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I always think of The Ten O’Clock Horses as my first novel though actually it was my second. In any event, by the time I wrote it, in 1994, I had acquired a journalist’s eye for the column inch and had learned to say what I wanted to say as economically as possible. By today’s standards it seems a slim volume.


Laurie Graham







Seven fifteen, and a fresh June morning that promises well. Ronnie Glover, tiptoeing out of the Woodleigh Guest-House (Hot & Cold running water in all rooms) with a flatpack of Izal inside his windcheater and a weight on his mind. The best of the day. All that air nobody has breathed. Perfect for a gentle meander down the cliff path, past the Poop Deck (Ovaltine 1s 6d, Milkshakes 2 shillings) and the Krayzee Golf (Last tickets 6.45 p.m.) to Mick & Gina’s Beachside Stores for a hot, sweet tea and a read of the Mirror.


What a balls-up. What a fucking balls-up. Paying three times what we’d have had to pay for a caravan, going up in the world, supposed to be, staying in a boarding-house, guest-house, and then having to slope down here every morning to do what a man’s got to do. Not enough food neither. Farting little helpings. Two potatoes each. Guts rumbling all the time. I could have a breakfast before I go back for breakfast. No. Eileen’d smell it. Some holiday. Susan chewing gum. Bloody I-Spy books all over the place. Gillian scowling and answering back and going to the lav with a Dr White’s up the sleeve of her cardigan. And not even any whassisname on Friday. Sharing a bastard room with the chewer and the scowler, so definitely no whassisname, don’t matter how quiet you promise to keep it. Quite a few out and about for not even eight o’clock. Escape squads, wriggled out under the wire. Staying at places worse than the Woodleigh. Could be. Places that haven’t even got a Ludo board, never mind about having to sign for it. Look at him. He’s from the Rutherglen (Dogs welcome. Vacancies). Wife wears peep-toe sandals. He’s not happy. Sticks out a mile. Mooching this early, talking to anybody. Mick’s got a nice little set-up though. Easter till September. Hot drinks. Ice-creams. Fishing nets and all that for the kiddies. Coining it in. Fresh air. Sea views. I could do that. Some of this lot are up so early because they go to bed so early, because once they’ve walked down the pier, had half of shandy and walked back, there’s bugger-all else to do. Play with the grapnel machine in the arcade, see if you can win a fluffy duckling. Hang about for the end of Variety Nite and try to get Yana’s autograph. Chicago, Chicago, ’s a wonderful town. Chicago, Chicago, I’ll show you around. Ah yes. Here we go. It’s an amazing thing how a drop of hot tea at the top end gets business moving along down below. The human alimentary canal is nearly thirty feet long. Or is it thirty yards? Give it a few minutes. No hurry. No strangers rattling the door, waiting right outside so you can hear them breathing. No Eileen saying, ‘I hope you’re not going to leave a pong in there, Ron?’ Nobody alerting the bloody Press. Just a nice early-morning clear-out and no holds barred.


Ronnie Glover, heading for his favourite cubicle of the Esplanade Municipal Gents’ Conveniences while his family sleeps.




‘Is that what I should get them, do you think?’


‘What’s that, darling?’


‘The letter rack.’


‘Could do.’


‘Or the cruet?’


‘Could do.’


‘Ron?’


‘What?’


‘You’re not listening to a word I’m saying.’


‘I’m asleep.’


‘Well, somebody’s got to get cracking. If somebody doesn’t get cracking there won’t be any presents bought for anybody. Are you listening to me?’


‘I’m on holiday.’


‘I’m on holiday. I think Ma’d like the letter rack.’


‘I’m hungry.’


‘You’re always hungry.’


‘I’m starving, Eileen. All I had last night was two jollops of coronation chicken and a scratty little slice of apple pie. And all I had this morning was two chipolatas and half a tomato.’


‘You should fill up with toast.’


‘I don’t want to fill up with toast. I want to fill up with bacon and fried eggs. Eileen?’


‘What?’


‘How are we going to go on? You know? With the girls being in the same room.’


‘You’ll have to hang on till we get home.’


‘You said that about having a shit. I can’t hang on. I keep getting stiffies. Eileen. Eileen?’


‘Keep your voice down.’


