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Author’s note


Baudelaire was written in the early nineties when London was still recovering from the Thatcher years: her shadow loomed large over the city. If you had to reach for a description of the spirit prevalent then, paranoia would fit best. The money-men in particular were jittery, still reeling from the crash of the eighties, and once you throw certain drugs into the mix, you get serious nerves. The price of cocaine had skyrocketed and money, well money was the prime motivator, as in most encounters.


White-collar crime was the topic of ferocious dinner parties. I wanted to explore what might happen to the “safe” professions if they were seduced by the usual suspects:


money,


sex,


power,


take an accountant and lure him down the meaner streets, see how he’d fare. I wanted to question how solid, how safe was the blandest of our citizens. Throw Baudelaire into the mesh and you’ll tilt those scales in any era. There are few more dangerous animals than an Englishman off balance.
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New York, January 2004
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Book 1


“YOU HAVE A MEAN FUCKIN’ MOUTH.”


That’s the very first thing she ever said to me. Nice, eh! And I don’t, I mean, OK I tend to compress my lips a bit, but that doesn’t make it mean. Not really. I do that to hide an over-bite. So sure, my teeth aren’t the shine-in-the-dark model, but they’re hardly green. But whoa, hold the phones, this makes me sound defensive … and I’ve nothing to defend, but let’s leave that for now.


Anyroads, as they say in Coronation Street, that’s how I met her. In The Nell Gwynn off The Strand. It was chock-a-block in there. She’d squeezed in beside me at the bar and hey presto, she’s bad-mouthing me, if you’ll excuse the pun.


To describe her, as she was then, that very first moment, how she looked, not how she was, because she kept the two rigidly separate. She was small with jet black hair. Later I learnt she put darkener in it. Light blue eyes with fast intelligence. A snub nose and yes, a generous mouth, full lips and good teeth. Very thin and it seemed, no chest. Her skin was pale with a sheen of … I don’t know, it appeared to pick up the light. That sounds daft, but that’s how it looked.


Sexy, yes. From the beginning, that was all over her. She wasn’t even especially pretty, but some mix in there made you want to climb on, forever.


“You’re not a policeman?”


“Good Lord, no.”


“You have the eyes of one, dull and blatant. But you do have a name?”


I hesitated, not because I didn’t want to tell her. I was fairly offended by the eyes remark. I’d always thought they were my one solid feature.


“How terribly English,” she said, “you can’t say as we haven’t been properly introduced. Well, pardon me … Yo, bar-person, double vodka before Tuesday.”


“Mike,” I said.


She gave a brief smile.


“Solid and reliable, Mike … good old rigid Micky eh. You’re not fibbing here and it’s really Harry – yeah, you look like a Harry, dirty Harry.”


Her drink came and she said,


“Give Harry another … reason I ask if you’re a policeman is I’m a bit wired, been doing the old nosy candy.”


I had no trouble at all believing this and then she slapped the counter, saying,


“That shit costs, you know. Orson Welles liked it so much he said if he’d a spare lifetime to waste, he would give it to cocaine.”


Is there an answer to this? Probably. But it wasn’t one I could come up with. You know you’re in deep trouble with a woman when you want to impress her. So I had some of my drink.


Now she inspected me. I’ll try to tell you what I think she saw. Not what I hoped she’d see. I’m 5’10” with a medium build, brown straight hair, brown eyes, an ordinary nose and you already heard about the mouth. Neat, I look neat and alas, not in the American sense. The sort of baby they very nearly forgot to deliver. And did definitely forget after. Good Lord, you’d think I wanted to be tidy.


What a horror. On my gravestone it will say,


“He died tidy.”


When they talk about the “public” I’m exactly who they see, however briefly. Christ, I’m verging on caricature.


“Mike … yo, Mikey, earth calling?”


“Sorry.”


“That is one black suit, how come you’re in a pub after two – skiving off the job, eh?”


“My mother died.”


