





[image: image]












David Baddiel was born in 1964 in Troy, New York, but grew up and lives in London. He is a comedian, television writer, columnist and author of four novels, of which the most recent is The Death of Eli Gold.









‘It’s about sex and death, sexual intimacy and domestic alienation, a thriller and a love story constructed with a dark symmetry where everything comic is shadowed by something dark’


Chrissy Iley, Sunday Times


‘He shares Hornby’s talent for locating universal truths in everyday situations, and discussing modern concerns in a deceptively conversational style that’s consistently fluid and informal, despite the important and difficult ideas it carries’ Guardian


‘Both thoughtful and gripping … I found myself compelled by these characters. I was hungry for more details about them’


William Leith, Daily Telegraph


‘A story of adultery, guilt and disease in a Britain reeling from the aftermath of Princess Diana’s death. It’s a serious book about all the big subjects – sex, death and love – and it is bleaker and blacker than you’d expect’ Tony Parsons


‘I took it with me to read on the train the other day and got so engrossed I missed my stop. David Baddiel is getting serious and it works’ Christa D’Souza, Express


‘Hilariously un-PC and surprisingly tender … the ending will haunt you for days’ Woman’s Journal


‘Clever, absorbing’ Woman’s Own


‘A London-set tale o( love, lust and Lambretta scooters … a top read’ Company









Also by David Baddiel


Time for Bed


The Secret Purposes


The Death of Eli Gold


NON-FICTION


Jews Don’t Count


FOR CHILDREN


The Parent Agency


The Person Controller


The Boy Who Could Do What He Liked


AniMalcolm


Birthday Boy


Head Kid


The Taylor Turbochaser


Future Friend









Copyright


Published by Abacus


ISBN: 978-0-349-14496-2


Copyright © David Baddiel 1999


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


The author gratefully acknowledges permission to quote from the following: (You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman Words and music by Carole King, Gerry Goffin and Jerry Wexler © 1967 Screen Gems-EMI Music Inc. Reproduced by permission of Screen Gems-EMI Music Ltd, London, WC2H 0EA. Evergreen Words and music by Barbra Streisand and Paul Williams © 1976 First Artists Music Co and WB Music Corp., USA. Warner/Chappell Music Ltd, London W6 8BS. Reproduced by permission of IMP Ltd. Teenage Kicks (O’Neill) © 1980 Reproduced by permission of MCA Music Ltd. Monogamy by Adam Phillips © 1996, Adam Phillips. Reprinted by permission of Faber and Faber. The Ego and The ld by Sigmund Freud, translated by James Strachey. Translation copyright © 1960 by James Strachey, renewed 1988 by Alix Strachey. Reprinted by permission of W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders and to clear reprint permissions for Maurice by E. M. Forster.


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.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Abacus


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For Suz Gautier-Smith, Ruth Picardie and Simon Lazarus









If it is true, that Fechner’s principle of constancy governs life, which thus consists of a continuous descent towards death, it is the claims of Eros, of the sexual instincts, which, in the form of instinctual needs, hold up the falling level and introduce fresh tensions … This accounts for the likeness of the condition that follows complete sexual satisfaction to dying, and for the fact that death coincides with the act of copulation in some of the lower animals.


Sigmund Freud, The Ego and The Id









PROLOGUE
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I used to tell this story.


In the early part of 1990, I went with Adam, a friend of mine from college, to see Henry: Portrait of A Serial Killer at the Phoenix Cinema in East Finchley. It wasn’t just showing straight: the London listings magazine, Time Out, was doing a special screening, followed by a discussion, led by a panel made up of a couple of censorship/anti-censorship types and the Time Out journalist who had reviewed the film in the first place. The place was packed, and, after the film, emotions were running high: the 1980s were only just over, and the politics of culture still counted. Then, suddenly, a woman in a purple woolly hat a couple of rows in front of us stood up and, her voice trembling with anger, began berating the Time Out journalist. His review, she said, had given no indication of how violent the film was going to be. She had read it, come along, and now felt shocked, soiled even, at the graphic depictions of killing and maiming she’d had to witness. ‘You should have given us much greater warning,’ she’d just started saying, when a man at the back shouted, ‘For fuck’s sake, what did you expect: it’s not called Henry the Elephant, is it?’


Everyone laughed. I mean, really; it got a big laugh, a big boofo woof. Even the woman, through her wool-capped earnestness, half smiled. But me, I couldn’t stop laughing; fifteen minutes later, when everyone else had settled back into po-faced point-making about the power balance between viewer and auteur, I was still giggling, holding my breath and looking down into the butt and popcorn purple floor. I owe that man a great debt, I think; I think it was at that point that the eighties fell away for me, or at least, that seriousness fell away for me, seriousness as in that adolescent, or post-adolescent, concern about everything. I was never going to be intense again.


Anyway, recently I saw Adam, and this memory came up, and he told me that the man, the one who’d shouted ‘It’s not called Henry the Elephant’, had died. Turned out he was a friend of a friend, and Adam had just happened to hear in passing that he’d died, he didn’t know what of.


And now I can’t tell that story any more. Or at least, not quite the same way. Seriousness, it seems, has a second wave.


D.B., 1999









PART ONE
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Summer-Autumn, 1997




When love flies it is remembered not as love but as something else.