‘I’ve got one now.’


‘Well I expect you’ll get another one when we get home. Are you coming with me?’


‘Where?’


‘To get a present for Ma and Pop. Are you coming with me?’


‘No. I’m going to do my Italian lesson.’


‘Well, when Gillian turns up tell her she’s to stay put till I get back. And if Susan goes in the sea make sure she puts her swimming hat on and when she comes out put some more Nivea on her shoulders. And if the deck-chair man comes round tell him we’re not paying for this one because it’s got a big dob of tar on it.’


‘Right. Bring us a sausage roll.’


‘What did you say?’


‘Bring us three sausage rolls. Please.’


Lesson Four. Useful irregular verbs, Present Indicative. Potere, to be able. Posso, puoi, puo, possiamo, potete, possono. Volere, to desire or want. Voglio, vuoi, vuole, vogliamo, volete, vogliono.


Voglio imparare Italiano. Posso parlare Italiano. Vogliamo parlare Italiano. Quando il professore parla Italiano, capiamo tutto.


Ronnie, with a very new copy of Italiano Vivo, and his back to the sea, so as to have a better view of the bucket and spade shop. Gina, of Mick & Gina’s Beachside Stores, hanging fresh supplies of novelty air rings beneath the awning, revealing, in little flashes and longer, innocent stretches, an aspect of woman Ronnie has never seen before, never even thought about. An aspect of woman that has made him clean forget how to conjugate preferire. A sweet, white armpit, filled with tiny black Italian curls.


‘Oh Gina. Ecco la matita. La matita è rossa.’


‘Come on.’


‘No. I told you.’


‘You can do that after.’


‘And be up half the night.’


‘Well I’m going.’


‘You’re no help, Ron. You’re no flipping help at all. You leave it all to me. Booking up. Finding somebody to have the dog. All the ironing. All the packing. The presents. The postcards. And then I have all the washing when we get back. It’s no holiday for me, Ron. I’m flipping fed up with it.’


‘So sod the presents and bollocks to the postcards. Come on out.’


‘You’ve not made any effort in the dining room. If somebody says “Good morning” or asks you to pass the sauce, you could make a bit of conversation.’


‘I don’t want to. I’m on holiday with my family. I don’t want to pal up with some bloke from the Pru, just because he’s asked me to pass the sauce.’


‘Nobody’s asking you to pal up. You could just say something. In English. Not pretend Italian.’


‘It’s not pretend Italian. All right. What am I supposed to say? I see the barometer’s set fair? Read any good books lately? Tell me, do you own any sports shirts that aren’t the colour of goose cack? They say we may expect rain before tea?’


Susan and Gillian, curled up on the Z-bed with a copy of Jackie, laughing, but very very quietly.


‘Go on. Take the mickey. It’s all you ever do. People just want to be ordinary, Ron. They don’t want to be looking at leather settees and drawing ladies’ bottoms and talking parli italiooli. They just want you to pass the sauce nicely and ask them something about Tamworth.’


‘Tamworth?’


‘And when his wife offered you a Rennie, she was only trying to help. She thought you’d got acid indigestion. She was only being pleasant.’


‘Well fuck fucking Tamworth, Eileen. And the fucking Rennies. I’ve just about had it with this fucking holiday.’


‘Keep your voice down.’


‘I will not. I’ll open this fucking door and invite them all to come and listen.’


‘Now you’re being ridiculous.’


‘You’re right. I’m a ridiculous man having a ridiculous fucking holiday. I work all fucking year…’


‘Ron…’


‘… So I can have two weeks getting sand in my belly button, and where am I? In some tight-arsed boardinghouse …’


‘Guest-house.’


‘Some tight-arsed boarding-house, where I can’t go to the bog because my shit stinks, and there’s never enough grub, and the dining room’s full of wazzocks from Tamworth who think having your toast cut corner to corner is like dining at the fucking Ritz. I’ve got two girls answering me back and forever whispering and rinsing out their knickers. And I’ve got a wife who’s always got too much ironing to come out and have a drink with me, and then we get here and she wants me to pal up with some God-botherers from Tamworth. And then …’


‘Ron, you’ll get us chucked out.’


