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Chapter One



WHEN THE BIG RED BUS knocked him down in Fitzjohn’s Avenue, the first thing that floated into Eric’s mind was that it was a funny thing – you think you know a street well, walk down it every day, but it’s not till you’re flat on your back in the middle of it that you realize how terribly broad it is, how very tall the houses are. And the trees. Great big trees. The second thing he thought about was the last conversation – well, conversation, not really a conversation, more the usual mutually spiteful exchange – that he’d just conducted with Fiona. She had put on that deeply offensive pouting look and said, ‘You said you’d marry me,’ and he had said, ‘I said I’d murder you. You never hear anything.’ Which was true – even when she affected her perfectly maddening listening face, she still never heard a bloody word. So she said he was cruel. Was it cruel? Or unfeeling! – something of that order – and Eric had put her down with wit and concision (‘Oh do fuck off, Fiona’) and then stomped out of the house, into that next street, what was it, he could never remember the name even though he lived just round the corner – Lyndhurst, could it be? And then into Fitzjohn’s Avenue and right under this bloody bus, and there he was half wrapped round a bollard thinking what the hell is everyone staring at and, good God, look at the size of that house, he’d never even noticed it before. He tried to get up and everyone said no, don’t move – the ambulance will be here soon, and he thought bugger this for a game of conkers and tried to get up again, and some mad woman pushed him back really quite roughly so that he banged his elbow, as if he didn’t have enough on his plate, and started bellowing into his face that he really mustn’t move because he’d hurt himself, and so he struggled to his feet and promptly fell flat on his face, howling all the while with the total lack of inhibition that only true agony can bestow because he had only just realized that he could well have broken one or both of his legs. And if the police were involved, they’d get him for that other thing, bound to. Oh God, thought Eric – just before thinking, am I fainting? Don’t know – could be, never done it before, feel pretty odd, bit sick. Could be dying.


And yet this, he somehow felt, was just the beginning; oh God, he simply knew that this was just the bloody start.


*

The nurse gazed at Eric with smooth assurance, and held his wrist in roughened hands.


‘That was a daft thing to do, wasn’t it, Mr Pizer? What you wanna go walking into a bus for, eh?’


Eric’s mind sped through answers, half his face twisting up wryly at the humour of some of them, while his head echoed with whatever he said. The nurse puckered her nose like a fastidious schoolgirl or, Eric supposed, a stupid rabbit, and chattered in a sing-song voice that lengthened into a sigh. ‘We’re not making very much sense, are we, Mr Pizer? I think we’d better check your head for bumps.’


Bumps. That struck some sort of a chord with Eric. The man in the ambulance, the one with the extraordinary nose, he had mentioned something about bumps. ‘How you feeling now, me old son?’ – genially enough, with that great raspberry conk waggling up and down like a … hmm … then Eric’s mind sailed away, searching for the simile – geraniums in the rain? Epileptic sunset?


‘Send me Slingsby!’ Eric cried.


‘What’s he say?’ said someone else. Someone else in the ambulance, then. Three of them.


‘He’s had ’ell of a crack,’ said Hugenose. ‘His leg’s a bit buggered, but he’s raving, poor old sod.’


‘Do we know who he is?’


‘Says in his wallet, Pizza.’


‘Pizer,’ corrected Eric. ‘It’s like Liza with an L, except it’s Pizer with a … um. Is Slingsby here?’


‘You just lie back, Mr Pizer. Doctor’ll have a look at you soon. Be there in a jiff. Do you want us to call anyone? Who’s this Slingsby, when he’s at home?’


‘Pee,’ groaned Eric.


‘Oh Christ. George, get a pan for him, will you? All right, old son, hold on just a sec and then you can go.’


‘No.’


‘No?’


‘Pizer,’ said Eric. ‘With a pee, you see.’


‘What’s he say?’


‘Rambling. Must be his head – covered with bumps.’


*

Yes, the bumps. And Eric had said ‘and hair’, reasoning the rest of what he felt and meant to say just to himself. True, the hair was thinning – Fiona, bitch, said balding – but there were still mighty tufts. Eric pictured the clusters of bumps looming up through the hair like warts on a baboon. Perhaps Fiona could run her fingers through the bumps, and maybe not notice that his hair was thinning. Sometimes, she said, all you do in an entire evening is fart and lose more hair. Run your fingers through these, then, Fiona, you insufferable cow. Are your fingers probing? Why are you saying have you been here before? Ah, but you are not Fiona, you are the coarse-handed nurse. I remember now: bus, leg, bumps. Yes.


‘Woke up. Fuck. Got a fax. Had a fix. Is this foxy, feckless, or what?’


‘Doctor’ll be here soon. Are you in pain?’


‘That’s the opening of the book I’m writing,’ said Eric, quite brightly. ‘I feel better now. Actually, that’s the only bit I’ve written. You know, nurse – may I call you nurse? You’re a very sweet thing – that’s what Fiona says, she’s always saying that – you’re a, probably you are, a very sweet thing, apart from your face which I dislike. Nurse?’


‘You a writer, then?’


‘Writer? No. Writer? Me? No. Want to be. I’m a bloody landlord.’


‘Try and stay quiet.’


‘No, but – nurse?!’


Something urgent in Eric’s eyes caught the nurse, and she lacquered her voice into sickly becalming although these sudden intensities always frightened her when there was no one else around to deal with them.


‘What is it?’ she said.


‘It’s just – where’s Slingsby?’


‘And who’s this Slingsby, now?’


Eric threw back his head and could have even laughed, his throat was clucking so much.


‘Of course – you don’t know, do you? Have the police been? Did they … but no no. That’s it. Bunty? Doesn’t matter.’


Christ, thought Eric, I feel absolutely fine now – I’ve been raving. Have I said too much? Have I said anything? Any little thing is way too much. I think, thought Eric, I have to get out of here. Things to do.


‘Well?’ prompted the nurse.


‘I’ve felt better,’ said Eric. Clever.


‘Slingsby,’ prodded the nurse, her eyebrows arched in enquiry, almost as if she gave a damn.


But Eric opened his eyes much wider than that because Eric was back.


‘Who’s Slingsby?’ he asked.


