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A THIN BEAM OF RED LIGHT



‘Where the hell are the car keys?’


I’m now late. Ten minutes ago I was early. I was wandering about in a too-early limbo, in fact; scratching out a succession of ludicrously trivial and unsatisfying things to do, struggling against the finger-drumming effort of burning away sections of the too-earliness. The children, quick to sense I was briefly doomed to wander the earth without reason or rest, had attached themselves, one to each of my legs. I clumped around the house like a man in magnetic boots while they laughed themselves breathless and shot at each other with wagging fingers and spit-gargling mouth noises from the cover of opposite knees.


Now, however, I’m in a fury of lateness. The responsibility for this rests wholly with the car keys and thereby with their immediate superior – my girlfriend, Ursula.


‘Where – where the hell – are the car keys?’ I shout down the stairs. Again.


Reason has long since fled. I’ve looked in places where I know there is no possible chance of the car keys lurking. Then I’ve rechecked all those places again. Just in case, you know, I suffered transitory hysterical blindness the first time I looked. Then I’ve looked down, gasping with exhaustion, begged the children to please get off my legs now, and looked a third time. I’m a single degree of enraged frustration away from continuing the search along the only remaining path, which is slashing open the cushion covers, pulling up the floorboards and pickaxeing through the plasterboard false wall in the attic.


I do a semi-controlled fall down the stairs to the kitchen, where Ursula is making herself a cup of coffee in a protective bubble of her own, non-late, serene indifference.


‘Well?’ I’m so clenched I have to shake the word from my head.


‘Well what?’


‘What do you mean “Well what”? I’ve just asked you twice.’


‘I didn’t hear you, Pel. I had the radio on.’ Ursula nods towards the pocket-sized transistor radio on the shelf. Which is off.


‘On what? On stun? Where are the damn car keys?’


‘Where they always are.’


‘I will kill you.’


‘Not, I imagine …’ Ursula presents a small theatre of stirring milk into her coffee. ‘… with exhaust fumes.’


‘Arrrrgggh!’ Then, again, to emphasise the point, ‘Arrrrgggh!’ That out of my system, I return again to measured debate. ‘Well, obviously, I didn’t think to look where they always are. Good Lord – how banal would I have to be to go there? However, My Precious, just so we can share a smile at the laughable, prosaic obviousness of it all, WHERE ARE THE CAR KEYS? ALWAYS?’


‘They are in the front room. On the shelf. Behind the lava lamp.’


‘And that’s where they always are, is it? You don’t see any contradiction at all in their always-are place being somewhere they have never been before this morning?’


‘It’s where I put them every day.’


I snatch up the keys and hurl myself towards the door, jerking on my jacket as I move; one arm thrust into the air, waggling itself urgently up the sleeve as if it’s attached to a primary school pupil who knows the answer. ‘That’s a foul and shameless lie.’


As my trailing arm hooks the front door shut behind me, Ursula shouts over the top of her coffee cup, ‘Bring back some bread – we’re out of bread.’


It’s 9.17 a.m.


The story in whose misleadingly calm shallows you’re standing right now is not a tragedy. How do I know? Because a tragedy is the tale of a person who holds the seeds of his own destruction within him. This is entirely contrary to my situation – everyone else holds the seeds of my destruction within them; I just wanted to keep my head down and hope my lottery numbers came up, thanks very much. This story is therefore not a tragedy, for technical reasons.


But never mind that now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s just stick a pin in the calendar, shrug ‘Why not?’ and begin on a routine Sunday just after my triumphant car-key offensive. Nothing but the tiniest whiffs of what is to come are about my nostrils. My life is uncluttered with incident and all is tranquil.


‘Dad, can we go to Laser Wars?’


‘It’s six thirty a.m., Jonathan, Laser Wars isn’t open yet.’


‘Dad will take you to Laser Wars after he’s mowed the lawn, Jonathan.’


It appears I’m mowing the lawn today, then.


‘Mow the lawn! Mow the lawn!’ Peter jumps up and down on the bed, each time landing ever closer to my groin.


‘Dad – mow the lawn. Come on, quickly,’ instructs Jonathan.


There’s very little chance of my mowing the lawn quickly as we have a sweat-powered mower, rather than an electric- or petrol-driven one. Ursula was insistent – not that she’s ever non-insistent – that we got an ancient, heavy iron affair (clearly built to instil Christian values in the inmates of a Dickensian debtors’ prison) because it is more friendly to the environment than a mower that uses fossil fuels to protect one’s rupturing stomach muscles. Almost without exception, things that are friendly to the environment are the sworn enemies of Pel.


Still, out there grunting my way up and down the grass, my children laughing at the threat of traumatic amputation as they circle around me, girlfriend calling out from the kitchen, ‘Cup of tea? Can you make me a cup of tea when you’re finished?’ – it’s a little picture of domestic heaven, isn’t it? You never realise the value of wearying matter-of-factness until it’s gone.


‘Have you finished?’ Ursula has watched through the window as I’ve returned from the lawn heaving the mower behind me, placed it by the fence, made to come into the house, caught her eye, gone back to it and wearily removed all the matted grass from the blades and cogs, made to come into the house, caught her eye, returned to sweep all the removed matted grass from the yard and clear it away into the bin, and – staring resolutely ahead – come into the house.


‘Yes, I’ve finished.’


‘You’re not going to go round the edges with the clippers, then?’


‘That’s right. Precisely that meaning of finished.’


‘I really can’t understand you. You always do this kind of thing – why do a job badly?’


‘Because it’s easier. Duh.’


Ursula is saved the embarrassment of not being able to dispute the solidity of this argument because the phone rings and she darts away to answer it. In a frankly shocking turn of events, the kind of thing that makes you call into question all you thought you knew, the phone call is actually for me. The phone has never rung in this house before and not been for Ursula. She must be gutted.


