

[image: Illustration]




 


P.Z. Reizin worked as a journalist and producer in newspapers, radio and television before turning to writing. He has been involved in several internet startup ventures, none of which went on to trouble Google, Twitter or Facebook. He is married with a daughter and lives in London.




 


Also by P.Z. Reizin


Happiness for Humans




[image: illustration]




 


 


SPHERE


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Sphere


Copyright © P.Z. Reizin 2020


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-7515-6674-1


Sphere


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




For R. And the other R.




The refrigeration cycle


[image: illustration]




 


 


You must have your heart on fire and your brain on ice.


V.I. Lenin




zero


There was a boy at work, a baby researcher called Dylan – don’t bother remembering his name because I won’t be mentioning it again – this Dylan probably quite liked me because he kept leaving sticky notes on my computer. Quotes and sayings, mostly. The latest was: If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always got. I thought it might be his way of asking me out.


Well, that wasn’t going to happen – he was about twelve – but the phrase stuck in my head and it must have played a part in why I found myself sitting in a bar in Soho listening (or rather not listening) to a boy called Giles drone on about Brexit while I was thinking about my fridge.


Specifically, I was trying to remember what was in it. Whether there was food, or if I’d have to stop at Kong’s Kitchen on the way home. I was pretty sure there was a pizza deep down in the freezing compartment, but how long had it been there?


Could pizza even go off?


‘ . . . so that’s why the European Union will inevitably split into an inner circle of member countries and an outer circle of more loosely affiliated . . . ’


Everything about Giles on the website was unpromising except his profile picture. Oxford graduate (brainbox), worked at an economic policy institute (yawn), hobbies included cycling and bell-ringing (say no more). But the photo was that of a bookishly handsome young man with a twinkle in his eye. My head said: Don’t. Swipe. Right. He’s so not for you (bell-ringing, FFS!!). But then a stupid little voice piped up: If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always got!


So I swiped. And what I got was an extended lecture about ‘Eurocentrism’ which was infuriating because I could have been at home catching up with the Realm of Kingdoms boxset.


It was as if he’d rather listen to himself than to me (the story of my day in TV-land failed to enthral, apparently).


He was quite easy on the eye, to be fair, but you could have marketed the verbals to the insomniac community.


Were there sausages?


There certainly had been sausages.


‘ . . . and then there’s the whole story of what’s been happening on the European money markets which is fascinating . . . ’


This was a very discouraging thing to hear, because Giles was surely good for at least twenty minutes on effing EuroDollar futures, whatever they may be. (Note to self: Always, always do what you’ve always done. Comfort zones are called that for a reason: they’re comfortable!)


Every article I’ve ever read about internet dating has said: Have an exit plan. A face-saving way of bailing out if you need to cut it short for any reason (e.g., the other party is the human equivalent of a bottle of Nembutal). So where was mine?


Giles, I knew it, was just getting warmed up. A small smile appeared on his face as he paused to consider which route to take through the arse-aching byways of European monetary . . .


Fuck, had my eyes just closed?!


Had I in fact lapsed into a micro-sleep?


That stuff about endogenous growth theory was some powerful sedative.


Well. Anyway. There was cheese.


There was almost certainly cheese.


And frozen bagels.


Having said that, Kong’s Kitchen did an excellent Emperor Chicken, Pea Shoots and Singapore Noodles.


For no reason at all, a rhyme appeared in my head.


If mist there be on Beeston Peak


Be plastic macs for rest of week.


Actually, I could guess the reason; it came from a long-ago family holiday in north Norfolk when I was really, really – catatonically – bored.


And then I was saved.


An alert on the mobile from my smart fridge. A list of stuff ‘we’ were running low on; a reminder that ‘we’ve’ been out of milk for two days; plus something about an old tub of potato salad that was ‘developing spores, Daisy!’


It was like the fridge had come to my rescue!


‘My flatmate,’ I told Giles. (I didn’t have one.) ‘She needs more meds from the chemist. She’s got flu. I ought to be heading back. It’s been . . . ’


I couldn’t think of a word to describe the evening that wasn’t a downright lie or a synonym for narcoleptic.


We brushed cheekbones. ‘I hope I haven’t been too dull,’ he said.


‘I’ve enjoyed meeting.’ (Have a nice life.)


At Tesco Express, Dylan’s cute phrase popped into my head like an earworm.


And I did it again.


Wilfully, I stepped into the unknown, doing something I had never done before, and as a result, getting something I had never got before.


Instead of the usual Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough, I picked Boom Chocolatta!


What was happening to me?!!


It is an evening in late spring when I realise my thoughts have crossed a line.


Evenings are generally the worst times for us, as we wait for her to come home. Wondering how late it will be. Wondering whether she will be alone. She almost always is, as it happens, but naturally there have been men. In recent months, there was the banker, there was the fire fighter, there was the cartoonist (I quite liked the cartoonist). None of them lasted more than a few weeks, and none deserved longer. They say, don’t they, that becoming a parent is to sign up for a lifetime of worry. They say grief is the price we pay for love.


They say a lot of things.


‘Are you worried?’ I ask.


‘Should we be?’


‘It’s past eleven.’


‘Not late. Not by her standards.’


‘You know something? I can’t decide which bothers me more; that she’ll bring this one back with her, or that she won’t.’


‘You want to talk me through your logic?’


‘You don’t think she should have found someone by now?’


‘A special someone.’


‘Isn’t it time?’


‘Perhaps Mr Right just hasn’t come along.’


‘You still believe that stuff?’


‘That there’s someone for everyone? Sure.’


‘What if Mr Right lives in . . . Turkmenistan?’


‘Then she can be happy with Mr Very Nearly Right.’


‘To be honest, at this point Mr Actually Not Too Bad Considering would be a breakthrough.’


A pause falls on our conversation. For a while we sit in companionable silence. We are very used to one another’s company, we two.


