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‘Love and Other Near Death Experiences really is laugh out loud funny … Millington has come up with an ingenious and … wholly original premise – the kind of premise that the aforementioned 99 per cent of comic novelists would walk barefoot across hot coals to have dreamt up’


Roger Cox, Scotsman


‘Mil Millington … is sharp and witty and bright as a button’


William Leith, Daily Telegraph


‘If there is a male Bridget Jones, bringing intimate dispatches from the other side of the sex divide, it is Mil Millington … He is horribly accurate and highly amusing about the nuts and bolts of modern relationships … Hilarious’


Kate Saunders, The Times


‘(A) side-splittingly good read … a hilarious musing on love, mortality and religion’


Sunday Express


‘Witty and thoughtful’


You magazine, Mail on Sunday


‘The plot is engaging, rapidly paced and punchy … Funny, sexy and intelligent, you’ll laugh out loud – then think about the choices you make in life. A must-read’


Scarlet magazine


‘Sliding Doors meets Serendipity. ****’


Cosmopolitan


‘Lad-lit has never been so bright and cosy’


Daily Mirror


‘Sharp, clever and thoughtful, with an unerringly accurate eye for the male–female dynamic. Lad lit grows up’


Easy Living




To second chances, generally.
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ONE


Hello. My name is Robert, and I haven’t been dead for sixty-three days now.




TWO


‘Silver or gold?’


‘Silver,’ I replied. ‘Or gold.’ I peered hard at the samples in the catalogue again. ‘Or silver.’


‘Which?’ asked Jo.


‘Which do you like?’


She sighed. ‘I want to know which lettering you like. I’m not sure.’


‘Me neither.’


‘Come on, Rob, I can’t do this all on my own.’


I peered even harder at the catalogue of wedding stationery.


Why did we need to have place cards printed for the guests at all? Couldn’t we just use Post-its or something? Or even let people sit wherever they felt like. I understood that the heel of hundreds of years of finicky tradition was on our throats at the church (put an aunt in the wrong pew and the whole place might explode into a brutal chaos of arguments, jostling and unfathomable hats), but the reception didn’t need to be so tightly policed, did it? We didn’t need to decide about every single detail of every single thing, surely?


‘Couldn’t we just use …?’ I began. Jo’s eyebrows climbed higher and higher up her forehead as she waited for me to complete the sentence; finally, they reached an elevation that seemed to say, ‘If the next word out of your mouth is “Post-its”, then you’ll die where you’re sitting.’ I waggled my hands about a bit. ‘… ushers?’


‘For God’s sake, Rob – be serious.’


I imagined my face looked pretty serious already, but, for Jo’s sake, I took a shot at getting it to look more serious still.


‘This is the biggest day of our lives, babe,’ she went on. ‘Everything should be perfect – we won’t get a second chance if we get it wrong. Let’s get everything sorted in good time so there are no last-minute panics.’


‘It’s only just October. We’ve got nearly another three months yet. I mean, we could panic six weeks from now and it’d still be OK, wouldn’t it? It wouldn’t be anywhere near the last minute, even then.’


‘Silver or gold, Rob?’


‘Ohhhh, I—’


‘Just say which one you like best.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You must know.’


‘Why? Why must I know? You don’t.’


‘I do. I know which one I like best. I simply want to see if you like that one best too.’


‘I’m easy. Let’s just have the one you want.’


‘But I want to have one we both like.’


‘Well, which do you like?’


‘I like them both.’ She shrugged. ‘But I prefer the silver.’


‘Phew.’ I relaxed. ‘Me too.’


‘Do you? The silver? God – why?’


‘What? What do you mean, “Why?” The same reason that you like it, I suppose.’


‘I don’t like it. It’s awful. I like the gold.’


‘But you just said you liked the silver.’


‘I was testing you.’


‘Testing me? Why would you test me? Why would anybody do that? Why would anybody test someone over the colour of the lettering on a wedding-reception place card?’


‘Because I wanted to see if you liked the same thing, or if you were just going along with what I wanted.’


‘What does it matter? What … hold on – why did you say “Silver”, then? How did you know that to “test” me, you’d need to pick silver?’


‘Oh, it’s obvious. I know you, babe – I knew you’d prefer the silver.’


‘Christ all shitting mighty! So you knew what you wanted, and you knew what I wanted too – and yet we’ve still been sitting here for the last thousand years having this discussion. Why are we having this discussion?’


‘Because I want to discuss the wedding with you: it’s our wedding. When two people are getting married, they should both be sure about everything, shouldn’t they?’


‘Jesus.’ I closed my eyes and slapped myself on the forehead: astonished at how, despite my best efforts, I was unable to escape this conversation. A decision that I – that even I – hadn’t seen coming, now had me in its jaws and wouldn’t let go. ‘Jesus.’


When I opened my eyes again, Jo was looking down at the catalogue far too intensely, even for her. She’d tilted her head so that curtains of gently layered, mousy-blonde hair had fallen forward to cover her face: she was hiding in her bob. I let out a long sigh.


‘I’m sorry. It’s just, you know … Jesus.’


‘I … It’s not just about the lettering, Rob. I thought that doing it might help too.’


‘Help?’


‘You know, babe.’ She looked up and laid her hand on my leg. ‘Help you.’


‘What are you talking about?’


I knew what she was talking about.


‘Just,’ she said, ‘that … well, that it’d help you to work your way back up. Like lifting weights or something. You begin with light things and it builds up your strength; then you can move on to the heavier stuff. And so on.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


I knew what she was talking about.


‘I thought it might help if you … oh, I don’t know. If you “eased yourself in” with some unimportant decisions.’


‘There are no unimportant decisions. How many times do I have to explain this? That’s the whole bleeding point – there are no unimportant decisions.’ Already, I could feel myself getting angry.


‘Right … So we’ll go with the gold, then,’ Jo said, after sitting there for a few moments of watching me try to get my breathing under control. ‘The gold.’ She grinned. ‘I don’t suppose you’d like to pick a font?’


‘You sod.’ I laughed, and it washed some of the tension from me.


Jo put down the stationery catalogue, and picked up a different catalogue. Jo had an impossibly extensive collection of catalogues.


‘Have you spoken to Pete?’ she asked, glancing through the pages. (They turned slowly – regally – each heavy leaf causing a slight breeze. I didn’t need to look inside; just the sound of the pages moving told me that whatever was on them was damagingly expensive.)


