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For Savannah










VICKI:


The Bobby Experience


‘Hey! Engleesh!’


Then again, this time louder: ‘Hey! Engleesh! Over here!’ 


The voice cuts through the roar of the traffic blurring up and down the Boulevard Montmartre, and I immediately suspect it’s targeted at us. Sage is obviously thinking the same thing.


‘Christ,’ she mutters. ‘What the fuck’s that about?’


‘Dunno,’ I say, trying to catch a glimpse of whoever’s shouting at us. 


‘Why do nutters always bleeding well pick on us?’ 


‘Who knows?’ 


‘What do you think he wants?’


‘I’m buggered if I know, Sage.’


But it looks like we’re about to find out. We’re being swept along by a crowd of British and German tourists, and we’re nearing the source of the voice: a stone building that floats like the prow of a cross-channel ferry between two intersections. The crowd dribbles away and we’re left on the pavement, an island of two.


‘Fuck me,’ says Sage under her breath, taking the words out of my mouth. The owner of the voice is frantically motioning us to join him, and my first thought is that he resembles a bath toy my brother had when he was a baby. Named Mr Ballso, the toy was impossible to tip over due to its bulbous shape and the weight at the base of its plastic blue arse.


‘Ah. Bonjour! You are Engleesh, am I right?’ Mr Ballso says when we get within a couple of feet of him. 


I nod. His stumpy legs are clad in sausage-skin jodhpurs and his barrelled stomach strains at the fabric of a bright blue polyester shirt. A red cravat is tied jauntily around his neck. The icing on the cake is a black top hat that teeters on his ball of a head.


‘I am always right! In fact you are Engleesh punks, non?’ The fact that Sage and I are still staring at him, gobsmacked, doesn’t seem to faze him in the slightest. He’s probably used to it.


‘Er, I’m not quite sure what we are,’ I say.


He throws back his head and laughs like I’ve said something hilarious. Sage rolls her eyes at me and mouths ‘wanker’.


‘Ah. But I can see you are artistic. Am I right?’


Again I nod.


Sage leans over and whispers, ‘Just tell him to fuck off, and let’s go.’ 


I ignore her. Right now I’m willing to clutch at any straw, even one offered by someone who looks like an extra from The Wizard of Oz.


‘You see, I can tell you are artists by the way that you dress.’ 


He has a point, I suppose. Sage spent twenty minutes twisting my dreads into a complicated design speared with porcupine quills, and I’m wearing my Scully Jack painted leather jacket, a floor-length Victorian velvet dress and an embroidered waistcoat. Sage also looks fairly dapper. After only a week of growth, her head is peppered with greyish stubble and she’s decked out in red silk Persian trousers and a pea-green leather jacket I found for her at one of my nan’s jumble sales.


Mr Ballso pops a fag into his mouth and I glance greedily at it. He eagerly offers a crumpled pack of Marlboros. ‘You need cigarettes? Here, voilà, take.’


I take two and pass one to Sage.


‘Merci,’ I smile, and Sage mumbles a nearly inaudible ‘ta’. 


As he lights my cigarette, I’m hit by a waft of industrial-strength aftershave, and now he’s up close I realise he’s a right short-arse. He’s only a couple of inches taller than Sage, in fact.


I inhale. Beautiful. The smoke helps calm the demanding hole where my stomach used to be. How can it be possible to feel so hungry? I mean, it actually hurts. Since we left Natalie’s place, where we ate our last reasonable meal, it’s like my stomach has morphed from the innocent pink organ we had to draw in biology class into an insatiable, gaping maw – a bit like the Sarlacc monster that almost scoffs Han Solo in Return of the Jedi. God, I hope it isn’t true that your stomach starts digesting itself if you haven’t eaten for ages.


Mr Ballso’s been saying something, and as Sage is still blasting fuck-off vibes at him, it’s up to me to attempt to be polite. ‘Pardon,’ I say. ‘I didn’t hear you.’


‘I said, you are artists? That is what you do?’


‘Yes, I mean oui,’ I say. ‘Well, students really . . . kind of.’


‘You speak French?’


‘Oui, mais pas bien.’


‘No problem! I like to practise my Engleesh.’ He pauses expectantly.


‘And you speak it very well,’ I say, which is what he wants to hear. Although his accent sounds typically French, there’s something different about the way he draws out the word Engleesh: I imagine it stretching out of his mouth like chewing gum.


‘You sell these?’ Sage motions at a wall of paintings on display behind us. I’ve been so entranced by Mr Ballso’s appearance that I haven’t noticed them until now. 


‘Oui,’ he says proudly. ‘You like?’


We feign an interest in the artwork. It’s the sort of paint-by-numbers crap you see in really old people’s houses. My nan has a similar one next to her sunburst wall-clock. Hers is of a stag staring pensively over a forest. God knows why she has it, she hates nature and animals. Who the hell buys shit like this in Paris, though?


‘Well? You like?’


‘Um . . .Very good. You do these yourself?’ I ask before Sage can say something sarcastic.


He laughs again. ‘No, no! I am an agent. I sell the others’ work.’


Sage and I exchange glances. Interesting . . .


‘So, you are on holiday in Paris?’ he asks.


‘Not exactly.’ 


‘What do you mean, “not exactly”? You come here to work? You are au pairs?’


‘Kind of.’


‘We’re trying to find work, actually,’ Sage says, managing to make even this harmless sentence sound like a threat.


‘Ah. What work are you looking for? I know people, many people. It is possible I can help.’


‘We’re on our way to Montmartre actually. We were told it might be a good place for artists,’ I say.


‘Ah, you have something to sell?’ 


