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To Finn, at the very beginning …








PART ONE



Cold Snaps








CHAPTER ONE



Every single day of my life, now, I give up the drink: from that time of night when, quite stunned, I fall off the world, right up until the moment morning hits and takes me. The drink is spiking and enhancing everything I do. Which has become less, and then even less; it all diminishes very near tangibly, and I just watch it go. What are you up to, people say: what is it, in fact, that you do? I am up to nothing at all in the whole wide world, and what I do is little. What I do is drink.


Having moodily and once more thought all that (he edited it frequently – constantly refining, getting it right), John Powers swivelled round and very nearly focused on close to where he could almost have sworn his Lulu’s voice had come from.


‘Don’t,’ he just about muttered. ‘Please don’t leave me, Lulu. I’ll improve, I swear. I’ll get help.’


‘Oh John …’ was all Lulu could sigh.


‘You could help me, Lulu,’ John was now imploring. And then quite flatly: ‘You’re the only one who ever could.’


‘Get up, John. Let me help you up.’


John raised a dead bent arm, and Lulu half dragged and lifted him up from the latest piece of furniture into which he had careered and collapsed, this time snapping some brittle bit of it – don’t know what until I get him up and out of here.


‘Lulu …?’ John pursued, once he was slumped like a sack of something into the nearest sofa.


‘John,’ cut in Lulu – sharply, quite sharply (it was, maybe sadly, the only way, these days). ‘We’ve been over all this, haven’t we? Hm? We’ve said all this, no? Now just leave it.’


But John couldn’t think of Lulu leaving it – couldn’t drag himself round to think of Lulu leaving him. Even now the bulbous pouches beneath bloated and bee-stung eyes creased up and flinched away from the recurrent lick of this terrible inevitability. But she was right about one thing: they had been over it, hadn’t they? Hm? They’d said all this, no? But now, dearest Lulu, I just can’t leave it – so you go, you drift, you carry on falling back into shadows as you do, and leave me to trudge through it all on my own – just this one more time before the next time (which won’t at all be long in coming).


It was only last summer. How could one summer – one holiday – just one more stupid summer thing amid a lifetime of others: how could just that have done it to me? Who, in fact, was to blame for this? Not myself, surely? No no – not a bit. It was Lulu: she betrayed me. She is a lustful and wayward harlot and I loathe her with depth and a bright white clarity, while I love her more than anything else I have ever touched or seen.


‘Can I have some ice-cream?’ asked John. ‘Lulu? Are you still here?’


Lulu was intimidated by the new child that had been born within John since just last summer; but if she were not careful, she could respond to it, too, which chilled her. She simply had to be away from him.


‘You spilt it last time,’ she said softly. ‘Didn’t you? Made an awful mess.’


‘This time will be different,’ whispered John, his eyes flicking up and scanning any vista that might take in his Lulu. ‘Please believe me …’


By the time Lulu got back from the kitchen with a sundae bowl brimming with Melba, John was deeply asleep – mouth both askew and ajar, like a quickly rigged-up trap that no one was falling for. Lulu sighed and shook her head, not with affection and maybe neither in indulgence nor sorrow, but simply because the scene now touched her as requiring it. Kneeling, she spooned the peachy cream out of the bowl and around John’s gaping and chasmic mouth – two more scooplets she dropped on to the crotch of his trousers, before placing the bowl sideways on the floor and then cracking it beneath her heel. Guilty awakenings, she had found, made her life more tolerable; and until she could truly bulldoze this madman out of her life just once and for all, Lulu needed all the help she could lay her hands on.


She glanced briefly at her face in the mirror in the hall. She must be beautiful, she supposed: so many people kept on saying so – and maybe none more often than Lizzie. Lulu opened her full and lipsticky mouth into a distended oval and softly applied the pad of a middle finger to one taut corner and then to the next – for no reason at all except that here was a part of the ritual of leaving, and leaving was both huge and wonderfully looming. How lovely to be away from the awfulness of John and on my way to the bliss of Lizzie. Whom I love so very much – more and more with each day’s passing. For what woman, in fact, actually needs a man, hm? I mean to say – will someone please tell her what precisely it is they are meant to be for? At base, they’re nothing but trouble, aren’t they? Well, aren’t they? Lulu thought so; and some day soon, she hoped and dreamed, Lizzie would finally think so too.
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‘Duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh!’ juddered Lulu in the porch, as Elizabeth swung wide the front door; her nose – redly kissable, due to the cold – was moving in time to this stuttered exaggeration. ‘God, Lizzie – it’s absolutely f-f-freezing!’


‘Oh God come in come in come in,’ urged Elizabeth, one hand on Lulu’s shoulder, now, and hauling her into the heat of the hall. With the door firmly shut behind them – and Lulu still well into her colossal show of shivering – Elizabeth dabbed her lips against Lulu’s nose (still pinkly kissable, due to the cold – and now alive with tingling, if Elizabeth’s wide, warm mouth had a say in the matter).


Many scarves and layers (one pashmina, the rest just cashmere) were gradually and really quite teasingly discarded (‘Oh I can’t help it – I just seem to feel the cold more than other people – brr!’) and a cup of fresh-roast Kenyan was eagerly clutched (not so good a hand-warmer as a mug might be, true, but Elizabeth – Lizzie to Lulu – could never abide mugs in any shape or form, as simply anyone at all could have told you). The coffee was still too piping to even be sipped at, so Lulu thought OK, then, let’s get going – and launched straight in:


‘So. What’s for today, Lizzie?’


‘A Mrs Bramley, I’m pretty sure she said her name was. Sounded rather odd on the phone.’


‘Oh God – they’re all odd,’ laughed Lulu. ‘Bats, most of them. I still think it’s absolutely amazing these women actually pay us to do all this junk. I mean – what’s wrong with them all?’


Elizabeth shrugged. ‘Don’t knock it,’ she said. And smiled.


Yes: it was the last thing in the world that Elizabeth would have imagined, but here she was, for the first time in her life, actually earning money – was even rather enjoying the process. Wasn’t necessary, of course – it wasn’t a case of that, no; her husband Howard took good care of that side of things – estate agent, did she mention? Well – I say estate agent: just happens to own maybe not the largest but certainly the most prestigious firm in the area, and I don’t have to tell you what has happened just lately to house prices in this part of London – I don’t really think I need to spell it out. Dear Howard. Oh now where was I? Got completely sidetracked, there; it was something Lulu said, and … oh yes yes yes – all these rather silly women who don’t seem to be able to look after themselves. Elizabeth had had no idea that such women existed, but my God – every single job they got seemed to lead to about half a dozen more purely on the strength of recommendation. Extraordinary. But yes: don’t knock it, as she says.


It had all started (‘Isn’t it always the way?’) completely by accident. God – even Lulu being here was an utter and total fluke: if just last summer they hadn’t happened to be booked into that same seaside hotel, they never would even have met. Seems impossible, now, that I haven’t known Lulu for every single day of my entire life on earth, but there it is – that is the truth of the matter. Only a few months: where are we now? Oh Lord, nearly Christmas – please don’t remind me. So the holiday was in August, so … yep, four and a bit months: that’s all it is. Amazing. And just think! If I hadn’t offered her that one glass of champagne in the bar of … oh God – do you know, in just this short time I’ve already forgotten the name of the … Excelsior, that’s it: Excelsior, of course. Nice hotel. Lovely, actually.


Anyway. That evening, yes. Dotty had gone off, can’t quite remember why – something to do with the baby, probably; Melody had gone, of course – that absolutely ghastly man she’d picked up. Could’ve told her, poor thing, where all that was headed, but God – you know Melody: once she’s got a man in her sights … anyway. Now what was I …? Oh yes. And there was dear sweet Lulu, all on her own, looking so lovely and so gorgeously dressed, just as she always does … had had the most beastly evening (this I found out much later) with that quite appalling madman husband of hers. John. I tell you – he is so jealous, so mad – really quite insane. And just think – if I’d only left earlier, or gone to another bar, or something, we never would’ve … and, of course, if she hadn’t had this terrible row with John. If it hadn’t been for that, he never would’ve even let her out of his sight and Lulu and I never would’ve … and she started calling me ‘Lizzie’ right from the word go. Can’t think why. It’s not as if I asked her to, or anything; no one else ever has. But I love it. Although it’s just for Lulu, now; wouldn’t like anyone else calling me Lizzie, not now. Dotty tried it for a while, but I had to put a stop to that. Poor Dotty. But I can’t think of Dotty just now – there’s work to be done. Yes … No – Lizzie is just for Lulu. As I say.


