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‘In an expanding universe, time is on the side of the outcast. Those who once inhabited the suburbs of human contempt find that without changing their address, they eventually live in the metropolis.’


Quentin Crisp
The Naked Civil Servant




MONDAY




Hair Shirt


Derek opens his eyes to the sound of the toilet flush eighteen inches from his head. It is his usual alarm call. The rattle and gush of the cistern fades to a urinal hiss, which is abruptly drowned out by the drubbing of water on the shower curtain. During the next five minutes of steady running water, his bladder fills. Then the shower is switched off with a complaining shudder from the pipes. He can hear the squeak of a soapy sole on enamel, and the discreet stage whisper of an aerosol being squirted twice under each arm.


He stretches out flat, trying to delay the urgency of his need for the bathroom, but his muscles are excited by the sounds from beyond the partition wall and he sits up, sliding his legs round to sit on the edge of the bed, the duvet draped over his lap. He stretches his arms up and arches his back and shoulders, looking at himself in the mirrored wardrobe door. In the speckled light of morning filtered through a bamboo blind, he doesn’t look bad. Hooking his right arm over his head, letting the hand flop down to his other ear, he twists slightly, a quarter turn at the waist, so that his pale torso is in profile in the mirror. Pulling in his stomach, he inspects the padded underline of his ribcage. He runs his left thumb reflectively across the flattened hollow of his right armpit, the nail scraping a residue of deodorant and talc, and teasing out an odour that prompts him to lower his arm. He hears the click of the bathroom lock, the creak of the landing, and the slap of a palm on his bedroom door.


‘Half-seven, Dad,’ shouts Christopher, on his way down the stairs.


It is Monday morning, and Chris is acting as though nothing has happened. Derek takes his turn in the bathroom, which is steamily scented with Calvin Klein shower gel and freshmint toothpaste. On summer evenings, with the frosted glass window open, he can stand there and pee looking out over the neighbours’ gardens, with their bright toys, washing lines, crazy paving. Standing at the toilet with the window shut, Derek finds the bathroom crowds him. By some quirk of design or plumbing, the bath and the toilet are squashed together, while the washbasin on the other wall seems to have more than enough space to itself. Relieving himself of a pressurised stream, he notices that mildew has colonised the edge of the vinyl wallpaper where it butts up to the white tiles of the windowsill. The flabby pink roses of the wallpaper look as if they have been sprinkled with black pepper.


By the time he emerges, his round shoulders and wide thighs blotched pink by hot water, there is a smell of charring toast rising up from the kitchen. He sniffs, imagining carbon molecules like dandelion fluff, wafting upwards on circling thermals of Radio One. He closes his bedroom door behind him. Here, the tinny strains of the radio are fainter. It is ten minutes to eight. Chris leaves at eight and Derek wants to talk to him before he goes. He has a point to make. It is a point he should have made the previous evening but, too weary to stay up for Chris’s return, he had put it off. Now that they have slipped back into their familiar routine, he finds it difficult to get a perspective on the scale of his son’s transgression. Sitting on the edge of the bed to dry between his toes, Derek enumerates Christopher’s mistakes:


1: He failed to come home from the football match on Saturday afternoon.


2: He failed to call Saturday evening to say when he’d be back.


3: He did not phone on Sunday morning to say where he was.


When Derek discovered his son’s bed had not been slept in, he began, despite himself, to worry. From a nineteen-year-old viewpoint, he imagines, there is nothing to be said. No harm done. It is not as if Chris were out all night indulging in dangerous drugs or excessive drinking. But Derek had not been privy to this reassuring information and his weekend was ruined by a few hours of irrational fear. All Sunday morning, he stayed close to the phone, telling himself he was sitting by the patio doors simply to catch the sunshine where it fell through the glass. He turned over the pages of the Sunday paper, looking for some headline that might seem more significant than the unexpected absence of his son. When the phone rang, Derek caught it before the second trill.


‘Chris just told me you are thinking of selling the piano,’ said Eve.


‘Chris?’


‘I can’t believe you’d just go and sell it off. My poor mother.’


Derek’s anxiety gave way to an anger so heavily diluted with relief that it had no staying power and has dissolved completely in the breezy normality of Monday morning. Still, something ought to be said, and he cannot decide between righteous paternal indignation and friendly fatherly concern. He puts on clean underpants (briefs, not boxers) and socks, choosing a plain blue shirt from the wardrobe and the dark grey wool suit he wears for everyday days, not boardroom days. It is his oldest suit, still presentable but slightly baggy around the knees and elbows. The cuffs are not as sharply defined as they once were and there is a softness about the collar which suggests that the jacket has hung by the neck once too often from that stubby plastic peg behind the passenger seat of a company car. But it is comfortable and smells reassuringly of Derek’s working week: a powdery hint of Xerox toner and newly unwrapped paper, a smoky trace of coffee breaks in the Fools’ Pantry, the only part of the building where smoking is permitted. He defers his choice of tie and pads down the slippery carpeted stairs in his socks.


Chris is hunched over a bowl of cereal; two slices of irredeemably burned toast sit on top of the overfilled bin. At nineteen, Chris is taller than his father and confidently nonchalant about his appearance. Today he is wearing a pair of jeans ripped across the knee and, Derek supposes, various layers of unpressed T-shirts under a mottled black and white sweater. The sweater hangs off broad shoulders and loops down in a great bag at the back. It has seen better days. His long, nearly black hair is the same colour as his father’s, but has his mother’s fine texture and flyaway temperament. This morning, Chris has it bound with an elastic band, a couple of inches below his nape.


‘There’s no more bread,’ says Chris through a mouthful of muesli. ‘Coffee’s in the pot.’