‘We were really just going to check out the scene.’


‘It is not easy to find a place there. There is a lot of competition.’


I smoke my cigarette right down to the filter. The last drag tastes bitter and burnt, but I don’t care. I crush the butt under my boot.


‘I cannot believe it!’ Mr Ballso almost shrieks. ‘You are artists, I am an artist, but we have not been properly introduced!’


‘Oh, right.’ I hold out my hand, but this is France. I try not to flinch as he leans forward and kisses me on both cheeks. Although his lips feel dry, I have to clench my fists to stop myself wiping my face free of imaginary Mr Ballso spit.


‘Bien. I am Bobby.’


‘Vicki.’


‘Vicki, like Queen Victoria?’


‘Yeah. But everyone calls me Vicki.’


‘It is a good name for you.’ Bobby grabs one of my hands and theatrically bows down to kiss it. ‘You are indeed a queen.’


Fortunately he doesn’t see Sage pointing a finger down her throat. ‘And this is Sage.’ I try not to smirk as Sage submits to the same cheek-kissing ritual. This should be good. Apart from the odd fight, I’ve never seen her share any kind of intimate contact with anyone before.


‘Sage?’ Bobby says, ‘That is unusual, non? What does it mean?’


‘It’s a herb,’ I say, a tad maliciously. ‘Sage’s folks were flower children in the sixties.’


‘Ah. You are a . . . hippy, Sage? A punk and a hippy?’


‘No I’m not a fucking hippy,’ she deadpans. ‘And I’m not a fucking skinhead or whatever label you want to put on me.’


Shit. At the very least I’d been hoping to hit Bobby for another couple of fags, but it looks like Sage has blown it again. I rack my brain for something to say, but he jumps in before I can speak.


‘I like you!’ he says to Sage. ‘You have attitude, n’est-ce pas?’


Sage gives him a death stare. ‘You taking the piss?’ 


‘What is this: taking the piss?’


‘Are you fucking with me?’ she says, drawing each word out slowly.


Bobby doesn’t get it. ‘I am not sure what you mean, but I understand you in a way.’ He turns to me. ‘You are the soft one, and your friend, the herb, she is the strong one. That is why you are friends. Tell me I am right.’


‘Wow, Bobby, you’ve figured us out.’ Sage smirks. ‘Any chance of another cig?’


He hands her the pack.


‘So, tell me more about Vicki and Sage,’ Bobby says, as he lights our fags.


‘What do you want to know?’ I ask.


‘Why it was that you decided to leave home.’


Sage shakes her head warningly at me.


I ignore her. ‘A friend of mine – Natalie – said she could find us a job as au pairs here. So we left home, came out here and stayed with her in her flat just outside Paris where she’s working. But it turned out there wasn’t any work for us after all. You know, no job, nothing. So we had to leave her place and come to the city.’


‘She basically told us to fuck off,’ Sage adds. She never misses an opportunity to slag off Natalie.


‘Pourquoi?’ Bobby asks. ‘Why did she do that?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘There wasn’t much room where she was staying, I guess. She didn’t exactly tell us to fuck off.’ I glance at Sage and receive a scowl in return. ‘I reckon the people she worked for didn’t like us being there. And maybe she didn’t realise I was really serious about getting a job.’


‘She knew,’ Sage says. ‘She knew we were serious all right.’


‘Ah, so you were . . . stranded,’ Bobby says.


‘Yeah, that’s right, stranded,’ Sage says, actually smiling at him.


‘With no job.’


‘That’s right.’


‘And how long have you been in this country?’


I look at Sage. It feels like forever. ‘About two weeks,’ I say.


‘So, why do you not go home?’ Bobby asks, as I knew he would. This one isn’t so easy to answer. I mumble something about always wanting to move to Paris and live the artistic dream, which I suppose is half true. I don’t mention the fire, the cops, the shit we’re in with the folks. I’m not stupid. It looks like this guy may help us out and I’m not going to ruin our chances with the truth.


‘We’d better get going, Vicks,’ Sage says. ‘We’ve got to get our stuff soon.’


‘Stuff?’ Bobby asks.


‘Our luggage. We left it at the hotel. We can only keep it there till four,’ I explain.


Bobby frowns. ‘You are not staying there tonight?’


‘No.’ 


‘So where will you stay?’ 


‘Er . . . we hadn’t really thought about it.’


‘What do you mean?’


We don’t really have an answer for that. I wait for Sage to speak, but she’s inspecting the end of her cigarette.


Bobby puts a hand on my arm and looks at me seriously. For a horrible second I think he’s going to lean in and kiss me. ‘Are you in trouble? Do you need money?’


I glance at Sage. She shrugs. It’s up to me. ‘We’re in deep merde,’ I say.


Bobby beams as if we’ve given him fantastic news. ‘Then it is a wonderful thing that you have met me! I will help you!’ He roots around in his polyester shirt, retrieves a wallet, opens it and triumphantly whips out a crisp 200-franc note. ‘Take it,’ he says to me.


I hesitate.


Sage’s eyes narrow. ‘What are you playing at, mate?’ 


Bobby’s grin doesn’t waver. ‘It is for you, of course.’


For a panicky second I’m sure Sage is going to tell him to stick it up his arse. ‘Bobby, je ne comprends pas . . .’ I say, before she can ruin everything. 


‘What is there to understand? I have decided I will help you. This money is for another night in the hotel where you are staying. Tomorrow I will have somewhere else for you to live until you find work.’ 


‘You serious?’ Sage jumps in. ‘And what exactly do you want in exchange?’


‘Nothing.’ Bobby shrugs expansively. ‘You need help. I am here to give.’


