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      There’s a pub in Acocks Green I used to go to regularly. For two reasons. Firstly, there’s a lot of middle-aged single women drink there. Secondly, they have a karaoke night on Saturdays, with a late bar after. I think I’d seen her there a few times before we actually met. I’m not sure. Memories don’t stay the same. That’s why people need music, to help them remember. And help them feel. If you know what I mean.

    




    

      

        It was in October last year. Not long after the terrorist attack on New York. Army shops all over the country had sold out of gas masks. People were scared. Nobody knew what was going to happen. Fortunately, it wasn’t the kind of pub where wannabe squaddies went to shout and smash glasses. By Acocks Green standards, it was quite a mixed crowd. That night, a young black guy sang ‘Everything I Own’ and reduced the whole pub to silence, then a storm of applause. An Irish girl sang ‘Zombie’, a sadder and much better version than the original.




        As usual I was standing near the front, close enough to the bar that I could get a refill every two or three songs. They had an all-night cheap doubles offer. I always like to finish the drink before the ice has melted. To the right of the stage, a group of brightly-dressed youngsters were dancing and chatting. Behind me the older crowd, mostly women, were sitting around tables that were already covered with empty glasses. The standard AG types could be seen: young men with heads like light-bulbs, women with short jackets and hair tied back hard. Two black security lads were standing just inside the door, keeping an eye out for trouble. I’d been past this place once and everyone was standing outside while five police cars lined up along the road. But that wasn’t going to happen tonight.




        The white-haired guy running the karaoke machine tried to alternate men and women. With the men, there was a certain kind of song you always got. Three generations of self-pity: Roy Orbison, Neil Diamond, Robbie Williams. The same lonely song, whatever the voice that carried it. The women were more resilient somehow. But as with the booze, it’s the cumulative effect that gets to you.




        A little fat guy in front of me kept punching the air on the choruses. If he’d had a lighter, he’d have waved it. People were calling for the black lad who’d sung ‘Everything I Own’, but he’d gone to start a night shift. The karaoke ended with this girl singing ‘Fields of Athenry’, which I hadn’t heard in years. There was something about the idea of a prison ship that made me start crying. I can’t explain it.




        As the last chords faded, there was a crackle of applause like the static on a poorly-tuned radio. I turned back to the bar to get another cheap double vodka. Something tugged at the corner of my eye. A pale face wrapped in shadows. I glanced at her, then looked away. A woman with black hair and a coat the colour of autumn leaves. Her eyes were shining, wet. Someone pushed past me to get to the bar. I felt a kind of vertigo, like there was a darkness around my head.




        In front of me, two blokes were talking. I could change, one of them said. There was this night last woman. Made me feel like a different man. The way she was. All gets bright when you’re with someone. I wasn’t sure which of them was saying that. Or was it just a voice in my head? I decided to get that drink, but somehow turned back to the dark-haired woman. She was looking straight at me. Her black mascara had run at the corners. We stared at each other for a few seconds.




        I’m always nervous about talking to women in pubs. If she brushed me off, I’d have a burning wire in my stomach the rest of the night. But there was something about her, a darkness in her eyes that held me. It felt like we’d already shared something. I crossed over to where she was standing and waited, looking past her at a couple kissing in the shadows. She didn’t move away. I looked at her, smiled. Looked at her mouth. She smiled back.




        “So you like karaoke too,” I said.





        “Yeah. You can’t beat those old songs.” She had a Black Country accent. I’d have guessed her age as early thirties. “Did you hear that black kid earlier? The Ken Boothe song?”




        “Yeah, he was brilliant.” I noticed she wasn’t holding a glass. “Want a drink?”




        “Vodka and lime. Cheers.”





        The disco was starting as I waited at the bar. Madonna, then Gabrielle. We found a couple of seats at the back of the pub, where it was a bit quieter. Her name was Carly. I only caught about half of what she was saying; enough to gather that she lived in Greet and managed a camera shop. She wasn’t glamorous, but there was a fragility under the toughness that appealed to me. And she smoked, which I’ve always found attractive. As we talked, I could feel her breathing smoke onto my face.




        “Do you live on your own?” she asked. Her leg was pressed against mine under the table. But when I asked her for a dance, she said no.




        Near midnight they rang for last orders. As I stumbled to the bar in the half-light, a Judy Boucher song was playing. Couples swayed together, their faces motionless. Earlier, some of the women had been dancing alone; but now, they were either paired up with men or sitting. One of them, hopelessly drunk, threw an arm round me at the bar and ruffled my hair. I shrugged her off and lifted the two drinks by way of explanation.




        The lights were so low by then that all I could see of Carly was a ghost of her face, like a paper mask that her cigarette might set on fire. We were talking about our favourite records – a private exchange I won’t share with you. It felt like she was a friend as well as someone I might end up fucking. She was a bit on edge, a bit reluctant to open up, but then so was I.




        It was a surprisingly warm night for October. She wanted to get a taxi, but I said my flat was only round the block. I needed the walk to clear my head. It was a quiet road full of houses with driveways and security lights. A world away from the Fox Hollies estate on the other side of the pub. Every time a car drove past, she kissed me to hide her face. I wondered if she was married. Was that one of the things she’d said and I hadn’t caught?




        “The flat’s in a bit of a state,” I mumbled as we reached the block. There was new graffiti on the locked garage doors, but I couldn’t read it.




        “Don’t worry. Whatever it’s like, I’ve seen worse.”





        Still, I noticed she was tense as I guided her through the heaps of books and records, and cleared a space on the battered sofa. “Do you often bring women back here?”




        “It’s been a while,” I said.





        “I was being sarcastic. Don’t worry about it.” She sat down without taking her coat off.




        “Would you like some coffee?”





        Carly looked past me at a bookcase full of flying saucer and conspiracy books. “Got any booze?”




        “What would you like?” As far as I could remember, I had everything. A bit short on mixers, though.




        “Vodka’d be nice.” She smiled. Although her face looked tired, her body was like a coiled spring. Maybe another drink would relax her. I needed coffee if we were going to do anything.




        But I couldn’t pour her a vodka and not have some. The bottle was in the freezer. It stuck to my fingers. I found a couple of shot glasses and washed them carefully.
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