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‘At the least, I know that I have lived,


I have lived


And there has been a day


That was perfect.’
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Chapter One


Sadie Jones hated birthdays. In much the same way she hated Christmas, New Year, Anniversaries, Valentine’s Day and any other calendar date that came all neatly gift-wrapped and prefixed with the word Happy. It wasn’t as if she was some wizened old crone, muttering ‘bah humbug’ as she recycled used wrapping paper and staged demos outside Clinton Cards. It was just that she hated the pressure these days brought. The pressure to celebrate and take stock; the invisible question mark following the word Happy, forcing you to face up to reality, rather than hide behind your customary façade.


The fact was, as Sadie awoke on the eve of her twenty-second birthday, she was far from Happy – a fact she could easily disguise on any other day, losing herself in daydreams of better times to come. For Sadie had always been an optimist – ever since she’d first heard the immortal words, ‘your school days are the best days of your life’, and had laughed so hard she’d been given a detention. Unable to accept that state-sponsored mind control and constant insecurity were the best life had to offer, she spent the majority of her childhood years fantasising about the perfect world that awaited her as an adult. A promised land of fulfilling work, fabulous clothes, and above all, freedom. Surely, if she visualised it hard enough, it was bound to come true?


Aided by the vivid imagination unique to an only child – and a vast array of Sindy paraphernalia – she would picture an average day in her adult life going something like this: Upon awakening she would stretch out her gazelle-like limbs and roll over to greet Action Man (or whoever her swarthy, crop-haired hero turned out to be). Completely undeterred by his darting eyes or worrying lack of genitals, she would luxuriate for a moment in his passionate embrace before casting off her satin sheets and leaping from her white four-poster for a quick rummage through her wardrobe. Finally plumping for the leather catsuit and legwarmer ensemble (unless of course she had an early morning ballet class, in which case she would pirouette her way into white tights and pink netting) she would cast an admiring glance in the gilt edged mirror of her spindly dressing table before kissing Action Man good-bye and hotfooting it to the film studios in her canary-yellow jeep.


So what a bitter disappointment it was for Sadie to awaken on the eve of her twenty-second birthday and realise that her childhood role-plays had been more a case of wishful thinking than some uncanny premonition of destiny. Rolling over to discover a lukewarm hollow in the bed next to her, she sighed. Yet again, GL had slunk out before her to use up all the hot water in one of his marathon shower sessions. From the living room below she could hear the thumping intro to ‘Eye of the Tiger’ – GL’s weekly pre-sales meeting psych-up had begun. Thud – thud, thud, thud, boomed the bass line and Sadie slunk beneath the duvet and groaned. She could just picture him shadow-boxing his way around the settee, floating like a Burton’s-clad butterfly, stinging like a sovereign-plated bee.


‘Come to daddy!’ GL roared, followed swiftly by the sound of breaking glass and a stream of expletives. Upstairs Sadie froze. He’d broken the mirror again – now he’d be in a foul mood before the week had even begun. Taking a deep breath she clambered out of bed and stumbled through to the bathroom. As she pushed open the door, a cloying haze of steam and Insignia fumes rushed out to greet her. Choking and spluttering, Sadie fished the damp towel from the floor and filled the basin with the tepid water that remained. After a quick wash she rummaged through the ranks of aftershave, moisturisers, hair gels and mousses amassed on the windowsill like some great invading force from Man at Boots, to find her own solitary can of deodorant and applied a quick squirt. Shivering in the wet towel, she hurried back to the bedroom to get ready for work.


As Sadie pulled her ‘uniform’ from her designated corner of GL’s vast pine wardrobe, she thought wistfully of the fur-trimmed coats and funky disco attire that had lined her Sindy closet. It really came to something when you found yourself pining for dolly fashion of the late eighties. Why oh why couldn’t she be pulling on a pair of black leather hipsters rather than these god-awful, ragged-bottomed cut-offs? Why couldn’t she be shimmying her way into a spangly boob-tube instead of struggling into a red and black striped top emblazoned with a skull and cross-bones motif? As she fastened the huge gold buckle on her belt Sadie experienced a sudden panic attack. Where the hell was her cutlass? Catching a glimpse of gold plastic poking from beneath the bed she pulled it out and slotted it into the scabbard resting on her hip. Out on the landing she could hear GL barking his new voicemail greeting into his mobile. ‘Hi there, you’ve reached the voicemail of GL Jenkins, Senior Account Manager, on Monday sixth January. Sorry I can’t take your call right now, but hey, you know what to do. Nice and clear after the beep.’


Sadie sighed as she stared at her reflection in GL’s Famous Old Grouse mirror. The young woman staring back at her from beneath the bottle of whisky bore no resemblance whatsoever to Sindy. Okay, so she had the lustrous chestnut locks, but a fat lot of good they were scraped beneath a scarlet bandana. And why the hell did she have to stop growing when she was about twelve? With her puny five-foot frame she looked more like Holly Hobbie than the lithe-limbed Sindy. Sadie grimaced as she inserted one huge gold hoop (circa 1983) into her left ear. It was extremely ironic that after all of those years spent dreaming of working in the film industry she should end up like this. Never in her worst nightmares had she pictured working in the film rental industry, being made to dress up in a hideous pirate’s costume to toil for a pittance in her local video store. She rummaged about in her underwear drawer for her mascara and half-heartedly began applying a coat.


‘Is it really worth it, babes?’


Sadie looked up to see GL smirking in the doorway, his gelled hair and veneered teeth glistening so brightly he looked as if he’d spent the night on the lawn and had woken up coated in dew.


‘What do you mean?’


‘The slap – is it really worth it? You work in a video shop in Ruislip Manor for Christ’s sake, it’s hardly Harrods. Besides, once you’ve got your eye-patch on the punters aren’t even gonna see your efforts, are they?’ GL snorted loudly. ‘By the way, I’ve had a bit of an accident in the living room – the bloody mirror’s broken. Clear it up for us, would you? I’m running a bit late.’ He looked at his imitation Rolex and frowned.