Taking her time, Sage drops her cigarette on the pavement and grinds it under her boot. ‘You married, Bobby?’ she asks, managing to make the question sound less barbed than I know it is.


For the first time, Bobby looks ill at ease. ‘Pourquoi? Why do you ask?’


‘Just wondering. Are you?’


‘My wife and I are . . . separated.’


‘Any kids?’ 


‘Non. Again, why do you ask?’


‘No reason. Just getting-to-know-you stuff.’ She pauses. ‘Like friends do, you know?’ 


‘Ah, bon.’ Bobby looks older when he’s not smiling. 


I watch Sage carefully, willing her not to screw up our only hope of a roof over our heads. After a brief mental struggle, she makes her decision.‘Ta very much like, Bobby,’ she says, and the note disappears into one of her waistcoat pockets. ‘We’ll pay you back. Where’s this place you think we can stay?’


Bobby’s grin returns. ‘I have a friend who likes the people who are . . . bohemian, artistic . . . interesting. You know, like you. Like me.’ He shrugs modestly. ‘He will be happy for you to stay with him for a couple of days, I am sure.’


‘What does he do?’


‘He is a student. He is about your age, I think?’ He looks me up and down. It could be my imagination, but his eyes seem to linger a little too long on my chest. ‘What is your age, in fact?’


‘I’ve just turned eighteen,’ I say. Sage scowls.


Bobby claps his hands. ‘Bien, my new friends, now business is done we must eat! Come, help me to pack away the paintings and I will take you for lunch! You are hungry?’


Without thinking I accept. I look over at Sage and give her the thumbs up sign. I get no response. As soon as Bobby’s back is turned she pulls me aside. ‘Vicki, what are you doing? We can’t just go off with some vile pervert.’ 


I sigh. ‘You don’t know he’s a perv. Anyway, you got any better ideas?’


Sage shakes her head. ‘All I’m saying is – what sort of a man gives complete strangers a bunch of money for free?’


‘Maybe he’s just a nice guy. How should I know?’


Sage snorts. ‘Let’s just take the money and leg it, okay?’


‘Think about it, Sage. We’re fucked. If this guy wants to help us out, let’s let him. We haven’t really got a choice, have we? I mean, do you want to go back home? You know what’ll happen if we do.’


‘This is as dodgy as fuck.’


‘Right now, Sage, I couldn’t give a shit,’ I say, and I mean it. Right now there isn’t much I wouldn’t do for even a fried egg on toast. ‘Let’s just go eat. We’ll have time to get our stuff afterwards. Anyway, we’ve got to do something, haven’t we?’


Sage doesn’t reply and I turn my back on her to help Bobby load the paintings into a metal container next to the wall of the bank.










SAGE


 


The words to ‘Wish You Were Here’ by bastard Pink Floyd keep running through my head for some reason. I mean, I don’t even have any Pink Floyd here with me, thank God, because it’s basically shite anyway. Okay, let me get something straight here. I am NOT writing this because bastard Doctor Wankenstein Walton said I should. ‘Try and work through your feelings, Sharon, by putting pen to paper. It could help you deal with your anger issues.’ Yeah, right. As if writing stuff down would have stopped me from calling him a shit-head. He deserved it for ignoring me when I told him to call me by my Proper Name. Total bastard.


 


Speaking of names, I’m not going to do the crappy Anne Frank ‘Dear diary’ bollocks. From this day on I hereby name this book Gladys. That sounds better.


 


So. Dear Gladys . . .


 


I did mean to write stuff down when we were at Natalie-the-Bitch’s, but this is the first time I’ve been on my own for fucking weeks. I know you’re supposed to start diaries and shit with dates and stuff, but I’m not sure of the exact date. It’s sometime in February 1988. That’ll do.


 


So. We’re back in another crappy old hotel room that stinks of other people’s BO and old fags, and Vicks is out buying food for us with the money we had left over from that pervert’s stash. I told her to take her time, which probably wasn’t a nice thing to say, but then, who cares??


 


But I have a huge confession to tell you, which is one of the reasons I wanted to write this. It’s not like I’m a Catholic or anything. But I do feel bad. 


 


First things first. Me and Vicks have met this vile pervert called Bobby who says he wants to help us, but I want you to know, Gladys, that I do not trust him at all. I mean, nobody just gives money away for free. I know he wants something, and it makes me sick that Vicks can’t see the way he looks at her. I should never have helped her look so good this morning. Anyway, after he gave us some cash he said he’d take us to get something to eat. I was dead suspicious and didn’t want to go, but I went anyway for Vicks’s sake only. 


 


So we help the pervert load up his rubbish paintings and follow him for hours through this maze of streets. All the time he’s talking non-stop to Vicks about himself and about how well known he is. He goes on and on and I’m surprised he can find a hat big enough for his big fat head. Just as I’m about to say, ‘Oi, where the fuck are we going?’ he finally shuts his trap and we stop outside this building that doesn’t look like a restaurant at all. I mean it didn’t have a sign on it or anything. I wanted to drag Vicks away right then, but she just followed him in like a lamb, so of course I had to go in there as well. 


 


The place was bloody massive, with a glass ceiling and lots of different floors. There were hundreds of tables (I’m not exaggerating, honest, Gladys), and it was heaving with Frogs babbling in their Frog language. It was a far cry from Kath’s Caff where we used to go when we were skiving from fart college, I can tell you.


 


And this was weird: Over in the corner there was this little brown bird flitting around the pot plants, and everyone ignored it as if it was normal to see birds inside places where you eat. Okay, so maybe then I started to feel less suspicious, as the pervert couldn’t really do much with all the people around, could he?