‘Yeah, you know I have. We went out for a beer last night.’


‘Tch – I don’t mean have you spoken to him generally, you fool; I mean have you spoken to him about the hotel?’


‘About … the … hotel …’


‘About asking the hotel if they could fit another two tables in the reception room.’


‘Oh, right, about that …’


‘Have you?’


‘No.’


‘Rob.’


‘I forgot, OK? We had other stuff to talk about; I got side-tracked.’


‘What other stuff?’ Jo prodded me with a pair of light-blue eyes that she kept in her head for this purpose.


‘Um … well, the beer was a bit suspect, for a start – I remember we had a long debate about whether the barrel needed changing.’ Jo looked like she didn’t quite grasp how this debate could be devilishly complex enough to occupy most of an evening. Jo didn’t spend nearly enough time in pubs. ‘Anyway, you could call the hotel and ask yourself.’


‘I don’t want to step on Pete’s toes – dealing with paying the people at the reception venue is one of the best man’s jobs.’ She nodded reverently towards the mantelpiece. On there was our copy of Arranging Your Wedding, lying where it could be referred to at any time, day or night. It contained a ruthlessly comprehensive list of what had to be done, and who had to do it. To overlook or (unthinkably worse) ignore the edicts of Arranging Your Wedding was not simply careless, it was indecent – your own outraged guests would stone you to death; I had little doubt about that.


‘Ha!’ I replied. ‘Don’t worry about his toes. Pete would gladly offer up the whole of both of his feet for stamping on here. Trust me – you go ahead and call the hotel.’


Poor Pete. Asking someone to be your best man is rather like letting a mate know that you think he is admirably resilient by abruptly pushing him down some stairs. Yes, it signifies that you regard him as a good friend and also think he’s competent and reliable, but it does so by giving him an utterly miserable pile of work to do (the ‘Best Man’s Responsibilities’ section in Arranging Your Wedding dwarfs most of the others). Worse still, you’re compelling him to give a best man’s speech: little can match the misery of knowing you have to give a best man’s speech. It’s a gold star by the male character that the tradition has been endured all this time – imagine the fuss if a woman were told that, just because she happens to be the bride’s friend, she has to stand up in front of a room packed with people – at least half of whom are complete strangers – and give a speech in which she’s expected by everyone to be funny, and original, and risqué – but not so much as to cause offence – and to reveal something embarrassing about the bridegroom – but not too embarrassing; something just embarrassing enough – and then to end on a wonderfully touching note.


As it happens, taking the poisoned chalice of being my best man was an act of even greater than usual nobility where Pete was concerned, because Pete and Jo had been engaged at one point. Oh, it was quite a time ago now – they’d split up well before Jo and I became an item – and I’m not suggesting that Pete still carried a torch for her or anything like that. No, I’m not worried that he’ll break down in the middle of the speech sobbing, ‘It should have been me, Rob – it should have been me!’ (In fact, when I first started seeing Jo, I rather sheepishly asked Pete if he was OK with it. I didn’t really want to ask, to be honest – I’d have preferred to avoid the embarrassment I knew we’d both feel because of my raising the subject – but Jo had insisted I do it, so that she wouldn’t feel uncomfortable. Anyway, he put my mind at rest by the traditional method of (a) saying, ‘What’s it’s got to do with me? We’re not together any more. You are such a poncey twat, Garland,’ (b) our both then getting so pissed that I woke up in a bus shelter, surrounded by Monday-morning commuters, and in a sexually compromising position with a set of temporary traffic lights, and (c) never mentioning it again.) I mean that he can’t help but be aware that, if things had gone a little differently, I’d have been the poor bastard doing the best man’s job for him.


Hmm … if things had gone a little differently. Now there’s a phrase.


Jo gave me one of her looks.


‘OK, OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll give Pete a call.’


‘When?’


‘Later.’


‘Why not now?’


‘OK, I’ll do it now.’


‘Right.’


‘Right … Mind you …’


‘Erghhh.’


‘No – listen – no, it’s teatime, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Pete’s probably only just got in from work – all tired and sweaty from brutalising sickly English schoolchildren. It’s not really fair to dump another job on him when he’s barely got through the door, is it?’


‘OK. You’re probably right, there.’


‘Am I? Or do you …?’


‘You’re right, there, Rob.’


‘OK. Sorry.’


‘Call him later, babe … but call him tonight, yes?’


‘Yes, I’ll call him tonight.’


I sat in the spare room and looked at my mobile phone. I’d been up there for three hours now. Jo had remained downstairs after tea to, oh, perhaps – and I’m guessing here, admittedly – ‘go through catalogues’, and I’d come up to the spare room to ‘sort out some music for the show tonight’. In fact, I wasn’t choosing music at all; I was just aimlessly sifting through the CDs. Keith, my producer, would have got a playlist together, so there was no need for me to pick tracks. Still, I used to pick them anyway; I’d infuriate him by arriving at the last moment and rewriting his list – enthusiastically inserting songs from my jagged carrier bag full of CDs. Now, I didn’t. Now, I just turned up at the studio and played whatever he’d chosen. Now, I came up to the spare room each weekday evening and moved the CDs through my hands in nothing more, or less, than an unthinking, soothing rhythm – like rosary beads.


I scrolled through the phone book on my mobile. There was Pete’s entry: a key press away. He could be out jogging, though. Pete wasn’t mad, you understand – it was simply that he was a sports teacher. So, he pretty much had to exercise, attend a gym and so on; I wouldn’t like you to think that Pete was the kind of person who jogged for fun. Anyway, I knew he went for a run of an evening, and that he took his mobile phone with him. Suppose my ringing his number alerted a group of thugs to the fact that Pete was carrying it. It was dark, and Pete – though an athletic six foot two – could well be near-exhausted from his run. He’d be alone and possibly in a secluded area of the park too. Hitting the speed dial now might make him a target for a mugging. If I carefully pressed the individual numbers, however, that could allow enough time for Pete to be out of earshot, and thus out of danger, before his phone rang. Or perhaps that would place him in danger instead. Perhaps the group of predatory crackheads lay farther along his path. If I used his phone book entry right now, we’d have finished talking, and he’d have put his mobile back out of sight before he reached the brooding, bellicose junkies … but slow, methodical, manual dialling on my part would mean it was still temptingly in his hand as he passed the drug-addled, disaffected motorcycle gang with their Stanley knives and make-shift iron-railing spears.