‘How was your weekend?’ Derek asks, as he picks a mug from the draining board, shaking the water off before pouring in the coffee. He sees Chris’s spoon hesitate midway between the oaty sludge in his bowl and his mouth.


‘Everything OK at your mum’s?’ asks Derek calmly.


Chris mumbles and shrugs, which Derek decides to accept for an answer. Derek holds the milk carton over his coffee cup for a moment, shaking out the few drops that Chris left when he drained it on to his cereal. Then he sighs and spoons in sugar. He cannot enjoy black coffee unsweetened, even though he has officially given up sugar. He sits down across the table from Chris, pulling the ashtray over to his side and noticing that Chris has already helped himself to a cigarette from the pack he left beside the kettle the night before.


‘Wow,’ says Derek, studying the packet. ‘You’ve left me a cigarette. How kind.’


Chris tilts his head modestly as if at a compliment. ‘Any time.’ Then he accepts another cigarette with a quick glance at the clock on the cooker. ‘Ta.’


‘So how is She Who Must Be Obeyed these days?’


Chris leans back in his chair, cautiously welcoming the lack of reproach in his father’s tone. He shakes his head. ‘She’s been better,’ he says, but doesn’t elaborate. ‘Busy. Knackered. You know, same as ever.’


‘And that bookie of hers?’


‘His name’s Will. I didn’t see him.’


Derek inhales deeply, saying nothing. With a noise like a needle scraped across vinyl, the radio zips into a furious jingle announcing the hourly headlines. The moment for Chris to offer an apology slips past, and the DJ starts to rattle off the state of the world in seven-second sound bites. Christopher stands up with an unnecessary clatter of his chair on the tiled floor.


‘Sorry, Dad, I’ve got to get a move on. Stacks to get through this week.’


Derek tries to visualise ‘stacks’ of graphic design, imagining bales of coloured paper, towers of floppy disks. ‘Will you be in tonight?’


Chris looks hard at the clock. ‘No, I’m going out. See you lateish, maybe.’ He is already hooking his donkey jacket down off the back of the door when Derek says:


‘Chris? If you are going to be out all night, you must let me know. I don’t mind at all, as long as I know. And it would be civilised to mention it next time you’re going away for the whole weekend. It’s just not reasonable. I don’t want to sound like your mother, but.’


Chris stands with his back to the kitchen, one hand on the door handle, his jacket clenched in the other. There is a strange, tense moment when it looks as if Chris will turn round and face his father. But then he opens the back door, turning briefly to silhouette against the bright brickwork of the garage before disappearing.


Derek switches off the radio. He sits for a moment in the silence, hearing occasional high-pitched squeals from the twins next door.


When Eve and Derek split up, Chris was twelve and went to live with his mother. They made an effort, all three of them, and people often pointed out how wonderful they were; friends held Derek up as an example of how divorce needn’t meant losing your children. Eve insisted that ‘her boys’ should spend virtually every weekend together. Yet, when Chris wanted to go to college and came back to live with his father, Derek found himself sharing the house with an alien. He had read about mothers who were convinced their babies had been switched at birth. Sometimes he wonders whether perhaps his son was switched at puberty.


With a shuffle, the post drops through the front door into the hall. Derek picks up the bills and circulars as he goes back upstairs to finish getting ready. He discards the pages of itemised calls to get to the bottom line of the telephone bill. A letter from the supermarket informs him that his loyalty card has only forty-five points on it, and is he aware of the outstanding range of offers that would be available to him once he reached two hundred? Derek cleans his teeth and shaves.


As he leaves the house, he looks in the mirror that hangs by the front door, inspecting his lips for traces of toothpaste and the corners of his eyes for traces of sleep. He moves his face into a smile, watching the way the lines in his skin shift and deepen; crescent moons each side of his mouth, crows feet spreading out from his eyes. By lifting his eyebrows, he can still erase the double furrowed frown which is in danger of becoming permanently etched above the bridge of his nose. His curly hair is sliced with grey and elegantly cut, short enough to be acceptable in the boardroom, long enough to respond well to wax when required.


For once, perhaps because he is running slightly late, Derek gets a seat on the tram. A young Asian woman with sleek hair and cleverly kohled eyes moves her bag from the seat beside her to the floor so that he can sit down, completing the whole movement without lifting her eyes from the novel she is reading. She looks up, surprised, when he says thank you. The silvery Metrolink surges through a series of deep cuttings before pushing out over an optimistic landscape of car showrooms and DIY warehouses. He watches the swathes of rose bay willow herb flatten as the tram gathers speed, thinking how difficult it was to learn the name of that plant. Rose willow bay herb. Willow bay rose herb. Pink, straggling and defiant, it grows in tall sweeps of colour, submerging fly-tipped rubbish, shopping trolleys and polystyrene take-away cartons. It is August and for once as hot and dry as August is supposed to be, even in Manchester. Derek’s suit jacket prickles through his thin cotton shirt; he thinks of Chris in his sweater and his heavy black donkey jacket. He cannot remember the last time he saw his son in anything brightly coloured or lightweight. He pictures a podgy toddler, in dazzling T-shirts and tiger-striped shorts, and wonders when it was exactly that Chris the adolescent had emerged, resisting his responsibilities even before they had accumulated. At some point Chris must have made the transition to long-limbed teenager, devilishly dishevelled in school uniform. Overgrown at fourteen, he refused to wear his tie in any fashion other than ironically: the fat end and the bulk of it stuffed inside his shirt, leaving only a tight knot and a short, skinny tail. Even before that, when he was as young as ten or eleven, if Derek or Eve asked him to answer the phone while they dried their hands or lifted a pan off the heat, he would stand and watch it ringing, measuring with interest how long they would take to get to the phone. He sighs over his son for the second time this morning, and the woman next to him slides a glance sidelong without turning her head.


