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Friday


6.05 P.M.


‘Mr Kelly, which football team do you support?’


As I strolled along the edge of the pitch clutching a football underneath each arm, I considered fourteen-year-old Martin Acker and his question carefully. He had been the last of my pupils to leave the pitch and I knew for a fact that he’d lingered with the specific intention of asking me his question, because amongst other things, not only was he genuinely inquisitive as to where my footballing allegiances lay, he also had no friends and had selected me as his companion on that long and lonely walk back to the changing rooms. He was quite literally covered head to foot in Wood Green Comprehensive School football pitch mud, which was a remarkable achievement for someone who hadn’t touched the ball all evening. Of his footballing prowess, there was little doubt in my mind that he was the worst player I’d ever witnessed. He knew it, and he knew that I knew it, and yet I didn’t have the heart to drop him from the team, because what he lacked in skill, he more than made up for in enthusiasm. This was of great encouragement to me, proving that for some, the futility of an occupation was not in itself a reason to give up.


While Martin was hopeless at playing soccer but excelled in its trivia, I, on the other hand, could neither play, teach nor fake an interest in this most tedious of distractions. Owing to PE staff shortages and the need to impress my superiors, the mob of fourteen-year-olds that made up the year eight B-team was entirely my responsibility. The headmaster, Mr Tucker, had been much impressed when I volunteered for the task, but the truth was less than altruistic: it was either football or the school drama club. The thought of spending two dinner-times per week, aiding and abetting the kids to butcher My Fair Lady, this term’s production, made football the less depressing option, but only marginally so. I was an English teacher – created to read books, drink cups of sugary tea and popularise sarcasm as a higher form of wit. I was not designed to run about in shorts on freezing cold autumnal evenings.


I peered down at Martin, just as he was looking up to see if I’d forgotten his question.


‘Manchester United,’ I lied.


‘Oh, sir, everyone supports Man U.’


‘They do?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Who do you support?’


‘Wimbledon, sir.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know, sir.’


And that was that. We continued our walk in silence, even failing to disturb the large number of urban seagulls gathered, wading and pecking in the mud, by the corner post. I had the feeling Martin wanted to engage me in more football talk but couldn’t think of anything else to ask.


Martin’s fellow team-mates were bellowing and screaming so loudly that I was alert to their mayhem before I even reached the changing room doors. Inside, chaos reigned – Kevin Rossiter was hanging upside down by his legs from a hot water pipe that spanned the room; Colin Christie was snapping his towel on James Lee’s bare buttocks; and Julie Whitcomb, oblivious to the events going on around her, was tucked in a corner of the changing room engrossed in Wuthering Heights, one of the set texts I was teaching my year-eight class this term.


‘Are you planning to get changed?’ I asked sardonically.


Julie withdrew her amply freckled nose from the novel, squinting as she raised her head to meet my gaze. The look of bewilderment on her face revealed that she had failed to understand the question.


‘These are changing rooms, Julie,’ I stated firmly, shaking my head in disbelief. ‘Boys’ changing rooms, to be exact. As you are neither a boy nor getting changed may I suggest that you leave?’


‘I would, Mr Kelly, but I can’t,’ she explained. ‘You see, I’m waiting for my boyfriend.’


I was intrigued. ‘Who’s your boyfriend?’


‘Clive O’Rourke, sir.’


I nodded my head. I hadn’t the faintest clue who Clive O’Rourke was.


‘Is he a year eight, Julie?’


‘No, sir, he’s in year eleven.’


‘Julie,’ I said, trying to break the bad news to her gently, ‘year elevens don’t have football practice today.’


‘Don’t they, sir? But Clive said to meet him here after football practice and not to move until he came to get me.’


She dropped her book into her rucksack and slowly picked up her jacket, as though her thought processes were draining her of power, like a computer trying to run too many programs at once.


‘How long have you been going out with Clive?’ I asked, casually.


She examined the worn soles of her scuffed Nike trainers intently before answering. ‘Since dinner-time, sir,’ she confessed quietly. ‘I asked him out while he was in the dinner queue buying pizza, beans and chips in the canteen.’


Hearing this tale of devotion which included remembering details of a beloved’s lunch was genuinely moving. My eyes flitted down to my watch. It was quarter past six. School had finished nearly three hours ago.


‘I’m afraid you’ve been the victim of a practical joke,’ I said, spelling it out, in case the penny hadn’t dropped. ‘Somehow I don’t think Clive’s going to turn up.’


She turned her head towards me briefly before examining her trainers once again. It was clear she was more heartbroken than embarrassed, her eyes squinting, desperately trying to hold back the tears and her lips pressed tightly together, attempting to lock in the sobs trying to escape. Eventually, she allowed herself the luxury of a carefully controlled sigh, rose and picked up her bag.


‘Are you going to be all right?’ I asked, even though it was obvious that she wasn’t.


With tears already forming in her eyes she said, ‘Yes, sir, I’ll be all right.’