 


So. We were shown to a table near the back. The head waiter bloke looked really happy to see Bobby (why????), but looked at me and Vicks as if we were dog shit. Snooty. But I didn’t really care, Gladys, because the smell of the food was so immense and I’ve never been so hungry, ever. We sat down, and the waiter plonked down a basket of cut-up French bread. Well obviously me and Vicks fell on it like zombies on a corpse, and I didn’t even bother putting butter on mine (which is weird because I normally hate dry bread). Then, just as we were both going for the last piece, bowls of boiling soup appeared in front of us. At first I didn’t know what to do with mine as there was something floating in it which turned out to be a huge piece of bread and melted cheese. Frogs have bizarre ideas about food and stuff obviously. Even though the soup was as hot as fuck, I slurped it down (I’ve still got juicy bubbled blisters on the roof of my mouth) and because I wasn’t sure what to do with the big cheesy bread dollop, I shoved it into my gob in one go!!! You should have seen the pervert’s face!! He almost shat himself. 


Anyway, I’m getting to the bad part, Gladys . . .


 


The second we finish our onion soup, our bowls are whisked away and on comes the next course. Both Vicks and me just stare at our plates, and the pervert is dead confused. ‘There is a problem?’ he says, and Vicks says, ‘We’re vegetarians.’ And he goes: ‘You mean you do not eat meat?’ And I’m like, ‘Duh, that is what being a vegetarian means, arseface’. And then he says something like, ‘Oh, this is a real pity, because this is no ordinary meat it’s (guess what, Gladys??) VEAL’. 


You should have seen our faces. Everyone knows that veal is the cruellest of meat. Me and Vicks had been on an anti-veal protest just before all the shit hit the fan at home. 


 


So the pervert goes: ‘You want that I order you something different?’ But thing is, Gladys, it just smelled so amazing. It was like it was calling to me, going, Saaage, Saaage, no one will eveeer know if you eat me. And Vicks goes, ‘I suppose we could just eat the potatoes’. Bollocks to the potatoes. We ate the lot – inhaled it really. ‘Slow down, you will be sick!’ the perv kept saying. We ignored him. 


 


So that’s why I feel so guilty, Gladys. And I feel even worse because I didn’t actually get sick or anything after I ate it. Quite the opposite. I want more. If you brought a cow to me right now, I swear I would just sink my teeth into it, eat the whole fucking thing raw. 


 


Vicks has promised the vile perv that we’ll meet him tomorrow morning so that we can meet his friend who might put us up for a while. I could tell he was scamming for an invite to our hotel room, but no such fucking luck. Okay, I can hear someone coming down the corridor. 


 


REMIND ME TO CHECK ON THE TABLET SITUATION










VICKI:


The Hervé Experience


‘Pardon,’ I mumble as the door slips out of my fingers, bangs against my rucksack and almost brains a woman behind me. Sage and I are struggling to squeeze our luggage through the slim glass exit doors at the Opera metro station. We decided to use the last of Bobby’s handout on train tickets. The thought of lugging our stuff on foot from the hotel to Bobby’s corner was too much to bear. 


‘Our bags weren’t this heavy when we left home, were they?’ I say, trying to break the tension. 


Sage just shrugs. She’s spent the morning maintaining an aloof expression and we’ve barely said a word to each other, even when I managed to get us lost. As we struggle up the stairs I try again to brighten the mood. ‘You know what I feel like?’


She feigns a yawn. ‘What?’ 


‘You know that movie, Labyrinth?’ 


‘No.’


‘Yeah, you do. The one with the puppets and David Bowie in tights.’


Sage looks blank. ‘No, I really don’t.’ 


‘Well, anyway. In the movie there’s this character that carries all her shit on her back. I mean like everything – her whole life, history, everything she’s ever owned.’


‘Yeah, so?’


‘Well, what I’m saying is I feel like her.’


‘Really.’


I give up.


We’d had one of our massive fights that had erupted out of nowhere last night. I’m never sure how or why they start. I mean, we’d had a great afternoon, despite the fact that she was still pissed off about the Bobby situation. I’d even agreed to go and fetch some food and fags by myself, and she was in a good mood when I left. When I got back to the hotel we spent a few minutes doing impressions of Bobby and having a laugh before Sage decided to go down the corridor for a shower. I’d just made myself comfortable on the lumpy bed when she returned. She didn’t look charmed.


‘Just look,’ she said.


‘At what?’


‘My feet.’


I looked down. Her favourite pair of hiking boots were soaking wet. ‘What the hell?’


‘You don’t want to know.’


‘You been outside or something? Is it raining?’


‘Course I haven’t been outside. Is my head wet?’


‘Well, what then?’


‘The bloody toilet.’


‘What, you fall in?’


‘It’s one of those funny fucking French ones. Those ones that are just holes in the ground with nothing to sit on like normal toilets. I couldn’t figure out how to flush it, and when I did—’


I collapsed into giggles. Big mistake.


‘It’s not funny,’ she snapped. ‘My socks are soaked!’


‘I hate those loos,’ I said, trying to defuse the situation. ‘They creep me out. I’m positive that one day I’ll look down and a large blue eye will blink up at me.’


‘If I have to go again I’ll use the one on the other floor. And the state of the shower! Jesus. You never told me French people were such fucking slobs, Vicks.’


She sat down on the bed and hurled the sodden hiking boots into the corner. Then she unpeeled the offending socks and chucked them into the bin. ‘That’s my last clean pair.’


‘You’re lucky, I haven’t worn clean underwear since we were at Nat’s,’ I said, still trying to keep the tone of the conversation above danger-zone level.