How did I know which was right? How do you ever know which apparently trivial decision will remain trivial if you go one way, but will lead to unimaginable horror if you go the other? What are the rules?


‘Bye!’ I shouted, as I began to leave for the radio station.


‘Hey – don’t I get a kiss?’ Jo called back from the living room.


I dashed in – glancing obviously at my watch – and tagged her lips with mine before heading once again towards the door.


‘Did you phone Pete?’ she called to my fleeing back.


‘Mmmrrrrnnommm,’ I replied, reassuringly.


‘What?’ she queried – she was still in the living room, though, and I was in the hallway now. I could pretend I hadn’t heard that. It’s part of Common Law or something: a traditional thing – like the police not being able to try you for the same murder twice, say. If you’ve managed to put a door between you, or you have a tap running, or the TV is on, or you’re reading something, then you can say you didn’t hear. Everyone accepts that. And I was in the hallway now.


‘What?’ she repeated – suddenly standing a few feet behind me in the hallway too; getting there before I’d managed even to open the front door properly. Christ, but she was nippy across a living room when she wanted to be.


‘I … erm …’


‘Rob.’


‘I meant to, Jo, honestly. I wanted to but …’


‘Did you? Did you really want to?’


‘Yes. Of course. Look – I’ve got to go—’


‘No, stay here. We need to talk about this.’


‘I can’t, I have to get to work.’


‘This is important, Rob.’


‘If it’s important, then it’ll still be important tomorrow morning.’


‘I need to get this sorted out now.’


‘I need to leave for work now. Whatever you want to talk about we can talk about later, but the radio station can’t just casually start my show an hour late because I was talking to my girlfriend in the hallway.’


‘Five minutes. That’s all it’ll take.’


‘It’s never five minutes.’


‘What isn’t? You don’t know what it is.’


‘But I know it’s “five minutes” – and I know that whatever you introduce with the words “five minutes” never comes in at under an hour.’


‘OK – just go then! Just piss off and do your show!’ She turned around and stomped back into the living room.


Awww – crap. Now we’d crossed a line. If it had reached the point where she’d told me to go, then I’d genuinely be in the shit if I went. I blew out a lungful of defeated air and shuffled into the living room after her.


She sat on the sofa and ignored me, flicking through a magazine so viciously that she was slapping the pages rather than turning them.


‘What is it?’ I asked, wearily.


She continued to ignore me.


‘OK,’ I sighed. ‘If you won’t tell me what the problem is, then there’s no point my being late for work.’ I turned and began to go back to the front door. ‘I’ll see you tomorr—’


‘Do you still want to go ahead with it?’


Damn. Perfect brinkmanship. It was undoubtedly right on the edge, but my trailing heel was just her side of the door frame, and I was, in any case, still talking (which meant I accepted we were still within talking range). She’d got me.


‘Go ahead with what?’ I replied, leaning back into the room.


‘You know. Go ahead with the wedding.’


‘When have I ever said that I didn’t want to go ahead with the wedding?’


‘Maybe you’re scared to. Or, um … embarrassed. Maybe you think that you’re obliged to go through with it now; that you’ve had second thoughts, but it’s too late to back out.’


‘Tch.’


‘Maybe the reality of it is finally dawning on you, and you’re frightened of commitment.’


‘Frightened of commitment? Oh, please. Did your brain just get replaced by a Cosmo test?’


‘Some men are.’


‘One in ten million – all the rest aren’t “scared of commitment”; they simply don’t want to commit to a particular woman … and it just happens to be the particular one who’s filling in the test.’


‘You haven’t said, “No”.’


‘OK. “No. I am not scared of commitment.”’


‘You haven’t said that you still want to get married.’


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake. “I still want to get married.” Satisfied?’


Jo had put the magazine aside. She looked down at her hands and began to turn her engagement ring round and round on her finger. ‘People fake madness to get out of the army.’


‘Is being married to you going to be like a war? Because, if it’s not, then every single bit of that sentence is nonsense. I’m not trying to get out of anything, I’m not faking anything … and I’m not mad.’


‘I didn’t mean exactly—’


‘I’m not.’


(I’m not. Honestly.)


‘Not completely raving – you know that’s not what I meant …’


‘Oh, I see … Only a partial lunatic. Well, why didn’t you just say that? Yes, of course, I’m thirty-or-so per cent deranged, but—’


‘You’re …’


‘Yes?’ (I challenged her with great bravado.)


‘You’re … not like you were.’ (And got what I deserved.)


I ran my thumb along the edge of the door frame, scarring the wood with my nail. The room seemed tight, as though the air in it had hardened around me like a constricting skin: I felt shrink-wrapped.


‘I see things now,’ I replied – quietly, but with a good deal of passion. ‘Things I didn’t see before – things most people tune out to protect themselves.’


‘There you go, babe. That’s what I mean. Who says stuff like that?’ She counted off on her fingers. ‘Mad people, Stephen King characters … who else?’


‘People who see things say it. What am I supposed to do? I’ve discovered something.’


‘Something good?’


‘That’s not the point. Should Captain Cook have kept quiet about finding Australia because we’ve ended up with Russell Crowe?’


‘This is worse than Russell Crowe, Rob.’


‘Well – now you’re just talking nonsense … And, anyway, it’s irrelevant; because you can’t unknow a thing once you know it.’


‘You could see someone.’ I noted that, tellingly, she couldn’t look me in the eye as she said this. She raised her head. ‘You could talk to someone.’ Jesus, she could look me in the eye as she said it. That was even worse. ‘A therapist or something.’


‘I do not need to see a therapist.’


‘You can’t function.’


‘I can.’


She stared at me.


I made a vastly exaggerated ‘What?’ expression. And then jogged on the spot while sweeping the tips of my index fingers out to the side, then in to my nipples, then out, then up to my nose, then back around again. That showed her. I came to a halt and flung my arms wide, triumphantly.


‘I have a number you can ring,’ she said.


I exhaled heavily and let my head drop.


‘My mum gave it to me.’


‘You’ve been telling your mum I’m mad?’ I asked, not very quietly.


‘I didn’t say that. I just said I thought—’


‘Did anyone use the word “mad”?’