The tram makes the imperceptible switch from railway to roadway, leaving behind the unimpeded progress of its own uncomplicated tracks. It splices into the mainstream of traffic, tooting its breathy horn at pedestrians and traffic lights, stop-starting and jolting the last half mile to St Peter’s Square.


There was a time when Derek would have driven to work. When he first opted for a head-office desk job, with a monthly salary unaffected by varying rates of commission, he stewed in stationary lanes with the best of them. Ticking over in traffic is fine when it is part of the game: a trembling anticipation of speed to come, power reined in, just waiting for a glimpse of open motorway. But when an hour of snail-pace progress into town is rewarded by nothing more exhilarating than the queue for the NCP multi-storey, there seems little point to it. Soon, the frustration of inner city commuting was too much for him; too hard a reminder of his life on the road.


Derek remembers the fun of driving. In his repping days, it was his favourite adrenaline boost; he lived for the thrill of tearing around the country in better cars than he could ever afford to buy, and justified excessive speeds and distances in the name of competitiveness. He was good at selling and good at driving. His sales figures were the milometer that showed how far he had come. The road stretched out ahead of him as far as he cared to look, dotted with new targets, new prospects, new product launches.


With his bare-faced grin, he had no trouble winning the confidence of receptionists and secretaries. He understood the power of switchboard operators, the first line of defence against unsolicited salesmen. Unlike his competitors, he would woo them with intelligent questions and glean tips about their employers over lunch without strings. When they told him he was different from other reps, he would smile and shrug, and find out when the other reps were due to call and what tricks they had up their sleeves. Sometimes he would interrupt his rivals’ meetings, swooping into town from the motorway, purring into car parks uninvited and walking in on them mid-pitch.


Until he was twenty-six, his life was devoted to the road. There was nothing quite like the surge and swing of a slip road, dipping a wing into the bend, feeling the pull of the curve in his gut. He remembers weeks of driving in the sun, his elbow on the edge of an open window, singing aloud. His cigarettes tucked up above the sunshade, his stereo outfacing the rumble of articulated lorries as he ducked between them, he would cut straight through to the outside lane, aiming for ninety miles an hour.


He was already married by then, of course; Chris had just found his feet and lost his volume control. Eve was at home, absorbed in her toddler group and nappies, he supposed. On Friday nights, when he was still high and wide-eyed from driving, they would get a baby-sitter and go to a film or to a club like the Kasbar. They would sit around and smoke and maybe dance. Derek would tell people he sold drugs, watching their faces intently before telling them he meant aspirin and corn plasters. Much later, when he had moved from Newcastle and pharmaceuticals to Manchester and power tools, Eve told him she only went out to those places because he wanted to. She had hated it, feeling old among school-aged girls in clumpy shoes, keeping her left hand out of sight with its wedding ring.


On Saturdays, Derek and Eve would stay in, playing house. If any of his friends were around, he might go to the pub, but Derek would just as soon stay in. On Sunday, he might get the AA maps out to plan a diversion around roadworks encountered the previous week.


It was after just such a cosy, recuperative weekend that Derek had his accident. Eve and Chris had waved him off on his daily adventure. He had a full tank of petrol, and the day’s calls memorised as red and blue veins from the map. Derek was headed south-east, to the edge of Teesside, and the sun was in his eyes. He took one hand off the wheel to flick the sunshade down. When his cigarette packet dropped out into his lap, his attention followed it, just a glance to see where it fell. Just a reflex.


Derek doesn’t often tell the story anymore. He knows the shivering windscreen split a bright sky into brittle red splinters like tinsel, but when he closes his eyes to recall it, the colours have faded in much the same way as fabric fades the more you wash it. After the crash, he found the colour of life on the road had paled. The rainbow arching over the motorway, the yellow and green flashing fields, the neon red service stations, all of them were bleached out by the bright white hospital glare in which he awoke.


The tram pulls alongside the raised platform, with its metallic shelters and ticket machines glinting in the sun, and the woman sitting beside him gets up. She leans forward to pick up her bag from the floor and a dark, slightly peppery scent is driven out from the cleavage of her cotton blouse by the movement. Derek breathes it in, recognising either Opium or Poison, and is tempted for a moment to ask her which it is. His own shirt collar is loose, two buttons open. His tie lies coiled at the bottom of his briefcase, midnight blue silk shot through with threads of gold and turquoise.




Silk Tie


‘Eve, you can have the sodding piano.’


Derek lowers his forehead to the desk, tapping his brow on the mahogany edge for the benefit of his secretary, who is hovering just inside the open door. ‘Now I have to go. Have to. Ring me tonight. OK, I’ll ring you. Bye. Yes. Bye.’ He drops the receiver back on to the phone with a quick flick of his wrist, as if it is red hot. Spreading his fingers wide, he turns to Rachel.


‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s just that everybody’s in there already.’ She glances up at the clock, a plain, stainless steel disc with three hands and no numerals, that gleams above the door. He fishes in his briefcase for his tie, looping it round the back of his upturned collar, and fastening up his top button. He has left his shirt open-necked all morning in a vain attempt to ventilate his armpits. The synthetic padding of his chair is clammy with moisture from his body, and the shirt is sticking to the small of his back. With the window closed, the room is stiflingly hot; with it open, telephone conversation is impossible over the traffic noise.


Derek takes the smooth silk between his fingers, wrapping one end twice round the other and slipping it through to make a neat bulb. Tugging the knot into place, he flips his shirt collar down again with his thumbs, and looks down to check the length and flatness of the tails. The slight sparkle of the material contains a touch of glamour that is lacking from his tired wool trousers and plain cotton shirt and the tie soothes his irritation at not having a better suit with him.