‘It’s Terry,’ says Ursula, handing me the receiver with the kind of poor attempt at nonchalance you might display when nodding a casual ‘hi’ to the person who dumped you the previous night. Terry Steven Russell, by the way, is my boss.


‘Hi, Terry – it’s Sunday.’


‘A detail I didn’t need. Listen, have you got some time to talk today?’


‘I suppose so. Apart from going to Laser Wars in an hour or so, I don’t think I’m doing anything all day.’ (Across the kitchen I note Ursula raise her eyebrows in an ‘Oh, that’s what you think, is it?’ kind of way.)


‘Laser Wars? Great. That’s perfect, in fact. I’ll see you there. ’Bye.’


‘Yeah, ’b …’ But he’s already hung up.


‘What are you thinking?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Liar.’


Ursula appears to have an, in my opinion, unhealthy obsession with what I’m thinking. It can’t be normal to ask a person, as often as she asks me, ‘What are you thinking?’ In fact, I know it’s not normal. Because I’m normal, and I virtually never ask her what she’s thinking.


I’m apparently not allowed, ever, to be thinking ‘nothing’. Odd, really, when you consider the number of times – during an argument over something or other I’ve done – I’ll have ‘I don’t believe it! What was going through your head? Nothing?’ thrown over me. The fact is, I find thinking ‘nothing’ enormously easy. It’s not something I’ve had to work at, either. For me, achieving a sort of Zen state is practically effortless. Perhaps ‘Zen’ is even my natural state. Sit me in a chair and do nothing more than leave me alone and – dink! – there I am: Zenned.


However, this – I think you’ll agree – incandescently impressive reasoning would ching off Ursula into the sightless horizon like a bullet off a tank. ‘Nothing’ is simply not a thing I can possibly be thinking. For a while I did try having something prepared. You know, a stand-by. A list of things I could fall back on when caught with my synapses down. Thus:


‘What are you thinking?’


‘I was wondering whether we will ever, truly, get a unifying theory in physics. Or whether the divisions between Newtonian principles, relativity and quantum mechanics will always defeat attempts to craft a mathematically complete, always applicable whole.’


‘Liar.’


So, another idea arcs into the waste bin, then.


However, on this occasion – sitting there on the sofa catching a few minutes’ solitude before Jonathan and I go off Laser Warring – I have to admit that ‘nothing’ wasn’t really what was shuffling around in my brain, kicking at pebbles. What was actually in residence was ‘You know, nothing much, really’. Meaning, I was vaguely half-wondering what Terry Steven Russell wanted to see me for, when he’d be seeing me at work tomorrow anyway.


‘OK, so what am I thinking about, then?’ I plead defensively.


‘I don’t know, that’s why I asked. Are you thinking about that house we looked at?’


‘Yes.’


‘No you’re not.’


I exhale very slowly and for a long time. Too long, actually. It starts off as a weary sigh, but when it’s hit a certain length I realise that, when it finishes, I’m going to be expected to say something. So I keep it going until I’m having to clench my stomach muscles to force the last bit of air out of my lungs. Finally, as if surfacing from a dive, I snatch a quick breath and use it to power ‘What do you want for tea later?’ My chances of this working are, admittedly, pretty poor.


‘We were talking about that house.’


‘No, we weren’t.’


‘Yes, we were.’


‘No, we weren’t. You just asked me if I was thinking about it.’


‘And you said you were.’


‘And you said I wasn’t.’


‘Well, were you?’


‘I can’t remember now.’


‘You liar.’


Ursula and I can pass a whole day like this (and yet she complains we don’t talk enough. Pfff – go figure that one out). As luck would have it, however, the phone rings to the rescue again. Ursula makes an impressive attempt at staring at me fixedly with an aura of ‘Yes, that’s right, the phone’s ringing – so what? Let it ring. I’m trying to talk to you’ determination about her. It is, however, the phone. She lasts three rings before cracking and dashing off into the other room to answer it.


I sharpen my ears to catch the defining first moments after she’s picked up the receiver.


‘Hello.’ Then, again, ‘Hello.’ But the second one, in addition to being coloured with recognition, also has a German intonation. One of Ursula’s German friends has called her on the telephone. Phew. Edison? – I could kiss you.


So, then; Ursula. Fold your tray back on to the seat in front of you and ensure that all luggage is secured safely in the overhead lockers – here’s Ursula.


Ursula comes from southern Germany – close to Stuttgart – and is five foot, eight and a half inches tall. Quite lengthy for a woman, I think. In my smokily recollected, pre-Ursula life, I’m sure I recall girlfriends routinely being happy to halt around the five-four, five-five mark. According to Ursula, this is merely because I was lazy and cowardly enough to go out with English Women (‘English Women’ to be ejected from the mouth in the manner one imagines Trotsky would utter ‘strike-breakers’). She is solid in the opinion that five foot eight and a half is a perfectly average height for a woman – a little on the short side, even – and that English Women, quite transparently, stunt their own growth deliberately so as to appear all the more simpering to English Men (drunks and wasters, the lot of them).


As Ursula is my girlfriend of many years, I naturally rarely look at her any more. I register that her outline is there rather than actually looking at her. Purely for your benefit, however, I’ll go rummaging around in the untidy basement of my memory to see if I can find where I left her features.


Ursula has blue eyes. Not the kind of chilling blue that art editors of women’s magazines are scamperingly keen to paint on their cover models with Photoshop (so that it’s hard to go into WH Smith’s without feeling as if most of the Village of the Damned is staring at you from the shelves), but as blue as, say, some types of lavatory cleaner.


Below Ursula’s eyes, as is the fashion nowadays, is her nose. A small thing, small and round. I can visualise Ursula’s nose quite clearly. Possibly this is because I spend such a great deal of time with her looking at me down it.


Matching function with form, Ursula’s mouth is large. She has extensive, pale pink lips behind which lies a great rank of the whitest, most flawless teeth not made in California by orthodontic craftsmen at great personal risk. You know those American beauty-queen mouths? The ones that appear above a bikini and say something about wanting to take blind children to the zoo before snapping into a smile that burns three layers of skin off the faces of all the onlookers? Well, get one of those and stick French actress lips on it and you have Ursula between nose and chin.