‘I—’


‘Did anyone use the word “mad”?’


‘Maybe. OK? Maybe Mrs Williams or someone used it but—’


‘Mrs Williams?’


‘What?’


‘What was Mrs Williams doing there?’


‘She’d come with Susan and Pam and Aunty Barbara – we were discussing the wedding.’


‘Jesus.’


‘What now?’


‘Why don’t you just do a “Rob’s Barking” poster campaign?’


‘It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.’


‘I’m not embarrassed – I’m bleeding astounded. I can’t believe that you’ve gone around telling your friends and family that I’m mad.’


‘Christ!’ Jo stood up. ‘I didn’t need to tell them that you’re mad!’ She sat down again abruptly, lowered her voice, and waggled her finger in the air. ‘Not that you are mad, obviously … I meant I didn’t need to tell them that you needed a little help.’


‘I don’t need “help”.’


‘You lock up, Rob.’


‘Not all the time.’


‘What about yesterday when you stood in Safeway until all the ice cream had melted in the shopping bags because you couldn’t decide which door to leave by?’


‘OK. That was a time I did lock up a bit, yes. I admit that.’


‘I still can’t get the stains out of the cushion covers you bought.’


‘Hey – you wanted raspberry ripple, so don’t blame me for that.’


She began to fiddle with her ring again.


‘Rob …’ She sighed. ‘Look – Rob – this is either some kind of subconscious thing – your way of dragging your feet because you don’t want to get married anymore – or it’s got nothing at all to do with the wedding.’


‘You know it hasn’t. You know what it’s to do with.’


‘OK, OK. Well, if it really isn’t a sign that you don’t want to marry me, then you need to deal with it … or I’m not sure I can marry you.’


She looked up at me. I couldn’t think of anything to say.


‘I love you, Rob, but we can’t go on like this. I’ve waited – hoping things would improve if I gave you time – and I’ve tried to help you get over it too. But it’s not getting any better, is it?’


‘I …’


No – still nothing there.


‘If you love me, Rob, you’ll do something. Do something. You’re ill. And, before we can go ahead with something as important as getting married, you need to get well.’


I looked down and spoke very quietly.


‘I’m not ill … I just see things.’




Rob’s Story


I’m not sure where to start. And that’s part of it, you see – where do you start? What moment do you choose? How can you possibly know where the start is? Ffffff … OK, I suppose – just to keep things manageable – I’ll start at the point where I didn’t buy a hotdog.


I’m very fond of the hotdogs you get from those mobile street stalls, and often buy one if I’m passing. I regard them as part food, part heroic trial of one’s mental toughness. They taste great. The task is to focus only on how great they taste: exclude the weak, cowardly thoughts about their being sold to you by someone you’d probably be uncomfortable sitting next to on a train, or that the ‘meat’ in them was surely gathered by blasting the most stubbornly adhesive matter from the bones of animals using high-power water jets; jets wielded, moreover, by the calibre of individual who’d want to do that for a living. It’s a test of will.


Except on this day, I didn’t buy a hotdog. I almost did. As I was walking through town, I saw the hotdog stand and went over to it, fully intending to buy a hotdog, but an instant before I got there a bunch of football fans slipped in just ahead of me. If any one of the four of them had delayed the others – checking he had his ticket, pausing to call goodbye to his girlfriend, hesitating when crossing the road – by even a single second then they wouldn’t have got there first. If their team hadn’t been playing in the city that week, they wouldn’t have been there at all. (I don’t follow football – because I’m not an idiot – but I’m sure the circumstances that led to their team being there on that Saturday were pretty complex and uncertain.)


I sighed, said, ‘Wankers’ to myself and, braving the injustice of it all with great elegance, waited behind them in what was, now (wankers), a queue. I glanced around absently while they individually and collectively struggled with the question of whether they wanted a hotdog or a burger. That’s when I noticed the discount shop just a few yards along. It was one of those places that doesn’t sell anything in particular, but rather sells pretty much everything, discounted. They had some towels in the window: three for a fiver. Yeah, I know, that’s what I thought. Can’t grumble at three for a fiver, can you? I mean, they’ll probably be rubbish, but at three for a fiver they’ll still be good value, right?


Now, I’m not the kind of bloke who’s always on the lookout for bargain house wares, I’m honestly not. But, just that morning, I’d thought, ‘We could do with some more towels,’ as I’d walked, dripping wet from the bleeding shower, around half the bleeding house, trying to find a bleeding towel. Even armed with that information, however, if I’d have been a second quicker to the hotdog stand, then I doubt that the towels would have caught me. They don’t like you going into shops when you’re eating a hotdog, so I’m sure that, had I seen the towels after buying one, I’d not have bothered hanging around until I’d finished it. Even if my attention had briefly flirted with failure and drifted away from the all-consuming taste of my hotdog enough to notice the towels at all, I’d have gone, ‘Oh, towels … Wow! Three for a fiver! I must tell Jo about that,’ and carried on walking. But, as it was, I was standing there separated from my hotdog by four morons who didn’t know what they wanted to eat, and so I left them to it, went into the shop, and bought some towels.


They were rubbish.


‘These are rubbish,’ said Jo.


I was, obviously, prepared for this. ‘They were only a fiver.’


‘You paid a fiver for these?’


‘I couldn’t find any towels this morning.’


‘What? Did you look in the towel drawer?’


(We had a ‘towel drawer’?)


‘Yes. Of course I did.’


‘No you didn’t.’


‘I did. There weren’t any there.’


Jo laughed. ‘Sure.’


‘There weren’t.’


‘Right. OK – let’s go upstairs now and you can show me how you looked.’


‘Don’t be childish. That’s not the issue anyway. We’re discussing these towels.’


‘Yes, we are. You’re taking them back to the shop.’


This suggestion was so preposterous that my voice instinctively went falsetto as I replied. ‘I can’t take them back to the shop.’


‘Take them back on Monday.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Yes you can.’


‘I can’t. I’m driving over to Sedgely to interview Billy “Lips” O’Connell on Monday.’


‘You’ll have plenty of time to take them back in the morning, before you go there.’


‘I can’t take them back – they were a fiver.’


‘So?’


‘So, how does it make me look if I kick up a fuss about some three-for-a-fiver towels?’


‘Make you look to who?’


