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    Part One




    A television presenter drives around a town in England. He stops at red lights, beeps at inconsiderate drivers, correctly applies his brakes, accelerates efficiently, observes the highway code, considers suicide, steers, checks all three mirrors, starts, stops, moves. The television presenter imagines a handsome man driving a high-performance car down a road by an ocean in the sun. He doesn’t care about whether or not he is that man. He imagines an ordinary man, driving a low-performance car down a road by a supermarket in bawling, growling rain. He doesn’t care about whether or not he is that man.




    He drives past a Tesco’s. He drives past another supermarket. A small, sweet smelling cardboard pine tree dangles from his rearview mirror.




    I need to get some shopping, he thinks. If he doesn’t get shopping from a supermarket, his children will die of starvation. He doesn’t want that to happen. He imagines his children playfully eating from steaming plates of food. He introduces his children to the audience of thirteen million, viewing at home. Time to shop, he thinks, happily.




    He parks in a supermarket car park. Rain tracks down the windscreen. He grips the steering wheel a few times, happy that it yields slightly to the pressure. The dashboard of his car is a smiling face, helping him to express his emotions. He laughs to himself and feels fine. He takes the key out of the ignition.




    A customer walks past the television presenter as he lopes through the shop entrance. The customer thinks, I recognise that man from the television. He looks worse in real life. He looks really awful in real life. The customer thinks briefly about asking for an autograph, but decides against it. A thick spray of water flies from the presenter’s head as he shakes his long, grey locks. His scalp is visible through the hair, soaked to the skull. The customer goes about his business, getting into his car, driving home, and living the life of a customer.




    Everything in the supermarket is covered in plastic. The presenter looks at the products on the shelves and thinks, I know what that is, or, what is that? He occasionally reaches out and touches something. Touching items in the supermarket provokes a melancholic surge which he cannot understand. He thinks, I am nothing, and goes on with his shopping. The aisles in the supermarket are badly organised. There’s an aisle of cheap children’s toys wedged between the meat and the dairy. The customers of the supermarket often think as they wander around, where is the item I’m looking for? The television presenter doesn’t think this. His brain simply engages ‘supermarket mode’. He walks up and down the aisles, basket in hand, feigning deep, passionate interest in products he sees; picking them up and setting them down at random with a sage look on his face, the look of a master chef, selecting the ingredients for a prize-winning banquet.




    I Am Nothing, is the television presenter’s default setting. He is so good at thinking it, there’s nearly no effort whatsoever. He sometimes just feels that I Am Nothing is a kind of background radiation, an after effect of the big bang, like white noise on a television set. He thinks that without I Am Nothing there would be nothing. And that is major-league bull-shit, he thinks.




    The television presenter first started thinking about things in terms of a type of league and some kind of shit a few years ago. One of his co-presenters had said ‘that is major-league bull-crap’ and he had found it very funny. He sometimes says, ‘minor-league horse-crap,’ or ‘ultra-league crab-crap.’ He just loves it.




    What to make, what to make, what to make.




    The great thing about food is that it is tasty, if you prepare it properly and make it from ingredients that you love to taste, says the presenter, to an audience of twelve and a half million at home. The presenter’s hands finally alight on some pickled whelks and Irish soda bread. He cannot decide whether or not the children will like this for dinner. He thinks about buying more pickled things to match up with the whelks.




    Once, the television presenter had presented a television programme from the seaside. He remembers the smell of the sea very vividly. He thinks that whelks, and other pickled fish are like the sea-in-a-tin. He takes his purchases to a counter. The cashier swipes his choices across the barcode reader. The presenter is waiting for the cashier to mention something about his left-field choices. Maybe he’ll say something about how refreshing whelks are. Something about how the sour, complex notes of soda bread make it more interesting than standard, yeast-risen loaves. The cashier aggressively clears his throat, coughs painfully, wipes sweat from his forehead, hits his chest with a fist, and then whispers, almost imperceptibly, three pounds forty-three.




