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Introduction


THE OBJECT OF DESIRE


The day I didn’t kill a man. But saved a woman. Possibly. Such spare statements may be making my life sound to you to be most sinfully . . . oh, I don’t know – exciting, even frightening, or something . . . but it isn’t. Either thing. It isn’t at all. Wish it were, I suppose. Sometimes. Which is why, oh – so very occasionally, I find myself doing such things. I was on a bus. Of all things. Top deck. For of course had I not been, it never would have happened. Well – it would have happened, because the rest of the cast, the other two, they both were there, of course . . . but just not to me . . . it wouldn’t have happened to me, that’s all I’m saying: some other wide-eyed unfortunate who just wandered up there instead. Up the winding stair to the top deck of this bloody bus. And that’s another rather singular aspect actually, now I come to think about it: the very fact that I was there at all . . . because I honestly can’t, you know – I cannot remember the last time I took a bus anywhere. I either drive, or take a taxi. The Tube . . . oh Christ, the Underground, can’t even remember when last I was on the Underground. Never did care for it – well, who does? But I don’t have to use it any more . . . and so I don’t. I daresay, given a choice in the matter, many would behave in precisely the same way. So I’m lucky in some respects.


It was late – rather late. One in the morning – that sort of time. And I had been waiting for a cab to come cruising by me for Jesus, how long? I craved the welcome, the warmth, of that little orange glowing light – a beacon of heaven, in late-night London. The app on my phone, that didn’t seem to be working, some damn reason, so that was no good. Wasn’t drunk – had a bit, but not too bad. Not cold, it wasn’t a cold night, but then it started to rain – and won’t it always, times like this? Drizzle at first – not even that, hardly more than a surrounding dampness . . . and then it started putting its back into it all right. Didn’t have a coat, or anything. An umbrella – never carry an umbrella. The bus was there, so I got on it. Actually had no idea they ran so late, and certainly not in my direction – but I suppose they would, wouldn’t they? Have to, really. Automatically went upstairs – just to be the furthest away from everything I could get, think that was the thinking. If there was thinking. And wishing it was one of the old Routemasters – because all these newer ones, they just don’t cut it, do they really? The Routemaster, well – just about perfection that was, so of course it just had to be scrapped. Well naturally – like anything else that’s at all decent in this bloody world. Design, you see, it is very important to me – my life, you might say, so I do feel these things most acutely. I didn’t look around when I got up to the top deck. You don’t, in London. Look about you. First thing you learn. True of everywhere these days, I suppose. But I was struck by the aspect of a woman sitting quite still, and pretty close to the front. She just seemed so incredibly old. Her eyes quite colourless and opaque, the skin like fine and lined translucent paper . . . you felt that if you touched – which, believe me, I was so very far from inclined to – it might just dull and crumble into powder . . . which, yes, one would be horrified to inhale. And I simply thought – what on earth is so ancient a lady doing on the top of a bus at gone one o’clock in the morning? And how ever did she make the stairs, come to that. So that’s all I noticed, really. The extent of my observation. There were a few other people further down the bus, that much I was fleetingly aware of – didn’t look, though, didn’t count . . . but not many, two or three – four, maybe, at the most: the bus was far from full.


I had been to the sort of dinner, black-tie affair, that you agree to months in advance on the grounds that so very distant a date can never actually arrive – though even as you are tapping out your bright acceptance, you just know that the steady, then inexorable approach of the appointed evening will become increasingly lowering, its prospect more and more oppressive . . . until, days before, it looms over just everything you touch or think of, and simply you are dreading it: amazed at your having agreed to go in the first place, and wondering if maybe it’s still not too late to back out of it . . .? Flu, or something. Have to be away from London: out of the blue – beyond my control: sorry, so desperately sorry. The thought of being at home instead of having to go through the whole business of bathing, wrestling with the bow tie, fooling with the cummerbund . . . it becomes just so glitteringly alluring: almost glamorous, the sprawling luxury of nothing to do – of just not having to be at the bloody dinner. But I went. Obviously. And while it was by no means as appalling as by now I had built it up to be (the claret was decent, and that always goes a long way to help things out, I find) nor was it the most scintillating. And finally, at the petered-out end of it, I was so very pleased to be away, and baffled as always as to why it is that the dullest evenings always seem to last the longest.


I had been sitting in the bus for, well, hardly any time at all really . . . and then I heard it – just a shift, no more, in the general mumble behind me . . . maybe some physical movement: the merest squeak of consternation, is what I became aware of. And until that moment, I think my mind had been as blank as ever is possible: simply I had been concentrating intently upon the shiver of globular raindrops on the window, lit up momentarily by the glare of a fleeting shopfront, then glumly succumbing to grey. Halfway home, more or less. Or as near to home as the bus was going to get me. But had I been there already – had it been my stop, this one here, the one at which now we appeared to have very briefly paused, engine juddering, the doors downstairs hissing open, hissing shut – then I should have got off. With no curiosity, and nor a moment’s hesitation. Would not have looked behind me, would certainly not have given the ancient woman at the front another glance – indeed, already I had forgotten her existence. I just would have got off, and reconnected with the things that concern me. The bus, though, trundled on, and I did nothing. There were more strange shiftings behind me – a young girl’s voice, quite muffled, or maybe it was mutely shrill, and then the rumble of a thick and deeper one, which now quite suddenly grew a good deal louder, and was sliced by menace. I had craned my head around in advance of deciding whether or not to do any such thing . . . only two people there then, not three or more as I thought had been possible . . . and instantly I was shocked as my eyes were locked with those of the man staring hard and right back at me . . . my stomach simply fell away, and I felt a rush of cold that made me light-headed and stopped up my throat. For I am no sort of a hero. Why I will avoid situations such as these, if ever I can. And I remembered of course that it was just this sort of thing, or the threat of it, that had led me to abandon for ever any form of public transport: it’s the public, you see – that’s the bloody trouble with it.


‘Everything all right, is it . . .?’


Who said that . . .? Jesus. It was me.


The girl said: ‘All right. Yeh. It’s all right.’


The man said: ‘What the fuck it got to do with you . . .?’


And I tried to smile briefly at the girl – hoping that she might feel considerably more reassured than I did – avoiding the aura of the man completely. The shiny thing she was wearing appeared to be ripped – merest hint of something fairly lacy beneath. Turned back around then quickly. Faced the front. And waited. Because there was going to be more. Wasn’t there?


‘You hear me, or what? Ay? I say what the fuck it got to do with you . . .?’


Sat there. Just sat there. Willing my neck to swallow my head.


‘I got to come over there, do I . . .?’


‘Leave it, Nathan. Leave it alone.’


‘Shut your fucking mouth, slag. I talking to my friend here. He talk to me first, don’t he? So I answers him. But now he don’t want to talk to me no more.’


‘Fuck’s sake, Nathan . . .’


‘I won’t tell you again, girl. You want a fucking slap, or what?’


And me . . .? Sitting, just sitting. Pretty much decided to get off this bus at the very next stop. Wondering why I hadn’t yet gone downstairs. Resolving now that I would. But then the man, his face was hanging there above me. It resembled a pie – glazed and crusty, with occasional slitting.


‘Come down the back, mate. Have a little chat, ay? You and me.’


‘I’m fine . . .’


‘Yeh? You fine, is you? That nice. Come on – get up. Do it. Now.’


‘Nathan – just leave him alone, can’t you . . .?’


And then he was gone from my sight, and I heard one hell of a crack and she was gasping, the girl, and when I turned around again, she had begun to cry: trying not to though, and biting her lip. Pretty girl, I imagined, beneath all the make-up. And that’s when I did this most amazing thing. Feeling quite calm as I was walking towards him . . . the girl, she looked up at me fearfully – fearful for whom, I could not say. Me, presumably – for she, she, poor deluded and stupid little creature, she had been here many times before. Her cheek and jaw were mottled with a spreading redness, her eyes quite glassy and alert.


‘Here he come! Here come my mate! All got up in his little dicky bow, look. James fucking Bond, or something. That what you reckon, mate? Nice watch you got there . . .’


‘Mm. Cartier Tank. Classic. You like it?’


‘I do. And I’ll have it off of you, you fucker.’


And I even laughed quite lightly. I felt, now – charged. Really rather excited.


‘No. No – I don’t think so.’


He was standing now. Taller than me – a thing I hate. It’s not that I’m short or anything. Don’t have any sort of a complex – nothing like that. Just don’t like it, that’s all – people being taller than me. Silly thing, but there it is.


‘Yeh well I do think so, you cunt. You give it over here, fucker. Else I bloody kill you.’


‘Please, Nathan . . .! Oh shit. Oh Christ . . .’


‘Fuck off out of it, Hayley. Telling you. Now listen, mate – you going to give it me, nice and easy? Or I going to fucking take it off of you?’


‘Neither thing, I’m afraid. But look – tell you what: I’ll give you this instead . . .’


And then: the golden moment. I had been trying to defer it, I suppose – tease out the sweetness of all that was coming . . . and yet at the same time I was so much yearning to see this cretin’s stopped and colourless face. But had I drawn things out for even a moment longer, he was going to put his fist in my face, I simply knew it: you just had to look at the bunch of his fingers – they were getting ready for it. So I slipped it out from the inside of my jacket: this beautiful thing – and then, as his eyes were widening, I pressed the barrel against his forehead. And so here, out in the open and in all its dark and austere glory, was my Luger, my authentic German wartime Luger, complete with a gold embossed swastika to the base of its grip. One of the finest designs ever, in my opinion: it felt so right in my hand . . . and just take one look at its effect, won’t you? The man’s mouth, it hung wide open and wetly, and the eyes . . . they had died within his skull. He sat down the moment I told him to, and still I was pressing the barrel hard into his brow. The girl was plainly terrified, which I hadn’t intended – but it was inevitable really, I suppose. Necessary fallout.