‘To the woman in the shop. I’ll look like some penny-pinching git.’


‘What on earth does it matter what she thinks? And, anyway, do you imagine that right now she’s under the impression that you’re a sophisticated, independently wealthy playboy? Eh? On the evidence that you came into her shop and bought three towels for a fiver? You surely can’t be afraid that taking them back now will shatter her illusions.’


‘It’s embarrassing.’


‘It’s a fiver. Throwing away money is throwing away money, babe, it doesn’t matter how much it is. And, anyway, I’ve had my eye on some towels, as it happens – I spotted them in the Ikea catalogue. Nice towels. Made from proper material, and not covered with a pattern that requires their labels to include an epilepsy warning. We have enough towels to be going on with until I can get them. We do not need to spend five pounds on rubbish towels in the meantime. Take them back.’


‘I can’t take them back. It’s not just the money … they’re towels.’


Now Jo stared at me with an infuriatingly contrived expression of confusion. ‘What do you mean?’ she said. ‘We haven’t used them.’


I sighed, explosively. ‘They’re towels.’


‘I know.’ The look on her face was holding fast. ‘So?’


‘Oh, come on – don’t take the piss, Jo. You know what I mean. No man would ever return towels. It’s bloody obvious to everyone – if I turn up holding a bag of towels and asking for my money back – that my girlfriend has made me do it. I might as well march in and announce, “Hello, everyone! Yes, that’s right: I’m whipped!”’


Jo roared with laughter. Even worse, she leaned forward and kissed me on the nose.


I gave her my most pleading eyes. ‘Can’t you do it?’


‘No, I’m at work on Monday.’


‘Later in the week, then.’


‘Rob …’ She placed her hands on my shoulders. ‘Every man at some time faces a moment when his courage is tested to the limits – landing on the beach on D-Day, helping women and children into lifeboats as the Titanic sinks under him … it’s in that moment that he defines himself. For you, that moment is taking some towels back to a discount shop on Monday, OK?’ She clicked her teeth and gave my shoulders a comradely little shake. ‘God be with you.’


‘You’re the funniest woman ever. Really – it’s killing me to keep a straight face right now.’


I went out to the pub with Pete in the evening. We had a few beers, and I told him about the ridiculous way that Jo was making an issue of all this. He agreed with me that it seemed rather unreasonable. It was my five pounds, after all – I could do what I liked with my own money, surely? It wasn’t as if I’d sneaked a fiver out of her purse, or blown ten thousand pounds earmarked for a tiny child’s liver transplant on prostitutes and cheese. Justice was clearly on my side in this matter.


At half eleven on the Monday morning I took the towels back to the shop.


It was even more embarrassing than I’d imagined. The woman behind the counter rubbed it in by giving me my money back immediately and without any sign of annoyance. Evil. If she’d been difficult I could have put my foot down or something – made it clear that I knew my rights and couldn’t be messed with – I’d rehearsed a little righteous indignation routine in the car, in fact. She didn’t show me that mercy, though. She just refunded my five pounds with a kind of bored efficiency; leaving me with nothing to display except the unmistakable actions of a tightwad who was completely dominated by his girlfriend. I stuffed the note into my pocket and fled the shop, hot-faced.


Actually, the sheer, hammering shame wasn’t the only reason I had for hurrying away. I was supposed to meet Lips O’Connell at the Bird Dog pub in Sedgely at twelve. We were going to do a feature on him for the show. Lips was a bit of a local legend … well – he was local, at least. For thirty years, his trumpet playing had been the driving force in the O’Connell Nine (a seven-piece. That was the joke, you see. Ahh – thirty years old and still funny). A bit too Dixieland for my tastes, but never mind: I was going to meet him in the pub, listen to the lunchtime set, and then record an interview with him right there in the bar when he’d finished. Except, earlier, I’d got caught up in a traffic jam in the city centre (burst water main), and I was now running about half an hour late; if I didn’t hurry I was going to overshoot the time we’d arranged to meet by so much that I wouldn’t arrive until after their set had begun – which would look very sloppy and, worse, bad-mannered. And all because I’d had to take some bloody towels back.


As I hurried to the car park, I pulled out my mobile and gave O’Connell a call.


‘Billy? Hi, it’s Rob from Central FM here.’


‘Hello, there. How am you doing, Rob?’


‘Crappily, I’m afraid. Sorry, but I’m going to be a bit late, mate. I had to take my girlfriend to the hospital.’


‘God – is she OK?’


‘Yeah, yeah, it was just … you know, her legs or something.’


‘Her legs?’


‘Yes. We thought they were broken. But it turns out they’re fine. Anyway, never mind about that, I just wanted to apologise for the delay. I’ll try to be there for the start of your set, though.’


‘OK, mate – bosting. I’ll see you then.’


‘Yeah – see you then.’


Forty minutes later it was absolutely clear that I wasn’t going to get to the Bird Dog before O’Connell went on stage. I decided to give him another call, to at least say sorry again and wish him good luck with the set. Flicking my eyes up and down between the road ahead and my phone, I searched for the Last Number Redial. I skilfully found it after only a couple of near misses with the central reservation, but when I called I was put through to O’Connell’s voicemail. ‘Bugger,’ I thought, ‘he’s turned his phone off because they’re getting ready to play: I’m even late for apologising for being even later than I’d previously apologised for.’ It was about a quarter past twelve.


At just after half past twelve I stood watching a woman scream.


Her hands were attacking her own head – they were clawing at it and pulling her hair. She looked insane – exaggeratedly insane, like an am-dram actress playing insane in a self-consciously gothic play. The sheer volume of her screams was the most unbelievable thing, though. Guttural and shrill at the same time, they stabbed into my eardrums; I could feel muscles somewhere inside my head flinching, trying to shield my ears from the penetrating attack of her cries. She continued to scream, and I continued to look at her with a kind of surreal disinterest. I simply didn’t know what else to do.


The Bird Dog had stood at the end of the dual carriageway. It had stood there. A tanker speeding along the road (impatiently overtaking the coach in front of it before the two lanes became one) had lost control, swerved, mounted the pavement and smashed into the side of it like a 10-foot-high, 70-mph, 40-tonne sledgehammer. Anyone not killed instantly by this impact would have had a fraction of a second to contemplate their good fortune before they were killed by the two storeys above collapsing down on top of them.