    It takes the presenter four minutes to start his car. The rain has stopped. He turns on an uplifting CD of music from his youth.




    On his drive home the presenter stops at some traffic lights. There is a lady at the traffic lights. He looks at the lady’s buttocks. He turns up the music from his youth. He looks very hard at the lady’s buttocks. He turns up the music so that it is very loud. He loves looking at the lady’s buttocks. The lady’s buttocks are his best friend. He looks at the lady’s face. She is not looking at him. He turns the music up so that it is very, very loud. He opens the window of the car. The lady still looks away from him. He starts screaming along to the lyrics of the music. He screams and screams and finally the lady looks at him.




    She sees an old man, beating his head in time to the music, screaming incoherently, opening and closing his window, being beeped at by other motorists. His eyes are wide open. He has long matted hair. She looks away.




    * * *




    The show is about high-performance cars. The cars scream around race tracks and fantastic international roads. The presenters of the show pat each other on the back and make jokes with each other. Sometimes, they look at each other and they are all thinking the same thing at the same moment. The thing they think is ‘I hate you’. Then they make a joke about a car or some clothes or a haircut.




    They re-booted the show a few years ago. The previous presenting team were getting old, and their banter was pretty weak. So in came the television presenter, the small one and the ugly one. Their on-screen chemistry is so fantastic that they often get viewing figures of thirteen or fourteen million.




    Thirteen or fourteen million souls, sat quiet, hands on knees, teeth chattering with excitement and pleasure.




    * * *




    The table is laid for dinner: plates and knives and forks, spoons, glasses, fabric underneath it all. A child sits at one side of the table, another across from it, a wife and the television presenter, all sitting together wonderfully.




    I bought pickled whelks and Irish soda bread for dinner, says the presenter.




    He takes the items out of a white plastic bag and puts them onto the table. One of the children screws up her face. She is the oldest one. The best way to tell the children apart is that one is a boy and one is a girl. I don’t want to eat that, she says. The wife looks over at the presenter and shrugs slightly. The other child is sitting at the table passively, looking straight ahead at the wall. He is thinking about school.




    Please try and eat the pickled whelks and soda bread, says the presenter, tenderly. No chance, says the daughter. The wife is filing her nails. The presenter doesn’t know what to do. He wants to do a television link at his daughter so that she will eat the whelks. This is Ellen, the best daughter in the world, he says to the audience of eleven million at home. She’s about to eat her dinner, and it’s going to be so outrageous that you won’t be able to take your eyes off it. Ellen forks a whelk and looks at it, before it slaps wetly back down onto her plate.




    The walls of the room are white, or off-white, depending on the light. The table is mahogany. Photographs of the television presenter meeting celebrities crowd the walls. A six inch by four inch family portrait sits on the mantelpiece. Sometimes the television presenter doesn’t know whether or not the room is tasteful. He wonders whether if the room was more tastefully decorated, his daughter might be more inclined to eat her food.




    I didn’t do anything today except clean the house, says the wife of the presenter. The presenter is making a whelk and soda bread sandwich. No-one else is eating anything.




    Did you enjoy cleaning the house Prudence, asks the presenter.




    No, says Prudence.




    Sorry about that. Maybe I should do some more cleaning of the house?




    No, it’s the only thing I have to do with my day.




    You should take up a hobby. I’ve got my cars and of course I’ll always have that. But what do you have? Bobby, tell your mother she should take up a hobby, says the presenter to the boy child.




    Mum, take up a hobby, says Bobby.




    Don’t do everything your father tells you to, says his wife. She looks up from her plate and meets the eyes of the presenter. Your father is a silly man, she says, before starting to laugh. And he doesn’t know what he is talking about, she says.




    The presenter looks away from his wife, down at his whelk sandwich. He can hear his wife laughing and his daughter pushing whelks round her plate and his son saying, dad, mum says you are a silly man. He takes a bite from his sandwich. It tastes disgusting. His family don’t eat anything. He keeps chewing and chewing the sandwich, not wanting to swallow the food, getting more and more frustrated, unable to think of anything apart from his inability to swallow.