‘So,’ said Lulu. She loved saying so, like this – sounded so businesslike: so-o-o businesslike. And no, since we’re delving – Lulu hadn’t worked for ages either, mainly because John, of course, became too paranoid about her actually exchanging a Good Morning with some man or other, felt quite convinced that should such a thing just once occur, then this man would be instantly transformed into a rapist or (worse, much worse) a lover. And he always pronounced the word ‘man’ like that – with an emphasis tinged by terror, as if for all he knew it could easily be some pernicious and disfiguring disease – which quite possibly, given the mental state of him, is just how he perceived it. And has Lulu told you that John is still quite unshakeable in his belief that last summer at the Excelsior (where I met my blissy Lizzie – so at least some good came out of that ghastly time) I had actually had some sort of affair with someone? And the joke is – well, joke: I say joke, but I didn’t think of it as a joke at the time (Christ, he nearly broke me) but thanks to Lizzie I can see the funny side of it now … no, the joke is that the man I was supposedly screwing – all he did was give me an Extra Strong Mint that I didn’t even want! Believe it? Well that’s John for you. Mental. And even this crazy job I do with Lizzie – Oh No You’re Not, he goes. I’m not having you going into people’s houses all on your own: on and on. But they’re all women, I said to him: women, Johnny. Ah, he comes back – but they’ve got husbands, haven’t they? Sons?! OK – he stopped short of grandfathers and servants, but Jesus. Anyway – couldn’t give a shit about what he thinks now. This divorce, believe me, just cannot come soon enough. Every hour with that man is just … oh. Anyway. The laugh is – I actually prefer women. Hate men. Hate them. Enough of all that. Now: to work.


‘So,’ said Lulu, one more time. ‘What’s Mrs Bramley after? What – Bramley like the apple?’


‘Think she said Bramley,’ said Elizabeth. And then – with mock consternation – ‘God! Can’t have been Granny Smith, can it?’


Lulu laughed. ‘Crazy, Lizzie! Mm – I really do love this coffee – do you still get it from—?’


‘Mm. They’re very good. Anyway – Granny Bramley, or whatever her name is—’


‘Cox’s Pippin! Sorry, Lizzie.’


Elizabeth put on her silly stern voice, now – which Lulu rather loved. ‘Quite enough apple jokes – thank you, Mrs Powers.’


‘Won’t be Mrs Powers for much longer. Bliss. Anyway – what’s the silly woman want? I’m really hot, now. Think I’ll take this jumper off.’


‘Usual,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Wardrobe. Oh – and flowers.’


And that is what Lulu and Elizabeth did: they told other women what in their wardrobe they should get rid of (‘God!’ Lulu had laughed out loud, one time. ‘Some of the stuff you see there – quite incredible anyone could actually have bought them in the first place! Amazing such things could be made!’). And then they advised them on what to get. Sometimes even went along with them to the shops, if you can believe it – which was actually fine by Elizabeth and Lulu as most of their waking hours were spent on buying clothes anyway. (‘And that’s the bloody trouble!’ Elizabeth had once wailed in bogus despair. ‘Every time we take them to Harvey Nicks, we end up spending more than they do!’) And some of these women (grief – all this, you know, had only started because a friend of Lulu had asked her opinion on some dress, outfit, costume – something – and now it was a fully-fledged business!) – yes, some of them wanted to know how to hang pictures – arrange flowers (our Mrs Bramley, if such she be called, being the latest case in point). An odd mixture of women, Lulu had mused: they’re either striving to do just everything in their lives (kids, career, entertaining and wifey – the whole damn bit) or else seem confounded by simply anything at all. Elizabeth – now that her daughter Katie was all grown up (seventeen! Still can’t believe it) – had once believed that she had maybe been in danger of becoming one of these (Howard earned money, Elizabeth got shot of it) but she had always assumed that her very obvious talents – home-making, cooking, arranging, dressing – were just normal; had no idea they could actually be marketed. But well, she had concluded: there you go. (Well yes all right – I do know I’m good at all those things: known that for ages. I suppose I shouldn’t say it, but there – I’ve done it now.)


‘And—’ added Elizabeth.


‘Don’t tell me! She needs her laces tied. God, Lizzie – don’t you ever feel like laughing when you’re with these people?’


‘Not when they write the cheque,’ smiled Elizabeth. ‘Actually,’ she amended, ‘maybe that’s exactly when. Anyway – oh God’s sake listen, Lulu: you’re practically meant to be there by now. She wants Christmas decorations. Tree. Mantelpiece. And something on the door.’


‘Oh right,’ agreed Lulu. ‘I suppose we’ll be getting quite a lot of that, now. I’m really looking forward to Christmas, this year. Well – the bit that’s here, anyway.’


Yes indeed, thought Elizabeth: you just wait, everyone. My Christmas party – well, the whole weekend, really: you just wait. It’ll be the best ever. And simply everyone’s coming – I’m just bursting to tell you. There’ll be – well, Howard, of course (if he’s quite recovered from Paris – we’re going to Paris, you know: just a little winter break – God knows I need one – and Howard, poor Howard, he hasn’t even had a holiday this year. Didn’t come to the seaside last August because he had to work, poor lamb). So anyway – Howard, and Lulu and oh God I suppose bloody John will have to come too, but I do hope not. Brian and Dotty, of course (God, they’ll need it, that’s for sure: how can they bear being cooped up in a caravan? – three of them, with Colin). Colin is their son, about fifteen – maybe more, now. Talking of Colin … actually no, I can’t tell you, because I’m rather ashamed of myself. Well – a bit. Oh look – it’s all terribly complicated and maybe not very interesting but last summer Brian and Dotty and Colin and me and Melody – she’s a friend, don’t think you know her – all went to the same seaside resort (where I met Lulu, as you know) – wasn’t really a coincidence, but it wasn’t planned either – and, well … Colin and I got a wee bit carried away one night, and … oh look I know it’s dreadful, I know it is – how do you think I feel? I mean – he’s a child and Dotty’s my friend, for God’s sake: lives next door. Well doesn’t any more, poor thing – now lives in a caravan, if you can possibly believe it, which is as we speak, parked in my driveway! Long story – ask Howard: don’t ask Brian, as he’ll never stop telling you. Seems they’re completely broke, which just must be simply too ghastly. Anyway – daresay Dotty will tell you more. And, poor Dotty – she keeps asking Lulu and me to be part of our, you know, venture, but the really awful thing is that Dotty is just simply dreadful at anything at all like that, you only have to look at her. But you can’t say that, can you? You can’t just tell people to their faces.


So anyway – they’ll be coming; and our new neighbours, Cyril and Edna – the ones in Brian and Dotty’s old house: quite nice, I think. Not sure yet. They’ve torn the place to pieces – ripped out absolutely everything. Anyway, they’ll be there. And my darling and virginal daughter Katie (ho ho) is apparently importing some American man she met in Chicago last summer. I wanted her to come to the seaside with us – but no. Had to be little Miss Independent, didn’t she? And look where it got her. Enough about that. And Mummy’s coming. She does every Christmas, since Daddy died. Just a teensy bit of a handful, but it’s probably not her fault.


Melody, of course. Did I mention Melody? With, I suppose, whatever awful man she currently has in tow. Will she bring Dawn? (Dawn is her baby – screams the place down.) Have to, really. But look, don’t worry – you’ll meet them all, in time. It’s been something of a strange year for a lot of us, in many ways – yes, I suppose it has. Anyway – I can, I think, promise everyone it’ll be quite a Christmas: truly one to remember. You just wait.
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‘What on earth are you talking about, “cold snap”?!’ snapped Dotty. ‘This isn’t a cold snap, Brian – it’s bloody arctic. It’s like the bloody North Pole. Maybe it’s not so bad for people who actually live in a house, with walls and a roof and proper bloody heating, but if you happen to be trapped in a glorified tin can in the middle of someone else’s bloody front garden—!’