She looked at me, not with concern or compassion, but with a sort of lazy interest. I mean she’d just met me, how torn up could she be about my mother?


“I’m sorry, Mike.”


“Oh, don’t be, that was five years ago.”


“What? You’re still taking time off? … Jesus Mikey, time to get a grip. The firm’s probably sold for fuckssake.”


“No … no, I only just told them. I kept her death quiet until now. I thought I’d keep it in reserve till I really wanted time off.”


She took a lofty wallop of her drink and said,


“Weird, what? You stashed yer old Mum under the bed and then hauled her out when you wanted a bit of a holiday. You don’t need cocaine, Mikey, it’s lockin’ up you need.”


As I mentioned, the pub was packed and a stout man in a pinstripe had been trying for service. He kicked against me and my drink spilled. She turned instantly, said,


“Hey, lard ass … yeah, fat face, easy with the pushing.”


“Are you addressing me, Miss?”


“Got stockings and suspenders on under the suit? … Yes, you do. I know you, let’s check it out.”


She moved towards him. He looked to me, but I wasn’t offering anything, least of all assistance. He pulled back and let the crowd help his escape.


I thought I’d go too and she asked,


“So, Mike, what work do you do?”


“I keep books.”


“Yeah, but keep ’em where and for what? … You’re good with numbers, right?”


“Ahm, yes … well, there’s a little more to it.”


“Try this number – 081-913-4897, you want a little freelance work, gimme a call.”


And she was gone. In pursuit of the pinstripe, I dunno.


Everybody has a Laura story. This was the beginning of mine.


I had wanted to ask her what she did. I’d have guessed an actress. My mother used to say, “All women act – with men around, there’s little option.” As it was, I’d have guessed wrong.


MY FRIEND BRAD IS A HOMOSEXUAL.


He says,


“Hell is to have missed your life,”


and he gives me a very direct look – I’ve played safe. No risks and thus no excitement. Just kept my head down and hoped it would soon be over.


In a posh moment, I’d admitted to Brad that I only wanted to be safe. He said,


“Michael, that’s not safety you’re talking about.”


“Yes it is.”


“Man, you’re talking dead. Ain’t no real safety till death. Even then …


“And if you don’t believe it,” he’d said, “take a stroll down Oxford Street. Only Phil Collins believes in the cheery lovable scamp.”


I’d asked what on earth Phil Collins had to do with it and got the reply,


“Or with anything else either!”


Brad is a teacher, a T.E.F.L., he says. Teacher of English as a Foreign Language. I’ve known him since childhood. We lived in the same street, went to the same schools. I’m not going to say obscene things like I’ve nothing against gays … or worse, the ultimate insult, “Some of my best friends are gay.” If you have to explain your friends, you aren’t one.


I called round to see him that evening. K.D. Lang was blasting from his stereo. I had to wait till she finished.


“And so it shall be.”


If I’d been seeking omens, might I not have listened to her. What I found instead was a lengthy song. Brad looks a bit like TAB HUNTER, and truth be told, he works at that. Why he should is a mystery. I always felt even Tab didn’t want to look as he did.


Another long delay for real coffee to be made. A fuss with filters and clear water. Then I told him the Laura story. I omitted the mean-mouth detail lest he agree with the description.


“Michael, don’t confuse crazy with interesting; she’s a lunatic.”


I was offended, but tried to hide it.


He said,


“You’re offended, aren’t you?”


“No, no, I value your insight.”


“Michael, when people ‘value your insight’ they mean, ‘Jeez, what did I ask this fucker for?’ ”


He turned up the volume on the stereo. Now K.D. was duetting with Roy Orbison for,


“Crying”.


Brad joined them for the very high notes. I sipped on the real coffee and found it bitter.


So I rang her.


And I taped the call.


I didn’t even know her name. I did instantly know her voice.


“Hello?”


“Yes … ahm, hello, I met you in a pub the other day … Good Lord, that sounds awful.”


“Which, that you met me, or …”


“Oh no, I mean I was glad to meet you, to have made your acquaintance.”