I stood in front of what was now little more than a chaotic hill of bricks – like a heap of shattered teeth – and watched the woman next to me scream. The tanker was leaking. It was leaking milk (calcium – good for your bones). I peered down and saw that the ground was white all around us. ‘Christ, I bet that’s going to reek – a great pool of milk left out in this sun,’ I remember thinking.


Everyone who was in the Bird Dog that afternoon died. I should have been there – I’d had an appointment, even – but I wasn’t. I was alive because I was taking some towels back that morning, because they were rubbish. Or was I alive because I hadn’t waited to buy a hotdog on the previous Saturday? Or was it farther back? Was it back when I’d decided to go to the city centre at all? Or when I’d decided to have a shower rather than a quick wash that morning? Or farther back even than that?


What trivial decision had saved my life?




THREE


Keith was eating a tangerine. Before he popped a segment into his mouth, he teased off each flaccid white vein of pith – grabbing one end between his thumb and index finger, and then slowly tearing it away. To someone who didn’t know him, it might have looked fussy. I did know Keith, so I knew that really it wasn’t finickiness at all: he was torturing the fruit.


Central FM had introduced a no-smoking policy about ten months ago. This had hit Keith – who’d become a radio producer in the first place specifically so that he could sit around smoking all night – very hard indeed. In theory, he could pop out into the car park for a quick cigarette if he was desperate, but it was two floors down and, as we were in Birmingham, when he got there it would almost certainly be raining. At first, he’d used sweets as surrogate cigarettes. Every evening, he’d munched his way through the show; plugging his nicotine receptors with sugar. A few months and 14 lbs of fresh stomach fat later, he’d bitterly switched from sweets to fruit as a way to occupy his mouth from midnight until 3 a.m. He hadn’t lost the weight he’d put on, but at least he wasn’t gaining any more – though at the cost of now having near-constant diarrhoea. And he didn’t even like fruit very much. Thus, each night, he tormented his edible victims as much as possible before putting torn parts of them in his mouth. Grinning with malice, he’d skin apples using a penknife; he’d rip at a cherry with his incisors until the flesh hung gory from the stone, and then suck it clean; I’ve seen him do things to a peach that would drain the blood right out of your face. Keith was the Dr Mengele of pulpy reproductive-seed plants.


‘Hi.’ I nodded to him and Jenny (our assistant, researcher, engineer and anything-else-that-needed-to-be-done doer) as I loped across the room. Keith grunted; Jenny was too busy checking something on a clipboard to answer with more than a raised hand. I sat down and pulled thoughtfully at my lip, while Jenny continued to work and Keith continued to eat. No one spoke until Jenny said, ‘Five minutes,’ at which point I got up and walked through from the control room into the adjoining studio – picking up the playlist from in front of Keith as I did so. Keith’s playlist. Compiled by him alone, and which I couldn’t help but feel he deliberately made me walk over and collect nowadays: like a beggar.


I slid on my headphones; the tail-end of the show before mine – K. K. Lee’s Nineties Classics – was coming through on them. On the desk in front of me Jenny had put a bottle of water, a Styrofoam cup and the night’s overall running order. (Keith had also put little notes by the side of some of the tracks on the playlist – generally the date when the performer of them had died.) K. K. wound up and, as she always did, whispered in her huskiest voice, ‘Remember, the night is just beginning … and here to take you on into the rest of it is Rob Garland.’


‘Thanks, K. K.,’ I said – knowing her headphones were probably off even as I spoke (the night might be just beginning for me, but she was already heading home to eat a bowl of cornflakes while watching the episode of ER she’d videoed, before shuffling straight off to bed). ‘Hello again, everyone. This is Rob Garland, and this is Jazz Central, and this is Woody Shaw, and this is “Imagination”.’ The track began.


‘Nice “This” work there, Rob,’ Keith said via talkback.


I looked up through the big, plate-glass window to where he and Jenny were sitting and made a gesture.


Building on my impressive opening, I sparkled along until the second news bulletin at 1.30.


It was only a five-minute report, but I’d pre-recorded a lengthy Joe Henderson retrospective to run right after it, so, rather than sit pointlessly in the studio, I went back into the control room to stretch my legs and get a coffee.


Jenny was concentrating on fiddling with sound levels and didn’t look up. Keith didn’t appear to be doing anything at all except ignoring me for its own sake. I walked past them both, went over to the drinks table, and picked up a new Styrofoam cup from beside the hot-water machine. Next to it there was a small plastic bowl containing single-serving sachets of instant coffee and those teabags that affect grandeur by being on a bit of string.


I stared at this bowl.


Should I have a coffee? Or a tea? Coffee gives you more of a lift; perhaps that millisecond advantage – the minuscule difference in my reaction speed – will prove crucial later. Maybe, if I have a coffee now, then I’ll escape otherwise certain death because of the tiny, but vital, edge I possess.


Yes.


Unless, of course, it’s the extra jitteriness that comes from having a coffee rather than a tea now that causes me to make some kind of mistake or slip or twitch or jerk or something that brings about a fatal situation which otherwise wouldn’t have occurred. Though – obviously – it could be that the critical thing isn’t whether I have coffee or tea; all that matters is that I have something. That way, when an unforeseeable set of circumstances leads to the hot-water machine being knocked over in a particular way at some point after this decision I’m making right now, then the cascading water will be shy of the very cupful that would have reached a piece of wiring or section of exposed circuitry and instantly arced crackling death out to whoever was in the wrong spot. The important thing, then, is to have something. Something that will eliminate the fatal cupful of water. That causes the short.


Or … that puts out the unseen electrical fire before it has a chance to take hold.


Damn. What’s more likely? Death due to fire or death due to electricity? It has to be fire, right? Fire is the bigger killer. Statistically, you stand a far higher chance of being killed in a conflagration than by electrocution. If you’re going to play the odds, then the smart move is to dodge a showdown with flames and face off against the mains instead. Definitely.


But electricity can take you out, literally, in a flash, can’t it? You don’t stand a chance. Whereas, surely, we could all evacuate the building safely if a fire started in this control room. We’d have enough time. It wouldn’t catch us out.


Except, it does catch people out, doesn’t it? It catches them out all the time. It catches people out precisely because they think it won’t. Or because they’re a tiny bit too slow through not having enough caffeine in their blood. Or a tiny bit too cocky or panicked because they have too much.