‘I don’t find it that cold,’ said Brian, mildly, shifting his practically gelid buttocks on the narrow bench that formed the main bulk of the seating in this admittedly none-too-spacious and effectively immobile home.


‘That’s because you’re wearing all of your clothes, Brian – absolutely every single rag you possess.’


In what you might suppose must be termed the caravan’s kitchenette, Dotty was creating far more clatter than was remotely necessary, but along with most of whatever she had to say, Brian barely heard any of it any more – it was just the way Dotty was, nowadays: nowadays, Dotty was ratty on a permanent basis. And who could actually blame her? Can’t, can it, be a whole load of fun, being married to me – no, I don’t for a moment suppose it can. Poor Dotty. Just take one look at what I’ve inflicted on her and Colin – never mind grossing it all up over the, Christ, ages they’ve been stuck with me – let’s just take this one year alone: I’ve hoiked Colin out of school and shoved him into the local comprehensive, which he hates (maybe not quite so much this term as last – the boy’s growing up, but Christ: what into? You know how it is in these London schools). And then, last summer, instead of taking everyone to the luxurious five-star hotel on the coast that Dotty had more or less pleaded for – she had wanted everything, every detail of the holiday to be just like Elizabeth’s: God knows why (women for you) – I rented a bloody little caravan amid a sea of other caravans clinging to a windswept cliffside – though maybe not quite so poky as the one we now live in on a (Jesus, can it really be?) permanent basis.


And how does it come about, people would be entitled to inquire – how in fact has it come to pass that a family of three now do their terrible best to live in a caravan parked on their friends’ and former neighbours’ carriage driveway? Oh Christ because I lost bloody everything, didn’t I? I still don’t understand quite why or how – thought I was a pretty fair little businessman until everything, um – do they say belly-flopped, is that right? The phrase? Flopped, anyway – no bones about it. Carpets – that was my game; kept expanding, and so did the bloody recession. Didn’t take long. All I had left was the house, and that’s now history. One of the most painful bits of this whole thing is actually having to witness the ritual destruction of, oh – I can’t tell you just how much hard work I put into that accursed house, all down the years. I’m really into DIY, you know – quite the little handyman, though I do say it myself. One of the first things Mister Cyril Davies ripped out – sorry, Doctor bloody Davies: the man’s a psychiatrist and, like most of his breed, barmy – totally nuts. Anyway, like I was saying, one of the first things to go (and don’t even think about getting me on to how much he paid for the bloody house – songs don’t remotely come into it: snips don’t even enter) … yeah, practically the very first thing I see heaved into a skip is a pair of very tasteful blockboard units I constructed especially to house my collection of manhole covers. Now granted, not everyone is fortunate enough to possess such a treasure-trove (I have arranged them outside the caravan, pro tem – as a sort of cross between a pathway and stepping stones, but the threat of theft troubles me greatly, and is with me always); but still, those units would have done sterling service as, say … well, just about anything, really: you just need a bit of imagination. I thought of trying to squeeze them into the caravan, but Dotty said that if I even so much as attempted such a thing, she’d nail my head to the wall.


Talking of whom – hang on: Dotty is just now becoming shrill. What’s she say?


‘I said, Christ curse you,’ sang out Dotty, eyes ablaze and hair awry as it always bloody was these days because it kept on catching in just anything at all in this fucking little box, God help her, ‘that you’re getting bloody chips of wood all over the bloody floor and I’ve just this morning cleaned the bloody floor and why can’t you put newspapers down and why in God’s name are you chopping up bits of wood anyway and Christ I’d just really love to kill you, Brian!’


Brian nodded. ‘Point taken,’ he said, as loudly as he dared.


I’m not, he thought, ‘chopping up bits of wood’; I am, if you really want to know, Dotty, creating model boats; schooners, fairly sure, but I haven’t yet worked out about sails and rigging and all the rest of it. Maybe (walk before you run, right?) I’ll just settle for canoes. Anyway – my thinking goes like this: got to get money, right? Right – believe it. OK – Dotty’s got a part-time job, now (some sort of office work in a department store – hates it, of course; of course), but that goes nowhere. And me? I can’t get any sort of a job at all. Not for want of trying. Mind you, I don’t really blame them, these employers, for not all rushing to take me on: not as if I can do anything, or anything. Put an ad in the local rag, one time: odd bits about the house – decorating, you name it. Didn’t work. Only got two calls. First woman, she won’t even let me through the door because she says I’ve got funny eyes. And the second could hardly be termed a blinding success; how was I to know the wall was bloody load-bearing? Bloody isn’t now.


So is it any wonder that I really need to kill myself? And here, believe me, is no idle banter. I’m an old hand at the suicide game, Christ yes; never actually pulled it off, it’s true to say, but Jesus (like job-hunting), it’s not for the want of trying. And that’s another thing I’ve done this year – at the seaside, in point of fact: right slap-bang in the middle of our so-called holiday I decided to jump off a cliff. Well – it was handy. In the past I’ve tried gas ovens, pills – toyed with electrocution and disembowelling. Suffice it to say, none of them worked. And nor did the bloody cliff – mud at the bottom, you see: not the sharp and fang-like rocks I’d been hoping for. Every summer and every bloody Christmas (I can’t – I know I should, I know, but I can’t even think about Christmas) things just, oh – get on top of me and I just go Right Mate – Owe-Yew-Tee spells Out. Yes. And I don’t even seem able to do that. Poor Dotty. Poor Colin. They really don’t deserve it.


Anyway, until the fog that surrounds me thickens up and turns even blacker, I am making what very well might turn out to be canoes (this one looks like a barge, if the truth be known – maybe if I just ease a leeedle bit off the prow with the shaver … no, that’s buggered up the other side now, oh Christ); and then I can give them a lick of Humbrol (red, blue, yellow – let’s not stint) and maybe sell them to, um … whoever buys such things. Oh God. I know. It’s hopeless, isn’t it? Tragic. Yes it is – but I just have to keep on trying, don’t I? Right up until I just can’t try any more.





CHAPTER TWO



‘Howard? Is that you?’ called Elizabeth from upstairs, somewhere.


You know it’s funny, thought Howard – not for the first time – how the rituals of two people living together become, after time, so defined and immutable. I mean – just take that: every single evening I come back from the office round about now and drop my briefcase noisily to the floor (the reason why, says Elizabeth, it looks so terribly scruffy – why on earth, Howard, don’t you go to Tanner Krolle and get yourself a really smart new one? Because I happen to like this one, Elizabeth – I’m scruffy too and it suits me. Tanner who?). I next yawn with all the sound effects you would decently expect – and so extravagantly that sometimes I feel my jaw will clickingly set into a permanent rictus of large amazement – and then by way of a rousing finale I hurl my vast fob of keys – damn bloody keys, bane of my life – into a brass sort of bowl thing on the table just west of the drawing room. And what happens then? What happens then is that Elizabeth, from wherever in the house she is currently wafting, requires to be informed (please tell me, Howard) whether or not it’s me. And to this quest for affirmation I invariably respond as I do right now:


‘It’s me,’ Howard exhaled. And then he sighed in the very same tone.


Elizabeth was coming down the stairs and patting her hair, rather in the way that American women on television seem inclined to pat theirs. New dress? Could be. Maybe say something.


‘Good day?’ she asked, very nearly kissing his averted cheek.


‘Usual,’ smiled Howard. ‘Nice, thing – dress.’


‘Oh darling I’m so glad you like it. It’s new.’


‘I know. Lovely.’


All this too was pretty much par for the course – but will Howard, one wonders, be changing the next bit at all? The bit where he ambles into the back room and pours himself a very large Scotch from the chunky decanter in the mahogany tantalus and then adds just a bit more before the Malvern goes in. In the light of what has just recently occurred, maybe he will in some way vary the procedure?


It seems not. This is what Howard has now done; there is some small possibility that the whisky is maybe just a shade shy of the usual big-hearted measure, but more by accident than design, it seems. Yes, this is so – because Howard now is actually thinking Oh Sod And Fuck It – I like whisky, like it: it’s what I like and it’s what I do so fuck them. These doctors – what do they know? Some of them look no more than schoolkids.