E.M. Forster, Maurice












VIC
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Vic fucked her first the day Princess Diana died. He’d thought of the sympathy scenario before, of course, some heavy issue she might come to him with that he could turn round, problems with Joe, her mother’s illness going terminal, whatever. But Emma, round about then, she was a problem-free zone; even given her mother’s condition, you could bank on her chipperness, always opening the door looking like she’d just been laughing, her face still crinkled with pleasure at some joke now gone into the untellable ether. So he thought of it, that transmission, such a short move, the conciliatory arm over the shoulder going down a touch, to touch, or better still, a hug, which when you move apart from, your faces are close enough … he thought of it, but it was never top of his list of probables, because she was never sad.


And then: Sunday, 31 August 1997. At 8. 30, Tess woke him up, calling from Paris. She’d been on the night-time train from Marseille, getting back from a tasting – this shipment, she’d said, was going to crack the market, she’d found some nondescript vineyard in the South where the bottles were like Lafite, only one-tenth of the cost – when a gendarme, a proper Peter Sellers, give his hat a neck-hanky and he’s in the Foreign Legion, ’tache and everything, raps smartly, raps like in a film, on the

compartement door. Bleary-eyed, probably hungover, Vic’s girlfriend rolled over, and, without getting off her top couchette, slid the glass to the left: a tumble-haired, elongated woman in an XXL T-shirt saying DEATH TO THE PIXIES, probably not the image the gendarme had in his mind when he made the decision to alert the English passengers to the terrible news.


‘Vous-êtes anglais?’ he said, urgently, his voice snapping with import.


‘Oui …’ said Tess, squinting against the white backlighting him against the carriage window.


A pause; a dramatic one. He took a breath. ‘Lady Diana …’ (so many people said that: Lady Diana; so ingrained, whatever you are first called) ‘… elle est morte!’


Another pause, but this time filled with nothing, a not knowing what to say or do. They looked at each other for a while, and then Tess told Vic she said: ‘Um … Merci.’ And slid back the glass door.


They laughed, at the gendarme, at the idea of him standing crestfallen outside the door, maybe staying there for a while uncertainly, before pulling himself together and moving on to the next compartement, in the hope of the news being taken by those passengers with a greater sense of historical moment. And then Tess said she’d decided to stay in Paris for a few days because England was going to go crazy.


Vic spent that Sunday doing what you did. He watched TV all day, looking, looking: for increasing moistness in Martyn Lewis’s eyes, for evidence of conspiracy, for more news when there was none. He sat in the one big chair in his small flat, high above Sydenham Hill, and overdosed on the death of Di. He wasn’t thinking about Emma at all, except maybe to ring and talk to her or Joe about it – that’d be a new vein to puncture in the feeding of this novel craving – and then the phone went and it was her.


‘Hi,’ she said, and straight away he could hear the struggle, the getting through the lump it took even to say that small syllable.


‘Hi. You OK?’


‘Uh … not really. Can I come round?’


Funny, but he didn’t think why she might be upset. He didn’t know then that people, actual people, would be devastated, that all their griefs were going to get parcelled up in this one big one; and so he just thought ‘what’s wrong?’ but didn’t say it, because already his possibility fire had been lit.


‘Yeah, sure. I’m going to be in all day.’


Vic liked it when you knew that about days.


When Vic opened the door, and saw her looking all snuffly and red-eyed and definitely not crinkled up from some recent Joe joke, she said to him,


‘God, Vic – have you been crying?’


He hadn’t, not at all. One or two of the hastily put together montages to music, yes, he’d let them through, more to feel something different, to shift the cold fascination to something else: pity, maybe. But crying, no.


What he did have was hay fever. It lasted really long that summer, starting in May, the first phase, the ticklish feeling just behind the face, controllable with antihistamines, and then round about mid-June the second phase, a whole new set of pollens blown in from the fields, turning his skull to water, that no pill or spray or potentially lethal injection can stem. By September, though, the dandelion clouds are normally on their way, and if the streets are full in an Indian summer, it’s liable to be hay feverites, trying desperately to enjoy the weather the one time they can. But that year, for some reason, maybe because summer came not at all in July and only haltingly in August, the pollen hung in there, and there were still days in September when Vic’s nose was a snot volcano. On 31 August, though, it was mainly his eyes, so itchy his index fingers were in a permanent crook ready for the next rub.


Now, Vic had had hay fever since before he knew what it was, and he hated it, he hated it with menaces and outrage, this recurring inner rash; he’d never forgiven it for forcing Pathology – the shoegazing band to which he had devoted most of the late eighties – to cancel a potentially breakthrough showcase gig at the Garage in 1990 because he simply couldn’t play guitar for sneezing. Hay fever had no up-side, no redeeming features whatsoever, not like some allergies (yeast: good for dieting; antibiotics: good for forcing doctors to give you unusual drugs; onions: McDonald’s have to hand-cook your burgers – how special, Vic thought, must that make you feel) but suddenly, for the first time in thirty-one years, he saw a way of turning it to his advantage.


‘Might have been,’ he said, with an approximation of a watery smile.


‘Oh Vic,’ she said, and crumpled, like the zones of that car, into him.


Straight afterwards, lying in bed with her head full of sleep trusting on his chest, his first fear was how to keep up the tearful aspect, the crying eyes, what with the fading bloom of summer and all: he’d want it to last as long as the desire did. But then God smiled in Vic’s direction, oh what a big Teletubbies sun-baby grin it was, and covered London for him in a carpet of flowers.


* * *


He never fancied her much, though. No, not Emma, Vic always fancied her, obviously: Diana. He was never that much fussed about that kind of look, the Selina Scott big-featured pretty-horse-faced six-footer. He’d even written a somewhat disrespectful song about her whilst still in Pathology, called ‘Shop Girl Queen’, which he was glad now they hadn’t recorded – someone, somewhere, might have dug it out and he’d be lynched.