So, as a blissfully silent photograph, there’s Ursula for you. A tall, blue-eyed blonde with a Baywatch mouth.


Not my type at all. But, well, that’s not a big issue (I’m deep enough not to be put off a woman just because she’s objectively attractive).


‘Is it time to go to Laser Wars now? We’ve been waiting for a thousand hundred hours.’ Jonathan is standing before me with a look of pained seriousness on his face. He is wearing red plastic wellington boots, Hawaiian shorts, the top from his Batman costume, a policeman’s helmet made for a child at least four years older than he is, a cape he’s constructed himself from two metres of floral curtain, and is holding a lightsaber. His small size merely adds weight to the impression that someone has conducted a terrifying scientific experiment aimed at compressing the Village People into the tiniest possible space.


‘Yes. I think it probably is. Go and change into something less conspicuous.’


‘Why? I’m a Jedi.’


‘OK, then. But lose the cape. You’ll fall over it and your mother will blame me.’


‘Ohhhhh … I’ll keep it on for now, but leave it in the car when we get there, OK? If I leave the cape here, Peter will get it and take my powers.’


‘Wise, you are.’


Terry Steven Russell (‘TSR’ in general usage, incidentally) is pacing agitatedly about the foyer of Laser Wars when we arrive.


‘You’re late,’ he says, astonished.


‘Only by about two minutes, we …’


‘Don’t waste more time explaining – the time’s gone, OK? Move on. Hello, Jonathan.’ He glances at Jonathan’s outfit. ‘Well, if nothing else, we’ll certainly have the element of surprise.’


It’s a team-play game. On our side there’s Jonathan, TSR, me and a pink-faced father with his two, pink-faced, sons. Frankly, I don’t think they’re going to be much help to us. Already they’re bickering over who has which, identical, gun. Damn amateurs. When we get inside the arena proper, Jonathan immediately disappears. He’s a sensitive child and much prefers to find somewhere to hunker down alone and snipe at the enemy. TSR is crouched beside me, the Pink family off to our left – still quibbling internally.


‘Will you shut up!’ TSR hisses over at them. ‘You’ll get us all killed.’


Pink father frowns back at him. ‘Steady on there. It’s only a game.’ A reply so staggeringly wrong headed that TSR and I can only stare at each other in disbelief and share a monosyllabic, head-shaking laugh.


Uh-oh, there it is – we’re off. Keep it tight, soldier; this is for real.


An enemy child breaks cover and makes a dash for our position, firing wildly. Within a breath, a single laser beam spikes through the air and hits him right in the chest sensor. ‘Awwwww!’ he whines, disappointedly.


‘Your mom,’ Jonathan’s voice calls out from somewhere in the darkness.


TSR and I are intermittently popping above the low cylinder we’re using as cover, keeping the opposing forces pinned down with short bursts of fire. TSR drops back down from one of these harassing volleys and squints across at me. ‘You know everything …’ There’s little point my denying this, so I merely raise my eyebrows in acknowledgment. ‘What’s the position with extradition treaties? Britain doesn’t have one with Brazil, right?’


I jerk myself above the barricade and let rip with laser death at some attackers. One dives behind a box in panic like some kind of silly eight-year-old (admittedly, he does look about eight years old) but I catch his companion (who’s eleven if he’s a day) on the shoulder and take him down.


The defeated child is indignant. ‘This sucks! I was never hit then – this sensor is rubbish!’


‘Yeah, yeah …’ I shout back from behind my cover. ‘I own you.’


I turn again to TSR, licking my finger and making a ‘1’ sign in the air. ‘I think we do have a treaty with Brazil now. It takes ages for these things to get sorted, though. Even trying to extradite someone from America – where at least we speak, roughly, the same language – can go on for years. They just keep having endless legal arguments, and a missing comma in the papers means the whole thing gets put back another six months.’


‘Mmmmm …’ TSR hums in accompaniment to his thoughts. Our left flank is busy broadcasting how it’d lose badly to an army of Quakers. Pink Father’s having some trouble with his gun of the ‘pointing’ kind. Pink Child One and Pink Child Two, meanwhile, have both decided to make a bolt forward at exactly the same time. The great god of ineptness smilingly accepts their offering; they run full into each other, there’s a clash of heads, and they crumple to the floor in a wailing, clutching of noses.


‘What about Asia?’


‘Well, China doesn’t have any laws. It just has whatever it thinks politically desirable that afternoon. Everywhere else has a sliding scale where the farther you get away from a major city the sillier the idea of a legal system seems.’


‘I see. Do you know what the best form of defence is?’


‘That, Major, would be “attack”.’


‘Indeed. WooooooaaaaaaaahhhHHHHHH – cover me!’


TSR commando-rolls out into the open area. I fling myself above the vinyl parapet and spit out savage red vengeance at any of the opposition who come into view. I’m not sure whether it’s me alone or in combination with the icy sniping of Jonathan (who’s still off somewhere, hidden, at one with the terrain), but TSR weaves across the field towards their position without taking a hit while mere feet ahead of him their men are cut down like gawping farm animals before they’ve had a chance to steady either their aim or their nerves. It’s the kind of moment you experience perhaps only once or twice in a lifetime. I’m choking up now just thinking about it.


Needless to say, we won the battle. We were resoundingly triumphant, in fact. Majestic, even. Our victory was slightly marred at the end by some nine-year-old on the other side weeping torrentially. It seems he’d been taken there for his birthday treat and then spent the entire time being killed unremittingly without getting more than about half a dozen shots off himself. But, hey, them’s the breaks. It’ll make him stronger the next time.


TSR fired a finger at us as we divided to go to our separate cars. ‘Sterling work, gentlemen.’


After that, I saw him maybe two or three more times ever again.