Contrary to his response to Elizabeth, today hadn’t, in fact, been usual for Howard; indeed, his days were very seldom that (what with one thing and another). The one trouble with being the boss – owning the thing – was that there was really no reason at all, most days, why you shouldn’t do exactly as you bloody well please, and sometimes the things that came close to pleasing Howard could by no stretch of the imagination be seen to be ‘usual’. Not that today had been fun – no, not a bit. Necessary evil – can’t put it off any longer, get it done, bite the bullet: that had been the scenario. Well all it was was a medical, God’s sake – nothing really to get worked up about. Had one every two years-ish. Should maybe now be annual, who was to say? And I mean OK, it was that rather swish BUPA clinic, Gray’s Inn Road, don’t know if you know it – as decent as any such place can feasibly be – but, well … difficult for Howard to actually express in just so many words, but he didn’t at all care to do anything that wasn’t, so to say – contextual. Like undressing. You undress for a bath. Or a swim. Or, um – well yes: obviously that. But to lie on a hard little couch affair and have sort of Vaseline smeared over your nipples and other pink and shyly crouching parts so that a veritable vermicelli of rather too cool and insinuating wires can be criss-crossed here and then plugged in there? I don’t think so. And there was the very business of lying there – just pegged out like that, more in the manner of haddock on a slab than any seriously human posture, while some little girl in her brand-new I’m A Nursy-Wursy outfit says to you ‘Little Prick’ and then shoves a fucking great needle in your arm and unsmilingly sets about siphoning off your bloody blood. Never stared at a pale grey wall for so bloody long in my life.


I mean it wasn’t all bad: urine sample, say – Howard had not the slightest problem there (piece of piss, in point of fact) – but all that listening out for tiny sounds and peering at impossibly distant and fuzzy lettering – joke, right? And then you get a final pummelling from a quasi grown-up doctor at the end (replete with many of the invasions you care not to dwell on) who in this case comes up with all of this liver nonsense. Shade concerned about Howard’s liver, he said he was. You have put on your questionnaire, says the healer (amazing he can read), that you ‘occasionally enjoy a glass or two of wine with your dinner …?’ And leaving the neon irony of his inverted commas to glimmer and fizz in the air, he just started staring at Howard – which was a pretty bloody impudent thing to do, if you want the truth … but yes, OK: Howard took the point – even smirked a bit, because what Howard habitually enjoyed with his dinner (and, increasingly often, lunch; sometimes, let’s face it, bloody breakfast) was a frankly massive Scotch. Followed by at least another. But it is true that he didn’t always have a whisky after the meal, it has to be said; sometimes it was a fucking great slug of old Armagnac. And wine? Oh Christ yes – wine: could be a couple of bottles, if he wasn’t really in the mood.


So yeah: took the point. But after so distressing and disorienting an experience, Howard bloody well needed a drink, now – didn’t he? You surely wouldn’t, I hope, deny him? (Elizabeth might, if she had an inkling – but she wouldn’t ever: Howard would make sure of that.)


‘You’ve only just missed, oh – everyone, really,’ said Elizabeth, flopping down into a damn big sofa. ‘Well actually Lulu left hours ago – but Peter’s only just gone.’ The strangest thing: this very afternoon, Peter said so sweetly would I mind calling him Zoo-Zoo! But then he is strange, Peter – though very lovely as well. It actually quite suits him, Zoo-Zoo. Rather like it. ‘And so has Nelligan. Oh God – I don’t know if that kitchen’s ever going to be finished – everything’s so – ! I sometimes wish I’d left it as it was.’


You are not alone, thought Howard. Our kitchen before was truly beautiful – you just had to ask anyone. But ah! Well do I know the workings of my Elizabeth’s mind. Cyril and Edna Davies next door were busy replacing just everything, right? (Well – in their case you can understand it: God, it was a tip, that place, when Brian and Dotty were there.) But Elizabeth’s kitchen had been just perfect; everyone was amazed when they saw it in the street. And the cost of the new one (if, as Elizabeth says, it ever does get finished)? Please – don’t ask. If he does not already possess an array of such things, Mister Nelligan will be able soon to buy a sultan’s palace in some rich and balmy spot – maybe even run to off-street parking and a self-contained granny flat – and why don’t we throw in a scented harem while we’re about it, hey? It wouldn’t be so bad if Elizabeth didn’t complain about the mess every day: it’s her bloody mess, and Howard has to live with it. And oh God, there’s Paris at any minute – that she arranged even before the kitchen had so much as wandered into her mind. Then Christmas. Elizabeth is having the world over for Christmas, this year, she was telling me. Not a single word (as per) about where all the bloody money was supposed to come from – thank God the property market’s in one of its seemingly unstoppable upswings just at the moment, that’s all I can say. ‘Oh but Howard,’ Elizabeth had piped up only the other night (Howard had been groaning at the hugeness of some or other totally unnecessary and frankly quite silly bill), ‘don’t forget that I’m a little earner now!’ Pleased as Punch (or Judy) she’d been. M’yes, was all Howard could think to that (wouldn’t say it) – but you spend it all, don’t you? Every penny you bring in goes on yet more bloody clothes. I tell you – sometimes, I feel bloody sure, Elizabeth just goes to the shops simply to check on the outside unlikelihood of their having any little thing she might be lacking; and if so, she gets it. And Katie – Katie was just the same: worse, if anything. Oh look – so long as it made them happy; leave Howard in peace to do his thing, right? Which was what, exactly, these days?


‘Peter was a complete dream about the house today,’ Elizabeth was now trilling. ‘It’s difficult to remember, sometimes, how on earth I ever managed without him.’


Howard nodded, quite slowly, thinking Now what exactly is it that I feel about this? Can’t at all decide. Because Peter, once – and not too bloody long ago – had in fact been it: Howard’s thing. Except that he had called him not Peter, but Zoo-Zoo. Even Howard had to smile at that, now; not, maybe, smile – but glancingly elongate half his face into some sort of rueful reflection. The Zoo-Zoo episode simply must have been the most extraordinary in his life, and yet at the time (is this not often the way?) it had seemed the most natural thing in the world. Yes indeed; I well think, thought Howard, that I might now take advantage of the fact that Elizabeth has embarked upon her no doubt customarily interminable summation of the doings of the man who is Nelligan, following which she will segue seamlessly into the cast list of just who it is who is coming to dinner (there always seemed to be someone, just lately: Brian and Dotty, largely – I think because Elizabeth really feels she ought) and, I feel sure, not only an itemization of said dinner’s courses, but also the provenance of each and every one of their ingredients, plus the method and timing of their cooking, not to say preparation. This being the case – and Elizabeth is well into it (she’d already changed up into second) – I think I will use the time available to chivvy and freshen this now rather weary whisky and sit back and dwell for some little time on this erstwhile Zoo-Zoo thing of mine (all the while, but of course, remaining punctilious in my judicious supply and alteration of an Identikit’s worth of eyebrow liftings, lip purses, indulgent half-smiles, eye widening and even the odd lobe-tug whenever my whirring antennae, tuned to pinpoint precision as a result of years of subliminal twiddling, automatically prompted whichever touch of mumming was required to encourage Elizabeth to go on, quite unfazed, while I go off somewhere else entirely).


Peter – or Zoo-Zoo, yes: still think of him as Zoo-Zoo – is the sixteen-or-so-year-old son of one of the cleaners at the office, if you can believe any such thing. Amazing. Sometimes I can hardly come to credit it myself. Mostly Filipino, pretty sure. Well the cleaners, needless to say, have pushed off, now (where does one actually get decent cleaners who hang around longer than half an hour, these days? If you ever find out, Howard would dearly love to know). But Zoo-Zoo, of course, lingered on. The joke is, I’m not actually a, um – you know: like that. Christ – the women I’ve had since Elizabeth, never mind before … Melody, most notably, I suppose; still fond of Melody, although Christ: bit of a handful – never knows really what she wants, quite what she’s after. Seems desperate for just anyone who’ll pick up the bills, since Dawn was born – and I suppose you can’t blame her for that. The father was off like a shot; not unheard-of. So yes anyway, as I say … um … oh Christ: my mind. I do this more and more, you know. I’m talking about one thing, and then some other damn thing flashes up and occurs to me and I’m buggered if I can … just goes completely out of my head. As, I very much regret to say, it has done right now. Never mind. Leave it. Think of something else and it’ll – oh Zoo-Zoo! Yes yes – Zoo-Zoo, of course of course: got it now. Zoo-Zoo, yes.


