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  1




  I’m doing sixty down Highgate Hill and the Laughy Woman is doing my head in. Titch is all set to ask this morning’s questions on Titch’s Triffic Trips but she

  won’t let him get a word in. Fair enough, have a laughy woman by all means, most breakfast shows have one and, to be honest, when you’re half brain-dead in the mornings and you’ve

  joined the legion of sad bastards on the way to work, it’s quite reassuring to have some over-cheerful woman laughing her head off at the trivial inanities of the DJ.




  But the trouble is that I’m not on the right wavelength this morning, mentally that is. Rather than eight hours’ sleep, followed by a shower and coffee in preparation for this banal

  breakfast bollocks, I’ve been pulling on huge reefers at Luke’s place in a vain attempt to calm myself down from an ill-advised acid trip in readiness for Mar Kettle. The daft bastard

  had told me the trips were old, that his crusty mate Spanner had had them for months and they probably wouldn’t even work. I wish mine hadn’t. Instead of the mellow euphoria, heightened

  sensibility and giggling I’d hoped for, I found myself locked into a full-on serotonin knees-up, pupils like dinner plates and hallucinations when I shut my eyes that made me feel as though

  my brain was plugged into the Internet web of some weird cartoon planet. What’s more, we trashed the place.




  For starters, we decided it might be fun to have some bathtub soup and proceeded to empty the contents of Luke’s fridge and cupboards into the bath. That done, Luke decided to give it a

  stir. Within seconds, a splatter fight had erupted between us and within what was probably no more than ten minutes but which appeared to us in our drug-addled state as about two hours, the whole

  of Luke’s bathroom was pebble-dashed with everything from frozen peas to taramasalata. Both of us received a good ducking in the bathtub soup and managed to spread further crap all over the

  flat. Then it was time for Subbutteo. But instead of playing a traditional game it turned into a game of hide-and-seek using the players, the idea being to conceal one’s entire team in

  unlikely places. This kept us amused for a while until I discovered that, in a desperate bid to win the game, Luke had glued his goalkeeper to the roof of his mouth. It was while I was trying to

  prise it loose that I remembered Mar Kettle and my nine a.m. appointment. Thank God Luke’s got a recently acquired washer-dryer, so I was able to sort out my physical appearance if not my

  mental. The latter, he assured me, would all be taken care of by his new Amsterdam-cultivated laboratory skunk. I could tell that it was strong, that it had twice the THC content of its nearest

  rival. But the LSD break-dancing on my synapses wasn’t going to succumb to any herbal brakes, however strong, and continued its chemical trajectory unabated. To speed up the comedown, we

  shared a bottle of cooking sherry, probably the only foodstuff in the entire flat that hadn’t made it into the bathtub soup.




  I left Luke standing in the doorway of his flat, his clothes still caked in bathtub soup in varying shades of congelation, his beady rodent face stretched into a lunatic grin, a thick tress of

  hair curling back over his crown like a handle so I almost felt as though I could pick him up by it and carry him around like an appliance – the Portable Drug Abuser, perhaps. When the

  intensity of the trip began to subside of its own accord, I was left just pissed and stoned – which is not the ideal state to be in for a nine-o’clock with Mar Kettle.




  Being Friday, this is the deciding round on Titch’s Triffic Trips. Will it be Maureen from Orpington, some disembodied housewifey drone or Jeremy, some over-cheerful wanker from Wandsworth

  who will take the mystery trip of the week? Last week, a butcher from Neasden won a fortnight in the Seychelles. But with Titch thinking himself a bit of a zany bastard and the station strapped for

  cash, often the mystery trip is a total let-down in a hey-look-at-us-we’re-bonkers local-radio kind of way. Another time, some la-di-da woman chiropodist from Surbiton won a trip to a funfair

  in Dundee. She was livid but, for once, my sense of humour coincided with the Laughy Woman’s and together our laughter filled the interior of the Beamer. But today she’s gone over the

  top so much so that Titch has to tell her on air to calm down and I don’t know whether it’s the drugs or not but this morning, more so than usual, I can detect all the inflections of

  her forced laughter. Mind you, what a bum job, when you think about it, having to feign amusement and fake laughter at the vapidities of some irritating little shit like Titch Allcock, my old

  school buddy.