    Twenty minutes later, he orders three meat feast pizzas and his family eat them. He carries on eating pickled whelks on soda bread.




    * * *




    Guys, we need some great banter on this series of the show. You are all lads, so start acting like it, OK, says the director of the car show.




    One of the presenters of the show says, that is super-league human shit, and laughs with the other two. Another of the presenters says, that is ultra-league cow poo, and the three of them laugh very hard together. The television presenter is nearly crying. He says, that is macro-league amoeba faeces. For some reason, no one laughs. The meeting room is silent. Two of the presenters and the director of the show all look at the other presenter.




    The director writes down in his note book, ‘POSSIBLE BANTER WEAK LINK.’




    The television presenter gulps. He thinks, calmly, this is my life.




    * * *




    I recognise you from somewhere I think. Are you off the television, says the waitress. She is handing the television presenter a small glass of house red wine. He is asked something about being on television nearly every day. He sometimes wishes that being asked whether he was on television could be a sport or something, or some kind of hobby. He says, no, you must have me mistaken for someone else. I’m just a shopkeeper. I sell my organic vegetables every day. I do a veg-box delivery service.




    It’s a small, bohemian café, with hundreds of pictures of frogs and small statues of frogs everywhere you look. A lot of the frogs have lipstick on and one has a large curly moustache and is smoking a ceramic cigarette.




    You look a lot like that guy from the car show on TV. You should be a look-a-like, you would make a lot of money, she says.




    The waitress is cute. She is trying to be nice. The presenter just wants her to leave him alone. He wants to be able to cry into his glass of wine, or do something weirdly romantic or poetic with the wine, pour it over his heart or dunk his fingers into it and smear it across his forehead. The salt and pepper shakers on the table are two frogs, embracing.




    Why isn’t my agent here, he thinks to himself.




    The waitress walks away from him and he looks at his watch. The watch is worth a lot of money. Someone gave it to him once because he posed for an advert. His picture went into a Japanese airline magazine, opposite a full page ad for a type of caviar that is harvested from eighty-year-old, albino sturgeons. He remembers the picture and thinks, I am old. His agent got him that advert. The slogan had been, A Modern Man.




    The presenter’s stomach feels empty and sharp. A sudden lick of acid rises up his throat, making him swallow frantically. He thinks that his heartburn is related to the fact that he is tired of waiting for his agent. He thinks about getting sick. He loves the idea. He thinks about working in a vegetable shop. There is a special on potatoes, he thinks. He wants to be a fat little Buddha in a vegetable shop. I put on four stone for this role, he says to the audience of five million at home, slapping his belly.




    The agent strides through the tiny café, pumping the hands of the staff he meets and giving out business cards to whoever will take one. He fills the space of the entire café. The frogs seem to back slowly away from him, being consumed by the walls, floor, windows.




    * * *




    Bobby, son of a television presenter, is sitting in the school dining room, thinking about school work. It’s a large octagonal room with high ceilings and many windows. He is eating a bowl full of custard. The table is a little small for him, his knees touch the underside of its surface.




    A boy comes and sits next to him.




    Bobby Martin, your dad is the one from that television show, isn’t he, says the boy.




    Fuck off, says Bobby.




    Did you get expelled from your last school, asks the boy.




    Bobby carries on eating custard from the bowl. He has only been at the school for a few days. The boy laughs a little bit. Bobby feels embarrassed. He can feel his cheeks turning red.




    Leave me alone, he says.




    Calm down Bobby, says the boy, we were excited about you coming to the school. Do you get to ride in fast cars sometimes?




    I don’t get to ride in fast cars. I don’t even like fast cars. I don’t like any cars.




    Why not, says the boy.




    Don’t know, says Bobby.




    Do you know who Harriet Gordon is?




    No.




    She’s really fat.




    Oh.




    We’re going to do something to her later. Do you want to join in?




    Don’t know, says Bobby.




