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			A Memoir

			A MEMOIR. YOU MIGHT CALL IT THAT. REALLY JUST A JUMBLE OF RANDOM AND TATTERED, MORE OR LESS IDLE AND INCONSEQUENTIAL LITTLE SCRAPS OF RECOLLECTION FROM THE JOYOUS AND LONG AGO PAST. NOW THAT TODAY IS MY BIRTHDAY. AND I’M OLD.

			Julie Christie. In an E-Type Jaguar. Red – it had to be red, the E-Type. And she, she would be all in white. Minidress, A-line – Biba, conceivably. Those long and shiny white boots by Courrèges. PVC, were they . . .? Amazing what lodges, the things you remember – words like Courrèges. So that was my absolute, my ultimate fantasy. That’s what I always wanted. Well – that certainly was always a primary, a motivating desire, anyway. Driving force. Because in truth, I wanted everything. Who didn’t? But there were so many people, all around me, who actually seemed to have it. They truly did seem to have everything: the cars, the clothes – the money, the glamour and all the dolly birds. Ah yes – the dolly birds. They didn’t at all mind it, being called that – loved it, actually. Badge of honour. Feather in your cap, being a bird. A mark, the tacit recognition of being slim and long-blonde-haired and fashionable and desirable – so why ever would they object to that? The best of them had pale pink lipstick, and sootily shadowed eyes. Nowadays, well – you daren’t open your mouth: women, I don’t know – they’re just on to you, all over you, whatever you say.

			And it’s not that they were all that much older than I was, this glittering coterie of blessed and so groovy people who truly seemed to have it all. I’m not talking about red-faced fat cats with chauffeurs, cigars and mistresses – I’m talking about the young ones. Not Cliff Richard’s young ones, though – time, it had already moved on. Because it’s 64 I’m remembering, 1964. And I was nineteen years old. Kid, really. But young was the thing, well naturally – young was truly the only thing to be. We felt sorry for old people, middle-aged people – even people who can only have been in their thirties. And hated them too a bit, I think. Just for being there – just for not being young and cool and slim and desirable: they messed up the look. It’s hard to describe . . . and certainly it’s hard, beyond hard, to summon up the bubble of the sheer high feeling, the kick inside . . . but just to be young in London in 1964 was simply so very viscerally thrilling: the gorgeous smugness and the rippling joy, it made your heart sing out as it thrummed within you.

			Golden age . . .? Well yeh, I suppose – and particularly if you were one of the anointed, one of those who had everything. I didn’t. I was never one of them. It’s not that I had nothing – I was by no means a hopeless case, I think that’s got to be more or less made clear. I was reasonably good-looking, or so I was told (and not just by my mother, but mainly, admittedly) – so hardly one of the beautiful people, but still. Thick and longish hair, skinny legs, not stupid – everything you need. I had a job, not much of a one. I had a room – I wasn’t still living with my parents, and that was a mercy, I can tell you. You’d understand if you’d ever met my parents. Well, Mum – she wasn’t too bad, I suppose. She did her best. No idea what she was feeling, most of the time: about anything she might have been going through. But Dad, oh my God. My children today – I say children: all grown-up, of course – they’re constantly telling me how out of touch I am, how increasingly intolerant, how I don’t understand even the very simplest element of technology (not true, any of that, but let it lie). My father, though – oh Jesus. Once, he put his foot through the television because the Rolling Stones were on: I’m telling you – it was as bad as that. He gaped with fury at the fizzy grey close-up of Mick Jagger’s lips, and his own were practically foaming. My mother, she was just looking down at the floor – she did that quite a lot. The noise of the exploding tele­vision, the scattered drizzle of dangerous shards, the buzzing and the smell of burning, all of it had been so absolutely start­ling that still I was just staring – open-mouthed, I should think, though none of this had actually frightened me. He did this sort of thing, my father – an otherwise highly introverted and mean man who hated ‘breaking a note’ – and this thing with the television, this was merely the most extreme example. He regretted it immediately, you could tell – Radio Rentals: he didn’t even own the bloody thing – but still, though . . . that was the moment when the blend of contempt and indifference that up till then was all I ever remember feeling for the man, deepened, and then hardened into an abiding hatred.

			I didn’t go to university. A couple of my friends did, not that many actually, because whatever it was they wanted to go into – can’t remember, something dull: law, accountancy, whatever – it was expected and required. But nobody really felt they had to do it, not in those days: it was hardly the norm. Loads did for the sake of the grant, of course, and because the thought of actually working was just too bloody frightening, or else (in the light of the times) terminally depressing and very unswinging. But I must admit I considered it, I did consider it. I could have breezed into a redbrick, but anywhere decent, Oxford or Cambridge, would have been out of the question because one of the first things I had ditched was Latin, so I never got the O level, and that, back then, was non-negotiable. Can’t remember quite why I was so very down on Latin – simply didn’t get on with it. Like Milton, in English. Loved Chaucer – thought he was enormous fun – but Milton, oh dear me no. But in the end I just couldn’t face the thought of another pile of set books to plough through, the prospect of more exams. Now, of course, everyone ends up with a perfectly useless degree in, I don’t know – social studies, or some damn nonsense, from the University of Bogtown, and still they can’t get even the lousiest job, is what you’re reading in the papers. Whereas I, well – I walked right in. Didn’t take any time off after I left school – gap years, they hadn’t even been invented. So I just went straight into it, and suddenly I was earning a bit of money. It wasn’t a trendy job, though – I worked for the wholesale side of W. H. Smith’s: baling up bundles of newsprint, basically . . . writing out labels. So although it was great for nicking the odd free copy of Fabulous and Rave and the Melody Maker (which I far preferred to the New Musical Express because, I don’t know . . . it didn’t take itself quite so seriously) and of course Beatles Monthly, loved that . . . still the job was hardly what they now call ‘cutting-edge’. We didn’t say that then, cutting-edge. What did we say . . .? Don’t know. Cool, I suppose. One of the only words of that sort that seems to have survived. All the others – fab, gear, groovy, can’t remember but there were more – you have to mime ironic inverted commas if ever you use them, or people will look at you. Hip . . . hip is another one: hip, that seems to have come back into use just lately, but it doesn’t really mean any more, so far as I can make out, quite what it used to. Was an old jazz term, of course – before my time – but then it was all sort of, I don’t know . . . Hippy Hippy Shake, all that sort of thing. The song. Swinging Blue Jeans, pretty sure. Young men these days who seem to be described as hip, though . . . they don’t seem to have a lot of hair. Thin on top – or else they are very foolishly and deliberately razoring it to the bone. My God . . . when I was young, if you didn’t have hair, and plenty of it, you were dead in the water, really: no bird was going to look at you. I seem to have kept most of mine, anyway. White, of course – well, greyish mostly . . . but still it’s pretty thick, and I suppose I wear it longer than I ought to. Still it’s over my collar, covering the tops of my ears. A lot of men of my generation seem to be the same – similarly blessed, as it were – and the pop groups of the time as well: into their seventies, some of them – still packing out the world’s auditoria with the only music that ever really mattered a damn, and still their hair is swinging around them.

			But the point I’m making – getting back to what I was doing, and everything – is that I wasn’t working for EMI in Abbey Road or even in Lord John or Take Six in Carnaby Street or in some nightclub or other like the Scotch of St James’s, or somewhere like that. Which I never went to, of course – but I read about it. All the pop and film stars went there, and I yearned to; didn’t even know where it was.

			And the room, the bedsit I had, it couldn’t really ever be described as a ‘pad’. Not one of those glossy and miraculous penthouses – the palaces you see in all the films about the Sixties that somehow, although on paper perfectly accurate in the detail, still always somehow seem to get it so ridiculously wrong. So no – it wasn’t all acres of white leather sofas and coloured Perspex mobiles and G-Plan swivel chairs and a conversation pit and swirly orange wallpaper and a sunken bath and Julie Christie in those white Courrèges boots rolling about invitingly on a circular bed (and in that particular fantasy, that is all she was wearing, Julie: just the boots). It wasn’t in the King’s Road, is what I’m saying. It was in Kilburn, my room. I did what I could with it: various posters – Ursula Andress coming out of the sea in Dr No, Bond’s DB5 as well as an E-Type and a Mini Cooper and also that Lautrec thing for the Moulin Rouge and some other rather sinuous numbers by Beardsley and Mucha, although they might have come later – they were maybe a couple of years on, along with my Union Jack rubbish bin and that rather fusty old military jacket with only the one epaulette that I got for next to nothing in a market. Knocked up very rudimentary shelves with planks and bricks, like we all did. Loads of Penguins and Pans. One of the only good things about getting older was being able to afford hardbacks, which I always did prefer: no time at all for all this Kindle rubbish – you want to touch a book, you want to smell it. And orange light bulbs from Woolworth’s, they went quite a long way in setting the atmosphere if you were having a bird round, or something. I’d buy some dreadful wine – all wine was dreadful in those days, or at least the stuff I ever came into contact with (even at a wedding, the champagne was vile) – and a Vesta chicken chow mein which I’d do in the Baby Belling. I actually felt really rather sophisticated, if you can believe it. Like John Steed, or someone – whose clothes made me practically faint; mine were largely from C&A: you play the cards you’re dealt, right? I recall with particular affection a pair of bright blue elephant cord hipsters with enormous belt loops – not from C&A, those . . . some much smaller place in Oxford Street, as I recall, with a name that was something on the lines of Mr Man or Guy or something – and my extreme frustration at being unable to afford the bloody belt to go with them. Oh yes and Wall’s ice cream, we always finished off with that, after the Vesta mess – which was never right because that little fridge I had was just a joke. Even a tin of mandarin oranges, sometimes.