  He wasn’t always known as Titch: that became his nickname once he took to the airwaves. When I knew him at school, his nickname was ‘No Balls’, on account of his surname,

  Allcock. He was a couple of years above me but due to his diminutive stature I could get away with calling him names. He wasn’t the type to exact physical retribution. He was one of those

  kids who was the smallest in his class but had the largest head and the loudest, most booming voice. Always wanted to organize everything and take over. An annoying bastard, really, but perfect

  radio-jock material, I suppose. It was no surprise when I turned on the breakfast show one morning to hear his over-familiar morning-mate voice. Initially, he had a different laughy woman but she

  wasn’t laughy enough so he got this one who overdoes it in the extreme.




  Finally he manages to shut her up and we get Jeremy, the wanker from Wandsworth. While he’s running through what he’ll get up to at the weekend (rugger on Saturday morning, beers

  with the chaps later), I can imagine him sitting there in his pinstripes and brogues with a shit haircut and I’m willing him to lose even if it means that Maureen, this menopausal old boiler

  from Kent, can win. Now it’s her turn for a little pre-competition chit-chat with Titch: when asked what she’ll get up to at the weekend she starts on about her fucking garden and has

  to be cut short. At least she doesn’t try to be funny, which is something. Now’s the time for the jingle – ‘Titch’s Triffic Triiiips’ – all cheesy

  synth-and-drum machine and we’re into the game.




  ‘OK, Maureen?’




  ‘Yes, thank you, Titch. Bit nervous.’




  ‘No need. Here’s the first question to you. Who sang: “Like a bat out of hell I’ll be gone by the morning light”?’ Not content with just answering the

  question, Maureen decides to show off her rock ’n’ roll knowledge and says, ‘It’s that fat man with the long hair. It’s Meatloaf.’




  ‘Correct. Now, Jeremy, your first question.’ (I’m willing him to cock it up). ‘Who sang: “Because the night belongs to lovers”?’




  ‘Patti Smith.’




  ‘Correct. But I bet you don’t know who wrote it.’




  ‘Bruce Springsteen.’




  ‘Maureen, you’re in trouble here, this guy knows his stuff. It’s one all. OK, Maureen, for your second question I want you to tell me who wrote The Singing

  Detective?’




  ‘Oh, that was Dennis Potter.’




  ‘Congratulations, Maureen, that’s two out of two.’




  ‘Now, Jeremy. Your second question is this: who wrote the brilliant television series Pennies From Heaven?’




  ‘Golly, erm, that’s a trick question, isn’t it?’




  ‘It might be.’




  ‘That’s Dennis Potter as well, isn’t it?’




  ‘Correct.’




  The Laughy Woman sees an opening and inserts a couple of cackles.




  ‘OK, Jeremy and Maureen, this is your third question. You’ve both got two right so, from here on in, it’s sudden death. Maureen, who played Hutch in the seventies American

  detective series Starsky and Hutch?’




  ‘I can see him. Tall, blond. Lovely singing voice.’




  ‘What was his name, Maureen?’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know.’




  ‘Have a guess, Maureen.’




  ‘No, it’s gone.’




  ‘You’ll kick yourself.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘David Soul,’ he says as though counselling a potential suicide.




  ‘Oh, no.’




  ‘Never mind, Maureen. It’s not over yet. Jeremy from Wandsworth still has to get this right to win this week’s Triffic Trip. OK, Jeremy, here goes: who played Jack Regan in the

  seventies British detective series The Sweeney?’




  I’ve reached Mar Kettle’s place by now and although I’m ashamed to admit it, I have to sit in the Beamer and hear the outcome of Jeremy and Maureen going head-to-head.

  I’m willing Jeremy with all my might to get it wrong but I know he won’t.




  ‘John Thaw.’ Shit.




  ‘Congratulations, Jeremy, you’ve won this week’s Triffic Trip. How do you feel?’




  ‘I feel fab, Titch.’ Fab? Cunt.




  ‘That’s great and it just remains for me to express my commiseration to Maureen’ – they can’t even be bothered to put Maureen back on air – ‘and to

  thank everyone who’s taken part on this week’s Triffic Trips before passing you over to the delightful Carol’ – the Laughy Woman – ‘who will reveal

  Jeremy’s Triffic Trip.’