‘Good. And then, when I want to go for a stroll along the pier and finish up at the chippy, she tells me she’s too busy writing fucking bollocking postcards. You’re round the bend, Eileen. Round the fucking bend. Susan, Gillian, get your cardigans. We’re going out.’


Ronnie Glover, with a daughter under each arm, cosied up on a clifftop seat, listening to the sea, just down there in the dark, watching the lights of a passing frigate, thinking about Ratcliffe and Jimmy and Bonk and all the lads off HMS Sherwood that he didn’t know the names of even though he’d heard them in the water, calling for their mams, crying not to drown. Ronnie, being fed chips and vinegary pieces of perfect battered cod, glad to be alive.


‘Are you awake? Eileen?’


Silence.


‘We brought you something.’


Silence.


‘Peace offering.’


‘What?’


‘Mushy peas and a pie.’


‘You can’t bring food in. It’s against the rules.’


‘Got you! Got you going! No. We didn’t really bring you mushies. Brought you some choccy though. Want a bit?’


‘I’ve cleaned my teeth.’


‘So? Go on. Have a bit of choccy.’


‘Put it on the side.’


‘A little bit? A tiddly-widdly diddly bit? A slither? A sliver? Here you are. I’ll shave a little shaving off it and slide it between your lips so’s you’ll hardly notice.’


‘Go to sleep.’


‘Friends?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Finished your postcards?’


‘Yeah. Hang your trousers up.’


‘Can’t see to hang anything up. Keep stubbing my bloody toe. It was lovely out. Just a little bit of breeze. You should have come. Dear God, who’s dropped one? Susan? Is that you?’


‘Dad!’


‘Well it wasn’t me. Was it? That’s a belter. Well done that girl. Only a daughter of mine could drop one as good as that. Silent, but deadly.’


‘Dad! It wasn’t me.’


‘Must have been your Mum then.’


‘Night, Dad.’


‘Night, girls. Eileen?’


‘What?’


‘Have you got hairy armpits?’




‘Anybody home?’


Eileen Glover, carrying a Blackgang Chine letter rack, Susan Glover carrying a plastic replica of The Needles lighthouse filled with layers of different coloured sands, Ronnie with a bit of a suntan, Gillian with a love-bite.


‘You’re back then.’


Ma, welcoming her only son and his family, without missing a beat of The Black and White Minstrel Show.


‘Hello, hello, hello.’


Pop, blanketed under the News of the World, perking up at the sight of Susan.


‘Look what I got, Grandad.’


‘Mm. That’s nobby. What is it?’


‘It’s sand from Alum Bay. You can buy an empty lighthouse and fill it up yourself, but we didn’t have enough time.’


‘Mm. That’s lovely. See that, Ma? All different coloured sands. And did you have a donkey ride for your old grandad?’


‘They don’t have donkey rides.’


‘No donkey rides? Whatever kind of a seaside is that? Did you dig a big hole and bury your dad?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And I told her, never mind about leaving his head clear. Cover him over and pat it down flat. He’s had a right old mood on him all holiday. Haven’t you?’


‘Has he? What’s up, son?’


‘Nothing that a good holiday wouldn’t cure.’


‘You’re brown though.’


‘Browned off.’


‘Did you see that? That girl in the chorus nearly fell over. She went right into the girl next to her.’


‘No, don’t bother putting the telly off on my account. I’ve only come all the way round here to look at the backs of your heads.’


‘See what I mean? He’s been like this for weeks.’


‘What’s that on your neck, Gillian?’


‘Gillian, your grandma’s talking to you.’


‘What?’


‘What’s that horrible thing on your neck?’


‘Nothing.’


‘It’s a disgrace. That’s what it is. I told you people’d keep asking you about it. Letting some fairground gyppo do a thing like that to you.’


‘What? A lad did it?’


‘Gyppo lout.’


‘How did he do it?’


‘We won’t go into that, Ma, if you don’t mind. I’ve had a basinful. She’s been sneaking off every time I’ve turned my back. And he’s been no help. He’s had his head stuck in his flipping books.’


‘I can tell you how the gyppo did it, Grandma.’


‘Thank you, Susan, but Grandma doesn’t want to hear about it.’


‘I do know though.’


‘That’s enough. We’re not talking about that any more.’