‘You don’t mind, do you, Howard?’ is what was breaking through now; an ultra-sense, as ever, alerted him to this more direct form of comment. ‘You don’t mind that they’re coming over?’


Some people were coming over, it would very much seem: well, no great shocks there. ‘Mind?’ said Howard, at his most benign and rhetorical. ‘No of course I don’t mind. Why should I mind?’


Elizabeth said ‘Sweet, Howard,’ before immediately returning to the burning issue. Howard unclenched his sweetness, lulled by the resumption of this really rather comforting wash of more all-embracing guff.


Zoo-Zoo: yes. Very beautiful – just happened to be, um, a boy: that’s all. Everything was fine right up until that seaside holiday – August, must it have been? Think so: early on in the month. I managed to get out of that, thank Jesus – it had all gone rather nicely. Melody was round for dinner (just a couple of days before the off, seem to recall) and it turns out she’s broke, as usual, and so of course Elizabeth comes up with one of her famous and oh-so-generous schemes: why don’t you, Melody, share our suite with us: mustn’t she, Howard? That was my cue to put on my Mm, yes, absolutely, but-of-bloody-course look – while all the time thinking Ohhh no ohhh no – got to think of something quick. Ha! And when Melody announced that she’d have to bring Dawn as well (Christ – you should have seen Elizabeth’s face when she dropped on her that particular bombshell: Jesus, the lungs on that kid – I’m not joking) well then I just knew I needed a lifebelt, and fast. So I ran up some cock-and-bull nonsense about urgent business at work, didn’t feel happy about leaving the house (quite good, that one, because of course Brian and Dotty weren’t going to be here either – they still owned next door, then) and look, Melody: look, Elizabeth – it’s simple, isn’t it? Staring us in the face: Melody goes with you, and I stay behind and then everyone’s happy!


Zoo-Zoo was happy, anyway: what a week we had. And then … I don’t really know what happened then, but after the garden party (I know: only Elizabeth could come back from a holiday and get me to hire a bloody great marquee so she could have what actually turned out to be a pretty disastrous party for just about everyone she’d ever met in her life) … and, er … sorry, sorry – here I go again. Losing the drift – let’s just recap … holiday, party … oh yeh, Zoo-Zoo (Christ, my mind). Yes. Zoo-Zoo and Elizabeth had never actually met before (well – you see how it was) but my God, they took to each other like, um – oh Christ, what is it, that thing? That thing that takes to something like, er, something else? Some other thing. Water to a duck’s back, is it? Oh Christ, anyway – you get the, you know – idea. And since then, well … Zoo-Zoo came into the office less and less: always seemed to be helping Elizabeth at home, instead. Became a sort of au pair, I suppose. It was never really the same after that. Well – let us face facts when they present themselves, why don’t we? Wasn’t remotely the same … no, quite different: over, really. But anyway, by then I’d already started my thing with Laa-Laa: Laa-Laa is now my thing. Which is, I think, how we got into all this, round about a thousand years ago – and Elizabeth is still just chuntering on about whatever on earth (you wouldn’t really think it possible, would you? But look – this all seems like rather good timing to me, because she’s just now about to get off the general sort of stuff and hit me with a particular, pretty sure: certainly she’s got that look in her eye).


‘So I think I’ve filled you in on everything,’ said Elizabeth, clearly very satisfied with both the breadth and concision of the bulletins, together with the colour of the coverage in all the larger senses. ‘Ooh – and you’ll never guess who phoned!’


Well no – he wouldn’t, would he? Otherwise she wouldn’t have said it, would she? So Howard now had to go along with this one, too.


‘Who?’ he said. Round One.


‘You’ll never guess!’


‘Well who?’ repeated Howard. Round Two.


‘I couldn’t believe it when he said who he was. I never dreamed we’d ever hear from him again. Not after all that awfulness …’


And now Howard was even intrigued. Normally when Elizabeth did all this it turned out to be someone who Howard might very well have guessed – Elizabeth’s mother, Melody, Lulu … not Dotty any more, alas: Dotty just banged on the bloody door, nowadays.


‘Well who was it?’ prodded Howard. Round Three. (It’s bloody irritating, this.)


Elizabeth hugged her knowledge to her. ‘Tell you?’ she teased.


Howard knocked back the last of his Scotch: oh God – I sometimes get so tired.


‘Yes, tell me – who was it, God’s sake?’ Round Fucking Four, by Christ.


Elizabeth’s eyes were bright – the message seems to be Well – I don’t know what you’re going to make of this!


‘Norman!’ she at last let out.


Howard nearly gaped at her. KO, really: points don’t make it.


‘Norman!’ he barked. ‘What … Norman as in, what – Norman bloody Furnish, Norman?!’


Elizabeth nodded. ‘Just about an hour ago.’


‘Well what the fuck does that little sod want? Bloody nerve of him – he’s lucky he’s not behind bars, is Mister Norman bloody Furnish!’


‘He sounded quite normal,’ advised Elizabeth, fairly cautiously. ‘Howard, I really must get the vegetables on.’


‘Normal!’ rasped out Howard. ‘There’s nothing normal about Norman – the man’s a complete and utter lunatic, not to say a bloody crook. What the hell did he want?’ And even while Elizabeth was replying, Howard was muttering with quite a degree of venom: ‘Nerve … bloody nerve …’


‘Well he was actually after Katie—’


And Elizabeth put her hands up now – a quasi flinch – and wondered whether it would have been wiser (yes, I think so – Howard’s getting that flush he gets, look) not to have mentioned it at all. In point of fact, Howard was not just flushed, but standing up and striding – outrage and whisky working on him now so that his face looked wholly empowered by anger and practically cooked.


‘Katie!’ he bawled. ‘He’s actually got the nerve … he’s got the thing, what is it – gall to phone Katie after all that nonsense last summer! I’ll bloody kill him.’


‘He said,’ said Elizabeth quietly, ‘he had something to give her – or show her, or something. Oh don’t get all worked up, Howard – just learn to ignore. Look, darling, I simply must get going on dinner because you know how Brian and Dotty are always bang on time, these days …’


‘Kill him,’ concluded Howard, as the doorbell sounded.


‘That’ll be Melody, darling – would you …? I really must …’


‘Melody?’ queried Howard – not all that mollified, dear God no. ‘Didn’t know Melody was coming.’


Elizabeth sighed with huge and near-maternal well-I-simply-give-up and put-upon despair. ‘I’ve just spent the best part of half an hour telling you, Howard.’


Howard was well on his way to the front door, and swigging whisky as he went.


‘Oh yes of course,’ he bluffed. ‘My mind. Hello Melody, my dear – welcome, welcome. Ah – you’ve brought little Dawn. Lovely.’


‘I don’t even suppose,’ admonished Elizabeth, ‘—Hello, Melody – do help yourself to a … ello ickle Dawn, ooza prippy ickle thing? … drink of something. Howard – do you at all recall what I said we are having for dinner? Did you hear that much? Honestly, Melody – this man of mine.’


‘Of course I did,’ harrumphed Howard. Oh Christ. ‘Here, Melody – white wine, yes?’


‘Lovely, Howard,’ smiled Melody. ‘Oh Dawn please … oh God please don’t start crying now we’ve just arrived …!’


But Dawn didn’t get the picture. As Howard averted his hunched-shouldered back and poured more whisky, Melody’s eyes flicked up in supplication to any god or devil who happened to be glancing, while knowing that even mercy had no chance in the face of this. Elizabeth braced herself against the really quite unworldly and appallingly familiar shrieking that so little a thing could effortlessly generate, while more or less shouting out:


‘Never mind – Dotty will be here soon! Dotty will quieten her down! And for anyone who’s interested – it’s lovely and tender calves’ liver for the main thing, and a pretty scrumptious pudding! OK?!’