Elegant, that’s the word for that sort, he thought, isn’t it, elegant – not sexy, not cute, not lovely. Vic had never been turned on by elegant; he couldn’t be excited by someone who only looked good in Versace.


His affair flourished in the warmed (as by a fever) bedfolds of fascism. England, England so tolerant, so diverse of thought, such a rainbow of opinion always, suddenly, there was only one thought, and one way of thinking it, and the single-thought police were everywhere, on the TV, in the papers, surrounded, besieged, England was, by Princess propaganda. And the biggest propagandists of all were the People themselves – as they would be, of course, being the very object of her princessliness – thrust continually into shot that week, reporters prompting them like Pavlov with fat microphones under their noses to speak again and again their radically unoriginal thoughts: ‘Well, the thing is, I think she was like the Queen of People’s Hearts.’

I think: like it was an independent conclusion. The People spent the whole week mistaking the word ‘I’ for the word ‘we’ – the fundamental error of fascism. Not just the People who read the People, but all People, the sushi as well as the spam, him with the ghetto-blaster and her with the Prada bag, they all blubbed together as Elton sang his telly bye-bye to England’s Rose.


But say what you like about fascism – it intensifies the old emotions. This one more than most, because the fascism in Diana’s Death. Week was emotional fascism, that’s what the one thought was: you are very emotional. England was moved, and the People spread their hearts like meat paste on their skin. Good that, Vic realised, if it’s the week you end up having an affair. Sunday: Di dies, Monday, Emma’s on his sofa, in a mist of grief and lust, and Richard and Judy’s on. (From Vic’s point of view, Richard and Judy was just fabulous that week. Everyone has a secret book in their soul, and this week Vic’s was open; it was open and taking bets on when exactly in This Morning Judy Finnegan was going to cry. Some days, the signs were so clear he was getting it right to the second. After the montage, back to the studio, double beat, close-up, whack: her friendly teacherface crumples. By Tuesday he was extending it to spread bets on how often.) Two minutes gone, the first Diana sequence cascades in, and, forgetting himself, Vic was about to turn to Emma and say ‘Christ, how much of this are we going to have to put up with?’ when he saw her lip trembling again. So instead he put his mouth to her cheek and she bent her face into it, and then the pattern ran basically …
















	ON THE TV


	ON THE COUCH







	
Diana getting married, happy, hopeful


Diana on a walkabout with Charles: the first signs of tension


Diana shows baby William to a cheering public


Diana alone at the Taj Mahal Diana’s sparse kiss with


Charles, turning her face to use her jaw as a weapon


Diana arriving in that dress to a function on the same day as Charles’ first public date with Camilla


Diana at Alton Towers on a water slide with the kids, laughing, the only image where she seemed completely natural


Diana visiting an AIDS victim


Diana in her riot police gear, walking through land-mines, the one that surprisingly no journo ever talked of as a crass allegory of her life


Diana on a boat with Dodi, the sea bathed in pink light from the moneyed shore


Diana’s face in close-up, surrounded by VT-soft mist



	
Vic unbuttoning Emma’s dungarees, frantically


Emma turned around, reaching behind her to unbutton Vic’s fly


Fellatio


Continuing fellatio


Continuing fellatio + (following quite a complex bit of contortionism) cunnilingus


Intercourse (fumbled missionary)


Intercoūrse, more successful from behind, making good use of the sofa’s left arm


Emma on top, a stupid move on a two-seater, the primary issue in Vic’s mind not the pulpy hold of her vagina on his penis but how to stop the entire thing toppling over


As before, but much too fast, that point in sex where your desire starts to insist on a speed of movement beyond physics


Orgasm


Falling away, breathing, slight embarrassment, cuddling











… their sobs of ecstasy chiming in a strange harmony with Judy Finnegan’s of grief.


At first Vic thought he was just exploiting one individual’s grief, but then he realised he was exploiting the whole nation’s – disturbing, even for a conscienceless fellow like Vic. Because maybe, under normal circumstances, Emma would’ve been fine after a day or two, and that might’ve been that, considering how he’d ridden so into her heart on the back of this particular sadness, but (the great thing was) this sadness – she wouldn’t let go of it, she was like a dog with a favourite bone, growling, chomping and refusing to drop it, and why should she, when every time she turned the TV on all she saw was her own sadness mirrored and magnified in ten-mile-long queues of condolence. Which was great for Vic: after one particularly inspired afternoon, he considered going himself to join one of those queues, standing there for ten to twelve hours in the quiet hum of mourning London, to write not condolence in those fat leather-bound books sitting open in those silent chambers but thanks. ‘Dear (Vic didn’t know who you actually addressed these messages to. Earl Spencer? The Royal Family? God?) To Whom It May Concern – Cheers.’


It was glorious, those first few days. In between getting Jackson looked after, explaining absences to Joe, and taking flowers to Kensington Gardens, Emma somehow found time to come round a lot, almost as much as his desire could stand. All his session work was cancelled – only soft-pedalling piano players seemed to be wanted suddenly – and he felt curiously that the mood around him was not of mourning, but of national holiday: scootering around the littered-with-people streets on his 1959 Lambretta, he felt like each day was a bank holiday. Vic wanted to say so, to Emma, at times, but realised it wasn’t quite right, that even in the midst of rapture they had to retain a modicum of dignified grief. So he kept quiet about it, but he felt glorious; happy and glorious.