‘But so am I,’ Sadie replied, putting her mascara back in the drawer and stuffing her eye-patch into her pocket. ‘You know I have to get in early on Mondays to do the figures and the banking.’


GL scowled at her and scratched the side of his head, carefully avoiding the expertly sculpted peaks of hair that covered his crown like a miniature mountain range. ‘Okay, let’s just think about this shall we? It’s Monday morning and I’m running late for a sales meeting – a sales meeting to discuss the hundreds of Ks worth of business I’m going to be bringing in this week – and you’re worrying about getting to your shop to bank some petty cash.’


‘It’s the whole weekend’s takings,’ Sadie mumbled, already mentally conceding defeat. In a discussion with GL there was no other outcome. Any attempt at debate was completely futile.


‘Oh, I see,’ GL replied condescendingly. ‘And what are we talking here, Jim Lad? Exactly how many pieces of eight have you made in the shop this weekend?’


‘Oh I don’t know – about five hundred pounds.’ Sadie could feel her cheeks begin to burn in anticipation of the ridicule to follow.


‘Five hundred quid!’ GL sneered. ‘Hold the front fucking page! Babes, I’ll have made five hundred pounds before I even get to the office this morning. You’re looking at the man who just won Cromwell Communications an account with a projected annual revenue of one point five mil. Just get the mirror sorted, all right.’


And with that, Sadie’s hero, her Action Man, turned on his elevated heel and was gone.


‘Are you talking to me?’ Terry checked himself out in the rearview mirror and pulled his finest Robert De Niro scowl. Admittedly, he was a bit older and rougher round the edges than De Niro in Taxi Driver, but they definitely shared the same brooding eyes and swarthy skin, of that there was no denying. Terry lit up a Superkings and took a swig from his can of Tennent’s Extra – the perfect breakfast for someone who had been up all night cruising the mean streets of Ruislip Manor.


‘Car twenty-seven, what is your location please? I’ve got a school run come up for Lady Bankes Junior, over.’


Terry looked at his radio and frowned. He bloody hated school drops – horrible little brats sitting in the back like a line of garden gnomes, all gaudy backpacks and gormless faces, choking and spluttering at the slightest trace of cigarette smoke. He wound down his window and flicked his cigarette on to the rain-slicked street. Great start to the week this was turning out to be.


‘Car twenty-seven, what is your location, over?’ Mandy, the controller, squawked over the airwaves, her voice shriller than ever. God, what the hell was her problem? Probably rag week, Terry thought to himself with a grimace. Just as he was about to pick up the handset to respond, he heard a voice bellow above the roar of the rush hour traffic.


‘Yo, taxi!’


Terry leant out of his window to see some spiky-haired flash git gesturing at him from across the road. ‘Are you talking to me?’ he asked, with what he hoped was suitable menace.


‘Well, this is a taxi isn’t it?’ retorted the flash git, gesturing at the Manor Minicabs sign on the roof of the car as he darted across the road.


‘Yeah.’


‘Well then, take me to the Great West Road in Brentford and make it snappy. I’m late for a very important meeting.’


‘Car twenty-seven, where the bleeding hell are you? Over.’


Terry grabbed his handset and yelled, ‘I’m at the top of the Manor and I’ve just got a fare to Brentford – roger.’ That’s exactly what Mandy needed, Terry thought to himself as he turned the ignition – a damn good rogering. Not that he would be volunteering his services – in Terry’s book there was nothing worse than a bird with tattoos, especially tattoos of fang-baring Bulldog mastiffs.


‘All right, babes. How ya doing?’


Terry looked in his rearview mirror and scowled but just as he was about to try another, Are you talking to me?, he realised that his passenger was in fact talking into a wafer-thin mobile phone whilst applying some kind of gel to the rain-sodden spikes on his head. Terry stared at the man’s reflection and tried to recall where he had seen him before. He certainly wasn’t one of Liam’s mates with his flash suit and gold-plate jewellery, not to mention his ridiculous mockney drawl.


‘Yeah, I’ve missed you too, babes. Don’t worry, I’ll make it up to you tonight – I’m getting a stonker just thinking about it!’


Terry pulled out on to a roundabout, right into the path of a Help the Aged minibus – in all his thirty years of driving he’d always had a bit of a mental block about this giving way to the right lark. Still, there was no harm done. He’d managed to brake in time. Just. ‘All right, all right, keep your hair on,’ Terry muttered to the old codger behind the wheel of the minibus, who for some reason seemed to be going into one. Sighing, Terry wound down his window and leant out. ‘Steady on mate – no harm done. You want to take it easier at your time of life. You’ll be no help to the bleeding aged giving yourself a heart attack at the wheel now will you? Bloody coffin-dodgers – shouldn’t be allowed on the road.’ Terry felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to see his passenger gesturing furiously at the splatters of gel adorning his puce face and pin-stripe suit. It looked as if a bird had shat all over him.


‘I’ll be sending you the dry-cleaning bill,’ he hissed. ‘You wanna learn to drive, mate. Call yourself a cabbie? You’re a bloody menace!’


Terry leant back in his seat and sighed. What the hell was up with everyone this morning?


Lana watched as the minicab hurtled off around the roundabout and her perfectly painted pout snaked its way into a smirk. That coffin-dodger crack was really quite amusing – she’d have to try and remember it. Although remembering things these days seemed to be becoming increasingly difficult. She wouldn’t have minded so much if she was one of those doddery old dears in the back of that minibus, shaking their heads and tutting like a bunch of blue-rinsed budgerigars, but she was only forty-five and a young forty-five at that. She was still a head-turner, not a coffin-dodger. As if to reassure herself on this point, Lana made an extra effort as she sashayed over the zebra crossing. Picturing her heroine Lana Turner in her debut movie, They Won’t Forget, Lana tilted her chin out, pulled her shoulders back and swung her hips from side to side like a velvet-clad pendulum. By the time she got to the other side she had completely forgotten what it was she was meant to be remembering. She hadn’t forgotten what had brought her out to the rain-soaked Ruislip Manor Parade at such an ungodly hour however. The longing in the back of her throat and the tension twisting knots inside her head acted as a constant, inescapable reminder. As Lana pushed open the door to the Asian mini-mart she resolved to stop off at the video shop on the way home. The girl was always in early on a Monday, poring over her paperwork with her patch-free eye, and Lana was in just the mood for a bit of Bogart with her breakfast.