*

His eyes snapped open as if he had been suddenly awakened by a noise, but he had heard nothing, as far as he was aware: no, he was sure not. Eric was so completely awake that he remained unsure as to whether he had slept at all, but then he remembered that of course he had slept because he had woken before – in this very ward, small ward, and much quieter than the casualty department where Eric had, he felt certain, been terribly rude to a nurse who was only trying to help.


When he had awoken the first time, Eric had been aware only of a tightness in his face and body, and he heard the big man’s deep voice long before he realized anyone was there.


‘I’m Dr Harvey. Welcome back to the land of the living. Simple fracture to the left tibia, extensive bruising to left elbow and upper arm, slight concussion.’


Eric started to speak, but it didn’t work.


Dr Harvey smiled. ‘And you sustained quite a crack to your jaw, so we taped it up. The arm’s quite tightly bandaged, and the leg’s in plaster – knee downwards, though, so it’s not too bad.’


Eric tried to move his leg, or even to register its presence, but couldn’t; his arm felt purple and about to burst, but still Eric thought of something quite funny so he grinned, which was absolute murder, and then said:


‘Mm-phlurr!’


‘I shouldn’t try to talk, old man.’


Dr Harvey peered closer at Eric, who was suddenly aware of his own ludicrous posture: one arm extended as if balancing a tray, his leg supported in mid drop-kick. His head was caught sideways and bound so tightly he could barely swallow, and now a dull ache throbbed above and below his left eye, and Eric was glad he felt unable to reach up and touch it. He felt a lot more sleep rushing into him, and remembered only the receding image of Dr Harvey reassuring him sternly.


‘Mr Pizer,’ he had said, ‘you are a very lucky man.’


*

Eric could only marvel at Fiona’s opening line. He had known she would come, of course. They would have contacted her – his wallet again (if you had no wallet, Eric had concluded, they’d leave you to die in a ditch) – and Fiona would have reacted with something along the lines of, ‘Under a bus?! You’re kidding! What a fucking stupid thing to do – that’s typical of Eric’ A gross injustice, this – it was Fiona who was always walking into walls and dropping things and forgetting things and losing things; Eric was normally pretty reliable, didn’t do stupid, unplanned things – with the exception of this bloody bus, of course. And the Slingsby business.


The shocking power of whatever drugs had made Eric aware through hours of molten sleep only that he was entombed within a lead coffin while also performing with Burt Lancaster on the flying trapeze had, to a degree, receded; he was as chirpy as one can be in a four-bed ward in the Royal Free Hospital lying next to an Irishman who thus far had struck Eric as belligerent and volatile, while coping with the suspicion that half one’s body had been hurled to the bottom of a rocky ravine, while the other half had looked on benignly. Then Fiona came.


‘Are you all right?’ she said. ‘Sweet thing?’


Eric set up what was intended to be a multi-purpose howl: derision, fury, disdain – oh, all sorts of frustrating stuff – but his jaw barely moved within its compress and the noise that emerged, he was quite disgusted to hear, was horribly akin to a suppressed vomit – the sort you choke on – with undeniable and quite ludicrous undertones of a whoopee cushion.


Fiona looked at him quite crossly and said, ‘Eric, we have to talk.’


Eric rolled his eyes like a pantomime Punjabi and stabbed with stiff-fingered hatred at his now quite mauve and trussed-up face.


‘Spleemmenurd!’ he roared, as the saliva glazed his chin and jowls.


Fiona looked at him now with what Eric considered to be ironic mock-pity, and shook her head just as fools in soap operas do on the verge of a situation that some bad writer has rightly deemed hopeless.


‘Oh Eric, Eric,’ intoned Fiona. ‘This is so like you. Anything to get out of facing up to things.’


Eric yearned – he yearned, Eric – to spit at her ‘Oh do fuck off, Fiona,’ just about as crushingly as he could, but he knew that any such attempt would sound like a mule with diarrhoea and so instead he went scarlet with the sheer humiliation of it all as Fiona leant across his face and reached for a plastic jug of orange juice. Eric’s eyes were bulging like cherry tomatoes now, and for at least two bloody good reasons: Fiona, clumsy cow, had managed to cuff him across the jaw – he presumed accidentally, but you never could tell with Fiona – and he well knew too the havoc the woman could cause with a brimming jug of orange juice in a fairly confined space – or, indeed, in any situation at all. Sure enough, here she was looking at Eric and saying, ‘Well, if you won’t talk, I will,’ while pouring the stuff only half in the catchment area of a polystyrene cup, and it was spattering all over the pillow. The amazing thing was, she never even appeared to notice.


Eric went to open his mouth in protest, before a wincing stab of pain reminded him that this wasn’t on the agenda, but was surprised nonetheless to hear in the air a voice filled with all the venom he had intended.


‘Now you’ve done it for sure!’ roared the Irishman. ‘My God, the sister’ll do for you now! I spilled some juice once and she said she’d cut my balls off if I even so much as looked at the jug again.’


There were quite a few things Eric could have said about that too, with reference to Fiona, but oh Christ, she was sitting down now, God help us, and that meant she really was going to talk. I have never, ever, thought Eric, hated any moment as much as this one.


‘You close your mouth!’ she bellowed first at the Irishman, ‘or I’ll fucking brain you with a bedpan!’


The Irishman gaped at her briefly, maybe to gauge whether or not she was being funny. Eric could have told him she wasn’t.


‘You’re a cont,’ decided the Irishman.


Eric nodded ferociously, despite the pain it caused, and Fiona turned her whole body away from the Irishman, her pinched nostrils and air of injured hauteur proclaiming to an audience upon whom all this was quite wasted that it was beneath her even to be seen trying to reason with lunatics.


‘Eric,’ said Fiona, quite formally, drawing in her cheeks – fine bone structure, elegant, Eric used to think: hatchet-faced, he now saw clearly. ‘None of us is getting any younger.’


‘Yurunk!’ mouthed Eric. Too bloody right, is what he had meant: he felt about a hundred and six.


‘And I’ve been thinking. You clearly do want to marry me.’


‘Durnd!’