‘Apologise to the lady,’ I said quite calmly.


He blinked.


‘You fucking what . . .?’


‘You heard me. You were rude to the lady. You hit her. Apologise.’


‘No – it all right, mister. Really – all right . . .’


‘Well no, it isn’t actually – Hayley, is it? Hayley, yes. Far from all right. You don’t seem a bad sort of a kid – why do you want to even know such a person as this? He’s scum, isn’t he? Scum.’


‘Who the fuck you calling scum, you fucking ponce . . .?!’


‘You. Of course you. Now I tell you what’s going to happen. At the next stop, you get off. I’m being kind, don’t know why. I ought to call the police, but I daresay they’re sick of the sight of you by now. And oh look . . . did you hear that? Someone downstairs has just rung the bell. So get up now – because you’re leaving.’


‘Fuck off . . .!’


And then I withdrew the Luger, and struck him hard across the face with it. The resulting and instant spatter of blood was so immensely gratifying, I just can’t tell you.


‘Bastard . . .!’


‘Leave him alone! Leave him alone! You’re mental, you are . . .!’


‘And now you protect him, Hayley. Oh well. I expect you are programmed. Inured. You get off too. Fed up with both of you, now. If you don’t leave, I shall shoot you both dead. Please do believe me.’


They got up – he looking what I expect he imagined to be daggers, she just weeping energetically. I waggled the barrel in the direction of the stairs. In addition to the caking blood across his face, I noticed with extreme pleasure a perfect white circle on the bloody oaf’s forehead, where the gun had left its mark.


‘You wait! You just bloody wait, you cunt! This ain’t over . . .!’


‘Second-hand dialogue. Fourth-rate moron. Get off the bus. Now.’


And he swore a lot more, and so did she. They clattered downstairs and shouted to the driver that he got a loony up there and he wants calling up the Bill. Then they were gone. I can’t remember when last I had felt so just utterly and completely wonderful. I walked to the front of the bus – watched them splattering through the heavy rain – his arms were flailing about as he was dumbly roaring. She would be in for it, poor Hayley: he’d take it out on her, he’d be bound to. So I hadn’t saved a woman. Soon, it came to my stop. I realised only as I turned to leave that all this had been happening while I had been standing directly next to the ancient lady, the Luger still in my hand and just inches from her profile. She did not move at all: she registered nothing. I wondered idly whether she might be dead.


There had been no bullets in the Luger: no, it wasn’t loaded. So I couldn’t have killed a man. I only very recently had come across it, the gun, in the most extraordinary circumstances imaginable – could hardly believe my impossibly good fortune. Because the Luger, here is a landmark design, you see – I have always wanted to own one. I don’t really care that it’s a gun: to me it is simply a perfect object. Of desire. The only reason I had it on me is that whenever I acquire a new item, well then initially I simply cannot bear to be parted from the thing. I pat it from time to time – whenever I can be on my own, in the lavatory say, I look at it, feel it. Most people, I imagine, will find this quite hard to understand: why long ago I ceased even to try to explain, and now I never even would think to mention it. A couple of weeks earlier it had been a 1950s Parker 51 fountain pen in the rather rare burgundy and gold combination . . . and on this day, it just happened to be my Luger. But it was just as well though, wasn’t it, that Nathan the thug had failed to rise to such an audacious challenge. Otherwise, well . . . who knows what might have happened . . .? And afterwards, I was ready for the adrenalin to desert me – I was waiting for my knees to sag, my tongue to go dry, my heart to hurt as it thudded within me . . . but no: nothing. Nothing at all like that. The sensation of pleasure and power, they took a very long time to seep away from me, and I missed it sorely, when eventually it was gone: that feeling.


I have them now, though. Bullets. Three clips. Yes. Because I do like a thing to be complete. Got them on the internet, the dark side, in a very roundabout manner: all a bit of a rigmarole, strung out over how many months. My name is Terence, by the way.


 










Chapter One


I MIGHT BE HAPPY


Want to tell you this story, I really think I’d like to. To get your opinion – a brand-new take on the thing. There aren’t many people I can really talk to. I’m sure you’re going to agree with me immediately, I really am positive you will. And I think you could well be affected by this – it will touch you as a human being, and particularly so if you are a woman, if you are a mother . . . but either way, you are sure to be interested. Because here is something that affects us all . . . it’s all about how I came to be happy, quite simply . . . though of course there is one man, there had to be, who tries – still he is trying – to spoil it for everybody. And it has all come about, the blossoming of my happiness, through this huge and very gratifying success which suddenly – after years of his trying so terribly terribly hard – has come to my son. My son, yes – Alexander. Mm – but just exactly as it all was happening for him, on the very day that my boy, he first had the limelight . . . well then my husband Terence, Alexander’s father, he called me cruel. His word – his very word. And to my face. He says – he still says it – that I have hurt the boy. Damaged him. Can you believe this? I mean, I know you still are unaware of the ins and outs, the details and intricacies of how all of this has come about – well that’s what I’m here to tell you – but even from the little I’ve so far let you in on, tell me, honestly – can you really believe such a thing? Can you? That I, Alexander’s mother – I, who loves him, loves that young man with a passion that sometimes can leave me just perfectly breathless . . . I who loves him, yes, so far and away above and beyond, oh – anyone and anything else on God’s green earth . . . that I could ever think of (I can barely bring myself to say it) . . . damaging him . . .? That I could find it within myself to be cruel to the boy . . .? It is unthinkable – and cruel of my husband, if you want to know what I think: it is he who is cruel, even to say to me such a thing. And he is wrong. Quite wrong. Let that be completely understood right at the outset. Well of course he is wrong. He has it all the other way about. For I have given everything, selflessly devoted all that there was of my life to doing all I could to ensure for Alexander a bright and maybe, yes – even dizzying future. And that is wrong, is it? That is a bad thing for a loving mother to do for her only son, is that what you think? Simply to make sure that the world, the whole wide world will now know of his brilliance. This is cruel . . .? This is hurting the boy? Damaging him . . .? Please. I hardly think so.


‘But Amy . . . you don’t understand. It’s the long term. Isn’t it? You – you’re just seeing the here and now. The bright lights. The money.’


This is Terence, of course. The husband. This is how he talks to me. This is how now I am addressed. He sees, he is aware of – he must do, he must be – the gleam of delight so deep within my eyes. He might even perceive my trembling, which is quite beyond all control, aglow with excitement as I am with all that has at long last happened. But there – this is how he talks to me. This is how now I am addressed.


‘The money is his.’ And I say that very drily.


‘I know. I didn’t mean that you’re . . .’


‘I don’t get any of the money, do I? It’s not my money, is it? Is it, Terence? The salary he earns, it’s his and his alone. I’m seeing none of it. Not a penny. Don’t want it. Wouldn’t touch it even if he offered. It’s not about the money – it was never about the money. How can you even suggest—?’


‘No – I’m not, Amy. Of course I’m not. Nothing like that. Not what I mean at all, is it? It’s just that . . .’


‘Well what? What is it, Terence, actually? Now that you have spoilt simply everything – now that my moment is shattered, shattered completely – well then we might as well hear it from you, mightn’t we? Have it out. Once and for all. What is it? What exactly is it that you are so convinced is wrong . . .?’


‘Oh Amy . . . I can’t. Can’t talk to you when you get like this.’


‘You can’t? I see. So now you can’t talk to me.’


‘Can’t, no. No point. Is there? Not when you’re like this.’


‘Happy, you mean? You mean when I’m happy? When finally I have broken through all of the . . . oh God, there are no words for . . . now that I have overcome all of the worry . . .? The constant anxiety about the future in this world, this world that has become so very very . . . hard . . .? When Alexander now finally has a life. A young man with a wonderful life? And all that I’ve had to live through, all that you’ve put me through over so many bloody years . . . now that that might just possibly be over, and maybe now I, even I, could enjoy just a tiny bit of contentment, some ease of mind for once in my life? Is that how I am? Is it? Is that why you can’t talk to me . . .? Because I might be happy? Is it, Terence? Answer me, please.’


Well no. Not what I mean. She knows it’s not what I mean. But there has to be blame, you see – blame for anyone not immediately swept up into her fantasy come true. You yourself might well be the next to suffer, but for now of course, still it’s me, just me – well naturally it’s me – I’m the one who’s lumbered with shouldering it wholly. Look: she’s a good woman, a good enough woman, Amy – not saying she isn’t. Loves Alexander, course she does – never doubted that for a moment, no one ever would. But she’s become obsessed, you see. Is the trouble with it. It’s . . . you see, all this, it’s taken her over, taken over the whole of the household. 


And Alexander – he’s no fool, he sees it as well, of course he does. Wouldn’t say anything, though. And now, well – now, now after all her work, her striving, if you like . . . her dedication, her completely blinkered and monomaniacal attitude . . . and make no mistake, this has been going on for, God – how long . . .? Well now, she can’t be anything but blinded by everything that has just so suddenly occurred. Overnight, more or less. I mean . . . in one way, I’m very pleased for her: she put in the work, and she got what she wanted. More, maybe, than even she could have expected . . . and so she deserves the success, of course she does. As does Alexander. Slogging away all the hours of the day and night, sometimes, it was seeming. CVs, interviews, auditions . . . what I am told by Amy were the right sort of parties. Single-minded, that’s how you’ve got to be. And if ever he was flagging . . . well then Amy, she stepped up and became single-minded on his behalf. So, then . . . success all round. If that’s what it is. In any larger sense. But now for Amy, you see – well, there’s nothing else. Nothing else at all that she can see any more. The house – well that’s gone to buggery. I sometimes push the Hoover around a bit, but I’ve got my own job to see to, which I think she might have forgotten about, somewhere along the way. Ready meals . . . eat a lot of them. Because me, well – can’t remember the last time she even bothered to enquire how I might be feeling. She maybe doesn’t think I have any – feelings. Or Lizzie – even Lizzie, come to that. Sometimes it’s as if she’s even forgotten she’s got a daughter at all – which is just so totally extraordinary, because she’s an utter wonder, my Lizzie: truly a beautiful innocent. I hope, anyway, that still she is that, after everything she is put through as a result of all of this ridiculous Alexander business. Love her, always have – I would kill for that child . . . well of course I would. Literally, if needs be. There would be my massive committal of sin, the sin of the father, should anyone ever dream to harm her – if in any sort of afterlife one is truly to be condemned for simply the righting of so terrible a wrong. Not, alas, that such an enormity as that ever could be even approximately righted: merely one would coldly exact the ultimate toll. For one can only ever be the inadequate agency, the bringer of a vengeance, though one that surely must wholly be justifiable in the eyes of any god at all who still can see.