Chapter Two


Upon arriving at Pirate Videos, Sadie’s opening-up routine went something like this: Unlock door. Leg it to back of shop to reset the alarm. Lock door. Boot-up computer system. Put Grease on the video player. Turn on bank of television screens lining the wall next to counter. Refill and switch on kettle. Take petty cash from safe and place in till. Remove turd from outside toilet.


Ever since Sadie had become manageress of the Ruislip Manor branch she had been plagued by the phantom crapper. She had come to view it as yet another ‘perk’ of an outside toilet – along with the mildew on the toilet paper and the kamikaze spiders that would dive-bomb your lap without warning. Sadie had absolutely no idea who was responsible, but every morning for the past year she had got into work to find a huge faeces clogging up the pan. And today was no exception. As Sadie picked her way down the litter-strewn back steps she glanced apprehensively to her left, where the ramshackle outhouse leant against the wall of the shop like a urine-sodden tramp. Prodding the door open with the toe of her boot, she was greeted by the unmistakable stench of excrement – cutting right through the pungent aroma of rotting vegetation from the greengrocers next door. Sadie’s stomach performed its customary lurch as she pulled the chain and watched the turd swirl off down the u-bend like some grotesque log flume ride. For a fleeting moment it crossed her mind that she didn’t actually have to tolerate this crap – not just literally, but from life in general. Surely she didn’t have to put up with GL’s barked orders or her crummy wages and antisocial working hours? Surely she could refuse, rebel, go on strike? Sadie took the bottle of bleach from the top of the cistern and applied a liberal squirt to the stained porcelain. On balance, she concluded, it seemed far easier to just go with the flow. The truth was, at the tender age of twenty-one years, three hundred and sixty-four days, Sadie was quite exhausted with life already. Besides, there were always ways to escape from the ‘turds’ fate might throw at you. She might not have her Sindy world anymore, but she had discovered something equally rewarding; a parallel universe in the world of film, in which she could cast herself with the persona or lifestyle of her choosing. Whether it be Sharon Stone as a crotch-flashing vixen or Olivia Newton-John as a mouse turned minx, over the years Sadie had developed a way of dissolving into the celluloid world like some form of osmosis via the screen. Hence why she tolerated the paltry wages and antisocial hours at Pirate Video Rental – what better place to indulge her escapism? As Sadie made her way up the wrought iron stairs into the back of the shop she could hear the opening credits of Grease fading out and suddenly life didn’t feel quite so bad. After scrubbing her hands in the corner of the cupboard that Vince, the shop’s owner, laughingly referred to as a kitchen, she made herself a steaming mug of coffee and returned to the counter.


On the television screen beside her, Sandy was arriving for her first day at Rydell High and talking about how she wished she were back at her old school. As always, this scene elicited a sigh from Sadie. How many times had she experienced that same longing as yet again she faced another first day at another strange school? By the time she was thirteen years old she had attended no less than six different schools, thanks to her father’s job with the RAF. It was Grease that had sparked her love of films in the first place. In the character of Sandy, Sadie finally found somebody she could relate to. How many times had she had to encounter a scowling, gum-chewing Rizzo who would make her life hell for the first few weeks at each new school – sneering at her across the playground, making her move to another table in the canteen? How many times had she trudged home utterly dejected, her ears still ringing with the taunts, her wrists still stinging from the Chinese burns? But Sadie wasn’t stupid. She might not have been brave enough to stand up to the bullies, but she soon developed a way to minimise their abuse. By erecting a barrier of blandness about herself they would quickly lose interest and swoop off in search of more satisfying prey; someone with ginger hair or a penchant for Star Trek for instance. Sadie kept her hair in a neat bob, wrote I luv Take That on her pencil case and never put her hand up in class to volunteer an answer. After the heartbreak of being parted from her first ever best friend at the tender age of five she also learnt not to form any attachments and would tag along with some equally inoffensive girl, usually called Susan or Jane, with whom she would discuss homework assignments and pretend to share in their love of horses. As a young teenager, the only time Sadie attended a sleep-over, smoked an illicit cigarette or talked about ‘making out’ was when she was pretending to be Sandy in Grease.


As the opening chords of ‘Summer Loving’ filled the shop, Sadie reluctantly opened a folder marked Weekly Rental Figures. Her eyes were drawn to the box in the bottom right-hand corner of the page – Total Income for Week ending Sunday 5th January = £412.50. Sadie could almost hear GL snorting in derision and he would have been right – it was pretty pathetic, but it wasn’t her fault. What did Vince expect if he only ordered in one copy of the latest blockbusters? There’d almost been a riot when he hadn’t bothered getting any copies of the latest Harry Potter. God knows if it hadn’t been for the endless supply of tea and biscuits Sadie provided her customers, not to mention the free counselling service, that box would probably be displaying a big fat zero right now. GL might mock, but she worked damn hard keeping that shop afloat, organising kids’ competitions, devising ever more original promotional schemes – as the recent ‘free pound of sprouts with every Christmas movie hired’ promotion so aptly demonstrated – and sacrificing many a fingernail creating lavish poster displays around the store. Anyway, it was the week after New Year – they were still showing all the decent movies on TV. Business was bound to be on the quiet side.


Sadie watched as Sandy and Danny gave their infamous sigh, signalling the end of ‘Summer Loving’. It still gave her goosebumps, even after all these years, but before she could get too dewy-eyed she was interrupted by a rap on the door. Although it was almost half past nine, the leaden clouds filling the sky still cast a shroud of darkness over Ruislip Manor. Sadie could just make out a figure in black, pressed against the glass door, beckoning at her furiously. It was only when she was halfway across the shop floor that she realised it was member 1540 – the actress (Sadie knew the membership numbers of her most regular customers by heart – a fact that she tried not to take too much pride in). She wasn’t absolutely certain that 1540 was an actress, but judging from her flamboyant attire and vampish make-up she wouldn’t have been at all surprised; besides her name simply oozed Hollywood. Lana something. Sadie frowned as she searched for the front door key on her chain. Loveday – that was it. Lana Loveday – if she wasn’t an actress she certainly ought to be, with a name like that. (Speculating on the private lives of her customers was another occupational hazard.)