			But the really great thing was that it was mine, that room, you see. I’d never before had a room that was mine and mine alone. Right up until I finally escaped the parental cavern, I was bunking up with my brother, Tom. He hated it too, of course – probably even more acutely than I did, being that much older than me. The whole place always smelled of Brylcreem, because dear old Tom, he was forever trying to get his hair to look like Elvis’s, because he was of that generation, that’s what he was into – but it always flopped down again over his brow, and it just drove him wild, when it did that. It was a tiny and pretty awful room, actually – stacked with lumber, not all of it ours – though never so profoundly worrying as my parents’ room at the end of the corridor: that was a stifling nightmare. I never went in there if I could possibly avoid it (why would I?) but it seemed to be made up of little more than candlewick and wallpaper and filmy curtains that kept out no sunlight and never quite met in the middle, with a smell of something musty as well as the sweet and acrid tang of Old Holborn. My mother, she hated him smoking in bed, the pig, but of course he never gave a flying fuck about anything she thought or wanted, nor anyone else. Already it was at the stage where I could barely stand being in the same room as him . . . but the thought of my poor little mother having actually to share that bed . . . and it was hardly bigger than a single: they would have lain there, like a couple of rank sardines. More than that I cannot think. There was a greenish quilt that had been charred during the war, I was always told, and my mother, she called it the counterpane. What really drove me crazy about the useless little space I was sharing with Tom though was that we had this perfectly fine bay-windowed front room – the best in the house, though admittedly that was hardly saying a great deal – and this was not just unused but actually locked. My mother went in there once a week on a Tuesday to Hoover the square of carpet, Mansion Wax the surrounding parquet, dust the clock which my father always said he was going to repair, ha bloody ha, and the pair of dark and maybe oak candlesticks on the beige and mottled tile fireplace that had never seen a fire . . . polish the silver-plated and ugly cylindrical biscuit barrel which we all knew had come to us from Auntie Joan, without ever having the remotest idea as to who in blue blazes Auntie Joan might actually have been. There was a three-piece suite with plastic covers so that it wouldn’t mark – though still I don’t think anyone had ever been allowed to sit on it. In the back room, which all of us infested nightly, because the rest of the house was generally freezing (the room with the lousy little Radio Rentals telly that didn’t even get ITV and you constantly had to fool around with the bloody useless aerial – all this before my most excellent father elected to kick the whole damn shooting match to absolute buggery), there was a sofa so very collapsed that it had long ago been shored up beneath with a length of plywood, which needless to say improved its comfort not a jot. Also in the front room was this lovely little cocktail cabinet, though – 1930s, I should think – and when you opened it, the top rose up and there was a chromium rack of swizzle sticks with differently coloured ends. The interior was pale figured veneer and pinkish mirror. The thought of there being a cocktail cabinet in our house, of course, was just so far beyond hilarious: a cocktail was about as likely as a mink coat for my mother. Or going to a restaurant. India Pale Ale and Haig were the nearest my father ever got: Harvey’s Bristol Cream for Christmas, and De Kuyper cherry brandy. The same sticky bottles for years and years and years, kept in the bottom of the sideboard alongside my mother’s wicker and gingham-lined sewing basket and the gardening shoes. I said to my father one time: look – we never use that front room, we never even open the door, it’s such a stupid waste. Why can’t I have it? Why do Tom and I have to be crammed into the box room when there’s all this space going begging . . .? He looked at me as if I were criminally deranged. The subject never came up again, and we all continued to never enter that room – except for my mother, on a Tuesday, to clean its perfect cleanness. I never did know what happened to that cocktail cabinet, though – the only decent piece of furniture we ever owned. Maybe that too had come to us from Auntie Joan, who was to say? Very fashionable these days, that sort of thing: worth a fortune, I shouldn’t wonder. Anyway: long gone now.

			So the tatty little room in Kilburn was something of a step up – that’s the way I saw it, anyway. Didn’t have a car, obviously – let alone a bloody E-Type. And as to Julie Christie, well . . . but I did know a good few girls, quite briefly (it’s how they seemed to like it). I had by then what I suppose you’d call a sort of a proper girlfriend, Dorothy. She was okay. I maybe quite unfairly remember her as being just a little bit boring – but I don’t suppose that I was much of a riot either, in those days: I hardly bring the house down now. She was amenable enough though, Dorothy. Quite eager and willing, if you know what I’m saying. Pill – that did help things along. Her hair wasn’t very long but it was pale-ish without being blonde and she kept on tugging at it, I’m remembering now, and moaning about what she called her dreadful split ends. Like I cared. Thighs a bit chunky for the skirts she wore – but I didn’t blame her for that: girls, they had to wear them, miniskirts: they just had to. Never seemed to have much to say for herself – I thought at first that she was maybe not really that bright, little Dorothy, slow to catch on . . . but it wasn’t that, it wasn’t that at all – just terribly young and slightly shy, that’s all. And then, though, she became just a little bit too clingy. You know how they can get: she was trying to make me like all the largely spastic things that she was so devotedly into. Funny how one so easily falls back into the language of the time. Haven’t used that word for decades. (Try it today, and they’d string you up, shouldn’t wonder. Do you know: if some very able and high-profile person were just to let it slip out, the word spastic, he would be pilloried by the voluble po-faced self-righteous mob, and probably jobless by teatime.) I shouldn’t have stayed with her as long as I did, little Dorothy, but you sort of fall into a pattern, don’t you really? It just becomes easy.

			I wanted to be a pop star. Who didn’t? Dreamed of my debut single shooting up the charts, and me in an Italian mohair suit rather self-consciously miming to it on Top of the Pops: that was new in 1964 – we were all so ridiculously excited when it first came on. And most of the groups – they were pretty much all our age, you see, so anything was possible. I wanted to be interviewed by Cathy McGowan on Ready, Steady, Go! Not Keith Fordyce, though: what was that fat and square old man doing on the programme anyway? Dorothy and I, we could never understand it. She had a thing about Mike somebody, the singer in The Dave Clark Five: we weren’t even slightly similar – I bore no resemblance at all to the singer in The Dave Clark Five, so it irked me, that. Can you believe it? Just so amazing even to recall such a thing. But look – I was nineteen, wasn’t I? That’s all. Kid, really. I watched all of those pop programmes. Who didn’t? There weren’t that many, actually – and radio, that was even worse. If it hadn’t been for Alan Freeman’s Pick of the Pops and Savile’s Travels on a Sunday, we would have been done for. Everyone went on about Radio Luxembourg, but it was hopeless, really – on my little transistor it was, anyway: more crackle than anything, no matter how much you were twiddling the dial. I eagerly fantasised about my first number one, which would be voted a hit on Juke Box Jury and given ‘foive’ by that funny little girl on Thank Your Lucky Stars. Janet, was she . . .? Janice . . .? Something. Extraordinary, though . . . all this ages-ago nonsense, and yet it seems as fresh – fresher, actually – than yesterday. I’ve become that cliché of an oldie, I suppose: can’t recollect where I was last Friday, and yet I can taste and inhale the dizzying aroma of such long distant youth. All that stuff about if you remember the Sixties, you just weren’t there – that what they say? Well maybe for the druggies – but that was never really my ‘bag’, as we used to call it. Otherwise it’s nonsense, isn’t it? The purest nonsense. Because me, well . . . I can hardly remember anything else.

			And never mind The Dave Clark bloody Five – mindless stomping anyway – it was The Beatles, well of course it was. Oh my Lord – The Beatles, I just idolised them, really. Right from the word go. Who didn’t? From the very first time I heard ‘Please Please Me’, that was it: bang! I missed out on ‘Love Me Do’, the first single. Passed me by, somehow. But that very first time I heard ‘Please Please Me’ in a booth in Smith’s, I was gone. Bought it – 6s 8d, quite a lot of money in those days, and particularly if you were earning only six pounds fifteen a week, as I was. It’s funny how you never ever forget these figures: it’s like your first phone number. Mine was Primrose 5056 – that was later, though: that wasn’t in Kilburn. Had to use the box on the corner next to the pub, when I was still in Kilburn – or go downstairs and beg to use the one that the drunken Irish people had. My mobile number now, though – can’t remember that: I have to have it written down, or I couldn’t give it to anyone. Not that I do, very often – don’t want to be pestered. Two pounds eight-and-six went on rent, but the bus to work, that cost next to nothing in those days: not like now. Same with stamps – can’t bloody believe it: nearly fifteen shillings to post a letter . . .? Anna, my youngest, she tells me not to think like that because not only does it age me, but it’s stupid, and she’s probably right. But I got the LP With The Beatles that Christmas, thirty-two bob – major outlay, best money I ever spent. Played it to death – loved it, just loved it so much. I’ve got the original sleeve framed now, the mono one, moody black-and-white photo, you know it, and still I play the CD. Love it, just love it so much. Well all of their albums, of course – but at the time I’m harking back to, that was it, that was the one. Apart from the Please Please Me LP, of course, which I didn’t have. That was the one that Larkin, that poet Larkin went on about, wasn’t it? Their first LP. In 1963, when he says sex was invented, or something like that. People go on about Larkin, but I can’t see it. Same few quotes, and not much in any of them, so far as I’m concerned. Anyway – wasn’t true for me. That year, 63, I was still at school. 64 – that was the time: 64, that’s when it all started happening for me: that was the year when the Sixties just erupted.

