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Chapter One



At the moment he said he would break her neck, he knew their love was dying. Of course, Barry had said it loads of times before – meant it once or twice – but this time, God help him, his two hard thumbs were pressing deep and bruising into Susan’s throat. Her rather long fingers typed a wooden semaphore of token submission, while a gasp that hinted at anxiety was heard to fight to the front of her mouth. Susan’s now shot eyes rolled away – when suddenly she lost interest in all of this and kicked Barry hard in the stomach. There was no time for even a gutted grunt; he just fell back into a table of drink, which disintegrated. Susan would later admit to having rubbed her neck in a mechanical way, but her real attention now was devoted to the teasing of a ringlet, while asking herself frankly whether this was what she really wanted.


It had been a long day, and yet another charade was nearly done. If only she didn’t act with everybody; if only everyone wouldn’t require a different act. Was this – all this (and she asked herself sincerely) – enough? It was a question too deep and, candidly, too fucking important to be answered in any way that might be thought glib, and certainly not now as Barry tinkered brokenly amid the tinsel of drink things.


‘You hurt me,’ he said.


Which was just, Susan reflected, the sort of thing he would say. He would ask her whether she was all right only at times when, clearly, she was not.


‘You were choking me.’


More of a sigh than anything. He hadn’t been, and they knew. It had to be said, though, for completion’s sake.


‘I wasn’t. Not really.’


‘I should know,’ she returned. ‘Anyway.’


This, he thought, was the trouble. Even hate couldn’t breathe and was dying; even anger suffocated. Neither had the energy to even go through it. There was a stain of spreading whisky on the carpet, but she had never liked the carpet.


‘I’ll hoover,’ he said.


She could have told him that cold water and salt were needed, then drying, and each little shard picked out of the pile.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘There’s something sticking in you.’


‘What is it?’


‘I think Dartington.’


There had to be more, she knew, because there had been once. Maybe it was just a question of adapting.


She stood up, the vinyl cushions wheezing relief.


‘Is there any drink left?’


‘Of course there’s some drink left,’ he snapped, and then said more softly: ‘I still love you, you know, Susan.’


She pulled her mouth into taut and humourless acknowledgement of an old one.


‘Yes,’ she said, which could mean anything.


He hit the back of his trousers, and a drizzle of glass fell out.


‘Anyway,’ he said.


Susan snapped shut a table lighter and sucked harshly on a very long cigarette. She let the smoke hiss out, because preoccupied women do.


‘I’d better get changed,’ she sighed.


‘Do you still want to go?’


‘I don’t want to stay here.’


And she left the room – rather well, he thought – while the cigarette was still very long. He slumped into a swivel chair – cyclamen bouclé, rather good once, bit old now – and then he held his head. The despair never came, though; he didn’t feel bad at all. It seemed to him that halfway through the eighties, no one was meant to feel bad about anything – you had to simply go on wanting more: the gospel according to Thatcher.


He supposed he’d better change, then. Or should he bother? After all, they did say it wasn’t dinner dinner, it was just going to be a, you know. No, he’d better change; Gavin would be wearing that bloody smoking jacket for sure, and making a big thing of the candles. What should he wear, then? Whatever was not too unpressed.


The carpet was an awful mess, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do anything about it, which was odd, and a shame, as he had always been rather fond of it.


‘Barry!’


She was calling him.


‘Hallo?’


‘It’s late.’


‘Coming.’


Maybe he’d just go as he was. It wasn’t even as if he wanted to go at all; they were her friends. He hated them, really, Gavin and Moira. They were so bloody absurd.


‘Barry!!’


‘OK. Coming.’


No, he’d better change.


The bedroom was always a harsh place, coming from ‘the room’. They called it ‘the room’ because Susan hated ‘lounge’. The lights were never right in the bedroom: they had never been properly concealed. There wasn’t one regular lamp in the place, just fluorescent tubes running the length of the pelmet and under shelves and over a perfectly dreadful built-in dressing-table, with a circular mirror too high to see in. Cowboys, Barry had said. Susan had told him he had got what he paid for. The lighting was fine in ‘the room’, though, since they had discovered British Home Stores. No honestly, Susan would say, it’s really good. Of course, she would add, there’s an awful lot of tat too. They talked about the British Home Stores lighting department at parties, as if it brought them together, and also as a counter to others singing the praises of St Michael apples and knickers and pies. Susan was usually the first to check it, covering her nose with her hand, saying they were sounding very Posy Simmonds, and they had better shut up now. This usually worked, as most people would laugh for reasons of their own, someone showing off and saying Grauniad. And anyway, Susan asked frankly, who had the time these days for papers?


‘You’re not wearing that bloody awful suit again?’


‘This “bloody awful suit”, as you put it, happens to be my best. And I wouldn’t have to wear it so often if you could find the odd moment in the day to iron something else.’


‘You don’t “iron” suits.’


‘Well you don’t anyway – that’s for sure!’


It wasn’t the crabbiness that either found upsetting, it was just the dangerous adjacence to, well, comedy.