    * * *




    Whenever the television presenter thinks about his career, he freezes inside and can’t believe that he is alive, or that people have careers or care about them at all.




    What new jobs are there for me, agent, says the presenter, my career is really important to me, as you know. You look ugly today.




    They both laugh.




    Banter is making fun of someone, to their face, so that they know it’s only a joke, and they don’t get upset about it, and then they do it back to you.




    OK, good joke. Well, we have a few options. Car Mad, Car Mental, Cars on Tour, Car Squad, Mad Cars, Man Car, Male Car, It’s A Man’s Car, One Man and his Car and the High Powered Car Show, says the agent. Which one do you like the sound of and when can you start?




    The television presenter doesn’t want to do any of the jobs that the agent has listed. A waiter comes over to the table and asks whether the presenter is a presenter from television. He says no, and that he works in a vegetable shop.




    Ha ha ha ha, says the agent, slapping the presenter on the back. He’s just as funny and larger than life as he is on the telly, right? He slaps him on the back again. No, it really is the big-shot presenter that you think it is. He can sign his autograph if you like. I am his agent.




    The presenter signs an autograph for the waiter on a napkin. It seems to him that the shapes that he has drawn on the napkin are not his signature, but an ancient symbol from a lost civilisation, a stamp from an office in a foreign country, a misprinted barcode.




    The presenter begins to laugh and slowly, as his laughing becomes louder, the other diners in the restaurant become more and more quiet, until finally, everything sounds awful.




    * * *




    Here is a series of haiku poems written by Ellen, the daughter. She is sixteen years old and loves writing poetry. It helps her relax. She always leaves the first letters of her sentences in the lower case. She does it because she thinks that it makes all of the words as important as each other.




     




    feeling young




    although I don’t know




    nothing else




    who am I




    i have no idea




    who I am




    why do i




    do the things i do




    i don’t know




    She buys pale green, soft-back notebooks in packs of three from a local newsagent and fills them up with poems, diary entries and short stories. She has two brown boxes full of the notebooks. They are organised by date, theme and medium. Ellen likes to read through her old work every few months, moving the notebooks around depending on her changing tastes. She feels happy when she does this, even if she’s cringing at some old, bad writing.




    After carefully replacing the notebook of poems, she opens an older volume. She thumbs her way to the page she always looks at. It’s all written in pencil.




    What will I be when I grow up?




    1. Lawyer. I would like to be a lawyer because I can help people and it’s exciting.




    2. Writer. I would like to be a writer because I like telling stories and playing imaginary games with my brother.




    3. Hairdresser. I would like to be a hairdresser because my hairdresser is really nice.




    She often still asks herself the question, what will I be when I grow up. Sometimes she can think of an answer immediately, sometimes it takes her a long time and she comes up with nothing at all.




     




    When I grow up, I’m going to be exactly the same as I am now, Ellen thinks. I’m going to live with my parents until I’m eighty. My parents will die and I won’t notice, and then I’ll wander around the streets, trying to find new parents.




    Ellen is checking her email. As she checks it, one of her friends sends her a message through gmail chat. They have this conversation:




    tracy: hi ellen - your dad’s on tv. the other two presenters are hot. can your dad get me to meet them?




    ellen: haha that is sick.




    no.




    he can’t get you to meet them.




    you have really disgusting taste, tracy.




    tracy: haha i would like to have sex with the small one




    he looks like a rat




    like a man-sized rat




    that is hot




    rats are hot




    your dad is hot




    ellen: fuck you




    tracy: fuck you




    They carry on chatting for around half an hour. Ellen does not feel comfortable talking sexually about her father’s colleagues. Her friends often talk about her father’s colleagues. She normally tries to turn her mind off while they do it. She concentrates on the sensations that her body is experiencing, in order to distance herself from processing the conversations she is having. She sometimes induces a heavy, trance-state in which she can think of almost nothing.