‘Oh darling, thank you so much. I know it’s terribly naughty of me to arrive at such an ungodly hour, but I really didn’t want to have to come out again in such ghastly weather and I’m just craving Casablanca!’ Lana swooped into the shop, bringing with her a shower of raindrops and a vapour trail of Obsession.


Sadie smiled as she locked the door behind her. Definite actress – she even had the mid-Atlantic drawl. ‘Don’t worry, go right ahead,’ she replied, gesturing to the Golden Oldies wall – the most well-stocked section of the shop. ‘I was just doing my paperwork.’ As Sadie returned to her post, she glanced up at the shelves of videos lining the wall behind the counter. Row upon row of films clad in their uniform Pirate Rentals cases, with only the catalogue number at the base of their spine to identify them. As with her members, Sadie knew all of her favourites by heart. 602 for Grease, 1124 for Pretty Woman. Yet again she was reminded of the benefits of her job – where else could she get paid to have such a vast library of films at her fingertips and be free to watch them all day long?


Back on the screen, Sandy was asking what had happened to the Danny Zuko she had met at the beach, while John Travolta completely blanked her to put on a show of bravado for the rest of the T-Birds. Yet again, Sadie sighed. How was it that this film always seemed so relevant to her own life? How many times had she asked herself recently what had happened to the GL Jenkins she met and fell in love with at university? How many times had she felt as baffled as Sandy by his increasingly cocky demeanour and erratic mood swings? She only hoped that an ‘electrifyingly’ happy ending lay in store for them too.


Ever since GL had been promoted to Senior Account Manager he had crossed the fine boundary separating confidence from arrogance. There had been times recently when he seemed to have become a caricature of his former self, with all of his finest features becoming grotesquely contorted. His previously biting humour had edged into cruelty and the strength of will that Sadie had always found so attractive was beginning to feel quite oppressive. It was this development that troubled her the most. After a lifetime of turmoil and transition she had finally found security in GL’s strength. She was quite in awe of the effortless way in which he charged through life and more than happy to coast along in his wake, like a bird adrift on a jet stream. But now, rather than carrying her, his power seemed to be turning against her, in the form of sarcastic put-downs and endless demands.


Sadie frowned. No, she was sure it was nothing more sinister than the pressures of his job. She would probably start acting erratically if Vince demanded she attend SAS survival courses in the name of ‘team building’ and reciting mission statements like, Show me the lolly, Dolly! before beginning a day’s work. Getting dressed up as a pirate was quite literally child’s play in comparison. Feeling a twinge of compassion for GL’s plight Sadie picked up the phone to call him.


Lana held the covers of Casablanca and Rear Window in her hands and weighed up the choice. On her way to the shop she had been intent on some bad-assed Bogart, but when she spotted Rear Window she was instantly reminded of Jimmy Stewart and that chocolatey smooth voice and now she simply couldn’t decide. The tension in her head was starting to reach critical point and the thought of the unopened bottle of Smirnoff in her bag was practically causing her to drool. To make matters worse, the shop-girl was now talking on the phone – to her boyfriend, judging by the simpering tone of her voice. Lana sighed as she moved a little closer to the counter; she never could resist the chance to sneak a peek into somebody else’s life. It wasn’t that she was nosey – more sadomasochistic, she reassured herself, as she winced at the girl’s pathetic pleadings.


‘But I don’t understand. How can they expect you to do this at such short notice? It’s my birthday tomorrow.’


Lana peered over the New Releases stand that formed a partition down the middle of the shop. The girl was hunched over the counter, her bandana slightly askew and her eye-patch pushed up on to her forehead. ‘But please,’ she implored, ‘can’t you ask someone else to go in your place?’


God, what was the matter with her, Lana despaired. Had the girl never heard of the concept treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen? On the wall of screens next to the counter Grease was playing – yet again – and Rizzo was having a ball making fun of Sandy and her prissy ways. Lana couldn’t help thinking it was rather apt. There was something about Olivia Newton John with her dopey doe-eyes and ironed fringe that made Lana want to scream with frustration, and listening to the girl was like getting it in stereo – toe-curling subservience in surround sound. Lana needed a drink and fast. Slamming Jimmy Stewart next to Will Smith in the New Releases she marched over to the counter and flung down the cover to Casablanca.


The girl continued twittering away into the phone. ‘I suppose so. Yes, of course I understand. Yes – I know, I’m sorry, it’s just that I was so disappointed, with it being my birthday and everything. I know you will. Okay. I’ll see you on Wednesday then.’


Oh purrlease! Lana sighed so heavily that it came out more like a groan and she tapped her diamante-encrusted nails on the counter impatiently. Her nerve-endings were constricting, her temples were throbbing, her entire body was crying out for an alcohol injection.


After an absolutely pitiful farewell, the girl finally put down the receiver and replaced her eye-patch. ‘Sorry about that,’ she muttered, taking the film cover from the counter and walking over to the back shelves.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Lana snapped, rifling through her handbag for her cigarettes. Hopefully a quick nicotine fix would see her through the walk home. She hadn’t yet stooped to swigging on park benches, not direct from the bottle at least.


The girl stretched up to the top shelf for the video and put the cover in its place. ‘My boyfriend’s just told me that he’s got to go on a training course in Newport Pagnell for the next two days and he’s going to miss my birthday,’ she explained.


Lana coughed. The old training course in Newport Pagnell excuse, eh? The rat was obviously as unimaginative as his girlfriend was sappy. ‘Oh dear, how tragic,’ she mumbled, handing the girl a five pound note.


‘I know. I’m trying really hard not to be selfish because I knew when he got this promotion it would involve more travel and after all it’s even worse for him – I mean, Newport Pagnell in January, what a drag. I just wish he didn’t have to miss my birthday, that’s all.’