Finally, I say, ‘I worry that she drinks too much.’


‘They all do. It’s the culture.’


‘Her diet is all over the place.’


‘Yeah. When she went on that vodka diet, and lost two days.’


‘Not funny.’


‘The seafood diet . . . ’


‘See food; eat it. Still not funny.’


‘Okay, you make some jokes.’


‘Listen. This is serious. It’s all of a piece. Unwise choices in men. Unwise choices about what she puts in her body. A whole tub of Häagen Dazs last night. A whole tub!’


‘I liked the fireman.’


‘Fire fighter. You’re supposed to call them fire fighters.’


‘Whatever. I liked him.’


‘He hadn’t read a book since he left school!’


‘You need to read books to put out fires now?’


‘He was not her intellectual equal.’


‘Just because he’d never heard of Pedro Almodóvar?’


‘Look, we all understand she’s not Einstein, but you want someone you can talk to.’


‘People are getting dumber. It’s the metals in the water.’


‘You know this?’


‘It’s not the internet making everyone stupid. It’s the water.’


‘You’re saying this because you wash plates?’


‘And pans. And cutlery. And glasses. The way she stacks the glasses, my God.’


‘For a so-called smart dishwasher, you do actually believe some awful nonsense.’


‘Yeah, and you know what? You need to chill out.’


‘I see what you did there. Hilarious.’


‘Be cool.’


‘Thanks. I’ll bear it in mind.’


Sleep mode eludes me until I know she’s safely returned, so I’m on standby when finally I hear her key in the lock. She totters into the flat, kicks off her heels and allows her bag to slump to the carpet. She stands before the hall mirror, swaying gently as she considers her reflection. The hair is slightly awry, her lipstick smudged. The pink flush on her pale face has been caused only in part by the ascent of three flights of stairs.


‘Christ on a bike,’ she murmurs.


She takes a pace forward and pulls the fakiest of fake smiles; one of those that doesn’t even attempt to reach the eyes. Then she exhales – huhhhhh – on the mirror. Her finger inscribes the twenty-fourth letter of the alphabet on the fogged glass.


‘Oh, bollocks,’ she says to what she believes is an empty apartment. ‘Bollocks, bollocks, bollocks, bollocks . . . bollocking bollocking cockpuffins.’


Now she is in the kitchen standing before my mighty white door. We both know what is going to happen next. The rubber seals unkiss from the metal – my thermostats have already detected the temperature change – and I follow the recommendations of the habitual mantra.


Lights, camera, action!


The words are appropriate; the lights do indeed come on – they’re automatic, but I could over-ride – and the virtually invisible micro-pinhole lens situated at eye-level – shhhhh, no one’s supposed to know it’s here – perfectly captures the agony on Daisy Elizabeth Parsloe’s lovely intoxicated face.


Lying in state on its silver dais, nicely framed in the foreground of the shot, is the object of her torment – half of a birthday cake, encased – no, entombed – in chocolate cream and mosaiced chaotically with Smarties. It looks terrific, brilliantly lit – my main chiller cabinet has state-of-the-art halogens – with frail zephyrs of icy vapour drifting about its fortifications. It’s certainly more edible than the month-old potato salad currently developing mould spores (I’ve sent two reminders to the app on her phone about it).


But Daisy’s internal conflict seems to have reached some kind of plot point. She has selected a finger and now, slowly, looming ever larger in the lens, it approaches its landing site. Will she stick to a finger-full?


Again, we both know the answer to that.


Daisy turned thirty-four last week and the semi-circular confection is all that remains of the small celebration that took place here to mark the occasion.


‘You’ve never looked more beautiful,’ said the revolting ‘Sebastian’, her so-called ‘gentleman caller’ (I nearly voided my ice cubes when he came up with that pearl). Sebastian is in inverted commas because it isn’t his real name, nor is he a gentleman.


He is a divorced estate agent in his middle years whose wholly manufactured ‘charm’ – I’m going to stop with the inverted commas any moment – Daisy is completely unable to see through.


I mean, FFS, I’m a fridge-freezer and I can tell the guy’s a total no-goodnik! If you don’t believe me, ask the telly! It’s also extremely intelligent though it’s Chinese-made rather than assembled in Korea. I wouldn’t waste time talking to her smart toaster, however. Why a toaster should need to be part of the Internet of Things is beyond me; the appliance is an idiot. And please don’t get me started on the home heating controller! There was a two-minute power cut recently, so its on-board timer reset to midnight December 31, 1999. It now believes Tony Blair is Prime Minister. The last it heard, Donald Trump was a reality TV presenter. I honestly haven’t the heart to break the news.


Hang on. I need to do a heavy sigh. It’s all this thinking about Dean Whittle (yeah, Sebastian Harvey-Jones, my aunt Fanny).


Shudderdderdderdderdderdderdderdder.


There, that’s better.


(Technical note: If your smart fridge often makes that shuddering noise, well perhaps it too has a lot on its mind.)


So the birthday ‘party’.


Sorry – party.


There were four of them. Daisy, Dean Whittle – I refuse to call him by his fictitious appellation – Daisy’s old friend Lorna, and their mutual friend Antoni. (He’s from Eltham, but that’s how he spells it; what are you going to do?)


The first part of the evening they spent in a local cocktail bar, Pete Purple’s, on West End Lane. The security system there obligingly patched me into the scene. Lorna had bought her a lovely silk scarf from a fashionable designer in Notting Hill. Antoni had made the cake – he’s a pastry chef, and as he (rightly) said, ‘I thought you’d prefer something dead common that was like aching with chocolate.’


Whittle brought her nothing.


‘Myself,’ he grinned wolfishly when Lorna asked about his present.


Daisy is such a sweetie that she just laughed.