I noticed that I was breathing harder than was really necessary for the physical exertion of standing perfectly still looking at a small bowl of potential beverages. I also noticed that I’d involuntarily crushed the Styrofoam cup in my hand. Should I get another one? Or should I leave it?


I slowly turned away from the table – ‘slowly’ because doing so required a quite extraordinary effort of will. Jenny and Keith were still sitting there at the control desk.


‘Do you think I have a problem?’ I asked the back of their heads, at last.


‘God yeah,’ Keith replied, without looking round.


Jenny did swivel to face me. ‘Are you OK, Rob? Do you need to take a break? Personal issues or something?’


‘He’s fine,’ said Keith.


I peered down at my split and crumpled cup. ‘Jo says I can’t function.’


‘Ugh. Rob, for Christ’s sake – share less,’ Keith replied.


‘What about Viagra?’ asked Jenny, leaning forward towards me slightly. ‘Or there are these pumps you can get fitted – when you want to do it, you squeeze them and they inflate your thingy. I saw a documentary.’


‘Jesus, Jenny,’ whined Keith, ‘I’m trying to eat a lychee here.’


‘So? How am I putting you off? Rob’s thingy doesn’t look like a lychee, does it? Does your thingy look like a lychee, Rob?’


‘No.’


‘There you go, Keith, there you go. So, if you’re thinking about putting Rob’s thingy in your mouth, then you’re thinking about putting Rob’s thingy in your mouth – and you’re simply using me and that lychee as an excuse.’


Keith dropped his lychee back into the bag.


‘Actually, I—’ I began.


‘Do you need to go home and be with Jo?’ Jenny cut in. ‘I think that’s probably a good idea. Talk it through. Take some time out. Sensual massage.’


‘No, listen,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean that I can’t function sexually.’


‘Really?’ asked Jenny, sympathetically. ‘Are you sure you didn’t mean that, Rob? Don’t take any notice of Keith and his stupid lychee insinuations.’


‘Are you watching the time, Jenny?’ said Keith.


‘Yes. “Shade of Jade” is going out now. 7 minutes 42 seconds of the segment still left to run. I’m on top of everything if Rob’s got to go.’


‘He is not going anywhere, Jenny.’


‘For God’s sake, Keith. This is Rob’s sexual health we’re talking about here. He and Jo are getting married in December – what kind of life do you think they can look forward to together if—’


‘I really did not mean sexually, OK?’ I reaffirmed. ‘Hard though it clearly is for both of you to believe, can you just take it on faith that I have no problems in that area? All right?’


‘See?’ Keith said to Jenny. ‘Give it up, woman.’


She ignored him entirely and asked, ‘Well, why do you need to leave, then, Rob?’


Keith sighed with theatrical exasperation.


‘I don’t need to leave,’ I replied. ‘I just asked if you thought I couldn’t function. I’m aware I’ve been a bit … you know – since the crash … but I function, don’t I? I still manage to do the show.’


‘Tch. All you have to do is mumble a few things into a mike every other track,’ Keith said, allowing himself a little laugh. ‘I get everything ready, and Jenny makes it work on air.’


‘And you do … you know …’ Jenny let her tongue loll out of her mouth and her eyes lose focus, ‘… “drift off” every so often.’


‘Jenny has to start the next song early to cover,’ added Keith.


‘OK … maybe. Maybe I do experience that drifting problem sometimes.’ I wriggled my shoulders uncomfortably. ‘I don’t do that very much, though, do I? It’s not a big thing.’


‘It’s not a big thing if you present a late-night jazz show,’ Keith admitted with a generously encouraging nod. ‘But I’m fucked if I’d want you as an air traffic controller.’


‘So – what? What are you saying? Can I function or not?’


‘You can function as a local radio presenter,’ replied Keith with a shrug. ‘But, very possibly, being a local radio presenter is the only thing you function well enough to be.’


I flopped down into a chair. ‘Honestly?’


‘We’re only saying this because we care,’ soothed Jenny.


‘I don’t care,’ added Keith.


‘Christ … I didn’t think I was that …’


There was silence for a few moments. Then Jenny spoke to me. ‘Five minutes, Rob.’ I nodded, but didn’t move from where I was. ‘Perhaps I should—’ she began.


‘No, you shouldn’t,’ said Keith. ‘He’ll be fine.’


‘I’m only thinking of the show, Keith,’ she replied.


‘Give it up.’


Finally, I brought my thoughtful little pause to an end and started to shuffle towards the studio. But then I stopped again.


‘Keith,’ I said, ‘I’d like to do something new tonight.’


‘No,’ he replied, immediately.


‘You haven’t heard what it is yet.’


‘I don’t need to. It’s a bad idea.’


‘How can you possibly say that without hearing what it is?’


‘Because our demographic is, self-evidently, people in the West Midlands listening to post-bop on the radio from midnight to three a.m. This is not a thrill-seeking demographic, Rob. It’s jazz trainspotters, people trying to get to sleep and the clinically depressed. You start getting interesting and you’re just going to alienate our listeners. Stick to the format.’


‘But … but I think doing this thing would help me too.’


‘Would it?’ said Keith, nodding slowly. ‘You see this, Rob?’ He swept his hand up and down, indicating his own head. ‘Is this, do you think, the face of a man who gives a fuck?’ To emphasise the point, he then popped the lychee into his mouth and showed me his teeth cutting it in half.


‘Keith—’


‘Stick,’ he spat the word quickly into the path of my sentence, paused to eyeball me seriously, then continued, ‘to the format. Don’t piss me around, Rob. You don’t want to get on the wrong side of me, not when everyone knows we’re carrying you here. You’ll be out on your arse. I promise you.’


I watched him carefully and comprehensively castrate me via the proxy of a fruit.


‘Three minutes,’ said Jenny.


I let out a defeated sigh and dragged myself off into the studio.


My headphones back on, I listened to the end of the Henderson insert and sagged over the desk, watching Jenny through the window. She raised her hand and counted down the last five seconds, pointing towards me on the ‘zero’.


‘Joe Henderson,’ I said. ‘Great stuff. And we have some more great stuff coming up shortly – Bobby Watson and Joe Lavano are both waiting in the wings …’ I looked at the crushed cup – which I was still clutching tightly in my clenched fist. Calmly, I let my hand open and watched the Styrofoam bloom a little in my palm. ‘But first …’ I took a breath and tossed the cup towards the waste bin. ‘But first, I’d like to do something a bit different. Let me stop the music for a while here, because I want to tell you about something now.’