‘I think we’d better get a move on,’ says Rachel.


When Derek inherited Rachel, everyone expected a stormy relationship. Her efficiency is well-respected, but he has heard it used against her, as if efficiency is somehow a character defect in one so pretty.


Together, they make a hasty but late entrance into the conference room. Derek notices how all eyes turn to them, inevitably connecting them in their lateness, and he sees Rachel blush although it’s not her fault. Rachel is very sensitive to what she calls ‘bad vibes’, and there has been an excess of atmosphere in the building this morning. She was just saying so to Derek, when Keith popped his head round the door to announce an unscheduled directors’ meeting. Lunchtime. Rachel pulled one eyebrow up under her straight platinum fringe. ‘See?’


In the boardroom, the tension around the table is palpable. As Derek slides a chair across the carpet for Rachel, Keith interrupts from the head of the table:


‘Oh, Rachel, there’s really no need for you to give up your lunch break.’


Rachel throws a sharp glance at Derek, then turns on her heel in an aloof and elegant way that he admires intensely. How she manages to communicate utter disdain with no more than a slight stiffening of her neck and shoulders is marvellous to him. He smiles as she makes her exit.


Derek positions himself wide of the conference table, leaving himself room to stretch out his legs and push himself back into the black leather slings that serve for seat and backrest. He feels the slight bounce of the tubular steel frame; flexing his ankles is enough to rock the chair in tiny movements. This spacious room is air-conditioned and pleasantly cool after his own office. The traffic noise from three floors below is muted, and the horizontal slats of the blinds reflect like chocolate ripples in the surface of the conference table. Keith is talking again:


‘So confidentiality is essential, I don’t think I need to say. Derek?’ He passes Derek a copy of the report that the others are already reading. It comes from hand to hand, the length of the table, down the line of bowed heads and shuffling papers. A direct line of descent, with Keith Wilkinson there at the top, where he has reigned over his ancestral firm for almost thirty years. Whenever he sees Keith, with his thin, white hair wispy over his domed head, Derek wonders how much longer he intends going on. He ought to be retiring soon, but the subject remains taboo; the thought of Wilkinson’s Power Tools without a Wilkinson in charge, unthinkable. The question hanging over Keith is one of succession, and as Rachel says: it’s not exactly a beauty contest.


Beside Keith sits David Atherton, marketing director, who always introduces himself as ‘call-me-Dave’, as if to make a special friend of everyone. He seems to have hit upon some filial formula for getting along with Wilkinson, in a way nobody else quite manages, and Derek wonders if he is being groomed, a sort of adoptive heir. Eternally thirty, Atherton has sharp edges under his easy-going manner. Next to him sits Rob Thomas, with his woolly hair and jovial chins, who not only controls but actually seems to understand finance.


Bypassing Katherine Scales, personnel director, the document comes to Derek via Hugh Ridley, sales director for the North West Region. Derek sees the way Hugh glances at the report before he hands it on, just to make sure it is identical to his own copy. Hugh’s thin face is twitching and he is perspiring despite the aircon: his thick-framed glasses are in danger of slipping off his nose.


Derek glances at the report, which has clearly been prepared in a hurry: the two sheets of A4 paper are stapled askew. As he takes in the first paragraph, he stops rocking and sits forward in his chair.


It takes him three minutes to read the information in the report, then he rises and goes over to the fridge that stands in the corner of the room. Taking a Coke from the stack, feeling the drops of condensation slide under his fingers and track down the sides of the can, he breaks the silence.


‘Anyone else?’


In the ensuing activity of passing round drinks, they all have the chance to absorb what they have read under the bold-printed heading: Astra Home Shopping. Even Dave Atherton’s affable manner is dampened by the news that the company’s biggest account, the cornerstone of their whole power tools strategy, has suddenly and unexpectedly been lost.


‘Does anyone know how the hell this can have happened?’ Keith Wilkinson brings the meeting to order with a cough and a gesture of empty hands. Hugh looks down at the table top; with one finger he is tracing little x’s in the tubular ring of water that has condensed from his Orangina bottle. Astra is, or was, the jewel in his crown.


Keith continues:


‘I think we all know whose responsibility the Astra account was. Don’t we, Hugh? I just hope you’ve got a bloody good explanation. If this is part of some master strategy, now is the time to let us all in on it.’


‘What are we doing here?’ asks Derek suddenly. ‘Trying to find a scapegoat, or trying to sort out the mess?’


Hugh smears away the moisture on the table with the flat of his hand, then wipes his hand on his knee. He is red and his eyes seem to have shrunk at the edges. Katherine, her face contorted with sympathy for his predicament, opens her mouth as if she has something to say, but Hugh gets there first. Tapping the report accusingly, he looks up and addresses the window.


‘This ... is just as much of a shock to me as it is to you. But I do know why we might have lost this account. I have a fair idea. Personalities are everything at this level, and the new buyer at Astra is ... not our type. Not an excuse, I know. But we maybe needed to change tactics. Sooner.’


‘Rather than later,’ adds Keith, laying it on thick.


‘Surely it’s never too late.’ Katherine tries to brighten the tone and Derek is glad she is there. She brings a note of incorrigible optimism to this over-serious group, despite her forlorn dress sense and unvaryingly drab hair. Derek supposes that she must have a rosier image of herself than the one the world sees, since she makes so little effort to improve it, and he sees in this an indication of her philosophy. For Katherine, nothing is ever as bad as you think it is, and Derek has heard her fire people, making it sound like exactly the kind of life-chance they were waiting for.


Derek tunes back in to the debacle when he hears his own name mentioned. It is up to him, he learns, to save Astra.


‘After all, it’s no longer an existing account,’ spits Keith, his watery eyes fixed on Hugh. ‘Which makes it new business. Right?’


