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PART ONE

Before








CHAPTER ONE



‘Lick,’ he said out loud and into thin air. ‘Lick me.’


Norman Furnish was sitting at his desk in the largish and decidedly dated workroom that he shared with his sort of colleague, Katie: not really quite an office, as such – no, not really. The desk itself was very much in keeping – mahogany veneer, ex-Civil Service issue, could be; scarred and green old leather surface, blind tooling nearly eradicated now: In tray, Out tray, just the one phone.


‘Lick me,’ he said, staring dead ahead now at the calendar they received every bloody year from a struggling firm of quantity surveyors. Ann Hathaway’s Cottage, this time: made quite a change from Monet’s poppies.


A low and gurgling laughter from the girl beneath his desk and between his knees just then thrilled him immediately, but this was as nothing compared with the prickled and rippling sensation that soon overcame him, causing his eyebrows to jerk in their attempt to fly right away from his face.


‘Urgh! Oh, urgh, good God!’ came out of Norman now, as a rhythmic drumming assumed its place in the way things were going – this from the energy in Katie’s strappy and so-high-heeled shoes beating back against the modesty board on this good and commodious, fine old desk. Katie was really warming to her task – quite regularly cracking her head on the underside of the central drawer, she was, and Norman’s eyes were raking the room, almost as if beseeching mercy or aid from some unseen deliverer, and as he took in spliced and glancing images of brown and beige filing cabinets, a diseased Swiss cheese plant and a thoroughly dented electric kettle, so did he feel more alive than even the last time and yet quite close to a heart-clutching death – and then the breathing did actually falter and damn near cease within him as the door to his workroom swung open, and now here was Norman aware only of a stopped-up cavity where once had throbbed internal organs and staring wild-eyed at the man who stood there before him in the passage of light – looking at Norman, just looking at Norman – as Norman caught hold of the desktop and kept on goggling back.


‘You still here, Norman?’ said the man. ‘Thought you’d packed up hours ago.’


‘Me?’ queried Norman. ‘Oh yes – still here. Still here, Mr Street. Howard. A few ends to tidy up, you know.’


Did he look normal, Norman? Was he betrayed by sweat on his face and lips, or was this just the lifeblood that had seeped down from his eyes? Those eyes grew even larger now (Mr Street – Howard – had better be ready to reach up and out for a double catch, thought Norman fleetingly, for soon they were scheduled to pump out of his face like hard-blasted ping-pong balls from a children’s fun-gun).


‘Check out this property in the morning, would you, Norman?’ said Mr Street – Howard – quite as if it didn’t appear as if every vessel within Norman was now lithely poised to erupt spectacularly so as to spatter crimson into all four corners of the room. ‘And get yourself home, for goodness sake, lad. All work and no play, hey? Anyway – holiday next week, yes? Have fun, if I don’t see you again.’


Mr Street – Howard – dropped a buff folder on the surface of Norman’s sinful desk, smiled briefly and strolled out of the room, softly closing the door behind him, leaving Norman to exhale in the manner of a small boy, red and victorious, light-headed and nearly hysterical at having broken his record at ducking under water. Because Katie, you see, hadn’t stopped for a second – hadn’t even paused: she was working on him now with a vigour that was singular even to her – and now as the big thrill flooded up, becoming full and gorgeously central before sending out tingling signals to parts that extended even beyond his finger ends, so did Norman heave before slumping as he lowed like some base creature and then slowly subsided into a thankful defeat, both without and within.


‘God Christ,’ he sighed, filled chock-full with all sorts of relief. ‘Jesus, Katie,’ he implored now, as she clambered out and up to face him, ‘what the hell did you think you were playing at? Christ – that’s the closest yet. He’ll catch us, you know. One day soon he’ll bloody catch us for sure. I thought you said he’d gone.’


Katie was licking her lips. While any imagery concerning cats and cream may be seen to be going it a bit, lewdness aplenty was there all right – all over her face – dancing quite happily and well in tune with not just rude health but also the ruddy flush of unalloyed triumph.


‘I thought he had,’ she said simply. ‘Anyway – I was very quiet. He can’t have heard anything, or anything. Was it lovely? I loved it.’


‘But what must I have looked like!’ protested Norman in a wail in truth much closer to a whisper – didn’t want Mr Street – Howard – barging back in again, did he?


‘Oh – don’t worry about it. He never notices anything. And anyway,’ she tacked on, quite unconcerned, ‘I don’t know what you’re getting so het up about – it’s only Daddy.’