I watched her all the way to the changing room doors by which time her grief was audible. Some teachers might have thought no more of her but not I. Her image remained in my head for some time because in the few brief moments we’d shared, I had realised that Julie Whitcomb was closer in kind to myself than anyone I’d ever met. She was one of us – one who interpreted every failure, whether small or large, as the out-working of Fate’s personal vendetta. Clive O’Rourke’s name would never be forgotten, it would be permanently etched on her brain just as my ex-girlfriend’s was on mine. And at some point in her future, mostly likely after completing her journey through the education system right up to degree level, she’d realise that a life pining after the Clive O’Rourkes of this world had made her bitter and twisted enough to join the teaching profession.


The sound of a small boy emitting a noise roughly approximating, Whhhhhhhoooooooorrrrrraaaaaaahhhh!!! signalled that Kevin Rossiter had changed adrenaline sports and was now racing around the far changing room, naked but for his underpants on his head. I couldn’t begin to fathom his motivation for such a stunt, let alone find the required energy to tell him off this close to the weekend and so, sighing heavily, I slipped unnoticed into the PE department’s tiny office, closing the door behind me.


Rooting around in my bag I discovered my fags, slightly crushed under the weight of my year eights’ exercise books – I had one left. I mentally totted up those that had fallen: five on the way to work, two in the staff room before registration, three during morning break, ten during lunch break. It was difficult to work out which was the more depressing thought: the fact that I – who had only in the last three years made the jump from social smoker to anti-social smoker – had managed to get through enough cigarettes to give an elephant lung cancer or that I hadn’t noticed until now.


As the nicotine took effect, I relaxed and decided that I was going to stay in my small but perfectly formed refuge, until the last of the Little People had disappeared. After half an hour, the shouting and screaming died down to a gentle hubbub and then blissful silence. Pulling the door ajar, and using my body to block the smoke in, I peered through the crack to make sure the coast was clear. It wasn’t. Martin Acker was still there. He was dressed from the top down but was having difficulty putting on his trousers, mainly because he already had his shoes on.


‘Acker!’


Bewildered, Martin scanned the entire room nervously before locating the source of the bellow.


‘Haven’t you got a home to go to?’ I asked.


‘Yes, sir,’ he said dejectedly.


‘Then go home, boy!’


Within seconds he’d kicked off his footwear, pulled on his trousers, pushed his shoes back on, grabbed his things and shuffled out of the changing rooms, shouting, ‘Have a good weekend, sir,’ as he went through the doors.


The newsagent’s en route to the tube was manned by a lone fat Asian woman who was busily attempting to serve three customers at once, while keeping an eye on two Wood Green Comprehensive boys, lingering with intent by a copy of Razzle, which someone far taller than them had thoughtfully left on the middle shelf. When my turn came to be served, without taking her eyes off the boys, she located my Marlboro Lights and placed them on the counter. It was at this point in the transaction that I got stuck; Twix wrappers, torn pieces of silver paper from a pack of Polos and fluff were the nearest items I had to coins of the realm. The shopkeeper, tutting loudly, put my fags back on the shelf and started serving the man behind me a quarter of bon-bons before I even had a chance to apologise. As I brushed past the boys, their faces gleefully absorbing the now open pages of Razzle, I berated myself for not having used my lunch hour more wisely with a visit to the cash machine on the High Street. Smoking myself senseless in the staff room had seemed so important then, but now, penniless and fagless, I wished with my whole heart that I believed in moderation more fervently.


Stepping out into the cold, damp, Wood Green evening, gloomily illuminated by a faulty lamppost flickering like a disco light, three women, approaching from my right, caught my attention, due to the dramatic way they froze – one of them even letting out a tiny yelp of surprise – when they saw me. It took a few seconds but I soon realised why these women were so taken aback: they weren’t women – they were girls. Girls to whom I taught English Literature.


‘Sonya Pritchard, Emma Anderson, Pulavi Khan: come here now!’ I commanded.


In spite of everything their bodies were telling them, which was probably something along the lines of, ‘Run for your lives!’ or ‘Ignore him, he’s the teacher that always smells of Polos,’ they did as they’d been told, although very much at their own pace. By the time they’d sulkily shuffled into my presence they’d prepared their most disconsolate faces as a sort of visual protest for the hard of hearing.


Pulavi opened the case for the defence. ‘We weren’t doing nothin’, sir.’


‘No, sir, we weren’t doing nothin’,’ added Sonya, backing up her friend.


Emma remained silent, hoping that I wouldn’t notice the furtive manner in which she held her hands behind her back.


‘Turn around, please, Emma,’ I asked sternly.


She refused.


‘Sir, you can’t do anything to us, sir,’ moaned Sonya miserably. ‘We’re not under your jurisdiction outside of school.’