‘Digs all right?’


‘Very nice. He wasn’t happy though.’


‘I don’t know why you didn’t do your usual. At least with a caravan you know the sheets are clean.’


‘No, it was very nice. Spotless, really.’


‘Grandad?’


‘Yes, my duck.’


‘I did great at swimming.’


‘Did you? Nice warm water, was it?’


‘Yeah.’


‘No jellyfishes?’


‘No.’


‘How many miles can you swim now then?’


‘Not miles, Grandad. I can do three widths.’


‘How about you, young lady? Gillian? You been swimming?’


‘Nah.’


‘Well you should have done. Swimming’s very good exercise. And the water might have washed that nasty mark off your neck.’


‘Bog off.’


‘What did you say to your grandad?’


‘Nothing?’


‘I don’t think it was nothing. Ron, did you hear what she said to your father?’


‘I’m buggered if I can hear anything over this racket on the telly.’


‘Gillian, apologize to your grandad.’


‘No, no. She’s all right. I shouldn’t have teased her.’


‘I never said nothing.’


‘I heard what she said.’


‘Susan, be quiet. Gillian, apologize.’


‘Sorry.’


‘That’s all right. Forget it. Only you should have gone swimming. It’s a very fine thing to do. The new lady in the bungalow next door, she’s got medals for her swimming from when she was your age.’


‘She’s had him round there, shifting settees. At his age.’


‘Only being neighbourly. She’s got medals for front crawl and butterfly. And life-saving.’


‘Shifting settees and he ends up looking at swimming medals.’


‘It was a settee, not settees. Just the one. You know?’


‘Aren’t you getting on with her then, Ma?’


‘I’m not interested in getting on with her. There’s no call.’


‘You’ve not fallen out with her?’


‘Not as such.’


‘Do you like your letter rack?’


‘Shifting settees. When did you ever know him do anything with a settee except fall asleep on it? He’s only doing it to be contrary.’


‘Well this is it. I mean, Ron’s been the same. Nothing’s been right for him this holiday. Whatever I’ve wanted to do, he’s wanted to do something else. I begged him to come round the shops with me, but No, he hates shopping and he’s got studying he wants to get on with, and then I get back to the beach, Susan’s on her own and all red on her shoulders because he’s not put any sun stuff on her, and he’s round the back of the bucket and spade stall, helping some Gina unpack Mars Bars.’


Ronnie and Pop, guilty as charged, eyes front, feet tapping, minds a million miles away.




Vic Shires, ambling across the unsurfaced road of Plots 10 to 25 Crown Leys Council Estate, with a tea can in his hand and a smile on his face. Ronnie Glover, emptying his brush onto the back of a door and whistling through his teeth. Wednesday. Liver and onions, and The Dick Van Dyke Show with Mary Tyler Moore.


‘Wrap them dancer’s legs around me, Mary, and hold on tight.’


‘Eh?’


He’d forgotten Pearce was there, painting the outside of the window frame.


‘I was just telling Mary, liver and onions tonight.’


Pearce, leaning in, looking for Mary.


‘How do you know it’s liver and onions?’


‘Because it’s Wednesday, Pearce. Monday’s cold joint. Tuesday’s stew. Wednesday’s liver. Thursday’s sausage, Friday’s chips.’


‘What’s Saturday?’


‘Fry-up. Egg, bacon, beans, black pudding …’


‘Kidney?’


‘No, I hate kidney. No. Bacon, black pudding, did I say beans? Beans, egg and dippy.’


‘Yeah, dippy! I love dippy.’


‘Everybody loves dippy, Pearce. That’s what kept us going in the war. The thought of coming home to dippy. What have you got tonight then?’


‘Pasty.’


‘Cornish?’


‘Co-op. Diane gets them. The bashed ones.’


‘She courting yet, your Diane?’


‘What?’


‘Has she got a bloke?’


‘Don’t think so.’


‘Your mum’s never going to get rid of any of you lot, is she? How does she fit you all in?’


‘Alan’s on nights.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Diane’s in with Mum and Shirley. I’m in with Grandad. And Gerald’s in with Alan. He’s on days and Alan’s on nights.’


‘So how do they go in when it’s Alan’s night off?’