    * * *




    Bobby’s English teacher has lined up the three guilty boys in the English office. She is walking in front of them and talking to them. She is asking about whether they think the way they acted is acceptable. She is asking them whether they would want someone else to do to them what they have done.




    Bobby keeps thinking about Harriet Gordon, crying all of the time and having crumpled up paper thrown at her. She is the least popular girl in school. The children call her Fat Harriet. Bobby chewed the paper in his mouth before throwing it at her. Many spit-coated pellets were stuck to her back before she realised what they were doing.




    The teacher tells the line-up of boys that they are torturing someone who has done nothing to them. Bobby does not feel guilty because of what he has done. He feels excited to be in trouble, and knows that talking to the other two about this experience afterwards will be fun.




    Bobby Martin. Do not smile when I am telling you off, says the teacher. There is a look of calculated contempt on her face, her eyes oddly vulnerable at the same time as being sharp with anger. She is standing close to Bobby. He can smell vanilla on her skin. She looks straight into Bobby’s brain and she says to it, I don’t care who your father is, Bobby Martin, you are going to be punished for this.




    The television presenter’s son thinks, I am bored.




    * * *




    The school is almost empty and it’s dark outside. There’s a hollow silence in the warm office, filled occasionally by the short, angry sentences of Bobby’s teacher.




    The television presenter is finding it very hard to listen to the teacher as she tells him what his son has done. He is thinking about doing links for his television show. He is thinking about saying that certain cars are rubbish, or that certain other cars are not rubbish, that in fact they are very good, and that they can go at a certain number of miles per hour, or they can turn with authority, or precision, or character. He imagines being the size of a building and crushing cars with his bare hands before throwing them at his co-hosts. He wants to come back to school and go to TV presenting class. He wants to crawl into a womb and learn about life by watching Open University courses projected onto the soft pink wall. He is a luscious little foetus with a heart of gold and a trendy umbilical cord and amniotic sac twin-set with matching his and hers towels and a villa in southern Spain.




    Bobby is a good boy, he says. The presenter is always amused by people accepting his hyper-stupidity.




    He is not a good boy Mr. Martin. I am very, very worried about Bobby. He is a bully.




    The teacher looks at the television presenter with large brown eyes. Her eyes say, I am serious.




    He is just going through a tough stage, right, says the presenter.




    It’s something that needs to be acted on, before it gets out of hand. I am worried about the kind of example that you set him on your television show as well. What’s the name of the small one on the show? He is always the butt of your jokes, and some of them can be quite cruel.




    It’s professional banter, he says.




    It’s cruel. I feel like your son needs a better role model. It’s not helpful to have a father who is famous for being cruel to his co-presenters.




    It’s hot under the studio lights and the television presenter can feel the first tiny drops of sweat forming on his brow. Today we’re going to play a traditional school playground game of tag, he says. He spins around and points at camera two. But with monster trucks, he says. The audience go wild.




    I will talk to Bobby about this, says the presenter, he is a good boy. He just needs parental guidance.




    Later on that day, the television presenter will try and talk to Bobby. He will keep losing interest and drifting off whenever he tries to talk to Bobby about his behaviour. His mind will keep returning to its normal state of natural, somnolent detachment. Bobby will not be interested, not feel threatened, not care about his father’s concerns. Eventually Bobby will tell his father a joke about Fat Harriet and the television presenter will catch his eye for one second, smile briefly, and think ‘major-league dog-shit’.




    * * *




    The wife of the television presenter knows nothing about Bobby’s problems in school. She doesn’t know anything about her daughter’s poetry. She has no idea about her husband’s concerns about his career. Prudence is always alone.




    This egg is delicious, says her friend, sucking on a quail’s egg.




    They are eating together in a restaurant in an expensive area. They are eating quails’ eggs that have been cooked with an extremely expensive mould.




    It’s heavenly, says Prudence. She can’t taste anything. I never thought that I would hear myself saying that I like mould. But I love it. Look at me! I love mould. I absolutely love the taste of mould.