I noted Sonya’s use of the word ‘jurisdiction’. Normally I would’ve been impressed by any of my pupils using a word containing more than two syllables, but ‘jurisdiction’ was the type of word only ever employed by characters on shows like Baywatch Nights – which was more than likely where she’d got it from. ‘Judicature’, however, was the sort of word shunned by TV private eyes, tabloid newspapers and teenagers alike, and definitely would’ve earned her my deepest admiration.


‘Okay,’ I said, feigning acute boredom, ‘if that’s how you want it. But I wouldn’t want to be you on Monday, though.’


It occurred to me that perhaps I was being a bit of a bastard, after all; they were right, this wasn’t school time and this wasn’t any of my business. The only answer I could think of to defend myself was that being fagless had turned me into a grumpy old sod who enjoyed annoying teenagers.


‘That’s not fair, sir,’ moaned Pulavi rather aptly.


‘Welcome to the real world,’ I chided, rocking back on my heels smugly. ‘Life isn’t fair – never has been and never will be.’ I turned my attention to Emma. ‘Now, are you going to show me what you’re hiding or not?’


Reluctantly she held out her hands in front of me, revealing three cigarettes sandwiched between her fingers, their amber tips glowing wantonly.


I tutted loudly, employing a carbon copy ‘tut’ of the kind my mother had used on me for some twenty-five years. All week I’d found myself doing impressions of people in authority: my mother, teachers from Grange Hill, Margaret Thatcher – in a vain attempt to stop them from running riot.


‘You know that you shouldn’t be smoking, don’t you?’ I scolded.


‘Yes, Mr Kelly,’ they replied in sullen unison.


‘You know these things will kill you, don’t you?’


‘Yes, Mr Kelly.’


‘Well, put them out right now, please.’


Emma dropped the cigarettes – Benson and Hedges, if I wasn’t mistaken – on the pavement, and extinguished them with a twisting motion of her heel.


‘I’m going to let you off this time,’ I said, eyeing Emma’s shoes sadly. ‘Just don’t let me see you at it again.’


‘Yes, Mr Kelly,’ they replied.


I picked up my bag and began to walk off, momentarily feeling like a Rooster-Cogburn-John Wayne single-handedly sorting out the baddest gang of desperadoes this side of Turnpike Lane, but after two steps I stopped, turned around and surrendered.


‘Er, girls . . .’ I called out. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got a spare ciggy, have you?’


My good work went up in smoke. I’d balanced my job’s requirement for discipline against that of my desire for a nicotine rush, and the Cigarette had won. As smokers, my pupils understood my dilemma; that is, once they stopped laughing. Pulavi delved into her moc-croc handbag and offered me one of her Benson and Hedges.


‘You smoke Benson and Hedges?’ I asked needlessly, taking one from her outstretched hand.


‘Yeah, since I was twelve,’ she replied, her face half hidden by her handbag, as she searched for a lighter. ‘What do you smoke, sir?’


‘Sir probably smokes Woodbines,’ joked Sonya.


‘Marlboro Lights, actually,’ I replied tersely.


Pulavi discovered her lighter and lit my cigarette.


‘I had a Marlboro Light once,’ chipped in Emma. ‘It was like sucking on air. You wanna smoke proper fags, sir. Only poofs smoke Marlboro Lights.’


Once again they all dissolved into fits of laughter. I thanked them and attempted to leave their company but they insisted they were going in my direction. Linking arms, they trailed by my side. I felt like a dog owner taking three poodles for a walk.


‘We’re going up the West End, sir,’ said Emma bustling with energy.


‘Yeah, we’re off on the pull,’ added Pulavi, smiling the kind of filthy grin that would have put Sid James to shame.


‘Yeah, we’re going to the Hippodrome, sir,’ said Sonya. ‘D’you fancy coming with us?’


Their question made me think about going out, not with them of course – that would’ve been unthinkable – but going out in general. I didn’t know a single soul in London, and had nothing planned for the weekend, so it was still some wonder to me why, when a few of the younger teachers in the staff room had asked me if I was free for a drink after work, I’d told them I was busy.


‘You’ve got no chance of getting in there,’ I said, shaking my head knowingly, partly for their benefit but mostly because I was still reflecting on the sorry excuse of a weekend I had in store for myself.


‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’ squealed Sonya. ‘We go there every week.’


‘Don’t you think we look eighteen, sir?’ asked Emma.


For the first time during the conversation I recalled what had alarmed me so much in the first moments of our encounter. I knew them to be fourteen-year-olds, but the girls trailing after me were far more worldly than their biological years indicated. Emma had squeezed her frankly over-developed chest into a bra top, barely large enough to cover her modesty, matched with a short silver skirt. Sonya wore a lime green velvet cropped top, combined with an incredibly short blue satin skirt that, whenever she moved her upper body, raised itself an inch higher, instantly revealing more thigh than was strictly necessary. Pulavi had opted for a pair of leopard-print hot pants and a sheer orange blouse, through which her black Wonderbra was clearly visible to the world at large. I was truly mortified.