‘Anyway just get a move on. We’ve got to be there soon.’


‘What time are we expected at this ghastly thing? I don’t even like them.’


‘She said seven-thirty for eight.’


‘Seven-thirty for eight! Yes, I believe she probably did! God, it’s barely believable, the pretentiousness of those people! Like a bloody Buck House garden party – seven-thirty for eight! Why can’t people just tell you what time you’re wanted, and what time you can get the hell out?!’


‘Just get changed, will you? Save your turgid rhetoric for when Moira gets drunk after pudding.’


Susan disliked ‘dessert’. Even saying it.


‘I rather like that dress,’ Barry said.


Susan looked down, as if she couldn’t remember.


‘I’ve had it for ages.’


‘I know. I’ve always rather liked it.’


‘Yes. Saves you buying another.’


‘Oh now come on, Susan, now! You’ve got dozens of dresses.’


‘Oh yes. Dozens.’


‘Necklace is new, though, isn’t it?’


‘Necklace?’


‘Necklace?’ Barry mimicked. ‘Necklace? Honestly, you sound like a B-picture. I was merely passing a comment on your necklace, for God’s sake. Surely I can do that, can’t I?’


‘It’s old. I’ve had it for ages.’


‘I don’t remember it.’


‘You bought it.’


‘I did?’


‘Ages ago.’


Barry tied his tie.


‘I don’t remember.’


‘No, well,’ said Susan, ‘you wouldn’t.’


It had been an elaborate ploy, Barry considered. Safe to say it was old – it was true he was not observant – and then the big, brave lie: he had bought it. But he had seen the little pink box and the tissue in the bin; the necklace was very new.


This in itself, reflected Barry flicking off the lights, was not disturbing. What was clear, though, was that he had been meant to see the wrappings, he was meant to know she was lying, meant to appear to believe her, and meant to wonder.


And as they left the flat, he thought he would oblige. It would keep her happy till they got to Gavin and bleeding Moira’s. Or else she’d hate him again for not rising to it all: one or the other. Barry got it wrong quite often now, but it hardly seemed to matter. Pleasing the woman had become such a bother, and the time just never seemed to be there.


*


Gavin and Moira had a nice house. Everyone said so. Some even believed it. It was just that one felt one had to say so. They both smirked self-confidence at you, and smug, catlike, pride of possession, Barry always felt. And Gavin held Moira’s shoulder a lot and asked her stupid questions that weren’t questions at all, really – merely requests for confirmation of his latest fatuous generalisation, which she invariably delivered in a cooing, brainless sort of a voice, bloody Moira. Sometimes – and this really got to Barry – Moira would pat Gavin’s hand while he was holding her shoulder. All in all, they got on Barry’s tits – he was sorry, but they did, and it had to be said.


‘Never anywhere to park in this bloody road.’


‘There’s a space over there.’


‘That’s miles away from the house. All right, I’ll shove it in there. Oh God, I hate this.’


‘Look, if you’re going to be like this all evening, why don’t you leave now? Just drop me and go.’


‘I’ll be all right.’


‘You don’t have to come.’


‘I said I’ll be all right. Now just shut up and let me park this bloody thing. God, I wish you’d learned to drive.’


Susan made a noise. She was painting her mouth, which involved the forming of her lips into an ‘O’, but did not prevent her talking.


‘What did you say?’


‘I said,’ she repeated, blot-kissing her own mouth, ‘you always say that when you’re parking.’


‘Yes, well. It’s the lock on this thing. Like a tank.’


‘Oh do shut up, Barry.’


‘I won’t bloody shut up. You shut up.’


‘Are you going to keep this up all evening?’


‘Why? Is this evening different from any other evening?’


‘Oh shut up, for God’s sake.’


Barry jangled keys.


‘Let’s go if we’re going.’


There was a highly lacquered slice of wood saying ‘The Cedars’ in Gothic, and it was nailed to an oak tree to the left of the storm porch. The mat in the porch said Welcome, the door-chime said Push and Moira said How Lovely. When Susan and Barry were inside – very cosy, much maroon in evidence – Moira said they must be freezing and could she take their coats. Barry was directed to the drawing-room so that the two men could be together, and Moira took Susan to the breakfast-room which adjoined the kitchen via double doors which Gavin and Moira had often thought of taking away. Susan was asked if she wanted to powder her nose and requested a gin. Gavin had his rump to the fire when Barry walked in, and was wearing, of course, his damn bloody smoking jacket. He was delighted to see Barry, called him old man, and proffered a snort.


The whisky was welcoming, and Barry told Gavin how the world was treating him; Gavin, for his part, could not complain.


‘Always sorry to drag you out to the back of beyond,’ expanded Gavin. ‘I know you’re not the night-driving man.’


‘It’s the damned lock on that thing.’


‘Little Panda, isn’t it?’


Barry took in some Scotch, and nodded while ballooning his cheeks. ‘Poor man’s Range Rover,’ he said.


‘Nifty, though. Economical, I dare say.’


‘She’s a little mover, all right,’ agreed Barry, once again furious that he always so soon began talking like Gavin.