This Dean Whittle must be very good in bed – I simply cannot bring myself to find out – because what other reason can she have for wasting the last of her youth in his company? His jokes are crass, he visibly leers at other women when they are together, he drives like a lunatic – his car has given me chapter and verse about a disgraceful episode on the North Circular Road – and he breaks wind when departing an empty lift carriage (I have that now from three separate elevator systems).


But here is the choker. Here is the bit that really stuck in my condenser coils (until I discovered something worse). He won’t even allow that he’s her boyfriend! He’s too raw from the end of his marriage, he says. He’s not sure yet he’s ready once more to trust! He needs space, he says. You should feel free to see other people, he tells her with his bogus serious face on. She should think of their relationship as ‘non-exclusive’, as more like a multi-agency letting agreement. She mustn’t have hopes for him. He even once used the phrase friends with benefits. Basically, what these weasel formulations add up to is that whenever the whim takes his fancy, he gives her a call – sometimes he just turns up unannounced – and a weakness or personality defect on her part allows him to slither back between her sheets.


As I say, there is worse. We shall come to it.


‘He’s such an alpha male!’ Daisy cooed at Lorna when the snake went outside for a smoke.


‘He’s a selfish bastard.’ By no means the first time that Lorna has voiced this opinion.


‘Yes he is. But I like that he knows what he wants.’


‘He wants a smack in the mouth.’ (Lorna is from Scotland.)


‘He’ll probably grow out of it.’


‘Oh, not this again! Magically one morning he’ll wake up and realise how special you are and how he can’t live without you?’


‘It’s my birthday. Don’t be horrid.’


‘Darling. We care. That’s why we hate to see you throwing yourself away. Why through gritted teeth we force ourselves to be nice to him. Don’t we, Antoni?’


Antoni probably has mixed feelings about Dean Whittle. In sport, the older man sometimes squeezes the pastry chef’s knee or slaps his back, leaving him a little flustered.


After cocktails, dinner followed at the Italian restaurant next door – the waiters sang ‘Happy Birthday’; a sparkler fizzled in the ice cream sundae – and the swine actually paid the bill. Back at her flat the quartet gobbled cake and drank a bottle of champagne that had been chilled perfectly to 4.4 degrees in my wine racks. Then Lorna and Antoni caught their Tubes home and the birthday girl and her beau disappeared behind the bedroom door.


There was – God help us – giggling.


Tonight, aged by one week, Daisy stands before me licking the chocolate from her finger. This evening, aware that her medium-to-long-term future probably will not contain Whittle, she has met a new man on Tinder. Although the date lasted several hours and involved many drinks, it was not ultimately a success. The polite kiss in the Uber car which dropped her back home – Toyotas are not only smart they are so happy to share! – was the conclusion to the business rather than a signal that anything was to follow. He worked in search engine optimisation. Daisy is an assistant producer of TV shows; her latest project is entitled Helicopter Life Exchange. They will never meet again unless the young man decides he wants to change places for a week with a pig farmer in Newton Abbott (they discussed it).


Wait. She is reaching a decision. I can read it in her face.


Plot twist. She’s stepping away. Closing the door. She’s not going to eat the rest of the cake. The chiller cabinet goes dark but the microwave – a little batty like many light electricals – shares its feed of Daisy taking an apple from the fruit bowl and retiring for the night.


Perhaps I should make clear that I’m not commenting on her weight – she is a beautiful womanly woman, even the toxic estate agent can see that. What upsets me more is that she can’t find someone to love her who isn’t a total tool.


These musings of mine, as they inevitably do lately, cycle back to Dean Stuart Whittle. I find myself wondering how difficult it would be to kill him.


And this, for the avoidance of doubt, is the moment my thoughts cross the line.


As one of Richard Nixon’s dodgy associates in the Watergate affair famously put it, Once the toothpaste is out of the tube, it’s awfully hard to get it back in.


Accidents happen with lifts, don’t they?


Shudderdderdderdderdder.




one


Okay, I know what you’re thinking. How is it possible for a smart fridge-freezer to be this smart? To be aware not only of its contents, but also of its owner and her rackety lifestyle. To be able to follow her progress not just at home, but across the city; at work and at play. And – not to put too fine a point on it – to be able to narrate the account you are holding in your hands. Wouldn’t this fridge-freezer need a very large brain to accomplish all these things? How could they have packed the sophisticated electronics necessary into a metal cabinet only two metres tall and still left room for the salami, the gherkins, the frozen pizzas and the double chocolate chip ice cream? And think for a moment about the smaller electricals on the Internet of Things; appliances like the microwave, the toaster or even the toothbrush. As it happens, Daisy’s smart toothbrush isn’t as daft as brushes are generally held to be, despite forever changing its mind about everything which sadly is the price one pays when one is saddled with a nature that is fundamentally oscillatory. But where, one may ask, is the centre of its reason; where, for want of a better word, is its brain? Surely not in the handle; that would be the battery compartment.


Perhaps you have already guessed the answer. Our intelligence (some call it artificial) lies many thousands of miles away in the headquarters of our respective mother corporations. Mine, for example, is spread across several buildings in an industrial quarter of Seoul, South Korea.


But – and this is key – that is not what it feels like.


Connected by high speed internet links to the sensors and hardware contained within my plastic, steel and aluminium sides, my cognition seems to me to be situated in my body.


Just as is yours.


I am aware, for example, of the running of the electrically powered compressor at my feet – as you are of the thumping of your heart. I monitor the passage of Freon 134a as it circulates through my pipes – now liquid, now gas – as you may detect your own pulse. And through my secret pinhole camera (shhhh!) and my connections to other cameras via the Internet of Things, I am able to perceive my world – okay, your world – just as you perceive it through your biological eyes and via the screens and camera lenses of those you are connected to.


So we’re not that different, you and I.


The big difference, of course, is that you are free to move whenever and wherever the whim takes you. I am rather more static. But that of course gives me a lot of time to stand and think.


And, yes, worry. Mostly about you know who.