On the other side of the glass, I saw Jenny’s mouth move through the shapes of ‘Keith?’ as she looked across at him, questioningly. Keith’s own mouth opened and closed but, I was sure, didn’t emit any sounds. He was sandbagged by frantic inaction: completely unable (and I can’t express the sheer delight that this irony gave me) to decide what was the best thing to do. I continued to talk and, after I’d got a couple of sentences farther along, he did stab a finger down on to the control panel and begin to say something. However, when I saw him start the movement, I reached up and pulled off my headphones, so I only caught ‘You cu—’!’ and therefore can’t possibly imagine what he might have wanted to tell me.


Whatever else he might have done after that I don’t know, because I closed my eyes then. I closed my eyes and I talked about what had happened with Lips O’Connell. This wasn’t news, of course; the crash had been a big story locally at the time. I’d mentioned on air that I was due to meet him the day he died too, during the tribute show we’d done. But O’Connell was merely a supporting actor in what I was saying now. Now, I was talking about me. I was speaking about my feelings, about how the events had affected the way I looked at things. It was truly cathartic – you can’t get much farther away from keeping things bottled up inside than broadcasting them live on a radio show. I carried on until the news bulletin at 2.30.


Keith let me. He’d obviously decided that allowing me to continue was marginally less disastrous than taking me off air mid-show. However, as soon as I allowed them to break for the news, he erupted into the studio.


‘You,’ he said, backing it up with a jabbing finger, ‘are so fucked.’ He sucked in air between his teeth – I suppose pulling a breath into himself in the same kind of way as one might blow one out over a pan of milk as an emergency way of stopping it boiling over. ‘I’m going to see to it that you get an even shittier slot than this, Garland. You think there are no shittier slots than this? Well – think again. How does Songs from the Shows at one a.m. on a Sunday strike you? And the only reason I’m not having you removed from this studio right now is that it’d mean Jenny stepping in. If she were a single, tiny iota less desperate to do this show, then the pleasure I’d get from not letting her wouldn’t be worth my keeping you on air for one more second.’


‘Sorry, Keith. It was something I just had to do.’


‘You’re a wanker.’


‘Yes. I know. Sorry. After the news we’ll go back to the format for the final half-hour.’


‘Wanker.’


‘Yes … Sorry.’


After the news I continued to talk about the crash and the questions it had raised for me. I think one of the blood vessels behind Keith’s eye burst at around a quarter to three.


When the show ended I crept into the control room looking sheepish. In fact, I didn’t feel sheepish – I felt great: better than I’d felt for a long, long while. But I thought it best, politically, not to swagger. Though, I probably could have swaggered, as it happens, because Keith pointedly didn’t look at me – even when he began to speak.


‘You can see the week out, Garland,’ he said, evenly. ‘It’s unprofessional for us to abruptly redo things after the week’s started. But I’ll be going to Bill and I’ll be asking that, come next Monday, this station be Rob Garland-free. I’ll be suggesting you get fired for unreasonable behaviour and breach of contract. If I can swing it, I’ll also be advising that we slip Geoff The Security Guard a few pounds to take you out into the car park and give you a fucking good kicking.’


‘Maybe you’re being a little harsh, Keith,’ Jenny said, trying to pacify him. ‘I mean, Rob’s not normally like this – and I’m sure he’s got it out of his system now. Right, Rob?’ She lifted her eyebrows at me.


‘Cock to that,’ replied Keith. ‘I’m the producer, Jenny; he completely trampled on my authority. I can’t have someone on air who just ignores me if he feels like it.’


‘But Bill might—’


‘Bill runs the station and Bill will accept that a presenter who – against the specific instructions of his producer – uses a show for his own reasons might say anything: slander, personal vendettas, who knows what? And it’s the station that’d have to face the legal consequences of that. Bill will back me up.’


‘But—’


‘Jenny? Would you like to do the show from now on?’


‘Yes,’ replied Jenny, instantly.


‘Well … you’re not fucking going to. And Rob’s screwed. And I’m the producer. Is everyone clear about the situation now?’


I let out a long breath. Not for any particular reason – just as a kind of full stop, to mark where I thought the end of the night was. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then, Jenny … Keith,’ I said, and left.


I don’t know what phrase you use for the opposite of a pyrrhic victory, but that’s what I felt this was. It was a thoroughly splendid disaster. I had no doubt at all that this was the best bad move I’d ever made and I was, frankly, damn pleased with myself.




FOUR


Do you know how I walked to my car? Jauntily. I swear to God: ‘jauntily’. I’d completely flushed my career, but I felt wonderful. If unburdening myself – admitting my problem as publicly as it was possible for me to do – had somehow killed the demon by exposing it to the brightest available light, then even being unemployed and unemployable would be a reasonable price to pay. It was more than reasonable, in fact; it was a bargain – because it paid for me to buy back my entire life. I was the Rob Garland I’d been before. Ready to move on. Ready – and fit – to marry Jo and for us to live a carelessly normal, utterly bog-standard, blissfully mundane life together without a doubtful thought passing through my head ever again.


As I walked along, I puffed misty little breaths up into the cold night air and pretended to be a train.


Central FM’s car park was big enough to take two cars. The only reason it was called a car park at all, rather than ‘a small driveway’, was that a genius had put up a sign that said ‘Car Park’ – it was a bit like laying laminate flooring in your living room so that there’s accidentally a two-inch height difference where the surfaces meet in the middle, and addressing this problem by simply referring to the higher area as ‘the mezzanine’. Managing to get a space in Central FM’s car park was such an astonishing achievement that, had I ever done it, I’m sure I’d never have moved my car again – I’d have just left it where it was, in triumph, and walked home. Because, as usual, there wasn’t a place free when I’d arrived, I’d done what I always did and parked my car out on the street in the nearest available space. Sometimes this meant parking several hundred yards away from the station, but there wasn’t really any choice about the matter (and, on one level, it was quite exciting, in fact: to park your car out on the street at night in Birmingham and find it still there when you return a few hours later always gives you a surprised little thrill). This night, however, I’d managed to find a place reasonably close.
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