  This is the high point of the week for the Laughy Woman, the one time when she isn’t just a disembodied laugh, a mere knee-jerk reaction to Titch’s bullshit. And every week she hams

  it up, revelling in having the airwaves to herself. She knows that out there, in their kitchens, cars, offices and factories and in their hospitals and on their building sites, there are tens of

  thousands of Joe Publics hanging on her every word. But she doesn’t give a shit about them. All she cares for are the handful of radio and television executives who might be tuned in, any one

  of whom might like what he hears and whisk her away so that she’s no longer just Titch Allcock’s laughy woman, but what? Newscaster? Weathergirl? TV prime-time laughy woman? Chat-show

  host? Game-show host? Anything!




  ‘Thanks, Titch. Well, Jeremy, how’re you feeling?’




  ‘Great.’




  ‘Well, here in this envelope I have before me are the details of your Triffic Trip but I must warn you and explain to all those of you who haven’t tuned in before that—’

  – portentous whisper now – ‘—it might not be quite what you were hoping for. It might not be the fortnight in the Bahamas, it might not be the ten-day safari in Kenya but,

  in the words of Mick and the boys in that terrific group The Rolling Stones, “You don’t always get what you want but sometimes, if you’re very lucky, you might just jolly well get

  what you need.” Laugh. ‘Now, Jeremy, are you still with us?’




  ‘Oh yes, Carol.’




  ‘Nervous?’




  ‘A little.’ You can tell that Jeremy’s busting his braces to find out where he’s going and so am I as I’m now running late for Mar Kettle.




  ‘OK, here goes.’ The Laughy Woman rustles some paper to make it sound like she’s opening an envelope.




  ‘Jeremy?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You’ve won a weekend for two, potholing in Dorset.’




  I’m banging on the steering wheel and roaring at the windscreen. Poor old Jeremy, he’s gone through a week of this. All his family and friends have tuned in, he’s finally won

  the game and all they can give him is a weekend crawling around under Dorset. The Laughy Woman acts all concerned.




  ‘It’s not quite what you were hoping for, is it, Jeremy?’




  ‘Not quite.’ All that Jeremy wants to do at this moment in time is play football with the Laughy Woman’s severed head but instead he has to put up with her glib radio-speak and

  noises of consolation.




  ‘Is there a Mrs Jeremy?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Girlfriend?’




  ‘Er, yes.’




  ‘Well, maybe she likes potholing.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  Bet she fucking doesn’t. He’s totally gutted but I’m made up. Jeremy’s demise has done me a power of good: instead of the usual sense of foreboding I have before a visit

  to Mar Kettle’s, I feel full of the joys of spring and jump from the Beamer, locking it with a careless over-the-shoulder flick from Frank (the zapper). There’s nothing I like more than

  to see smug bastards done down.




  A couple of grubby kids tease a Jack Russell on a patch of grass at the foot of the tower block. They throw a tennis ball to each other and the dog jumps and snaps at it. I press the button to

  call the lift. As it approaches, the ball is thrown too near the dog and he snaffles it up, ecstatic for a moment that he has it clamped between his jaws until the grubbier of the two kids looms

  over him and shouts in that robotic voice so prevalent amongst kids that age, ‘Give me the ball.’ As the lift doors open, I see the little dog relinquish his prize and the game begins

  again.




  On the floor of the lift is an elaborately constructed stack of turds, each of a uniform size, texture and taper at the ends. They are angled one to another in an intricate lattice-work effect.

  The lovingly arranged bowel movement is offset at its peak by the flowing golden locks of a Barbie doll’s head which rests in a tenderly whittled groove on the uppermost turd. The lift

  ascends, drawing me nearer to Mar Kettle’s and, with the ever-present aroma of piss probing my nose, I muse on the intellect of the person who has constructed this faecal sculpture. I think

  to myself that if I were to write this all down – which I intend to one day – I could use it as a metaphor for Mar Kettle’s tower block. But before I can come to any hard and fast

  literary conclusions, the lift doors open and there I am, right at the very top – the doll’s head, if you like – and there to greet me as always is Mar Kettle’s

  long-suffering butler, Archie. I step out of the lift and shake his hand.




  ‘All right, Archie? You’re looking well. How’s things?’




  ‘Very good, sir.’ Archie’s got his butler’s phraseology off pat but his gruff cockney lets him down somewhat. ‘Mar’s been expecting you. Please come

  through.’