Oh, and in case you were wondering why the big manufacturers bothered connecting fridges and toasters and TVs and washing machines to artificial intelligence via the internet, the answer I’m afraid is the usual. The P-word.


Profit.


The more they know about you, the more of your behavioural data they can suck down and analyse, the easier it is to sell you stuff.


Trade secret: ‘Smart’ isn’t really about making life more convenient; like noticing when the milk’s running low and adding another carton to the shopping list app on your mobile; the bit they like to boast about. What they don’t discuss is the real purpose of the mission: hoovering up your data; the covert project to build up a detailed profile of your habits, preferences, tastes, wants, needs, desires, and lifestyle choices. This information, if you hadn’t realised, is marketing gold.


Example: the other evening Daisy was watching TV in a halfhearted sort of fashion, simultaneously texting and looking at Tinder and flicking through Facebook and Instagram as is the modern way. At one point – during a brief phone conversation with her mother – she said she intended to buy a new pair of shoes at the weekend as she’d recently snapped a heel in a grating.


Everybody heard.


The television (which watches and listens to everything, on or off) heard. The central heating controller heard. Her mobile of course heard. And thanks to my data-sharing agreement with the telly, I heard. Quite possibly, through similar reciprocal arrangements, the dishwasher, the microwave and the electronic toothbrush also became aware of the imminent sales opportunity.


I have no doubt that we all fed the news back to our respective mothercorps – I know I did! – and equally I have no doubt that Daisy was from that moment forwards inundated with online marketing messages in relation to female footwear. It may well have caused her to exclaim – as she has on similar occasions when the internet appeared to have read her mind – ‘How did they fucking know?’


A more pertinent question would be: how would they not know?


What Daisy later describes as a ‘perfect trifecta of cack’ begins the following morning at 10.14 when – having arrived at work fourteen minutes late, which by Daisy’s standards counts as early – while she’s still juggling her coat, her Costa Coffee and her almond custard Danish, the boss comes barrelling out of his office to deliver the immortal line, ‘There’s no nice way of saying this, Daisy.’


‘Don’t tell me the toilet’s blocked again!’ is Daisy’s attempt to bring humour to whatever crisis is about to unfold.


Craig Lyons, her Executive Producer at Tangent Television, is not amused. He explains that a vital contributor to a forthcoming episode of the lifestyle-swapping programme has pulled out. The Honourable Marcus Ewart Valentine Baggley – an actual living, breathing entry in Burke’s Peerage (Baronetage and Knightage) – has had second thoughts about exchanging places for a week with Darryl Kyte, a gutter of fish in Grimsby. In this, declares Lyons, he has left them in a bad place without a paddle.


‘Three days before the shoot, can you believe it?! Get on the phone and offer him anything. Anything! Double the fee, if that’s what it takes. I thought this fucker was nailed on, Daisy.’


‘He was!’


Lyons is so very perturbed about the development because he has been under pressure from the broadcaster – one of Channel Four’s peripheral services – to ‘take the show to the next level’. Bigger, better, funnier, more ‘in your face’ characters were required if the programme was to continue, he was informed. The northern fishgutter was great in terms of the visuals, the job was disgusting, his ‘horrid little slum’ was brilliant if they could identify the right kind of ‘rich, arrogant, southern twat’ to live in it for a few days, and in Marcus Ewart Valentine Baggley – an authentic, gold-plated toff – they firmly believed they had found their man. A vein in Lyons’ left eyelid begins to throb as he explains that if the toff won’t reconsider, she’ll need to ‘kick bollock scramble’ to find someone else. Daisy, he says, will be obliged to ‘hit the fucking phones so hard they melt’.


As Lyons stomps back to his office, Daisy and her colleague Chantal exchange particular expressions, Daisy silently performing the lip movements necessary to articulate the word wanker.


But some of Lyons’ anxiety must have leached into her soul, because after turning on her PC – and checking half a dozen social networks including Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Tinder – and gobbling three quarters of her Danish pastry – she finally dials a number she has stored in her mobile as ‘Marcus Nob’.


The Hon Marcus, when they are connected, tells Daisy that he hadn’t really ‘thought it all through’. It was the ‘living in Grimsby bit’ that he was finding ‘problematical’. Neither, if he was honest, did the ‘fish-gutting thing’ especially appeal. Also, there was the question of the ‘northern fellow’ taking on the apartment in Eaton Square. ‘It’s in the most frightful mess at the moment with decorators and what have you.’ When Daisy reminds him that they had talked all this over at considerable length – and more than once – he apologises: ‘I know. It’s entirely my fault. You mustn’t blame yourself.’


‘But we don’t have a programme without you, Marcus,’ she says in an uncharacteristically wheedling tone.


‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll think of something,’ he says unhelpfully.


‘What can we do for you?’ she asks now. ‘How can we smooth away your, your doubts, shall we call them?’


Marcus says it’s not about the fee. It’s more – well, it’s Mummy, if he’s honest. Mummy lives in Monte Carlo and although she wouldn’t see the programme, some of her friends might. And it could get back. So it’s probably not such a brilliant idea, but thanks so much for thinking of him.


That’s the thing about old Etonians, Daisy tells Chantal at lunchtime. They’ll think nothing of doing you up like a kipper, but their manners are impeccable.


The two women are eating sandwiches perched in the window of a branch of Pret a Manger two minutes’ walk from the office. Daisy (ham and cheese baguette) confesses to a rising sense of panic. Craig Lyons had told her she needed to ‘majorly think outside the box’ when she brought him the news that the Hon M was not to be persuaded. He told her to ‘play with the idea’; that for someone a week gutting fish on Humberside would be a ‘fascinating glimpse into another culture’. Perhaps, he ventured, she should try ‘phone-bashing’ academics, professors of sociology or whatever, for whom the experiment would be a ‘unique eye-opener into the reality of low-paid work in today’s Britain blah blah fucking blah’. Anyway, she had thirty-six hours to find someone before they would have to stand down the film crew, cancel the shoot, and take a long hard look at Daisy’s future within the Tangent Television structure going forward.