JOE
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Joe was the sort of man who struggled against becoming progressively more right-wing. Having been brought up in a socialist household, there were certain things that his first instinct was always to despise: private medicine, private education, tax breaks for the rich, etc., etc. And yet, as he grew older, he found more and more that this first instinct was just that: an instinct, an animal impulsive dislike, which, when he concentrated long enough on the subject, cleared, leaving him with opinions often coldly incongruous with his initial rush of antipathy.


It wasn’t that Joe’s own financial situation had become such that, as with many of his generation, a sense of his own increasing comfortableness had rendered radical left-leaning sentiments hypocritical: he managed a biochemical laboratory for Friedner, a German-based multinational drugs company, twelve years of which work had brought him, on a small but ever-increasing pay ladder, to the unprincely salary of £36,000 per annum – enough to survive, certainly, and to ensure the survival of his wife, Emma, and child, Jackson, but not enough to disturb an intrinsically socialist Weltanschauung. In fact, working for Friedner, if anything, tended to warm up what studenty, rebellious leftovers were still lying around in the sink of his spirit: in particular the way the promotional hierarchy operated, tending over the years to steer employees like Joe – an intellectual, certainly, with a published Ph.D. from Warwick University on the relationship between nucleic and amino acids – away from theoretical and practical research towards administration and middle management. So far, in fact, Joe had successfully avoided that particular dry fate, staying more or less hands on amongst the test tubes and the microscopes; nonetheless, the fact of its presence overhanging his career would engender in him, occasionally, a standard resentment at the soul-destroying nature of corporate capitalism. But if it did engender such a thing, it would be only for a moment, and Joe, more self-aware than most, would soon recognise it as a piece of personally motivated spite, rather than any kind of objective critique.


Also, he noticed, his heart had ceased to soar.


Emma and Joe didn’t watch the funeral together. The tension between them had been too evident during the other big TV moment of the week, the Queen’s address to the nation. They watched it with Emma’s mother, Sylvia – or Mrs O’ Connell as Joe was forced to call her now: her dignity, a central character in the tragicomedy of her Alzheimer’s, did not stretch to accepting why a hard-faced blue-eyed man she didn’t seem to know should be calling her by her first name. Later, Joe would drive her back to her tiny flat in Woolwich.


At Christmas, Joe had always hated the Queen’s Speech. His real father, a dentist much older than his mother, died when he was four; when his mother married again two years later, it was to a Czechoslovakian immigrant called Patrick, a pipe-smoking disciplinarian she was so insistent the children accept as a father that she changed the family name by deed poll to his name – Serena – relieving Joe of his flat Anglo-Saxon surname, Lodge. Patrick was something of a contradiction: despite politically retaining the Marxist-Leninist leanings predictable in someone from 1960s Eastern Europe, culturally, he thought that arrival on these shores necessitated becoming more English-than-thou – every day, he would buy the Daily Express because of the little man with the Cross of St George on his shield – and thus would force the entire family to gather round the TV sharp at three o’clock every Christmas Day and collectively pretend to be enjoying the monarch’s endless platitudes about the Commonwealth.


But this time, Joe felt a weird sense of sympathy for Elizabeth II, as she sat backed by the blue summer sky above Buckingham Palace, a sky that said It’s not Christmas; below her words you could hear the constant to-and-fro shuffling of flower-bearers to her gates. He felt, for the first time, that the Queen’s detachment and distance was – exactly as it should be – appropriate, in the sense of acting with propriety; in tune, even as the country was so out of tune. Joe felt at one with the Queen: alienated, displaced, forced into contrivance. He felt like a member of the Resistance watching a coded message from his leader.


Since last Sunday’s dreadful news …


‘She doesn’t mean it,’ said Emma. Her gaze was fixed on the screen, and she was frowning hard – a fact not easily detectable from her eyebrows, which although knitted, were downy to the point of invisible, but from the unusually deep lines appearing on her forehead, tracks in her skin virgin there like snow. ‘Look at her eyes. So cold.’


‘Frightened, they look to me,’ said Joe.


Emma tutted, and turned away. They were sitting on the sofa she had designed herself, in the days before Jackson, when she had worked for Chaise, a bohemian furniture shop in Clapham; she at the end with the high curved back, and he at the one with the single wrought-iron arm. Sylvia sat between them, the top of her liver-spotted hand constantly stroked by her daughter. In the corner of his eye, Joe could see the flesh layering with each upward stroke.


So what I say to you now, as your Queen and as a grandmother, I say from the heart.


‘Yeah right …’ said Emma. Joe looked down, embarrassed by Emma’s sneering, an act so out of her natural repertoire that her stab at it seemed awkward and contrived, like a bad actress trying to ‘do’ sneering. He felt hot, like you sometimes do when you take on all the embarrassment for someone else, and his hand felt instinctively for his right ear. Joe’s features were generally regular – regular in the fast-food sense, that is, neither large nor small (although his nose was flatter and wider at the tip than a view of his bridge would seem to suggest, something he was self-conscious about, as it gave him, he thought, the air of a pugilist) – except for his earlobes, which were virtually non-existent: Joe’s ears looked as if the lobes had been sliced off in some bizarre industrial accident. During adolescence, when, of course, the earlobe becomes an important B area of erogenous activity, Joe had become perturbed by his lack in this department – an early girlfriend actually chucked him because of it – and had taken to rubbing and pulling at them in an attempt at extension. The habit persisted today; the motivation, in general, had faded, although every so often he would still look in the mirror and wonder if old age, where it would bring all other men great flapping pensioner lugs, would bring him the gift of normal-size earlobes.


She was an exceptional and gifted woman …


‘Oh for God’s sake. Speak with a bit of passion for once!’