Ignoring me, she rummaged in her rucksack. 


‘I suppose I’d better phone Natalie,’ I said. Second big mistake.


‘What the fuck for? We don’t owe that bitch anything. She screwed us, remember?’


‘Look, the folks have her number. If they’re trying to get hold of us, we need to let her know we’re fine.’


‘So, just phone your dad and say you’re okay.’


‘You know I can’t do that.’


‘Just leave it. Fucking hell. When we get sorted at the place Bobby the Bastard’s got for us you can phone her then, ‘kay?’


‘Sage, don’t call him that.’


‘Why the fuck not?’


‘Because he’s helping us out. It’s not right. Besides, he’s not that bad.’


Sage turned her back on me and started stuffing clothes into her bag. There was a pause. I knew what was coming. ‘Obviously you know he just wants to fuck you.’


‘C’mon, you don’t know that.’


‘Don’t be so stupid. His eyes didn’t leave your tits for one second.’


‘Yeah? Well he spoke to you most of the time. Anyway, what does it matter?’


‘It matters.’


‘So what do you suggest we fucking do? We’ve got no fucking choice in the matter. Even if we could go home we haven’t got any fucking money.’


‘Do you have to swear so much?’ She pulled on her dry socks. ‘We’ll make a plan, we always do.’


‘Jesus, I don’t believe you.’


‘Yeah, well I hope Bobby’s friend isn’t as weird as he is.’


‘Even if Bobby does want to – you know – what does it matter? Anyway, he’s bloody old. He must be at least forty or something.’


‘He’s a creepy old perv.’


‘Look at us. We’re getting a place to stay, maybe a job, we’re sorted. What’s your problem?’


‘It matters,’ she repeated. She threw herself down on the other end of the bed and turned her face to the wall. Seconds later I heard the tinny sound of Led Zeppelin’s The Song Remains the Same ghosting out of her Walkman’s headphones. 


Fuck you too, I thought. I fished out Pet Semetary, but couldn’t concentrate on it. I tried my best to shut out the faint bass track and let myself spiral down into a delicious daydream: Bobby’s friend turned out to be a cross between River Phoenix and Jean-Hugues Anglade in Subway, and his apartment was huge and lined with books and antique writing desks. Best of all, the guest rooms were lovely and comfy, with double beds and patchwork quilts. My room had ruched curtains that partially obscured a tantalising glimpse of the Paris skyline and was the only one with a view (fuck Sage, she didn’t deserve one). I was fantasising about River/Jean-Hugues entering my room carrying a tray piled high with pain au chocolat when Sage nudged me with her foot and snarled: ‘Just don’t fucking blame me when it all turns to shit.’


 


We emerge into the winter sun. Even from the island that houses the metro exit I can make out Bobby’s round blue shape working the crowd on the other side of the boulevard. I’ve tried to look less noticeable today, opting for a green-spotted 1940s dress and my red overcoat. Unfortunately the coat’s not very warm, and I can feel the cold bite of the air through the fabric. Sage also looks like she hasn’t given much thought to the day’s outfit, which is unusual for her. She hardly makes a fashion statement at all in her long grey jumper and matching crocheted hat.


But there’s no hope of sneaking up on Bobby.


‘Hey! Engleesh!’ He waves his arms over his head. Several people turn to look at him curiously.


‘What a fuckhead,’ Sage mutters.


‘For fuck’s sake, Sage. He’s trying to help us out! Can you at least try not to be such a bitch?’


Third big mistake. It only takes a second for Sage’s face to shut down completely. My stomach sinks. I’m in for another round of the silent treatment.


We hobble across the last intersection and into Bobby’s waiting ‘hello’ embrace. I’ve barely put down my rucksack before he’s grabbed me and planted three violent kisses on my cheeks. He does the same to Sage. Without waiting to be asked, he takes out his cigarettes and offers the pack. Sage grins at him. Obviously Bobby isn’t so much of a fuckhead when he’s handing out freebies.


‘So, Bobby,’ Sage says cheerily. ‘How are you this morning?’


She’s taken him off-guard. ‘Er, I am well, and how did you sleep?’


‘Fine, thank you for asking. I had a lovely night.’ I know exactly what she’s doing: deliberately being sugary sweet to Bobby to try and wind me up.


‘Bien,’ Bobby says, still confused at her overnight change of personality. He turns to me. ‘And how is the queen today?’


‘Great,’ I say.


‘Bon. Now, Hervé – my friend – will arrive in a few minutes to take you to your new home.’


‘Hervé? What kind of a name is that?’ Sage snorts, before she can stop herself.


Bobby ignores her. I smirk. ‘Where does this . . . Hervé live, then?’ she asks hurriedly, voice dripping with sugar. ‘Far away, is it?’


Bobby laughs. ‘Non. Five minutes from here.’


‘And you’re sure it’s all right by him, Bobby? This is so very kind of you,’ I say. Two can play at this game.


‘But of course! He is my friend. And as you are my friends, he is more than happy to help. You see, Hervé is very nice.’ ‘Like me’, I can tell he wants to add. ‘After you went to your hotel, I go to his place and tell him all about you. He is very excited.’


‘That’s great!’ I chirp. ‘We’re excited too!’


Sage pretends to spot something fascinating in the distance.


 ‘You have a lot of clothes I see?’ He looks down at the pile of bags at our feet. 


‘A girl can’t have too many clothes, eh Bobby?’ I say.


‘Especially when she is a queen!’ he exclaims. I force a laugh. Sage looks as if she’s about to throw up. 


‘Bien. Now. Do you mind waiting? I must do some work until Hervé arrives.’


‘No problem,’ I gush. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing how you operate.’