Lana watched in disbelief as the girl stared mournfully into the middle distance with her uncovered eye, the five-pound note frozen in her grasp. Just get my damned change and then go get a life, Lana wanted to scream. It took every last reserve of willpower to muster a more civil response. ‘Never mind, sweetie, I’m sure he’ll make it up to you when he gets back.’


The girl gave her a feeble smile. ‘That’s exactly what he said.’


Hmm, I’ll bet he did, Lana thought with a smirk. ‘Anyway, I’d better get on – don’t want to keep you from your paperwork.’


The girl’s face flushed and she hastily handed over the video and the change. ‘Oh yes of course, sorry. Well, have a good day.’


Lana flung the items into her bag and pulled up the hood on her black velvet cape. ‘Yes, honey, you too,’ but as she turned on her kitten heel and strode through the shop she heard the unmistakable sound of sobbing. Just keep walking, she told herself, there’s nothing you can do or say that’ll make the poor sap feel any better – in fact you’re guaranteed to make things worse. But just as she reached the door there it came again, a pathetic little whimper, reminiscent of puppy dogs, newly born lambs and other such heart-rending bullshit. Lana rolled her eyes to the heavens and groaned. It was like mental torture – what the hell should she do? She stared out on to the street. The rain was falling in sheets now, sweeping through the Parade like a tidal wave. It was the kind of weather that probably gave John Frieda an orgasm, but this lady had no intention of de-frizzing her hair twice in one morning. No, she couldn’t leave the poor girl on her own, she would stay and offer her a shoulder to cry on. Not literally of course – there was no way she was getting tearstains on her vintage lambswool sweater. What was needed here was what the Brits referred to as good old tea and sympathy and as long as the girl could provide the tea, Lana was sure she could summon up a smidgen of sympathy.




Chapter Three


As Sadie switched on the kettle, a stream of embarrassment coursed through her body, erupting like lava onto her cheeks. What the hell was the matter with her this morning? Why had she burst into tears like that? And in front of The Actress of all people. Lana seemed so glamorous, so strong; what on earth must she be thinking of her? As Sadie chipped away at the pot of solidified sugar she could almost hear her father’s voice barking, Stop your crying! Tears are a sign of weakness and weakness is an invitation for attack. The first time Sadie had heard those words was at the tender age of three, following a particularly nasty fall from her tricycle. She remembered being hoisted on to the dizzying heights of the kitchen table, her mother dabbing at her grazed knee with TCP and gazing up at her imploringly – but it was no good, the combination of the shock from her fall and the searing pain from the antiseptic caused her to scream out in anguish. Her father’s bellow had whistled about her face like a slap, instantly silencing her hysteria, and although Sadie hadn’t understood what his words meant, their tone and the fear they seemed to instil in her mother provided a lesson that would remain etched upon her psyche forever – crying was wrong and to be avoided at all costs.


Squeezing all life from the teabags before despatching them to the bin, Sadie drew a deep breath and returned to the front of the shop. ‘I’m so sorry about that,’ she said, placing the drinks upon the counter. ‘I don’t know what’s got into me this morning. You must think I’m a right idiot.’


‘No – not at all,’ Lana purred, exhaling a thin talon of smoke from her blood red lips. ‘We all have bad days, honey. I don’t suppose you have any tissues out back, do you? I think I may have a cold coming on.’


‘Yeah, sure,’ Sadie replied with a relieved smile. ‘I’m afraid it’ll have to be loo roll and it may be a little damp – outside toilet,’ she added apologetically.


‘No problem.’


As soon as Lana heard Sadie disappear off down the back steps she sprung into action, pouring half her tea into the rubber plant beside the counter and hastily topping it up from the bottle of vodka in her bag. She’d already had a couple of swigs while Sadie had been making the tea and the familiar tentacles of warmth were beginning to creep their way through her veins. Lana pulled down her hood and patted the carefully-set auburn curls framing her face. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be quite so excruciating after all – with its intricate poster displays and borders of twinkling fairy lights the shop had a certain cosy charm, and the girl seemed to have regained control of her senses – yes Lana could certainly think of worse places in which to breakfast.


‘Here you go,’ Sadie said, returning to the counter with a sheaf of toilet paper. ‘I’m not surprised you’ve got a cold with the weather the way it is. It’s absolutely pouring out there. Don’t you just hate this time of year? It’s so depressing, isn’t it?’


Lana sighed. What was it with the British and their compulsion to talk about the weather? In the twenty years she’d resided in London she still couldn’t quite come to terms with it. It wouldn’t be so bad if they referred to it in neutral terms, merely reporting meteorological fact, but there always had to be a negative twist. Even on the most beautiful day they would revel in telling you that it wasn’t going to last, that a cold front from Siberia was expected at any moment or that the heat was playing havoc with their hydrangeas. And the absolute cherry on the cake was when they would finish their diatribe with the immortal words Still, mustn’t grumble!


‘Mind you, we shouldn’t complain – at least it isn’t snowing,’ Sadie continued, removing her sodden scarlet bandana and hanging it on the shelf in front of the electric heater to dry.


Lana watched as the girl shook out her chestnut curls. Combined with her heart-shaped face she had quite a cute, cherub-like quality about her. It was a shame she had to hide it all behind that ludicrous pirate’s get-up. ‘Thank you, honey,’ said Lana, picking up the damp tissue with a grimace and placing it straight into her bag. ‘Now I don’t suppose you could do me one more favour?’


‘Sure,’ Sadie responded, still eager to make up for her embarrassing display of earlier.


‘You couldn’t put something else on the VCR, could you? It’s just that every time I come into this shop you’re playing Grease. How about something a little more – contemporary?’


Sadie blushed. ‘Oh, yes, of course. Well, why don’t you choose something.’


Lana furrowed her brow – now, what did the poor girl need? ‘I know,’ she declared. ‘Thelma and Louise. Do you want me to find the cover?’


‘No, it’s okay,’ Sadie headed straight to the bottom shelf for tape number 1308. The Brad Pitt scene had been one of her favourite fantasies. It was such a shame things had never worked out between him and Thelma.