But in Amy’s eyes, it’s just Alexander – her every waking thought . . . and no doubt she dreams of him as well. Always has been like that, really, since the day he was born. And I love him too, course I do – love the lad, of course I do . . . but I can’t help thinking that this, all this . . . at his time of life . . . it just maybe isn’t the right thing for him. You know? Well look, let’s face it: there’s really no ‘maybe’ about it, is there? It’s wrong, this: plain wrong.


And still it gives me quite a shock – still a jolt, I can tell you: I maybe won’t ever get used to it. You open a paper, you open a magazine – and there he is. That face, so very familiar to me, and yet it’s different, somehow. The lighting, maybe. Make-up. All the women they surround him with. He was on a news programme the other night. No warning – just popped up on the screen right in front of my eyes. That roguish smile he’s got (Amy says the camera loves him) . . . because yes, he’s a good-looking young man, no doubts on that score. And the clothes he has – all the clothes and things they all, all the big firms, seem to be fighting to shower upon him . . . well, he wears them well, I’m not saying he doesn’t. Still and all, though – he’s no bloody Cary Grant. Is he? Let’s be fair. Even if they are now talking about putting him in a movie, if you can believe it. But you wouldn’t know it from the fuss they’re making. And yes, okay . . . style . . . he does have a certain style about him, I think that much comes over – something I’ve always aspired to myself, of course, though I’m not too sure that I have thoroughly achieved it. But to be a model, a model on a catwalk, a model in . . . what do they call them . . .? Photoshoots, or whatever . . . is that really such a wonderful thing? Well in this day and age, it surely does seem to be. Why do they give him so much money? I simply can’t understand it. Why, in God’s name, do they give him all that money? In just the last month, he’s had bookings, Amy was telling me, that are worth more than I’ve managed to pull in over the last four years. Where’s the justification in that? Hysterical, isn’t it? And I don’t mean in the funny sense, I don’t mean that at all. Although if I weren’t involved, I do think I might be laughing my bloody head off, in a bit of a crazy way. But the world, I don’t know . . . it does seem to be in the grip of some sort of collective hysteria, and the worst of it is, it’s contagious. The trivial . . . it’s all people seem to be able to think about, even if they don’t understand what is actually happening (and usually it’s nothing, nothing at all). 


People you wouldn’t dream of – suddenly they’ve fallen for it. Even the couple next door – ordinary people, Sylvia and Mike, older than us, been here since the year we first arrived, known Alexander all his life, more or less . . . but now, when he comes home (and he’s on the road so bloody much all of a sudden, flying here, there and everywhere, it’s not nearly as often as it was) you can see in their eyes that they’re looking at him differently. They’re in awe of him, you can tell it. Of Alexander! In awe of Alexander – can you believe it? Yes well they are – because they open a paper, they open a magazine, and there he is. They probably saw him on the sodding news programme. And now we’re on to that – well why was he? Hey? On a news programme? Hey? Yes well – now we come to it, don’t we? I think we all know the answer to that one. Well – you maybe don’t. You don’t, possibly, because you don’t yet know the whole of it. But it’s you and Amy, you’re the only ones left who don’t yet see it. And as for Amy, well . . . she genuinely seems to believe that the boy’s got some sort of a talent, or something. Star quality. She actually did say that to me, one time not too long ago. ‘Our Alexander – it’s star quality, that’s what he’s got. That’s what they’ve seen in him.’ Yes – and she said it in all seriousness, you know, no sense of having a bit of a lark. Her eyes . . . oh my God, I don’t think I’ll ever forget it, that look in her eyes. They were ablaze, is the best way I can . . . can’t really explain, it’s very hard to quite explain it, exactly what I saw there . . . but it was a sort of . . . evangelism, for want of a better word. Zeal, you might call it. Sometimes . . . well sometimes, she gets close to psychotic, you ask me to be frank with you. But all he really is, when you just stop and look at it, is a model. A pretty boy. A wearer of clothes. Amy, she says I’m jealous. Consumed with it, she says I am. Rubbish. Like so much else she comes out with, these days. Not jealous. Stupid thing to say. But the attention he gets? All the to-do? So much bloody money . . .? The latest freak in the increasingly grotesque freak show that the entire world has now become. So not star quality, is it? No, I wouldn’t really put it down to that. More the fact, don’t you think, that come next birthday, Alexander is ten years old.


 


‘You heard about Alex, have you? Christ Al-bleeding-mighty . . .’


‘Huh . . .?’


‘Alex. Alex. You know the latest, does you?’


‘What you on about? Alex . . .? Who’s Alex, then?’


‘Bleeding hell, Damien . . .! What’s wrong with you? Ay? Alex. Alexander. Terry and Amy’s boy, yeh?’


‘Oh yeh, right. With you.’


‘Like – them what’s supposed to be our bestest friends, I do not think. Their, like – son . . .?’


‘Yeh yeh, got you. Okay, Dolly. Don’t have to go on.’


‘Yeh well with you, Damien . . . with you, yeh? I maybe do. Got to. Go on. You know? I don’t know if it’s you don’t hear or you just don’t sort of like listen to me, yeh . . .? What it is . . .’


‘Yeh well I’m listening now. Aren’t I? So what about him?’


‘Ay . . .?’


‘Alex.’


‘Oh yeh.’


‘Well what about him, then?’


‘Yeh well I don’t know if I can even like say it, you know? Makes me so fucking sick. And Amy – oh Christ. What she going to be like now? Bad enough before . . .’


‘Dolly. Listen to me, girl. What you on about? Only I’m trying to concentrate here, aren’t I? You got something to say, bleeding say it. Else let me get on, yeh?’


‘Concentrate . . .? That what you said? That is what you said, isn’t it, Damien?’


‘Oh Christ . . .’


‘No but you did. Didn’t you? Ay? That you got to, like – concentrate? Concentrate – yeh right . . .! What on, Damien? What bloody kid’s game you got on the iPhone this time? Ay? What bleeding waste of time you up to now? Go on – tell us.’


‘Not, is it? Kid’s game. You got to concentrate. Advanced, this is. All I’m saying . . . Christ . . .’


‘Yeh well put it down for a minute, can’t you? All the time you staring at that thing. Your bleeding thumbs all over it all the bleeding time. Just put it down, can’t you, Damien? Once in your life. Listen to what I got to say.’


‘Well say it then Dolly, Christ’s sake. You been going on and on and you ain’t bleeding said nothing, have you?’


‘Yeh well . . . he only gone and got a part in a bleeding movie. That’s all.’


‘What? Alex? Alex going to be in a movie? Blimey. That’s something, isn’t it? I thought it were wossname what he done.’


‘Yeh well he do. The modelling. Can’t move for seeing his bloody little face all over. But now it’s a fucking movie, you believe it. Amy – she’ll be on to me. Down the phone. Amazing she ain’t already. I got this off of Heat, about the movie. Saving it up, I expect she is. Before she, like . . . I don’t know – hit me with it. Jammy cow . . .’


‘What sort of a movie? What – action movie, is it?’


‘How the bloody hell do I know what sort of a movie it is? It never said. And what you mean “action movie” . . .? He ain’t going to be in no action bleeding movie, is he? He ain’t bloody Arnie, is he? He ain’t going to be James fucking Bond, is he? The bleeding little brat – he ten years old . . .!’


‘Yeh. Milky Bar Kid, maybe.’


‘Don’t be so daft, Damien. That’s a, like – wossname, ain’t it? Ad off of the telly. Not a movie, is it? Milky Bar Kid . . .! Prat . . .’


‘So . . . is that it . . .?’


‘What you mean – is that it? Enough, ain’t it? Christ. How am I supposed to . . .?’


‘No I mean – you said what you going to say, have you? Yeh? No more? I can get back now, can I? You done, are you?’


‘How can I . . .? No listen to me, Damien . . . it’s, like – really important, this is. What I want to know is, how am I supposed to, like . . . keep up with all of this? Can’t, can I?’


‘Well no you can’t. We done this, haven’t we? Flogged it to death, this one. They just lucky, Terry and Amy is. That’s all. They just lucky people.’


‘Don’t I bleeding know it. Don’t think I can stand it no more . . . I can’t, Damien – I mean it. See . . . I never minded when we first, like – met up, sort of thing. That she were posh on account of some sort of flash private school and bit of Daddy’s money, shouldn’t wonder. I never minded all of that . . .’


‘Public school. That’s what they called. Not private. Public, yeh.’


‘Yeh but it’s the same thing, isn’t it? Public. Private. It’s all the same bloody thing. Yeh but never mind that. What I mean is – it been all, like, different, course it has, since Alex . . . well, since he started being in all the magazines, and that. I mean – look at our Kenny. He ain’t never going to be in no magazines, is he?’


‘How can it be the same, then . . .? How can it? Can’t, can it?’


‘What? What, Damien? You mind telling me what you on about now, Gawd’s sake?’


‘Public and private. Can’t be the same, can they? They’re wossnames, them two words is.’