			I had a portable record player that weighed a bloody ton. They put a handle on anything in those days and called it portable. Wasn’t a Dansette – couldn’t afford a Dansette. Pye, I think it was. Yes – pretty sure it was a Pye. My mate Sammy – rich parents – he had a Grundig, and a matching tape recorder. He also had a Rickenbacker electric guitar exactly like John Lennon’s – couldn’t play a note: I doubt if he knew how to plug it in. So: did I want to be a Beatle? Well yeh – who didn’t? Wanted the jacket, the collarless jacket. Wanted the boots – Anello & Davide is what I had read they were. Whoever Anello and bloody Davide were – sounded like a circus act. Had the black knitted tie, though – that’s the nearest I got to their look. Tab-collar shirt came later – it was the colour of a lemon and I wore it for three days straight, washed it in the sink in my curtained-off kitchenette, dried it in front of the popping and stinky gas fire, and put it on again. Wanted a pink one as well, but I couldn’t afford it. Not a phrase you ever hear, nowadays. Can’t afford it . . .? Don’t make me laugh. Young people, they get whatever they want the second they want it with money they haven’t yet earned: normal now. And not just the young either – I know people of my own age who are in so way over their heads, splashing the cash like it’s water: don’t know how they sleep at night. Credit. It used to be called debt – a thing to be feared and ashamed of, and now it’s almost a bloody status symbol, the more they allow you to owe them. Just one of the very many things that have gone so very badly wrong with this bloody country. You want more . . .? I could be here all night. Immigration . . .? Don’t get me started. Anyway, what was I . . .? Oh yes: Beatles. Had a go at the hairstyle – complete joke. Did it myself with the only pair of scissors I owned, which were useless anyway – arching my eyebrows in Beatle-like surprise in front of this mottled little mirror . . . and when I had done my terrible worst and relaxed my face back down into normal, the jagged and raggedy result of all this well-intentioned hacking was halfway up my forehead and not right at all. I looked retarded: bloody awful mess – my very own lunatic fringe. One thing, though – up till then, I’d really hated my name. I always thought it was a drag, my name: sounded so square, so completely Victorian. But because of the Fab Four, suddenly it was wonderful to be called George: it was utterly cool. It was really only that that made me always say that George was my favourite Beatle (because you had to have one: it was a rule. Just as you could only like The Beatles or the Rolling Stones: that was another rule). So I made out that it was subtle and mysterious to have George as my favourite Beatle – the quiet one, the interesting one, the deep one: the dark horse, as he came to be known. He was probably none of those things – but who can ever know? It was John I liked really – who didn’t? I wanted to be him, John Lennon. It’s Paul I’m a huge fan of now, but back then it was John: loved him. Yeh I did. I couldn’t believe it, when he was killed. I remember some old bloke at the time – probably younger than I am now, though – and he said out loud and with enormous relish: ‘One down – three to go!’ I was sick, Just sick. And George, my namesake . . . when George went, I actually did even cry a bit. Amazed myself. But it was maybe for me – those tears, they were maybe for me. Because Beatles . . . dying. So wrong. They were youth – they were my boyhood. So Beatles dying . . . it wasn’t meant to be. Like getting old. When I was a kid, I thought there were four genders: boys, girls, old people and nuns. So . . . getting old: it wasn’t meant to be. Because how can you just change gender . . .?

			I didn’t keep a diary – I wish I had. I was given the odd one for Christmas, but I never really used to write much in them. There was never anything to write. Just if I’d bought a Penguin or a new LP or something. Or if it rained. That was the sort of thing I noted down. Though I did turn out to be something of a thoroughly unsystematic hoarder. Never really cared to throw things away. I came across quite recently a dented old Roses tin that was full of all sorts of bits of junk – and how did I think to take that with me through, oh . . . must be six or seven changes of address? Ticket stubs – Odeon mostly, all from 1964 – book matches, tin badges . . . Uncle Holly from Selfridges Santa grotto, a Robertson’s Golly, the Ban the Bomb thing, one saying ‘I’m a Beatles Fan!’ Also folded up in there was a poem, or the beginning of one, anyway. I used to want to be a writer as well as a pop star. Bestselling novelist. Yeh – why not? I was young, remember? So anything was possible – that’s the way I think I was thinking. Astonishing, really. I mean, I did have a taste for reading – Waugh, Greene, Amis, Sartre, Orwell . . . went through a phase of Agatha Christie. I used to hide the Mickey Spillanes – though in truth he was probably my favourite. These days, I don’t read a bloody thing, not sure why: too damned idle. But I never had any real desire or talent for committing my own thoughts to paper – though now I do find I am rather more inclined in that direction: I jot things down like this. I think all I really wanted was to see my name and photograph on a book cover, together with a brilliant quote from the Sunday Times. To see someone reading my book (Penguin, for preference) on the Tube or on a bus – that would have been an unimaginable blast. A uniform collected edition in my bookcase. It would have impressed the birds: can’t imagine I was thinking any further than that. Anyway, this poem – I have it just here. Now where are my . . .? Oh – I’ve got them on. That happens quite a bit. Right, then – this poem:

			Morning has broken. 

			Look – it’s all over the floor. 

			It happened before I had woken. 

			It just bloody well kicked in the door.

			Is that good? Witty? Puerile? Christ knows. Rhymes, anyway – something, these days. Quite subversive, did I imagine it was? Maybe it was part of a lyric, I really couldn’t tell you – I have not the slightest memory of even having written it. I would say someone else had done it and given it to me, but that is definitely my handwriting: I was experimenting with turquoise Quink at the time. Still had my Parker from school: never really into Bics. I probably wanted to be a songwriter as well. I shouldn’t be at all surprised. Watch out Lennon–­McCartney . . .! Because look – I wanted everything, you see: all of it. Who didn’t?

			As I say, I’d left school just the year before. Minor public school, is what they used to call the sort of rather obscure establishment I went to. Maybe still do. It still is chugging along – saw a mention of it in the paper not that long ago, though of course I have had no further contact with the place. Never really understood all that – the old boy thing. Your parents happened to send you to the same school as someone else. So what? Hardly the basis for a lifelong bond, I shouldn’t have said. I neither loved nor hated it – apart from my time as a fag, I absolutely detested that. Brats, we used to call them. And the food was perfectly unspeakable: I was permanently starving – lived on Mars bars, smoky bacon crisps and Lyons Swiss rolls, if ever I could afford them. A tin of Pork Luncheon Meat was an unimaginable treat. Otherwise it was just Lea & Perrins’ sandwiches. My father expected thirty shillings to last me the term. Yes – and he later cut it down to a pound: Christ Almighty. Headmaster – nasty man – when I was leaving he called me in and he said to me, ‘Reilly . . . Reilly . . . Reilly.’ On a descending and histrionic note of cumulative disappointment. ‘Oh George Reilly. You – you had the potential. You know that, boy? You were really going somewhere . . .! And then, and then Reilly . . . well then you just didn’t.’ No well – he maybe had something there. I mean to say – I’m pretty smart, I think. Always quite good at the things I’m good at. But laziness, you see – that’s what always has done for me. If someone at an early age had dumped upon me a million pounds and said to me okay then, George: live off that for the rest of your life and don’t ever do a damn single thing, I would have said okay, right mate – terrific, you’re on: no problems there. And not a lot has changed. I never really went anywhere, I suppose. Became a printer – went into printing: classy letterheads, engraved invitations, memorial and wedding stuff – all that sort of thing. Upper end, is what they say now. Word got round in the better circles that we were easily as good as Smythson, but nowhere near the price. So all fairly lucrative, if rather pedestrian. Got a house . . . then I got a better house. Got a wife, Enid . . . had two children, David and Anna. I was the reverse of what they refer to these days as a hands-on father: my hands were always far too busy with rather more interesting things. Thought of divorce, didn’t go through with it. Stopped seeing the woman who was the trigger to the nearly-divorce, and not long after I started it all up again. Then she went to Australia, some reason, leaving me clueless and stunned, knowing nothing at all. Oddly, though – and certainly in 1964 when I was nineteen years old – I was convinced I knew the lot: that no one could teach me a single damn thing because me, well . . . I knew the lot. Looking back, I think I must actually have been about forty before I came to know anything at all. Now, though . . . now I’m of the age to know that the only thing I know is that I don’t know a damned bloody thing about anything at all. Yes . . . but where is wisdom when most you need it? Because I tell you, matey – in common with advice, it’s no fucking use to me now.

			And the journey, the journey through life, as it’s sometimes rather fatuously termed . . . well I can’t even decide if I enjoyed it. When I was young I did, when I was nineteen I did . . . but that was no journey. There was a plateau in heaven, where I would happily lodge for ever, unseeing and unchanging, savouring the prospect, secure in the certainty of eternal, sweet, untasted days. Apart from, of course, that one great shadow, the defining moment with Dorothy. Which I purposely and for years blanked right out of my consciousness, but now I find myself thinking about it more and more and more, every single day. Anyway. But that journey, if that’s what we are to call it . . . well, it’s not exactly over, is it? It’s not yet done. I haven’t yet docked, as it were – still I am sailing, if in an increasingly rickety vessel. But rather than progress much further, I find I’d quite prefer to relive, to live over, the very best bits of the past. Not as an ancient ruminant, with nothing more to live for – I don’t mean that, I don’t at all mean that. Not like that song, that Paul Simon song – is it ‘Bookends’ . . .? I think it might be. ‘Preserve your memories – they’re all that’s left you’. Poignant, and rather deeply sad – but that’s not me. I’m not there yet. I know that still I am unfulfilled: there are yet things to be done, though Christ alone knows what on earth they might be. Because – and it has to be admitted . . . I am old. Am I old . . .? Or merely elderly? Christ, these days centenarians are said to have died of elderliness. People hate the word old – they shy away from it. It frightens them to death. But no: I’m old – just got to be faced. Jesus – I was born just a couple of weeks after VE Day. Another world. And Tom, my brother – he’s five years older. War baby. There was a sister too – Lucy. I wasn’t much more than a baby myself when she died – but everyone was most awfully upset about it, that much I do remember.

			Old age, though . . . it was never meant to come. And particularly not now, when I’m hardly feeling up to it. It’s odd . . . it’s really so extraordinarily odd. I mean – I know I’m old, I know it, I do know it – I’m not completely stupid. It’s just that I can’t think, you see, that it’s actually meant to be. I look in the mirror (not often – I don’t seek it out) and what I expect to see there is that fresh-faced and eager young man with longish thick hair who still, I know, is lurking within me. Because I still feel quite . . . well, not young – young, I suppose, would be going it a bit . . . but not really quite old, if you know what I mean. Generally, I feel really pretty good – and giving up smoking quite a few years back, wasn’t easy, but that helped me on, I’m sure of it. Don’t start every morning hacking up my guts and fumbling about for the packet of Rothmans. Of course, if I overdo the booze I can feel like absolute shit – stomach, mainly: acid reflux, they call it . . . and not so much a resounding headache as a sort of booming light-headedness that can verge on a kind of quite euphoric giddiness, sometimes rather worryingly. And it hangs around for a couple of days, if you can believe it: could shrug it off in a morning, once. And when I say ‘overdo the booze’, all I’m talking about is a bottle of wine, for Christ’s sake. Jesus: in the old days, that wouldn’t even have qualified as a warm-up. But I can’t put my mind to a single damn thing, not when I’m feeling like that: even doing an email . . . it just seems quite beyond me. Still I force myself to undergo the humiliation of an annual check-up through BUPA. ‘How are we doing?’ the doctor always asks me. I tell him that that’s what we’re here to find out. So far there’s been nothing too alarming. I mean – all the usual bits of decay and withering you just have to expect at my age, I suppose, but no dark rumble of an evil and cackling saboteur within. Unlike quite a few of my friends and acquaintances: sudden diagnoses, and then they’re either ruined by ‘treatments’, or else dropping like flies. So I suppose that when I can’t actually see before me the evidence of what the passing of time has done to my face, the malevolent etching, I blithely assume that it’s simply not yet there, and continue to behave accordingly. I smile at a lovely young girl in the street, and she’ll always smile back. Yes, but you just have to ask yourself: is she seeing the blood and danger of the man beneath, and responding as a woman would . . .? Or is she only aware of the white-haired and innocu­ously soft pink-cheeked old fellow on the surface, grinning like a grandad . . . and all she’s thinking is that he’s sweet . . .?