‘And yet you keep pretending you don’t. I mean,’ she allowed, at her most benevolent, ‘I know you’re not much, but I can make up for whatever you lack. I am thirty-six years old’ – plaintive now, Eric knew this bit: babies next – ‘and I want to have children before it’s too late. Your children.’ And her face then softened as she reached out to touch Eric quite tenderly, sending the whole jug of orange juice slopping all over Eric’s face – his cheeks and nostrils rebelling under the lukewarm, drenching stickiness of it – and it wasn’t over yet, by Christ, because now she was coming at him with a tissue and if he didn’t duck she’d be sure to crack his jaw again or else somehow smother him.


‘Silly boy,’ admonished Fiona gently, slathering Eric’s face with disintegrating Kleenex. ‘What a messy pup. Anyway, think about it, sweet thing. Think about it hard.’


And she went. That was Fiona all over. She arrives, says trite things, imposes impossible demands, misses several points utterly, knocks about a gallon of bloody orange over his head and then just buggers off. It was drying stickily now, and any passing doctor would surely have diagnosed an unforeseen complication of jaundice.


‘That woman of yours is fucking crazy, do you know that?’ rasped the Irishman. There was awe in his voice, and Eric understood it: Fiona was so completely mad that it quite took your breath away, so utterly deranged that it was somehow almost admirable. The Irishman whimpered as Fiona strode back in.


‘Just after the hospital rang, I had a call from someone called Slingsby. Something about your meeting tomorrow? Who the hell is Slingsby?’


Eric mugged the shrugging of mystification to such a degree that his shoulders touched his ears, and his bad arm hurt terribly, so determined was he to upturn both palms in a demonstration of total ignorance.


‘Sllerrsbub? Drerrain. Doe.’


‘He didn’t sound very nice. Anyway – take care, sweet thing. And remember,’ added Fiona, ‘think.’


Yeah, thought Eric, when Fiona finally left, I’ll think. There’s a lot to think about. The Irishman – whose name, Eric idly supposed, he ought to find out – had not yet relaxed back into his pillows, probably fearing that Fiona would be a regularly recurring nightmare throughout the rest of his life. But she was right about one thing – Slingsby didn’t sound very nice: this was because Slingsby wasn’t very nice. Slingsby, Eric knew, was very bad news indeed.


Eric rang for the nurse, quite resigned to being scolded like a four-year-old for spilling all his lovely orange juice over his nice, clean bed, but he really couldn’t lie in this sweet, wet swamp any longer.


Of course, what Fiona had meant when she said ‘think’ was about this fixation of hers that they should get married. What possesses the woman, Eric wondered for the thousandth time. They hadn’t exchanged a civil word for over a year, and they had only lived together for fourteen months: Eric couldn’t possibly contemplate the thought of marrying her – it was quite ridiculous to even consider it.


Of course, even if he had felt quite differently towards Fiona, there was this added complication: just as Fiona, thank God, knew nothing whatever of Slingsby, nor was she remotely aware that Eric was already married: had been for ages.





Chapter Two



‘FIONA – YOU’RE SO wonderful. You are really, really lovely, you know, Fiona. Wonderful. Mm. Lovely.’


‘Oh, shut up, Henry,’ said Fiona. ‘Why do you always have to be so stupid all the time?’


They were in the basement of a rather large Edwardian house, once fairly splendid, just off Haverstock Hill, and very close to the hospital where at that very moment Eric was pressing his case to be discharged (‘Apart from my limbs and my head I’m fine, I tell you,’ he was spluttering), but Fiona and Henry Vole – Eric’s sort of right-hand man in the murky business of letting rooms – both assumed that he would be there for a couple of days yet. Vole, for one, was pleased to be able to talk as freely to Fiona as she would allow, unburden his heart, without the constant threat of Eric, lurking.


Fiona and Vole were folding dirty sheets, Vole having to stretch on tiptoe to meet Fiona’s fingers. Fiona – thirty-six only when Nature’s clock was under discussion, thirty-two at most other times – was a tall and undeniably elegant woman, and classy with it, Vole averred. Classy was a big word with Vole, lacking as he did anything to do with style, but for him the word tended merely to denote anything that shone: cars, scarlet fingernails, hair, shoes, cheekbones – ah, Fiona’s cheekbones! Sometimes Vole would fantasize over these splendid orbs, for in his mind they regularly eclipsed her long legs and to his eye more than serviceable breasts. Vole could lie in his bed just imagining one of those cheekbones clamped firmly to the side of his face and gag quite deliriously at the pleasure such a touch would bring him.


Vole had a collection of pretty ropy ultra-soft pornography from the 1950s that he had bought as a job lot – small magazines with titles like Spick and Knave, chock-a-block with smiling girls with permanent waves, beach-balls and Grecian columns featuring a good deal in many of the photographs. What puzzled Vole was, not to put too fine a point on it, the area of the pelvis. Among the many things Vole did not understand was that the pictures had been airbrushed as a legal requirement of the time; he just stared and stared and wondered how on earth you were supposed to get in: forty if he was a day, lecherous and yet entirely innocent. He had heard that now you could walk in anywhere and buy full-colour magazines that depicted massed women in tableaux that came close to blending Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson with a high-street family butcher, but Vole knew his place: he could not take a hint of threat, and he was also fairly squeamish. In his wallet he carried a small black-and-white picture of two pert buttocks that he had snipped around from a photo in the Easter 1959 issue of Mister! simply because they reminded him of the divine Fiona’s cheekbones.


‘I hate this job,’ said Fiona. ‘Filthy sheets. Why does Eric insist on supplying everyone with clean sheets every bloody week? It’s ridiculous. No other bed-sits do you get clean sheets. And why do I have to finger other people’s dirty linen?’


‘You’ve never done it before,’ remarked Vole, softly.


‘And I wouldn’t be bloody doing it now if that idiot Eric hadn’t walked under a bus. I mean – really: a bus, for Christ’s sake. Is that all of them? Oh God, I can’t stand it – there’s another pile of the ghastly things.’


‘I’ll do those,’ said Vole.


‘Good. You can be sweet, Henry.’


‘I could be sweeter, sugar.’


‘What?’


‘I meant, what I meant was I’ll do them. No problem. I don’t mind.’


‘Well, good. Kimberley’s coming over soon and we’re going to the shops. I haven’t any clothes at all and if I wait for Eric, I’ll be dead of old age. And you can tell him I’ve taken the rents.’