    Her friend laughs. Prudence looks at her friend’s nostrils. They flare up and then constrict. They do this over and over again. Prudence thinks about sphincters. Her friend carries on laughing.




    Prudence and her friend meet up once a week. They discuss husbands, children, celebrities, culture, the economic situation, fear of Islam taking over the country, loss of traditional values, fear of young people, fear of getting old.




    They meet in the mid morning, have cups of tea or coffee in a smart café. Then they head out to a fancy restaurant together. They love being waited on. Prudence doesn’t enjoy their get-togethers at all. She hates drinking and eating, she hates talking to her friend. She hates her friend. Almost always, she goes to the toilet after eating the food, puts her finger down her throat, and tries to get sick. She never manages it, but awkwardly convulses into the toilet bowl over and over, staring at the small lake of contaminated water inches away from her face.




    I always see Mark looking at other women, says Prudence’s friend. It’s disgusting. I see his eyes scanning up and down them, looking at their bodies. She is swallowing a piece of quail’s egg. So I get my own back! I look at other men sometimes and think about them! Sexually! He has no idea about it.




    That is really funny, says Prudence, not laughing. That’s a really funny story. Prudence doesn’t have sex. It’s just a tiny chunk of experience that she has forgotten exists. The food in her mouth tastes of mulched autumn leaves. She imagines scooping leaves from the road with a long silver spoon, before sliding them into her mouth.




    How are your children, asks the friend.




    Oh, you know. They are little terrors, getting into scrapes, growing up, getting to the age when they start noticing people of the opposite sex, having an awkward adolescent time, just getting to know who they really are.




    That is really funny, says the friend, without laughing. She doesn’t have any children because her husband is impotent. Prudence often thinks that it is not worth talking about her problems with this particular friend, because she is a hateful, spiteful, bitter bitch. I am glad we are friends, says Prudence.




    What would I do without you, says her friend.




    What would I do without you, says Prudence.




    You wouldn’t be eating quails’ eggs and mould, that’s for sure, exclaims her friend.




    They both set to the task of laughing heartily. Their laughter crashes awkwardly around the restaurant until they get bored and start eating another bite of egg.




    I think I need a hobby, says Prudence.




    You need an affair, says her friend, saucily. Prudence smiles and tries to seem conspiratorial. She remembers her life when she was a producer on a television programme. She thinks about it and misses it often. She remembers her interests and old hopes for the future. She remembers meeting the television presenter for the first time, and being excited by him. She remembers their first nights together. She remembers the feeling of being wanted. She remembers talking to him.




    She remembers seeing a dull moon through windows as they lay naked, talking about the future. She remembers the texture of the wall as she touched it while they made love.




    * * *




    Mandy the producer is talking to the television presenter. He thinks that Mandy is a very intelligent and attractive young girl. She has a great talent for thinking up outrageous concepts for the show. Morris Minor pinball: Mandy’s idea. Punto Pachinko: a great idea from Mandy. Every time the presenter thinks of an idea, his teammates say nothing for a bit and then burst out laughing. Or they just immediately say, no. His depression seems to be taking up a part of his brain that would normally control his skin, in some way. It feels like small, electric eddy currents are swirling around on his skin. He wants to peel it off, or, have it peeled off him by someone else.




    Mandy, peel off my skin, says the television presenter. Just kidding, he says.




    Mandy looks confused. She laughs a little in a nervous way. Mandy thinks, he is so weird. I definitely don’t want to have sex with him, I guess.




    Mandy is a confused young woman. She is not attracted to the television presenter, but feels like she should be. When she first met him, she thought to herself, oh no. I am going to end up having sex with this man, because he is a celebrity.




    She was annoyed to discover that she could not force herself to feel any kind of lust for him at all. She tried reading about him on the internet, watching his show on repeat, buying annuals from the bookshop about him, masturbating about him and talking to him in a coquettish way. Nothing she does makes her feel horny or interested in him sexually. It makes her depressed.