THE CLEANERS WON’T LIKE IT – I’LL TELL YOU THAT FOR NOTHING



Before the wall came down, you could go into the shops stitched around Friedrichstraße station in East Berlin and buy, well, crap: commemorative spoons, socialist toffee, ‘My other car is an expression of effete, bourgeois dissolution’ key fobs – that sort of thing. These shops were always staffed by heavy-set middle-aged women who looked like they’d spent the previous twenty-five years bludgeoning cattle to death in a state abattoir. They didn’t own the shops, nor did it matter to them whether they sold two thousand novelty Stalinist purge fridge magnets each day or just sat there smoking Warsaw Pact-strength cigarettes among the same, unmoving stock until they were ready to collect their pensions. At a rough guess, I’d say their job motivation exceeded mine by about twelve-hundred-and-fifty per cent.


Look, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to come right out with it, all right?


I work in a library.


There. There, I’ve told you, and I feel somehow cleansed. That said, I do need to press on pretty quickly and explain that it’s not a public library. Ahhh, what a delicious dream that would be; old men with Thermos flasks quietly asleep in the newspaper section, erratically cut handouts for the women’s keep-fit club at the local community centre, access to the lucrative Catherine Cookson reservation list – you could go gently mad in a place like that and never be bothered by anyone. Sadly, the cradling arms of such a library were not around me.


Presumably because I spent a previous life beating tiny puppies with thorny sticks, I had been cast into the library at the University of North-Eastern England. ‘UoNE’ to its friends (which, at the last count, numbered the Vice-Chancellor, the Vice-Chancellor’s personal financial adviser and the owner of the off-licence a dog’s walk from the Vice-Chancellor’s house).


As becomes its stature, the UoNE had its own logo (a Day-Glo orange ‘UoNE’ in shadowed blocks above the motto – written in ersatz, fast-flowing handwriting to convey a ‘modern’, ‘pace-setting’ feel – ‘We take absolutely anyone’) and its own set of degree courses, including ‘Scratch-card studies’, ‘Eggs and stuff you can do with them’ and the groundbreaking ‘Turning up’.


Yeah, pardon me. I jest.


I’ve said that I work in the library at the UoNE, but that was just me momentarily lapsing into the English language. Where I actually work is the ‘Learning Centre’. A ‘library’, it came to someone as a particularly traumatic epiphany, evokes a place that holds books, whereas a ‘Learning Centre’ is a place that holds books and other stuff too; like computers, for example. You can see the problem. Go into a ‘pub’ that turned out to – what the hell? – provide a television showing satellite sports channels as well as selling beer, and all you thought you knew about semantics would spiral away into an unmappable chaos, yes? Equally, ask for the way to the library and some wag directing you to a learning centre instead could quite easily result in a shock that left you bald, skittish and unable to form satisfactory relationships for the rest of your life.


My job in the Learning Centre, on this particular Monday morning, was to be the Supervisor of the Computer Team. Please don’t think that this makes me a techie, computer geek type. No, I took great pride in the fact that I really had very little idea what I was doing at all. A few key phrases will get you a long way in IT technical support. ‘Ah, looks like a server problem’, for example, has kept many a technician in paid employment for years. Another invaluable stand-by is to tut out a rueful smile and read aloud the name written on the computer in front of you – ‘Yeah, the TX Series are notorious for doing this,’ – that’ll work for anything from the mouse pointer not moving to a minor fire. If you really want to get ahead, then a few minutes memorising the full meaning of a couple of dozen acronyms turns you from (let’s say) some idiot with a degree in social geography and a mad German girlfriend into a powerful shaman. Casually let slip that the ‘http’ in web addresses is short, of course, for Hyper Text Transfer Protocol and your boss will infer that you have more than not the remotest idea whatsoever about how a hyper text transfer protocol functions – and then won’t dare sack you for something as trivial as, say, none of the PCs in the building working.


The master of this kind of thing, the man uniformly regarded as the bullshitting giant of the IT industry, happened to be my line manager, TSR. TSR’s diagnosis of some e-mail problem would form such a glittering and expansive vista of fabrication in front of the audience that many would leave not simply convinced but also genuinely moved. His capacity – at the click of fingers, mind – to weave a third of a fact, an eclectic selection of half-truths and deep pockets full of quickfire mendacity into a compelling argument was an inspiration to the Computer Team. Had he been on the Titanic, he’d have got all the lifeboats to himself and as he drifted away the people left on board the sinking vessel would have watched him from the deck, smiling and waving.


Unrelatedly, he looks like Satan.


Whether this look is deliberate is unclear. Some of it is just Nature doodling, but he did choose to wear a pointy-chinned beard and moustache combo of precisely the kind one sees attached to the Dark Lord of Torment in cautionary fourteenth-century woodcuts.


He is also the most impatient person in the history of the world. Terry Steven Russell has never, in all his life, heard the three beeps that tell you a microwave has finished.


We two, then, were the pulsating brain of the department’s Computer Team. Below us sat a tier of genuinely frightening, semi-reformed hackers – Raj, Brian and Wayne. Each one of them impressed us at the interview stage by evoking in us the absolute certainty that if we didn’t focus their energies within the confines of the UoNE, they’d surely end up sparking a computer-generated international missile exchange sooner rather than later. In all my time working with them I’d understood, in total, twelve to sixteen words they’d said. This is not only because they talk the most incomprehensible bollocks –


‘Good weekend, Wayne?’


‘Tuned my TCP/IP stack – major socket buffer tweakage was witnessed.’ – but also because they couldn’t, well, speak. They’d mutter, into their own chests. They’d trail off at the beginning of sentences. Every one of them was brilliant, no doubt about it. But it’s lucky one can now order food over the Internet as I don’t believe any of them could have entered a shop and conveyed ‘I want a can of soup’ with sufficient clarity to save them from starving to death.