Vole looked up, looked down, and folded a sheet.


‘Bye, then, Henry. Oh shit – oh double shit!’


The shoulder bag that Fiona had been swinging around had somehow looped the loop and struck Henry in the eye, flying off beyond and spewing its clattering contents all over the floor.


‘Oh bugger, everything’s everywhere,’ cried Fiona.


Henry dabbed at his streaming eye and gabbled, ‘It’s OK, I’m fine, nothing to worry about,’ and then he yelped a bit because he had walked purposefully towards the debris in order to gather Fiona’s things, but as he was effectively blind he had not seen the corner of the ironing-board, into which he rammed his groin with considerable force, this causing him to double up and thrust his other hand between his legs as he sank to his knees. He would have been all right like that for a while, but Fiona became so impatient at the fact that clearly Henry wasn’t going to pick up all her stuff that she strode right through him in her eagerness to get the job done and be away.


‘God, you’re no help at all, are you, Henry?’


‘Sorry,’ moaned Vole.


*

‘It’s Penny, Eric. Jack’s at work.’


‘Oh God, look, Penny, I’m awfully sorry to hit you with this but I’m phoning from the Royal Free – it’s nothing serious, or anything—’


‘Are you ill?’


‘No – not ill – just had a bit of a, well it sounds so bloody stupid – a sort of an accident with a bus.’


‘A bus? Jesus, Eric, what happened?’


‘Oh look, I can’t go into it all. It’s just that they want to keep me here a couple of days and I want to get out as fast as I can and I’m damned if I can get a minicab, and I was really just phoning to ask if Jack could possibly, you know, pick me up – can’t, um, walk very well, you know – but of course he’s at work, I’ve rather lost track of, er, stuff.’


‘I’ll come and get you, Eric. That’s no problem.’


‘Oh, Penny, I didn’t mean—’


‘Don’t be silly. I’ll be there in a sec. I’m going to pick up Gillian anyway.’


‘Oh really? Who’s Gillian?’


‘Oh – you don’t know Gillian, do you? Where will you be?’


‘I’ll be, I’m at the big, ghastly entrance. Not the horrible, dark, underground entrance, but the huge, filthy, ugly entrance.’


‘OK, well don’t go away and I’ll see you soon. Poor Eric.’


‘Oh, I feel so stupid. Anyway – thanks, Penny. Bye.’


Don’t go away, thought Eric bitterly – that’s a bloody laugh. He was hobbling around like a peg-leg as it was: two people had already made parrot jokes. The whole left side of his body felt twice as dense as the right, and although he was leaning heavily on these metal crutches they’d given him, he couldn’t seem to get the balance right at all. And he felt sick, if he was honest. A sort of rising bile feeling like seasickness. And of course there were no bloody chairs, were there? They close wards, cut back on just about everything and more or less leave old people to fall down dead, but why in God’s name do they have to take away the bloody chairs?


‘There’s a chair over there, if you want to sit down.’


Eric must have been miming his need with unmissable skill. A man who reluctantly wore half a uniform was gesturing down a long and shiny vinyl corridor.


‘Where’s a chair?’ hazarded Eric. ‘I can’t see a chair.’


‘There – there, down at the end.’


‘Down at the – Christ, I can’t get all the way down there. What’s the point of staggering half a mile just so I can sit down? I want to stay here by the door.’


‘All the other chairs are being maintained.’


‘Maintained? What is that supposed to mean?’


‘We maintain them regularly.’


‘But meanwhile there’s nothing to sit on. Look,’ reasoned Eric. ‘I’ve just had my leg in plaster – you couldn’t do me a favour and get me a chair, could you? I’m being picked up in a moment and I just—’


‘We can’t move the chairs. I could get done for that.’


Eric had reached this sort of impasse with these types before; he just glowered at the man and turned away. Far from being ‘done’, in Eric’s view he should be nailed to the wall with a couple of chairs wedged up his arse – and then just watch his face when they came to maintain those. His jaw was sore. Oh Christ. Where the hell was Penny?


Eric leaned against a pillar and tried to take the weight off his stricken leg, but the bloody thing was having nohthing to do with it and he lurched sideways a bit and then slithered down to the floor. This proved to be a good sight more comfortable, and so he stayed there. Well, good Christ, who could have imagined this time yesterday that he’d be slumped like a crippled beggar on the doormat of one of the most hideous buildings in London, with most of his parts either aching or annoying? This was going to slow him up for sure – how the hell was he going to get everything done? And what would he tell Bunty? Have to put her off, this weekend. Give some excuse – make it plausible, though, because she’s always so damned suspicious. God, if she only knew that in all their six years of marriage, Eric hadn’t been faithful for longer than a fortnight at a stretch – she suspected, of course; Bunty was always narrowing her eyes in that sort of a way whenever he was late on Fridays, but she really had no idea, nothing firm to go on. Eric had always tended to maintain two quite separate households, and, Jesus, he didn’t really understand why. he’d done it almost from the word go – Fiona wasn’t the first, God no, not by a long chalk. he’d get interested in a woman, they’d go out – usual sort of thing, dinner and so on – bed, of course, then maybe a weekend away, and before you knew it they were kind of living together, and then they were really living together, no bones about it. And so Eric worked in London – there were no jobs around Bath, he told Bunty, you only had to look around – and then went back to her at weekends. As far as Fiona was concerned, Eric spent every weekend with an old school chum just outside Reading (‘How he stands you, I can’t imagine’) in order to pursue his famous novel. ‘Christ!’ screamed Fiona once, ‘you’ve been writing that bloody thing so long it must be massive. It’ll make War and Peace look like a note to the milkman.’ ‘It’s coming along,’ Eric had lied. ‘I have hopes.’


And sometimes he did: sometimes he really hoped, sometimes he believed that this novel of his would be it –  the novel the literary world was waiting for. At other times he felt the whole caper was just preposterous: he was simply a talentless and idle adulterer who let out bed-sits, and that was about the total. And, of course, he’d only written the opening paragraph of the bloody thing; that nurse hadn’t been too impressed with it – but hey! What did she know? Eric judged it a nice blend of Raymond Chandler and Martin Amis, which ought to be good for sales, but he had to admit that at some point it would require rather more; it was just that he knew he couldn’t go on peppering the paper with short sentences containing words that begin with F, but for the life of him he couldn’t imagine what else to do; also he felt that to add to it might mar its remarkable purity.