    She often sits at home watching repeats of the television show, crying and eating sticks of celery, wishing she could find a way to want to sleep with the presenter. Occasionally she writes ideas in a small, pale green notebook. She sucks the end of her pen and imagines what she looks like sucking it.




    They are meant to be planning a special episode of the programme which is going to be filmed in a few months. The special will take place on “The Shittest Roads in The World”. It will be an examination of the world’s most dangerous, ugly, and boring roads. They are planning to go to some places in England, but mostly abroad.




    Time for the production meeting, says Mandy.




    The production room is too small for all of them, really. There’s a huge pot plant in the corner that is bigger than the presenter. It looks a lot like a palm tree that’s completely lost.




    Let’s get this show on the road, says the presenter. He makes this joke a lot. Mandy thinks it is not funny. She laughs all the way into the production meeting.




    The other two presenters are there; the short one, and the ugly one. They are both sitting with their legs spread wide apart so that it looks like they need a lot of space for their penises. They look stupid, their knees almost touching.




    The presenter sits down on his chair and crosses his legs. The other two presenters look at him and start snorting and snickering to each other.




    What’s the matter? Trying to hide your vagina from us or something, says the ugly one. The short one looks like he is going to start crying, or pass out due to lack of oxygen as he loses the ability to breathe because of violent laughter. The television presenter has two simultaneous fantasies. One is a fantasy in which he stabs both of the other presenters in their hearts with an ice axe. The other is a fantasy in which he makes a great joke and they both laugh at it and pat him on the back.




    Ha. No way. Good one, says the presenter. He uncrosses his legs and tries to move them as far apart from each other as he can. There is maybe a square foot of space in the room that isn’t occupied by either leg or plant.




    Mandy the producer talks to the presenters about the particular challenges of the upcoming special. Listening to her voice, the presenter becomes melancholy. He thinks about young women, and the start of his life. Welcome to This Is Your Life, says Michael Aspel, to the presenter. The audience at home is monstrously large. He stares at the pot plant, with a confused smile on his face.




    Mandy looks at the television presenter. He looks like he hasn’t noticed that she has noticed him staring into space. She doesn’t know what to do. She imagines briefly waving or prodding the presenter, but instead she carries on with the meeting and tries to think of how she will ever be attracted to him.




    * * *




    One carrot. Three pieces of broccoli. A tomato. Three mushrooms. Acai berries. Crème fraiche. The blender goes on. Prudence is making smoothies.




    The vegetables blend into a glutinous brown paste. It doesn’t look good. Prudence thinks, needs more broccoli. She gets some more broccoli florets from the fridge, and drops them into the blender. The paste still looks brown. She looks at her collection of designer wine glasses. They are standing on a stainless steel shelf near the window. When sunlight comes into the room, the glasses look lovely.




    She takes a glass from the shelf and tries to pour the smoothie into it. It takes a long time to come out. She has to shake the blender up and down to loosen it. With a sliming thump, the smoothie finally drops into the glass. It looks like shit.




    Prudence thinks, this for breakfast, this for lunch, lean turkey steaks for dinner.




    She sits down at the table and looks through some papers and magazines that happen to be on it, trying to put off drinking/eating the smoothie for as long as possible. She reads the back cover of her television magazine. The back cover is an advert for some plates that commemorate the imminent royal wedding. The plates look cheap. The pictures of William and Kate are badly drawn and lazily coloured. William looks a lot like Princess Diana in the picture. Prudence thinks, it’s so cynical.




    She picks up the phone and dials through to the sales office of the plate company. She orders the commemorative plate. It costs £29.99 and comes with a small, ornate spoon. Prudence can’t wait for the plate to come so that she can invite someone over. The person she invites over will come over and have no idea about the plate and they will see it and then they will say, oh wow, Prudence, that’s smart, and Prudence will say, you know, it’s nice to be a part of history, and the person will say, yes it is.




