. After all, Disco was my cat too.’
  


  
    Alison gives me her address and we arrange to meet at her flat in Crouch End in the next hour or so and I put down the phone.
  


  
    Helen comes into the bathroom singing along to a song coming from the radio in the kitchen. ‘Who was that on the phone?’
  


  
    ‘It was Alison,’ I say.
  


  
    ‘Alison? As in your ex-wife, Alison?’
  


  
    I laugh. ‘I always feel weird when you call her that. I feel too young to have an ex-wife.’
  


  
    ‘That’s what you get for marrying young,’ says Helen. ‘Anyway, starter marriages are all the rage, according to the sort of thing you read in weekend papers. All the best people have one – Hollywood actors, pop stars, the lot. And apparently having one means that subsequent relationships will be healthier because you tend to learn from your mistakes.’ Helen kisses my nose. ‘Anyway, what was she calling for?’
  


  
    ‘She called to say that our cat died.’
  


  
    ‘Disco?’
  


  
    ‘Yeah.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, baby,’ says Helen, putting her arms around me. ‘That’s awful. And there’s me rambling on about starter marriages like an idiot. I’m really sorry. How did it happen?’
  


  
    ‘Cancer, apparently.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, that’s a real shame. How do you feel?’
  


  
    ‘A bit odd, really. She had a nice personality. Whenever I was watching TV she’d come and join me. She was the perfect companion to watch TV with.’ I pause and then add, ‘I know this is going to sound weird but I agreed to go to the vet’s with Alison.’
  


  
    ‘Oh,’ says Helen flatly.
  


  
    ‘Are you going to be okay with that?’
  


  
    Helen sighs. ‘Do you have to?’
  


  
    I think for a moment before speaking. ‘No, I don’t have to. But when we split up the only reason Alison got Disco was . . . Well, put it this way, we both wanted to keep her. I think it’s only fair that I . . . I don’t know . . . that I’m there.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve never really imagined you as a cat person.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not,’ I reply. ‘But Disco is . . . was different.’
  


  
    ‘Why?’
  


  
    ‘Because she was mine.’
  


  
    Helen smiles. ‘If you want to go to the vet’s with her I’m fine with it. I haven’t got anything to worry about, have I?’
  


  
    ‘Of course not,’ I say. ‘I haven’t seen her for years. I don’t even know if we’ll have much to talk about. Everything that happened back then feels like it happened in a different lifetime. It’s like all that stuff you were saying about starter marriages. Alison and I made a mistake. It’s as simple as that. But we were young enough to get over it and move on.’
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