I suppose I could struggle down to Bunty’s, thought Eric. She usually collected him from Bath station anyway, and Paddington wouldn’t be that much of a problem, what with a taxi, and all. Otherwise what on earth would he tell her? ‘I’m awfully sorry, Bunty, but I can’t make it this weekend as I inadvertently walked under a bus. ‘Very funny,’ Bunty would say. ‘What’s her name?’ And then there’d be one of those awful, awful questionnaires during the course of which Eric would protest his undying loyalty to Bunty with such head-spinning vigour and clarity that he would come to believe it more strongly than anything else he could think of. And then Bunty would simmer down, apologize – Eric loved that bit – and then she would cook. That was one of the best things about Bunty – her wonderful cooking. That’s why he stayed with her, mainly – that and a funny quasi-feeling that was fidelity, in a warped sort of a way. But why did Eric make life such a bloody nightmare with that raving psycho Fiona? Well actually, he had to admit, red-hot sex. What with one thing and another, if Bunty wasn’t so green-eyed and possessive and Fiona not so completely barking mad, the two together might approach the makings of a half-good woman.


‘Eric – I’ve found you. I’m sorry it took so long. I took a short cut to Gillian’s and it took absolutely ages. Oh God, look at you – you poor old thing!’


‘Oh, Penny, hi – I’m fine, I’m just – oh Christ, help me up, could you? It’s a bugger, this thing.’


‘Come on – up you come! How on earth did it happen? What happened, Eric? Oh God – does that hurt too?’


Penny had asked this because Eric had shrieked when she touched his arm. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘It’s just a bit … Is the car near?’


‘It’s just around – here, lean on me, and can you hold those stick things with your other hand?’


‘Yeah, got it. I’m fine. Right – which way?’


‘It’s just here. So what have you been doing, Eric? What was all that about a bus?’


‘Bus, yes. I, er, a bus hit me.’


‘It hit you? Jesus.’


‘But, as you can see, I live to tell the tale,’ smirked Eric, a good deal less than half-heartedly. And tell it I will, he thought miserably, for ever and ever. What happened? What happened? A bus. I walked into, under, in front of, a bus. A bus?! Yes, a bleeding bus – you know: big red bugger – now shut up, for Christ’s sake. Jesus. Maybe I should change it to something less amazing, like a fucking jumbo jet.


‘Gillian, could you squidge over to the back? Gillian, this poor old thing is Eric, friend of Jack’s. Bit in the wars at the moment, aren’t we, Eric? Hey?’


‘Bit.’ Shit.


‘Hallo, Eric,’ said Gillian, who was – and Eric surprised himself by observing it – quite perfectly tanned, although it wasn’t tanning weather. ‘God, how awful,’ she said. ‘What happened to you?’


Oh bugger, oh shit, thought Eric.


Penny piped up. ‘He had a weeny bit of a misunderstanding with a bus, didn’t you, Eric?’


‘A bus!’ squealed Gillian, curse her to hell.


‘Penny, let’s get going, shall we?’ suggested Eric. ‘I’m quite keen to, I’d quite like a lie-down, what with … um—’


‘Have you home in two shakes,’ grinned Penny. ‘I’ve never been an ambulance before. Great fun.’


Yeah yeah, thought Eric. Yeah.


*

‘You get a table, Fiona,’ purred Kimberley in her fudgy, Boston accent, ‘and I’ll just – I don’t know if it’s self-serve here – no, there’s waitresses, I’ll come with you.’


Fiona and Kimberley flounced down into their chairs in Richoux, the rather smart coffee shop opposite Harrods. Fiona rammed stiff, shiny paper bags with rope handles under the table, and let the slippery plastic ones slither where they would.


‘God, I’m fagged,’ sighed Fiona. ‘Do they do just coffees here? I couldn’t face anything to eat.’


‘Sure,’ said Kimberley. ‘You know, I think you should go back for that suit.’


‘The pink one? The Armani?’


‘Yup. It wasn’t real pink – more kind of corally.’


‘It was pretty pink,’ said Fiona. ‘Bloody expensive, though.’


‘An investment,’ smiled Kimberley, fingering a large pearl ear-stud as if she was tuning it. ‘The idiot Eric wouldn’t see it like that.’


‘How is old Eric? Same?’


‘Same. Only worse. Balder. You’ll never guess what he managed yesterday – got knocked down by a bus!’
 

‘You’re kidding.’


‘Just round the corner from home. What a fool, I ask you.’ And Fiona wrinkled her nose as her black eyes shone with malevolent pleasure. ‘I mean, honestly – what a nerd!’


‘But he’s OK?’


‘Oh, he’s fine. Broke his leg, hit his head. He’s fine.’


‘Do you like Eric, Fiona? I sometimes wonder.’


‘Eric? Yeah, he’s OK, I suppose – in small doses.’ And then, quite seriously, ‘He bores me, though. Sometimes I could scream.’


‘Are you ready to order?’ asked a very small waitress with her hair tied back painfully tight; the resultant arch of the eyebrows gave her the air of being permanently astonished.


‘Cappuccino,’ said Kimberley.


‘And I’ll have espresso. Large – double espresso.’


‘And that’s all?’


Fiona’s eyes blazed as she gripped the edge of the table. ‘Yes, that’s all – if there was any more we would have told you, wouldn’t we? One cappuccino, one large espresso – think you can handle that?’


‘Fiona,’ said Kimberley, mildly admonishing.


The waitress looked with hate at Fiona and walked stiffly back to the counter.


‘We-ell,’ said Fiona, by way of justification. She screwed up her lips and waggled her head in parody of the waitress. ‘“And that’s all?” – bloody little creep.’


‘Jesus, Fiona, you don’t get any better. Relax, fah Chrissake.’


‘You’re right, you’re right. I just find everyone so irritating – not you, Kimberley – but Eric, bloody Eric, and Henry and – you know, people – everyone. That’s one reason I’m not going back to Armani – I couldn’t stand that bloody woman in there. And that dopey little waitress, Christ. No, but it’s Eric, really. I sometimes think that we’ve maybe just about had it, Eric and me.’