‘Look. It don’t matter about all that. All right? That’s not . . . Christ – that’s not what I’m talking about, is it? What’s wrong with you, Damien . . .? Actually?’


‘Opposites, yeah. Opposites, they are. Public and private. So they can’t be the same. Stands to reason. Not if they’re opposites they can’t.’


‘How many fucking times . . .? I’m not talking, am I . . .? I not talking about the school what she went to no more. I done that. Said I never minded that. What I talking about is that now she going to have even more money, isn’t she? More respect. And me, I’m in hock up to my tits as it is with all I got to do so I can so much as hold up my head whenever I sees her. But now . . . Jesus bleeding Christ. She’ll be buying all the real thing now, she will. All them fake Guccis what she got – not going to be good enough for her no more. She and me, we won’t be going up the markets no more. That lovely little knock-off Vuitton what she got the last one of – beauty, it is. Yeh well – she won’t want that no more. Be going to bleeding Bond Street now. You just watch her. Not Catford. Not no more. Not now. Not Dalston. Not up Petticoat Lane – ooh no, not now, not for Lady Amy. Bleeding Bond Street – that’s where she’ll be going, sod her.’


‘Well maybe she give it you . . .’


‘You joking? You, like – having a laugh, are you Damien? Her knock-off Vuitton, you mean? I wouldn’t touch it. What you take me for?’


‘You always said it were a gem. Wanted to claw her eyes out when she got it, you said. Been trying to find another one . . . ain’t that what you was telling me?’


‘Yeh but I don’t want one now, do I? Not now. What’s wrong with you, Damien? What’re men always like this for? You do it on purpose, do you? Or you just bleeding stupid?’


‘Christ, Dolly – it’s you what wants looking at. You’re the bleeding crazy one. You want something – you don’t want something. You up – you down. Can’t keep on the top of it, I can’t. And anyway – our Kenny, he’s a good lad, Kenny is . . .’


‘I’m not saying . . .’


‘Don’t have to be no model . . .’


‘I know, Damien . . . I know that, but . . .’


‘Poncey, being a model. If you a bloke. Don’t have to be in no movie neither.’


‘Christ, Damien – I know, I know . . .’


‘Useful little footballer, Kenny is. Solid defence. Handy in goal. Pretty tasty little all-rounder.’


‘Yeh I know . . . I know all that, Damien . . . but he ain’t never going to be no footballer, is he? Not, like – proper. He ain’t never going to be in no premier league, is what I saying. He ain’t never going to be the face of this and the face of that and get given a bloody great Rolex. We ain’t never going to be looking at Becks and Posh, are we? Ay? Nothing real classy like that. Got to face the facts. Hundred grand a week . . .? Don’t hardly think so . . .’


‘No well – and nor he ain’t going to get hisself nailed by some fucking slapper what’s just after his money and flogging the story to the Sunday papers neither. What – you saying you want that for him, do you?’


‘No . . . course I don’t. Well . . . depends . . .’


‘I can’t make you out, Dolly. Hand on heart, half the time I don’t know what you’re about. Why you always caring so much about what other people is doing? What other people got. We doing all right. Aren’t we? Hey? We ain’t doing so bad. Why can’t you never be happy with that?’


‘Because . . . I want more. Course I do. That’s not a bad thing, is it? You show me where it says it’s a bad thing to want to better yourself. Wanting more. For your family. It’s only natural.’


‘Nothing to do with the bleeding family, Dolly – and well you know it. What’s going into hock for getting them things stuck all over your fingernails got to do with the family? Or when you gets seen to downstairs with the wax and that? And that tattoo what you had done – nothing to do with no one else, was it? Hey?’


‘No it weren’t. That were personal. Whole point of a tatt, isn’t it? It’s a statement. It’s all about who you are inside . . .’


‘Who you are inside . . .? Who you are inside . . .? You’re Dolly – that’s who you bleeding are inside. And anyway – it’s on the bleeding outside, your tattoo, isn’t it? You dozy cow. You ain’t Popeye the bleeding Sailorman – you’re Dolly. So what you want to go and get a tattoo for?’


‘Because it’s different, isn’t it? It’s something what only you got on your body. And it’s no big deal – not now it ain’t. Everyone’s got one, everyone I know. It’s beautiful, my tattoo is. Art – that’s what it is. Thinking of getting another one, now you come to mention it.’


‘You can’t see the one you got.’


‘I can if I look in the mirror, can’t I?’


‘What you want to be looking at your arse in a bleeding mirror for? Ay? It’s me, Dolly – I’m the only one what ever see it. I’m the one what’s got to be looking at it all the time. You go to the bog and what I see is your bum there and then a bloody great vulture on the top of it.’


‘What you talking about . . .? It’s a bleeding dove of peace, you fucking twat . . .!’


‘Yeh? Well it look more like a bloody vulture to me, tell you that girl.’


‘Oh yeh and what do you know? What – you’re like all of a sudden an expert, are you? You – you don’t know nothing about nothing. Your whole trouble, Damien.’


Yeh well: not his whole trouble, no. Part of it, yeh sure – but if I were going to go into the whole of his trouble, Christ . . . be here all night. But don’t get me wrong – I ain’t saying he a bad person, or anything. He ain’t a wrong un, nor nothing like that. He done good by me, I got to say. We been together coming up ten year now. Ten bleeding year: blimey. Ups and downs along the way, of course. Yeh – that’s one way of putting it. Was times when I never thought we’d make it, if I’m honest. Were no time before Kenny come along, and we was both a bit gobsmacked, you know? Only been with him, Damien, couple months, not even that. Never thought it would happen, really – never give it no thought at all. Damien, he’d bung on a wossname, course, but sometimes he never bother. Yeh and then I were ever so sick, see, and I get a testing kit off of the internet and it come up positive and he say yeh well that don’t mean nothing so I gets another one in Boots and that come up positive and all, and Damien, he go yeh well they just rubbish, them things, ain’t they? So I goes to see a doctor up the clinic and he say yeh, you up the duff all right. And Damien, then he say to me, ‘Well what you want to do, then, girl?’ and I goes to him, ‘What you mean what do I want to do?’ Yeh – and he’s, like ‘You know . . .’ And I’m like ‘No I don’t bloody know, Damien. Actually. As it happens. What you on about?’ And he says, ‘Well . . . you want to get rid of it, or what . . .?’ And I just sort of looks at him, you know? I just stand there and sort of looks at him and I says I Do Not Believe I Am Hearing This, Okay . . .?!’ And then he don’t say nothing after that.


We wasn’t even living together, not then we wasn’t. He were still with his mum, you can believe it, and me, I had that little room up over the bread shop. Liked it there. Cosy, it were. Small, you know? Right small. But I’m small and all, petite is what I am, straight size 10 now . . . 8, if I bleeding starves myself, so that were all right. It were the bread shop what I worked in. I weren’t like a baker nor nothing – just like only serving, sort of thing. It were Mr Adams what owns it who says there a room going begging. So I has it. Ever so cheap it were – just as well and all, because Mr Adams, I can tell you – he were ever so free with his Chelsea buns and cottage loaves – his teacakes and his baps, oh yeh. Take an armful come the end of the day. I give them to Damien – he wolf them down like a pig. I didn’t want to get to be no fat cow, so I leave him to it. Yeh but Mr Adams, he weren’t so keen on paying out too much money though, were he? Oh no. I just had to be on minimum wage. Would’ve been less, he had anything to do with it. But I had the room – and it were all-in with the electrics and that, and you don’t really need that much, do you? Not when you’s on your own, you don’t. But then out the blue I got a baby on the way, and Damien, well – he weren’t doing so good hisself in them days. MOT tests is what he were up to. Yeh but the garage what he work in, well it his now innit? That chuffed, he were. I remember when he sign all the papers, and that – got so bleeding pissed up the Queen’s, he come home and I just leaves him on the floor there. 


But he work hard for it, my Damien, give him his due. His mum, she sub him quite a few quid, and he save up a good bit (was saving every bleeding penny – we never went nowhere, not never) and then he get a fucking great loan from the bank. Interest and repayment’s a right bleeding bugger, but what you going to do? Weren’t for the interest and them repayments, I reckon we be millionaires. And the garage – Magic Motors is what he call it, and that’s really good, I think – it’s up the end of this mews, see, in ever such a posh sort of an area. Damien, he reckons he got it at a knock-down price on account of the old geezer what had it before what was his boss, he let it go something chronic what with the roof and the rot and all and when he die of brain cancer or something it were in bleeding terrible nick, even worse than what he were, and his kids, yeh, they all wanted the money, like – now, you know? Seemed a fucking fortune to me though, and it still do, yeh. It the only building in the mews what ain’t been all ponced up into a sort of little Buckingham Palace or something, but there’s still room over the top of it for the three of us to live, see . . . yeh and that’s how we come to be round here. Never afford it otherwise, not round here, not in a million year. Ever so posh it is, round here. Not like where I were brung up round Hackney. My mum, she done her best, poor old cow – dinner lady she were, lollipop lady and all. My dad, he were just a bastard. So then now we’s living all right, Damien and me. Not too bad, you know? So I has Kenny up the hospital, and he weren’t no trouble nor nothing: shoot out like a bullet from a wossname. Bleeding terror of a night-time, but I weren’t to know nothing about all of that. Never tell you. Do they? All of that side of it. Blimey, months and years of that I had – yeh and Damien, he in bed and snoring his fucking head off. ‘I got to work in the morning,’ he’d go. Yeh right. Because me in the morning, I were off on a bleeding world cruise, weren’t I?