‘Could you give me the contact?’ Derek asks, as gently as he can. Hugh reels it off without hesitation, a name and a phone number. A woman’s name, Derek notices, searching for a pen. Quite unusual in electrical goods. He is avoiding Hugh’s venomous look when his hand closes on a smooth cylinder in the pocket of his jacket and, turning the report over to note down the name, Erica something, Derek takes out what he thinks is a biro, but which is, in fact, a Christian Dior russet-brown lip pencil.




Platinum Blonde


Derek gets to the canteen just before it shuts, and just after the residual hot dishes have been scraped and slopped away. The deep stainless steel tubs are already being scrubbed out. There is a strong, off-putting smell of Dettox. Telling himself that neither chicken madras nor fisherman’s pie would have been particularly appetising after two hours keeping warm over steam, he makes do with a limp cheese and onion pasty. He takes this, along with a buff folder marked ‘Astra Home Shopping’ into the Fools’ Pantry – the smokers’ sanctuary.


The small square room is dominated by an antique photocopier that died of natural causes some years ago. Its mains lead, minus plug, snakes over the cracked brown lid, which is stuck down with crinkled brown tape. A folded A4 sheet of paper sellotaped to the top bears the redundant pink warning ‘Out of Order’. In the centre of the room, there’s a low table patterned with tea rings and next to the door, a leaning tower of orange plastic chairs. Someone has left the Express spread out on the table, its Sports and TV pages missing. Back issues of the corporate magazine, Bits & Pieces, are piled up to a convenient elbow height, and this is where Derek finds the brimming ashtray. Pink-smudged and yellow-stained stubs rest in a layer of grey ash, under which there is a wink of dark green glass.


The saving grace of this drab little room, apart from the fact that smoking is allowed, is the view. Set on one corner of the top floor, two of its walls have windows all the way from carpet to ceiling. Looking out to the north and east, the city sprawls like a red-brick, slate-roofed maze. Derek likes the room in all its seasons, despite the draught of the spinning ventilator as it exchanges indoor for outdoor smog. Through grey drizzle, when sound from outside is subdued by fog, especially in the four o’clock streetlight of winter, the corner of the room where the windows meet comes alive with rainbows and reflections.


Derek takes out his cigarettes, and encounters again the slim, incriminating lip pencil. He rolls the brown cylinder between his thumb and forefinger for a moment, then takes off the slick-fitting gold cap. The pencil is new; there is no tell-tale smudging of colour on the pale wood around the tip, nor has the point yet been pressed out of shape. Derek draws a short dark line on the back of his arm, and immediately the soft tip is dented, flattened on one side. The colour is a rich, golden brown, too metallic and not earthy enough to be what he would call russet. A general shade, that would suit any number of lips and could be filled in with anything from an autumnal bronze to a pale, fleshy fawn. Replacing the cap, he tucks the lip pencil away and pulls his sleeve down over the line he has left above his wrist. He slips a cigarette from the pack and lights up. As he smokes, he wonders how an item of make-up he has never seen before came to be in his work jacket, and what conclusions his fellow directors might have reached on the same subject. Derek feels absurdly grateful that Rob Thomas has the sense of humour of a schoolboy, rather than that of a typical finance director. His blustery amusement gave Derek ample time to recover his composure.


Rob had snuffled his way through the whole nudge-nudge, wink-wink routine before Keith, who had missed the incident in the first place, could move matters on. Hugh looked daggers sideways, his expression accusing Derek of deliberately taking the piss. Dear Katherine had looked startled, as if she had no idea that such things as lip pencils existed.


Rob wouldn’t leave it alone. As the meeting was breaking, he sidled up to Derek again:


‘So where did that come from?’ he asked archly. ‘Who is the lucky lady?’


‘Give it up, Rob,’ said Derek. ‘When I want a public announcement, I’ll put it in the company rag.’


‘Well, do keep me posted. I’m sure we’re all intrigued.’


This is probably as sleazy as your life ever gets, thought Derek.


Lungs satisfied, Derek eats his belated lunch, using the Astra folder as a plate. The sunshine illuminates every smear and speck of grime on the windows, behind which Manchester wobbles under the heatwave. The sun bounces off glass and blanched concrete. Down in the space between buildings, white and grey pigeons flutter about in the updraft like empty crisp packets. In the distance, beyond the Co-op Insurance tower, the Pennines shimmer through a haze of exhaust fumes.


The pasty is filled with a lukewarm gunge that tastes mainly of mashed potato. Theoretically, Rachel could have popped out to get him a sandwich when she realised the meeting was going to go on so long. Theoretically, Derek could have asked her to do so, he supposes. He grins with a mouthful of flaking pastry, to think of her reaction. ‘I don’t remember that being in my job description.’


When he brushes the pastry crumbs off the folder, they leave annoying grease marks on the matt card. Derek rubs his fingertips together hard before lighting up another cigarette, knowing he shouldn’t, but telling himself it’s instead of dessert. He sits forward in his chair, knees together, feet apart, resting his elbows on his knees and cupping his chin in one hand. He toys with the cigarette, holding it as close to the tips of his fingers as possible, crooking his little finger, looking at the angle and bump of his left wrist. It has never quite matched the other one since the car crash, and the doctors have warned him that he will probably suffer from joint pain when he’s older. Every damp autumn, he waits for rheumatism to set in; every year, the absence of pain in his wrist confirms to him his continuing youth. His smooth hands are slightly plump and he often wishes his fingers were longer, more elegant. On his left hand, his wedding ring has worn a groove so the slim gold band sits flush with the pink flesh that curves up from his knuckle. For a while, after the divorce, he tried not wearing the ring but felt lopsided without it. When he put it back on, he noticed how it altered the way other people behaved towards him. He wears his wedding ring now because he can’t take it off, and he enjoys the side-effects. Women of all ages seem more relaxed, less cagey. Men his own age (most of whom are themselves married) are more matey, more understanding when he declines social invitations.