			You see . . . it’s difficult: I was irresistibly attracted to beautiful young girls when I was so very young myself – and in common, I think, with many men of my age, my tastes remain true: I see no reason to re-evaluate my position. Men, they will always want this . . . and the girls, well – it’s absolutely up to them, isn’t it? It always is, it always was, and it always will be: the nature of the beast. As to whether they respond or not, I mean. And very largely it will be not, of course – we all know that – unless you are rich or famous, and preferably both. Women, though – the feminists – they should stop attacking men for what simply comes naturally to them, and start attacking the girls for eagerly pandering to the whim of an idle ancient in blatant exchange for money and status. When they are not out to actively entrap one. If the girls didn’t do it, you see, then the fat and bald old rich men would all be lonely, and the feminists cock-a-hoop. And while they are at it, women should also stop affecting to be affronted when a man reacts to the sexual allure which they work so very hard to manufacture and project: because it’s silly, isn’t it? How much worse to be ignored: because women – they hate that, they really hate that: they hate that more than anything. Used not to be this way – wasn’t at all like that, not then: girls were sexy, and they knew it – well of course they knew it, they always do. From puberty onwards, I should think. If not before: the consummate power over a doting father, a lascivious uncle. And you could tell a girl she was gorgeous: you could actually utter the words into her bright and happy face. Touch her lightly, stroke her hair, openly admire her fabulous figure . . . and she wouldn’t be calling the bloody police and spending the rest of her days in counselling to counteract the shattering profundity of her lifelong trauma. So there: I remain true to what I always felt, to what I always wanted. Julie Christie, in a nutshell. Julie Christie, yeah – and not in a nutshell actually, but in a red E-Type Jaguar. And no – not as she is now, in a bloody silver Yaris. So you see it’s just . . . everything else that has changed. Not me, though: no, not me.

			And now . . . well now, I’m afraid, it’s 2009 – which doesn’t even strike me as a date, it looks so bloody futuristic and alien . . . but I’ve thought that since the millennium. While today . . . well today it’s my birthday, so I’ll stop all of this now. Family’s coming round. Couldn’t tell you why – it’s not that we’re close. Enid’s doing. She means well. She always did. Just never seems to come out quite right, anything she ever puts her mind to. Well – not her fault. Another one who hated her name, as a matter of fact: she always wanted to be called Marianne.

			Right. Okay. So what have I actually established . . .? That I wanted to be young for ever. Who didn’t? And how did all that work out for me, then? Well as you see: not too well – not too well at all. But now that I’ve started to think about it all, I’m not at all sure that I really feel ready to stop. Rather want to wallow in it all for quite a bit longer, is the way I’m feeling at the moment. Another sign, isn’t it? Of being old? But first, though . . . just let me haul myself back into the unforgiving present. Yes. So that I can just get another birthday out of the way: yet another one, just one more, yes indeed. I’ll do that then, shall I? I think so. Got to be faced, I suppose. Family’s coming round. Couldn’t tell you why. It’s not that we’re close. Do my best to affect a near delirious glee at whatever ghastly variant of a V-neck or hip flask or shoe-shine kit they have grudgingly clubbed together for this time. Christ, it’s all such a business. Gets worse every year – and maybe worst of all, this time. Because today . . . well today . . . although I find it quite impossible to believe . . . I’m actually 64.

			Yes. I know. But look: it’s only a number . . . That’s what they say, isn’t it? They’re always saying that.

		

	
		
			1: A Rather Strange Boy

			Chapter One

			A RATHER STRANGE BOY

			‘She loves you.’

			‘Yeah, Sammy – I know. She says it to me all the time. Never stops. Drives me bloody crazy.’

			George reached across his old school tuck box that he used as a sort of a makeshift coffee table, and shuffled a cigarette out of Sammy’s flipped-open packet of Benson & Hedges. Nicer than his own No. 6 – and certainly better than Embassy, which he used to get only because of the coupons, and after an eon of stuffing them into a drawer, Dorothy had discovered from the catalogue that he didn’t have even enough for the lowliest gifts of all – a garden trowel, the After Eight trolley or a roll of raffia placemats. So he junked them.

			‘Yeah I know but you’ve really got to try to be a bit, well . . . sort of nice to her, Georgie. It’s not a bad thing, what she feels about you. Lots of guys, it’s what they want. It’s all they’re after. Fed up with just, you know – some drunken poke after the pub. It’s good, having a bird like that. I wouldn’t mind it, I’m telling you. Bloody hell – she’s a hell of a lot better than the last lot you had. Yeh and particularly that Ellie. Jesus. Right nutcase she was . . .’

			‘Yeah I know. Ellie, oh Jesus. She was trouble. Yeah you’re right – glad to be shot of that one. Good in other ways, though. But Dorothy, I don’t know . . . it’s the way she always looks at me when she says it. You know . . .? When she says she loves me. Big sort of expectant eyes. Don’t know what she’s expecting . . .’

			‘Well you do know, Georgie – of course you know. She wants you to say it back. Only natural. Birds, they like to feel secure. Can we turn the music down a bit . . .?’

			‘What’s wrong? It’s The Beatles . . . you love The Beatles . . .’

			‘I know I love The Beatles. Just a bit loud, that’s all. When we’re talking.’

			‘Yeah . . .? Okay, then. That better . . .? Side’s nearly over anyway . . .’

			‘That’s fine. Yeah. So what was I saying? Oh yeah – birds, you see Georgie . . . they need to feel secure. It’s what they like. They’re funny like that. But yeh, of course they do. They need to feel they’re not just another bird. They like to feel more, I don’t know . . . valued. Loved, if you like. Birds, they’re into all sorts of way-out stuff like that. And she’s all right, Dorothy. Don’t know what your problem is. I mean – you do like her, don’t you?’

			‘Well of course I like her. I like her – of course I do. Wouldn’t be with her if I didn’t like her, would I? I think she said she was going to make some coffee actually, Sammy – do you fancy that? Haven’t got anything, you know – better, I’m afraid . . . Want one of your own fags?’

			‘Yeah – coffee’s fine. I will have a fag, actually. But, what . . . you just don’t love her. That what you’re saying?’

			‘I don’t know. I really actually don’t know, to be honest with you, Sammy. But what I keep thinking is . . . if I did, if I did love her, then I would, wouldn’t I? Know, I mean.’

			‘Suppose . . . Anyway – all I’m saying is, she’s a bit of all right, Dorothy.’

			‘Hands off.’

			‘Don’t be stupid. Got more than enough to handle at the moment, haven’t I?’

			‘What with groovy Emma . . .’

			‘What with groovy Emma . . . among other things. But look, Georgie – all I’m saying is, just be careful, that’s all.’

			‘What sense? What do you mean . . .?’

			‘Well – you don’t want to lose her, do you? You don’t want to put her off. Because even birds like Dorothy – they do get fed up, you know. Don’t hang around for ever.’

			‘Dorothy would. She would. She’d hang around for ever. But you’re right – I know you’re right, Sammy. I am pretty lucky. She is okay. Bit chunky . . .’

			‘Yeah well: nothing’s perfect.’

			‘Julie Christie is.’

			‘Yeah now that’s exactly what I mean, Georgie – that’s what I’m talking about: you just can’t keep going on like that. It’s stupid. It’s like saying if you can’t get an E-Type, you’re never going to drive. It’s just stupid. Isn’t it? If you were given a Morris Minor, you’d take it. Wouldn’t you? Jump at it. Look – I know you like Julie Christie . . .’

			‘Love her . . .’

			‘Yeah right: love her. But we all do, don’t we? Anyone who’s ever seen her at the cinema. You’d have to be blind or dead not to. Yeah but so what? I mean – I feel the same way about Marianne Faithfull, but I don’t go on and on about it.’

			‘Yeah yeah – I know. We’re never going to meet Julie Christie and Marianne Faithfull. I know, I know . . .’

			‘Right. Shame, but there it is. And in the meanwhile, Dorothy . . . well . . .’

			‘Yeah. She’s here. She’s now. She’s real. Available . . . always available. Sweet and dependable and decidedly chunky . . . It’s weird, though: she still goes on about the Bomb, you know. How it could wipe us all out. But that’s all over now, isn’t it? Never even aware of it in the first place, if I’m honest. Kennedy that was, wasn’t it? Don’t know much about it. And now she’s talking about not eating meat any more – that’s the latest bloody thing. And she wants me to do it too – that’s the real pain of her. Taken to ironing her hair, if you can believe it. I said to her: listen, Dorothy – look at yourself, can’t you? Your hair, it’s just not long enough, is it? And what about those split ends you’re always banging on about? They’ll frazzle. Didn’t listen. Only managed to burn her bloody ear . . . and then she goes and does the jeans thing . . .’

			‘Yeh yeh. You told me about the jeans thing.’

			‘Yeah . . .? I did? What – the whole of the sitting in the bath thing . . .?’

			‘Yeh. You told me.’

			‘I wouldn’t mind but the bloody jeans, they fitted fine in the first place. I mean, Christ – it’s not like she’s a beanpole, is it?’