‘Don’t know. Just squash up.’


‘And how old’s Shirley now?’


‘About twenty-five or something.’


‘Never. She must be thirty. Must be. I remember her in the coronation pageant. Time you got shot of her.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Find her a bloke. Fix her up. Her first, then Diane. Then you could move in to … no, your mum’d have to move in with your grandad, no, that’s no good. Wouldn’t help you really, would it? It’s the old coffin-dodger you need to move out. He’s the one. Then you’d have a bed to yourself. Any sign of Shires and that tea?’


‘Yeah. He’s just come back with it. Ron?’


‘What?’


‘Who’s Mary?’


‘What kept you?’


‘Eh?’


‘The tea, Victor. Get a shuffle on with that tea. I can see from your smile who you got to mash it for you.’


‘Plot 14, bonny lad.’


‘I know.’


‘38D cup and big brown eyes.’


‘I know.’


‘She says, “Mr Painter” …’ Vic Shires in a string vest and a falsetto voice. ‘“Mr Painter,” she says, “have you got a drop of white paint you can let me have for the kitchen cabinet?” I says, “I’ll see what I can do for you, pet, and can I crave another small boon of you while that kettle’s coming to the boil?”’


‘Yeah?’


‘I says, “Could I trouble you for a look at this week’s Titbits?” and she says, “Help yourself.” So there was this story in it, right? A man was driving home, deserted road, America somewhere, eating a hotdog, right? Engine dies on him, plenty of juice, but it just dies on him. Then, there’s a bright light and he gets lifted up out of his motor by these creatures from outer space, like humans only with webbed feet and no nostrils, up into a flying saucer. They took him to some breeding station the other side of the universe, strapped him down, gave him some bright green drink, and then these hundreds of Martian women had it off with him, drained him dry, and when he came to he was back in his car and his hotdog was still warm.’


‘Fancy.’


‘It was Nebraska or somewhere.’


‘She’s a big girl, that Plot 14. I wouldn’t mind her asking me for a drop of paint. You could have been well in there.’


‘Not me, Ronald. Don’t need it. My old lady is 38D cup all over.’




Eileen Glover, crying in her kitchen, in a pale blue short-sleeved jumper and a skirt off Leicester market. Susan Glover, reading out her school report for the third time.


‘History, B plus. A very hardworking member of class. Maths, A minus. Another excellent term’s work, Susan. English, A. An outstandingly able pupil. Science, B plus. Requires more confidence in practical work. Music, B minus. Making quick good progress on the piccolo.’


‘That don’t sound right. Let me look at that.’ Gillian Glover, leafing through Valentine and scraping her legs with a Contessa Depilatory Mitt.


‘What?’


‘Quick good progress. That don’t sound right. Let me have a look.’


‘No. French, A minus. Consistently high standard. Geography, B …’


‘Susan, set the table.’


‘In a minute. Geography, B. Good accurate work.’


‘Gillian, set the table. Your Dad’ll be home.’


‘See! Making quite good progress on the piccolo. That says quite good, not quick good. I’ve never heard you. What can you play?’


‘B, A, G and D.’


‘What?’


‘B, A, G and D. The notes, dimmo.’


‘But what can you play? You can’t play nothing.’


‘Double negative! Double negative!’


‘What? What are you talking about? Here, look at this. Physical Education, D minus. Must try harder. You can’t even get over a hurdle. I’ve seen you.’


‘Could if I wanted to.’


‘What a spaz.’


‘Dad’s home.’


Ronnie, wheeling his bike round the back, past the empty Tizer bottles lined up ready for the Fizzy Pop man (alternate Thursdays, late afternoon) and into the shed in spite of Gums, weaving and fawning and barking himself into a lather of love and excitement.


‘All right. All right. Go steady or you’ll leg me over.’


Inside, Susan is laying the table with a seersucker cloth, John Constable place mats, salt and pepper and mustard, even though it’s not Sunday, nor even Monday. Gillian is inspecting the damage to her legs. Eileen is still crying.


‘Got my report, Dad. It’s excellent.’


‘Did you? Good girl. I shall only have to thrash you a couple of times tonight then. Eileen? Blarting again? What is it this time? Elvis still not written?’