I thanked them again for the cigarette and rapidly conjured up a girlfriend I was in a rush to get home to. This was exactly the kind of moment which Fate liked to introduce into my life, to let me know there was still plenty of room for things to get worse before they got better. The girls began giggling and in a matter of seconds reduced my self-confidence to zero.


As I entered Wood Green tube station I checked my back pocket for my travel card. It wasn’t there. Neither was it in any of my other pockets. Trying not to panic I rapidly developed Plan B:




	
Try not to dwell on how much it will cost to replace travel card.


	
Buy one-way ticket to Archway.


	
Do not even consider worrying until 7.00 a.m. Monday morning.





It was some moments before it occurred to me that Plan B was flawed by the fact that I had only sweet wrappers and pocket fluff to my name.


It began to rain as I put my card into the cash machine and punched in my Pin number: 1411 (the date and month of my ex-girlfriend’s birthday). I checked my balance – £770 overdrawn. The machine asked me how much money I wanted. I requested five pounds and crossed my fingers. It made a number of rapid clicking noises and for a moment I was convinced it was going to call the police, make a citizens’ arrest and eat my card. Instead it gave me the money and asked me in quite a friendly manner – as if I was a valued customer – whether I required any other services.


On the way back to the tube, I passed Burger King on Wood Green High Street. Emma, Sonya and Pulavi were inside, waving at me animatedly from their window seats. I put my head down and did my best to give the impression that I hadn’t seen them.


At the station I bought a single to Archway and placed the ticket in the top pocket of my jacket for safe-keeping. As I did so, my fingers brushed against something: I’d found my travel card.


I reached the southbound platform of the Piccadilly Line just in time to see the back of a tube train flying out of the station. I looked up at the station clock to see how long it would be until the next one. Ten more sodding minutes. When it finally arrived, I sat down in the end carriage, put my travel card and ticket on the seat next to me where I could keep an eye on them and promptly fell asleep.


The train lurched into a station with a jolt, awakening me from an incredibly gymnastic dream about my ex-girlfriend. While mentally cursing the train driver for cutting short my reverie I looked up in time to realise I was at King’s Cross – my stop. I grabbed my bag and managed to squeeze through the gap in the closing doors.


The second part of my journey on the Northern Line, as always, was uncomfortable. All the carriages were so littered with burger wrappers, newspapers and crisp packets that it was like riding home in a rubbish tip on wheels. The only pleasant event that occurred was the appearance of a group of exquisite looking Spanish girls getting on at Euston. They chattered intensely in their mother tongue – probably about why the Northern Line was so dirty – all the way to Camden, where they alighted. This seemed to be the law as far as the north branch of the Northern Line was concerned – beautiful people got off at Camden; interesting people got off at Kentish Town; students and musicians got off at Tufnell Park; leaving only the dull, ugly or desperate to get off at Archway or thank their lucky stars they could afford to live in High Barnet.


Halfway up the escalators at Archway, I searched around in my top pocket for my ticket and travel card. They weren’t there. My hugely expensive one-year travel card was now stopping at all stations to Uxbridge on the Piccadilly Line. I shut my eyes in defeat. When I opened them seconds later, I was at the top and thankfully no one was checking tickets at the barrier. I let out a sigh of relief and thought to myself: Sometimes, life can be unusually kind.


Opening the front door to the house, a depressing atmosphere of familiarity overwhelmed me. For five days this had been home. Five days, but it felt like a decade. I pressed the timer switch for the hallway light and checked the mail on top of the pay-phone. As I put the key in the door to my flat the lights went out.


7.20 P.M.


‘Ahhh! You’ve been burgled!’


These were the words my ex-girlfriend, Aggi, used to turn and say to me every time she saw the state of my bedroom. It was our favourite running gag which, in spite of its asthmatic tendencies, used to have us in stitches every time.


Aggi and I split up exactly three years ago, not that I’d been counting the days or anything. I was aware of precisely how long it had been because she dumped me on my twenty-third birthday. And despite everything I’d done to forget the day I was born and the occasion of her dumping me, the date remained locked in a brain cell that refused to die.


I was woken that fateful day by the sound of silence; Simon and Garfunkel got that spot on: silence had a sound. Back then at my parents’ house, if anyone was in and not comatose, silence never got a look in. Every action of the occupants was pursued without regard for the sleeping: washing machines at six in the morning, clinking cutlery, breakfast television, ‘Have you seen my shoes, Mum?’, shouting, and occasionally laughter. Living in the aural equivalent of Angola, I quickly learned to filter out the white noise of lower-middle-class family life.


Later, when my parents had gone to their respective places of work (he: Nottingham City Council; she: Meadow Hall Retirement Lodge) and my kid brother, Tom, to school, the house was allowed to drift back into a restful peace. My brain, no longer filtering out anything more threatening than the occasional starling chirping in the garden, woke me up – silence was my alarm clock.