			‘Jesus. Give her a break, Georgie, can’t you . . .? You just go on and on . . .’

			‘Bloody bum was blue for a week. And what – I was expected just to put up with that and say nothing at all about it, was I . . .? Bloody great big blue bum . . .’

			‘Oh Christ’s sake, Georgie – you just can’t see it, can you? You’re missing the whole bloody point. Why can’t you just look at the other thing: the big thing?’

			‘Which is . . .?’

			‘God almighty – exactly where we came in, mate: you listening, or what? She’s really into you, man . . .! She loves you . . .’

			‘Oh God. Oh God oh God oh God . . . I don’t know, Sammy – I just don’t know. I just don’t want to be dealing with all of this. Drives me bloody crazy . . . all right if I have another fag . . .?’

			And Dorothy, who had been standing just outside the open door for quite some time now, silently turned and took the three mugs of coffee down the four steps and back into the kitchenette. Two of them she straight away upended into the sink, while all she was thinking was I am not going to cry – I can’t cry again because I’m doing it all the time these days and it’s just so stupid and everyone says it never gets you anywhere, crying, and they’re right, of course they’re right: just a waste of time, that’s all. And George, when he sees I’ve been crying, when my eyes are all puffy – because that concealer I got from Boots, it doesn’t work, it doesn’t conceal anything, and it wasn’t cheap, you know – well he really doesn’t like it: goes mad, sometimes. I’ve just gone and tasted this other coffee now, and I really don’t care for it: just as nasty as last time I made it. Nescafé I used not to mind too much if it had plenty of milk and sugar in it, but George, he prefers Maxwell House so it’s Maxwell House he always used to get, but now he’s discovered some other sort in Tesco that he says is great because it’s miles cheaper and tastes just as good, but I think it’s completely horrid. I’d much prefer a cup of tea: it’s tea I like, really – but George, he says tea is boring and suburban and for old people in a home which I think is such a stupid thing to say, really . . . but I don’t tell George that. I wouldn’t actually say it to him. He thinks loads of things are suburban – and he really does sneer when he says it. I asked him once what he meant, what he was particularly meaning when he said it – because look, this room of his, it’s in Kilburn, okay . . . which isn’t exactly Piccadilly Circus, is it? He said that suburban is a state of mind, and you know it when you smell it – but if I wanted to be literal about it, if I was after an actual location, well then somewhere like Edgware. Where I live with my mum.

			He can be very, I don’t know . . . I’m not really that good, when it comes to words . . . but he’s awfully . . . direct, I suppose you could say. Abrupt – that’s better. When we first met – and I’ll never forget it, well obviously I won’t, it was in that bierkeller just off Oxford Street and I was there just after work with Yvonne, who I’ve known since school, and Sally, who I’d just met quite recently in my temping agency, and she seemed very nice. Yvonne is always up with all the latest trends – you should see those green suede boots of hers! Got them in Dolcis, but heaven knows how she managed to afford them – and she had read about it, this place, this bierkeller, in Honey, I think she said, or maybe she just knew someone who’d been . . . but she kept on telling me we just had to go there because it sounded really so fab and groovy: a really happening place. Everything with her has to be fab and groovy, or else she says it’s just boring and a drag – bit how George thinks, actually. And I said to her yes but listen, Yvonne: I don’t actually like it, beer, and she said it’s German, it’s Löwenbräu, it’s not like English beer, it’s all bright yellow and frothy and it tastes like cream soda. Well it doesn’t obviously, as I soon found out – it tastes like beer, and I hate it. But anyway – George, he just happened to be there that day, you see, with Sammy (of course with Sammy – he’s always with Sammy, far more than he’s ever with me), and there were one or two other boys with him as well, forgotten their names, and he came right up to me and he said . . . oh, I’ll always remember what he said to me because I was so amazed that a boy was talking to me at all – and then a bit confused and I bet I went bright red and I was kind of excited all at the same time and later that evening I wrote it all down in my five-year diary with the lock on the front of it which I still do use actually, but my mother, she keeps on finding it wherever I hide it and I just know that she must have a key from something that opens it because she always knows exactly what I’m thinking, what I’m reading, what my favourite record is, where I’ve been, who I’ve been with. Drives me a bit crazy, to be honest, still having to live at home – and it’s so much worse now, since my dad died: she just won’t leave me alone. I want to come and live here with George – I know I could make it so much cosier for the two of us (get rid of all those pictures of cars and women for a start) . . . but George, he just won’t ask me, and if I asked him, he’d only go mad. And with just the bits of secretarial work which is all I seem to be able to get at the moment, I can’t really afford a place of my own, and God knows what my mum would do if I just suddenly left her: there’s no telling, really – not with the way she is now. Maybe sharing, I could – I could maybe afford a sort of a flat-share . . . but it’s not really what I want: I only want to be living with George. He’s the one I want to be with. Always have done, really – pretty much from that very first moment I set eyes on him. Like I say, he came right up to me. Just suddenly, I saw him standing there.

			‘You’re looking good.’

			That’s what he said. They were the first words he ever spoke to me.

			‘Yeah . . .?’

			And that’s the first word he ever heard from me: ‘Yeah’. Oh God . . .

			‘Yeah. Look good. Saw you from over there, and I thought oh yeah: she’s looking good. I’m George.’

			‘George. Oh wow.’

			‘You like it down here?’

			‘Yeah. No – not really.’

			‘Right. And you are . . .?’

			‘I am what . . .?’

			‘No – your name. I meant your name.’

			‘Oh yeah right – of course. My name. Stupid. No – that’s not my name . . .! I’m Dorothy. I’m Dorothy. Like in the Wizard, you know . . .?’

			‘Like in the what?’

			‘Doesn’t matter. Wizard of . . . no – doesn’t matter.’

			‘Wizard? What you talking about?’

			‘Nothing. No – nothing. I’m called Dorothy. That’s my name.’

			‘Got it. Right. So you’re not a wizard.’

			‘No, I – no. Not.’

			‘Well listen, Dorothy: I don’t want to buy you a drink.’

			‘You don’t? Well I’ve got a drink.’

			‘Well I’m glad. I’m glad, you see – because I don’t want to buy you a drink.’

			‘No. You said.’

			‘Yeah. And dinner. I don’t want to buy you that either.’

			‘Oh. Right.’

			‘Not even sure I want to get to know you any better.’

			‘Are you always like this?’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Like this.’

			‘Don’t know. Expect so. What I am.’

			‘Right.’

			‘You don’t like it? You don’t like me?’

			‘I don’t know you.’

			‘No well. I’m leaving now. Getting out of here. Stuffy. Fed up with it.’

			‘You’re . . . really quite rude, you know. Aren’t you? Wouldn’t you say?’

			‘Am I? Never really thought about it. Don’t think I mean to be . . .’

			‘And what about your friends?’

			‘Sod them. You coming?’

			‘What . . .?’

			‘With me. You want to come with me?’

			‘Well I . . . I can’t really. I’m here with friends . . .’

			‘Sod them. Coming?’

			‘Well . . . I don’t know. Well yeah okay. Okay, then. Yeah. I’ve just got to go and . . .’

			‘Yeah well you go and do that, Dorothy. And I’ll see you at the door. Okay?’

			‘Fine. Yeah. Okay, then.’

			Even now, after all these months have passed, I can barely believe it – that all that actually happened. And the fact that I even sort of stood up to him, didn’t I? Called him rude, and everything. Couldn’t ever do that now. Couldn’t think of it. It’s just not in me. And George, he really wouldn’t like it if I did. He completely wouldn’t stand for it, actually. He’d tell me I knew nothing – tell me I was stupid. I don’t really mind it when he’s . . . is it masterful, they call it? When a man is, you know – being all sort of manly. But I don’t much like it when he’s shouting at me. I hate people shouting: I had enough of all that from my father to last me a lifetime. I’ve asked him since, George, how I had sort of come over . . . what his first impression of me was like, all that he was thinking . . . but he’s never answered me, though. Said he couldn’t remember. Said it didn’t matter. Said what’s gone is gone. Yvonne and Sally, they hadn’t at all minded when I had more or less walked out on them. Looking back (because I don’t really see them any more – well, Yvonne a bit, but George isn’t keen on it: not just Yvonne – anyone, really), I think they had both assumed that that’s the whole reason we had gone to this underground pub in the first place: not the beastly German beer, but simply to get picked up. It hadn’t even occurred to me.

			I was in a total whirl as I walked up the stairs. I kept on asking myself what on earth I imagined I was doing . . .?! Because this, this sort of thing, it really wasn’t me: I was so completely surprising myself. Before George, I’ve only ever had one boyfriend, if you could even call him that. Peter, he’d take me to the pictures. He bought me Paynes Poppets (sometimes Sun-Maid chocolate raisins, which I actually much prefer) and he kissed me in the dark. Was forever trying to grapple with my bra, which I didn’t like at all. He took my hand and he put it on . . . you know: himself. And I took it away again. This went on for quite a while. Some weeks later – we were in the Odeon and watching From Russia with Love – I finally went through with it just to stop him becoming even more bad-tempered. It did quiet him down, I have to admit, and that was a lesson of sorts, I suppose. Afterwards, while I was getting the latest Photoplay, he offered me a hot dog in the foyer.