‘Onions.’


‘Ooh, Eileen. I love it when you talk onions. Love it. And your nose goes all red when you’re frying them. Did anybody ever tell you?’


‘Susan’s got her report.’


‘She said. I’ll look at it after. After I’ve had my tea and before my assignation with Mary Tyler Moore, with her long silky legs and her big toothy smile. Are you jealous, Eileen? Are you?’


‘Are you going to get washed or am I going to give this liver to the dog?’


‘I’m going. Look. Here I go.’


‘Good.’


‘Eileen?’


‘What?’


‘Have we got dead thick gravy with burnt oniony bits in it?’


Ronnie and Eileen, side by side under a slippy-slidey counterpane that matches the curtains. Ronnie, hot, not really tired, tormented by visions of slender legs and elegant feet in little Italian shoes, and bottoms shaped like a pear, and warm lipsticky lips. Eileen, cold, in spite of the heatwave. Always cold. With purple feet and icicle fingers.


‘How come your hands are so cold?’


‘Bad circulation. Same as my mum. That’s why I get chilblains. My mum used to cry with her chilblains in the winter.’


Mary’s hands wouldn’t be cold. Hers would be just the right sort of cool. Playful, but firm. Any time you like, Mary.


Ronnie Glover rolling nonchalantly into the folds of Eileen’s nightie, pressing himself to the smooth, chilly lard of her bum.


‘You can pack that in.’


‘You know Fierce Pearce? He’s only having to sleep with his grandad. And his sisters are bunked up with his mum. And then the other two, Alan and whassisname, they’re doing musical beds, one on nights and one on days. The sheets must be warm all the time round their place. I reckon we’ll finish Crown Leys next week. There’s not a lot left to do.’


‘Anyway, cold hands make the best pastry.’


‘Night.’


‘Night.’




Sunday. Roast chicken, peas and potatoes, roast and mash, Paxo stuffing, gravy, apple pie and custard and half an hour’s shut-eye with Jimmy Clitheroe on the wireless.


Glebe Crescent, still resting from an afternoon at eighty in the shade, sealed up for the sabbath. Windows shut, against flies, wasps and the sound of ice-cream vans. Curtains drawn to stop the cushions fading. Minds closed, to be on the safe side. Only Ma out front, with a tin of ant powder in her hand.


‘Are you winning?’


‘I’d given you up.’


‘I’ve brought your wallpaper. I thought I’d make a start.’


Ronnie, with five rolls of Anaglypta and a bag of runner beans.


‘Not now you can’t. Pop’s watching telly.’


‘What are you up to?’


‘Ants.’


‘Can’t see any.’


‘We’re lousy with them. They’ve had all the alyssums, all the lobelias. I suppose you want a cup of tea?’


‘What do they do? Do they eat them? Or drag them off somewhere? You never see them, do you? Funny that. So how come they’ve had all your stuff and hers next door is all right? Hers are a picture.’


‘Jammy.’


‘You should ask her. Ask her what her secret is.’


‘She’s just that jammy type. She’s not from round here you know?’


‘I know. You keep telling me.’


‘They reckon she sold a great big house in Ashby de la Zouch and got herself this. Money in the bank and then got rehoused. Knows somebody on the council. Must do.’


‘You keep telling me that too.’


‘Stands to reason.’


‘And that’s it then, is it?’


‘What?’


‘If you’re a rich widow from Ashby and you know somebody on the council, they won’t bother you.’


‘Who?’


‘Ants.’


Through the kitchen. Newspaper on the floor. Precaution against dogs’ doings. Into the sitting room. Axaloom offcut to protect the carpet. Runner of clear plastic Hometect to save the Axaloom. Pop, watching the hymns, in an armchair with loose covers and polythene over the bits people lean on. The chair is protected from Pop and Pop is protected from the chair.


‘Son.’


‘I’ve brought the wallpaper.’


‘The girls haven’t been round.’


‘Susan’s coming. She’s got her report. She’ll be round.’


‘Is the kettle on?’ Awake my soul, and with the sun, thy daily stage of duty run. Shake off dull sloth …


‘Don’t bother for me, Ma. Nor for him. He’s got a treble in that glass he’s forgotten about. You don’t want tea. You’ve got Scotch. Graveney got his century then.’