Norman rolled back in his chair and looked up into Katie’s sweetly dark and glittering eyes and again became aware of danger. He might be just ‘Daddy’ to her, but to Norman he was the boss, the owner of the whole agency – and, more to the point, author of any putative reference that Norman would most surely one day be needing. Any minute now, if they cut this caper any bloody finer.


Mr Street – seemed a decent chap, really, and clearly pretty besotted with his seventeen-year-old and only daughter, Katie – had quite often insisted that Norman call him Howard, but, well – Norman didn’t know, couldn’t quite put a finger on it, but somehow, well … it just didn’t seem right.
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‘Why are we using these glasses?’ asked Howard of his wife, who didn’t appear to have heard. She continued extracting with care a series of fairly bulbous goblets from crusty layers of candy-pink tissue. ‘Elizabeth?’ he pursued. ‘Why these glasses, actually? It’s only Brian and Dotty, isn’t it?’


‘It’s not a question,’ said Elizabeth now, setting down the last of the glasses on to the motley granite work surface, just west of the rather splendid triple sink in bright red enamel. Double sinks? Two a penny – but this, Elizabeth would ask you, was rather splendid – non? ‘Not at all a question of just who’s coming,’ went on Elizabeth, a sort of smile coming into play – kindly imparting knowledge to a maybe lesser mind? Gently explaining the not-too-knotty ins and outs of the thing, really rather simple when you broke it all down. ‘It’s all about effort. Making everything as nice as possible. You want to be proud of your home, don’t you, Howard? Proud of me?’


Howard poured whisky – tipped the neck of the bottle in Elizabeth’s direction and accompanied the gesture with a questioning eyebrow, Elizabeth very briefly closing her eyes by way of reply.


‘Course. Course I do,’ said Howard, now taking a swig. ‘Am – course I am. Naturally.’


‘And Melody’s coming too.’


‘Melody? Really? Didn’t know.’


‘I did tell you.’


‘I’m sure – sure you did. One day I’ll forget my own, er … oh God, you know – thing: head. Katie back?’


‘I thought she’d be coming home with you.’


‘Well I stayed on for a bit, as you know. Probably gone shopping. For her holiday.’


Elizabeth looked up sharply and glared at Howard – and he saw it, and he flinched, but God it wasn’t his problem, surely, this Katie holiday thing? Surely this too was not to be placed fairly and squarely at his door?


‘The least said about Katie and her so-called “holiday” the better,’ said Elizabeth, tersely. ‘But I suppose we’ll be talking about nothing else all night.’


‘It’s that time of year,’ allowed Howard, knowing well that was not at all what she meant. ‘But you’re looking forward to yours, though, aren’t you? Ours?’


Elizabeth nodded. ‘If I’m honest I can barely wait. I’ve never felt so much in need – you know? I really feel I need a break.’


Howard nodded. Break from what, is what he was thinking: what is it exactly that you do, Elizabeth? I’ve often wondered. He hauled out a chair now, and sat on that as he sipped a bit more whisky. Elizabeth, with her back to him quite a way away (the kitchen was big – people often remarked on it: more cupboards than you could shake a stick at) and squatting down on haunches that once had actually had the power to propel Howard into a narrow-eyed and lip-licking lust. Before things and the passing of time had changed all that.


‘But isn’t it funny?’ said Elizabeth into the warm and freely-rolling shelves of the dishwasher. ‘About Brian and Dotty?’ She rose with her clutch of plates, hunkered down again for a further handful. ‘I mean – of all places in the world!’


Howard nodded again – quite shortly, this time. It was not that he was wholly uninterested (reasonably uninterested, granted) – it was just that Elizabeth had said all this, done all this – they’d talked about all this before: most recently only last night, wasn’t it? Maybe the evening before; anyway, not so damn long ago that he could face it all again.


‘You’ll never guess about Brian and Dotty,’ is how Elizabeth had opened – and it was true, Howard never would: he had surely been married long enough to harbour few doubts on that score. So he said nothing – widened his eyes, maybe – and Elizabeth went on: ‘They’ve only gone and booked their holiday in exactly the same place as we have!’


‘Kidding,’ Howard had said. ‘Mind you, we did talk about it, didn’t we? When we were round that weekend for that unspeakable casserole. Remember? When Dotty burned the rice? We said – remember? – we were giving Portugal a rest, give England a chance – yes? That’s where they got the idea. No originality, some people. When are they going?’


‘But that’s exactly the point!’ enthused Elizabeth. ‘They’ve booked for the very same week that we have!’