Derek stubs out his cigarette and opens the folder just as Rachel walks in.


‘Thought I’d find you here.’


Derek offers her a cigarette.


‘No, thanks. Had my ration.’ Rachel walks over to the window, standing close to the glass and peering down into the street. ‘Well? What was the panic about? Are we all out of a job?’


‘Not if Superman here can help it. All I’ve got to do is save the universe.’


‘I’d better start looking, then.’


‘What, no confidence?’


Rachel laughs and turns to Derek, her perfectly plucked eyebrows quizzical. ‘Is it a bird, is it a plane? No, it’s Derek Allsop to the rescue.’


‘Oh, ye of little faith.’ Derek is scanning the recent exchange of letters between Astra and Hugh Ridley, looking at dates to get an idea of the chronology of events. For every letter of Hugh’s there are two from Erica Stromm.


‘Well, look at that,’ says Rachel. She is standing with her fine cheekbone almost touching the window. She is leaning forward on her toes and her heels have lifted out of their black patent shoes, revealing deep arches sheathed in nylon. Her back forms a concave arc, from the fair, downy undercut of her hair to the narrow curve of her hips. The pewter fabric of her skirt hangs in soft folds under its own weight, brushing against taut calves as she cranes to see down the vertical mirrored face of the building. Her hands are against the glass at head height, exposing a white sliver of bra in the cutaway armhole of her sleeveless top.


Derek swallows hard to quell a sudden anxiety that the glass might not bear her weight. He averts his eyes from a vision of Rachel falling, circling like a silvery leaf towards the pavement. He would really have to be Superman then, twirling around to change into his snug, jet-propelled ankle boots, zooming down to catch her safely in his arms in the nick of time. Together they would land gently on the pavement below, to a ripple of applause from astonished onlookers.


‘Come and look,’ she says, her eyes riveted on the street four storeys down. Standing beside her, he imitates her pose; when he puts his face against the glass, he is surprised at its warmth. Sucking in his belly, he arches his spine and hears his knees crack as he stretches his legs. His socks slip out of the heels of his shoes, and Derek worries about the smell of his hot feet. Down below, if he cranes his neck, he can just see the figures Rachel is pointing to.


‘See?’ says Rachel. ‘Romance is not dead.’


They are looking down at the back of the building, into a quiet alley that is used for deliveries and where motorcycle couriers park their bikes and roll their cigarettes when they have to wait for parcels to be wrapped. There, clearly embracing among the litter and black-sooted wheelie bins, stand Katherine Scales and Hugh Ridley.


‘Now that’s called taking your personnel seriously,’ says Rachel.


‘Bloody hell.’


Rachel and Derek step back from the window together. Rachel sits down and levels him with a straight gaze. Derek has the distinct impression that she is amused, but not surprised by her voyeuristic insight into their colleagues’ lives. She might have sought him out here for the specific purpose of showing him Katherine and Hugh. Derek focuses on the CIS tower, with its irregular pattern of windows, some blinded, some not. Rachel says:


‘They make a lovely couple, don’t you think?’


‘Did you know?’


‘Not exactly. I wondered, though.’


‘Oh.’


‘You can tell. You just need to use your eyes.’


‘I suppose.’


‘I like people-watching. It’s one of the few advantages of being invisible.’


‘You mean four floors up, a bird’s-eye view?’


‘And the rest of the time. You know, there are people who think I’m just a word processor on legs who also makes tea.’


‘Not Katherine, surely?’


‘No. To her, I’m just an application form. Always will be, unless I become a redundancy notice.’


Derek has to think before he defends Katherine. A woman he has always billed as mousy has been re-cast as wanton vamp one minute, and heartless bureaucrat the next.


‘You’re being a bit hard, aren’t you?’


Rachel shrugs and gives a careless sniff before she changes the subject.


‘Your wife called again.’


‘Ex-wife.’


Rachel shoots him a cynical glance.


‘We haven’t been married for years.’


Rachel smiles and lifts her hands in the air.


‘Well, she still talks like your wife. Is everything OK? She doesn’t usually call twice in one day.’


‘Her mother’s piano,’ Derek says, as if that explains everything.


As Derek and Rachel leave the Fools’ Pantry together, they run into Rob Thomas, who simpers and chuckles to himself, vibrating the roll of tubby poundage hanging over the top of his trousers.


‘Rachel!’ he gushes, looking leerily at Derek. ‘You haven’t mislaid anything recently, have you? A small item of cosmetics, for example?’


Back in their office, Derek has to explain, has to show Rachel the offending lip pencil. Rob’s assumption that he must have a secret woman tucked away somewhere irritates him, because he knows that people will pick and pry, if only to satisfy their own belief that he cannot possibly be happy on his own.


Rachel examines the pencil, pursuing her lips and frowning.


‘Not your wife’s, then?’


‘Ex-wife.’


Derek chuckles at the thought of Eve buying Christian Dior. When she moved out, she left behind her make-up case, which included a bottle of Avon foundation that Derek remembered her buying in Newcastle, just after Chris was born. The matt emulsion had separated out, so that a thin layer of oil swam on top of the thick, pigmented gunk. Derek stood the bottle in warm water and shook it hard, but the texture of the stuff remained grainy, unusable.


He watches as Rachel studies the pencil, as if looking for forensic clues. She takes a tiny handbag mirror from the top drawer of her desk, where she keeps a couple of lipsticks and a powder compact for topping up after lunch and before meetings. Looking over her shoulder, Derek studies the magnified reflection of her mouth as she pulls her lips taught over her teeth and draws a perfect outline with the pencil, before smudging the colour into her existing lipstick with the very tip of her little finger.