‘Where are the little girls?’


‘Oh, plotting dark deeds, I expect,’ said Barry, who never comprehended just how banal he could be when talking to Gavin.


‘Well, I think Moira will do us proud. Are you an escargot man, old man?’


‘I’ve had them. Acquired taste. Interesting.’


‘Basque recipe, apparently. Kill any decent wine stone dead, I said, but she says it’s not plastered with all that garlic muck, so it shouldn’t be too bad.’


‘Sounds interesting.’


‘And a decent Pomerol. ‘Seventy. Think you’ll approve. Chateau-bottled, all that.’


‘Great.’


Gavin moved to a gold trolley covered with bottles and hated Barry for never making the effort. If Gavin didn’t trouble to steer the conversation, there would be total and utter silence. And if only he’d dress a bit, of an evening. Gavin was so sick of that bloody suit of his. Still, he concluded, walking back over with a brand-new smile, noblesse oblige and all that.


It was, Barry supposed, a pleasant enough room if you like that sort of thing. It was two knocked into one, which seemed a mandatory ‘improvement’ these days, along with double-glazing the brandy balloons and, Barry had once remarked with bitterness, lagging the Yorkshire terrier’s bloody tartan coat. There was a sort of Second Empire flock paper contained within panels, and dripping crystal wall-lights seemed plentiful. The mantel was decent – debased neo-classical, but not without dignity – but the twinkling glass coals didn’t help. There were two huge sofas, green and pinky-orange, and writhing with, Barry thought, peacocks and jungle and nuts, upon which the scatter cushions were placed precisely. A brass and glass sofa table was covered with bits of brass and glass, and a clutch of new Bilston enamel boxes – garish – saying things like ‘Easter 1979’ and ‘I love you’. Turner, Constable and Monet were well remembered, and a ship’s clock-cum-barometer told Barry that it was 20.16 and Fair. Not for the first time, Barry reflected that affluence had been good to Gavin and Moira, but looking around more critically now – his eye had just been caught by a tantalus on a galleried salver, together with six toning silver coasters – he was forced to revise his earlier, and rather generous evaluation: it was an exceedingly ugly and aggressive room, and he was not at all surprised at how proud of it Gavin was, nor how at home he appeared. Still, the drinks kept coming. Good old mine host.


‘Working hard?’


Barry shrugged. ‘You know. Same. Up and down.’


‘How is the world of publishing these days?’


‘Oh, much the same. Not very exciting. Recession did bite. Bit better now.’


‘It’s the same the world over,’ offered Gavin, to which Barry said that he expected so, because you never asked Gavin about his line of work because he’d never stop bloody telling you. He was in, Barry thought, ‘casings’ – whatever in Christ’s name they might be – and he earned a sodding fortune: that’s all Barry knew, and it was far more than he cared to.


Moira and Susan came in then, and Gavin said ‘Ah!’ very loudly and raised an arm in salutation, as if he had seen neither of them for several years.


‘So sorry to have been rude,’ simpered Moira, putting a hand to her head in mock exhaustion and momentarily sagging at the knees. ‘Everything seems to be taking ages tonight.’


‘Don’t you worry, my love,’ assured Gavin, talking more loudly now that there were four people in the room. ‘Sit yourself down and let me get you something. Some of our very best Tio Pepe?’


‘I can’t stop, actually, Gavin. I just came to say hello.’


‘Hello,’ said Barry, thinking why the hell not?


Moira sort of smirked, because everyone knew that Barry was awful.


‘A woman’s work,’ said Gavin. ‘But you’re not taking the lovely Susan from our midst, surely?’


‘Oh no. Susan’s already been helping wonderfully. I don’t know how I could have coped.’


‘I only got out the knives,’ said Susan.


‘I couldn’t have coped,’ insisted Moira, as she scuttled out. ‘It’s been that sort of day. This morning we overslept, didn’t we, Gavin, because of the clock. It boiled the tea to nothing. Everyone hungry?’


Everyone said mmm and starving, and Susan drank more gin.


‘Not still on this macrobi-whatsname lark, are you, Susan?’


Susan shook her head, and squatted on a pouffe. Or was it a camel saddle.


‘No. It got too expensive.’


‘Not good for you anyway, this health business. All this “this is bad for you” and “the other is bad for you” – breathing is bad for you, for God’s sake, but what are you supposed to do? And as if you of all people have to look after your figure, Susan!’


‘Well, it’s not really about that, actually.’


‘Always thought you were a shapely little thing,’ confided Gavin more loudly than ever, cocking his head at Barry. ‘Whoops! Shouldn’t say that, should I, in present company. Jealous husband, all that.’


Susan shot a glance at Barry, who hadn’t been listening.


‘Oh, Barry won’t mind. Will you, love?’


Gavin smirked. ‘Nonsense. Barry’ll know what I mean. Always been one for a trim ankle – hey, Barry?’


Barry said deadpan that he wasn’t really an ankle man, and Gavin put his elbow on the mantel, a foot on the fender, and drank his drink when his laugh was over.