“Stop whining … OK, is there a point to this?”


“Yes … sorry … I … I wondered if I might take you to dinner, I’m … I …”


“The guy in the dead suit, yeah. I remember you want to get in my knickers, is that it?”


“I beg your pardon … That was not my intention … Good heavens, I don’t even know your name.”


“You don’t want in my knickers? Is there something wrong with you – are you gay? … Is that it? … Speak up … I’m Laura. And you’re Daniel if I remember correctly.”


“Ahm … Mike actually.”


“Mike, do I remember a Mike … well … wot the hell. This is Thursday.”


“Actually it’s Tuesday.”


“Hey, Mike, lighten up … These are jokes – if there’s correction to be done, I’ll handle that … Are we clear?”


“So, meet me in that pub on Saturday at eight. That was on the Tottenham Court Road, am I correct?”


And she hung up.


I hadn’t liked to say it was The Strand, but I worried about it. And worse, I was rampant.


*


I taped the call so I’d be able to hear that voice at my leisure. But I didn’t think I’d be able to take my own pitiful effort.


What I did was, I played it for Brad.


After, he asked to hear it again. But before I could do that, he roared,


“Christ, I’m not serious, it’s a movie cliché … to pretend I’m interested or something. What do you want, Michael, you want me to tell you she’s a little treasure, is that it?”


“I just wanted your opinion.”


“She’s a hooker.”


“Thanks, Brad, thanks a lot. You’d know a lot about women after all.”


I dunno if it hurt him. It was meant to.


He stood and said,


“You’re right about that. I do know a lot about them. Last I heard, straight men didn’t seem to have progressed much in their understanding of the female mind. But what about Brenda, eh, what about HER?”


There isn’t a whole lot about Brenda. She’s a nice person, in fact, she’s a tidy one. There isn’t a thing you could say against her. Or in fact, much you could say about her at all. Like me I suppose.


We’d been going together for two years, and going quietly. I know this sounds terrible, as if I hated her. After meeting Laura, I did think we were a match. Brenda was a secretary … and sensible … and sexless. When we went to bed, we thanked each other a lot. I dunno if that’s consideration or just English.


Do you know the actress Rita Tushingham? Now I don’t think she could be accused of being a beauty. Can you picture a plain version of her? That’s pretty close to Brenda. I didn’t ever tape her voice. I didn’t want to hear her voice, even when I was with her.


A few months back, I’d gone on a shopping blitz. I dunno what possessed me, but instead of the usual dark jacket and slacks I’d buy twice yearly, I’d bought a pair of very faded jeans. The salesman kept calling me sir. The term loaded with a sneer.


“These are Levis 501. Sir will find them to be state of the art.”


Art?


For jeans. Just holding them in my hands made me weak. I wanted to quip, “Who bought the other 500?” But when I tried them on, the old me surfaced and I asked, oh God –


“Will they hold a crease?”


He gave a tolerant chuckle.


“Oh, Sir, how droll, very humourous. The modern man doesn’t iron his jeans. Creases are passé, oh dear me, yes.”


I wondered if the modern man had a less modern woman for the ironing. I’d love to tell my boss about creases. Crease him right up.


So I bought the jeans … and trainers, and a beat-up leather jacket. I felt pretty beat up at the cost. The more bedraggled the clothes, the steeper the price. I’d obviously missed the revolution. Of course, I’d never worn them, good heavens no.


I wore them now. Brenda was already seated at our regular table at Pizza Hut. She was dressed as if at work. Her eyes widened.


“Michael, what on earth?”


“What do you think?”


“Well … it’s different, I’ll have to think about it.”


The waitress came, smiled that pizza smile, and asked,


“The usual?”


“Yes,” Brenda said.


“No,” I said.


Brenda gave me a troubled look. I turned to the waitress. “ Let us have our usual, but to go – can you do that?”


She could.


“Brenda, I have some nice wine at home, so let’s break the routine and have a picnic on the floor, a bit of a lark.”