‘What do you expect her to say? That’s the only way she knows how to express herself.’


‘Well, this is her chance to change all that! To connect!’


Joe’s heart sank. She seemed no longer the person he knew, placid, sweet-natured, generous of heart. She sounded, to him, like all those lunatics vox-popped every day by the TV. They always looked so broken, those people, so like the products of bullying. He’d read some columnist somewhere in the forests of articles, saying that the people coming out to mourn publicly were the people who connected most with Diana: the marginalised, the dispossessed. Joe knew, though, that it wasn’t her they connected with, but hysteria – the clamour of it, chiming with their own needs, saying to them what they most wanted to hear, come, here is identity.


‘I know that woman,’ said Sylvia. She took her blue glasses off, and pointed one of the arms at the screen.


‘Do you, Mum?’ said Emma, turning to her with a sense of hope.


‘Yes,’ said Sylvia firmly. ‘It’s Mrs Irving from the bakery.’


… never lost her capacity to smile and laugh …


‘No, Mum – you remember’ … and here she sang ‘God save our Gracious Queen, long live our noble Queen …’


‘God save our gracious Queen, long live our noble Queen …’ sang Sylvia immediately back to her. Emma nodded, the slow nod of the schoolteacher to the young child who has finally got something right, and then together they sang: ‘God save the Queen.’


Sylvia, in her day, had been a sometime singer, mainly of Irish folk songs, in the clubs and pubs of County Cork, and a peculiar facet of her Alzheimer’s was that it had not destroyed her musical memory. This is not uncommon: there is a famous medical case of a Cambridge organist whose short-term memory has been wiped completely from the hard-disk of his brain, who can yet play toccatas and fugues from start to finish. Music, like smell, operates on the memory in a way not entirely understood by science, an abstract, mystical way. The capability most lost by Alzheimer’s sufferers is narrative; and yet that’s all music is – a narrative, a series of notes one after another, like words in a story. But if Emma asked her mother to tell a story, or to repeat a story, her face would only set into a lost look; as indeed, in fact, it would if she asked her to sing a song. What Emma had learnt to do – and did often, now, it being the last genuine method of communication left open between them – was just to begin singing a song: her mother would join in, confidently, unhesitantly. Sometimes Emma would phone her and all she would do was sing; Joe would hear her from wherever he was in the house, and know that her mum would be giving it her all on the other end of the line. Emma could even sing a song to her she didn’t know, and Sylvia would repeat it back to her exactly as her daughter sang it, although she would forget the new song soon afterwards.


They finished singing, and looked back to the screen. ‘Yes,’ said Sylvia. ‘It’s definitely Mrs Irving.’


No one who knew Diana will ever forget her. Millions of others who never met her, but felt they knew her, will remember her.


Both Emma and Joe were silenced for a second by this crystal drop of simplicity in the midst of the monarch’s portentousness. Whatever their positions, neither could find anything to quarrel with in that basic statement. In the pause, Joe considered he might temper his attitude somewhat; he knew that the emotional downward spiral their relationship had got into was now focused on their differing responses to this event.


I share in your determination to cherish her memory.


Emma snorted and picked up the remote control, aiming at the wide screen.


‘Don’t,’ said Joe. His voice felt alien, unused to sounding absolute.


‘Why not?’


‘Oh for God’s sake, Emma. I’ve wanted to turn the TV off a hundred times this week. And you wouldn’t let me. And I do want to watch this. At least it’s not another …’ he hesitated, wanting to say ‘fucking’, but the presence of Sylvia held him back, though why he didn’t know, as she would most probably not hear it, and certainly not remember it, ‘… review of her life and works, or another loony on the street supposedly representing “our” feelings.’


‘OK, Joe,’ said Emma, getting up. ‘I know how you feel about it.’


‘Well … I’m not trying to be heartless. And you know I like sentimentality. I love a good cry. When it’s Spielberg or someone making me. I just can’t stand bloody – ’ he waved an impatient hand towards the TV – ‘Peter Sissons doing it.’ He was annoyed now. He had wanted to hear the Queen, and now they were having another argument, and he was missing it.


‘Yes, we’ve talked about it enough now. It’s fine. It’s fine for us to think differently about some things,’ replied Emma, trying to sound tired rather than testy.


‘Is it?’


‘Of course.’


‘No, I mean … I know obviously it’s all right for us to think differently about some things. But I don’t know if you really think it’s all right for us to think differently about this.’


These acts of kindness have been a huge source of help and comfort.


Emma moved away, towards the kitchen. Joe felt a childish urge to at least dent the shield she was putting up towards him.


‘I don’t know why you’re so bothered about it all anyway. I mean …’ and here he turned to look at Sylvia, who was resolutely facing the screen; an onlooker may have thought she was pretending not to notice her daughter and son-in-law’s argument, but there was no element of pretence about it, ‘you’re not even British.’


Emma stared at him and opened her mouth, but then shook her head, as if such a banal point was not worth answering. She turned to go into the kitchen. They owned a house, decorated by Emma herself in shades of blue and red – a small terraced cottage in the slightly less respectable part of Greenwich, overlooked by the flickering pyramid of Canary Wharf; it had always spoken somehow of Emma and Joe’s premature – at least by the standards of everyone else in their circle – embracing of domesticity, their apparently happy early resignation into contentment, that they had bought a house, and not a flat. A house is a narrative; a flat, spatially, expresses only the present.


Joe got up quickly and held her arm, restraining, no more than that – he would never have done more than that; but still, when she turned, her speckled green eyes flashed with that mixture of fear and defiance learnt from domestic violence dramas.