Farther still down the chain of command were the Student Assistants. These were regular students who were paid at hourly rates to help out with the front-line technical support. Fortunately the desire to steal things from the storeroom ensured that they didn’t fail to turn up for every single one of their shifts.


The expertly marshalled skills of the whole team were today focused on a crisis. The average IT support team in Britain has a major crisis about twice in any given eight-hour period. Here at the UoNE we flattered ourselves that we could regularly double that score. Today’s mid-morning catastrophe was that the e-mail server wasn’t working.


‘Fix!’ TSR directed our Three Wise Hackers, there being too little time in his universe for ‘it’.


I followed up with an authoritative ‘Ummmmm …’ Which developed over time into ‘Um … Um, what do we think the problem is?’


‘I reckon it’s aliens,’ replied Wayne. ‘SETI have been secretly destroying distress messages from outer space for years. It’s payback time.’


‘OK. Brian?’


‘I reckon a server rack has blown.’


‘Raj?’


‘I agree with Wayne – it’s aliens, all right.’


Behind me, I could hear TSR’s breathing becoming ragged and erratic. I why-me’d my eyes heavenward then, with as much verve as I had to hand, listed out by fingers ‘Right. Brian – go and take a look at the racks in the server room. Raj – find out if anybody else on the SuperJANET network is having trouble or if it’s just us. Wayne … Wayne – check out the alien thing.’


They exited the office in a loping ribbon of KoЯn T-shirts, leaving TSR and me alone in our command centre.


‘This place is a complete bloody circus,’ he said, stabbing his finger repeatedly at the floor in front of his feet to stress the sentiment (though I assumed he meant the university as a whole, rather than just that particular piece of the carpet).


‘Yeah.’ I nodded, uncomfortably. ‘And clowns are really scary, aren’t they? I can’t imagine how anyone ever looked at a clown and thought, “Ha! You’ve painted your face! Stop it – you’re cracking me up.” Maybe, when “a family day out” meant a public hanging, I can see how they could have been comedy relief, but their only function now is to frighten the crap out of me.’


‘Can you see how you could have just replied “Yes” there, and not left me any worse off?’


‘Well, of course, now you highlight it I can. And while we’re here clearing things up, what was all that yesterday about extradition laws?’


‘What about them?’


‘Yes, that’s it; what about them? I know I don’t have a very active social life, but I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve had a meeting at Laser Wars to discuss the international legal system.’


‘I was just interested.’


‘You were “just interested”? In extradition rules? On a Sunday morning?’


‘Oh, come on, like you’ve never had that.’


‘OK, OK, be enigmatic, see what it gets you.’


‘Chicks. Chicks love enigmatic.’


‘Ahhh, I don’t need to invest in such cheap ornamentation any more. I’m out of that market. There’s just Ursula and me, growing old together.’


‘And that’s better?’


‘Yes. It’s more efficient. With Ursula you get to grow old much quicker.’


‘Yeah, well, whatever. I’m off to see Bernard. I’m not going to get dragged into faffing around, not now – I’ll give Bernard a report on the situation so he’s got something to tell the professionals when they start whingeing.’


Bernard Donnelly was our dysphoric Learning Centre Manager.


‘What are you going to say?’ I asked.


‘Christ, how should I know? I haven’t said it yet. Everything else is OK, isn’t it? I don’t want to be disturbed again.’


‘Yeah. I think. I’ve got two Student Assistants who’ve swapped today’s and tomorrow’s night shifts. I think.’


‘You think?’


‘They’re agricultural technology students from our Pacific Rim intake. I reckon I understand about one word in five they say, and I’m sure that puts me at about double the hit rate they have with my instructions. Anyway, they nodded and then sank back into that kind of silent, stoic misery that all the Pacific Rim students seem to favour, for some reason.’


TSR looked at me and said ‘Yes,’ to himself. ‘Still, not our problem, eh?’


‘Well …’


He’d finished listening and left the office; the effect was similar to someone turning down the gas under a pan of boiling milk. My natural condition, where I settle if not heated by events, is tepid. I’m happy to drift along at room temperature, equidistant from both Manic’s crackling flames and Depressive’s chill waters. TSR, however, is someone whose proximity alone is enough to double the volume on my nerves. Some people just ‘give off’ moods. That, I suppose, is what’s called charisma. I don’t have charisma. I am double-jointed – I can bend my thumbs back until they touch my upper forearms – which I like to think is pretty close to charisma, though.


After a few minutes, I noted from my PC screen – ‘You have 217 new messages’ – that the server must be up and running again.


Yo.


I wasn’t allowed to enjoy the warming glow of apathy provoked by our success with the e-mail server for very long, however, because through the glass front of my office I saw the approach of Karen Rawbone.


Karen kindly gave you little time to become depressed by her approach by always scuttling right up to you at quite alarming speed – the hard thing, in fact, was to suppress your instinctive reaction upon noticing a body heading towards you at such a velocity and avoid protectively throwing your arms up in front of your face. A small woman with very tightly cropped black hair that made her head look a little like a used match, she was just slightly dumpy – nothing you’d even have noticed at all had it not contrasted so eerily with her fly-like speed. Her job was Learning Centre Student Liaison Officer (LCSLO). This meant that, though she was a librarian by training and psychology, she didn’t have responsibility for a particular section but instead provided ‘broad student support across all fields’. This didn’t make her feel more important than everyone else. She already felt more important than everyone else, and her position just gave her a convenient excuse to express it.


‘Pel,’ she said.


‘Karen, you’ve passed through the doorway. I thought vampires couldn’t do that unless one invited them in?’ I managed, after a fierce internal struggle, not to reply.


‘Karen,’ I said, instead.


‘Pel, you’re not going to believe this, hahaha …’ She was one of those people who laughed at nothing. I wanted to seal her in a barrel with a litre of flesh-eating ants. ‘… but I’m going to run a student induction tomorrow over at the art faculty. So I’ll need you to set up a laptop, projector, Net connection and display boards over there. There are about six boxes of handouts to take too. I kick off at nine in the morning – I’ll be in one of the rooms on the second floor.’