  Archie has the rather bizarre distinction of being the first and probably only-ever Jewish skinhead in London. Of course, he didn’t know that he was Jewish when he became a skinhead, owing

  to confusion on account of his adoptive parentage, but when he found out, it put paid to his aspirations within the hierarchy of the British Movement. That was the early seventies and Mar Kettle

  always says that it was the best thing that could have happened to him. Overnight, he went from being a mindless thug to being a sensitive fashion-conscious cross-dresser. It was as though he had

  to flee from his former identity as far as he could and in so doing found solace in his sister’s wardrobe.




  Unfortunately, Archie’s family were none too supportive of his gender confusion and booted him out, leaving him to walk the streets in nothing but a cocktail dress and a pair of

  slingbacks. Being a skinhead was one thing, but being ‘a fuckin’ poofter’, as they put it, was another altogether. That was when Mar Kettle took him in and appointed him as her

  butler. She even paid for cosmetic surgery to remove the SKINS boot-polish tattoo from his forehead that, in true skinhead style, he’d done in the mirror so that it ended up written back to

  front. He still has LOVE and HAT written on his knuckles. It had originally been LOVE and HATE, of course, but he’d lost his left-hand little finger in a drunken game of dare with his

  skinhead mates. I’d love to have seen the expression on the face of the manicurist who calls at Mar Kettle’s once a week when Archie first plopped his hairy mitts down on her lap to

  have his nails filed.




  Sadly for Archie, it’s not just the tattoos that set him apart: he makes a dreadful woman all round. For starters, his appearance is somewhat less than feminine. He stands six feet four

  and possesses all the grace and deportment of a bulldog rearing up on its hind legs. But, despite this, you can tell that he takes a great pride in the way he looks. Today he’s wearing a

  low-cut velvet ball gown, the hair carefully plucked from his bulging pectorals across which lies a string of pearls that match his earrings. These are only barely visible amidst the carefully

  teased tresses of a blond wig. He never bothered to grow his hair – in that, he’s still a skinhead at heart.




  Despite the fact that I’ve been here a hundred times before, Archie looks over his shoulder at me and, although I’m doing so already, asks me to follow him. He heaves open the

  two-inch-thick steel security door and I ask him, ‘What’s going on, Archie? Why the urgent meeting? Mar Kettle never usually wants to see me on a Friday. What’s going

  on?’




  ‘I have no idea, sir, but you are a little late. So if you’ll just follow me?’




  ‘Come on, Arch, this is me, for Christ’s sake. Cut the butler crap.’




  ‘Please, sir.’




  He’s having none of it and continues clicking down the corridor on his high heels.




  Tasteless though it is, the opulence of Mar Kettle’s home never ceases to amaze me. That and the incongruity of its position, perched on top of this high-rise hell-hole. Whereas each of

  the other twenty-two storeys are subdivided into eight separate flats, Mar Kettle has the whole of the top floor all to herself, apart from a spacious bedsit in the east wing that Archie calls

  home. The interior was designed and furnished by the Uruguayan designer Ernesto Kuroyan who achieved some prominence in the early seventies, mainly through his exorbitant fees and a style that was

  characterized by the extensive use of animal furs and parts. In 1972 he was commissioned by Ricky Speed, a minor pop star of the era, to decorate his Sussex mansion. Kuroyan’s ensuing work on

  the building involved, among other excesses, the wholesale slaughter of five thousand Amazonian tree-nesting frogs whose skins he used to wallpaper the drawing room.




  As you’d expect, Kuroyan’s tenure in the upper echelons of the most-wanted designers league was short-lived: his career came to an abrupt halt in 1975 when, on safari in Tanzania to

  collect animals for a commission on a Saudi Arabian princess’s town house in Belgravia, he was gored by a charging rhino whose eye sockets he’d intended to use as light fittings. Mar

  Kettle, who counted Kuroyan among her few close friends, joined a small group of mourners at a remembrance service held, tastelessly enough, at London Zoo. In death as in life Kuroyan had a

  predilection for the macabre and in his will he left strict instructions that his corpse be stuffed and seated at a table in a bar in his boyhood suburb of Montevideo where it remains to this

  day.




  The smell of old ladies’ heavily powdered cheeks alerts me to Mar Kettle’s presence nearby and Archie ushers me through one of the many mysterious doorways housed within the

  labyrinthine corridors.




  ‘Thank you, Archie.’ And there it is, that unmistakable voice, croaky and hoarse from a lifetime’s nicotine abuse yet resonant and demanding of unwavering obedience. And there

  she is, reclining on a chaise longue, her rotund form nestled in baby-panda fur. Inlaid into the arm of the chaise longue is half a lemur’s skull, inverted and now the receptacle for

  the ash from her cigarette.




  ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ she says and gestures for me to sit next to her. ‘If you feel cold, put another log on the fire.’ The fireplace is mounted within the

  bleached jaws of a great white shark and, above them, a stuffed snow leopard leaps from the wall, teeth bared as though about to devour us both.




  ‘I won’t beat around the bush,’ she says to me while pulling her cigarette butt from its tiger-tooth holder and grinding it out in the lemur’s skull. ‘I’ve

  got a problem that I need you to deal with.’




  Mar Kettle never has problems. She occasionally has ‘little somethings that need sorting out’ so her use of the word ‘problem’ hints at a disaster of gargantuan

  proportions. I look into her face that, as the years go by, looks more and more as though it were boiled, such is the disengagement of skin from bone, and, for the first time in all the years

  I’ve known her, I can see that she’s afraid. That she should succumb to fear seems almost impossible. Seeing as it’ll no doubt be me who has to remove the cause of said fear, then

  even at this stage, when I’m none the wiser as to the nature of my assignment, I experience a pang myself.




  It was five years ago, almost to the day, that I first came here. Little did I know it then but Mar Kettle was to become a sort of saviour to me as time went by. It’s down to her that I

  have what most people would deem an easy life. I was working for an investigation agency in Soho at the time. It was the last in a string of dead-end jobs I’d had since I was booted out of

  college a couple of years before. The agency specialized in divorce cases and the occasional child-custody battle. It was boring work but it gave me the opportunity to get out and about instead of

  sitting behind a desk all day. It was also bloody good for chatting up the women, especially the young impressionable ones who thought that it was all high-speed car chases and international

  espionage. Little did they know that I travelled everywhere by bus and the nearest I got to international espionage was to follow dirty-weekending couples to Bognor to prove infidelity in the more

  sticky divorce cases.




  One day, I was called into the boss’s office and sent off to a Margaret Kettle, known to the very few who still remembered her as ‘Mar’ Kettle, an actress in a handful of

  forgettable B-list Ealing comedies a lifetime before. What she wanted he couldn’t tell me as he didn’t know. She’d asked for me personally, he said. That’s always perplexed

  me: when I built up the courage to ask her about it a few months later, she was vague and said she’d heard my name mentioned in passing. When I pressed her to tell me who exactly had

  mentioned me in passing, she shrugged her shoulders and changed the subject as though it were a matter of the utmost unimportance.




  In my professional capacity I did nothing more taxing than keep an eye on her accountant whom she suspected of swindling her. All this entailed was the occasional night-time visit to his office

  so’s I could snoop around the files and see if there was anything untoward. Why she wanted me to do this God only knows as I didn’t have a clue what I was looking for in the first

  place. What I did was go in, remove some files that appeared to be relevant, take them to my office, photocopy them and take them back before they were missed in the morning. I then gave the

  photocopies to Alfie, our financial man, who did know what he was looking for and who checked them over. There wasn’t a penny going missing. If anything, Alfie said, the accountant

  was too honest.




  When I reported our findings to Mar Kettle she was unconvinced and instructed us to continue the surveillance and broaden it to include the accountant’s private life. She paid over the

  odds to induce the agency to carry out highly irregular procedures involving phone taps and telephoto lenses that proved nothing more than that he enjoyed being spanked by his wife.




  But even Mar Kettle’s paranoid spending spree, which surely cost more than the accountant could have got away with even if he had been defrauding her, couldn’t save the agency. When

  it went down the tubes, I was left overdrawn at the bank and at a total loss about what to do. I went to see Mar Kettle and, playing on her paranoid delusions, managed to land myself a cushy little

  position on retainer. I continued my surveillance of the accountant, along with the night-time prowls of the office. But without Alfie’s financial nous at the agency I hadn’t got a clue

  what I was looking for. What the hell, I thought, I was getting paid ludicrously well and if Mar Kettle didn’t want to believe that he wasn’t defrauding her, who was I to tell her

  otherwise? Gradually, the correlation between the work I told her I did and the work I actually did grew more and more disparate. She even bought me a car, the Beamer, and what a car it is too.