“But, Michael, we’re already out. I do wish you’d let me know. I’m not complaining, it’s just … well.”


“Yeah, you are, you are complaining.”


“Oh, Michael, what’s got into you, why are you determined to be disagreeable?”


I wanted to hit her.


We arrived back to my place in a cloud of knife politeness.


“After you, dear …”


“No, no … go along.”


“Baby, I’m fine.”


“Nothing’s the matter …”


“At least the rain held off.”


Violence served through etiquette.


I own a semi-detached off Clapham Common. Inherited from my mother. It’s


clean,


functional,


solid.


The only extravagance is my sound-system and my opera collection. Brenda clutched the pizza box like an accusation, said,


“I’ll pop these in the microwave, darling, shall I?”


I had to bite down not to reply,


“And then I’ll pop in you, how would that be, honeybunch?”


It hit me that just maybe Brenda couldn’t abide me either. A perfect set of circumstances for marriage.


I lined up “Caro Nome” from Rigoletto. The beauty of Anna Moffo’s voice rose and I increased the volume.


The chorus is conducted by Georg Solti and filled my ears. I could barely hear Brenda’s voice,


“Is that Bizet, darling?”


“Verdi.”


“A trifle loud, is it, darling?”


She was setting the microwave when I came up behind her. Her neat two-piece suit looking fresh from the dry-cleaners.


I put my arm around her neck and pushed myself against her. I began to kiss her neck.


“Not now darling, surely?”


I tightened my grip and pushed my other hand under her skirt. Tore at her tights and knickers. She tried to move, but I forced her against the oven. I pulled my zip down and rammed it into her. I came in seconds.


The microwave gave a “ping”.


I pulled my arm away and staggered back to the living-room. I thought,


“The wine should be well chilled now, like the atmosphere.”


BRAD WAS SAYING,


“I could kill for a fuckin’ cigarette.”


I thought, “Nice expression from an English language teacher.”


I said nothing.


He continued,


“There isn’t anything I haven’t tried to stop: nicotine patches, acupuncture, hypnotherapy, aversion therapy.”


I said, “Have you tried arithmetic?”


“Arithmetic … wot, that a joke is it? Some form of fuckin’ accountancy humour.”


“No, it’s figures – see how much it costs … how many years …”


“Fuck off, Mikey – just go the fuck home, OK? I even tried ‘Quitman’. Heard of that, eh? It’s electrocution … yeah, I’m serious. It looks like a walkman and emits a tiny painless electric current behind the ears.”


“You’re serious, are you?”


“Yeah, the current activates a chemical reaction in the brain which reduces the horror of withdrawal.”


“Did it work?”


“Fuck knows, the cost of it put me back smoking. That’s nicotine logic Mike, don’t try to follow it.”


I wanted to talk to him about Laura. He asked,


“How’s Brenda?”


And that I did not wish to discuss. In a loud voice he began to recite.


“Tobacco: divine, rare, super, excellent tobacco, a remedy to all diseases. But, as it is commonly abused by most men,


’tis a plague,


a mischief,


a violent surge of goods,


lands,


health,


and ’tis hellish,


devilish,


the ruin and overthrow of body and soul.”


He stopped, reached in his pocket, took out a thin packet … extracted one … lit it and asked,


“Name the author … Come along, quickly now.”


I had no idea, so I said,


“I’ve no idea.”


“Ah, take a shout, man, don’t be a spineless shite all yer life.”


“Sir Walter Raleigh then.”


“Not bad, a touch of educated ignorance there.”


*


Between us always hung an old betrayal. Never mentioned – or forgotten.


A time back, Brad’s birthday, we’d gone out to dinner. My treat. A few drinks after. The pub was in Kensington and catered to a wide range of tastes. Down the bar from us, three hard cases were loud and obvious. Brad was in his Oscar Wilde mode and broke off to address them.