And it never bothered me that Damien and me, we wasn’t formally, you know, married and that. Never worried me, God’s honest truth. Yeh and then it did. All them other mums, yeh, when I gone and picked up Kenny from his primary . . . they all had a ring on them. So then I had too, yeh . . . but it weren’t from Damien. I got it in Argos. Rolled gold, whatever that is. Can’t be much, because it were dirt cheap in the sale, if I’m honest. It were them mums, see, what had an effect on me. That were the beginning of it all, really. That what Damien said, yeh, and he were right – he were right, Damien, when he said it. I never see it at the time, but it were true what he were saying – they did, them mums . . . they really, like . . . got to me? Bit by bit, you know? Not just on account of they was married, of course – but I see the cars what they got, and all what they was wearing. So I thought I start dressing up a bit. Couldn’t do the car thing – nah, couldn’t run to that. Damien, he do up the most amazing motors in his garage – Astons, Beemers, Rollers, Mercs, you name it – but all we got is a beat-up Twingo. So I think to myself: okay then, I’ll see what I can do to pimp myself up a bit. Daft I felt, really – getting all dolled up to go and fetch a bleeding kid out of his primary. Yeh . . . but then it hit me, see? I didn’t have nothing to get dolled up in, did I? Couple of bits from Primark, this and that out of Topshop and BHS, my Levi’s and that. Can’t hardly believe it now, way I used to go about. Bag lady weren’t in it. But some of them mums . . . bloody hell. Yeh well like Amy, of course. How we first come to talking, matter of fact.


‘Like your bag . . .’


Yeh – that’s the first thing what she ever say to me, Amy. Won’t never forget it on account of it were only the second day I been toting it about: shoving it in people’s faces, I were – right over the moon when I got it. Yeh cos couple days before that, when I come up the primary I were bringing with me my Waitrose Bag for Life on account of it roomy and I’d seen with all of the mums it were one of the ones it were okay to have slung on your arm, because often as not I stop off at Lidl on my way to pick up Kenny and get in some mince and eggs and Hula Hoops and Kit Kats and beans, all of the basics – and Kenny, he like his Coco Pop Croco Copters which cost a bomb and so does Fruit Shoots, but Cheese Strings, they ain’t so bad, and I stuffs all of that in my Waitrose Bag for Life what I got when I gone in there one time for this pack of Essentials bog roll cos it’s just as cheap as anywhere else, you know, and so’s some of the ready meals if you goes when they’re on Sell By date and they mark them down really pretty good and then I get in a couple on account of Damien, he go big on the lasagne and the chicken vindaloo, now they ain’t none of them got horse in no more. 


But then one day I got to go up Dalston, yeh, because Damien, he wanting this bleeding spanner, wrench or something, and so it muggins here what’s traipsing off to what Damien, he say is a like specialist for all them sort of doings and getting it for him because he in the garage, right? And me – like, I got nothing to do never, yeh? You don’t got a proper job like working in a shop or a office or something, and men, I dunno . . . they think you got your feet up and swigging down a brew all day long like the Queen of bleeding wossname. 


Anyhow, I gets his fucking spanner for him (and he’s wrote it all down, what it were, where I were meant to go and that – cos Dalston, ain’t never been there before) and I were on my way back to the Twingo when I sees in a market there all of them bananas going ever so cheap and they was banging out a pineapple for fifty pee, and I’d never had none of that, not what didn’t come in sort of chunks and syrup, like. So I has one of them – and then I sees these handbags and purses piled up on another stall there. Well – just the two or three of them was out, if I’m honest, but there’s like lots of cardboard boxes underneath in them big kind of tartan plastic laundry bags and the two blokes what was running all of the doings, Pakis looked like, needn’t of been I suppose, they was ever so edgy, you take my meaning. Sucking on a fag and looking about them, this way and that. Anyway, there were this sort of, I dunno – barrel-shaped, you might call it, sort of a bag thing there what I did like the look of, and it brown and sort of mustardy like, and it got all of this LV all over it – but I knowed nothing back then. Now – these days, yeh? Bleeding expert, I am. Ain’t nothing I don’t know about all the designers and labels . . . but back then, like I say, I knowed nothing about nothing, really speaking. Well wet behind the wossname, that were me. And I remember thinking it were VL – that’s what it looked like to me: never knowed what it stood for, not till later when I Googles it. But I seen them in the magazines – Take a Break for starters – and all sorts of women, the really classy ones, the ones what I really do admire, you know? Victoria, Cheryl, Chantal, Tamara – all of them, they got these. Well – they got the lot, of course. I don’t grudge them it – they deserve it, I reckon, cos they wonderful, really. But I wouldn’t mind it, all they got. But these sort of bags I’d seen on them . . . yeh but not for a bit, though. Even then they wasn’t no more the thing – but what did I know? Now, course, wouldn’t be seen dead with it: like, so last decade, you know? Bit like Tweeting. I don’t never Tweet no more, but I were no good at it anyhow: either too many what-is-it, letters yeh? Or else I got nothing to say about nothing.


So anyway, I says to one of the Paki geezers, I says how much then. He go, ‘Yes yes lady, very nice, very pretty, very good price’ – you know how they go on in that bloody voice they got. And I’m like – yeh yeh, all right, how much then? And he’s like, ‘For you, lady – forty pound.’ And I’m like, ‘Forty pound . . .? You just fell out your tree, or what? Do I look like I got “fucking dipstick” wrote all over my face or something . . .? Do us a favour.’ And I turn round and he shouting twenty at me and I sort of hang about, then. ‘Twenty . . .? Here’s a tenner,’ I goes to him. Don’t know where I got the bollocks, you want me to be honest. I think . . . what I think it were, looking back . . . it come because I weren’t too bothered, you know? If I gets it or if I don’t. So anyway – bung him fifteen quid in the end: he happy, I’m happy, and that’s it. And then – yeh, I remember this – he go to wrap it in a scruffy bit of Daily Star and I says, ‘Whoa mate, hoy, no – get all muck on it in that, it will.’ So he stuff it in a all-creased-up Asda carrier and I bungs that in my Waitrose Bag for Life and I’m hoping that Asda bag, it didn’t have no fish in nor nothing.


And when she says it, Amy – ‘like your bag . . .’ – there was a sort of a bit of a laugh going on there, I reckoned. And I weren’t having that. I weren’t having none of that, was I? She hadn’t done what she done next and I would’ve gone and clocked her, straight I would. Cos I weren’t having none of that. But what she done, yeh, she show me her Dior – never knowed that what it were at the time, yeh but after I gone and Googled that and all. Pink sort of shoulder bag it were with the leather tassel on the zipper and all of them gold sort of dangly bits hanging down off of it – and she say to me, ‘Dalston . . .? And I really do laugh at that and I says, ‘Yeah . . .!’ cos I thought it were really right funny, that, really broke me up it did. And then Amy’s like why don’t we get a coffee or something and I’m like how can we go and have a coffee if we got to pick up our kids and she go no no no, tomorrow – tomorrow we can both of us get here a little bit early, and then go off to Costa or somewhere. And I says, yeh okay – I’m Dolly, by the way. And she go, Dolly, what a sweet name. Sweet name, yeh that’s what she said. And I’m like, yeh well it Dorothy really, but I always been called Dolly, you know? Since I were little. And she go, it sweet, I like it: I’m Amy, Dolly. And I says, yeh? Well all right, then. So yeh – that were the start of it.


And the next day, we done what she say. But blimey, though – I were in a right old state before it, tell you that for nothing. Like – what were I going to put on for this thing then, ay? All the mums that season, see, they was into boots – just below the knee, brown the most of them, some with a cuff at the top and all of them got this what I now know they calling a Cuban heel, right? Amy were – she were wearing boots what were like that when first I talks to her, yeh? And a sort of a drapey coat she had on her and all: Zara, shouldn’t wonder. Never heard of Zara back then, of course. Go there quite a bit, now I do – nice if you wanting a more classy sort of a look, a sort of Chanel or a Ferragamo sort of a look, you know? Jaeger – they good and all, but only at the end of the sales, of course. And M&S, they can still do the business – you just got to avoid the patterns, that’s all: the patterns, they always a right dead giveaway. Anyway – back to then, yeh? Well the thing was, I didn’t have no boots. I had some poxy wellingtons with bleeding daisies all over them (no, don’t ask – don’t know what come over me) – yeh but brown leather with a little Cuban heel . . .? Puh-lease: not hardly likely, is it? And I thought well I know what I can do: I can drop off Kenny real early like, when none of the mums is got there yet (yeh – and especially Amy) and then I can go up Brent Cross maybe and buy myself some boots. Yeh but I never had the money for no boots, did I? So like a bloody sap, the night before I goes to Damien and I says to him – Damien, there something I want, yeh? So can you give me hundred quid? And he’s like – hundred quid . . .? Sure that going to be enough, girl? Don’t want you going short, do we? What about a grand – that do you? Tell you what, let’s not fuck about, ay? Take a million – sweet to be on the safe side. 


Yeh well it’s not so funny actually, is it? Shouldn’t have to be going to him in the first place, should I? Begging. Cap in wossname. Quite miss my little job in the bread shop sometimes I do. It weren’t much what Mr Adams give me, but at least it were mine, weren’t it? To do what I wanted with.


‘No come on Damien – don’t be a prat. Give us the money, can’t you? I know you got it. Garage is doing good – said so yourself. Ain’t often, is it? I’m asking you for something?’


‘Hundred quid . . .? It’s a lot. What’s it for?’


‘Don’t matter, do it? What it’s for. Just need it, that’s all. What’s wrong with you, Damien? I don’t go asking you what you go spending your money on, do I?’


‘No well that cos you bloody well sitting in it, aren’t you? Ay? This house. What – you think it pay for itself, do you? Ay? There’s the mortgage for a start, isn’t there?’


‘Yeh, Damien. I know about the mortgage. Every day I get told about the bleeding mortgage . . .’


‘Yeh well. And that ain’t the half of it. Rates – they gone up again. Money what I gives you for the housekeeping. Electrics – all of that.’


‘Yeh I know. I know that Damien, don’t I? But I need it, see? I wouldn’t ask, would I? If I didn’t need it.’