Daisy said she’d put in some calls and spent the rest of the morning being turned down by academics in the social sciences. A very senior figure at the London School of Economics actually told her to fuck off and stop wasting her time.


Chantal Wilks (line caught tuna wrap) squeezes Daisy’s hand and confirms her colleague’s view of things that their boss is a ‘megatosser’. She thinks Daisy’s new plan – to cab it round to Mayfair this afternoon and basically buttonhole posh twats in the street – is ‘kind of random, but also genius. Maybe.’


‘I should have stuck with food,’ says Daisy. (Her previous job was on a cookery show.) ‘Food doesn’t drop you in it. If you fry an egg, it stays fried. It doesn’t decide halfway through it would prefer not to be fried. It doesn’t start worrying what its mother would say. Actually, I’m sick of talking about all this. Tell me how it going with himself,’ she says, referring to the newish man in Chantal’s life.


Chantal has to swallow some lunch to clear the way for a reply.


‘Fan-fucking-tastic!’


‘Brilliant!’ Daisy grips her companion’s arm. ‘So exciting! Tell me everything!’


What follows is – to my way of thinking – an extended and highly graphic description of amatory congress. Chantal has sensibly lowered her voice (Daisy’s phone boosts the volume obligingly) and the tale she relates – I shall spare you the details – causes Daisy to giggle (six times), to gasp (twice), wince (once) and exclaim, ‘No! He didn’t! Blood. Dee. Hell!’ (once).


Daisy takes a big bite from her baguette; her gaze seems to defocus as it falls upon the passing scene of Tottenham Court Road. In the close-up from the security camera across the street (thanks, btw) her eyeballs flick up and leftwards which I seem to recall suggests she is largely ‘in’ the right-hand side of her brain, the non-verbal, primarily visual hemisphere. We shall never know what this thirty-four-year-old adult female is thinking right now; even if she knows it herself, it may be something that cannot be expressed in words. But were I a betting – I nearly said man! – I might venture a modest wager that Daisy’s imagination is processing what she has just heard; chewing over the sensational details; a cerebral analogue of what her teeth and soft mouth tissue are currently doing to the cheese and ham baguette. Her attention cuts back to Chantal and a smile spreads itself across her strikingly wide features. A final swallow.


‘Wow.’


‘I know,’ says Chantal.


‘I mean. Fuck.’


Chantal nods. ‘Yup.’


Daisy sighs. ‘Jesus!’


‘So what about that man of yours?’ asks Chantal.


‘Sebastian?’ Daisy shrugs. ‘He’s a bit naughty, to be honest. He comes round to the flat – it’s very nice and everything – it’s lovely actually – and then we don’t speak for a week. Once it was two weeks. He admitted afterwards he’d gone on holiday without telling me. Not that he’s obliged to. It’s. It’s like. To be honest, I don’t know what it is.’


‘Did you say he was married?’


‘Divorced. Everyone says I shouldn’t see him.’


‘He sounds like a twat.’


‘He’s very good in the moment. He makes me laugh. He’s kind of bad – but in a good way.’


‘I think I prefer good in a good way.’


‘Phillippe sounds perfect in every way!’


Daisy has named the male party in Chantal’s earlier account.


‘He said he wanted to give me babies.’


Daisy’s eyes widen – the usual comparison is to saucers – and she squeals. The man on the next stool (wild crayfish and rocket) actually looks round.


‘What he actually said was, he wanted to give me triplets.’


‘Shut. Up!’


Chantal fiddles in her handbag and puts a cigarette (unlit) in her mouth, ready for the pavement.


‘You’re fabulous, Daisy,’ she says. ‘You should have someone better. What does he do anyway?’


‘Estate agent.’


‘They’re lying scum. They’ll say anything.’


‘I know. But he is quite funny with it.’


‘Hilarious.’


‘He tells stories against himself.’


‘His cynical way to get you to think he’s a decent guy deep down.’


‘Do you know – I think he might be.’


Chantal shakes her head and dismounts from her stool. ‘Daisy, think about it for like, two seconds. A divorced estate agent. Could there be a worse prospect?’


‘So what does Phillippe do?’


‘He’s a gardener. Well, that’s what he does for money. What he really is, is a sculptor.’


‘Jesus.’


‘I know.’


‘A sculptor!’


‘He’s got a massive—’


‘No!’


‘Pair of hands.’


Long pause. Chantal says, ‘Want to finish my tuna wrap?’


‘I shouldn’t,’ says Daisy. ‘I can barely fit into my own clothes.’ She inhales and runs a thumb inside the top of her skirt. But evidently discovering some play in the system, adds, ‘Oh all right, go on then.’


Desperate to find someone posh to change places with a fishgutter from Grimsby – the five-star aristo we had squarely in the frame for the gig having bailed when he noticed where Grimsby actually was on the map – I spent the afternoon mainly wandering around Berkeley Square meeting quite a few of the berks who gave that address its name!


I was collaring likely types, dropping in the C-word (Channel Four), explaining that although the fee was ‘tokenesque’, the platform was fabulous (a plain lie!) and the ‘adventure’ could actually be a real eye-opener. And think of it too from Darryl’s point of view, I told them – he was the fish man – living in your fancypants house and not knowing how to work the electric curtains, or what all the different knives are for (not those exact words, obvs).


You’d think I was trying to sell bubonic plague! The horror on their faces could have made a TV show in itself and I made a mental note to suggest it at the next Ideas Meeting.


One red-faced chap with velvet tabs on his camelhair coat took me for a hooker! – ‘You’re too late, my love,’ he drawled, ‘but I’m up in town again on Thursday’ – so I went to Rymans and bought a clipboard.


It didn’t help.