“Oh, darlings … Yo sweetmeats! Try and keep the volume down,”


and back to his Wilde stories. To my great relief, the three left soon after. Come closing, we were very drunk and very happy about it.


Outside, the three were waiting. One said,


“Hey, nancy boy … Yeah, queer boy, arse-bandit, you want to tell us about that volume now?”


I ran.


All the adjectives


despicable,


unbelievable,


contemptuous,


apply.


No defence. I can’t blame the booze as I was sober enough to run the fastest I’ve ever done … and hail a taxi.


I put distance between us and they put Brad in hospital. When I went up to see him, he looked truly shocking, but his mouth still worked. He said,


“It’s just a scratch, right?”


“Jesus.”


I had a bunch of grapes and a box of Black Magic. They looked more pathetic than Brad. He glanced at them, said,


“Grapes of wrath, perchance. You should see the state of those other guys. They won’t fuck with old Brad again.”


“Oh God, Brad, I’m so sorry … I …”


“You ran for help … That was it, Mike … wasn’t it?”


“I did, that’s what I did –”


“Course it was, who’d desert their mate … I mean, come on …”


I needed the lie as badly as him. Else what? But it hung there a moment, washed over us and debased our friendship for life. Odd times, in the following months, I’d catch him looking at me. The expression wasn’t disgust, but bafflement. Most of his injuries healed, but a slight limp was noticeable. In moments of madness, I could believe he’d developed it deliberately. It was effective. I felt that limp like amputation. He’d usually quip,


“Touch of the Lord Byron’s, eh … Do you think kids will call me names? ‘Yo, Jimmy-the-gimp.’ ”


“I don’t think they’d try it twice.”


“What … I could chase them, is that it? Wobble after them … beat them with my VERBALS, that how you see it, Mikey?”


“I dunno.”


“No, I don’t think you do.”


"GETTING FUCKED AND BEING OWNED are inseparably the same.”


Laura’s opening line to me. I’d arrived in an anxious state lest she wouldn’t show. What she was showing was her legs. Not so much a short skirt as a loincloth. She added,


“Feast yer eyes, sucker.”


I tried not to. She continued,


“Ever heard of McKinnon and Dworkin?”


“No.”


“Why would you, you’re a man.”


I had no reply.


The barman hovered and Laura said,


“Couple of double whiskies, beer chasers.”


Then to me,


“So, what alias do you wish to assume this evening?”


“Still Mike, I’m afraid.”


She gave an unpleasant laugh, more a snigger.


“Wotcha afraid of, cock? Be Mike – live a little.”


The drinks came. I reached for one.


“Yo, Mike, better pay the man first. I don’t think he’s treating us.”


I opened my wallet. A monument to neatness. Everything lived in its financial place. A picture of a woman with a blond curly-haired child. Came with the wallet. I extracted a crisp, flat twenty. Brad reckons I iron my money. Not the worst idea I’d ever heard. As an accountant, I know about the laundering of cash.


The barman snapped it in jig time, bounced my change on the counter. Some coins only and precious few. Prices had taken a hike but not that much. There should be at least some folding stuff, if only for appearances. He gave a full smile, full of malice. So many teeth in his mouth, it had to hurt.


Laura gave me an expectant look.


I said,


“It seems a tad short!”


“I took one for myself, it’s customary.”


Laura grabbed his hand.


“It’s also friggin’ customary to be asked. Give him his money.”


He put up his hands,


“Hey folks – just kidding around, OK?”


Laura said,


“Asshole.”


I said nothing.


We moved to a table and she gave me a thorough examination, said,


“So, Mike, you’ve got balls after all. I had you pegged as a wimp.”


I thought, “Don’t tell Brad.” I raised my glass, said,


“Here’s looking at you, Laura.”


“Don’t talk shite – tell me something profound and tell me now.”


“OK.


“ ‘If you make me your authority,’ said the Master to a starry-eyed disciple, ‘you harm yourself because you refuse to see things for yourself.’ ”


I paused, took a drink and hoped I’d memorized it correctly, then continued,


“The Master added, ‘You harm me too because you refuse to see me as I am.’ ”


I sat back and watched her.