‘Yeh but need it for what? Ay? What’s it for?’


‘Bleeding hell, Damien . . .! You going to give it me or what?’


‘No I ain’t, you put it like that. Not if I don’t know what it’s for, I ain’t.’


‘Yeh . . .?’


‘Yeh.’


‘Well sod you then, Damien . . .!’


‘Fine.’


‘Right, then. Fine . . .!’


Yeh. So that were that fucked, basically.


Don’t know what I look like in the end. Well I do – course I do. Won’t never forget – but I want to, like . . . blank it out my mind? Go bright red if I thinks of it. And when we was in Costa, Amy and me . . . yeh well it only get a whole lot bleeding worse, don’t it? Look – all I can say, yeh, is that it were couple year back, all of this got to of been, and I really come on a lot since then. Different person ain’t in it – just so like you wouldn’t believe? There a lot of places what you can have a coffee in up our High Street – all the places what ain’t selling coffee is selling phones and clothes. We got The Kooples and Mango and French Connection and Gap what I used to go to but I don’t never bother with it now and Whistles and Nicole Farhi (I wish . . .!) and then all of them estate agents, course. Someone were telling me they was reading in the local paper, what I don’t never see, couldn’t even tell you the name of it – well, never see no papers at all, if I being total honest with you. Damien, he buy the Sun for the Page 3 tits. He say it for the football, but it ain’t: it for the Page 3 tits. I say to him it pathetic, that what it is Damien, it just pathetic, and he say I don’t understand nothing on account of I’m a woman. Round and round is what you goes with Damien. What he want to go looking at tits in a paper for? Ay? He don’t never look at mine, do he? No he bleeding don’t. And they real. Anyway . . . they was saying, whoever it were, that they read in the local paper no one what’s like independent can get a shop up the High Street no more because the most of them is owned by the council and whenever one come up they bungs a rent on it what would make you cry, you was the tenant – and them estate agents, they just goes and snaps it up. Or the coffee shops. Or the clothes shops. Or the phone shops – all of them lot, yeh? Amazing, ain’t it really though? They must just be selling their coffee and clothes and phones and houses all day bleeding long.


Thing about me back in them days though – and you going to laugh, I just know you going to have a right big fat old laugh about this one – is that I never been in one, not never in my life. Them coffee shops, what I meaning. Tea are what I like. And at home we goes through a ton of PG Tips, no I ain’t joking. But even tea, I never had one when I were out, not unless, well – could be I were in Greggs getting us a pasty if I couldn’t be arsed preparing no dinner, or maybe up Debenhams or something and my feet was chronic on account of the stupid bloody shoes what I always wearing (fool to myself, yeh – but what you going to do?). And even that – even Debenhams, yeh? I think of it so different, now. Old days, I be there for a couple towels, could be. Got a corkscrew there one time, I remember – dunno why: we never drunk wine nor nothing, but it were ever so cheap in the sales, that corkscrew. Now we does, we drink wine now, yeh, anyone come over, but I still don’t never get to use my corkscrew cos it all twisty tops now, ain’t it? I don’t mind a Chardonnay with bit lemonade; Damien, he’ll have Jacob’s Creek, but red wine, it go right to my head. Now though, it the designers, ain’t it? At Debenhams. You got John Rocha, what look like a girly Eskimo, you ever see him. And Jasper Conran, who do a nice line in smart casual, and I telling you – they bangs them out for nothing in the sales. Most people, they don’t know the label, it just what they calling his diffusion line because they don’t write Debenhams on it nor nothing so it nice to have one of his coats what you can sling somewhere like if you at a party or you gone over to someone’s and if you fold it proper they can all have a look at the label – and that, yeh I ain’t denying: it do make me feel good.


I lost my fred. Weren’t Debenhams I were on about, were it? No. Amy . . . that’s what I were . . . oh yeh! I got it. First time we gone out to that Costa. Yeh – that were what I were going to say: all of them places, they was new to me, see? So we in there, right, and Amy, she walk up the counter and she like going to me, ‘So what you having, Dolly?’ Well, I weren’t so stupid as to say I’ll have a nice cup of tea, that all right with you: I weren’t so bleeding stupid as that. So I says, ‘Coffee, please. Ta.’ And she go, ‘Yes – but what . . .?’ I’m like – oh my God this is just so like embarrassing . . .! – I’m like, ‘What what? What you mean? Coffee, I said.’ And she like, ‘Yeh I know but I’m having a macchiato – you okay with that? Or cappuccino? Latte? Americano . . .?’ And I go, ‘Yeh.’ And she go, ‘Yeh what?’ And I go, ‘Yeh, what you said: that first one what you said.’ See? Told you. Back then, it make me cry. For myself, really speaking. I knowed nothing about nothing – or not all of the stuff what’s important, anyway. Nowadays I be after a skinny frappuccino, no messing about.


And even back in them days, she did talk big, Amy did. Always know what she were about, all what she were wanting. Alex – she talk about Alex before we even gets to sitting down at the bloody table.


‘I think it’s quite a good school. Don’t you? The ratings are reasonably tolerable. Alexander seems to be happy there, anyway. It’s hardly my ideal, of course, but it’ll do for now. Well it has to – no choice in the matter, just at the moment. But it’s later, isn’t it? That one really wants somewhere rather, er . . . better. Is Kenny your only child, Dolly? It is Kenny, isn’t it? My goodness . . . what a lot of sugar you take . . .’


‘Kenny, yeh. Oh God yeh – he’s it. Never had another one. Wouldn’t go through all that lot again. Not for all the tea in wossname. Never got no kip for best part of three year. Right bleeding terror. Yeh . . . I do got a bit of a sweet, um . . . And what about you? You got more kids, has you? Tooth, yeh. Bit of a sweet tooth, me.’


‘Just one more. I have a daughter, Elizabeth. Lizzie, we call her. She’s a few years older. But it’s Alexander – he, I think, is the one with all the potential. Oh God – please, you must promise me you won’t ever tell Lizzie I said that . . .! But he’s just so terribly good-looking, Alexander – wouldn’t you say so? People often do remark on it.’


Didn’t know what to say. What you say – thing like that? I were eating a muffin. Blueberry muffin. Can’t hardly believe I’d go and snarf down one of them things – it about five hundred calories, or something. Quarter your daily recommended wossname. Yeh – I gone on like that, I be like a balloon, I would. Size 12 I were in them days – yeh, size 12 going on 14. So I got Amy to thank for it, really. It were her what put me right – about that, yeh, and a whole lot else and all. And she – she were ever so slim. Still are, of course. She say she rather be in agony than go eating. She say she rather die than be fat like some women what you see about. She say how can they stand it? She say how can they do that to their own bodies? She say why don’t they all want to just kill theirselves? One time she tell me she go to her doctor, yeh, on account she got this sort of a pain, okay, deep down in her gut, see – and the doc, he go, ‘You a drinker? You drink, do you? Have a drink with your lunch, with your dinner . . .?’ and she’s like, ‘Drink with my lunch and my dinner . . .? I don’t even eat with my lunch and my dinner . . .!’ She say it like it were a joke, yeh sure . . . but the truth of it is I don’t really never know, not with Amy. You ever gives her a steak, she go and eat the parsley off the top of it. We’s ever meeting of a lunchtime, I’m in Greggs half hour before, get myself round a sausage bake so when we in Maison Blanc I can be arsing about with a bit of lettuce and a bit of fish like what she do and say no to all of them lovely cakes, and that. I better now, but couple year back I would of cleared the bloody trolley. She a size 8. Look more like a 10 to me, but Amy, she say she a size 8.


‘Can’t say I noticed, really speaking. I mean – I ain’t being . . . I just maybe only seen him the once, your Alex.’


‘Alexander, yes. I think he could one day be a model, you know. That’s what we’re striving for. That’s what he wants. The cheekbones – they’re certainly there. My side. I’m very lucky in that department. And he’s quite a good height for his age. He has his father to thank for that, at least.’


Her hair, she had it put back loose – like in a scrunchy? And then with a beret on the top of it – yeh what she took off on account of them Costas, they a bit of a sweat pit. A lot of the mums, they has their hair like that of a morning: more sort of done when they come in the afternoon to do the pick-up. Me, mine were back and all, my hair, quite long in them days – but it were right back and tight, you know? In what I now know they all is calling chav: your Croydon facelift. Bloody hell – I well let myself down in them days: I wanted a right good smacking, way I gone on. And the other thing all them mums had was the sort of make-up what don’t look like you got it on at all, you know what I meaning. Lip gloss, hardly nothing, and ever so little eyeliner – not like me: blimey, I were going about like bleeding Cleopatra, them days. And shiny cheeks, they got. Never knowed how they all of them has them shiny cheeks. Know now, course. Clarins. Cost a lot, pot of that. Never be without it, though – not now I wouldn’t, not for nothing. Some of the mums, they doing La Prairie, but you got to be a millionaire. L’Oréal – that I do get sometimes: yeh I do, cos I’m fucking worth it. 


She did look good though, Amy did. Still do, of course – but what I saying is, that first time what we meet up, we was only having a coffee, wasn’t we? Yeh but she look better than if I were getting all done up for a big night out or something. Not that I ever had a big night out, nah. What – with Damien? You having a laugh? He come home knackered of an evening all covered in oil – it even get in his hair, and his fingers is disgusting, no other bleeding word for it. He have a bit of a wash but he say there no point in getting cleaned up proper on account of in the morning he back in the garage. Sunday he don’t get up till it near on dinner time of a midday, and then he playing his bloody games on the telly with Kenny and them handsets and whooping like a kid and knocking back the Carling. Not Kenny, I don’t mean – although I dunno: could explain what happen in Lidl couple days back what I’ll tell to you later, you want to be giving me a nudge about it. Yeh and even if I were going to be going out of an evening, like it Valentine Day or something and we might go up a Harvester in Pinner or a Toby Carvery what I like, I never had the gear, did I? Amy, that day in Costa, she were in all sort of creamy colours up top, jumper and scarf, all dead soft: wool what were real soft (cashmere, course – ain’t never heard of it then) and she got on a skirt what I don’t reckon were polyester nor nothing like that, got to be silk didn’t it, and the sort of zigzaggy colours, they knock your eye out. Brown leather boots with a Cuban heel, course: go without saying. Got a lovely face, Amy, big eyes and lips she got – it her what could be a model no trouble, I telling you.