On top of my duvet lay a solitary brown manila envelope. Whenever post arrived addressed to me my dad would leave it there before going to work. I think he hoped the excitement of seeing it there would somehow galvanise me into action. It never did. Nothing could. At the time, I didn’t receive many letters because I was a hopeless correspondent. It wasn’t so much that I never wrote letters, I did frequently, I just never posted them. At any one time there were dozens of sheets of notepaper littered around my room with barely legible ‘Dear so and so’ scrawled across them. With nothing happening in my life I had very little to say beyond ‘How are you?’ and to have documented even the smallest slice of my mundane lifestyle (‘Today I got up, and had Frosties for breakfast . . .’) would have left me too depressed for words.


I was well aware of the contents of the envelope on my bed before I even opened it, as the day in question was Significant Wednesday, the bi-weekly religious festival that heralded my salvation – my Giro. My parents were, to say the least, not the happiest of bunnies when I, their first born, returned to the family nest to languish on the dole. Four years earlier they’d driven me – along with a suitcase, hi-fi, box of tapes and a Betty Blue poster – off to Manchester University, expecting me to gain a first-rate education, an ounce or two of common sense and a direction in life. ‘We don’t mind what you do, son, as long as you do it to the best of your ability,’ they’d said, not bothering to hide the extreme disappointment in their collective voices when I announced that I intended to study English and Film Studies. ‘Whatever for?’ asked the two-bodied, one-headed guardians of my soul. Neither were they impressed with my explanation which basically boiled down to the fact that I liked reading books and I liked watching films.


Three years later, I concluded my journey on the educational conveyor belt and quickly gained a realistic perspective of my position in the world at large: I was over-educated in two subjects that were of little use outside of university without further training. Having only just scraped a 2:2, and bored with the education process as a whole, I bundled ‘further training’ into the box marked ‘out of the question’. Instead, I applied myself to reading a few more books, watching a lot more films and signing on. I maintained this pattern for a year or so, until the bank got tough with me during a short-tenancy in a shared house in Hulme. In a two-pronged attack worthy of Rommel, my bank manager withdrew my overdraft facility and made me sign an agreement to pay £20 a week into my account to bring the overdraft down to ‘something a little more reasonable’. And so, like a homing pigeon, I returned to the parental home in Nottingham and holed up in my bedroom, contemplating the Future. Both parents pulled any number of favours to help me get on the career trail, while my Gran telephoned with regular monotony informing me of jobs she’d seen in the local paper. Needless to say all their hard work was wasted on me. I wasn’t interested in a career, I had a roof over my head and, I reasoned, as long as I had the love of a good woman being poor didn’t much bother me.


I say ‘much’, because occasionally my impoverished state did in fact work me up into a frenzy of bitterness. Fortunately, I learned to express my powerlessness by scoring as many points against Them – as in ‘Us and . . .’ – as I could. These minor acts of guerrilla warfare included the following:





•  Obtaining a NUS card under false pretences.


•  Using the aforesaid card to gain cheap admission to the cinema.


•  Altering out-of-date bus passes.


•  Damaging fruit in Tesco’s.


•  Driving a car without road tax or insurance.


•  Drinking complete strangers’ pints in night-clubs.





I did anything which, generally speaking, kept my mind alive and made me feel like I was chalking up another point on my side of the great scoreboard of life. But it was Aggi who kept me sane. Without her I would have dropped off The Edge.


Aggi really was quite brilliant, the most wonderful person I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting in my life. When we first started going out together I used to walk her home and while we were kissing and hugging good-bye on her door step, my favourite thing to do was to concentrate my whole mind on capturing the Moment – her smell, the taste of her mouth, the sensation of her body pressed against mine – I wanted to photograph it and keep it forever. But it never worked. Within minutes of walking through the damp streets of West Bridgford, with drizzle in my hair and an ache in my loins, she was gone. I could never recreate the Experience.


We met in a charity shop during the summer break. Aggi was eighteen then and had just finished her A levels, while I’d just completed the first year of my degree. She worked at an Oxfam shop in West Bridgford which I’d been frequenting on a twice weekly basis, because of its high turnover of quality junk. I’d been waiting patiently for the doors to open since 9.25 a.m., but as the shop didn’t officially open for another five minutes, I’d whiled away the time pressing my nose against the glass door pulling faces purely for my own amusement. Aggi had noticed one in particular – my impression of a gargoyle in mental distress – and had opened the doors two minutes early, laughing as she did so. We were alone apart from an old lady at the back of the shop listening to Desert Island Discs as she sorted clothes. That day Aggi wore a short-sleeved green dress with small yellow flowers on it and a pair of sky blue canvas baseball boots. The overall effect was, to be truthful, a little twee but somehow she made it look marvellous. I positioned myself in front of a few old Barry Manilow albums and pretended to look through them, because the rack that housed them was the ideal location for me to steal as many glances at this incredibly beautiful girl as I liked.