    Underneath the television magazine are school reports for Bobby and Ellen. Prudence starts reading the school reports but the words don’t really make any impact on her. She skims over sections about Bobby having emotional problems and Ellen being introverted and quiet. She looks at tables which show effort and attainment for the two children. Here is Bobby’s table:




    

      

        

        

        

      



      

        

          	

            Subject


          



          	

            Effort


          



          	

            Attainment


          

        




        

          	

            Maths


          



          	

            1


          



          	

            2


          

        




        

          	

            English


          



          	

            1


          



          	

            2


          

        




        

          	

            Science


          



          	

            1


          



          	

            2


          

        




        

          	

            French


          



          	

            1


          



          	

            2


          

        




        

          	

            Physical Education


          



          	

            5


          



          	

            2


          

        


      

    




    




    There is a note to say that 1 = very poor and 5 = outstanding.




    Here is Ellen’s table:




    

      

        

        

        

      



      

        

          	

            Subject


          



          	

            Effort


          



          	

            Attainment


          

        




        

          	

            Maths


          



          	

            3


          



          	

            3


          

        




        

          	

            English


          



          	

            5


          



          	

            5


          

        




        

          	

            Science


          



          	

            2


          



          	

            3


          

        




        

          	

            French


          



          	

            2


          



          	

            3


          

        




        

          	

            Physical Education


          



          	

            1


          



          	

            1


          

        


      

    




    




     




    Prudence thinks about what her report would say. She sketches out a table of effort and attainment:




     




    

      

        

        

        

      



      

        

          	

            Subject


          



          	

            Effort


          



          	

            Attainment


          

        




        

          	

            Cooking


          



          	

            5


          



          	

            1


          

        




        

          	

            Cleaning


          



          	

            5


          



          	

            1


          

        




        

          	

            Hobbies


          



          	

            0


          



          	

            0


          

        




        

          	

            Sex


          



          	

            1


          



          	

            1


          

        




        

          	

            Happiness


          



          	

            1000


          



          	

            -1000


          

        




        

          	

            Creativity


          



          	

            0


          



          	

            0


          

        




        

          	

            Financial Security


          



          	

            0


          



          	

            5000000000000


          

        


      

    




    




     




     




    She writes a note at the bottom of her table to say that -1000 is very poor and 5000000000000 is outstanding. She looks at her table for five minutes or so, not feeling anything. She looks away from the table for five minutes or so. She looks back at the table and then at her smoothie, and then at the commemorative plate advert, at her phone and then straight up through the skylight at the clouds above her.




    The clouds are ready to drop a batch of rain onto the country.




    Prudence takes hold of the glass with her hand, which shakes wildly. It feels like her fingers are jumping between points in space that are metres apart. Prudence feels that each separate point in time is disconnected from the points that precede and follow it, forcing her body to shake in an unrealistic, disjointed way.




    The glass at her lips, she tilts the paste into her mouth. It doesn’t taste good. Some spills thickly down her chin and fibrous chunks fall onto her expensive top. She manages to swallow some. A lot is being spilled onto her face now. She decides to obey the will of whatever seems to be controlling her body and pours the rest of the smoothie over her head.




    A thought happens to Prudence. The thought is:




    You need to do something.




    * * *




    Ellen and Tracy sit together on a wall in the school. They are cold. They are eating lunch together. Tuna paste on brown bread with hula hoops and capri-sun. An apple with a cold, damp, bacon sandwich and supermarket own-brand brown sauce. Salt and vinegar squares. Their legs shake in the wind.




    Ellen and Tracy go to a very expensive school for children whose parents are rich or famous or rich and famous. Tracy’s mother is the British ambassador to Romania. Tracy often says that her mother and father are retards and that everyone in Romania is a retard. She very rarely gets to see her parents because they are usually in Romania. She lives with her grandmother who does not have anything to do with Romania. Tracy sometimes gets poppers and sniffs them and then giggles for about 30 seconds and then her nose bleeds. When she does this, Ellen watches her but doesn’t join in. Tracy says, in between laughs, you are so boring, Ellen, I don’t know why I hang out with you. Then Ellen says, because you fancy me, and laughs. Tracy laughs.
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