Melody mimed back by way of a much-used facial blend of gratitude and damn near tattered anguish, while Howard thought Hm – liver, eh, as he sipped at Scotch: can’t be bad. Well can it?
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Lulu well knew the feeling of deadness that overcame her whenever she put the key into her own front door. And yet it had been quite a happy home, before John went mad (so yes, I suppose, not really for long). Every day now, though, brought Lulu closer and closer to the end of all this, and it was just that thought – that thought alone – which lent her the determination to each day return: the simple and so alluring dream of one morning leaving, and then not having to do that other thing: come back.


It was Mrs Bramley – that really was her name – and my God! Even Lulu had been genuinely shocked by so much self-indulgence. Gorgeous house in Hampstead – lost count of the number of rooms, and yet she lived all alone, this woman, and … hang on, though, thought Lulu now – maybe if I just go very quietly upstairs to ring Lizzie then just possibly I can sidestep the beastliness of seeing bloody John again … yes, yes, I might just make it – tiptoe past the living room (don’t suppose he’s left any drink, the pig – quite do with a drink now, actually) and then I can quickly –


‘Lulu? My drain-gel – darling angel, is what I mean, what I’m meaning, Lulu – is that you, Lulu? Is that you?’


And even now, Lulu cowered and froze in the bright-lit hall as might a heart-stopped child well back into the dark of an understairs cupboard – and Sh! Yes Shh! If I can just close my eyes really tightly and never ever draw breath again then maybe even now I can escape not just discovery but the damage of intrusion …


‘Lulu!’ gasped John, his eyes glassy, bulbous and out of sync, but still suffused by a wash of quite infantile relief that he felt must surely be love. He slumped against the door-jamb and held out an arm (one was all he dared) and his face did its best to beckon – but surely, thought Lulu (oh hell, oh hell – the game is both up and lost), he did not, could not, actually expect her now to go to him?


So she did not. She turned away, having eyed him with real displeasure, tinged with mandatory contempt, while saying quite flatly:


‘You’ve got ice-cream all over you, John.’


Guilt sprang into one of John’s eyes – the one which largely could be left to just about cope with the business of focusing – while a hand went to cover the caked-on glaze of his mouth and chin; of the state of his clothes, he was more than likely oblivious.


‘Yes,’ admitted John, quietly. ‘I’m – uh – sorry about that, Lulu, I’ll – um – clear it up. Clear it up, yes. Soon.’


I will also – um – continue to talk quietly, John thought, because otherwise she’ll rush upstairs and, yes, ring Lizzie and I desperately need her to stay down here with me and I can’t, mustn’t, make a lunge for her because then she’ll truly rush upstairs and, yes, ring Lizzie but by then anyway I will have fallen over again because I am so brim-filled with drink that I can barely remember the genesis of this very thought or train of events – how even it occurred to occur to me. And John was staring quite obliquely at the angled form of Lulu’s lovely ankles making fast for the staircase even before he realized that he had fallen over again – but yes, here was a duller ache hovering maybe just inches over his could-easily-be right temple, a puffed-up cloud unleashing a drizzle of pain that might well get a good deal heavier as the evening wore on; and here once more was the rasp of carpet against his prickled cheek, and again that deep-down smell of pile.


John rocked himself over on to his back as the clatter of Lulu receded, and the functioning part of his brain idled him back into the rut of wondering just how even some small part of all this could ever have happened. Lulu says that my insane jealousy finally turned and once and for all rendered me truly insane – but I do not choose to see it like this, for here is a lie of convenience, all of Lulu’s making. I was not so much jealous as deeply suspicious of every little thing that Lulu might ever do or think or say: this simply is caution – all I did was guard, protect us both against … possibilities. And then last summer, I was seen to be right. I find it hard, now, to quite recall detail (Christ – I find it hard, now, to quite recall my fucking name) but in not maybe exactly this order my Lulu seduced (was seduced by? Hardly matters – a screw is a screw) some vile man in a lift in that hotel, whatever the name of that hotel might be – and that man hit me. And then again she did this, and once more I ended up beaten. This may have happened yet again – oh look, it’s all in my notebooks, somewhere. This man even followed my Lulu – tracked her down to Howard and Lizzie’s summer thing – garden party – and on that occasion, while I attempted only to shield my wife and myself from public shame and dishonour, I do believe he practically murdered me. Now whichever way you cut it, this can’t be right, can it? I mean – I’m not wrong, am I? So all this just can’t be right, can it? So much, at least, is rational. Clear too is the fact that I love my Lulu dearly. God I could die for my love of that woman: kill, if I had to. So I try to help: you need help, I said to her – maybe you should be talking to someone. Even had a word with that new neighbour of Howard and Lizzie’s – what was his name? Eric? Cyril? Bruce? Nebuchadnezzar? (Needn’t be any of those.) The psychiatrist, anyway – but she practically ran a mile (if not amok); said to me later – was quite convinced – that Cyril (yes, I think it’s Cyril) had actually made a pass at her – slap in the middle of Lizzie’s marquee! Well – I think you see the gravity of the problem. And then she seems to just forget everything – everything she’s ever said to me on these terrible matters, all the awful, wide-eyed, so-bloody-what and throwaway admissions of her tawdry and quite shocking behaviour seem simply to evanesce: vanish into vapour.


So imagine, will you, my delight when one bright morning not that long ago (I was slaving over some ghastly thousand-word piece for the magazine – thinking I ought to be getting on with this novel of mine, but quite keen for an excuse to abandon them both, if I’m completely honest here) Lulu came into my study – a thing she rarely (come to think of it, never) does these days and says John: I’ve made an appointment with a very eminent analyst – top in his field: would you mind driving? My heart was guilty of swelling – I swam among warm seas of pride for her: the confrontation is half the battle, I said – acknowledge your problem, and you are close to conquering it – everyone says that (this is known by simply everybody). And even this, you know, was later turned against me: Why then, Johnny, can’t you go to an AA meeting and stand up proudly and say My name is John Powers and I am an alcoholic? What’s the problem there, then, John? Well many, I might have replied – had she stopped to listen, and had I myself not been just slightly the worse for wear: firstly, of course, I am not an alcoholic, plain as day. I drink, granted – Christ, I’d be the last to, you know, deny that or anything (difficult, given the circumstances) but here is simply a temporary expedient: a defence, Lulu – a defence, can’t you see it, against all the pain you put me through. I wrap myself up in this liquid warmth – I am swaddled in drink because I cannot bear it when you say you are leaving me (and here, I know, is partly why you are going). And another reason I couldn’t go to such a meeting is, quite simply, that they are not me: I don’t get on in groups, and I don’t suppose I ever shall. And yes I do know what they are like, actually, because I once attended a Gamblers Anonymous evening, as it happens (and that I only went to for a bet).


So let’s just cut back to the point of this: I drove her down to Harley Street (took me just about forever to find a bloody meter) and I turned to her brightly, my face maybe even alight with encouragement, beaming at her the promise that soon, hereafter, our lives would surpass all the joy of before. So tell me, Lulu, I said: shall I wait for you here in the car, or would you like me to walk you in and hold your hand? Turns out the bloody appointment’s for me! I mean Christ – if that isn’t proof the woman’s mental just you bloody tell me what is! Me, I said – what do you mean me – you’re the one who’s fucking bats, what the hell have I got to do with it?! Me, she goes: me! There’s nothing wrong with me, for Christ’s sake, John – it’s you who needs help, Johnny – you’re the bloody crazy one. So you can see – a fairly fundamental communication problem, here. We were squabbling for so bloody long in the car (I swear it was practically rocking on its springs) that what with that and the time it had taken me to find the parking space the bloody hour’s appointment was shot to hell anyway so all we could do was drive back home, each of us now mortally convinced that the other was madder than ever.


And yes, it got worse and worse – day by day – until Lulu finally upped and said to me (cold, and quite point-blank) I’m sorry but it’s no good, Johnny, it’s just no good any more: I thought maybe I might have been able to go on with all this but I know, just know now – that I can’t. And I laughed. No – I didn’t think it was funny, of course not: just one more of my defences that don’t bloody work. But I could see what was coming (smelled it in the air) and all I could think was no please don’t no please don’t no please don’t no please don’t … and then she just did: said she was leaving me. All over, Johnny. All gone, John. It’s just no good (and by that she meant it was bad). So I did what any man in my position would do: drank myself to the brink of the insanity which she believed already and long was clutching and which would never, she thought, let up on me.