			The point is, though . . . I’d gone out with Peter just simply because he’d asked me to: I knew that girls went out with boys: it’s what we’re meant to do. And because of films like Summer Holiday (and I’m still a Cliff fan, whatever people say – it doesn’t all have to be about the beat groups, although I do very much like The Dave Clark Five, and especially Mike Smith, the lovely singer) . . . but yes, because of these films, I did, I suppose, quite want it, to go on a date, to be part of a duo . . . but really, it was all a bit like the words in pop songs – it’s what they’re all about, but I never really thought that any of it could ever apply to me: they were just the words in pop songs, weren’t they? Yvonne, she says I’m very naïve. She says I’m backward for my age, which is eighteen, nearly eighteen-and-a-half, now. I don’t know if she’s right – I suppose she is, in a way. I was never really in step with all the other girls at school – though I do wish now that I’d stayed on to do my A levels, like my mother told me to – and so did Miss Grincham, she was really very keen. But my so-called friends – Yvonne, Sally, Linda and Marion – they all said it was a complete waste of time because this is the nineteen sixties, but I knew it wouldn’t be a waste of time – I knew it would be a good thing to do (history and maths, rather oddly – they were my best things, the subjects that I always nearly came top in, and Miss Grincham, she was completely convinced I could get a place in a decent university) . . . but I let them win me over, I don’t know why I did. So I left and did a Pitman’s course instead: how I came to be a temp. So I’m not nearly so ‘modern’, or whatever you want to call it, as Yvonne is, that’s for sure – not nearly so daring. So when I met George – when I so completely amazed myself by agreeing to leave this horrible cellar with a rather strange boy after just that short and pretty stupid conversation . . . I really did feel sort of, I don’t know . . . alive, in a way that I never had before. Sparkling, really. Had no idea what was going to happen. And I was really excited about that. I was tingling, and my eyes – they felt all kind of bulgy and really so huge. I don’t know . . . I think that the only way I can really put it is to say that I was feeling . . . glad all over . . .!

			He was waiting just outside the door, George – leaning against the wall and smoking a cigarette, as per usual. The sudden whoosh of fresh air, it was a shock but very welcome – I do remember thinking that – but we’re now going back to February, you see, so it was really quite chilly, and I wished I’d brought a scarf: I nearly did, it was in the hall, the striped one that used to be my dad’s . . . but then, I don’t know . . . last minute, I just didn’t. I’ve told him so many times since, George, that he’s smoking too much – I was always telling him, but he only used to grin and look at me with just one of his eyes open and staring really daftly the way he always does, and then he’d just say, ‘What’s too much?’ There’s no point in me doing it any more – don’t know why I did. He says stuff like ‘Life is for living’ and ‘I’m young – what do I care?’ He says that a lot, that he’s young and he doesn’t care, and I hate it when he does because it’s like he’s tempting . . . whatever that word is. And then he says that I’m young too and I should remember that because I won’t be young for ever and I ought to start ‘living a little’. It’s all pretty meaningless, all of this: it all sounds so terribly, I don’t know . . . second-hand, really. But the way he says it, the way he always tries to put it across, it’s like he really does seem to believe that he’s all sort of proclaiming, oh God – the profoundest things imaginable . . .! But really it’s all just like a series of mottoes, or something. He’s a clever boy, George – he’s awfully bright, really much cleverer than I am (as he keeps on telling me) . . . but still, he does come out with some pretty stupid things, sometimes. I don’t say anything, now – not any more. No point. Just let him get on with it. I think actually that these days I don’t even listen to half of it – and the other half, well . . . I’ve heard it all before. Providence – that’s it: that’s the word I was meaning. Yeh: tempting providence – yeh yeh, that’s it.

			‘You took your time.’

			‘I had to say goodbye to my friends. I told you.’

			‘Want a fag, do you . . .?’

			‘No thanks. No thank you. I don’t, actually.’

			‘What – ever?’

			‘No – I don’t at all. Well – I had a Consulate once. Yvonne said – Yvonne, that’s one of my friends, one of the ones who I was with downstairs, yes . . .? She said they’re really nice and minty, these Consulates – not like ordinary cigarettes – but I really didn’t like it at all and I just had to put it out. Felt a bit guilty, actually, because then she went and told me that they’re terribly expensive. I had no idea or I wouldn’t have taken one in the first place. I probably didn’t do it right – I don’t know. But I’m really not keen. Actually seems a bit stupid to me, smoking . . .’

			‘I’ll teach you.’

			‘No – no thank you. I’d rather not.’

			‘Okay. Well let’s push off then, shall we?’

			‘Where? Where are we going? Only I can’t be too late . . .’

			‘Where do you live?’

			‘Oh – miles away. Million miles away from here. And you? Do you live round here? It’s getting quite cold . . .’

			‘Why? Are you inviting yourself over? You think it’s cold . . .? I don’t feel cold.’

			‘No! I didn’t mean that. I didn’t mean that at all! I was just . . . you asked me where I lived, that’s all. And so I asked you. Only trying to be polite. Don’t much care about where you live actually. And yeh I do think it’s cold – I think it’s freezing. Are we just going to stand out here all evening? Because if we are, I think I might go back downstairs and be with my friends . . .’

			‘No – you don’t want to do that. And anyway – we’re off. We’re going to Kilburn.’

			‘So what’s in Killbun? Why do you want to go to Killbun?’

			‘You’ll like it. Come on.’

			And I so wished I’d been wearing something else. Over the weeks and months, I’ve thought about that evening really quite a lot, obviously – well you don’t want ever to forget it, do you? The day you met the man you love. And still I’m just so embarrassed by, oh God – well nearly all of it, really. That I’d never heard of Kilburn, for a start – that I had no idea how the word was even spelt. That I must have sounded so . . . what is it? I don’t know how I sounded. Fussy. No – prissy: prissy, that’s it. It was just all so embarrassing. But I was nervous, you see. Really scared, actually (still excited, though – my stomach was going up and down, and I kept on swallowing, and my eyes still felt so massive) because I’d never done this, never done anything like this in the whole of my life: first I’m hating beer in a bierkeller and turning down a Consulate from Yvonne (I’m always telling her no, but she will keep on offering me them), then I’m turning down a whatever it was George was smoking outside . . . still Embassy, I think, in those days. And I was wearing a nigger brown corduroy shift under my coat that was really dull and much too long because it was one of the ones I hadn’t yet got around to shortening and I’d only put it on because I didn’t think I’d be taking my coat off at all, but if now we were going to go somewhere, somewhere in Killbun, well then I probably would be, wouldn’t I? And then George, he’d see this really boring thing I was wearing underneath and he’d think, Oh God, she really is boring this girl – or ‘dullsville’, is what he probably would have said – and everything she says and everything she wears, it’s just so b-word boring . . .! Because his clothes, the gear he had on that evening, it was really nice, really smart – that’s what I remember thinking at the time. It was only that yellow tab-collar shirt and the elephant cords that these days I’m frankly sick of the sight of, but I did think he looked nice that night. The brown jacket with patch pockets which was okay – and then, when I met him outside at the door, this really grotty sort of raincoat with a belt which was the sort of thing you have to wear at school. I later found out that it was the actual one that he did wear at school, and he hated it as much as I did. He’s chucked it now, that’s long gone, and he got this double-breasted black plastic thing, PVC thing, instead: I think it looks a bit cheap and actually rather effeminate but he clearly thinks it’s just so completely cool, so I’ve never said anything about it. His hair was just over the tops of his ears, which I went for – because I never liked a boy’s hair to be really long like the Rolling Stones or something, and that’s what I still think now: it just looks dirty, that, or else it looks a bit like a girl. Mike Smith’s is just right. But really it was his hands, George’s hands, that I noticed most – very slim and pale, with long, thin fingers: I thought that with hands like that, he’s just bound to be really sensitive and caring. That’s what I thought.

			I hadn’t even washed my hair that day and I’d quickly gone to the Ladies in the bierkeller after I’d said goodbye to Yvonne and Sally and I nearly did cry when I saw that it had all been flattened, my hair, by this huge floppy hat I’d been wearing which I’d got in the British Home Stores in the January sales and I’d been really pleased with it because the sort of apple-green colour almost exactly matched the slingbacks I got for Christmas from my mum after an awful lot of pleading, and it was only thirteen and eleven – the hat, I mean. Sally had said that she really liked it, but I don’t know if she meant it or not. I wish I had really long blonde hair like Yvonne’s: mine just doesn’t seem to grow, not properly – and even when it does it’s just so frizzy and covered in split ends and I didn’t then dare iron it like I read you could in Honey (which now I do, but it’s just so scary because I’ve got no one to help me with it and George, he just laughs and twice I’ve burned my ear, now). So in the Ladies I just tried to fluff it up a bit with my hands, which didn’t do anything, and then I put on a bit more lipstick – Rimmel, new colour, sort of frosty, it’s really good, but that didn’t seem to make a lot of difference either, and so George – he’s just going to hate me, isn’t he? Yes but on the other hand . . . he did ask me, didn’t he? To come with him. Plenty of other girls down there, but it was me he asked, wasn’t it? So there must have been something. I must have seemed attractive in some way to him, mustn’t I? No . . .? Yes . . .? So this is how I was, you see . . . this is how I was thinking: this is the state I was in. Oh look . . . I just drove myself crazy, going over and over and over it. And I can still get like that sometimes – if George ever shouts at me, say . . . or if we’re in the pictures or a pub or somewhere and he says that he likes what some girl’s wearing because he doesn’t mean he likes what she’s wearing, does he? We know what boys mean: it’s what they always mean. But . . . I think on the whole I’m better than I was. Hope so, anyway.

			I can’t honestly imagine what we were talking about in the Tube: I was just too knotted up to say anything much – and I kept on looking at my watch. This was a different line from the one to Edgware, so all I remember thinking was that I had to make sure that I knew exactly where I should be changing on the way back so that I’d be certain to get home and that I’d left myself plenty of time or else my mum, if I was in even a minute after ten, she was just going to go mad. Like she always does. But it’s her I thought of – she was the first thing that popped into my mind when we came out of the Tube. I thought, oh God – if she could just see me here now, she’d have a fit. And I also was thinking, if I’m honest, that I would actually not at all mind being at home in Edgware, right at this moment, nice and cosy in my room, or else even back in the bierkeller with Yvonne and Sally – because my first impression of this place, it wasn’t a good one. There were these men, old mostly, at the entrance to the Tube station, all red-faced and hanging on to one another and staggering about and laughing and gurgling and the smell was just terrible. Irish, George told me: they were always there – a permanent fixture, a local sight. They drink meths, petrol, surgical spirit – anything they can lay their hands on: they wouldn’t, George said, know a chateau-bottled vintage if you hit them round the head with it: they’d sell their souls for a bottle of Jameson, I think is what he said. There’s a lot of Irish round here, he told me, but don’t worry because they’re not all as bad as that. Well now that I’ve been coming here really quite a lot, I can tell you that the place is just full of Irish, nearly nothing else, and most of them, as far as I can see, are just as bad as that. Even the women are pretty terrible. Always swearing and a lot of them seem to be missing half their teeth – don’t ever know what they’re shouting about (shouting, that’s their normal way of speaking) because the accent, as well as disgusting, is just completely incomprehensible. I don’t know how they can do it. None of them seems to have a job, or anything. The men are meant to be navvies, but you never see them doing any navvying – and yet they’re always drinking. They hold up a bottle of something wrapped in brown paper, and they just upend it down their throat. Then they laugh and scratch their bristly faces and one will stop the other from falling right over. Once, that awful one they all call Saint Patrick, he made a lunge at me, and I practically died: he stank so badly, and I just ran away as fast as I possibly could. Coloured people too – there are quite a few of those, but they seem quieter, probably quite nice people, but they do rather scare me – just to look at them, and the way they sort of move. George says I’m small-minded and stupid to think all this, but that’s what he says about practically all my opinions. Which is why I don’t say anything any more – why I never tell him what I think. But I don’t know . . . maybe he’s right. I don’t know . . .