‘Mm.’


‘You want to be careful with that ant powder though, Ma. You don’t want to get it on your hands.’


‘Bloody ant powder. There’s not an insect left alive out there. It’s not a question of ants. It’s her face as makes everything shrivel up.’


‘What, Ma? Or the Duchess next door?’


Pop laughing. His poor dry old lips gumming together at first, and his few strands of hair, greased back along his crown, making contact, just the slightest contact, with the plastic covering the back of his chair. Pop laughing and wheezing, the air going in easier than it comes out, eyes watering.


‘She’s all right. The Duchess. She enjoys a drink.’


‘What are you watching this for?’


‘I was just sat here and it come on. Better than sitting looking at that old scowler. Have you ever had Irish coffee, son?’


From the kitchen the sound of Ma making a pot of tea that Pop doesn’t need and Ronnie doesn’t want.


‘Strong black coffee, nice and hot, with a good slug of Irish, sipped through a deep cold head of cream.’


‘Oh yes? Where’ve you been reading about that?’


‘Not reading about it, son. Sipping it. Me and the Duchess.’


‘Get away.’


‘It’s the truth.’


‘You and the Duchess?’


Lead kindly light, amid the encircling gloom, lead thou me on …


‘You’ve never.’


‘It’s the truth.’ Keep thou my feet. I do not ask to see the distant scene. One step enough for me …


‘How’d you manage to slip your chain then?’


‘Dressed the bolster in me jimmies and tippytoed out.’


‘How much Scotch have you had?’


‘What? Hardly any. Hardly worth wetting the glass. No, what happened was, Ma was down the doctor’s and the Duchess had a little job she needed doing. So after I’d been round her hinges with my can of Duckhams, she kindly invited me to partake of a nice hot brew. Irish coffee. Gaelic. Champion.’


Ma, with a tray, slopping weak tea into three saucers.


‘Has he told you?’


‘What? I said No to tea, Ma.’


‘He’s had another do. Didn’t get to the toilet in time.’


‘What did you need the doctor’s for, Ma?’


‘Cotton wool.’


‘What for?’


‘I like to have some in. No sense in paying for it. We’re entitled. We’ve paid in. I should have told him about Pop. Asked him for a rubber sheet. I shall do next time.’


‘He doesn’t need anything like that.’


‘He will do. He sits in front of that telly and he gets that engrossed he leaves it too late. I have to remind him. You’re not here. You don’t know. If I didn’t remind him he’d never go.’


Pop, looking smaller suddenly and tired. Not like a man who’d recently oiled a duchess’s hinges. Ignoring his cup of tea. Watching the credits of Praise Be. Muttering into his glass.


‘Ah shut up, you prune-faced old bag. I only do it to annoy you. And I like the feel of it. Pissing your pants. Lovely.’


‘What did he say?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Pissing your pants, pissing your pants, pissing, pissing, pissing your pants. Telling me to go to the lav every five minutes. Guildford cathedral! Guildford bloody cathedral! It was a repeat. A bloody buggering repeat.’


‘See what I mean?’




Ronnie, cycling home from Ma and Pop’s for tinned pears and Carnation and The Arthur Haynes Show with Joe ‘Mr Piano’ Henderson.


Something’s got into Pop. Trouble. Age. Might be. How old is he? 1893. Add seven for the century. 1962. Add sixty-two. Seven add sixty-two is sixty-nine. That’s not old. Or is 1893 Ma? Ma’s older. He does dribble in his trousers sometimes. Lazy, Eileen says. Wrapped up in the telly and then he’s left it too late. But all that cheek to Ma. That’s not like Pop. He always said he knew which side his bread was buttered. Yes, Ma. Just coming, Ma. Are you all right there, Ma? Always Ma first. Ma and Pop. Ma and Pop, Pegwell Bay, August 1919. Ma and the girls in the machine room, Thornton’s, 1922. Ma with Gran. Ma with Uncle Albert. Ma with Gillian and Susan. And always Ma. Never Dorothy. Dot. Dolly. He couldn’t have called her Ma before they were married. He says he did. Like she was his ma. Like she looked after him. But she never did. Only one person Ma ever looked after.
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