Moira flustered back, undoing a pinny that looked like a cut-down crinoline.


‘You must be starving,’ she gushed, her eyes open with real concern. ‘Have a nut. It won’t be long now.’


‘Susan was just saying that she’s chucked this diet lark of hers,’ said Gavin.


‘Well, I’m glad to hear it. As if you had to look after your figure, Susan.’


‘Particularly as I’m the one busy doing that!’ blurted Gavin, and laughed. Moira made a gesture of dismissal and held her nose and laughed, for Gavin could be awful too, but in a nice way, sometimes.


Barry was bored and hungry, and Gavin was going red from the fire and the whisky. Bloody Barry, he was thinking. Bloody passenger.


‘Shall we hors d’oeuvres now?’ suggested Moira, brightly. ‘You must all be starving.’


Everyone trooped out, turned sharp left, and filed into the dining-room. When Susan had been getting out the knives, she had thought she would love to stick one in Barry, and now she thought of it again. Barry just looked on, while Moira directed everyone to his place, each of which bore a little stand-up card saying ‘Barry’, ‘Susan’, ‘Mr’ and ‘Mrs’.


The table was sort of Sheraton, and the cloth was lacy white and a pair of candelabra had six red candles between them. Gavin applied a table lighter to each, and assured everyone that they made all the difference. A curious lighter, Barry observed, as Gavin put it down; like a shrunken Queen Anne teapot with neither spout nor handle.


On top of the tablecloth, each place was set with a maroon laminated mat portraying the ritual extermination of pheasants in tasteful sepia. On top of this was a plate – white, gold rim, probably sixties Rosenthal, Barry and Susan being not quite Coalport people – and this plate bore a folded triangle of Irish linen (a quite different affair from the napkin stuffed into the cut-glass goblet), fanned out to look like a party hat. On top of the linen, Moira now placed a side-plate holding a paper doily and a bowl. At the bottom of the bowl was a couple of spoonfuls of brown, and it smelt of fish and cheese.


‘Ah!’ said Gavin. ‘This looks a change from those damn prawn cocktails and avocados that are all over the place now. Or ad-vocados, as the hoi polloi will have it.’


‘Looks lovely,’ Susan said.


Moira hoped everyone liked it.


By the time Gavin had begun his teeth-grating ritual of putting his infernal head just to one side and identifying the herbs, Barry had finished his. Moira had been right – he was starving, and there had been too little for him to decide even whether he liked it.


‘Well Barry liked it, anyway,’ said Moira through a smiling mouth, her eyes blazing jet and resentment. She flapped her napkin around and smoothed it over her knees.


‘Mustn’t get anything on this dress,’ she said.


Susan was chewing something very odd, but she made the effort.


‘It’s a lovely dress.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘It’s lovely.’


Moira nodded. ‘I like it. Don’t we, dear?’


But now Gavin was fiddling around with his damn wine stuff. He had a thermometer these days, which was designed to tell him whether or not the bottle was at the same temperature as the room in which it was standing. He was sticking out his bottom at the table, as he insisted upon opening wine in the most bizarre manner imaginable, always keeping the bottles on their side – or as near, he would tell you, as dammit.


‘I’m eager for this little Chablis,’ he said.


He had even worked out a method whereby the Vinicool could rest at forty-five degrees. The claret, of course, had been opened for the prerequisite two and a quarter hours, and two bottles were laid in baskets made of tortured silver wire.


‘Well,’ said Moira, collecting the bowls, doilies and side-plates onto a tray, ‘everyone seems to like escargots, anyway!’


‘Oh, that was the escargots, was it?’ said Barry. ‘Very good,’ he added. He did not want to peak too early.


‘Shan’t be a moment,’ said Moira. Struggling with the door, she said she could manage. Gavin said he must just pop next door to check the video as he was taping a Spielberg which he found marvellous to unwind to. Barry and Susan were alone, as the sudden silence said.


‘You are a bastard,’ hissed Susan.


‘What the hell now?’ said Barry, knowing.


‘You know.’


‘Oh, shut up. Christ I’m starving. It’s nearly nine o’clock. I don’t know why they didn’t have us at eleven-thirty for midnight.’


Susan blotted breadcrumbs with the pad of a finger. She knew what Barry meant about Gavin and Moira, poor souls, but at least they made an effort. It was easy to laugh, Susan thought, but some of the things they did were really nice. And they had a lovely home. And at least they didn’t have to worry about money. They seemed happy.


Moira was in the kitchen putting miniature chef’s hats on the leg-ends of poussins. A piece of her hair had fallen forward and she hit it back with a spatula, wondering frankly why she bothered sometimes. If it wasn’t for Susan, she wouldn’t mind never having them over again; it always seemed such uphill work with Barry and Susan. She always felt on trial. And now the hollandaise wasn’t thickening and the damn knife had fused. But the braised prosciutto was out of the microwave, the new potatoes looked lovely, and the marron purée would save the day. She could really have done with more surfaces.


‘Moira, have you been tampering with the video?’