			It’s not far from the Tube, George’s place – his room, bedsit, whatever you want to call it: it’s actually not very much – it’s really quite small. There’s a sort of café – all day they serve breakfast, and even into the night. You can never see in because the windows are always completely steamed up. There’s chipped white lettering on the glass that says TEAS, but the actual place doesn’t seem to have a name, or anything. George says they do a really good fry-up, is what he calls it, and unbelievably cheap, but I’ve never wanted to go in. And to the side of this there’s a door that’s got barely any paint left on it – around the handle it’s nearly raw, and also down at the bottom: there’s a bit of different-coloured plywood where it looks like it’s been kicked in repeatedly. There’s all sorts of mismatched bells up the side with scrawled-on bits of paper stuck next to them and one with just a wire hanging out which George said to be careful not to touch or I’d get a shock. It’s still just like that now, of course it is. Well – in the months I’ve been coming here since, nothing about the place has changed at all, and I don’t suppose it ever will: the hallway is still that awful brown lino and the wallpaper all rubbed away where people are forever squeezing past one another, or else it’s just peeling. There are pieces of a bicycle that no one seems to own that you have to step over every single time you come in or out, but they’re never ever going to be moved, I just know it. And on two brackets there’s that enormous gas meter which you can easily bash your head on, if you’re not very careful. And a really dim light – you press a switch and it comes on (if you’re lucky – often people steal the bulbs) but you’ve got to be really quick getting up the two flights of stairs to George’s room, or else it just clicks off again and you’re stuck in total darkness outside Sean and Mary’s place – more Irish – which always smells so . . . oh, it just makes me gag. George says it’s because they fry things on a Bunsen Burner and they’ve got a baby but they don’t ever see to the nappies. I just can’t bear to think of it.

			Of course, he didn’t tell me any of this at the time – I’ve picked it all up since, bit by horrible bit. If he’d told me at the time – or if I’d been just even slightly more aware – I’d have run a mile, I should think. I didn’t like it at all, this house – still don’t, not really. How could you? I’ve asked him, George, why he has to live somewhere quite so awful, and he just says well why do you think? It’s cheap. And at first, quite early on, I tried to suggest that there had to be somewhere in London that was just as cheap, or not much more expensive anyway, that wasn’t just quite so ghastly. He told me I didn’t know what I was talking about. So now I just keep my mouth shut . . . but of course I continue to come back here. It’s just that this is where George is, you see . . . and so therefore it follows quite naturally that this is where I want to be. At the time, though . . . that first evening, when he first showed me into this room of his (I say showed me in – he just held back on the landing and just more or less pointed, really), suddenly I was smacked by the thought, the what is it . . .? Realisation . . . the realisation, yes, that here, this room was the last place on earth I actually wanted to be. Not particularly because of the look of it, or anything – I hadn’t even begun to take that in – it’s just that it had come to me all in a rush exactly what it was I had done here. I was in some rather beastly part of London I had never before been to, in a room two floors above a stinking greasy spoon, and I hadn’t observed the house number, nor even the name of the street. Not a single living soul had any idea where I was, and that included me. What’s more – and this was really the thing, well of course it was – I was there, all alone with a boy who I’d only just met about, what . . . half an hour ago, maybe? And all I knew about this total stranger was that his name was George, and that his hands were very slim and pale, with long, thin fingers. I don’t know . . . I’m still not sure if it was fear that was making me sweat and just shiver a bit, my heart really thumping . . . or just this sort of crazy excitement, and maybe even the beginnings of love.

			‘Coffee? Do you want . . .?’

			‘Mm . . .?’

			‘Want a cup of coffee? Sit, if you like. Over there, if you want . . .’

			‘Have you got anything else? Not great on coffee . . .’

			‘Johnny next door, he’s probably got some lager, or something . . .’

			‘Oh no – I meant . . . it doesn’t really matter, actually.’

			‘I maybe got Sunfresh . . .’

			‘No honestly – nothing. I’m fine. I’m completely fine. So . . . this is where you . . . you didn’t actually tell me that we were going to go to where you, um . . .’

			‘I thought you knew. I said Kilburn.’

			‘Yes, but . . .’

			‘Didn’t I? Say it. I said it, Kilburn. That that’s where we were going . . .’

			‘Yes but I didn’t know that that’s where you . . . oh look – it doesn’t matter. Honestly. It’s fine. Here, shall I sit . . .? Did you say? Or . . .’

			‘You can go if you like.’

			‘No no. It’s fine. I’m fine. Honestly.’

			‘Don’t have to stay, or anything. Not forcing you . . .’

			‘I said I’m okay, didn’t I?’

			‘Keep looking at your watch, that’s all . . .’

			‘Yes well I’ve got to know . . . you know . . . when to go.’

			‘Only just come.’

			‘Yes I know but . . . look – maybe I will just have a quick coffee then, if you’re going to make it. Yes? You having a coffee?’

			‘No. I don’t want one.’

			‘No. Well I don’t either. Not really.’

			‘Fag . . .?’

			‘No thank you. I told you I . . .’

			‘Oh yeh. Just remembered. Just when I offered you one, I remembered you don’t, do you?’

			‘I don’t, no. But you go ahead.’

			‘Going to.’

			‘Right. It’s, uh . . . nice here . . . Been here long? Have you been living here a long time, or . . .?’

			Lies, lies . . . so many lies . . .! That I was fine. That everything was completely okay. And then the biggest lie of all: that it was, oh dear me . . . ‘nice here’. Because this room – my God in heaven . . .! That’s what I thought then, and it’s what I still think now. Where I was sitting, the thing he had told me to sit on was so very low and uncomfortable – just some sort of a crate, it felt like, with a Union Jack draped over it. And that’s exactly what it was, I found out later: R. White’s lemonade. In front of that was another box with brass handles and a lock – what I now know to be his old tuck box from school, and still we use it as a table because there isn’t really anything else, apart from the cronky old ironing board which never got used, until I came along. The tuck box, it’s covered in rings from a million mugs of coffee, and I tell him probably about once every month that I could easily go to Woolworth’s and get half a yard of Con-Tact, which is what they call Fablon and it’s quite a lot cheaper, and cover it all up really nicely, but all he does is just look at me. Maybe I should just go ahead and do it and not say anything about it, but I’m not really sure I’ve got the courage – and if I got, I don’t know, imitation teak or something, he’d only go and say it was suburban. On the wall and right opposite where I was sitting there was this absolutely enormous poster of a girl in a bikini – I thought it was maybe from some film or other, it did look quite familiar, but I wasn’t completely sure because I’m not too great on films. I know what it is now, of course – the James Bond film, the first one, what was it called . . .? But still I don’t much want to keep on having to stare at a girl in a bikini, actually, and so that is one thing I am totally determined is going to come down, whether George likes it or not. I’ll have to get him to agree to it when he’s in a good mood, though . . . when he seems pleased with me, or not too displeased, anyway – and I’ll also have to find something to replace it, of course. He says he likes Dalí, who I quite like too, miracle of miracles – but the only print I’ve ever seen, that one with the melting clock, it’s in Athena and it’s awfully expensive, I think, for what’s really only a big piece of paper, after all. I was hoping they’d have it in their sale, but they didn’t. They only had Hieronymus Bosch, which frankly is just about the last thing we need.

			Then there are cars, pictures of cars, which all look the same to me. What else? A gas fire with two broken elements, which is maybe why it smells. It’s actually good that the weather’s a bit warmer now, so we don’t have to have it on. The Baby Belling, of course, without which George’d starve, or else live on jam sandwiches, which he says he adores (and particularly loganberry ones) but I know it’s just because they’re quick and cheap and easy (same reason he goes for sausage rolls and Hovis with Dairylea). A cracked pub ashtray crammed with cigarette butts that says Watneys Red Barrel on all four sides of it. A small divan in the corner, not brilliantly clean sheets, and rather rumpled – which, on that very first visit, I tried so hard not to look at. Not much more: a couple of ordinary wooden chairs that George says if we painted purple would look ‘really cool and happening’, is what he actually said, but first he’s got to check with the landlord. Record player, not many records, pretty much all Beatles – which is fine because I actually love The Beatles, who doesn’t, but it would be quite nice to have something else occasionally, if only for a change. I once brought round my ‘Glad All Over’ single which was number one not that long ago and I play it all the time at home but he actually refused to put it on because he said he hates The Dave Clark Five (I sometimes wish I’d never even mentioned that I liked Mike Smith: if it was a Beatle, particularly George Harrison, he’d be completely fine with it. Funny, really). The only encouraging thing, quite frankly, was a pretty impressive collection of books, Penguins mostly, on these sort of makeshift shelves just over by the fireplace. Honestly, though – to say that this room needed a woman’s touch would be the understatement of the . . . God, you know, if I’m being completely honest, what it really needed (I remember thinking this at the time) was a total clear-out, complete redecoration – even fumigation, because of the stale cigarette smell – and starting all over again. And there was a beastly draught from the very grubby window – one reason, that first evening, why I didn’t take my coat off: he hadn’t put on the gas fire, or anything. That, and the horrible nigger brown corduroy shift I had on underneath, and also . . . other things. Still is draughty, that window, despite my having jammed an old pair of tights into the worst of the gaps – but at least I’ve got a curtain over it now. I got a remnant from John Lewis – blue and green gingham, quite gay – and my mum showed me how to hem it on her machine. I was on at George to get some of that curtain wire with hooks and eyes so I could fix it and he said he would, promised me he would, but he never did, of course, so I just put it up with drawing pins in the end.