“That’s it?”


“Yes. I dunno if you’ve heard of Anthony de Mello. He brought a book out with a collection of these little passages of wisdom.”


“And you memorized them, right?”


“How did you know?”


“It figures. Mr de Mello, he didn’t also write scripts for The Waltons, by any chance?”


I got the point and felt like a horse’s ass.


She leaned over, took my reluctant hand and said,


“Don’t be so righteous – you want to sulk, don’t you? I’m only winding you up. Tell me another.”


“You’ve got to be kidding.”


“Please.”


So I did.


“A snake had bitten so many people that few ventured out. The Master was credited with taming the snake. As a result, the people took to throwing stones and dragging it by its tail. The snake complained to the Master, who said,


“ ‘You’ve stopped frightening people, that’s bad.’


“A very pissed off snake replied,


“ ‘You told me to practise non-violence.’


“ ‘No. I told you to stop hurting – not to stop hissing.’ ”


I liked to hiss myself, felt it had a particular relevance for her. She was quiet and I had to ask,


“So?”


“Deep … or is it a sack full of shit?”


I gave a disgusted sigh.


“And your snake, Mikey, the one in yer pants, is he hissing?”


All of a sudden, I was tired of her. I stood up, said,


“You’re a thick bitch, goodnight.”


Her face crumbled. An awesome thing to witness. When a ferocious spirit folds. Tears in her eyes, desolation writ large.


“Don’t leave me.”


SHE HAD AN APARTMENT OFF REGENT STREET.


This convinced me she was some kind of high-calibre hooker. Accommodation in this area of London is beyond expensive, it’s a realm of rarefied wealth bordering on lunacy.


Only drug dealers could afford to live here. Part of me wanted her to be such a prize tart. Not only would I get laid, but professionally so. Also, I could categorize her and cut her down to size. If you’ll excuse the pun, the Freudian slip, was a hooker going to give me mouth?


As befits worth, the entrance to her home was discreet. No frills, nothing to tempt the burglars. We went up to the third floor. The elevator was as spacious as Earls Court. With a huge mirror. No doubt to reflect your assets. You came down in the morning, your reflection said,


“Morning ya rich fuck …”


Laura said nothing, hadn’t said much since the pub.The elevator gave a soft “ping” and the doors opened. She clutched my arm, whispered,


“If you ever … ever call me a bitch again, I’ll cut yer balls off.”


Point taken.


*


It took five minutes to negotiate the locks on the doors. Finally, Nirvana. We walked into a large room, heavy old furniture and a carpet to our ankles. Subdued lighting emphasized the paintings on the walls.


“Klee,” she said, “and Jackson Pollock.”


“Cash,” I thought.


A figure rose from the sofa and put the heart sideways in me.


“Hi, Harry,” she said. “This is my new friend, Michael.”


He extended a hand, said,


“Greetings, friend, in newness.”


His voice was reminiscent of Richard Burton and he knew it. His hand felt like a dead fish and the impulse to recoil was strong. He was of average height and about sixty-five years of age. Almost bald, he had heavy, combed eyebrows. No one has black eyes, but he came close. A snub nose over a loose flaccid mouth and five even, white teeth. He was dressed in black, wearing what I think they call a safari suit. Stewart Granger and Roger Moore gave the kiss of death to them, but the news hadn’t reached Harry. He smiled and said,


“You’re thinking I sound like Dicky Burton.”


“No.”


Laura poured drinks and said,


“Harry’s the financial genius, otherwise I’d be standing in Peckham sniffin’ glue.”


Harry gave a mock gesture of dismissal, asked,


“And, new friend, are you engaged in the daily grind?”


“Excuse me?”


“Do you toil?”


“I’m an accountant.”


“Capital – if you’ll forgive the term. Perhaps we’ll labour in wisdom, pool the perspiration of our financial brows.”


“Who knows.”