‘Em …’


‘Really, Joe, it’s OK,’ she said, her voice struggling to achieve firmness. They looked into each other’s eyes, with the consciousness of significance and moment which always accompanies that action. How did we get here? thought Joe.


‘I—’ began Emma, guilt making her features melt. She wasn’t going to tell him anything; she didn’t know what she was about to say, but the bitterness of secrecy festers alternately inwards and outwards, and she felt moved to make some sort of amends. And then, from the bookshelves on the far wall, a faint bubbling like someone gently drowning: they turned to face the accusatory white grille of the baby monitor, a radio permanently stuck on the same station.


‘I’ll go,’ said Joe, and turned away from her and went out the other door. Emma watched his stocky back retreat, slightly slumping; she felt herself relax a little once he was gone, a not unfamiliar feeling in recent days.


May those who died rest in peace, and may we, each and every one of us, thank God for someone who made many, many people happy.


‘What’s she doing on the telly?’ said Sylvia.


On the day of the funeral itself, then, Joe just went out for a walk. He went out into London to avoid the funeral. He walked along the river, coming off the towpath from time to time to venture into the streets, all the way from the Millennium Dome – looking more and more, he thought, with its new points sticking up in the air, like a huge bald head given a very poor hair transplant – to Tower Bridge and back again. As he walked, he thought how, in years to come, he would possibly be the only person who knew what London actually felt like on that day; because everyone else – everyone else – was either at home watching the TV or lining the route. It felt like a place on which a neutron bomb – not talked about much these days, the capitalist bomb, which destroyed people, but preserved property – had dropped: a Marie Celeste of a city. No people were on the pavements, no cars were on the roads, no shops were open; Blackheath empty, Bermondsey shut, Wapping closed down. The only creatures he saw were birds circling in the high blue air, and cats sunning themselves on front garden walls. Every so often a dog would bark, but always in the distance; the only sounds were distant ones, far-off planes and far-off cortèges, and underneath it all the combined hum of ten million TV sets tuned to the same event. Normally, he thought, televisions would be tuned too diversely to register, but today they were all blaring out the same clanging bells, the same clip-clops, the same lone wailing, the same incongruous applause, the same poetry, the same singing, the same speeches. Only the commentators might be different in different homes, but you wouldn’t know it, speaking as they were in the same hushed, reverent tone. Joe tried to imagine how it would sound, the combined commentary, the strange loudness of ten million whispers.


Coming back through Greenwich Village, as it is confusingly called, seeming to have nicked the name from the place named after it, he passed one other person, a man in a trench-coat, odd for this vehemently hot day, but somehow congruous, in Joe’s mind, with their undercover status, their joint defiance of this national curfew. He thought about perhaps exchanging a few words with him, maybe apposite ones, about how absurd it all was, or maybe just to ask him if he had seen anywhere that was open to buy a drink, as his throat was arid with walking so far in such heat. But the man looked down as he approached, and Joe thought it best not to, thinking – jokingly, but still thinking it – that he might be some form of secret policeman.


Before going back home, he turned into Greenwich Park, and walked up the hill towards the Observatory, the spot where, in a couple of years, new time would begin. Often, when contemplating the next century, Joe would remember that as a child, he’d once calculated how old he would be at the year 2000 – thirty-five – and found such an age impossible to imagine. But today, his thoughts were less personal. Looking out over the vast view of London the top of the hill affords, he felt the city stretching, stretching itself and this event it had so made its own. From here, he could almost hear it calling, calling to the Observatory, to mark Diana’s death, and all its attendant business, as the last great historical event of this millennium. It was a palpable sound, he thought, the sound of significance demanded.


And then at twelve o’ clock he felt the appreciable dip, from this silence to another. It was a silence he recognised from before occasional sporting events, spread across stadiums, but rarely heard city-wide, country-wide. Two minutes, as well, not one: a marathon of silence. As it went on, he realised, moreover, that this was a deeper silence than ever experienced pre- a sporting event, because there it is forever broken by mobile phone rings (followed immediately by the embarrassed scrabbling of plastic into pocket), and distant oblivious building work. But today, for two minutes, even that was stopped: all mobile phones were off; all building ceased. Standing at Greenwich Observatory, he felt a terrible and uncharacteristic urge to cry out, something banal, something obscene, like you want to at a wedding during the ‘if any man here’ wait. Cunt, he considered mainly – although bollocks crossed his mind too – a long whoop, extending the u for ages, all the way to the end of the two minutes before coming down hard on the nt, a lone voice echoing across the skyscape, cuuuuuuuuuuuuuu; but before he had a chance to start – and actually Joe, although he felt urges, rarely acted on them; that was far more his friend Vic’s provenance – the silence ended: he could make it out, pick-ups of sound here and there, a city shuffling, creaking and coughing held-in coughs, like an enormous audience between movements of a symphony. He put the urge away, setting off back towards his house where his wife would be sitting in tears – tears that he knew would be turned angrily on him for his absence – and left London behind, London, with its circus at Oxford, its circus at Piccadilly.


Joe had fallen in love with Emma so hard. That was his way: he found casual sex problematic, because he felt so indebted, so ridiculously grateful, that he always kept in contact, and even the most ludicrously inappropriate drunken mistakes would end up as, at least mini, relationships. And, at some very deep level, he couldn’t bear disapproval, or rather, he couldn’t bear easy negative categorisation – that post-post-coital moment, when he was at the door, and through the curtained dawn light the woman would look at him expecting no swapping of numbers, no promises. Joe felt such a pressure to defy that expectation; perhaps what he was frightened of, more than anything else, was cliché.