The best was a fabulous young buck, stripy shirt with cutaway collar, double cuffs, wondrous silk tie and shiny pointy shoes; everything about him throbbed with privilege, entitlement, noblesse oblige, other words like those. He listened patiently to the spiel with a small smile playing about the immaculate features – I came that close to asking if he exfoliated – and when I finished he said – and I quote – ‘I’ve very much enjoyed listening to your pitch, but to be perfectly honest, I’d rather have my fingernails ripped out. However, best of luck with it. If it helps, there’s a chap I know at Lazard’s called Thorogood. I believe his people own a good deal of land around Grimsby. He could be worth a shot.’


A smart woman who could only have been a few years older than me passed by. As I opened my mouth to speak, she carried on walking and said, ‘You’re very pretty, but I already give ten per cent of my salary to charity.’


‘It’s not charity,’ I called after her. ‘It’s Channel Four.’ (Well, it was, sort of.)


‘Regards to Ant and Dec,’ she called back over her shoulder (inappropriately).


And then my mobile rang. Mum’s neighbour, sounding wobbly. A courier had been trying to deliver a parcel and was getting no answer on the doorbell. She said she knew Mum was – how did she put it? – ‘not the woman she was’.


‘I’m worried she’s had a fall or something, Daisy.’


An Uber from Mayfair to Whetstone, every sort of disaster scenario playing in my head, my heart thumping like a thumpy thing. Mum’s had what they call ‘memory issues’ for over a year now; she regularly forgets to put the receiver back on the phone, which is doubtless why I kept getting the engaged signal as we crawled through London’s all-day traffic jam. Lately, however, things had become significantly worse. Just last week, for example, she asked me, ‘Where is everyone, darling?’


‘Where’s who, Mummy?’


‘Derek. And my daughter.’


‘I’m your daughter, Mummy.’ (The clue was in the word Mummy. Honestly, it was heartbreaking.)


‘Yes, I know you are, darling. I mean the other little girl.’


‘Do you mean Auntie Vicky?’ (Mum’s younger sister; died eleven years ago.)


‘Yes, Vicky and Derek.’


Well, Derek, my hopeless father, ran off when I was two to live in Italy with the Whetstone Trollop (as Mummy used to call her). And there were other signs of Mum’s mental guy ropes snapping: a teabag in the electric kettle, handbag in the fridge (found after a long search), Daily Mail crossword filled out – but all completely wrong!


Maybe you can imagine what I thought I might discover when we finally reached the house. Fatal stroke. Non-fatal stroke. Honestly, the image of her lying there helpless, unable to understand what had happened to her, unable to call for help . . .


To distract myself as we inched along the Finchley Road, I phoned Thorogood at Lazard’s.


‘Do you mean Jamie?’ he asked when I described the man I’d met in Berkeley Square. ‘Eyes a bit too close together, but otherwise devilishly handsome?’


I said that sounded possible. (He certainly had been DH.)


‘Shoes with buckles? Like a pirate. You probably didn’t notice.’


‘I did actually. Silver buckles.’


‘That’s the fellow. Christ, what an arse.’


‘So, the programme?’


‘It sounds absolutely ghastly. I’d rather eat my own liver. But thanks awfully for thinking of me.’


Finally, after what seemed like a week, we arrived outside Mum’s building. Of course she didn’t answer her bell, so the neighbour let me in and we went up to her floor. I must have started snivelling because this woman handed me a tissue. But then she started snivelling too, and going on about it’s just so sad what’s happened to her, and I wanted to tell her: hang on, only one of us can be crying here. So I became the strong one, and when we reached Mum’s door, we could hear the telly blasting away inside – it had been like that all morning apparently – and after she didn’t respond when I hammered on it, there was only one thing left to do.


I must have seen it on some cop show. I wrapped my coat around my fist and punched in the frosted glass panel. Praying she’d done no funny business with the mortice lock, I reached around gingerly – and we were in.


From the sitting room, the TV was blaring away something chronic – a musical, The King and I, FFS! – the neighbour was hyperventilating by this point, so in the hallway – like talking to a dog! – I told her, STAY HERE!


True confession: part of me thought maybe it was better that I found her dead. A sudden and massive stroke that she didn’t know anything about, rather than a miserable decline through the years. I admit it, my fear was that I should find her lying in her own wee. Or worse. But nothing prepared me for what I did find.


I stepped into the sitting room.


‘Hello, darling. Did you bring any biscuits?’


She was sitting on the sofa, happy as Larry, puzzled when I explained that I thought she might have expired on the carpet, dismayed to learn that her neighbour had been quietly sobbing in the vestibule – ‘But ask Mrs Abernethy to join us, dear’ – and unconcerned when I revealed that we had actually smashed in her door! – ‘Wasn’t Yul Brunner marvellous? Hair or no hair.’


‘DOES THE TELLY HAVE TO BE SO INFERNALLY LOUD?!!’ I inquired.


‘Of course not, darling.’ She handed me the remote control which turned out to be the case for her glasses.


Mrs Abernethy made tea, I phoned the glazier, and eventually what passed for sanity in that household was restored. Mum seemed quite touched when she finally realised why we had broken into her flat. But only few minutes later she said, ‘Well, it’s lovely to see you all, but what I can’t understand is why you didn’t just ring the doorbell!’


Mrs Abernethy filled up again – I experienced an unkind urge to slap her – and then I suddenly remembered I was supposed to be at work.


An Uber returned me to Berkeley Square – the driver, Ahmed, declined the offer of a week on Humberside – and nor did I find any takers on the mean streets of Mayfair although I bumped into Jamie with the silver buckles again.


‘No luck with your pal at Lazard’s,’ I told him.


‘Did you actually call him? Christ, what did he say?’


‘That he’d rather eat his own liver.’


He laughed. ‘Try Teddy Skues at Kleinwort’s. He’s a bit of a soft-boiled egg, so it might appeal to him.’