‘Don’t be silly, Gavin. You know I don’t know how to work the thing.’


‘Well, somebody’s been playing silly buggers. It’s not taping. Damn film’s nearly over now.’


‘They’ll have it on again, dear. They’re always repeating that sort of thing.’


‘That’s hardly the point. I wanted to watch it after this dinner farce is over. Now I suppose they’ll have to take the damn thing in.’


‘Gavin, please. I’m trying to prepare a meal.’


Gavin’s eyes shone with malevolence. ‘Oh that’s bloody typical, isn’t it? My video can go to blazes!’


‘It’s not that, Gavin,’ pleaded Moira, who knew she mustn’t look up or she’d cut herself.


‘Well just hurry up with it, that’s all,’ growled Gavin. ‘Everybody’s bloody starving in there.’


Moira looked at him with wet eyes, and the front of her hair fell over her face and she cut her finger.


‘I’m being as quick as I can,’ she said. ‘If you could take in the gravy—’


‘You take in the bloody gravy. I’ve got to do the wine.’


Gavin went back into the dining-room, and Barry and Susan stopped talking and looked away from each other.


‘Everything all right?’ beamed Gavin. ‘Food’s just coming. Can I offer you a Bordeaux or a Chablis, Susan? It’s poussin.’


‘Chablis, please Gavin. Lovely.’


Gavin poured it like a priest.


‘Barry?’


‘Claret please, Gavin.’


‘Always were a claret man, hey Barry? I’ll be interested to hear your comments on this one.’


Barry had thought he would. He just hadn’t made up his mind whether or not to be nasty about it.


Moira wheeled in a bronze-brown hostess-trolley, and everyone said ‘Ah!’


‘Great,’ added Barry.


‘What have you done to your finger?’ asked Susan.


‘About time,’ Gavin said.


Susan drank the whole glass of Chablis and thought, poor thing. Susan knew what it was like to cook for people, when you had to think of every little thing. And Moira really did do it so nicely. At least Gavin took care of the wine and was moral support – and this meant a lot, she knew. Barry was more likely to forget that anyone was coming at all and then miss out on starters on account of driving down to Waitrose to buy a couple of bottles of anything going. And it was always cheap because he said it made no difference, and that the sort of people they knew wouldn’t know Lafite from gnat’s piss, and it was only the label you were paying for anyway. And they both knew that Barry didn’t believe this; it was just that he could not bear to be seen to take trouble. And he was mean. And Susan wished she could stick her knife in him.


‘The Chablis is charming, Gavin.’


‘I thought you’d appreciate it, Susan. Crisp, isn’t it? Delivers well on the swallow. Did you hear that Moira? Susan is most impressed with the Chablis.’


‘Could everyone help themselves to vegetables,’ said Moira. ‘Barry’s glass is empty, dear.’


Gavin had only just begun rolling around his claret in a huge sommelier’s snifter. He hadn’t even taken that first, all-telling inhalation.


‘To your liking, Barry?’


‘It’s fine,’ said Barry, looking him in the eye. ‘I was thirsty.’


Gavin poured more, and speaking more quietly than usual:


‘I’m cautiously pleased with it. In Johnson it says it’s going through a bit of a mute period.’


That decided Barry.


‘Well,’ he opined, drinking deep again, ‘keep it coming, and we’ll all be paralytic in sympathy.’


‘Barry!’ hushed Susan.


‘It’s all right, Susan,’ said Gavin.


‘Let’s all have a nice evening, shall we?’ implored Moira.


Cutlery clattered discreetly for a while. Everyone agreed that the poussins – which were cornfed – were very good indeed. Susan praised the chestnut purée, Moira passing all the credit to the Magimix without which, she insisted, she would be totally lost. The plates were collected and Moira announced that she could give them a choice. There was blackberry and apple pie – which, Gavin informed the company, Moira had made herself – a fresh fruit salad, or profiteroles and cream.


Barry said that he could only stomach fruit salad if it was tinned, but the profiteroles sounded marvellous. Susan also elected for the profiteroles, and Gavin thought that the fruit salad would be just the thing to freshen the palate. Moira felt she might try the pie.


It was at pudding that Gavin always brought out his Sauternes, and Moira started drinking seriously. Red wine she couldn’t take, coffee made her not sleep, and cheese gave her nightmares; sweet white wine, though, was different. A whole bottle was not at all unusual, and tonight she seemed to need it.


‘It’s not d’Yquem,’ Gavin said, ‘but I think you’ll approve.’


Moira drank it, and said nothing.


Barry was still drinking claret with his profiteroles, which Gavin thought frankly obscene. Susan had a smear of chocolate on her chin which Barry was damned if he was going to mention, which would drive her crazy later. The digital clock on the coffee-maker was malfunctioning, said Moira, which led Gavin to recall that his mother used to make the best coffee he had ever tasted outside of Istanbul – and she only used a battered old jug. Then he cursed the wind-on curly candle on his cognac-warmer, opened another bottle of Barsac for Moira, and said with as much joie-de-vivre as he could muster:


‘Liqueurs!’