‘Witch,’ I responded flatly, wringing a little pleasure from the homonym.


‘24A – it’s at the end of the corridor. Oh, can you carry some stuff up from Pierre’s office too? Hahaha. He has a few sculptures contrasting the textures of lead and pig iron. The caretakers won’t move them because the last time they did one of them cracked a vertebra and now the union’s involved. They were getting all uppity about it. I said, “God, never mind, Pel’ll do it – problem solved.” It’s like they look for difficulties, it really is.’


Pierre was a lecturer in Dreadful Sculpture over at the art faculty. I’d only met him a couple of times but remembered he never broke eye contact and always left uncomfortably long gaps in his side of any conversation. I expect this made him ‘intense’.


‘OK, I’ll go over there and set everything up tomorrow morning,’ I began to say, managing to get as far as ‘O …’ before the left-hand pane of my office window exploded inwards in a surge of spinning glass. The shards skidded across my desk, splintering and tumbling on to the carpet. I wasn’t especially concerned about this because the bulk of my attention was focused on the two students who followed them, through the jagged hole in the window, into my monitor, across some minutes of a meeting about Consumables Purchasing and on to my lap. My chair being on wheels, the momentum caused all three of us to speed backwards across the room into a metal storage cabinet on the rear wall. The impact, in addition to making a noise a full three times as deafening as you’d reasonably expect the sound of three people in a swivel chair crashing into a huge metal storage locker to be, set the cabinet rocking and threw the brawling students from my lap on to the floor. Their departure was hugely fortunate, as a Hewlett Packard 840C printer that had been resting on top of the cabinet was tipped off and might have caused them serious injury had they not rolled away just in time to allow it to plummet into my groin instead. I took the opportunity to join them in writhing on the carpet.


After a few moments alone with my thoughts, I managed to push myself up on to all fours. The water in my eyes made the students a little indistinct; rather than a wrestling couple, they appeared to be a single, blurry, hyperactive amoeba rolling and bubbling across the office.


‘You,’ I squeaked. ‘What are you doing?’ I squeezed my eyes into my sleeve to absorb some of the tears and give myself a better view.


‘This bastard deleted my essay!’ shouted back the student on top, indicating the bastard he was talking about by punching him several times in the mouth.


‘Fffmiminak!’ countered the student on the bottom. An effective reply, as what he lacked in clarity he made up for by bleeding heavily. He did, however, then lose himself the unanimous sympathy vote by reaching out sideways to the broken printer lying on the floor and smashing his opponent across the side of the head with the sheet feeder. Still, that model is only made to hold fifty sheets, so it could have been worse.


At the edge of my vision I saw that Karen was still standing there, shuffling pieces of glass around with the toe of her shoe. ‘It might be an idea to call Security,’ I mentioned to her before turning back to the WWF qualifier. ‘Pack it in. Pack it in, both of you – this isn’t the Students’ Union.’ They shoved each other away and got unsteadily to their feet. I’d like to think it was my commanding presence, but it looked as if they’d both just run out of steam. ‘OK, what’s all this’ – I waved an arm around at this – ‘about?’


I was sprayed with the usual story, based on a disagreement about who had use of a PC. When I first joined the library, as it then was, it was open nine to five, had five PCs and usually eight students wanting to get on them. Now, with roughly the same number of undergraduates, the Learning Centre was open twenty-four hours a day, six days a week (twenty-two hours on a Sunday), had over 370 PCs and usually about 500 students wanting to get on them. Every single one of those 500 students was always fired up with the impatience that comes from not arriving to use a PC until fifteen minutes before their essay is due to be handed in. That’s not to say they wouldn’t be on the computers otherwise, of course, that’s not the case at all. Sometimes they’d devote so much time to online chat that they’d barely have any left in which to play games or view pornography. They’d never come to type up and print their essays, however, until the fifteen-minute deadline has been reached. I think it’s hormonal.


Inevitably, what would happen would be that a student doing his work would leave his PC for a moment to go to the toilet, have a cigarette, buy another packet of Pro Plus, or whatever. While that student was away, another student would become uncontrollably agitated by this ‘free’ PC, with its essay sitting idly on-screen, while knowing his own essay was due for delivery in fifteen minutes. He’d stomp over, log out the PC (losing the original student’s essay entirely – that student wouldn’t have backed it up anywhere), log in again and begin working on his own essay. The first student would return, there’d be an altercation, and they’d both end up crashing through the window of my office in a ball of shouting, scratching and biting. We did have a booking system, by the way, but the students regarded it as impossibly swottish to use it.


The current two were just finishing relating this tedious story to me when two men from Security arrived. The security staff had all recently attended the course on People Skills, run by a bubbly young woman with a whiteboard from Personnel Services. Therefore, they wisely avoided giving off any aggressive signals that might otherwise have inflamed the situation by sauntering slowly out of the lift with their hands in their pockets, chatting about the football scores.


‘Tsk,’ said one of them, looking around the office. ‘Come on, lads.’ And they all slowly ambled away together.


‘So, it’ll all be fine for nine a.m. tomorrow, then?’ Karen asked.


‘Yeah. Leave it with me.’


She walked from the office, shuffling past Raj, Wayne and Brian, who were just returning from successfully fixing the mail server and neutralising the alien threat. The three of them gazed about the shattered room, wide eyed, for a good dozen seconds before Wayne finally spoke.


‘Cool!’





LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION



The top of First Born’s head is an almost perfect oval. Spread across it, a film of bright blond hair – his mother’s hair; thinner than overly thin strands that are fools for the lightest movement of air and flash iridescent when the sun stumbles into them. I have a picture in my wallet that shows his face. I refer to it from time to time, just to refresh my memory. I never see it directly any more as First Born (Jonathan – ‘Jon’ to his posse) is six years old and has had his face craned over his Game Boy at a permanent 45 degrees since a little past his fifth birthday.