Bobby beams, and Sage turns her back on both of us and fiddles with the strap on her rucksack.


While we wait, luggage stacked against our legs, Bobby continues to attract the attention of passers-by. ‘Hola!’ greets anyone with an olive skin, ‘Buongiorno!’ is directed at anyone who could conceivably be Italian, and he even throws in the odd ‘Aloha’ or two. He’s shameless. I try to and clock Sage’s reaction to Bobby’s mortifying antics, but she’s staring stolidly at the pavement. 


Then I spy something that’s bound to snap her out of her self-inflicted sulk. I try to catch her eye. Finally she peers at me from under dark eyelashes. ‘Carpet leg alert,’ I say.


I point to where an old lady is hobbling past. She’s not the best example of carpet leg syndrome I’ve ever seen. Old French ladies obviously don’t have as much talent for developing a really good carpet leg as their English equivalent. This is a mediocre example: puffy ankles, dark tan tights, no noticeable break where the calf stops and the ankle begins. The faintest promise of a serious case of varicose veins. Sage’s mouth twitches. The knot in my stomach loosens.


‘Surprised you noticed that,’ she says.


‘Eh?’


‘Aren’t you more interested in watching Bobby operate?’


‘You’ve got to admit, that was good.’


She cracks a smile. ‘Yeah. Fair play, Queenie.’


‘When you’re good, you’re good.’


Sage rolls her eyes. She sneaks a couple of cigarettes out of her pocket and passes me one without Bobby seeing. We’re friends again. Simple as that.


We watch Bobby again in silence. He’s tireless. No one is safe. ‘You like art? All originals . . . Ah! Guten tag, my friends!’ 


We seem to be the only people on the crowded pavement unaffected by the movement of the jostling crowd. In fact, we appear to have created an invisible two-metre perimeter around us. Thankfully, Bobby’s enthusiastic attempt to attract the attention of a throng of Japanese tourists (‘Konitchiwa! Paintings, you want paintings?’) is mercifully cut short.


‘Hervé! My friend! You are here!’ he shrieks, as a tallish figure approaches.


Hervé immediately reminds me of the faun in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. His tightly curled hair is perm perfect, and his goatee does nothing to disguise an unfortunate, overlarge chin. I can’t wait to discuss this with Sage. The faun had always given me the creeps when I was little, benevolent character or not. I’ve always liked the witch best. But what was his name? It’s on the tip of my tongue. Mr Tufnall. No. Mr Tumnut. Mr Tumtum?


‘Sage,’ I hiss, while Hervé and Bobby are kissing each other ‘hello’.


‘Yeah?’ She’s also busy checking Hervé out.


‘What’s the name of the the faun in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe?’


‘Buggered if I know. Begins with a ‘‘T’’, doesn’t it? Why?’


‘Don’t you think Hervé looks just like—’


Before I can finish, Bobby interrupts, introduces Hervé, and Sage and I uncomfortably kiss the faun. His beard tickles.


‘This is very kind of you,’ I say.


‘Nonsense!’ Bobby guffaws. ‘You need help? We are there to give! Am I right, Hervé?’


Hervé nods shyly.


Suddenly I remember. ‘Mr Tumnus!’ It slips out before I can stop it.


‘Pardon?’ Hervé stares at me, confused.


Sage snorts with laughter.


‘Er . . . nothing.’ Heat rushes to my cheeks. 


Bobby’s in his element. ‘Hervé will take you now to his home, where you will live until you are able to find a job. N’est-ce pas?’


‘Oui,’ the faun replies.


Bobby rubs his hands together.


‘Can I help?’ Hervé gestures at the third bag Sage and I carry between us. It’s the heaviest as it contains my books, odd bits of clothing, our collection of 2000AD comics and the sculptures we couldn’t bear to part with when we made our hasty getaway from England.


‘Nah. We’ll manage. Thanks, though,’ Sage says.


Hervé looks relieved. My bright pink lacy knickers are peeking out of a split seam. 


Hervé and Bobby march off down the boulevard, chatting non-stop. Sage and I struggle to keep up. We’re bent double under our rucksacks like babushkas and are desperately trying to keep the third bag balanced as it yaws and pitches.


‘So, what d’you think of Hervé?’ I murmur to Sage. 


‘Looks all right. Well, he’s a wanker, obviously.’


‘Obviously.’


Bobby whirls around and points at me. ‘Hey! Foxy Lady!’


To his credit, Hervé looks embarrassed.


‘Eh?’ I say, as Sage rolls her eyes.


Bobby laughs. ‘You know Hendrix?’ 


‘Not personally,’ Sage says, without bothering to keep the contempt out of her voice.


‘You know the song, ‘‘Foxy Lady?’’ Bobby points at me. ‘That is your name!’


He’s practically dancing down the street. Oh God. It’s more mortifying than the time my nan fetched me from school without remembering to put her teeth in first.


We cut down a narrow alleyway and follow Hervé and Bobby down a smartish-looking road. When they reach a pair of ornate green doors set into a large stone apartment block they stop and wait for us to catch up. The building shares a corner with a black-fronted Irish pub. I can hardly believe our luck. 


‘Nice neighbourhood,’ Sage says out of the corner of her mouth. ‘At least we won’t have to go far for a pint.’


Hervé taps a code into the keypad stuck on the wall next to the door. The door opens with a clunk and we follow Hervé and Bobby into a dark hallway dominated by a wide scuffed staircase.


‘You sure you manage? With the bags?’ Hervé asks again. ‘We must go up the stairs, quite far.’