‘Oh God no – really? Well who’s going to keep an eye on the house, then? About the only really good thing about Brian and Dotty is that they live next door – keep an eye on things. Who’s going to water the bloody garden? Christ – word gets out from that bent milkman of ours that both bloody houses are going to be empty, we might as well not bother coming back – they’ll strip the place down to the foundations.’


That was weeks ago, all that. Elizabeth and Howard had more than once since discussed the likelihood of its having been a true coincidence – can’t have been, averred Elizabeth: couldn’t give a sod, thought Howard – but then when he had mulled it over for a bit he came to the conclusion that coincidence or not, the thought of this thing was now quite unbearable. The whole point of a holiday, surely, was the business of getting away, yes? Not to bring along the bloody neighbours. He had even tried to change his own booking, but this was a no-no, apparently, for all sorts of reasons that Howard could barely understand. And Elizabeth had set her heart on this English seaside holiday – haven’t done such a thing since I was little, she said (oh God, yuk). Anyway, she tacked on, it’ll be nice to have Dotty to show off to: all my brand-new summer things. Dotty doesn’t seem to have had anything new for simply ages: Brian’s bad patch, I think. But Christ, Elizabeth, Howard had tried to reason – a whole week with Brian and Dotty! I mean OK, the odd evening, fair enough – but a whole bloody week! Morning till night!


Anyway. That’s the way it was going to be, it surely did seem. And this very evening – now just a couple of days away from this famous jaunt to the coast – Brian and Dotty were coming over for one of Howard and Elizabeth’s fab little dinner parties (they were renowned – just ask anyone local) and Elizabeth’s friend Melody was coming too, apparently – quite good company, actually, young Melody (I do seem to recall) – and Katie, of course, if she ever bothered to show up. God – that girl. Messed up her GCSEs (no one else in her year managed it quite so comprehensively) – no plan at all as to what to do next, so Howard had given her some sort of typist’s job in the agency: pro tem, he had said. Christ Dad, she had wailed (this was all the thanks you got), I don’t want to be an estate agent! No, thought Howard, I don’t suppose you do. I don’t either, but there it bloody is. But Norman seems to keep her busy, anyway: memos and so forth. Good lad, Norman – going places, Howard shouldn’t wonder (but where did an estate agent go?)


Thinking about it now, of course, Howard maybe understood Elizabeth having pulled up the drawbridge at the very mention of Katie’s holiday, just a while back there (two large Scotches ago, if we’re going in for counting). Katie, you see, had at first displayed reluctance for the very first time to join the family holiday. This soon became a point-blank refusal, at which point Elizabeth had said quite archly that in fact, Katie dear, there can be no argument here because you are only seventeen years old, not quite a grown-up yet, still a little girl, and anyway we can’t possibly leave you alone in the house – far too dangerous – you’d probably set fire to the place and leave the windows wide open and Katie had said Fine, OK, fine then – I’ll book up something with Ellie for the same week, OK, and when Elizabeth opened her mouth in protest Katie tacked on Actually Mum, Dad, I’ve already done it – it’s fixed, OK? All booked and paid for.


And was it on the cards that the subject of summer holidays would raise its sandy and sun-kissed head during the course of the dinner party? You know, Howard rather thought it was. Oh well. At least the bloody thing was only a week – Christ, it had taken him hours, years, to make it just a week.


‘A week!’ had hooted Elizabeth. ‘A week’s no earthly good, Howard – even you must see that. You take nearly a week to unwind. It’s hardly worth unpacking for just a week.’


For which Howard had not been entirely unprepared, so he took one of many deep breaths of late and launched into a fairly seamless catalogue of damn near watertight reasons why, in fact, contrary to Elizabeth’s conviction, a week was the absolutely ideal length of time to go:


‘For starters, you see, the drive down there’s absolutely nothing so the holiday starts off straight away. Plus, as you know, we’re booked into the very best five-star joint the place has to offer and so we can really do the thing in style.’ And then he went for the clincher. ‘And then, of course, there’ll be time and money over for you to go shopping when we get back – get your winter wardrobe sorted out.’


Yes, that more or less had done it. But the real reason why Howard could not have contemplated more than a bloody week (didn’t even know about Brian and Dotty at that stage of the game) was that Zoo-Zoo had looked so deeply unhappy when he had broken the news – when he said he would be leaving. And now – as Elizabeth silently checked on stuff in the Aga – Howard was smelling his fingers, and Zoo-Zoo still lingered there from just an hour ago. Great, he had thought, as he left the folder with Norman Furnish – if he’s still here, he can lock up and all the rest of it, and I can just quickly go and see my little Zoo-Zoo, before traipsing back and facing this bloody farce of a dinner party.
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And even now – as Elizabeth Street, perfectly made up and coiffed, was slipping those large and rather good pearl and gold studs through the holes in her lobes – so was Dotty Morgan still sitting on an unmade bed and staring into her wardrobe, the smoky mirrored doors slid open wide, the despair of the last, Christ, must be an hour, now accelerating into a not-too-far-from-tearful panic.