Barry drained his claret and said: ‘Brandy, please.’


‘I have an old Armagnac,’ said Gavin, more out of habit than anything, as he rather resented pouring any of it down the boor’s bloody throat. Barry countered that Armagnac would do, if there was nothing else going.


‘It came top in an Observer poll,’ said Gavin, miserably.


‘I’m sure it’s lovely,’ said Susan. ‘I’d love some.’


Gavin dispensed the drinks, sat down heavily and said:


‘Cooking is an art. Like driving. You’re either good at it, or you’re not.’


‘Like sex,’ Barry said.


‘Barry!’


‘It’s all right, Susan. Barry’s right. Driving and sex are the only two things a chap will never admit to being bad at.’


‘Gavin’s a very good driver,’ said Moira.


‘Advanced Motorist, actually,’ amended Gavin, with a smirk.


‘But he’s not really a sex-man, are you, Gavin?’


Gavin spilled Armagnac all over the cloth. He looked up, purple, and dabbed at the stain.


‘Steady,’ he said. Then rallying with a pained and brave grimace: ‘Moira’s joke for the evening. Well done, Moira. Too much wine.’ He looked straight at her, and held the table. ‘Too much wine,’ he said.


‘Oh but be fair, darling,’ insisted Moira with charm. ‘I mean, it’s never really been one of your things, has it? Sex?’


‘Ha ha ha. Shut up, Moira.’


Moira stared into her glass, and then poured more wine.


‘Well I don’t think so anyway,’ she pouted.


Susan traced the rim of her glass with a fingertip, and Barry settled down to enjoying it all.


‘Shall we go next door?’ said Gavin, making apologetic gestures to Susan, and when she refused to respond, miming to an extent that conferred upon Moira total mental decrepitude.


Susan and Barry moved next door, taking the Armagnac with them, Gavin putting his hand on his wife’s shoulder and saying ‘All right, love?’ and when they were alone I’ll kill you,’ to which he thought she replied ‘I don’t care.’


Susan fell into a peacock-patterned sofa, maddened more than she could bear by Barry’s bloody face. She knew exactly what he was thinking.


‘What are you thinking?’ she asked accusingly. ‘As if we both didn’t know.’


‘I was just thinking that at least you don’t have any complaints on that score, that’s all.’


‘Oh no, no complaints. You’re a wonderboy. It’s just that you’re not too fussy who you do it with, are you, you bloody bastard!’


‘Oh Christ, if we’re going to go through all that again—’


‘Oh just shut up, you—’


‘Oh shut up, Susan, will you?’


‘Bastard.’


Susan cried. She cried and thought of Moira. She kept on crying and her face was splashed and streaky.


‘Susan,’ Barry hissed – he really hated this – ‘I don’t particularly want to smash a glass of this Christ-awful brandy in your face, but I’m telling you—’


Susan turned away and sobbed into the cushions, clutching her necklace around her throat.


Gavin came in and asked if everything was all right.


‘She’s fine,’ said Barry. ‘Just a bit – you know.’


Gavin nodded. Poor Susan, he thought.


‘Do you know anything about videos, Barry? Can’t understand what’s wrong with the thing.’ Poor Susan. ‘Want to have a look at it?’


Barry looked at Gavin. ‘No,’ he said.


‘Fine. I’ll just see how the coffee’s coming along.’


Gavin went into the kitchen really hating Barry and feeling very depressed. Moira was still drinking sweet white wine in the dining-room and Gavin really needed a Scotch, but was damned if he was going back into the drawing-room with that bloody Barry there. Poor Susan. Poor soul.


‘Where are you going?’ said Moira. She was up, tottering a bit, and still holding a glass of wine.


‘I’m going to get the coffee, which is what you should be doing. Go and see if you can help Susan.’


Moira looked away. ‘Who’s going to help me?’ she said into the back of her hand.


‘What? What did you say?’


‘Nothing. I’ll get the coffee.’


‘Well get a move on, can’t you? Christ, what a farce! What a bloody evening! I don’t know why we have that bloody man in the house. And now on top of it all the bloody video’s gone!’


Moira smiled rather sadly. ‘I’ll get the coffee,’ she said. ‘The bittermints are on the music centre.’


In the kitchen, Moira looked with despair at the electronic coffee-maker. The grounds had bubbled up and poured over the sides, coating the clock and streaming down the fronts of the Smallbone units. There was no more coffee as she hadn’t been able to get out to the shops, and if she brightly popped her head around the drawing-room door and said ‘Anyone mind instant?’ Gavin would kill her for sure.


‘Everything all right? Coffee’s just coming.’


‘I think we ought to go, Gavin,’ said Susan. ‘I’m sorry about, you know.’


‘Don’t be silly. Quite understand. Course of true love and all that. Have another drink.’


‘No, really, Gavin.’


‘I will,’ said Barry.


‘You!’ shrieked Susan suddenly. ‘You!! That’s all you’ve bloody done since we got here! You’re supposed to be driving!’