He drained his glass, said,


“Alas, I must flee. A maiden awaits. Despite my mature years, she requires … my demands … a spot of rogering. Till we meet again, I bid you kindly folk adieu.”


I thought he was a fag or a pimp, and I was delighted to see him leave.


Laura sank into the chair, asked,


“How do you like Harry?”


“Gone.”


“What’s your assessment of him. Be blunt.”


“He’s a wanker.”


“Very possibly, but he’s also my DAD.”


What I thought was,


“I’ll finish my drink, leave quietly and not look at my reflection in the elevator.”


Laura rose, approached me, and put her arm round me, whispered,


“Put your hands under my skirt. It’s what you want.”


I did and five minutes later, I was lying on the carpet, gasping for breath. It wasn’t love-making. More combat. She had cried out, “Hurt me, please hurt me.”


Now, she was curled in the foetal position and I reached over to stroke her hair. She gave a shudder and said,


“I’m going to tell mummy.”


*


I’d done what I do best, I left. It didn’t take an expert to figure out what the Laura trauma was. Out of her life too I could have gone. All she knew was my first name.


I left my phone number, neatly printed. Not that I thought I could be of help, I don’t really know why, but I didn’t want it over. Not that I was in love, but most certainly on heat.


Nothing happened for a few days, and I was back at work. The typists at the office were in rampant bloom. All short-skirted and an impossible age. Jailbait with attitude. Dip yer wick and extinguish yer life. Vanish over the horizon to boredom in Balham and raise young muggers.


No thanks.


“I’M TRYING TO STOP SMOKING. I definitely have got to give up cottaging. Life seems hardly worth living.”


Brad was sounding hysterical. The limp was very pronounced and, could it be, he’d thrown in a lisp.


I asked,


“Cottaging … some kind of real estate, dear?”


He gave me a look of utter contempt.


“Is that a joke or could it be you truly don’t know?”


“I truly don’t know.”


“Time you read Joe Orton, boy. It’s picking guys up in public toilets, having it off in the booth. Very anonymous, very exciting.”


“Sounds very dangerous.”


“But that’s half the fun, sweetmeats! Add the spice of cops on excitement detail, it’s almost unbearable.”


“The police?”


“Oh, yeah, thing is … they get to like it. Size nines take on a whole new significance. Is that a truncheon in your pants or are you just pleased to see me?”


I thought I’d join in the sub-humour and threw in what I thought was rather a clever one,


“Fair cop, eh.”


He hated it and thus the joke endeth.


To divert, I told him of my last meeting with Laura and spared none of the details. He said,


“Aren’t you the game dog? Rogered her, eh, you do surprise me. A disgrace to the profession of accountancy. That Harry sounds intriguing.”


“Bad bastard, more like.”


“Roll your own, wot. Surely you don’t believe her.”


“She’d hardly make it up.”


“Oh, for crying out loud. She’s totally off her trolley, a real friggin’ basket case.”


“That’s pretty harsh.”


“The truth is cruel, ask John Major.”


“Anyway, I have an idea. See the bulb flashing above my head?”


“Let’s hear it.”


“If he is a child molester, then I’m the man to smoke him out.”


“You?”


“Absolutely, set up a drinks evening … I’ll wear chiffon and an attitude. Invite the ogre – and the lady in question of course.”


“What, you think he’ll tell you?”


“Not directly, no – but I’ll find out.”


Thing was, I didn’t know if I wanted verification. What I wanted was her and no complications. Plus, I didn’t know how I should suggest bringing “randy dad”.


It was taken out of my hands. He rang me.


Naturally, I taped him.


“AM I SPEAKING TO THE ACCOUNTANT?”


“Ahm … yes.”


“How peculiar, you sound shorter on the phone. Technology diminishes.”


“Was there something?”


“Terribly remiss of me. This is Harold. Not Pinter, alas, at least not yet, it’s early. Laura’s pater. I wrangled your number from her. She seemed most reluctant.”