The top of Second Born’s head (Peter, aged three) is rounder. His hair is even more frighteningly blond than First Born’s, but more confident. It rejects the submissive, fly away quality of his elder brother’s and instead asserts itself away from his head at odd angles and in rebellious arabesques. I only see the top of his head because he’s so small. He’s a scampering thing that darts past me, constantly in urgent need of being somewhere else in his buttock-level world.


In temperament they are so different that, meeting them without background information, you would imagine Jonathan was the offspring of one of the Lake poets while Peter was raised by wolves. Jonathan is emotional and introspective, Peter carefully focused on learning how to kill a man with his thumbs. I see myself and Ursula clearly, clearly and equally, in both of them. Ursula herself says they’re both just like me; whether she more often whispers this with a smile or bellows it angrily while jabbing a finger is too close to call.


Ursula, Jonathan, Peter and I lived together in a two-bedroomed Victorian terraced house. As the location of this house has ‘some bearing’ on what was about to happen, I’d better explain how we came to live there.


A little over eight years ago, Ursula and I had just returned from Germany, where we’d been living. She’d walked pretty easily into a job – she’s a physiotherapist. Britain, at that time, was short of qualified physiotherapists and German ones were seen as especially attractive, being completely free from squeamishness about the twisting of the limbs of sick people in painful directions that is the physiotherapist’s raison d’être. Quite remarkably (given a social geography degree and a CV in which playing guitar in a pub band was the high point), I too had found someone ironic enough to employ me. I was working in the medical library of a training hospital.


The only difficulty was that Ursula and I were living in different places. And not just metaphorically this time. Ursula had managed to get a room in the nurses’ accommodation at the hospital where she worked. I tried this at the hospital where I worked, and encountered an impassable wall of knowing looks. So, I ended up lodging with some friends of mine, Martha and Phill, who were just buying their first house, could do with the extra income and also, I’m sure, felt like more of a family by having me there sitting on their sofa eating fish-finger sandwiches and (remote control readied at the TV) asking, ‘Is anyone watching this?’ Clearly, Ursula and I needed a place of our own, a gladiatorial arena in which we could grow.


I had a look around and discovered this: houses are dead expensive. No, really – they cost thousands of pounds. I spent a lot of time peering through estate agents’ windows and sliding a blackening finger down the property pages of newspapers, hoping I’d bump into ‘Three-bedroomed, detached residence in much-sought-after area. Owner has gone mad owing to a pituitary condition and will give house to first person who turns up with a bag of worming tablets and some wire wool.’ The daily disappointment at not finding such a thing aged me.


Finally, in classic English fashion, I met a bloke in a pub.


The bloke in question was an impressively barefaced pool cheat but, more relevantly, he was a builder working for a housing association. The government was providing grants to repair houses that would otherwise be left to fall into deeper and deeper dereliction and collect more and more urine from bored youths. They encouraged private companies to buy these houses, make sure the electrics, gas, etc. were better than potentially fatal, slap a bit of paint on the walls and tack factory-closure carpets on the floors, then sell them at cost. They made their money from the grant, not the sale of the house. So – a house you can just walk into without even having to decorate: £18,000. Thank you very much, I’ll have one of those.


I tracked down the housing association and arranged a visit to a place they’d just finished. It was a fresh, sunny Wednesday afternoon when I first gazed upon what was to be our family home. The road itself was unremarkable; facing rows of terraced houses with tiny front gardens rolled out in a straight line. In the clear sunshine, it looked like the street where Mr Benn lived. The houses ended when the road decided to curve around a hospital. A huge Victorian hospital. Victorian architecture was designed to say this: ‘We are the Victorians. And we’re here to stay.’ This place looked like God Himself had smashed its dark rectangle into the earth. A big, black, coffin of a building the weight of which made your shoulders sag just looking at it. In the other direction the houses were divided by two shops, facing each other. One was a standard, open-till-ten, urban newsagent’s/off-licence/food store, while the other was a standard, open-till-ten, urban newsagent’s/off-licence/food store. How did they both survive? I have no idea.


The man from the housing association (I forget his name, but let’s be devils and call him ‘Sexton’) was waiting for me outside number 74 St Michael’s Road when I arrived. He was in his late forties and possibly always had been. Too tall for his psychology, he hunched over the way the timid and lengthy sometimes do, fearful that his height might make him an uncomfortably conspicuous target if he didn’t keep his head down.


He took me through the front door into the house, babbling things he’d clearly spent the journey there thinking he must mention, then half forgotten. Inside, it was a palace. A pristine palace crafted in woodchip wallpaper with magnolia emulsion and off-blue carpets so carefully free of any natural fibres that walking across just one room charged you up with enough static electricity to power every microwave oven in northern England – by the time I’d reached the living room I had an Afro.


‘If you like it, we can keep it until you have a mortgage sorted out,’ said Sexton. ‘We’d need a deposit, of course.’ He bit at his lip nervously. ‘A hundred pounds.’


I tried for a wary ‘Hummm …’ It passed from my mouth as an excited little yelp.


‘I’ve found our home,’ I told Ursula. I was careful to say ‘home’ instead of ‘house’. Women respond to that kind of thing.


‘Where is it?’


‘Really close to the city centre. You could go out and buy a blender on the spur of the moment.’


‘Has it got central heating?’


‘There’s a place for it.’ I took some milk for our tea from the fridge in the communal nurses’ kitchen, using the felt pen I carried for the purpose to redo the mark on the side of whoever’s bottle it was. ‘We can just move right in and sit down in front of the TV. Everything’s decorated. There’s electricity, windows, the lot.’


‘How do we pay for it?’


‘Pfff – eighteen thousand pounds. We’ll be lucky if we’re not outpaced by inflation. Ask for a five-year mortgage and they’ll think we’re dragging our feet.’


I could see Ursula was starting to think about the implications of what I was saying. Always best to nip that kind of thing in the bud.