‘I’m perfectly capable of driving. And don’t shout.’


Barry, Susan and Gavin all looked at each other, which they had not done before. It seemed that no one was inclined to speak. Gavin smoothed the fringe of a rug with his toe.


‘Anyway,’ he said, and coughed.


Barry stared into the electric fire, Susan stood up, and Gavin said:


‘Bittermint, anyone?’


And then he sat down on a carver and thought why the hell should I bother anyway and where the hell is Moira?


‘Well, if there’s not going to be any more drink,’ announced Barry, bringing down his Orrefors tumbler rather harder than necessary, ‘we might as well be off. Only joking, Gavin. Coats.’


‘We can get them,’ said Susan. ‘It’s all right, Gavin. We can get them.’


Gavin made another effort.


‘No no no. Not at all. Wouldn’t hear of it. My pleasure.’


It was in the hall that Barry began to sway, thinking damn! I’ve got a meeting tomorrow.


‘All right, Barry?’


‘Oh shut up, Gavin.’


‘Barry!’


‘All right, Susan. We all know Barry.’


It was not until the front door was shut behind them and Gavin was hissing Thank Christ that Barry was sick all over the step. Susan hit him with the side of her fist before he had finished and he was crushed into a privet, retching.


‘I still love you, Susan,’ he hacked. ‘Oh Jesus.’


Gavin heard it all and thought sod the bastard. He could drive off and kill the both of them for all he cared, the bastard. Except for Susan, poor soul. Anyway, she married the swine. A right filthy mess would be waiting for them outside in the morning, he supposed, but Moira could make herself useful for once and clear it all up. They were her friends anyway. Wherever she was. If she was still alive.


Gavin tried the bathroom door, after he found the bedroom empty.


‘Are you all right in there?!’ he intoned like a policeman. ‘What the hell are you doing? Look, come on, woman! Open the bloody door, for God’s sake! It looks like a tip downstairs.’


A very strange voice slurred through the panels, quite unlike Moira’s:


‘Fuck off, Gavin,’ it said, and it was followed by the slumping of a weight and the tinkle of glass.


‘Bitch,’ he said, under his breath, and stumping back downstairs:


‘I bet that’s the bloody carpet gone too, now.’





Chapter Two



Barry half-woke early and wondered who he was. He could have asked himself where he was going, but even at that raw hour he recognised the impulse as being too mawkish for words. It was the few quick Scotches he’d had before going to bed that had maybe been a mistake; Susan had told him to think of his stomach lining and then she had cursed him. He had felt a bit more sober by the time they had walked to the car, but it had been a hell of a drive back and his eyes had hurt and the smell was terrible because he had skidded in his own coagulating mess. In the car, Susan was quiet at first, but she was a bit drunk too, Barry thought, and so she had cried a lot. She punched his knee at the lights, which nearly finished him altogether. He had even read a bit before switching off the light – The Bell, which he had always loved, and the new Good Food Guide. He liked Murdoch because, as he said, she was a writer and not just a woman writer, obsessed with ovaries and sensitive adultery. The Food Guide reminded him of all the places he could afford to go to before he got married; he could never quite decide whether he enjoyed reading the thing or not. He had looked over at the mound of Susan, once, in the night, and said Susan and she said don’t touch me and when he touched her she hit him again and he said that he still loved her and she told him to go to sleep and then to hell.


It must be about seven, he thought; it was hard to say. He was damned if he was going to have one of those digital radio things in the house, but he always forgot to wind the little travelling clock and so he never knew what the time was in the bedroom. But it seemed about seven – or maybe not quite. He didn’t feel too bad, considering. Bit of a head, but that was usual. It was a little cold because the heating had not yet come on, and Susan had all the duvet. She always managed this, but it had been the same with blankets. Barry thought he would get up, and lay still for twenty minutes, working it out.


1985 already: where had all the years gone, hey? He was thirty-five now, and the only way to go was towards forty; and that, he knew, was death. Look at Gavin. Mind you, Barry reasoned, Gavin had probably been born like that. But it was not that Barry was discontent; the reverse was probably the trouble. Most of the time he felt so absurdly pleased with himself for no immediately discernible reason. He had done nothing very much during the course of his life, but this failed to bother him unduly. What was growing into a sort of dread, however, was that this situation might become irreversible and that all he would ever have to look back upon was a fatly complacent void. And not for the first time, he vowed that things would be different. Now. From today. He would begin by bounding out of bed like they did in the toothpaste and cornflake commercials, and facing the day with a brave glad eye.


He stayed still for about ten minutes. Maybe at the editorial meeting someone would listen to him, for a change. Maybe he should wear something startling to get people’s attention, and follow up the advantage with a new and meaningful contribution. Frankly, he smirked to himself, and yes – fearlessly. God what crap. Ah well, he sighed inside as he swung out of the bed, I had better be ongoing. First snide joke of the day. Well done.