			‘Shall I put on a record? Beatles, yeah . . .?’

			‘Love The Beatles, yes. Only . . . I can’t stay too long. Getting a bit late, isn’t it? Maybe we could just, um – you know: talk a bit . . .’

			‘Okay. What do you want to talk about?’

			‘Well . . . what do you do, George? I don’t know the first thing about you.’

			‘I’m press. Distribution. Wholesale side.’

			‘Gosh – really? That sounds awfully exciting . . .’

			‘It’s okay, yeah. Quite like it. Responsibilities, of course . . .’

			‘I’m just a secretary, I’m afraid. Temp.’

			‘Is that all right?’

			‘Yes. It’s all right. It’s not exactly what I want to be, but . . .’

			‘So what do you want to be, then? Pop star? You want to be Marianne Faithfull or Cilla or someone?’

			‘No. No, not really. I don’t actually know. What I want to be. I don’t think I’ve really thought about it very much. Probably why I’m just a temp . . .’

			‘Do you like Steptoe?’

			‘I’m sorry . . .?’

			‘Steptoe & Son. Do you like it? I like it. You know – on TV.’

			‘Oh. Yes. I’ve heard of it, I think. I’ve never seen it, though. It’s good, is it? At home we don’t really, um . . .’

			‘And where’s home?’

			‘I’m still living with my mum, actually. Edgware.’

			‘Poor you.’

			‘Oh God I really used to love that record . . . oh no – it was “Poor Me”, wasn’t it . . .?’

			‘What . . .?’

			‘Nothing. No, it’s not too bad, actually. Not really. She’s all right.’

			‘Edgware. End of the line.’

			‘What do you mean . . .?’

			‘Edgware. It’s the end of the Northern Line.’

			‘Oh I see. Yes.’

			‘I’ve never been there.’

			‘No, well – you wouldn’t really, unless you, um . . . it’s not very exciting.’

			‘Morden.’

			‘Sorry . . .?’

			‘I’ve been to Morden. That’s the end of some other line. Not sure which.’

			‘Uh-huh. Okay . . .’

			‘But I’ve never been to Edgware. That’s all I’m saying.’

			‘Right . . .’

			‘Morden’s not very exciting either.’

			‘Isn’t it?’

			‘Don’t really remember it, actually. Do you want a Kit-Kat?’

			‘A . . .? Oh – no thanks, no thank you. Not really hungry.’

			‘I’m starving.’

			‘Oh well . . . you have one, then . . .’

			‘Not sure I’ve actually got any . . .’

			‘Right. Okay, then . . .’

			‘What did you think of the Clay fight?’

			‘The what . . .?’

			‘Cassius Clay. Liston. You must have seen it.’

			‘Oh God no. Boxing . . .? Oh God no. Listen, George – I know you’re being polite and making conversation and all that sort of thing . . . which I’m not actually very good at, as you’ve probably discovered by now . . . but look, what I mean to say is, it’s been really nice and everything, but because I really do have to go very soon . . . got to get back, you see? So because I really can’t stay for very much longer . . . I was just sort of wondering, George . . .’

			And what I was wondering was whether he had any intention of kissing me. Which I was reasonably sure I wanted to happen. I was confused, actually . . . because this isn’t how I thought boys behaved, once they had got you alone. I mean – all I had to go on was Peter in the cinema, so I suppose I’d expected him to be suddenly all over me, George . . . I suppose what I thought was that I’d be fighting him off, from the moment I stepped into the room. Well, I say fight him off . . . I was very attracted to him, there’s no denying that – why other­wise had I agreed to go with him in the first place? Because there was something about him, George – I had felt it immediately. He was different – different from Peter, anyway, who actually had been really pretty horrible, now I come to think of it. And I knew that I did want to touch his hair, George’s hair, just where it came over the tops of his ears . . . and inhale his skin – his neck, you know? Does that sound funny? Because that’s always so terribly intimate, I think. When you see it in films. But if he had other ideas – if he thought I was just some sort of an easy pick-up in a pub who was going to go all the way with him, or something, like all these dolly birds in Chelsea and places that you keep on seeing in the News of the World . . . well then I’d decided to just scream the place down and then make a run for it. What I really hadn’t been expecting, though – the thing that had really surprised me was all these actually pretty stupid questions about TV programmes and Kit-Kats and then blooming boxing, of all things. Yes . . . and he’d asked them all in this same sort of completely flat and expressionless voice that made it pretty clear, I thought, that he didn’t remotely give two hoots about the answers – what I actually had to say on the matter. So why was he doing that, then? Was he nervous? He didn’t seem to be nervous. Shy, then. But he didn’t really seem to be that, either. So probably it’s just me . . . has to be, really.

			‘What? Wondering what?’

			‘Well . . . you do . . . like me, don’t you George . . .?’

			‘Yeah. I like you. You seem . . . yeah. I like you.’

			‘Well look . . . I’ve got to go soon . . .’

			‘Yeah. You keep saying.’

			‘Yes. So . . . oh God, you’re really making this a bit hard for me actually, George. I don’t want to seem as if I’m . . . but look: don’t you want to . . .?’

			‘What? Don’t I want to what?’

			‘Kiss me . . .?’

			He stared at me. He just stared at me. I felt . . . oh heavens, I don’t know what I felt. Embarrassed mainly, I suppose. Stupid and clumsy and horribly forward. I thought I could scream. I thought I should run. And then he said:

			‘Yes.’

			He stepped towards me, then – I was standing quite close to him by this time – and he just did it. So softly, on the mouth. Just like the touch of a feather, and yet so fantastically warm. I didn’t even mind the dull and foggy taste of cigarettes. He didn’t try to jam his tongue halfway down my throat like Peter always did. And we just stayed like that for what seemed like hours and days, it seemed like a dreamy eternity . . . and I was touching his hair, just where it went over the tops of his ears . . . and when the kiss had finally ended, I rested my head on his shoulder, and then I could inhale his skin to the side of his neck . . . and oh, it just smelled so divine . . .

			He walked me to the Tube station, which was quite a relief. It was really quite late now – by my standards, anyway – completely dark, and the Irish, their noise and all their awful lunacy, it was even worse than it was before. He explained to me, George, all about where I had to change trains, and I gave him the home telephone number – I’d torn a page out of my diary, and I also wrote down the times when it would be best for him to ring. When I’d be back from work, obviously, but also when I thought my mum was a little less likely to be snooping about – when Coronation Street was on, say, or else some play on the radio – because it’s in the hall, our phone, and you can hear everything all over the house. On the walk to the Tube, I thought that now we had kissed, he might have something romantic to say to me . . . but he didn’t. In just that same flat voice as before, he asked me what I’d do if I found a hundred pounds on the pavement. I said I’d hand it in – why, what would he do? He said he’d go round the world, and when the money ran out he’d work as a grease monkey and also jerking sodas. I had not the slightest idea what either of these things meant – what on earth he was talking about. Then he asked me if I knew that Kathy Kirby earned forty thousand pounds a year . . . and I said I doubted whether that was possible, because I didn’t think even the Queen could earn that much. He said it was true. I didn’t care. I’d never heard of Kathy Kirby – completely unaware of who she was. Didn’t care who she was, or how much she earned. I was much too busy . . . falling in love.

			On the journey home – which was actually quite quick, much faster than I thought it would be – I was lost in a world that was new to me. I hugged the memory of a rather strange boy . . . I hugged it really close and tight – its colour and its fragrance – and then I went over every single second, repeatedly. Only when I got home – Mum was in the hall, of course, looking at her watch, though we both knew it wasn’t nearly ten o’clock yet . . . but yes, it was only when I got home that it occurred to me that he hadn’t once, George, throughout the evening, called me by my name: he hadn’t once said to me: Dorothy. It was only weeks later when I had suddenly thought to mention it that he admitted that he’d actually forgotten it, my name – forgotten what I was called, and somehow, he just didn’t like to ask.

			And all that . . . it was more than three, nearly four months ago, now. Sometimes feels like years, the time I’ve been with George . . . and yet now that I’m thinking of it, going over all of it again, it could be just yesterday, that meeting down in the bierkeller, that first kiss in the room. He’s calling for me now. Twice he’s done it, while I’ve just been standing here in the kitchenette, staring ahead of me, and trying not to think. ‘Where’s that coffee, then . . .?!’ That’s what he’s been shouting at me. Well I’ll tell you, George, shall I? It’s down the sink. I chucked it down the sink. Because I was going to bring it, I had it made and I was all ready to give it to you, but then I just happened to be outside the door while you were talking to Sammy – talking to Sammy with much more softness, more closeness and far more intimacy than I ever hear when you’re talking to me. I don’t even remember the last time you did talk to me, actually. And what you were saying – well, you were basically saying that I, your girlfriend – I, your girlfriend, who loves you . . . who really does love you, George – and don’t I tell you? Aren’t I saying it to you all the time? – is nothing more than a dependable just about okay old boot. Who isn’t Julie Christie. And I can’t be, can I? How can I ever be? I’m just about a million miles from being even slightly like Julie Christie. It’s not my fault. It just isn’t my fault. Is it? And as well as that . . . I’m chunky. Apparently. Which may or may not be true, it’s not really for me to say. Am I chunky . . .? I don’t know. I suppose I must be, if that’s what he thinks I am. I really don’t know. How can I? But it hurt – it hurt me anyway. All of what he said, it hurt me – I flinched when I heard it, and still I’m burning with what actually feels like a kind of shame. You hurt me, George – you don’t know it, but I doubt if you’d care even if you did. You hurt me badly, George, yes you did, yes you did. And that, I suppose . . . that must be the reason why now I just can’t stop crying. But I have to . . . I have to just stop, and pull myself together. Because I really don’t want him to see me like this . . .
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