‘Model . . .? What – like Kate Moss, you saying . . .?’


And I were thinking no, we talking about Alex, more like Romeo then – David and Victoria’s boy what done that how many years back for Burberry: I first got it off of Heat, and I cut out the pictures cos I thought he looked dead lovely actually, Romeo, if you want to know, and real classy like his parents . . . and I also were thinking how I be happy to sell myself on the floor to anyone what come along, I could only be getting my hands on a mac like what he got. Bigger, course – cos Romeo, he were only what? Ten year old, when he done it. Like I suppose what Alex are now.


‘Well . . . obviously not quite like . . . I mean: small beginnings, you know? Step by step. But I’ve sent his portfolio to all the big agencies. Storm, and so on. Just waiting to hear, basically. Proper photographs of course, eight-by-tens, professionally done – because you can’t have just, well – you know . . . snaps, or anything. And what about Kenny? What do you think he might incline toward?’


Blimey. Well she had me there, didn’t she? Well bang to rights. My Kenny . . . what he incline toward . . .? Well let’s us have a little bit of a think about that then, will we? He incline toward Big Macs and football and Hula Hoops and Fruit Shoots, Cheese Strings and the same stupid computer games what his father waste all of his bleeding time on. About all I can see in him. And just lately, he incline toward being a right bloody pain in Lidl if ever I got to take him in there. Wanting like everything what he see – and not just all of the crud what they got piled up at the checkouts neither. Just couple days before I having this coffee with Amy – yeh, this is what I were going to tell you – he’s went wandering off when I were looking for couple multipacks of Pampers, except they ain’t Pampers, not proper, they a cheap sort what they got – yeh cos I still gets a bit of trouble with Kenny like that of a night-time if he having one of his nightmares, you know? Shout the place down and wee something awful . . . yeh and I only finds him in the booze bit with the ring pulled off of a bloody great can of Special Brew and he slurping it away there and I going to him, ‘Bleeding hell, Kenny . . .! What the fuck you think you up to? Ay? I got to pay for that now . . .’ Yeh well. But of course I hadn’t never like sort of spoke to Kenny about nothing, about what he like, what he go for, nor nothing (what he incline toward) . . . what he, I don’t know, might want to be one day, or something like that, what is what I suppose, yeh, Amy must of been sort of getting at. Blimey – he were only nine, just coming up. But yeh – now I come to think of it, never talked to him about nothing at all, really. Wasn’t never the hours in the day. And kids, like – well, it ain’t never you could have a proper sort of like conversation, is it? Ay? So I sitting there in Costa and I sips this bleeding horrible coffee – tastes like really sort of bitter, you know? Why people want to drink this shit? – and yeh,don’t know what come over me, but I turns round and I says to Amy:


‘I reckon he could be a presenter.’


Yeh and that come right out the blue. I ain’t never – never in my life I so much as like even thought it, you know? That my Kenny, he could be one of them presenters off of the telly. But I had to come out with something, didn’t I? Truth is, he not much good at nothing, Kenny. I know a mum ain’t meant to go saying stuff like that, but it no good ignoring the facts, not when they staring you straight in the face every time what you look at the kid. How he probably end up is on the dole. Damien, he say he could be a footballer, but that only on account of he so bloody crap at all of them other subjects, and when he playing football all he do is he run about a lot and go shouting to all the other little lads to pass him the ball – yeh but they never. One day he come home and he ever so chuffed cos he gone and scored a goal, and Damien – blimey, you want to of seen him: ‘See, Dolly? See? What I tell you? Champion in the making, that our Kenny!’ Yeh well. It were only the next day I get it off one of the mums at the gate that all the kids in his team is right down on him now on account of he only gone and boot the ball in the wrong bleeding goal, didn’t he? Dear oh dear. Never make no difference to Damien: still he go on. Blind as a bat, Damien, when it come to Kenny.


‘A presenter . . .? Really . . .?’


That were Amy. Eyebrows well up in the air. Stop stirring her coffee. And then she go:


‘Well yes . . . I suppose so. Why ever not? These days. I mean – they totally go for them now, don’t they? Accents. Even the BBC. It’s not how it used to be, is it? When you used to have to sound like . . . I don’t know – Prince Charles, or somebody.’


‘You telling me. Other night just before EastEnders come on there were this bloke what talking about the movie what on later, yeh? And I never gets a word of it. Way some people talk – it chronic. Scotch, he could of been. Geordie. Irish. One of them. Sound like he were being frottled. So I reckon if he can do it, no way my Kenny can’t. Know what I saying?’


Then we was talking about EastEnders, you believe it. Turn out she a fan of Corrie and all, Amy. You never would of thought it, not going by the looks of her. She wrote me down her number on the back of a receipt from Accessorize. Pen what she had, black and gold with this white sort of a splodge on the top of it, I did like the look of it, and she say it mong-blong, and I goes, ‘Is it . . .?’ Yeh – now I knows, course I do, but I never then. And still I ain’t never done nothing about getting me a classy sort of pen but I reckon I got to some time because I seen a lot of people with one of them. Course, don’t never write nothing, but I ain’t so green no more that I don’t know that ain’t the point of it. You just got to have it, that’s all. Like all of the other stuff – just got to have it. That’s all. Like your watch. Yeh sure, you can get away with a Swatch a lot of the time, but at the end of the day, you just got to be trading up, ain’t you really? Rolex is always favourite, and Cartier or right up there like that, but the day I get one of them is when Damien go and rob a bank. But Omega, that pretty good, and Rotary people don’t go laughing at, and some of them others – Seiko and that – they can look well like a Rolex or a Cartier, you squint a bit. And Amy, she had on a Omega that day, silver and gold on a bracelet, ever so smart. She said she had a Limit what she got dead cheap at Argos and it look just like a Cartier Tank (which in them days I must of thought were something like what they drives about in in the bleeding army and shooting out of the gun bit) and she take it all apart because she wanted to paint white on the face where it say Limit and then people might think it a real Cartier but she could never go painting Cartier on it on account she couldn’t write that small and it would all go wonky anyway and then she had it all in like pieces and she blank out the Limit bit with Tippex, yeh but then she couldn’t get it all put together again so she bin it in the end. And then she say there some markets in London what are banging out fake watches with the name on and everything and maybe we go there some time, what do I say . . .? And I were up for that. And that’s how me and Amy, we starts knocking about a bit.


Then she go to me: ‘What are your . . . vices, Dolly? Do you have lots of guilty secrets . . .?’


Yeh well: I wish. Can’t afford no vices, can I? Still the bleeding same, really. Nothing changes. Not unless you’s Amy, it don’t. But vices, well . . . I ain’t never been much of a drinker. Did a bit of pot, old days, nothing heavy, but all the other girls, they was on the ceiling going all like woo woo woo, and me, I’m in the bog, throwing up my guts. So I says that to Amy and she nod and she laugh a bit and she go:


‘I still do have the odd cigarette, I have to confess. Now I’ve got one of these things – electronic. Not sure how it works. The end glows red. I’ve seen some where it’s blue, but that’s just plain ridiculous. I won’t actually do it now. It is legal, but they still sort of look at you. This vapour kind of stuff comes out of the end – have you seen them? So you sort of think you’re smoking. You do feel rather foolish, though. Or I do. And it’s nothing remotely like a proper drag on a proper cigarette . . . oh God . . . I’d just die for one now, a proper cigarette . . .’


And then her phone go off with a tune what she later telling to me are called O2 Joy and it the latest iPhone but one and it in a purple case what look like snake and she make a face at me and she say I got to take this.


‘Yes . . . well it’s in the cupboard, isn’t it Terence? Where it always is. Yes? No . . . no . . . the shelf above that. Above where the drawers are. Yes. See it? Do you . . .? Well then you must be just perfectly blind . . . what’s wrong with you at all? Hm? Terence – listen to me, Terence: are you in the right cupboard? Not the hall cupboard? You’re in the right cupboard, are you? Well . . . I just don’t know what to say to you, then. It is in there. It’s always in there. That’s where I keep it. Oh God . . . well leave it. Leave it. Just leave it, Terence, all right? I’ll see to it when I get back. Yes. Bye. No well I’m sorry – it’s you who can’t find it, isn’t it? You’ll just have to wait till I get home. Yes. No. Can’t give you a time. Not long. Soon. Yes. Bye.’


Then she swipe the phone and her mouth go all sort of twisty like she been eating a lemon and she’s like, ‘Men . . .!’


‘Oh tell me about it . . .! My Damien – useless ain’t in it. He just don’t get it. They don’t, do they? None of them, men. Not never. Like – we was talking about secret, what-you-call-it . . .? Vices, yeh. Well I don’t know you call it a vice exactly but I get all of them magazines, yeh, what Damien says is a waste of money. So I brings them in all secret now. Like Heat and Now and OK! and Take a Break and all of them really and it do add up, the cost of them, yeh it do, but I’m really dead interested in what they’s all doing, the celebrities. Got my favourites, of course. Cut them out, the pictures of them, keep them in a wossname. Yeh so the other night he pick one up and he like flicking through it and he go, ‘‘I don’t know who the half of these people even is!’’ You believe it . . .? And I says, ‘‘Yeh well that because you pig ignorant, ain’t it? Ay? You don’t know who they even is . . .? What’s wrong with you, Damien? They all famous. Ain’t they? Ay? Whole point about celebrities, ain’t it? They all famous. What make them celebrities, you prat.’’ And you know what he say? You know what he turn round and say to me and then? Tell you, will I? You won’t never believe it. He say to me, ‘‘Yeh well . . . if you don’t know who they is, right . . . well then, that case, they just ain’t nobody at all . . .’’ Yeh. Honest God’s truth. That what I up against. That how stupid he can be.’