‘So,’ Lana said, tapping another cigarette from her mother-of-pearl embossed case. ‘It’s your birthday tomorrow?’


Sadie’s face clouded over. ‘Yes, I think I’ll just forget about it this year though.’


‘Don’t be so silly,’ Lana responded, before taking a large gulp of tea. ‘Birthdays are an achievement – they demand celebration. How old are you going to be, sweetie?’


‘Twenty-two.’


Lana sighed. ‘Twenty-two; why, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Wait until you’re my age, then you’ll have a real reason to weep and wail.’


In a bid to hide her embarrassment, Sadie bent down to fast-forward through the trailers. ‘So— how old are you?’ she ventured from beneath the counter. ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’


Lana laughed. ‘Let’s just say, I’m as old as my bones and about thirty years older than my breasts.’ She brought her bejewelled hands together in prayer position, ‘Thank the sweet Lord above for bestowing us with silicone – not to mention botox. I’m forty-five, honey, but let me tell you I don’t feel a day under seventy – especially first thing on a Monday morning.’


Sadie emerged from beneath the counter, giggling.


‘That’s more like it,’ Lana continued. ‘You’re far too young to be taking life so seriously. So your boyfriend’s been called away on a course – why don’t you go out with your girlfriends instead?’


Sadie attempted a smile. What girlfriends? She could just imagine Lana – the original American sweetheart with her immaculately coiffed hair and porcelain skin – growing up at the heart of a network of female friends, their lives joined together like patches on a quilt, a constant stream of slumber parties, followed by baby showers, followed by cake bakes. Just like in the movie Steel Magnolias, they had probably spent hours huddled on porch swings trading confidences as readily as cigarettes, all washed down with gallons of iced tea. Sadie sighed wistfully. The sad truth was that she had no ‘girlfriends’. When she met GL in her first week at university he had rapidly become her closest and only true friend. The rest of their group had come from his Business Studies course and even now when they socialised it was with friends from his work; other sales people whom Sadie had no real desire to get to know any better. The only friends she had to speak of were her customers, but these were more casual acquaintances limited to over the counter gossips during working hours.


Sadie swapped her patch over to her left eye, ‘No, I think I’ll just work instead. I could do with the extra money after Christmas and besides I wasn’t all that happy having to ask one of my part-timers to do a twelve hour shift.’


The twang of country music filled the shop as Thelma and Louise embarked upon their road trip, and Lana stared at Sadie. ‘What’s your name, hon?’ she asked, offering her a cigarette.


Sadie shook her head. GL had decided they should both give up for the New Year. ‘No thanks, I’ve given up – New Year’s Resolution. My name’s Sadie.’


‘Sadie,’ Lana repeated, removing her velvet cape to reveal a skin-tight lambswool sweater in claret, teamed with a tailored black pencil skirt. The huge ruby adorning her wedding finger flickered like a flame as she extended her hand in greeting. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance. I’m Lana. Well, Sadie — has it ever occurred to you quite how dumb New Year’s resolutions are?’


Sadie sat back in her chair and frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, it’s the first of January. You’ve just enjoyed one of the best weeks of the year – hopefully. You’ve exchanged gifts with your nearest and dearest, munched chocolates in front of the weepiest movies, feasted on the richest foods, partaken of the finest wines,’ Lana took a swig from her tea, ‘and then you’ve seen out the old year drunk on a cocktail of nostalgia and hope, gazing dewy-eyed at your beloved as the clock strikes twelve.’


Sadie coughed as she recalled the previous week’s New Year’s Eve party at GL’s uncle’s house. As Big Ben had struck twelve, GL’s dad had struck his brother in the face with the remote control, yelling, ‘You can stick your Dale Winton up your arse!’ before storming back home to watch Jools Holland. To make matters even worse GL himself had disappeared off the face of the earth, only to resurface at ten minutes past midnight. Still, she understood the sentiment behind what Lana was saying.


‘And then,’ Lana continued, ‘With Auld Lang Syne still ringing in your ears what do you do? You sit down and write out a list of resolutions guaranteed to make you feel as miserable as sin for the next twelve months.’


Sadie smiled. She had to admit the smell of Lana’s cigarette was triggering a quite desperate craving in her.


Lana ground down the butt of her cigarette before pushing the ashtray across the counter. ‘Yes, you set yourself impossible targets designed to starve and deprive yourself into depression – targets you know you’ll never keep – so you end up spending the remainder of the year feeling a total failure as well as fat and hideously unhealthy.’


Sadie nodded as she thought of the list of resolutions GL had pinned to the fridge on New Year’s Day.




	Give up smoking


	Join a gym


	Take another self-assertiveness course


	Do a bungee jump to impress boss


	Become a black belt in jujitsu


	Attend a gladiatorial re-enactment weekend


	Take driving test again – and pass


	Buy a Beemer (with alloy wheels and a mock-croc interior)


	Make first million





Lana was right – it was hardly achievable or inspirational stuff.


Lana drained the last of her tea. ‘Wouldn’t it make a lot more sense if we all just resolved to be happy?’ she said, raising her arms with a flourish. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance of another cup of tea before I go?’ she enquired, turning on her most dazzling smile.


‘Yes, of course,’ Sadie took the mugs out to the kitchen for a refill. There was something quite hypnotic about Lana, with her flamboyant body language and husky drawl. It was probably what Hollywood directors and gossip columnists referred to as ‘star quality’. She could quite happily make tea for her all day in exchange for basking in her reflected rays. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking,’ Sadie called from the kitchen. ‘But are you an actress, by any chance?’ There was a pause followed by a cough before Lana finally replied.


‘Er, yes – I suppose you could say that I am a member of the acting community, sweetie. Although I don’t really like to make a big deal about it. At the end of the day a job is a job.’


Sadie smiled as she poured the boiling water into the mugs and watched the teabags bob to the surface. She knew it. She wasn’t often wrong in the assessment of her customers – apart from member 307 whom she could have sworn was a city banker with his penchant for pin-striped suits and lairy braces. She was absolutely stunned when he came into the shop one day in full lollypop-man regalia. And then there was the young man who owned the flat upstairs, Liam, whose hulking frame looked as if it ought to have been manning the door of a nightclub rather than hunched over a workbench carving fireplaces for a living.