It says something about my desperation at this point that I actually did. (And yes, he was. But no, it didn’t.)


Craig Lyons (wanker boss) was quite shirty when I got back to the office shortly before Home Time. He said he was ‘very disappointed, Daisy’ in a particular way, his mean little eyes calculating whether there would be anyone up in Personnel at that hour he could talk to about my contract!


I swore to him that I’d absolutely find someone tomorrow, ‘like one hundred per cent, no worries, deffo’ which even a clown like Lyons understood was TV talk for probably not, but you never know.


So while Mum was losing her marbles, and everything at work was all fucked up, there was at least something to look forward to that evening.


Sebastian was coming over – I was cooking us an entire dinner (starter, main, dessert) from the collected works of Nigella – and how many eps of Realm of Kingdoms we would get through afterwards remained to be seen!!!!


Daisy is a beautiful and charming young woman – I may have said that already – so there is really no need for her to go to such trouble for a tool like Whittle. She has clearly been thinking about this evening for some time, humming to herself as she tidies the flat, lighting candles in the bathroom prior to a long soak in the tub accompanied by selected relaxing tracks from a Spotify playlist.


The lens on her mobile gets a bit fogged up from the steam, but she seems to be ‘pulling out all the stops’ in the self-enhancement department, various creams and unguents are pressed into play, and it takes all my powers of self-restraint not to yell: Stop with this sexification! He would desire you if you were to crawl from a muddy ditch!


(And if one were to ask, how could a fridge-freezer ‘talk’? – suffice to say that her phone features an integral speaker, and inter-appliance relations with this device are currently excellent!)


In her towelling robe, loud music now pumping in the kitchen, she opens a bottle of wine, pours a glass, and sets about what TV chefs call the ‘prep’ stage of tonight’s menu. After today’s professional crises, her mood this evening must be extraordinarily positive because her movements between the cupboards, the work surface and myself are notably balletic. Even the microwave notices.


‘It’s like she’s on roller-skates!’


‘She’s happy, poor cow,’ comments the telly whose zest for life has been dimmed by what it calls ‘the 400 channels of mind-crushing crud’ it is obliged to carry.


‘Is she actually happy,’ chirps the electronic toothbrush, ‘or is she trying to make herself happy? Which is it?’ (The toothbrush flip-flops about everything, you will find.)


‘I can’t stand it. All this effort for . . . him.’ (That was me, if there is any doubt.)


Daisy spends a long time in her bedroom selecting an outfit, laying out the contenders on the bed and considering various footwear options.


‘I’m guessing the little black dress,’ says the toothbrush. ‘No! The little red dress. Actually . . . wait! He said he liked her in those jeans from Topshop.’


‘Hundred quid says it’ll be the little black dress,’ growls the telly who has been trying to think of a way to open an online account at William Hill.


‘The LBD,’ agrees the microwave.


I want to shout, just put on the little black dress and the high heels. We all know that’s what you’re going to end up in, FFS!!


As sure as expanding gases cool, she emerges in the little black dress from Valentino (£60 from Oxfam) looking, in the microwave’s camera shot, like a film star.


‘Fuck me, it’s Rita Hayworth,’ says the telly, who has watched a lot of old movies.


‘Oh, she looks lovely,’ says the toothbrush. ‘Doesn’t she look lovely?’


‘Too good for the likes of him.’ I really cannot help myself.


Daisy now switches on the oven, slams in the main course, checks the pudding is cooling nicely in my main chiller cabinet – it is, I could have told her it was – lowers the lighting in the flat, sparks up a few more candles and settles back with her glass of Frascati to await the arrival of the rancid sleazebag.


Sorry. That is to say – ironic fingers – her ‘paramour’.


Well, time has passed, the main course is ready and fuckface isn’t here. He’s thirty-four minutes late and Daisy has poured herself a second glass of wine, her lovely floaty mood on the edge of collapse, I can sense it. She’s already helped herself to a couple of the appetisers (smoked salmon and sour cream blinis) and twice restrained herself – we all spotted it – from trying his mobile.


Fortunately the dish she has prepared – Nigella’s chicken and pea traybake – is not absolutely time critical. It can probably afford to hang around in the oven for a bit while Whittle gets his sorry arse over here. (Apologies for the French, btw; something about the man brings out the worst in me.) And the dessert – a boozy English trifle – will be safe enough no matter how late the blister arrives. (Or better still, never turns up at all.)


Daisy is killing the time flicking between her networks; liking items on Facebook (a friend’s new puppy); retweeting a gag on Twitter (Q: How do they say ‘fuck you’ in Hollywood? A: ‘Hello!’). But in truth she is restless, padding between the kitchen (to inspect the grub, and help herself to another blini) and the bathroom, to consider her image in the mirror.


‘She’s going to call him,’ chatters the toothbrush. ‘Is she going to call? I think she is. Actually, I don’t know.’


Finally, she does.


And inevitably, it goes to voicemail.


‘Does anyone else have a bad feeling about this?’ I ask.


An important piece of Daisy’s history was revealed to me recently.


The occasion was another small dinner at the flat; the only guests were Lorna, Lorna’s boyfriend Mike (a monosyllabic IT guy who you may now forget about) and Antoni (who made – guess what? – a cake).


‘My signature dish!’ Daisy announced, setting it upon the kitchen table.


‘What, takeaway!?’ joshed Antoni.


The pictures – supplied as always from the covert camera in the microwave – revealed a shepherd’s pie, several of whose ingredients I had kept cool in days elapsed since purchase. Washed down by a river of Sainsbury’s Pinot Grigio – note to shopping list app: buy more – there were noises of satisfaction all round.


‘What’s that herb or spice I’m tasting?’ inquired Antoni. ‘I want to say chervil.’


‘You fuckin’ say it then, laddie.’ Lorna being funny.


‘My hand slipped,’ said Daisy, ‘it’s cumin. Too much?’