He had, moreover, taken a long time to join the dance, not losing his virginity until he was at university, to a mature student called Andrea. Predictably he stayed with Andrea throughout his entire course, thus setting into place for the future a constant underlying concern that he hadn’t exploited his sexual opportunities to the full at the time when most people were supposed to: a concern that only consolidated the same feeling he had about his teenage years, when shyness had similarly prevented any such exploitation.


Andrea left Joe, eventually, for her tutor, the biochemical scholar Dr Henry Monroe, with whom it transpired she’d been having an affair for most of their three years together. Joe felt he should be devastated, and for a short time was, but soon realised that he would never have broken it up with Andrea, and came to see Dr Monroe as a kind of saviour. Immediately following graduation, he resolved to embark on a Viking-like promiscuous rampage, making up for lost time, but then discovered the one-night-stand wall, and retreated into serial monogamy. Until Emma, who felt as if she could not be anything but the last in the series.


He met her in Chaise, just before Christmas 1989. He was visiting the shop to look for furniture for the flat that he was intending to share with Deborah, his girlfriend at the time, a sharp-eyed woman with a convinced air, convinced most of all that Joe was going to be with her for ever. Let’s begin the new decade by making a commitment to each other, she had said when broaching the living together subject, and Joe, as he did when women took the initiative, had said yes, let’s.


‘Sorry, I don’t work here,’ said Emma, looking up from a large sheet of A5. Unable to find an assistant out front, Joe had poked his head through an archway in the back of the shop and intruded upon a warehouse space not big enough to hold the multitude of legs, table-tops, fabric and tools strewn apparently randomly around; it looked like a giant fractious child had broken all his toys and refused to clear up the mess. ‘Well … obviously, I do work here. Just not selling the stuff. I design it. Some of it.’


Joe considered her features again: the sheeny white skin, lightly freckled, the touch of – inherited, rather than dieted for – gauntness in the cheekbones, the green eyes, freckled themselves to match her skin – and processed them into her rolling, stroking accent: Irish. Her nose was straight and a little thin, but her nostrils, which can so make or break a face, were perfect ovals.


‘So … you’re not actually allowed to tell me the price of anything you’ve designed?’ he said, and was surprised by the slight lilt of his tone to discover himself flirting, an activity he wasn’t given to even in his short periods of singleness, and had never practised whilst attached, unfaithfulness not being in his lexicon.


Emma smiled, her unpainted lips parting to reveal unaggressively even teeth, human teeth; Deborah’s overlapping hard tiny pyramids, Joe always thought, had just a tiny element of wolf. It was a generous action for such a light joke, and, he noticed, her eyes went with the smile instead of staying detached from it, the way people who are only politely smiling smile.


‘I don’t think I actually know,’ she said, looking towards the archway, the line of her profile fluid like a brushstroke. ‘Paul. Paul!’ The archway remained empty. ‘Sorry,’ she said, smiling again, this time apologetically, ‘he’s always pissing off without telling anyone.’ She shifted off her high stool, away from the diagonal of her drawing desk. ‘What was it you were interested in?’


Together they began picking their way through the furniture detritus towards the front of shop. Emma was wearing dungarees, something Joe had initially read as conventional feminist bohemia, but now, moving in front of him, her body in them seemed the opposite, the sexiest juxtaposition of soft and rough, of shape in shapelessness.


‘That sofa in the window. The one with the single arm …’


‘Ah … good taste, then.’ Although she said it in standard ironic inverted commas, Emma twisted her neck around to catch his eye with appreciation; her hair, moving from the sepia gloom of the workshop into the glassier light of the front of shop, became its colour, ash blonde. It was strewn like raffia on top of her head, blonde criss-crosses pinched together by black spangly hairgrips in the shape of butterflies; her fringe fell across her face in strands.


‘One of yours?’


‘My finest work.’


Joe stood behind the sofa, surveying its red velvet lines and deliberately quirky ironwork. He crouched down for a closer look, not knowing why, but because that’s what people did when buying big objects, like when men examined second-hand cars. He was aware of her looking at him, and hoped that his mousy brown hair, recently cut to a strict shortness, was not thinning as much on top as he was frightened it might be. Through the window, shoppers passed, above the line of the sofa’s back; from his point of view, the tableau was like one of those children’s books where the top half picture and the bottom half picture can be changed, to comic effect. A silence set in, a silence he felt was somewhat charged, but he couldn’t work out whether the tension was sexual or economic.


‘Um … I can’t really judge unless I sit on it,’ he said eventually, aware of the banality of this observation but not really knowing how to achieve greater sophistication in the arena of sofa-purchasing.


Emma looked down at him, ever so slightly smirking. ‘Go on then.’


‘… What?’


‘Help yourself. Sit.’


There was a short pause, during which Joe uncrouched, and steadied himself for a second statement of the obvious.


‘It’s in the window.’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, I’ll have to sit in the window. People’ll think I’m some sort of display dummy.’


Emma laughed and frowned at the same time. ‘How long do you plan to sit on it?’


Joe rolled his head from side to side, with cod thoughtfulness.


‘I don’t know. It’s not worth doing unless I can relax into it, and I don’t know how long it’ll take me to relax in public like that. My buttocks might stiffen up.’ Emma laughed again. He had never spoken this easily with a woman he didn’t know before; he wasn’t sure he’d spoken this easily with women he did know before, including all the ones he’d gone out with.