Kimberley lit a Marlboro and blew out the first funnel of smoke with audible force. ‘So dump him. Dump him and come and live in my place.’


‘I’ve thought about it, but …’ and Fiona indicated the piles of carrier bags. ‘Needs must.’


‘Yeah – but if you’re not happy …’


‘Eric pays. I’m happy enough.’


‘And is he – useful?’


‘What – bed, you mean? Don’t make me laugh – it’s embarrassing, he’s so bloody hopeless. He says – you’ll like this – he says I excite him too much. Ha ha! It’s great, isn’t it? About twice a week I excite him too much for about thirty seconds flat. Jesus, aren’t men utterly contemptible? They’re all the same.’


‘Some,’ smiled Kimberley. And then ‘Ah!’ as the coffee arrived.


‘About bloody time,’ said Fiona, too loudly, but the waitress had decided not to hear another word. ‘You’re so lucky having your own money. I wish I did – then I could do what I like.’


‘So marry well, and wait for him to die, like I did. Or kill him.’


‘I’d quite like to kill him, sometimes, Eric. I think about it. Maybe one day I will – when he’s richer. But I want to marry him too – crazy. He says he’s writing a bestseller.’


‘Yeah? Is it any good?’


‘Oh, he won’t show it to me. Not that I could tell, if I’m honest. I think books are a complete waste of time.’


Kimberley sipped her cappuccino, and then formed her mouth into a circle, dabbing at a corner of it with her little finger. ‘So how long has he been working on this book of his?’


‘Oh, God,’ groaned Fiona. ‘About a hundred years.’


‘Hm. Sounds like one of those books that never get finished. I’d get my own money, if I were you.’


‘Yeah, but how?’


Kimberley grinned and her pale blue eyes sparkled. ‘You could get a job?’


Fiona put down her cup. ‘Very funny, Kimberley. Ha bloody ha.’


*

Eric had managed the key in the lock – bit fiddly, but not too much of a problem – but now, as he knocked open the front door with these blasted crutches, the damn thing swung back shut before he had time to hoist his plastered leg up onto the step. Three times this happened, and by the end Eric was nearly crying with effort and the sheer bloody foolishness of the thing. He had spent ages assuring Penny that he was all right (’I’ll be fine, Penny, honestly – no, really, you really mustn’t … no truly, I’m OK now – it was really good of you to …’) and of course he wasn’t all right at all – couldn’t even open the bloody front door. He had never even noticed, not in all the years he’d lived there, that the door even did swing back shut like that. Never noticed.


This time, he got his stiff, stupid leg up on the step first, and then he started messing around with the lock and leaning heavily into the panels, when quite suddenly alarm sprang into Eric’s eyes and his arms windmilled about in an attempt to preserve his balance because the door was now abruptly opened wide and Eric hadn’t yet been ready for it and he fell inwards by stages, his clunking leg the last to go, Eric just having time to register and be appeased by the fact that it was Henry Vole into whom he was falling, and that the man was winded and maybe even in pain.


‘Oh Vole!’ exploded Eric. ‘You very silly cunt.’


‘Gah!’ said Vole. ‘I was just opening the – I thought I heard. Gah!’


‘Fucking idiot,’ wheezed Eric, trying at least to get some sort of purchase by digging an elbow hard into Vole’s windpipe. ‘Christ oh Christ,’ muttered Eric with real disgust, ‘any more and I’ll be dead by tonight.’


‘I didn’t expect you …’ coughed Vole, wriggling out from under Eric and clutching his throat, this giving Eric the brief sensation that the floor was rushing up to meet him. I don’t think, he thought, that all those drugs have quite worn off yet. ‘Could have been – I don’t know – burglars,’ offered Vole.


‘Oh yes – burglars. You get a lot of one-legged burglars letting themselves in the front door. You really are a complete bloody fool, Vole. Help me up, for Christ’s sake – I want to sit down and I need a drink.’


So do I, thought Vole, when he had finally settled Eric into the sofa – only then thinking to drag his coat off him, which meant he had to endure yet more of Eric’s muffled cursing and abuse as his head was stuffed into an armhole, and although God knows Vole had heard enough of it over the years, he never really got used to it and it hurt him, it really did. Vole had pressed a very large whisky into Eric’s hand, and he suddenly felt tired – just couldn’t be bothered to ask all the how-did-it-happen-how-do-you-feel type questions. Eric would only snap back something on the lines of ‘How do you fucking well think?’ so what was the use?


‘Fiona says to tell you she’s taken the rents,’ said Vole, and then he made for the little cabinet in his dark bedroom at the top of the house and took out a brown bottle of cough medicine, managed the childproof cap like a professional, tipped the whole thing to his lips and hungrily swallowed nearly all of it. Nothing to do with his throat: Henry Vole, he had only recently admitted to himself, was hopelessly addicted to cough medicine – had been since nearly a year ago, when it had first been prescribed. He had misunderstood the dose and taken far too much, but could never remember feeling so good as a result. Vole had never really liked alcohol – even the smell of Eric’s whisky had been enough to make him retch – but this, this stuff was different. These days, when things were bad, when Fiona snapped at him or Eric was vile – most days, then – Vole could get through three, maybe four bottles between waking up and falling back into bed again at night.


And, quite often, in the silent and unforgiving small hours of the steel-grey morning, Henry Vole would lie spreadeagled on the floor, surrounded by the dusty and faded copies of Spick and Span and Mister! and Knave, some with rusting staples and others speckled by the sticky bottles of medicine, and he would think of Fiona, Fiona and her cheekbones; and then he would cry, each spasm jolting his insides as his face and the mind beyond it truly, deeply, hurt.


*

‘But poor old Eric!’ laughed Penny.


Jack smiled in that boyish way – it was quite right what everyone said, Jack’s smile was really delightful: lit up his eyes, and made everybody feel much better.


‘Bit of a bloody stupid thing to do, though,’ said Jack. ‘What was he thinking of? Didn’t he see it coming or what?’