So here, then, is what happened – but how I’m still not sure. Which brings us to the here and now – slumped, I am, against the wall of the hall, while Lulu is upstairs and ringing Lizzie, pretty sure. Soon find out: reach out for the cordless (where is the – gah! – bloody thing) then lift the receiver, and now let’s just see what we hear:


‘—the pictures and did the flowers, but my God, Lizzie, this one, I tell you – weirder than ever—’


Yup, thought John, replacing the handset as deftly as may be expected of a man near palsied by the first tremors of withdrawal that the evening had to offer him. Once, I would have listened in; but now I have heard simply everything there is. I think I need a drink.
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‘Did you get that?’ husked Lulu, from behind the locked door of the bedroom that was these days truly hers and hers alone. ‘It clicked. John again. Christ, Lizzie – I thought he’d stopped doing all that: listening in all the bloody time.’


‘Oh don’t let it get to you,’ placated Elizabeth (bit bored with the subject by now, quite frankly). ‘Not as if we’re trading state secrets. Anyway, he’s put it down now, so forget him. Tell me about Dame Bramley quickly, and then I really must get going on dinner. Howard’s due soon, and I like to have everything … well, you know just how I like to do things.’


But Lulu was still in a mind to linger, here.


‘I know, Lizzie, but Christ – if you can’t even use the bloody phone in your own bloody house …’


‘Well you’ll be in my house soon, won’t you? And then you can use the phone any time you like!’


‘I’ll only be ringing you in Paris!’ laughed Lulu – straight away bucked up by this reminder: that will be fun – yes, that will be really good. Indeed, it had been Lulu who had maybe prompted the idea in the first place, by pointing out the problem:


‘Well what on earth am I going to do, then?’ Elizabeth had wailed, when first this collision of all her well-laid plans had suddenly become plain. ‘I can’t leave Nelligan all alone in the house – I mean, I think he’s trustworthy, think so, but you never really know with these sorts of people, do you? Katie’s hopeless. And it would be just too heartbreaking to cancel Paris now everything’s arranged – and Howard, poor lamb, he’s so looking forward!’


The poor lamb had actually overheard that last bit, as he idled through to the back room (smallish Scotch and water might just hit the spot) and it was all he could do to cover the cower. He was actually – for various, but not at all complex, reasons – quite dreading Paris, but even he knew that there was no way at all he could wriggle out of two of Elizabeth’s wheezes – certainly not in the selfsame year, anyway: that much was for sure.


‘I mean,’ went on Elizabeth, plaintively (and Lulu’s mind was already clicking away – maybe, she thought later, Lizzie’s broader intention?), ‘Dotty has offered to keep an eye on things, poor Dotty – but, well, much as I love her dearly, she’s not, is she, the sort of person who’s meant to look after houses, I mean is she? What I mean to say is – marvellous with kiddies: we’ve all seen her work her magic with Dawn … but … well: we remember what Dotty’s house was like, poor Dotty. Don’t we? Hm? Even the caravan looks like the inside of a wheelie bin, but God – I suppose there’s only so much you can do in a ghastly contraption like that. Poor Dotty. But you do see my point?’


So Lulu, but of course, had made her offer (oh what bliss to be away from John – maybe this had been Lizzie’s broader intention? God she’s so lovely – I love her so much) and Elizabeth had minced no words in seizing on it immediately. (Elizabeth’s problems, such as they were, were never allowed to furrow her brow for very long at all – people could generally be depended upon to rally round. Yes, the horizon was usually as bright as a button within minutes of a raincloud having had the temerity to even hover, let alone lurk.)


And it was more or less true that it would only be Lizzie that Lulu would call – who else, actually, would she be inclined to? Even today – as soon as she had got in from having sorted out Mrs Bramley’s existence on earth, Lulu’s one big thought had been to tell all to Elizabeth: thank God John had fallen flat on his face in the hall, when he did – otherwise there would have been no time (for Lulu was well aware that when the hour was looming for Howard to come home, Elizabeth would start to busy herself with making sure she had everything … well, Lulu knew just how she liked to do things).


So now Lulu quickly hit her with the Bramley thing: at first, the whole business had gone much in the way it generally tends to – you admire their fabulous home, and so forth and so on, and then rapidly graduate to the clothes (and this is where all the tight-faced diplomacy comes in – you can’t replicate the sounds of impending vomit, and nor must you laugh out loud). All the while, Mrs Bramley had conducted Lulu from this room to that in as near to silence as you ever really get; it was only when the tea was chinkingly set and poured that she opened out in a manner a good deal larger than Lulu might have expected. It turns out that Mrs Bramley (what must she be? Sixties? Early sixties? Something like that) had been very recently widowed. Already her hair was newly cut short (reasonably effective, thought Lulu) and now was the time for a more encompassing makeover – clothes, furnishings, all of that. And her late husband had always attended to the Christmas decorations, she said – and she for one just loved Christmas decorations but – in common with much else, it quickly transpired – hadn’t a single clue.


‘Call me Naomi,’ invited Mrs Bramley, then, proffering a wedge of Dundee cake, ‘It isn’t my name, but call me it anyway.’


Lulu looked up and sort of smiled.


‘I suspect,’ went on ‘Naomi’, stirring, stirring – my God, thought Lulu, is she ever going to pack in stirring that tea! – ‘that my marriage was relatively usual. Mercifully brief. He was blind, you see.’


‘Ah!’ acknowledged Lulu (thinking Jesus – and he did the Christmas decorations?). ‘I see … I didn’t know …’


Mrs Bramley eyed her sharply. ‘Well you wouldn’t,’ she said, with a touch of severity. ‘How could you? You do see?’


Lulu nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said.


Mrs Bramley nodded too. ‘Well he didn’t. Anyway, one day – quite out of the blue – he blundered into a Turkish Bath. Asthmatic – couldn’t catch his breath.’


‘How awful,’ commented Lulu. ‘And that’s how he—?’


‘Oh no. It was only a mild sort of attack. Had his Ventolin, and everything. It’s just that he fell into a pool there. Couldn’t swim. Didn’t see it, you see.’


‘Ghastly,’ said Lulu.


‘Not too ghastly. They pulled him out. He was fine. Wet, of course …’


‘Of course,’ whispered Lulu automatically, becoming quite entranced by this, and already rehearsing her re-enactment to Lizzie. ‘So …?’


‘So later he was hit by a car. Didn’t hear it coming. He was always rather deaf – did I say? Not later the same day, naturally: that would be ridiculous.’


Lulu now nodded with energy – her eyes as wide as wide, and her face encased in starch. ‘Right,’ she said.


‘Was convalescing in the country for ages. Will you take cake? A sliver? No? And then he fell out of a window. The first time it didn’t matter at all because it was on the ground floor and the sole casualty, I’m told, were the tulips there. But then he just would do it again, of course, and this time he found himself in the attic. But,’ added on Mrs Bramley, with drama – ‘not for long!’


And this came out of Lulu before she was aware of even having thought it: ‘Couldn’t fly?’


Mrs Bramley looked at Lulu, as if undecided – though maybe more about Lulu’s demeanour than on any sort of avian proficiency her late husband may or may not have commanded.


‘Indeed … not,’ she said slowly. ‘It wasn’t the fall that killed him. There was all this, what do they call it at the bottom – dung, for want of a better term. So much of it, I am informed, that it took them ages to actually find him. It was, I believe the expression is, very deep doo-doos indeed. I’m not boring you?’


Lulu felt sure that she was shaking her head.


‘He always did have a very low boredom threshold,’ concluded Mrs Bramley. ‘It was tedium, I think, that did for him in the end.’


‘So …’ tried Lulu, slowly, setting down her cup with care. ‘What … he actually, died in the—?’


‘Dung, quite. They dug him out, of course. And then we buried him. Somewhere else.’


‘I see. Yes. Well. I am so sorry.’