And Amy, she were having a good old laugh over that. And then she go to me:


‘Oh well. But maybe, at least, he’s useful in . . . other departments, yes . . .?’


‘Joking. Don’t even know where the fuse box is. Can’t put a nail in the wall. Give up even asking. It odd, actually – because he ever such a good mechanic. Cars – that what he do. But anything in the house, you can forget it. Like last Mother’s Day, yeh? I got a mug off of my Kenny, right? It got on it “Best Mum in the World” . . .’


‘Oh how sweet . . .!’


‘Yeh. Is. Sweet. Well – was. I says to Damien – here, Damien, bung me in a hook over the sink there, yeh? Says it to him every bleeding day for about a month. And then he do. So I sticks my mug on it. Yeh – and the next morning I come down and it only on the floor in bleeding pieces. Hook – come right out. What you going to do . . .?’


‘Oh dear. How sad for little Kenny. But I do know what you mean. Terence isn’t a great deal better, I do assure you. No, but what I meant was . . . you know . . . other departments . . .’


‘What like earning, you mean? Well he ain’t too bad, I got to say. Can’t complain, you know. We do all right, really.’


‘No. No . . . I mean . . . oh, you know . . .’


Well her eyebrows was waggling like the bleeding clappers, but I never twig what she were on about. And then I does.


‘Oh gotcha. You mean all of that, yeh? Yeh. Well . . . can’t bloody well remember, you want the truth of it . . .’


‘Oh I know! I know! I know exactly what you mean . . .! Oh God how funny! But it’s awful really, isn’t it? The way that that side of it always . . . Mind you, if I’m being perfectly honest myself, I don’t actually mind a bit. Rather grateful, really. Truth of the matter is that these days, well . . . I’m just always so crashingly exhausted . . .’


‘Oh leave it out . . .! I could fall asleep right here and now, me. Other night I were stirring in a bit of milk to a tin of soup and I drops the spoon in . . .! I swear I nodded off.’


‘Oh I can so completely identify with that. Men . . . you see the trouble with men is that they don’t realise, they simply don’t realise what it is. All it takes. Being a mother. Running a household. Picking up after them every waking hour of the day. They simply fail to see it. But listen, Dolly . . . I’ll tell you, shall I, my absolutely ultimate bedroom fantasy. Shall I? What I’d really adore to get up to in a colossally vast bed with crisp clean sheets and the softest lighting and scented candles and utter peace . . .?’


‘Dear me. Yeh all right, then: go on . . .’


‘Sleep . . .! Sleep . . .! Yes! Yes! Just that – perfectly blissful sleep for simply days and days on end . . .!’


And it were me what were laughing now – cos how many times I thought it? She funny, Amy – that what I were thinking. And yeh, okay – we not the same. Well – plain as day, that is – she all la-di-da in her ways, like, and me the way I is . . . but we women, see? Mums. That it, really. Bond – it’s a bond, that is. Sisterhood, yeh. And I looks at her quite fond and I points at her empty cup and I says to her – here, you go another of them, can you? And she nod. So I ups and gets us in another couple. Mine, I never drunk it – God it bleeding horrible, and I still think that: give us a skinny frappuccino any day of the week. But I do remember thinking to myself that I got me a new friend, here.


And she were and all. We done ever such a lot of things together since then, we has. But now, well . . . I ain’t too pleased . . . I can’t deny it: no point lying, is there? I mean – I were pleased for her, one way . . . but when I start seeing all them pictures of Alex, bloody little Alex, in the magazines, and that . . . well: not the same, is it? Ay? Between the two of us, like. Something got to change – stand to reason. Yeh and now . . . now, he only going to be in a bloody movie, ain’t he? A bloody movie, Christ’s sake . . .! Well so how I going to keep up with all of that then? Ay? Well I can’t, can I? I just can’t. No I bleeding can’t . . . and I tell you something: ain’t joking – already, it bloody well killing me. Mean it.










Chapter Two


DESIGN, STYLE, 


CALL IT WHAT YOU LIKE


This dinner-party idea of Amy’s, you know . . . well if you were to ask me frankly, I should have to say I’m not altogether sure that it’s wise. Rather serious doubt about it, you know. Yes because potentially, a great deal could go very wrong, here. When first she brought it up – and please don’t think it was a suggestion or a discussion: no no, what we had here was simply the very starkest announcement – I did try gently to suggest to her that she might want to exercise just a little bit of caution before she rushed irrevocably and headlong into such a thing . . . but of course, and wholly predictably, she simply stood there and stared at me in that frankly rather unsettling manner that she very often has about her, lately. Rather as if suddenly she has been confronted with a small, green and glowing alien newly dropped out of a starlit sky to land very clumsily and sprawl at her feet, while speaking robotically in a language wholly new to her. And then – with her eyes just as wide as they would go – she took in her breath, highly theatrically, and said to me (rather witheringly, rather pityingly):


‘Caution, Terence . . .? Caution . . .? Is that what you said? Well how perfectly extraordinary. It’s a dinner party we’re going to have. Did you mishear me? I did not suggest we all go potholing or climbing mountains in the dark. We are not going to be juggling sabres . . . We’re simply having a few people over for a bite to eat. That’s all. So I don’t really think it’s anything you have to be terribly frightened about, Terence. Though if it will make you feel a little more secure, I shall hold your hand throughout, I do promise you.’


See? What I mean? Just can’t talk to her. Not when she gets like that. And these days, well . . . it’s more and more, isn’t it? More and more, she gets like that. Can’t now actually remember a time when she wasn’t, if I’m forced to be scrupulously honest with you. Because it’s begun, you see. Everything I warned against, all my fears of how it will be if finally she gets her way (and was either of us ever even for so much as a moment seriously in doubt that of course she would?) . . . well yes: it’s begun. It’s begun now, yes – and all it can get is very much worse, and maybe unstoppably so. Yes . . . but while one rather is dreading what the future has to hold, still I don’t regard it as altogether healthy – on my part, I mean, it’s me I’m talking about, now – to dwell unduly upon the past. Holding it up to be mythically idyllic. And particularly at my age, Christ – I’m only forty-five. Hardly old, is it? Shouldn’t have said so. Not quite drawing my pension. So I hate to start glorying in ‘the old days’ because quite apart from making me seem so terribly ancient, starry-eyed and maybe even faintly melancholic, it suggests also that then, in the past, all was perfect, and that now, everything is very poor indeed. Not the case, not the case at all. Much is good, of course it is, of course it is . . . apart from all of the daily awfulness that none of us ever has a hope of escaping: the paucity of elegance . . . the gleeful rapacity of everyday existence . . . of course there is always that, amid so very much more. And that is why, largely, I cannot welcome the changes to come. It’s the scale of it, you see – the scale of it. Its proportion. We are in very great danger of toppling over: unbalance is imminent.


Need I really say that Amy, she hasn’t always been like this . . .? When first I met her, I was actually rather entranced – and this, apparently, was very evident to all of my friends. None of whom, incidentally – not one – I ever see any more. Well Bob, Bob I do a bit . . . but only because he happens to live just a couple of streets away. I remain unsure as to quite how or why this has happened – the sundering of so many friendships. But the point I am making is that I’ve generally always been perceived to be . . . I don’t know quite how to . . . I think what I want to say is that I was always seen by many to be the eternal bachelor, much to the bile-ridden envy of any married man I should ever encounter. Had lots of girlfriends, of course I have. But before Amy, only two of them ever developed into what I would really call a serious relationship. Well three . . . three, I suppose, if you’re going to count Anita, which one rather has to, really – that very stirring Venezuelan who so completely swept me right off my feet before hurtling me high into the sky . . . yes, and from which very eminence she rather astonishingly rapidly dropped me . . . and Christ did I plummet. So like the proverbial stone. To land, needless to say, very badly indeed. Utterly in thrall to her, I was – though apart from the sex, if ever one really can say that (which was so very wonderful it was practically gruelling: I looked forward like hell and a panting animal to the heaven of it . . . though was daunted, nearly crushed, by the looming of so much heavy work) – but apart from that, the sex (which was, let us be clear here, so far beyond a simple man’s comprehension and quite sublime in its vileness, this in great part due to the cushions of her lips, though chiefly to her ability and very zesty enthusiasm for seemingly impossible contortion) . . . I’m not sure even now that I quite can understand my utter enslavement to the woman. Which, yes I now see clearly can only appear to be disingenuous in the extreme. But her English was lamentable . . . though maybe, when you’re very young, the sex, the sex, that can be more than enough, just on its own: well of course it can, of course it is, with Anita it was, Christ it was – so what am I saying? But any other sort of communication I remember as being always rather a problem . . . and it soon did really become something of a pain, I have to admit, even summoning the energy to try. I’m not sure I ever did learn about her interests, you know – her tastes, or even if she had any. So a wholly sexual liaison, you might easily conclude . . . except for the fact that I was, so far as I could tell, quite utterly in love with her. From within the balmy cocoon of hindsight, it’s just as well she ditched me, really (as it turned out, in favour of someone unimaginably rich and very high up in Formula 1, a so-called mate was enjoying to tell me later) because I almost certainly would have made an absolute and total fool of myself with the woman, had she hung around for very much longer. Actually, thinking back, everyone was so very solicitous to me as I lay there broken (after the fling was flung) . . . that I rather think that I must have anyway.
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