Bathrooms were filthy places, Barry thought. They were never those wonderful powder-blue pleasure domes that you saw in American films, with a brace of basins and a soft, high rainbow of velvet towelling stacked into a rattan obelisk: the sort of bathrooms where the soap never got wet and nobody splashed, water having been displaced by moisturiser in peachy and opulent pots, and the scent came in crystal phials too huge to handle. The plugholes in Barry’s bathroom were always choked with Susan’s hair. It was a mystery to him that she still had any on her head, there was always so much. Every morning Barry had to excavate half a greasy wig from the chromium interstices, which made him sick. Eno’s made him sicker, and the whine of the Braun gave him a headache. Barry could enter his bathroom feeling in control, and leave it a nauseous wreck.


Nor did he enjoy exploring the more worrying crannies of his face. It was a pretty ordinary face, he had long ago admitted, and he was not, he thought, particularly vain – but at his age he hardly relished the prospect of getting old; not yet. In the seventies, he had toyed with the idea of growing a moustache so that he would look younger when he got rid of it, but everyone had them then, which rather put him off. And anyway, it wouldn’t grow in properly and it was gappy and it itched.


His clothes were squashed into one end of Susan’s wardrobe. She had an immense amount of clothes – most of them hideous, it was true – as she could not resist anything that was going cheap. Barry had long ago resigned himself to Susan’s dreadful taste, but she only said that he had one helluva nerve in setting himself up as an arbiter of taste as he always looked like a tramp. Barry countered that taste was not a matter of personal vanity, nor of spending money; it was a sense of style, and a sense of knowing. Susan said that everything Barry knew could be copperplated on a flea’s buttock and Barry told her to stop displaying her fathomless ignorance and vulgarity. Each hated the way the other dressed, but somehow, Barry believed, this was fitting.


Anyway, today he was going to wear an ancient kipper tie – Mr Fish, of course – and everyone would say Christ where did you get that thing and Barry would say it was retro chic. He would quite like to have been a sixties whizz-kid publisher, instead of an ageing and cynical editor in the grip of a recession, but at least he had a job. Which was more than bloody Susan did. She had gone through a succession of non-jobs: so-called PR, personal assistant, receptionist, that sort of thing – all of which amounted to being the painted-up tart who sat in the hall, so far as Barry could see. She didn’t even do that now, actually stating that she was looking for herself, for Christ’s sake, at which Barry suggested she sink to the bottom of the Thames and see if she was maybe down there, possibly. Susan had asked if he always had to be so rude and he said no he didn’t have to be it was an optional extra and Susan told him to go and hang himself and Barry said he didn’t know why he didn’t and Susan said not to let her stop him and Barry said that was a laugh she’d be the bloody reason. Bitch.


She was waking up now.


‘Oh God,’ she said, which was her customary greeting to the promise of a brand-new day. She lit a cigarette, throwing down the packet into her bedside debris of blister-packaged contraceptive pills and cotton-wool balls. ‘My head hurts,’ she said.


‘I am delighted to hear it,’ said Barry. ‘I’m late.’


‘They won’t miss you.’


‘And I love you too, angel,’ Barry cooed. But he didn’t really feel smug or breezy. ‘Actually, I do, Susan,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Is the water hot?’


‘Hottish, I suppose. Why – are you going to drown yourself?’


‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Barry. Why don’t you just go to work?’


‘Why don’t you get some to go to?’


‘Please, Barry,’ she said.


They lived in Camden Town, which Barry would assure everyone was coming up. He always said it in inverted commas, though, making it quite clear that he was well aware what a worn-out load of garbage he was talking. Easy for town, though, he would tack on, which was true, but hardly the point. He got a taxi to Fitzroy Square that morning – a bit because he was late, but mainly because it built him up. Hopelessly bourgeois, he knew, but there it was.


‘Morning, Mr Turville. Lovely day for it.’


‘Morning, Len,’ said Barry.


Len was the lift operator, and he always said that, and Barry always said that, and Barry hated him and Len – so far as Barry was a judge – had no views on Barry or indeed on anyone or anything whatever.


‘Morning, Barry. On time for once.’


‘Morning, Selina. Lovely as ever.’


Selina was the receptionist. She looked like a prostitute and had the wit of a child. Barry needed coffee now, but his secretary, a temp, always forgot the Blend 37 and Barry had to get down what was referred to (‘in-house’) as the shit from the machine. He suddenly did not want to be at work at all, and he contemplated flu. But no – all those contrived snuffles before someone suggested he would be better off in bed were too wearing to consider. And anyway, there was a meeting.


‘Coffee, please, um.’ Christ, he had forgotten her name. Jean. That was it. ‘Jean.’


‘Oh dear, I’ve forgotten to get it again. Do you mind the—’


‘No. Just get it.’


The only good thing about the office these days was the revival of the miniskirt. It made Barry feel, among other things, young again. Not that Jean had legs worth displaying, they were so damn skinny. He had walked behind her in the street, once, and seen the Post Office tower between them. And she had globular knees like those starving children in the Oxfam pleas in the better Sundays. No, she wasn’t too bad really, Jean, as temps went; he had believed her to be an imbecile at first, but it transpired that she was merely semi-literate and idle.
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