‘Well, obviously he didn’t see it coming, Jack,’ said Penny. ‘I should think that to most people knocked down by buses the whole thing comes as a complete surprise.’


‘M’yes. I suppose so.’


Penny looked at Jack. Even now, after nearly twenty years, she still didn’t know whether he possessed the very driest of humours, or if it was simply that he was rather thick. Look at him now: no ironic expression, no purse of the lips or cock of the brow – even the famous smile had vanished.


‘Anyway,’ said Penny, ‘he didn’t seem too bad. In fact – Jack, I hate it when you leave your bag in the hall, you know that, I keep telling you – I, um, what was I saying? Oh yes – Eric. Yes – I rather think he got the sympathy vote.’


‘Really? What do you mean? What are you talking about, actually, Penny?’


‘Gillian. I’d just picked her up and Gillian hasn’t met Eric before and I think she rather liked him, or so she said. I can’t imagine why – he was being his usual, thoroughly unpleasant self. I would have left him to rot until you got home, but he sounded so utterly pathetic on the phone.’


‘Oh – leave him alone. You’re always going on about Eric. He’s all right. Ha!’ guffawed Jack suddenly, and the great big smile was back. ‘I shouldn’t have thought there was anything there for Gillian, though – not Gillian’s style at all, I shouldn’t have thought. And God help her if Fiona gets wind of it.’


‘There’s nothing to get wind of, Jack. Do listen. I simply said that Gillian said – what did she say? That he had a, Eric had a – oh, I don’t know what she said, but it was all about the little boy lost, sort of thing. Felt sorry for him, maybe. He did look pretty rough, silly old bugger. Fiona still wants to marry him, you know. I don’t think he will.’


‘He won’t,’ said Jack, with finality.


‘Oh Jack, you always say that. How can you be so sure? He might. Eric does do crazy things.’


‘Well, he won’t marry Fiona. He’s not that crazy – and anyway – well, he just won’t.’


‘I still don’t see how you can say that. I agree it seems unlikely, but he might is all I’m saying. You don’t know, Jack. Not for certain.’


Ah, but I do, thought Jack, I do I do I do. It’s you who doesn’t know, Penny, it’s you. You always think you know everything, but you don’t, you don’t at all, you bossy old cow.


‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Jack.


‘I am,’ averred Penny with assurance and satisfaction, although for the life of her she could no longer remember whatever it was she was supposed to be right about.


*

Eric had dozed off on the sofa, and only woke up when his glass slipped out of his fingers and he gruntingly acknowledged that at least it hadn’t broken, but on the down side there had been a good finger of malt still in the thing – which was a complete bloody waste – and now there was a stain spreading all over the carpet and he was damned if he was even going to try to get down there and deal with it because he had been supporting his aching jaw upon his aching arm as he slept and now the aching had boiled up into fury and his leg was heavy and hard and numb and burning with needles.


‘Vole!’ roared Eric. ‘Vole, God blast you!’ But Vole didn’t come. Vole rarely did.


Eric glanced around the room and said out loud, ‘I really feel sorry for myself. I really do. Yes.’ Eric often spoke to himself when he was alone and even, he had been embarrassed to acknowledge, when he wasn’t.


It was a nice room, a comfortable room – the big ground-floor bay-windowed room that he had never been allowed into when he was a boy. In some ways, Eric’s mother – he couldn’t remember his father, and certainly it never did to bring him up – had been a very go-ahead, bookish, eccentric sort of a woman: typically, Eric supposed, what people used to call Hampstead. God knows what Hampstead as an adjective meant nowadays – anything people wanted it to mean, but always derogatory (and always, for some dumb reason, with the aitch dropped if the Heath or the bloody funfair were under discussion). But in other ways, in other ways Eric’s mother had been a pillar of middle-class rectitude. Each morning, she would walk him to The Hall preparatory school, and then strut back to the house, having bought a small cottage loaf in Rumbold’s in Belsize Village, and some Cow & Gate Farmer’s Wife Double Devon Cream at the dairy. This she would spoon on to a slimming cereal called Fru-Grains, whereupon she would pronounce the result utterly loathsome, and – in complacent silence – eat it.


Then she would clean the whole house – and it was a big house – from loft to basement, and clean it properly, too: she moved the piano so that she could hoover the little cupped indentations where the sturdy legs had been. Once a week was Clean Sheet Day for all the tenants, and when she was done it was time to collect Eric from school. On the way back she would ask what he had learned that day and – when he told her as best he could, and he had to rehearse it because she was a bit of a stickler – she would laugh, laugh in his face not at all pleasantly, and tell him right there in the street that she knew that, knew that better than Eric did, and had done, had done for years.


Then they would go to that curious, dark tobacconist, where the owner rose out of the gloom and looked down so threateningly. A shilling slab of Bournville and, for Eric, those multi-coloured Spangles. He was heartily sick of them – yearned for the new Rowntree’s Liquorice Gums – but meekly, every day, accepted the Spangles and waited until he was asked, ‘And what do you say?’ before he replied,  ‘Thank you, mummy,’ and she smiled and straightened his cap and said, ‘I should think so. I should think so too.’


They read books in the evening – Virginia Woolf for Eric’s mother, and that new girl, Iris Murdoch – while Eric read and reread Treasure Island and Dickens and Kidnapped and Jennings. Eric’s mother ate the Bournville, Eric hid his Spangles all over the house, and just before bedtime they would share an orange. She never left him alone, ever – she knew no one apart from the tenants in the house. There was Miss Sumption and her unmarriable daughter, Jane; there was that nice Janet who was a secretary and in the Salvation Army, and then on the top floor was Henry’s mother, Mrs Vole – but everyone knew, Eric’s mother whispered, that she wasn’t really a Mrs, no, not at all, but called herself one for the sake of the child; Eric didn’t play with Henry.


Eric’s mother had not been at all sure at first about the German girl, Inge – surname unpronounceable, Eric’s mother had decided, so she broke her own rule about first names and called her Inge; too much make-up, bit flighty-looking – but the two became the nearest that Eric’s mother would ever get to friends. All the tenants would chat when they came down to pay the rents, sometimes for hours, and Eric would watch ‘Wagon Train’ and ‘The Dickie Henderson Show’ and sometimes even the news. Eric’s mother was called Flavia and she died – what must it be, four, five years ago? And Eric missed her still, from time to time, but never at the weekends when he went back to Bunty.