I was sure that she would feel my eyes watching her every move, because after a while I gave up all pretence of being interested in any of Barry’s greatest hits and just gazed at her longingly instead. I smiled as I approached the till with my sole purchase, an Elvis mirror, the type found only at fun fairs, where something skilful with an air gun, dart or hoop has to be done to win one. Thanks to Aggi, I’d cut out the middle man. Elvis was mine.





‘The King of Rock ’n’ Roll.’


Those were the first words she ever said to me. I went back every day that week and over the following months and subsequent conversations we got to know each other well.





	
Me:
	Hi, what’s your name?




	
Her:
	Agnes Elizabeth Peters. But it’s Aggi to you.



	 



	
Me:
	Why do you work here?




	
Her:
	My mum works here sometimes. I’m bored of staying at home so I help out sometimes, it’s my contribution to helping humanity evolve. [Laughs] Plus it looks good on CVs.



	 



	
Me:
	What do you do?




	
Her:
	I’m about to go to the Salford University to do Social Science.



	 



	
Me:
	Why?




	
Her:
	[Looks slightly embarrassed] Because I care about people rather than money. I think it’s wrong that people in this day and age should be homeless. Call me old-fashioned but I’m a socialist.



	 



	
Me:
	Do you believe in platonic friendship?




	
Her:
	No. ‘Platonic friendship is the moment between when you meet and your first kiss’. Don’t applaud, I didn’t say it first.



	 



	
Me:
	Do you think Elvis really is dead?




	
Her:
	[Laughs] Yes. But his memory lives on in the hearts of the young, the brave and the free.



	 



	
Me:
	What’s your favourite film?




	
Her:
	This might sound a bit pretentious but I think film as a medium is nowhere near as expressive as the novel. Having said that I must admit a distinct liking for Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.



	 



	
Me:
	What’s the weirdest thing you’ve ever thought?




	
Her:
	If there are an infinite number of parallel universes, containing all the alternate decisions I could’ve made, how would my life have turned out if I’d accepted Asim Ali’s proposal of marriage when we were six?



	 



	
Me:
	When was the last time you cried?




	
Her:
	Probably when I was six, after turning down Asim Ali. I don’t know – I don’t really do emotional histrionics that often.



	 



	
Me:
	Do you love me?




	
Her:
	I love you so much that when I think about how I feel about you my brain can’t begin to comprehend it. It’s exactly like infinity. I don’t understand it, but those are the limitations of my love.






Between the first question and the last was a period of about five months. We got together between ‘Do you believe in platonic friendship?’ and ‘Is Elvis really dead?’ which was the opening topic of conversation on our first proper date, in the brightly lit, overcrowded, not-in-the-least-bit-romantic lounge of the Royal Oak. Deep down, I always liked to believe that I knew things wouldn’t work out between us. Nothing could have been that perfect unless it had its première on terrestrial television. The thing that swung it for me, the one thing that made me so sure, was our first kiss. It wiped away my fears and insecurities in an instant.


At the end of our first date I’d been unsure about where we stood with the boy-girl relationship thing. Yes, we’d held hands occasionally and flirted a great deal, but we hadn’t kissed, at least not properly. At the end of the night I’d kissed her lightly on her left cheek, as I would my Gran, and made my way home after I’d made her promise to see me again. I’d spent the entire week prior to our next date in a tortured state of limbo. What had happened, exactly? We’d gone out together, yes, but had it only been a date for me? Perhaps for her it had been nothing more than a night out with a nice guy? Had I spent the last seven days dreaming of her unceasingly, while she could barely remember my name? I wanted an answer. I needed an answer. I even called her once to ask her, but my courage had faded and I’d put the phone down. I couldn’t think of how to say what I wanted to know, which was basically: Am I your boyfriend?


‘Am I your boyfriend?’ is the kind of question a nine-year-old asks another nine-year-old. It had no place in a sophisticated relationship. I knew the rules – I was meant to be cool and relaxed, laid back and casual. At first maybe we’d ‘see’ each other (which meant that she’d still ‘see’ other people), then maybe we’d date (which would mean that she wouldn’t see other people even though she might want to) and then finally we’d be boyfriend and girlfriend (by which time she wouldn’t want to see other people because she’d be happy with me).


When the day of our second date finally arrived, we met outside a record shop, Selectadisc, as arranged. The plan, such as it was, revolved around spending the afternoon in the square outside the town hall feeding the pigeons (her idea). Only it didn’t happen like that. The first thing she did on seeing me was to wrap her arms around me tightly and kiss me so fervently that I literally went weak at the knees. I’d never felt passion like it before. And this was the best bit: she looked straight into my eyes and asked me if she was my girlfriend. I said, ‘Yes, you are my Legendary Girlfriend.’


The end of everything we had, everything we were and everything I’d hoped we’d be, also arrived with a kiss, one which I found myself reliving two or three times a day years later. It was my birthday and I’d only been back in Nottingham for a couple of weeks, while Aggi had been there all summer since graduating and was waitressing in a restaurant in town. We’d arranged to meet outside Shoe Express in Broad Marsh Shopping Centre. Aggi had got there before me, which should’ve set alarm bells ringing as she was frequently punctual but never early. She was empty-handed but the significance of this didn’t occur to me until much later.