‘It’s got a really big bathroom too,’ I continued. ‘Absolutely massive. We could hold parties in it.’


‘How many bedrooms?’


‘Two. But it feels like three.’


‘In what way, may I ask, can two bedrooms feel like three?’


‘On an emotional level.’


‘Ah.’


‘Look, the bottom line is it’s a nice place and it’s eighteen thousand pounds. Eighteen. Thousand. Pounds. There are some houses that are actually on fire that cost more than that. Come on. What do you say?’


‘Oh … OK. OK, let’s do it. But I want you to know that if anything goes wrong it’ll be your fault.’


‘Nothing will go wrong.’


‘I mean it. I’m holding you responsible.’


‘Just so long as you’re holding me, my darling.’


‘Get off me, you’re spilling my tea.’


The stuff from Ursula’s single room in the nurses’ flats filled the entire house. Unpacking each of her boxes was like opening a parachute; I’d cut a piece of string and be immediately engulfed by an explosion of personal effects. Every last one of them a staggeringly useless piece of crap, incidentally.


Ursula is not like me. I believe effort is a finite resource, something to be used only when no other option is available. For me, half-heartedness is a full quarter too hearted. She, on the other hand, heaves herself into everything she does with the unreserved exertion of a sprinter lunging for the tape. My plans for the house stretched to buying a sofa and sitting on it, whereas Ursula’s seemed to involve building on an extra wing.


First of all there was the garden. I hadn’t even bothered to look out of the windows at the rear of the house to examine the garden when Sexton had originally shown me round. I’m not a garden person. When we’d gone to view the house together and, at Ursula’s command, I did glance outside it was clear that bringing it under control would be best achieved not by a mower but by several months of strategic bombing.


‘OK,’ I said, knowing that the job couldn’t be avoided, ‘I’ll machete everything down then I’ll lay some Astroturf.’


‘Don’t be stupid.’


‘I’m not. It doesn’t cost much more than normal turf.’


‘I want proper grass.’


‘Astroturf is better than proper grass, it’s designed specifically to be better than proper grass. It has only one reason for existence, and that’s to beat grass at its own game.’


‘You just want something you don’t have to mow.’


‘And that makes me what? An Evil Genius?’


‘How unlike you to add the word “genius” there. What it makes you is idle. But we knew that anyway, and I am still not having a garden with plastic grass, it’s not natural.’


‘Who wants natural? That …’ I made a theatrical sweep of my arm gardenwards. ‘That’s natural. And, frankly, I fear what creatures may lie within its dark interior. Anyway, what’s wrong with not wanting to have to keep mowing the lawn? I didn’t make a thing about buying a washing machine. I didn’t say, “You just want to get out of beating our clothes against a rock, you lazy tart,” did I?’


‘Don’t call me a tart.’


‘I wasn’t calling you a tart. I was saying how I, unarguably, hadn’t called you a tart, if anything.’


‘We’re having proper grass.’


As a compromise, we had proper grass.


The inside of the house was more of a long haul. There was, for example, a bed and a refrigerator to buy, which I’d expected. I didn’t know, however, that when you get a house you also need to buy monstrous amounts of pointless rubbish. Toilet-roll holders, lampshades, a trio of candlesticks of cleverly diminishing height and Mondrian-themed coasters. There’s a thin line that divides the man you were from the person shuffling around Ikea with a stupid big yellow bag and dead eyes.


Eventually, though, we reached the stage where we were treading water more or less comfortably. I had my games console set up, Ursula had her phone, we’d meet at the microwave and exchange information over the gentle domestic hum of a warming lasagne. Even with the car insurance (given the area, it approached four figures to insure our VW Polo), we weren’t too badly off money-wise because our mortgage was so low. When it rained heavily the water did come in under the kitchen door, but we could afford sturdy shoes and thus our spirits remained unbroken.


We strolled along like this for some months. Then, one Saturday afternoon as I was sitting on the sofa circling programmes in the TV guide, Ursula came into the room. She stopped, standing directly in front of me, as she does sometimes when she wants to say something from a position where she can block my escape. I carried on studying the guide for some time before glancing up at her (there are rules, after all). When I did so she spoke with spirit-level evenness.


‘I’m pregnant.’


‘Phew, thank God. I was beginning to think all of that sex was for nothing.’


She clicked her teeth. ‘That’s good. That’s really good. Because all the times I’ve played this moment out, practising it in my mind, that’s always been precisely the reaction I hoped for most dearly.’


‘OK, come in again and try it. I’ll faint or something. I’m really pleased – I mean, obviously, I’m most, most pleased. We were trying, though – well, I was certainly trying extremely hard, and I remember you being there – so, it’s not like it’s just come out of nowhere.’


‘Excuse me and my run-of-the-mill conception.’


There was a slight pause. I think I coughed like people do before the show starts in theatres.


‘Well?’ she asked. ‘Are you going to hug me any time soon, or what?’


‘No problem.’ And I hugged her.


Hugged her as the music swelled, I thought. She obviously filed the moment away, however, because three years later she announced the approach of Second Born by coming into the room and saying, ‘I’m pregnant. And it’s not yours.’ You’ve got to admire a woman who can spend three years preparing to make a point, haven’t you?


That’s the history of how we came, all four of us, to be living here. Ursula, however, was forthright in her opinion that here isn’t where we should be living at all. As you might have guessed, the catch with our cheap house was that it was in an area of the north-east of England so dire that the Government was applying for a grant from the European Union to pay for it to be placed under martial law. It was good for the shops, which was enough for me, but Ursula took exception to the joy-riders, break-ins and occasional street riots. Naturally, I’d hate to admit that Ursula is ever right about anything, but one of her points was that it wasn’t a good place in which to bring up children. She did have the appearance of rightness here, I’d have to concede (give the kids a cardboard box with wheels drawn on it and Jonathan would excitedly say to Peter, ‘OK, you be the one who hot-wires the engine, I’ll be the one who breaks the steering lock.’).
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