‘You can keep it if you want,’ says Derek.


Rachel looks up at him, wide-eyed, her newly-defined mouth in a little ‘O’ of mock horror.


‘But, Mr Allsop, people will talk.’


Erica Stromm’s answering machine regrets that she is unavailable to take the call, but requests that he leave a message.


‘My name’s Derek Allsop. You don’t know me, and I’d rather try again later than leave my number. Thanks.’


Rachel looks at him curiously.


‘Why so mysterious?’


‘She’s not likely to call back if she knows it’s us, the people she’s just dropped from a great height.’


‘So that’s it. We’ve lost Astra. Is it serious?’


‘Desperately.’


‘I thought that was Hugh’s patch.’


‘It was.’


‘And now it’s yours?’


‘New business. And Rachel?’ Derek drops his voice to an arch whisper. ‘Until I’ve tried to recapture the heart of the lovely Ms Stromm, it’s hush hush. If I succeed, nobody need ever know. If I fail, everyone will know about it fast enough. Until then, it’s a secret.’


Derek begins to cough from the effort of his theatrical whisper. Realising how hot it is in this office, he loosens his tie and unfastens his top button. Rachel leans forward conspiratorially, the neck of her blouse billowing to reveal her cleavage: a shadowy valley of fair skin crested with the lace of her bra.


‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’


‘Thanks,’ chokes Derek. Rachel passes him her bottle of mineral water.


‘By the way,’ she says, with a sly smile, ‘have you ever met Erica Stromm?’


It is Rachel who eventually gets through to Astra and makes an appointment for Derek.


‘Is tomorrow at eleven OK?’ she asks, not a little smugly, when Derek comes back from the car pool.


‘Rachel, you are a miracle. How?’


‘I know Samantha who works the Astra switchboard, she used to temp here. She knows Erica Stromm’s PA ... you know. Contacts.’


‘Tomorrow? I’d better go and see Hugh.’


‘You can’t. He’s gone home already.’


‘Damn.’


‘He didn’t look at all well. Katherine was going to run him home, I think.’


Derek thinks about that for a moment, adding it into the mix of information that today has brought. Each new insight adds an unexpected shade and dimension to the black and white outline of people he thought he knew. If Rachel had told him yesterday that Katherine Scales was running a poorly Hugh Ridley home, he would have thought nothing of it, other than how sweet and thoughtful Katherine could be. Now he imagines an empty house, curtains drawn against the heat of the afternoon, Mrs Ridley away and all the little Ridleys at school ...


‘Hugh dropped in before he went, and I said you were downstairs sorting out a car. He wanted to know what for, so I just said “some big meeting tomorrow”. I wasn’t sure if I should let on that I know.’


‘Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome. Did you get a car?’


Derek rattles the key he has in his hand, nonchalantly, with just a grin to indicate how much it means to him.


‘I got the Batcar. Or do I mean the Superman mobile?’


‘I don’t think there was one.’


‘Batcar then. Keith’s little runaround.’


Derek laughs out loud, knowing that this evening, sitting in traffic jams instead of the crowded tram will be pure pleasure. The smooth, tan leather of the upholstery will stay cool, thanks to air-conditioning. He will don his Raybans and loosen his tie. The car will prowl between traffic lights like a cat, as driver and vehicle get acquainted. Derek imagines the smooth pick up of the clutch; the leap forward in response to his lightest toe-touch. Tonight, the bleak little cul-de-sac where he lives will have a new focus. The Rio Red paintwork and dazzling chrome of the Porsche will gleam in the pool of streetlight outside his house. And tomorrow, now that he has his appointment, he will be out on the road for real. Heading north-west, almost as far as the sea, on his mission to save the Astra account, to enchant Erica Stromm, to redeem Hugh Ridley, to win the estime of Rachel Slade and the eternal recognition of all at Wilkinson’s Power Tools.




Hot Leather


The Porsche does not sound as sleek as it looks. An unnerving rattle from the front end echoes around the underground garage, reminding Derek that the car is not after all animal, but mineral. The fragility of all man-made things resonates in the sound of metal on metal at certain revolutions per minute. The vibrations are particularly drill-like at tickover, when the car is supposed to purr. He wonders if there is a hole in the exhaust or if it is something worse. Never a mechanic, he decides to let the illness run its course and drives out of the fume-fogged car park into a sluggish stream of cars. For five minutes or more, he doesn’t move, trapped in a back eddy of the one-way system. The unexpected noise level prevents Derek from appreciating the CDs Keith has left in the car, and he marvels at the stupidity of calling this static, gummed-up time of day, the ‘rush’ hour. He toys with alternative names for it. The constipation hour. The sloth hour. The hour of maximum frustration. A bus steams past him on the inside, making excellent progress in its own temptingly empty bus lane. On the back of the bus, there is a picture of a human body, with roads as blood vessels and text that says If you’re in a car, you’re a clot. Buses keep the city’s arteries flowing. Derek shudders: he can almost feel the build-up of cholesterol in his own blood vessels. Winding down the window, he lights a cigarette. He smokes it slowly, holding it outside the car between drags, his elbow on the window-ledge. He knows he has already smoked too much today, but figures that his lungs are already coping with a cocktail of exhaust fumes. The air is heavy with four-star lead, spiked with the assorted carcinogens of unleaded petrol and diesel soot. So what’s a little extra tar?