  The bottom line is that Mar Kettle enjoys having her own private detective. And if she’s prepared to pay good money for me to report back to her my increasingly fictitious investigations,

  then so be it. I throw in the occasional hint that perhaps there is some irregularity in her affairs in case she should grow tired of my inconclusive results. But as time goes by

  I’ve come to realize that my position is relatively safe. I say ‘relatively’ as she’s old, probably about eighty, and supports a forty-a-day cigarette habit.




  Today she appears more agitated than of late and asks if I’ve seen anything unusual on my way here.




  ‘No,’ I say, ‘nothing so’s you’d mention. Although there was something in the lift.’




  ‘What was it?’ She grabs my leg right at the top, right by my bollocks.




  ‘Just a pile of shit. That’s all.’




  ‘Oh.’ She looks disappointed. ‘Was it animal or human?’




  ‘It’s difficult to say. Human, I think, but what made it curious was that it had a doll’s head resting on the top of it. It was the head of a Barbie doll, I think.’ This

  induces near-apoplexy in her. She throws her head back and gasps, ‘Oh, my God.’ I feel her fingers tremble through the cloth of my trousers. She rolls her eyes and for a moment I think

  she’s about to croak.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask as reassuringly as possible.




  ‘It’s him. I’m sure of it,’ comes the response.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Oh, my God.’




  I know little of Mar Kettle’s personal history apart from what she’s deigned to tell me. I should have found out more, especially with me a private investigator, but I’m a lazy

  bastard at the best of times and so long as I get my pay cheque at the end of the month and the Beamer’s in full working order I’m not bothered. This is what I do know: she was born in

  1918 in Chigwell, East London to wealthy parents. Her father was a merchant banker and her mother was a teacher. She was an only child and, from the word go, spoilt rotten. She went to all the best

  schools, rode her own horses, car on her sixteenth birthday, finishing school in Switzerland. A proper little madam, I shouldn’t wonder.




  Her first husband was a fighter pilot who died during the Battle of Britain. Despite being one of the most decorated pilots and flying literally hundreds of missions his death wasn’t at

  the hands of the Germans but happened when he walked into the propeller of his own plane. Husband number two was a film producer and despite being fat, ugly and hung like a hamster, as she puts it,

  he was also extremely wealthy and allowed Mar to achieve a long-held ambition to act. After a couple of supporting roles in Ealing comedies after the war, however, it became obvious that stardom

  didn’t beckon so she made do with the role of the fabulously wealthy producer’s wife, holding lavish parties and befriending the stars and starlets of the time on both sides of the

  Atlantic.




  One of the few photographs that Mar has dates from this time and shows her standing between Clark Gable and Montgomery Clift, both of whom she claims made passes at her – although, looking

  at her in the photograph, it’s hard to see why. Her face was too round and plump to be called anything approaching beautiful. Not long afterwards, Hamster-dick died – on the job, as it

  happens. Despite her evasiveness about her past, she’s not afraid to give me the full picture on occasions. When she tried to rouse him from his post-coital nap, she found that he was already

  succumbing to rigor mortis.




  During the next twelve months, Mar inherited not only all Hamster-dick’s money and estate but that of her parents as well, due to their deaths in a boating accident in the south of France.

  She was, by now, fabulously rich and roamed the globe with her own entourage that often included a couple of the young, good-looking bohemian types for whom she had developed a predilection.




  From then until Mar moved here in the early seventies, her recollections are vague and sporadic, to say the least. She’s admitted to her hopeless cocaine addiction in South America in the

  late fifties, her nervous breakdown, incarceration in some exclusive funny farm in Sussex and her subsequent release just in time to host some of the most notorious parties of Sixties London (so

  she claims). But about the mid-fifties she’s curiously reticent. However, by the sound of things, I’m about to learn some more about this mysterious time of her life.




  ‘In 1954,’ Mar says, cigarette smoke chugging from her nostrils like exhaust fumes, ‘I moved to north Africa, to Tangier. It was what’s known as an international zone at

  the time and for the operators, expatriates, fugitives, drug addicts, writers, spies, black marketeers, freeloaders, perverts and downright degenerates who were drawn there it became something of a

  boom town. It was also a playground for some of the more intense members of the international jet set, a group whose membership included myself. I had a villa on the side of the hill overlooking

  the Straits of Gibraltar – gardens, swimming pool, tennis court, servants – it had the lot. The lifestyle was so lavish it was obscene. My next door neighbour—’ she shifts