‘Yes. We’re absolutely sure, thanks,’ Sage says and I shift the weight on my back again to make it more comfortable. As usual it doesn’t help. Bobby motions us forward. He doesn’t offer to carry anything.


I can hear the muted strains of Duran Duran floating out, presumably from the Irish pub, but there is nothing muted about the hallway’s smell. At first I think it’s just the odour of cooking and stale beer from the pub’s kitchen, but as we follow Hervé up to the second floor and ‘Rio’ fades away, the overcooked cabbage and old alcohol odour is replaced with something else. 


‘Is that what I think it is?’ Sage whispers.


I nod. It’s the unmistakable stench of hashish.


Hervé strides ahead. The staircase spirals upwards, breaking on each floor with a narrow landing which fronts a pair of posh-looking double doors. He isn’t even slightly out of breath. Sage and I are gasping like we’ve just chain-smoked forty Woodbines. The rucksack has turned into a gorilla that’s squeezing my shoulders, and my thigh muscles are shaking. Even though Bobby’s far behind us, we can still hear him clearly: ‘Hey, Foxy Lady. You know you’re a heartbreaker, duh-duh duh-duh . . .’


‘Jimi Hendrix rest in peace,’ Sage mutters.


‘Hervé?’ I gasp.


He turns around. ‘Oui?’


‘What’s behind these doors?’


He looks bemused. ‘Apartments.’


 ‘Of course. Sorry. And where do you live?’


‘I live on the top floor. Do not worry, it is not much further.’


We peer upwards. The stairs seem to go on forever like an optical illusion. 


‘Great,’ Sage mutters.


The hashy smell gets stronger with every step. No prizes for guessing from which floor it originates.


There’s an uncomfortable moment as the three of us hover on the top-floor landing waiting for Bobby. It’s narrow and poorly lit by an interrogation room bare bulb on a wire. No grand double-door entrances here.


‘The toilet is here,’ Hervé says abruptly, motioning towards a wooden door that looks exactly like the other five or six on the floor.


‘Right,’ Sage says. ‘That’s good to know.’


‘You want to see it?’


‘Definitely,’ she grins. 


We peer into the gloom. With a click and a faint hissing sound the toilet’s light sputters on. A sad-looking lavatory is shadowed within. It’s bare and stained and has no toilet seat. A ragged wedge of newspaper is speared on a hook next to it. It appears to be the only space unoccupied by the aura of stale hash, mainly because it has its own marshy shitty smell. I need to pee, but I’m too embarrassed to say so with Hervé standing there. It can wait.


‘Great,’ Sage mutters, nodding at the newspaper. But at least it’s not one of those stand-up jobbies.


From behind one of the doors I make out the muffled strains of the Doors’ ‘People are Strange’.


‘How apt,’ Sage says in her pseudo-intellectual voice.


‘All the people on this floor use this toilet, so we must try to keep it clean.’ Hervé smiles at us nervously. His teeth are very white, although the bottom ones overlap.


‘I see,’ Sage says solemnly. To me she murmurs: ‘What does he think we’re going to do? Shit on the floor or something?’ I quickly turn my snort of laughter into a cough.


Bobby finally makes it. He’s taken off his cravat and is using it to wipe his brow. Wiry Brillo pad hairs peep through the top of his shirt.


Hervé strides down the corridor and hesitates outside the door at the end. We clump along behind him. ‘Et . . .Voilà!’


Fuck. What a let-down. It’s just a room, a single room. It’s gloomy and hazy with dope smoke. There’s a large mattress covered with clothes against one wall; opposite it is a narrow bed on which two bodies are sprawled. As Sage and I follow Hervé in, the bodies sit up and wobble to their feet. A blond heavyset twentyish man and a skinnier dark-haired bloke greet Hervé with a gabble of French. They don’t seem to notice us until Hervé points us out to them. I immediately forget their names as we’re introduced. As usual, I’m uncomfortable with the whole French greeting thing. Do I kiss first? Allow myself to be kissed? Just make kissy noises in the direction of the recipients’ faces? Despite practising with Bobby, this doesn’t come naturally to me. I almost butt noses with the smaller of the two. As they’re kissing Sage, I check them out. Like Hervé they’re dressed in narrow-legged jeans and yachting shoes. Bugger. They’re definitely not my type. 


And they both reek of dope.


‘Take a seat, please.’ Hervé motions us towards the mattress. Sage and I plop down, discarding our luggage on the floor. Hervé and the two guys flop back down on the bed directly opposite us. One of them starts rolling a joint. Bobby’s hovering in between the two camps. His face is bright crimson, and he’s still using his cravat to wipe away the beads of sweat that keep peppering his forehead.


‘Bien!’ he says. ‘I must go back to work. You be okay here?’


‘Yep,’ Sage says, leaning her back against the wall and crossing her legs. I push aside a bundle of musty clothes and do the same.


‘That is good. I see you tomorrow?’ Bobby says to me.


‘Sure,’ I say. Bugger. He’s waiting for us to kiss him au revoir. I get up, and with a sigh, Sage does the same. As he kisses me goodbye, Bobby squeezes my waist. I pretend not to notice. He shoots a salut! at the other guys in the room, and is gone. Sage immediately bounces back onto the mattress.


‘You smoke?’ Hervé’s balancing a Time magazine on his knees and twisting tobacco from a cigarette into a jumbo-sized Rizla.


‘Of course,’ Sage says. ‘That’s quite a stash you got there, Hervé.’


Using the flame from his lighter, he’s burning pieces of hash off a block as long and thick as his thumb.


‘How much did that set you back?’ Sage asks.


I nudge her. ‘You can’t ask something like that!’


‘Why not? It’s drugs. No one gives a shit.’