While he waits for the green filter that will take him under the railway and up into the three-lane trundle of cars on the inner city freeway, Derek adjusts his seat. Discovering an economically satisfying plastic knob down at his right hand, he experiments with the firming and softening of pressure on his kidneys. He finds the lever that releases the seat ratchet, allowing him to lean back to a more relaxed angle. He runs one finger between the seatbelt and his shoulder, savouring the gentle restraint that secures him against the personalised curve of the leather. On the passenger seat beside him, his briefcase looks battered against the spotless upholstery.


The lights change and Derek swings the car under the brick arches and up on to the slip road, effortlessly outdistancing the Mondeo in the nearside lane. He joins the 602, dodging from lane to lane for the sheer fun of it, cutting in between weary commuters. He knows he looks like a prat in a hurry, but he wants to explore the possibilities of the Porsche. It swerves with pinpoint accuracy at the slightest flick of his wrist and brakes smooth and hard when asked. As he roars through an orange light, Derek decides it may be time to have his own car again.


In this mood of boyish optimism, Derek decides to call on a friend on the way home. Normally, he would never do this. His friends are people who respect each other’s privacy; his day for seeing Alex is Wednesday, not Monday. But Derek feels strangely confident at the wheel and is sure that Alex will be thrilled. Perhaps they could go for a drive together. Besides, Derek has a theory about the lip pencil and wants Alex to confess. It would not be the first time his friend has used Derek as an unknowing courier, unwitting accomplice to a shoplifting escapade.


Derek grins as he remembers one lunchtime date in particular, a shopping expedition, when Alex had been challenged by staff at the exit to the Body Shop. Alex had looked mortified, embarrassing the assistant with a shrill squeal:


‘What, me? Stealing? How could you! Please. Why don’t you search me? Go on! I don’t mind, I’m not ashamed.’


Emptying a handbag full of pills, tissues, condoms and flyers for club nights, Alex went on tearfully:


‘Of course, if I have taken anything, it’s all because of those wretched hormones. You have no idea what they do to me. No idea.’


The manager didn’t know whether to ask a female assistant to carry out the frisk, or do it himself. He let an hysterical Alex go eventually, with a gentle pat on the shoulder. Later, Derek found two miniature dolphin-shaped soaps that Alex had slipped into his Burton shirt bag.


Salford tower blocks loom over council tenements separated from the road by crash barriers and a strip of parched grass. At the roundabouts, Derek turns left and out towards the Quays. Here, the European Social Fund has waved its magic wand. Abandoned warehouses and dockyards have been transformed into demure red and white townhouses that look somehow unsolid, as if at midnight they might all turn back into burnt-out shells, their diamond-pane windows smashed. The curved crescents are planted with saplings that look unlikely to survive the drought and lawns laid in the spring have not taken root: their strips of browned turf have curled up at the edges. Across still rectangles of water, new office buildings look like film sets for a remake of Flash Gordon. This is not where Alex lives, but it is a safer place to park the Porsche.


Derek pulls up alongside a BMW in one of the security-patrolled car parks.


‘Am I all right there? I’m visiting a friend.’


The attendant waves him on, and he walks purposefully through a brick archway topped with a weathervane in the cut-out silhouette of a galleon. He pauses to orient himself, looking for the tops of the tower blocks just the other side of the flyover. Derek feels uneasy. Acutely aware that he is observed by closed circuit cameras, he feels as if he is doing something illicit. The new cobbles strike him as odd; cobbles should, by their very nature, be worn. The houses are smart with burglar alarms and ruched curtains. Derek admires the efforts that have been made to brighten them and make them seem lived-in. The courtyard abounds with hanging baskets, their ivy and lobelia withering under the hosepipe ban. Window boxes brim with busy lizzies and geraniums. But there are no washing lines, no evidence of outdoor children. It seems unnaturally quiet. Across the other side of the cobbled courtyard there is another archway back on to the street, and Derek goes straight on through, heading upriver and downmarket.


The Riverside Walk trails alongside the canal, separated from the quay and mooring posts by a railing made from welded chains. Every ten yards or so, a small blue plaque is set into the path. Derek counts his paces between them, reminding himself that he ought to be measuring in metres, not yards. Edged with the gold stars of the European flag, every blue tile carries a message designed to reflect the history of the docklands. Some of them commemorate events that took place here, others celebrate the international connections of port and trade. He finds himself stopping to read each one, registering the attempt to link this synthetic place with a past that is otherwise completely invisible: Fifty percent of British seamen killed in WW2 were merchant seamen. In among the facts and figures, he finds odd snippets of poetry and local anecdote. Molly Arthur’s lading coals fourteen hours a day. Her husband Jack lades half as much for twice the daily pay.


The spot where the European money runs out is clearly defined. The railings and the paved footpath stop abruptly, and a cinder towpath takes their place. Derek cuts across two hundred yards of tinder-dry wasteland, wondering if it too is earmarked for future investment. He has heard talk of another museum devoted to industrial archaeology, offering cruises up to Stockport and down to Warrington. Then there is the projected Lowry centre, destined to be a focus for art and opera. The artist’s impression of the proposed edifice appeared on the front page of the local advertiser when the decision was taken to fund it. Fitting Tribute to Salford’s Local Hero read the headline, over a futuristic glass and metal structure, and Derek thought at first it was a new rugby stadium they were planning to build.


He is aiming for the footway under the dual carriageway, a black hole framed in bright graffiti, and by the time he reaches the underpass he is sweating, his extra-dry anti-perspirant finally overcome by biology. Close up, the graffiti is rust-streaked where the reinforced concrete leaks in the rain and the tunnel smells of piss. Leaving the sunshine behind, he holds his breath as he walks under the road. The concrete rumbles overhead and then he emerges on the other side, into the shade of the towerblock where Alex lives. Here, the Tarmac sparkles with smashed glass; old mattresses adorn the edges of the car park.
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