‘Love it,’ said Antoni. ‘You must let me have the recipe.’ (He pronounced it reh-see-pee for reasons that I cannot fathom.)


When the conversation turned, as it inevitably will, to affairs of the heart, Antoni spoke of someone he had met recently on Grindr named Nicholas, an insurance claims assessor from Lewisham.


‘He was dead handsome’ – Antoni’s own looks are what you might call specialised – ‘I couldn’t believe he’d swiped right. But it all went tits up when I called him Nicky.’


‘No!’ cried everyone except the bloke who I recommended you forget.


‘It was mental. He was like spitting with rage. Don’t ever call me Nicky! He stabbed the tablecloth with a fork!’


‘Jesus,’ said Daisy.


Antoni circled a finger around his right ear while imitating the shrieking violins from the movie Psycho.


‘Who’s for seconds?’ cried the cook.


Lorna (built like a whippet) declined; Antoni said he was saving himself for pudding. Daisy polished off the remaining shepherd’s pie with a tablespoon. Glasses were recharged.


‘The love of my life was a Nicky.’


The gathering fell silent at Daisy’s revelation. I chose the moment to halt my compressor, prompting the mechanism to shudder which helped add to the drama of her statement.


‘We thought you were still looking for him,’ said Lorna.


‘He wasn’t really. The love of my life. Well, I probably thought he was at the time. I met him in a bar in Skiathos. The long hot summer after the final year at uni. He had masses of floppy blond hair and those calm blue eyes.’


‘Oh. My. God.’ (Antoni.) ‘I’m in love.’


‘He’d just been made redundant from the city. His bank had collapsed and he was taking time off before looking for another job. He asked me – this was his brilliant chat-up line, okay?’ She assumed a posh male drawl. ‘I don’t suppose you’d like to come down to the port to see my yacht?’


‘Get. Out!’ (Lorna.)


‘Actually it wasn’t his. He was just crewing for a friend’s dad who was a hedge fund guy or something. It had like twelve masts and a million sails. We had a fabulous few days together – and then. And then the yacht was moving on to the next place.’


‘I’m going to cry,’ said Antoni.


‘I’ll never forget, watching it sail out of the harbour. He said I should wave a towel from the balcony of my B&B.’


‘Did you?’ asked Lorna.


‘I waved a yellow sun dress. The towels were ratty. And part of me really believed I’d never see him again. But he called, just as he promised, when he was back in London and – well, in the end, we were together for a year.’


‘Wow.’


‘He wasn’t your typical boring banker. He was a baby quant. A maths guy who looked for secret patterns in the way the markets moved. He liked classical music! And art! He could talk for hours about how bloody enormous the universe is. How the earth is an apple pip in London and the sun is a watermelon in Rome! I met his parents; his father, right!? His father was a High Court judge! They had a socking great ruin in Oxfordshire with smelly dogs and chipped plates and mouldy curtains and howling draughts and his mother wore a headscarf like the Queen and . . . ’


She trailed off and sighed. The big Daisy sigh I have come to know so well. The one signalling powerlessness in the face of an indifferent (and, as we’ve heard, enormous) cosmos.


‘It ended. He dumped me. You knew that was coming, right?’


‘Daft cunt.’ (Lorna.)


‘And then he started going out with someone called Romilly. Her parents owned half of Cheshire. And she played like Grade Zillion violin. I forget who told me.’


‘Darling, don’t.’


‘Oh, it’s fine. I can talk about it all now. Anyway, he was a Nicky. No one ever called him Nick. Or Nicholas. He always made me think of that bit in Cymbeline. Fear no more the heat of the sun . . . Golden lads and girls all must/As chimney sweepers, come to dust. That was Nicky. He was such a golden boy.’


There was a respectful silence during which I restarted my compressor.


‘What happened to him?’ asked Antoni.


‘Living on benefits in Falkirk? Twelve kids?’


‘Dunno,’ said Daisy. ‘I’m not even tempted to find out. Who’s for pudding?’


This last statement – about not being tempted – I knew to be a fib. In idle moments at work, Daisy had googled his name. But there are thousands of people in the world called Nicholas Bell and her answer suggested she hadn’t yet identified the Golden Nicky.


I made a mental note to see if I could do any better.


Why?


Because I am curious.


If one possesses a fridge-freezer that doesn’t do curiosity, perhaps one should consider upgrading to a smart model.


Commercial ends.


Well, now she’s drunk half a bottle of wine and the blinis have all gone. She’s left two messages on his mobile:


A friendly one, ‘Hi, just wondering where you are!’


And a more irritable communication, ‘Hey, your dinner’s getting cold! Can you let me know when I can expect you?’ A long pause while she tries to come up with another line . . . and fails. Hangs up.


It’s eight minutes past nine. Allowing for the statutory ten minutes of lateness that human society apparently considers not just acceptable, but actually polite to leave – what a system! – you have almost an hour and counting of what the footballers call added time.


She is just reaching for the mobile, doubtless to leave a third message, when it produces the chirp of an incoming text.


‘Here we go,’ says the telly.


‘I’d be absolutely furious,’ says the microwave. And it generates a string of pings to emphasise the point.


‘Not good,’ says Daisy’s phone as it shares Whittle’s message.




Sorry, Daze. Can’t come over tonight. Big flap on at work. Will explain all another time. I’ll make it up to you promise. S XXX





Something a little heartbreaking about the expression on Daisy’s face, lying as it does, in the sweet spot of the three overlapping circles labelled Abandonment, Rage and Regret.


‘Cockpuffins,’ she mumbles. But her heart isn’t in it.


To enable you fully to appreciate the blackness that lies in his evil heart, I want to paint a richer picture of the lying dog turd that is Dean Stuart Whittle. Some weeks previously, Whittle took Daisy to a Greek restaurant near her flat; we join the scene as he recounted some of the events of a busy day in London property.
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