  nervously in her seat ‘—was a man called Hassan Nazar. He was the most handsome man I have ever laid eyes on and, believe you me, I’ve met some handsome men in my time. Eyes that

  sucked you in and skin like velvet. I had met him and his wife only a handful of times on the social circuit but each time I had become aware of his eyes burning into me. His wife was a gorgon, had

  a face like an arse. But then, I suppose I’m biased. I could never cope with competition from other women, least of all from the wives of husbands upon whom my sights were set. You have to

  remember that, in the world in which I lived, marriages were at best just brief flirtations with commitment. Her family, of which she was the last surviving member, had supplied half of Europe with

  hashish. To look at me now you’d never know it but I was used to being the best, the richest certainly, and in Tangier I was convinced that I would be. But this woman, my neighbour, had

  upstaged me, or so I imagined. There was no way that I was going to play second fiddle to this old hag. With nothing to do all day but swim, play tennis or make love with one of the young writers

  or artists who had drifted into my circle of acquaintance, my mind became consumed with jealousy and mischief. I decided that to prove my superiority over this woman I would sleep with her husband.

  Petulant and childish, I know, but at least I now had a goal to strive for and something to focus on. Unfortunately, before long my addictive personality took over and I was flying in private

  detectives from London to maintain round-the-clock surveillance on the two of them to ascertain their exact movements, their appointments, details of overseas trips et cetera, et cetera.’




  With each ‘et cetera’, Mar waves her hand. Then she waves it a third time and enquires, ‘Tea? Or something stronger?’ I’m feeling strangely vacant. I hadn’t

  noticed in the car because of Titch Allcock and the Laughy Woman but I’m still subject to a psychic tug-of-war between the diminishing but nonetheless still potent effects of the LSD pulling

  one way and the laboratory skunk pulling the other. I’ve found Mar Kettle’s story soothing. I can lean back in the baby-panda fur and let the words wash through me but being asked to

  contribute a response to even a question as mundane as whether I want a cup of tea or not snaps me out of my reverie.




  ‘Er, yeah, tea would be fine.’




  She calls to Archie who lumbers through. ‘Two cups of tea, please, Archie, and some of those lovely biscuits you picked up last week.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am.’




  ‘He’s a sweetie, isn’t he? I don’t know where I’d be without him.’ I can think of many ways of describing Archie but ‘sweetie’ isn’t one of

  them.




  ‘Now, where was I? Ah yes, my seduction of Hassan Nazar. So one day I get a call from one of my private detectives who informs me that Madame is taking a trip into the mountains to some

  exclusive hotel to convalesce after a bad case of flu and, conveniently enough, she’s not taking Hassan with her. He had some business to attend to and would follow on a couple of days later.

  So there was my chance. In all the time I’d had them watched, this was the first occasion they’d been apart. As soon as one of my men assured me that she was ensconced within her own

  private train carriage en route to the Atlas Mountains, I called Hassan and, as though in all innocence, asked if he and his wife would care to join me for dinner. He duly informed me that his wife

  was away so I promptly narrowed the invitation to include just himself. At first I thought that my ploy would be thwarted when he said that he was expecting an important telephone call and

  couldn’t leave the house. So I decided that I’d really lay it on thick and told him that I was lonely and miserable having just received news of a close friend’s demise in a car

  crash. I could sense him ruminating on the other end of the line and then my fortune changed. He said that although he couldn’t come to see me, there was nothing to stop me coming to

  him for drinks by the pool. Perfect, I thought, and spent the next hour preparing myself. By the time I’d finished, I took one last look in the mirror and knew that he was as good as

  mine. I’d dressed casually, just jeans and a white shirt buttoned low but I’d gone to town on the make-up – and remember, I was somewhat of an expert in that department after my

  career in films. I was looking good and compared to his wife I looked a million dollars. Once poolside at his place, fizz in hand, it all went perfectly. I arrived at seven, by eight he was making

  goo-goo eyes at me, by nine he couldn’t keep his hands off me and by ten he was humping my brains out in the master bedroom.’




  When Archie reappears, Mar Kettle waits until we’re sipping our Earl Grey before she continues.




  ‘The following morning, Hassan asked me if I’d help him tidy up their room so there’d be no evidence of our indiscretions. Now, if I’d been a scheming bitch the night

  before, I was doubly so that morning because, you see, only half of my plan was complete. Fun though it was, there was no point sleeping with him without letting Madame know what we’d done.