We had a glorious afternoon celebrating my twenty-third – maybe a a little too glorious – wandering in and out of stores pretending to be a recently married couple furnishing our love nest. The conversation and humour made me feel alive, really alive. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a job, future or money – I felt at peace with the world. I was happy.


Driving home I sat next to Aggi in her mum’s Fiat Uno as we made our way through the city centre. Ten minutes before we should’ve been at her mum’s house she pulled into Rilstone Road, a cul-de-sac near Crestfield Park, and stopped the car. Undoing her seat-belt, she turned her body towards mine and kissed me. There was no mistaking it – it was a ‘good-bye’ kiss.


It was a ‘this isn’t working’ kiss.


It was a ‘this is hurting me more than it’s hurting you’ kiss.


All I could think was: ‘This is The Last Kiss.’


She said that for a long time she’d felt that I wanted more from her than she had to give.


She said I needed someone who could guarantee to be around forever.


She said that, while she did love me, she didn’t think that was enough any more.


She said that she was twenty-one and I was twenty-three and that we should both be living our lives to the full but instead we’d got stuck in a rut.


She said that for a long time she’d had the feeling that we weren’t going anywhere.


I said nothing.


At 5.15 p.m. I’d been a perfectly happy young man with everything to look forward to. By 5.27 p.m. my life was over. It took twelve minutes to dismantle three years of love.


I got out of the car, slamming the door behind me, walked to the nearest cashpoint, took out £50 and headed for the Royal Oak. There, despite my embarrassingly low threshold for alcohol, I drank three double Jack Daniels, a Malibu and Coke (out of curiosity) and a double gin and tonic (because it was the first drink I had ever bought Aggi).


On a whim, I got a taxi back into town and continued drinking, despite throwing up twice. Around midnight I ended up in a club called Toots, with a group of people whom I vaguely knew. Much of what then happened is hazy, although I do recall stealing at least three strangers’ pints. Some weeks later, while bruising peaches in Tesco’s, I was pounced upon by a fat, angry Irish girl who filled in the rest of the details. She claimed to have been at the club that night and said that I’d danced with her, shirt unbuttoned to the waist, to Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’. According to her version of events, half an hour later she discovered me in a stall in the Ladies’, lying curled at the side of a toilet bowl, crying desperately. My good Samaritan, worried that an earlier refusal to kiss me had had this effect, put me in the back of a taxi, but not before I’d thrown up over her shirt and told her that I loved her.


7.45 P.M.


It’s a soul-destroyingly depressing fact that when you live in a place on your own, nothing moves. When I’d left the flat on Friday morning it had resembled Dresden after a flying visit from the RAF. Suitcases lay open, their contents spilled out across the floor. Cardboard boxes full of junk occupied valuable floor space. Soiled underwear lay abandoned in the oddest of places – the window sill, on top of the wardrobe, underneath the phone – while dirty crockery bred rapidly all around. And now, some twelve hours later, things were still pretty much the same. Maybe the air was a little staler or the dust on the TV a bit deeper, but on the whole nothing had changed. Back home in Nottingham, however, if I left my room – sometimes for as little as an hour – something always changed. Usually it was because my mother had kidnapped the dirty clothes off the floor, or sometimes because of my kid brother’s general snooping; once, even my Gran got in on the act – playing detective. Inspired by a report on Young People and Drugs on This Morning with Richard and Judy, Gran had decided my sleeping in late and general lack of motivation was a result of drug abuse. In search of hard evidence she set about my room, but the nearest she got to crack was a yellow and blue tin that said Myoxil, and even then she still insisted on taking it to Boots to check it really was athlete’s foot powder.


Dumping my bag on the sofa, I contemplated cleaning the flat. It was the sort of idea – along with ironing, visits to the launderette and letters to friends whom I hadn’t seen since university – which I was inclined to conjure up when I had nothing better to do. The idea, however, was taken no further because I spotted a novel in one of the boxes which I’d given up on months ago, and decided that now was as good a time as any to finish what I’d started. I was about to pull out the sofa-bed – in order to delude myself that I was going to recline and read, rather than recline and sleep – when I decided that I might be hungry. There was nothing that my mother, or for that matter a dietician, would’ve construed as ‘proper food’ in the kitchen, but I lit up a cigarette from the emergency pack stashed in my suitcase to stave off immediate hunger pangs, and checked out the fridge for the sheer hell of it.