And here he was now in the big, forbidden front room. Flavia only ever went in to clean it, so far as Eric could see, and then she always locked the door. Even when Eric was a man, he felt odd about entering the room, and clearly his mother didn’t like him doing so. There was a big, oak roll-top desk in the corner – there it is, it’s still there now – and only when Flavia died (cancer, poor thing – it took for ever) did Eric start searching for the keys, although he eventually had to prise it open. All the papers related to his father – receipts, old cheque-books, nothing really of any interest at all. No photographs. Eric still had no idea what his father looked like, whether he was alive or dead, and – now – had no wish to. And although Eric used the desk himself, he had never got rid of any of those stiff and useless papers, but had tidied them away into a lower drawer.


Eric was the landlord now – different sorts of tenants, of course (Christ – particularly Gloria, oh God, Gloria) – and the amazing thing about this house – and sometimes it scared Eric, this, because the lie, there were so many lies, but this one was just so huge – was that Bunty, his wife, had not only never set foot in it, but was completely unaware of its existence. He had met her at some function thing in Bath, near where she had a little house; they had married in Bath, and that’s where they lived. Except during the week, Bunty will explain: Eric works as an editor at the art publishers Windermere & Michigan, and it’s so much cheaper for him to rent a grotty little room in London than to pay for a season ticket. Bit grim for him, but he doesn’t seem to mind too much. And Bunty never phoned him at Windermere & Michigan because that, as Eric would tell you, was not the sort of thing that Bunty would do. Eric had never even been to Windermere & Michigan – didn’t even know where it was – but most Fridays he would buy one or two of their big, glossy books to take back to Bath and tell Bunty he had brought them because they were just lying around the office, and you might like to glance at them. Oh God, it was all so hair-raising – he had invented the entire staff and had to remember who was on holiday and whose cat had the mange; but it was a way of life, now – couldn’t be helped. That’s just the way it was.





Chapter Three



WHEN FIONA CAME INTO the bathroom, Eric had his head stuck into the sink and was energetically brushing his teeth, working up a fairly furious foam, so eager was he to be rid of the dry, stale taste that he had taken with him from the hospital and which the whisky had done nothing to dislodge.


‘Eric – we have to talk.’


‘Phlloughing hell, Froda, why bloodysabble lycra?!’ spluttered Eric, really bloody annoyed. He was glaring at her now and wiping his face quite violently with a towel marked ‘Hers’, which was one of a batch Fiona had once bought as a joke: they all said ‘Hers’ – there was not a single ‘His’ to be seen. With his leg stuck out sideways, poor old Eric looked as if he were about to take her hand for the polka.


‘You’re always going on about talking – usually when for one reason or another I am actually physically incapable of talking – and yet you never have anything to talk about.’


‘Eric, just listen, will you?’


‘Oh, I’m listening, God blast you. And what’s all this about the rents? How do you suppose I’m going to keep this bloody house going if you are forever sailing in and taking all the money to spend on bloody clothes?!’


‘Oh, it’s impossible to talk to you!’


‘Talk! Talk, damn you! Say something, you bloody annoying little bitch. The only talk you’ve got is announcing that at some time in the future you’re going to talk!’


Fiona held his look, and shot cold steel into it. She stamped her foot and looked as if she yearned for Eric’s face to be down there, underneath it.


‘Are you – you shit – going to listen?!’


‘I’m listening, I’m listening. Can’t we go downstairs – ridiculous standing in the middle of the bathroom. All right – all right: I’m listening.’


‘I just don’t know if I want to talk to you.’


‘Jesus Christ.’


‘I just can’t talk to you.’


‘Well shut the fuck up, then.’


‘Typical – typical schoolboy abuse. Anything to get out of an adult conversation.’


‘An adul – Fiona, you’ve never had an adult conversation in your entire—’


‘Listen to me!’


‘I’m listening! I said I was listening – how many languages do you want it in? Huh? My ears are agog – I listen. I hear nothing, but I listen. I have broken my leg, my whole body is driving me crazy, I am half naked and cold in the middle of the bathroom and I am listening, Christ help me!’


Fiona seethed hate. ‘I just don’t want to exchange one single word with you. There’s no point in talking to you – and do you know why? You want to know why?’


Eric flattened his lips into tacit acceptance of a foregone response. ‘OK, Fiona, OK. Right, then, Why?’


‘Because,’ screamed Fiona, ‘because you never bloody listen!’


She wheeled out and slammed the door and all the cursed bathrobes fell off the hook and onto the floor and Eric was thinking she’s mad, she’s mental – it’s her who never listens, never hears a word – and when she fought to get back in she had to cram her body right up to the door because the bathrobes weren’t budging, and Eric was amazed, appalled and immediately excited to see that look, that look on her face.


Her mouth slewed up and sideways like that of a cat, and her big, red tongue lolled within.


‘Wanna fuck?’ she teased. ‘Sweet thing?’


*

And he did want to, of course: he always did, if Fiona was anywhere near him. It was a really strange and very fundamental truth that if Fiona was anywhere at all – standing at the sink, in the hall, at the supermarket checkout – Eric wanted to fuck her. In fact, what he most dreaded was having just fucked her because he still wanted to fuck her and then, yeah, he couldn’t. And when he was up her – like now, pumping hard in the middle of the bathroom floor – everything seemed worth it: the lies, the money, the heart-maiming hypertension induced by Fiona’s wall-to-wall insanity. God, when he was up her, he’d do anything, anything for Fiona – but Fiona was tight-lipped when they made love (made love? No – silly: fucked, let’s be clear). She compressed her lips so tightly that they became one mean line, and it looked as if she had been dared by any means possible to stop herself from crying out. If she had asked him to marry her when he was up her, he would have said yes yes yes. If she had asked him to tell her all his secrets when he was up her, she would have got the lot – and if Fiona, on learning of the existence of Bunty, had wanted her dead, then – when he was up her – he would have sworn to kill the woman first thing in the morning. But she didn’t, Fiona didn’t: she never said a word which was – Eric at other times coolly reasoned – just as well, wasn’t it?
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