And suddenly the air was filled with kindergarten laughter that couldn’t have, surely (surely not), escaped the box-like mouth of Mrs Bramley?


‘Oh don’t be!’ she trilled. ‘It was a blessed release. Well for me, anyway: couldn’t stand the man – can’t think why we’ve wasted so much time talking about him. His name was Gilbert. Still is, of course, if you believe in all that sort of thing. Odd to think of him as an angel.’


Lulu nodded. ‘Flying at last.’


Mrs Bramley was smiling thinly. ‘But rather too late for any of us. According to the hospital people, his last words were …’


‘Mm?’ prompted Lulu, intrigued.


‘ … indecipherable. Are you really sure you won’t take cake?’


And Elizabeth had howled when Lulu regaled her with the best bits. ‘Delicious! The Tale of Mrs Bramley.’


‘Golden delicious!’ burst out Lulu – her love for Lizzie, as ever, surging when the two of them laughed in unison.


‘Look, Lulu,’ said Elizabeth, now, ‘I’ve just heard Howard drop that ghastly bag of his in the hall – I really must dash. See you in the morning, yes? Tennish?’


‘Tennish,’ agreed Lulu, hearing faintly Elizabeth’s call of ‘Howard? Is that you?’ before she replaced the receiver.


How lovely, thought Lulu, to be Howard. Maybe one day soon I will be.





CHAPTER THREE



Elizabeth had ordained that this was to be one of her very most casual evenings, which in truth meant that her hospitality was quite as really big-hearted and lavish as ever: all sorts of good things were on offer (God look, ogled Melody – Beef Wellington: how utterly yum) except that now people found themselves craning and twisting rather awkwardly and sometimes – no two ways about it – even sideways at various points along the damn big sofas. Colin had elected for the was-it-maybe-Persian-or-something rug, soft and lustrous and glowing warmly in front of the fire that surely did echo one of the smugger advertisements for the traditional Jaffa-coloured lickety-flame and flickery set-ups (a married pair of fools alongside, beaming at you hints of all the advantages a concealed back boiler surely did afford).


So there they all were, each striving for level best in the pretty tricky business of perching big plates on bony and tightly compressed knees, while bearing in mind too that the slightest inadvertent shifting of just one pinned-and-needled foot would have their really rather quaffable, though generic, Côtes-du-Rhône splattering just everywhere. Far less trouble round the dining table in the room next door, of course (where there was also negative risk of unsightly staining to Elizabeth’s plush and softer furnishings) – but this way was the very most casual, yes? And after all – it was only friends, so let’s just relax and enjoy ourselves, why don’t we?


‘Honestly, Elizabeth,’ said Dotty now – a couple of crumbs at the side of her mouth quickly tidied up with just one pinky – ‘I don’t know how on earth you’ve managed to do all this! I mean, I had a peek in the kitchen before and it’s all still just—’


‘Oh don’t, Dotty,’ interjected Elizabeth. ‘ “Kitchen” is an absolutely taboo word round here – and God, don’t get Howard on to it. I just don’t know why I started on it. Colin – have some more gratin, yes? Bit more?’


No, thought Dotty, as Colin helped himself to another scoop (smiling pleasantly, yes – but not really at and into Elizabeth, as he used to just always: felt a bit funny about her, now). No, thought Dotty, as she gazed with sheer love at baby Dawn – asleep again now, and close by her side – no, nor do I, Elizabeth, and nor does anyone else: your kitchen was a showpiece, divine in every way, and larger and lusher than the entire space in which Colin and I and the oaf who is Brian now spend each of our waking days – so no, Elizabeth, no: I don’t either.


‘I think when Mister Nelligan is finally done,’ intoned Howard – heavy, resigned, I suppose it could have sounded – but really only rather indulgent for the benefit of the assembly, ‘that I am contracted to present to him the freehold of the house. Only part payment, of course.’


‘Oh Howard!’ laughed Elizabeth. ‘Not that bad …’ And she trained her wide and yes-I’m-spoiled and yes-I’m-naughty eyes on anyone who had time mid-gobble for a quick glance upwards. ‘Honestly!’ she said. (Maybe, actually, one shouldn’t bring up freeholds – not when Brian and Dotty were here.)


Howard wagged his head, which went with his half-smile, while thinking Right, had enough of that – what damn-fool thing now shall I say to just who, exactly? Be nice if occasionally I could have an evening in alone – he thought that too, because if he couldn’t be with Laa-Laa, then alone is what Howard would always choose to be.


‘What are you up to these days, Brian?’ is what he now thought he’d settle for, following absolutely no consideration at all on the matter. ‘How are you filling your time?’


Brian’s mouth was well on the way to becoming ajar, but Dotty could always leave him standing in the conversation stakes and it was her voice, now, that ringingly filled the room:


‘Oh God don’t ask,’ is what she said (Brian now reflecting more resignedly than with any form of irritation Well Yes, Dotty, but he has asked, hasn’t he? That’s what Howard is doing, asking – and moreover, he’s asking me). ‘I’m clearing up after him all day long. The latest scheme to make us all millionaires is apparently the manufacture of miniature clogs.’


Katie laughed out loud: Christ – all these people, every single one of them, even Dad: they don’t really have a clue, do they? I suppose this is what comes of being old. But Jesus – Brian and Dotty, they really were the fucking limit. He used to collect ‘manhole covers’, he was once bloody endlessly telling me (probably still does, silly old fart), and meanwhile Dotty had been busy filling up their house with all the sorts of ghastly little shitty knick-knacks you don’t really even want to win at a funfair. Christ – they live in a caravan in our bloody driveway – completely bust, apparently – and now here was Brian making –


‘Miniature clogs?!’ sang out Melody. ‘God, Brian – that’s pretty weird, isn’t it? Even for you.’


Which Dotty didn’t like for a minute – no, not one bit. Why don’t you find a husband of your own to criticize, Melody? Hm? Would help, maybe, if you could even look after your very own sweet and, yes, just achingly adorable baby. What sort of woman, in fact, Melody, are you? Hm? Maybe Dotty’s look would say it all – but no, didn’t, because Melody was wide-eyed in Brian’s direction, waiting for his latest moronic response; Katie too was playing along for the hell of it, while Colin reddened and cringed as he habitually did whenever his mother or – far more particularly – his father was ever on the point of saying just anything at all. Why couldn’t they be normal, or sane – or even solvent? Why couldn’t Colin’s father be like Carol’s father? He was really fab; God, Carol – can’t wait to see you again. It won’t be long. Just two days, now. Can’t wait.


‘Well actually,’ started Brian, slowly – as if every sixth word were a live round in the chamber, and could spell the end of him, ‘what I am making are not … in fact, Dotty, they are not miniature clogs, as you seem to think; they are, um, yachts.’


‘Yachts!’ shot back Dotty, her quick and bright-eyed scan of the room intended to make clear to everyone that if they had with forethought come armed with rotting cauliflowers and past-it turnips, then now might well be the time to hurl them. ‘Yachts?!’ she threw in, for sheer and cruel good measure.


Oh Christ, thought Colin – please don’t talk about yachts: Carol’s dad is a yachtsman – terrific. Just once last summer I went out on their boat and … oh God, I’m blushing again just at the memory – I can feel it in my ears. I never thought anyone could be that sick and actually live. Sorry, Carol. But at least I’m seeing you soon. Can’t wait.


‘Or,’ qualified Brian, ‘maybe schooners.’ I don’t know why everyone seems to think this is so funny, thought Brian now. Then he said: ‘And nor am I ruling out canoes.’


Howard nodded. ‘But Brian – what, um …?’


What was on his mind was Christ Almighty, Brian – aren’t you going to make any sort of an effort to get a proper job, get a proper home? I mean, what – you’re going to be living in my bloody front garden for ever, are you? What in Christ’s name are you fucking about with little wooden boats for? But ‘what, um …?’ is the farthest he got with it; Katie, though, thought there could well be some mileage in more:


‘But why, Brian?’ she probed. ‘Mm – this pudding thing is actually gorgeous – anyone want?’


‘Well—’ tried Brian.


‘Pass it round,’ said Elizabeth. ‘God’s sake, Katie.’
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