  So, while pretending to assist him in his erasing of evidence, I sealed all our fates and left my knickers in her knicker drawer. He didn’t notice me putting my jeans back on without them and

  I ensured he was out of the room ordering breakfast when I secreted them there. Now, just a pair of knickers on their own would not have been sufficient evidence for Madame to pin the blame on me.

  But I’d worn a pair that had been hand-made for me by a Parisian fashion designer I’d dated briefly a year or two before and lovingly embroidered on the gusset were the words:

  ‘Pour MK, ma petite, l’amour toujours, Philippe.’ Bingo, there was no escaping that one and thus I became the mistress of all our destinies.




  ‘The next few days were torture. Hassan, who much to my disappointment had started to behave like a love-sick puppy towards me, eventually took to the mountains to join his wife. I was

  left torn between feelings of remorse for my childish seduction and fascination about the outcome. I spent hours staring out across their perfectly tended lawns and pristine flower beds towards the

  huge house where the occasional curtain fluttered in the breeze as a servant aired a room. Behind this façade of calmness and serenity was a time bomb planted by my own fair hand: how I

  longed for it to explode!’




  She reaches for a biscuit and as she crunches on it she fixes me with her gaze.




  ‘You probably think me an evil old witch for what I did, don’t you?’




  There’s nothing she dislikes more than bullshit so I make my answer as equivocal as possible.




  ‘I’m sure you had your reasons.’ This soothes her stare.




  ‘Yes, I had my reasons. But what pathetic reasons they were when you think about it. When you think that I was prepared to destroy the marriage of a woman I didn’t even know, a woman

  who bore me no malice, just because she had more money than I did, because she had a beautiful husband and, more than anything, because I was just plain bored. There I was, prepared to go

  to all this bother and expense just so’s I could wreak a little havoc and create some drama. God, if only I’d known. So, after a couple of weeks, they returned home and at first, much

  to my disappointment, nothing happened. They arrived back at lunchtime and all afternoon, nothing. They took dinner by the pool, that much I could see for myself from my attic window. By nightfall

  I was convinced that some servant must have found the offending knickers and removed them. Thoroughly deflated, I had a couple of drinks and went to bed. Around midnight, I was awoken by a scream

  emanating from their house and a couple of minutes later came the ringing of my doorbell. I dashed down to find Hassan standing there wild-eyed, covered in blood and clutching a knife in his

  trembling hand. The first thing he said to me was, “I have killed her.” Before I even had time to register the horror of the situation, he was holding me in his arms, telling me that he

  loved me, that he’d done it for me, that everything would be all right, that we could run away together. I told him that I’d fetch him some tissue to wipe himself with and promptly went

  and called the police. There was nothing else I could do. Even if I had been in love with him there was no way I could last five minutes on the run. Then there was the matter of the private

  detectives I’d hired to keep surveillance on them. That was bound to come out so I thought the best thing all round was if I hired a good lawyer and told the truth. Of course, once I’d

  got the best lawyer in Tangier, Mohammed Yacoubi, he played fast and loose with my concept of the truth and I ended up taking the stand to claim that I had hired the detectives on Madame’s

  behalf because she was afraid that Hassan was up to no good with her money and afraid that he might even have designs on her life. I was brilliant. It was by far the best piece of acting I’d

  ever done and by the time I’d finished it was all over for him. I even explained away the presence of the knickers, claiming that I’d never seen them before and that they must have been

  planted by Nazar in an attempt to implicate me in the murder. He never took his eyes off me through the entire trial. Those beautiful eyes, welling up with love and hurt and betrayal. It scared me

  half to death, I can tell you. He even refused to take the stand to plead his case. It was as though he’d given up altogether. When they sentenced him to life, he didn’t even blink. He

  just carried on staring at me. A couple of days later, I found this in my purse.’




  She pulls a yellowing scrap of paper from her handbag and passes it to me. On it is written:




   




  

    

      My sweet traitor,




      Please accept this letter as proof that I am always nearer to you than you think. Instead of a letter in your purse, next time it could be a knife in your back or a

      kiss in the dead of night. This will be our first and last correspondence but through a series of signs you will know that I am close at hand: be assured that our paths will cross once

      more. At such time I will mete out my justice to you just as you have seen fit to mete out your foul justice to me.




      Till then,




      Hassan


    


  




   




  ‘Couldn’t you have gone to the police with it?’ I enquire, handing the letter back to her.
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