The yellowing refrigerator in the corner of the kitchen gurgling vociferously, as if suffering from a heavy bout of indigestion was, at a guess, probably a decade older than myself, as was virtually everything in the flat. The cooker, wardrobes, sofa-bed, carpet – the rigours of age had consumed them all to such an extent that it had rendered them useless unless you had the know-how. For instance, to get a ring on the cooker to work, the control knob had to be turned on and off twice; to open the wardrobe door, pressure had to be applied to the top right-hand corner. Had I noticed all that was wrong when I first saw the flat, I wouldn’t have taken it, but at the time getting a roof over my head had seemed more important than checking wardrobe doors, and my landlord, Mr F. Jamal (at least that was the name I wrote on the rent cheques) had known this. His skills in interior design were so shoddy that he must have graduated with honours from the Rachman school of landlords. Every surface in the flat had been painted in cheap cheerless white emulsion some time in the last fifty years, which the passing of time and countless smokers had managed to downgrade to a pale orangey-brown. The only furniture in the room was a sofa-bed in fawn velvety material pitted haphazardly with cigarette burns; a tile-surfaced coffee table against the far wall which had the TV perched on it; and two small white Formica wardrobes along the wall opposite the window. To try and cheer the place up – an impossibly futile task – I had stuck my favourite photo of Aggi on the wall near the sofa-bed and an Audrey Hepburn poster on the wall in the bathroom.


I’d spent two solid weeks searching for accommodation. They were the second most depressing weeks of my life, requiring me to get the 07.15 National Express coach from Nottingham to London four times, in order to traipse around the slum districts of the capital. In this time I learned the two laws of looking for accommodation in London:




	Never trust a landlord while he’s still breathing.


	The only good landlords are four dead landlords.





The only place I saw, could afford and which didn’t have drug dealers in the vicinity was Flat 3, 64 Cumbria Avenue


– aka – N6. A luxurious self-contained studio flat with own kitchenette, bathroom/shower


– aka – a glorified studio flat, minus the glory, on the second floor of a decrepit Edwardian house in crappy Archway.


To be truthful, Mr F. Jamal hadn’t advertised my abode in Loot or any other free ad newspaper. He hadn’t needed to. He had a kind of word of mouth thing going amongst people in the know in the lower end of the accommodation food chain, so much so that his many properties were consistently snapped up within seconds of becoming available. I, however, became aware of his legendary status not by being in the know – but through Tammy, my friend Simon’s girlfriend. She’d told him about Mr F. Jamal after I’d been moaning to Simon about the difficulty I was having. I’d looked at nine places, all complete and utter toilets ‘five minutes’ from the tube, the worst of which was a place in Kentish Town. The landlord arrived half an hour late for our appointment, by which time five other people had turned up to view the place he’d promised me first refusal on. It wasn’t anything to shout about, just a double room with a shared toilet and kitchen. He told the assembled crowd that the man living there had changed his mind and wanted to stay, but he was going to put an extra bed in the room and did anyone want it. At this point I’d walked off in disgust but three of my fellow house-hunters were desperate enough to stay behind. Tammy gave Simon Mr F. Jamal’s phone number. One call later and I was signing the lease. I had thought about thanking her for her effort, but as Tammy and I couldn’t stand each other I hadn’t bothered. I’d assumed her assistance was some kind of perverse tactic to get one over on me.


I opened the fridge door and peered in. The light didn’t come on. I suspected it probably hadn’t done so since the Apollo Moon landings. Peering amongst the abandoned items within: marmalade, margarine, tomato ketchup, a five-day-old can of beans and an onion – I spied a jar of olives and smiled heartily to myself.


Lying on the sofa in the main room, I lanced an olive while attempting to write my name on the cushion with my index finger – all the down strokes followed the flow of the material so half of it was missing. Time flowed by. I ate another olive and stared at the ceiling. More time flowed by. I ate another olive and tried to read my book. Yet more time flowed by. I ate another olive and let the brine drip off the end of the fork onto my chin and dribble down to my neck. At this point I decided it was time for action. I considered all the things that needed doing and chose the least painful: a begging letter to the bank. On a page of notepaper using a green Berol marker pen I’d stolen from school, I wrote:





Dear student banking advisor,





Having recently qualified from a teacher training course I’m now ready, at the age of twenty-five (nearly twenty-six) to take my place as a fully functioning member of society. I have a job but am living in London, and it is so ridiculously expensive to live here that I’m not sure why I bother. To this end please would you extend my already extended overdraft a bit more, because otherwise I may faint from starvation in front of a class of fourteen-year-olds.





Yours forever,





William Kelly


I chuckled aloud. I was just about to add ‘PS and don’t think that I’ve forgotten that you stitched me up when I needed you most’, when I noticed the red light of the answering machine blinking away.


Next to the Walkman, I considered the answering machine to be one of man’s truly great achievements. It allowed you to keep abreast of the latest developments in your social life and screen calls. Brilliant. My love for this particular piece of technology was inspired by a message Aggi left on my Aunt Susan’s when I was house-sitting for her in Primrose Hill during the summer vacation of my second year. At the time, Aunt Susan lived in London, where she was beauty editor on Woman’s Realm or some other similar magazine that had knitting patterns.
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