Hervé isn’t listening anyway. Blondie has finished making his joint and he lights it and takes a deep drag with relish. After two hits he gets up and passes it to me.


‘Merci,’ I say. I don’t really want it, but take a drag anyway. It’s way stronger than I’m used to, and I almost gag as I suck the smoke into my lungs. I pass it to Sage.


Blondie’s staring at us, a fixed grin on his face. ‘You like?’ he says.


‘Great. Thanks,’ I say.


‘Don’t you worry about the police, like?’ Sage says to him, letting the smoke curl slowly from her mouth.


‘Pardon?’ he peers politely at her.


‘Cos it stinks in here. Don’t your neighbours complain?’


Blondie looks over at Hervé and shrugs. There’s a quick babbled conversation in French, followed by giggling.


‘Ah! The hash!’ Blondie says. ‘Non. No complaints.’


‘Lucky.’ Sage shrugs. ‘Where we come from you’d be locked up for that.’


‘Not lucky. On this floor, most of the people, they smoke.’


‘Ah.’


Hervé passes me the joint he’s just made. I take another hit. I’m beginning to feel a bit disorientated. I’d better slow down, but I don’t want to look like I can’t handle myself. I take another, shallower hit, trying not to inhale so deeply.


Sage’s voice helps break up the fug in my head.


‘So how do you know Bobby?’ she’s asking Hervé.


‘He is someone that I see every day,’ Hervé says in between drags. ‘One day we start talking. He is . . . très intéressant – very different.’


‘Yeah. You can say that again,’ Sage says, which everyone seems to find hilarious. She nods at the other guys on the bed.


‘And you guys. Sorry – I forgot your names.’


‘Michel and Claude,’ Blondie says.


‘You live here as well?’ She looks dubiously around the tiny room.


‘Of course not!’ Hervé giggles. ‘They are just my friends. They cannot smoke where they stay.’


Thank God for that, at least. But it looks like we’ve ended up in some sort of yuppies’ drug den. There are now three joints making the rounds and Claude, the dark-haired guy, is continuously and expertly skinning up.


I’m hit with a wave of dizziness. I try and concentrate on the room to ground myself. There’s not much to look at. It’s just a box with no windows and a single door. There are a few textbooks in amongst the piles of discarded clothes, but they look as if they’ve never been opened. I can’t see any other reading material: no novels, comics or anything I’d be interested in. Next to us stands a camping stove, a crusty pot and a large bag of rice. There’s a small, stained sink wedged into a corner.


Sage follows my gaze. ‘Jesus, Vicks. Aren’t there any fucking clean sinks in France? The one in our hotel was almost as bad.’


Although there are no visible radiators, it’s uncomfortably warm in here. Apart from the hash fog, it also smells quite a bit like my brother’s room – it’s got that particular man pong about it: old farts and dirty socks.


The room isn’t doing much for me, so I concentrate on the faces of the others. The blond has an oblong head which looks too big for his body. The other one has bad skin, slightly uptilted eyes and pointy teeth. ‘Potato Head and Dracula,’ I whisper to Sage. She giggles and sets me off.


‘What is so funny?’ Hervé asks.


‘Everything,’ Sage says.


Hervé and Potato Head/Michel nod their heads sagely as if she’s said something profound.


Dark-haired Dracula speaks for the first time. ‘You are from London?’ Dracula really is an excellent name for him. The rims of his eyes are scarlet, like Christopher Lee’s.


‘Nah. Wolverhampton,’ Sage says.


All three look blank.


‘I have been to London,’ Potato Head says. ‘Very interesting. Is it near to you?’


‘Nah. We’re near Birmingham.’


‘Birmingham. And what are you doing in Paris?’ Potato Head says to me. I open my mouth to answer, but can’t seem to form the words.


‘We’re escaping,’ says Sage, dramatically.


‘You are escaping from Birmingham? Pourquoi? Why is that?’


‘It’s a right shit-hole,’ Sage says.


‘Ah. What sort of place is it? It is industrial?’


‘Yeah. Guess so. Not surprised you don’t know it. Practically no one famous comes from there. Except crap bands like UB40.’


‘Ah. I know them!’ Dracula starts singing ‘Red Red Wine’. The other guys join in.


Everyone, including Sage, giggles. With a jolt I realise that I’m giggling as well. The room moves again, and I go from buzzing to nauseous instantly. I clamp my mouth shut and concentrate on the wall in front of me.


‘You got music here, Hervé?’ Sage asks.


‘Non. Sorry.’


‘What music you like?’ Dracula asks.


‘Mostly retro. You know, late sixties stuff. Incredible String Band, Gong, that kind of thing.’ Everyone looks blank again. I hadn’t heard of Gong either, till Sage. ‘But Vicki loves Jimi Hendrix, don’t you, Chuck?’ She starts humming ‘Foxy Lady’.


Potato Head and Dracula both wear headphones around their necks. Maybe we can score some batteries off them. This time when I’m handed a joint, I pass it straight to Sage. No one seems to notice. I’m now at the stage where if I had something in my stomach to puke up, I know I probably would. I’m trying to will myself to leave the room for air that’s less thick with smoke, when Dracula passes me a packet of M&Ms. I scarf down a handful. The blast of sweetness helps stem my out of control feeling, but for a scary second I can’t swallow. Oh crap on toast. If this passes soon, I will never smoke again, I promise. Sage doesn’t pass the packet back, but sneaks it into her waistcoat pocket. She hands me a cigarette. Why didn’t I think of this before? This way I can legitimately pass the joint without having a hit. Sage surreptitiously palms me some more sweets and I cram them into my mouth.
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