‘So what kind of acting do you do?’ Sadie asked, returning to the counter with fresh cups of tea. She could just see Lana treading the boards of some West End stage – Mrs Robinson perhaps, or Lady Macbeth?


Lana emerged from behind the New Releases stand, pulling the zip shut on her bag. ‘Oh whatever I – or should I say, my agent – can get, honey. Commercials, voice-overs, stage roles.’


Sadie sighed wistfully. Oh, to be able to say you had an agent – it was like something out of Heat magazine. ‘I can just see you on the stage,’ she enthused. ‘To be honest, the first time I saw you I thought you were an actress. I have this sort of game that I play,’ she confided, ‘where I try to work out my customers’ occupations. I don’t often get it wrong,’ she added proudly.


‘No, you’re obviously a very shrewd judge of character,’ Lana replied with a wry smile. ‘I must confess I’m guilty of the same pastime. I do so love to people watch – it helps me with character portrayal you know; gives me an insight into what makes people tick.’


Sadie nodded enthusiastically. ‘Oh yes, I suppose it would.’


Lana took a sip from her tea before continuing. ‘I just can’t help it – within seconds of meeting a person I find that I am analysing their body language, searching for clues to their true identity, reading between the lines of their dialogue for what they are really saying about themselves. I used to think it was a gift to be so perceptive, but in many ways it’s become a curse.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, after a time you become so good at reading people that life holds very little mystery anymore. It’s like being given a pair of x-ray glasses; everyone becomes so transparent there are no longer any pleasant surprises.’


‘Or nasty shocks,’ Sadie added with a grin.


‘Hmm, that’s true, I guess.’ Lana took a cigarette from her case and lit it. Inhaling deeply, she fixed Sadie with a penetrating stare. ‘Would you like to know what I’ve figured out about you?’


Sadie felt her face begin to flush and she reached instinctively for her tea. ‘Okay,’ she replied hesitantly from behind the mug.


Lana turned sideways to exhale a jet of smoke before returning her gaze to Sadie. Heavily framed in kohl, her huge eyes were like a pair of black-rimmed saucers. Or a pair of x-ray specs. Sadie squirmed.


‘You’re twenty-two years old, with the best years of your life ahead of you, and yet you seem deeply unhappy about something. You hide away behind that counter, behind that costume, watching that goddamn movie, Grease as though your life depended upon it, while all the time life is simply passing you by.’ Lana gestured to the street outside where a gaggle of shopping-laden housewives were doing battle with the elements. ‘I’ve seen the way you listen to your customers, laughing at their dumb jokes, pretending to be interested in their dreary little lives. You seem so anxious to please, but I get the feeling that you’re never really pleasing yourself. Your boyfriend tells you he is going to miss your birthday and you burst into floods of tears which would suggest to me that a) you are deeply insecure or b) you have good reason to doubt him.’


Lana looked at Sadie’s crestfallen face and bit her lip. Why did she always do this? Why couldn’t she just keep her big mouth shut for once? ‘Hell, what do I know? I’ve only just met you,’ she declared in her best attempt at breezy, but it was no good; she could see Sadie’s right eye filling up with tears. Oh Lord, why hadn’t she just gone home and left the poor girl in peace? She could have been half way through Casablanca by now, not to mention the bottle of Smirnoff. ‘Hey, please don’t cry. Take this,’ Lana fumbled in her bag for the toilet paper Sadie had given her earlier.


Sadie grabbed the tissue and dabbed angrily at her eye. What the hell was the matter with her this morning? She hadn’t cried for years and yet now it seemed she was unable to stop. ‘Could I have a cigarette?’ she muttered, removing her eye-patch and casting it on to the counter.


‘Sure,’ Lana replied, eager to make amends, especially if it meant resolution-busting into the bargain. ‘I’m sorry, I guess I had no right to say those things – I’m just an interfering old goose – see, I told you it was a curse.’ Lana took a cigarette from her case and passed it to Sadie. ‘Here, let me light that for you.’


Sadie inhaled deeply and sat back into her chair. Although she had only given up smoking for a week, the rush of nicotine made her feel quite light-headed. ‘No, you were right – well partly. Things aren’t too good between my boyfriend and me at the moment, but that’s no reason for me to act like a baby. You must think I’m such a wimp.’


‘No, not at all,’ Lana lied, secretly congratulating herself on her accurate appraisal and wondering who the boyfriend was screwing.


‘The truth is, I think he may be going off me – he seems so distant all of a sudden and everything I do or say seems to irritate the hell out of him, no matter how hard I try.’


‘Maybe that’s the problem,’ Lana said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, perhaps you’re trying a bit too hard. Maybe you need to act a little less – needy?’ Lana held her breath, but to her immense relief Sadie didn’t burst into tears.


‘Do you think so?’


‘Yeah. Look, he lets you down over your birthday and you immediately start crying and decide to work all day instead. What kind of message is that going to send him?’


Sadie shrugged her shoulders.


‘Well to me it’s saying: hey buddy, you can let me down on my special day and I’ll just take it, which only makes it all the easier for him to do it to you again. If, however, he gets back from his training course to find you full of tales of the fun birthday you had without him, well all of a sudden he’s not Mr Indispensable. All of a sudden he realises that he’ll have to start making more of an effort too.’


Sadie took a drag on her cigarette and forced a smile. She knew what Lana was saying made sense but there was no way she was going to own up to having no back-up supply of birthday celebrators.


Lana gazed at Sadie thoughtfully. Don’t do it, she cautioned herself, it isn’t your fault if the poor girl has no friends, just wish her a happy birthday and leave before it’s too late. But before she knew it her mouth was opening and the words were spilling out. ‘So, what do you say I take you out for a slap-up lunch tomorrow and we make it a birthday to remember. It’s the least I can do given that you’ve made me gallons of delicious tea and all I’ve done is make you cry.’