‘OK,’ he said, sighing, and stepped on to the window display area. He stopped and looked round. ‘You’re sure you haven’t got another one somewhere else in the shop I could test-drive more discreetly?’


‘How dare you,’ said Emma. ‘Who do you think we are, Habitat?’ She raised an arm, bare except for two silver bangles, balletically indicating the leopard-print chairs, the fluffy blue dustbins, the transparent plastic standard lamps. ‘Every item in here is unique. You’ll never find anything else exactly like this.’


‘I think I’m beginning to understand why you work in design and not in sales,’ he said, continuing the fighty-flirty discourse, but sensing somewhere inside an extra resonance to her words. He turned, feeling her eyes on his back; he felt wide and bulky here amongst these delicate carved things, as if at any moment he might turn and knock something over. Already, a white-haired couple with a Yorkshire terrier had stopped and were watching him.


He sat, feeling very self-conscious; he felt as if he should have tails to sweep up and away like an Edwardian gentleman. He had to hold his right wrist with his left hand to stop it wandering to his ear. A young skateboarding boy moved through his frame of vision and then into it again, backwards. Joe felt keenly the disjunction between the public act of display and the private act of getting comfortable, like being caught between two worlds, inner and outer.


‘What do you think?’ said Emma. ‘How’s your buttocks?’


‘Clenched,’ said Joe, without turning round. The white-haired couple moved off with an air of disappointment, as if they had expected at least a puppet show. And then Joe said it. Normally, something like this, he would’ve prepared it in his mind, he would’ve rehearsed it, tried it out in front of the mirror and most probably given up; but this time, he just said it. It took him by surprise.


‘I don’t think I can judge sitting by myself anyway. I think you can’t judge a sofa unless you’re sitting on it with someone.’


Emma paused before answering. ‘Well, do you want me to get one of your audience to come in and sit with you?’ The skateboarding boy had been joined by a small gang of friends, who had begun making faces at Joe. One of them had turned round and was threatening to drop his trousers.


‘No, I was thinking …’


‘OK, OK.’ He heard the wood of the display area creak behind him. ‘I should be prepared to publicly endorse my own creations, I suppose.’


She came round the side of the sofa and, with considerably less obvious stiffness than Joe, sat down; he felt her presence on the other cushion like the moon feels the earth, like gravity. In Clapham High Street, the watching crowd swelled to include a wild-eyed tramp, two sneering schoolgirls, a policeman, and three people lured away from a busker on the other side of the street. Simultaneously, Emma and Joe turned to each other and burst out laughing.


‘Are we in the red light district in Amsterdam?’ said Emma.


‘Yeah. We’re in the nice sit down, watch a bit of telly brothel.’


‘So what else do you want from me?’


‘Sorry?’


‘To judge the sofa. Do I need to do anything else? Or just sit here?’


‘Urn … well … you need to be like … like someone who I might be sitting on a sofa with?’ His pale blue eyes, not naturally playful, narrowed in mock-seriousness.


‘Ye-es?’


‘Like someone I might be sitting at home with, comfortably, watching TV, night after night …’


‘Like … a girlfriend?’


‘That kind of person.’


Emma drew her knees up on to the cushion, and rested her chin on her thumb. Joe noticed how the laces in her trainers were far too long, necessitating four enormous bows. ‘OK,’ she said, gesturing towards the window. ‘What else is on?’


‘Uh?’


‘I don’t want to watch this. I hate these ordinary people documentaries.’


‘Oh, right. Well …’ said Joe, rather woodenly, amazed at finding himself in this situation, but carried through by the momentum of it all, ‘… er … where’s the remote control?’


‘I don’t know. Don’t ask me before you’ve even looked for it yourself.’


Joe smiled. ‘Have you lived with a man already, by any chance?’


‘Don’t come out of character,’ whispered Emma; then, louder: ‘What do you want for dinner? I could do some pasta, or we could get a takeaway …’


‘Oh … well … maybe I’ll go down to the Chinese in a little bit.’


‘OK.’


A silence set in again. Joe felt a small panic inside, knowing he never had the stamina to keep up this kind of improvisation. He looked somewhat helplessly to Emma, who blinked at him, neutrally.


‘Leave your ear alone,’ she said, whispering again. Joe brought his hand down, reddening.


‘We seem to have skipped something,’- she continued, after a thoughtful pause.


‘Um … ?’


‘I mean – are we going straight into domesticity? We’re going to cut straight into the night after night, comfortable stuff? What about the three months of careless unbridled passion?’


Joe felt as if he was falling, down through the cushions. ‘Just to test out the sofa?’


Emma looked at him sternly. ‘I’m a method performer.’ Then she glanced at the window; the busker, a bearded rangy guitarist in combat gear and a beret, was slouching over the road, looking depressed.


‘And besides, how else are we going to close the show?’ she said, and leant over to kiss him on the lips, her mouth opening slightly to allow him access to those vivaciously human teeth. Immediately, the crowd outside burst into spontaneous applause; through the amazed register-centres of his brain, Joe thought he could make out a muted shout of ‘Go on my son!’ He closed his eyes, trying to swim for ever in the dark lake of her kiss; but then a bell sounded, spelling, like bells do, the end of playtime.


‘Em! What the fuck?’


Emma pulled slowly away from Joe, ignoring Paul, Chaise’s owner, who had just walked through the clanging shop door, ignoring the crowd, still clapping and laughing, ignoring everything except her husband-to-be’s intensely focused-on-her eyes. She could see two tiny images of her face reflected in his bursting pupils, and they were smiling.


‘You’d better bloody buy it now,’ she said.
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