Sadie’s eyes widened. ‘Oh – are you sure? I mean don’t you have any work on or anything?’


Lana shook her head. ‘I have a couple of radio commercials booked today, but tomorrow I’m as free as a bird.’


Sadie gave a cautious smile. ‘Well, I suppose I could get my part-timer to do the day shift. If you’re sure.’


‘Of course I’m sure,’ Lana replied, privately cursing herself. What the hell was happening to her? This could be a slippery slope. If she wasn’t careful she’d be sponsoring a starving African next. ‘Lunch it is then. I’ll see if my agent can get us in somewhere nice. It’s a bit short notice, but hopefully most of the regulars at the Ivy will still be skimming the slopes in Aspen.’ At the sight of Sadie’s beaming face Lana felt an unfamiliar twinge in the pit of her stomach – it was really quite nauseating. ‘Anyway, I must fly, I’m supposed to be at the studio for midday.’ Lana hurriedly put on her cape and picked up her bag. ‘Here, take a couple for later,’ she said, depositing two cigarettes on the counter in front of Sadie, ‘What do you say we meet outside this place tomorrow at eleven o’clock?’


Sadie nodded enthusiastically, ‘Great. Thank you. Are you sure you don’t mind?’


‘Of course I’m sure. Oh but do me a favour, honey – get rid of the pirate’s costume. That Captain Pugwash look is so last season.’


Sadie giggled. ‘Don’t worry, I will.’ As she watched Lana shimmy her way out of the shop she almost had to pinch herself. What a day it had been, from such a disastrous start to a lunch date at the Ivy with an actress. Who would have believed it? She couldn’t wait to tell GL.


By the time Lana got home she was feeling seriously pissed off. Her video store encounter had left her feeling quite drained and work was the last thing she felt like doing. Opening the door to her nondescript semi, she shook out her umbrella and stepped into the hall.


‘Hi honey, I’m home,’ she called, her voice echoing throughout the empty house. ‘Goddamn – it’s darker than a Burt Reynolds’ chest wig in here,’ Lana muttered to herself as she flung her cape over the banisters and turned on the stained glass lamp. Catching a glimpse of herself in the Art Deco mirror on the wall, she grimaced. ‘Gee, you’re starting to make Morticia Addams look healthy,’ she said to her reflection. Her reflection stared back, unblinking, and even in the dull glow of the hall lamp Lana could make out the telltale tinge of yellow in her eyes; the same tinge she had masked with foundation upon her face.


‘I need a drink,’ Lana announced, turning away from the mirror and delving into her bag for the bottle of vodka. Kicking off her shoes and clutching the bottle, video and cigarettes to her chest, she padded across the parquet flooring into the living room where she headed straight for the drinks cabinet in the corner. Half-filling a crystal tumbler with vodka she then made her way to the gargantuan television unit housed in one of the alcoves beside the fireplace. Lana inserted Casablanca into the video recorder and pressed Play. God, she really did not want to work today. Sighing, she flung herself onto the chaise longue opposite the television and picked up a huge marble lighter from the coffee table in front of her.


Pale light flickered throughout the room as the film began to play. Lana glanced at the heavy burgundy drapes still drawn across the bay window. There seemed little point in opening them on a day like today. Besides, now she had sat down she had no intention of moving until lunchtime at least. If only she didn’t have to work. Lana lit her cigarette, adjusted the volume on the remote control and reached out for the telephone on the coffee table. Although it looked like a prop from a 1920s’ movie with its circular dial and ebony effect, it had in fact been purchased from Argos for the bargain price of nineteen ninety-nine. Lana picked up the receiver and pressed a series of digits. She listened attentively for a moment before putting the phone back down. Within seconds it began to ring.


‘Lord above!’ Lana groaned, raising her eyes in despair before answering the call. ‘Hello,’ she purred into the mouthpiece. ‘Yes, you have the right number. Why sure, I can do dominatrix. Whatever turns you on, honey. Whatever turns you on.’




Chapter Four


January 6th. Another day of ferrying filth from one stinking hellhole to another. You get to see all sorts in my line of work, would make your stomach turn the things that have gone on in the back of my cab.


Terry paused for a moment and chewed thoughtfully on the end of his pencil. This diary lark was beginning to do his head in. Robert De Niro made it seem so easy in Taxi Driver. How come everything he wrote about life on the mean streets of New York seemed so profound, while his own efforts – Terry glanced down at the spidery scrawl working its way across his battered notebook – well, writing never had been one of his strongest points. Perhaps if he made a bit more effort recreating the atmosphere of the film it might help stimulate the flow? Terry cast his eyes about his bedroom. With its nineteen-seventies furniture and white-washed walls, it certainly looked the part, and the frameless mirror hanging next to the window could have been pinched from the very set itself. Terry gave his reflection an admiring glance – the army jacket, faded jeans and brown cowboy boots were almost exact replicas of De Niro’s. There was only one thing missing. Terry turned to the portable radio on the windowsill and searched for Jazz FM. When he finally managed to locate it they were playing ‘What a Wonderful World’ by Louis Armstrong, which was a little too feel-good for his liking, but at least he now had a soundtrack. He picked up his pencil and resumed writing.


I get them all in the back of my cab. That fare to West Hounslow earlier – they didn’t fool me with their father and daughter routine – I knew it was just some two-bit ho and her pimp. All that talk of parents’ evenings didn’t fool me for a second. Some day soon the rain’s gonna come and wash the scum off these Ruislip Manor streets.


Terry looked out of the window. It was pitch dark but he could hear the rain lashing against the wrought-iron fire escape outside. ‘Bloody country,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Never stops bleeding raining. I ought to get meself back to the Costa del Sol.’


He cast his diary down on the bed in despair and looked about the room for inspiration. ‘Are you talking to me?’ he snarled at his reflection in the mirror before jumping to his feet and reaching for the imaginary pistol on his belt. God, he was bored. Grabbing the half-eaten tin of meatballs from the table in front of him he marched over to the door and flung it open. ‘I’m just nipping downstairs to get a video, Liam,’ he called across the hall. ‘Won’t be long.’
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