‘I can’t,’ she whispered. And then louder she said: ‘I can’t – I just can’t. I just can’t face any of this. What can I – I can’t wear any of this, I just can’t. Brian – you go. You go on your own. I just can’t wear that blue thing again – Elizabeth knows it by heart.’


‘Don’t be silly, love,’ called Brian from the bathroom. ‘What about the red jacket and skirt? You always look lovely in that.’


‘That’s the bloody trouble – I always … oh Christ, Brian – I’ve just got to have some new things or I’ll die.’


No response to that.


‘Did you hear what I said?’


If I go on saying nothing, thought Brian, she’ll only become shrill.


‘You know the position,’ he said, quietly. No need now to yodel in a friendly chin-up-old-girl sort of a way, because a fairly wet-eyed Dotty was beside him in the bathroom.


‘What you men never seem to understand, Brian – oh God look at you! Look at you! What on earth do you imagine you’re doing?’


Brian was, in fact, holding high in his left hand a circular and chrome little mirror (normal on one side, lunatic on the other), his right hand poking around with scissors at the back of his head while he tried to catch a glimpse of what on earth he imagined he was doing in the ajar and similarly mirrored door of the medicine cabinet.


‘Just a bit of a trim,’ he said.


‘Oh God it’s come to this,’ moaned Dotty. ‘You’re even cutting your own hair. Why are you cutting your own –? And look what you’ve done! Look what you’ve done! There’s a great chunk out of it there –!’


‘Back’s a bit tricky, if you want the truth.’


‘But Christ, Brian – you’re not a hairdresser, are you? God knows you can’t even cut a piece of wood straight, never mind hair. I nearly broke my wrist trying to wrench open that latest stupid cupboard of yours.’


Brian squinted and swooped down with his shears on a little tuft of hair that he thought he almost certainly might have located jutting out above one of his ears (hard to say which, what with the mirrors, and all), but now his hand had moved (the circular mirror got a bit weighty after a while) and Dotty was partly obscuring the cabinet and blast and hell he’d lost sight of it now, damn near stabbed himself.


‘Look,’ he said, his eyes practically revolving within their sockets, so desperate was he now to see just what sort of tomfoolery his parting was up to, because although he’d done that side already, he was buggered if it didn’t seem longer than the chunk he hadn’t even got around to hacking. ‘I told you, Dotty love – economy is the name of the game from here on in.’


‘But I’m no good at economy – hate economy: don’t know how it works,’ wailed Dotty. ‘Oh please, Brian – can’t we stop all this? I’ve got to get some clothes, got to – I mean, never mind tonight, tonight is bad enough – but what about the holiday? I can’t wear the same old stuff – not if Elizabeth of all people is going to be there. Oh God – just the thought of it makes me want to scream.’


Well there was just no point in even talking to Brian, was there? So Dotty flounced out of the bedroom and flung herself on to the bed, piled high and slithering with possible-at-the-time but now discarded as hopeless outfits.


Brian continued to snip a little here, snip a little there (more to this lark than meets the eye) and tried not to hear Dotty’s slow and gut-felt moaning. Poor Dotty – poor old thing. Wasn’t her fault, was it? Wasn’t her fault that everything they were used to had now disappeared. She had never thought – neither of them had – that they’d ever have to sell the house. The thought had never crossed their minds. God – the amount of work and money he’d poured into it. Had to take Colin out of school – that maybe had hurt the most. He’d been doing well, that boy – Christ, he’d only been there a year, not much more; he’d put so much effort into his Common Entrance and now look; hoiked out and stuck in the local comprehensive. Not happy there, you could tell: moped a lot, these days, and Colin had never been a moper. And Dotty had no idea that worse was to come – oh yes, worse than this – and Brian for one had neither the heart nor the courage to tell her. At first he’d even said No to the holiday – was horrified when Dotty had said she wanted, had to have, just had to, a proper old-fashioned seaside holiday just like Howard and Elizabeth. Why didn’t she understand (Christ knows he’d been over it often enough) that holidays were completely out for, oh Jesus, just about ever?


He gave in in the end – had to, she’d already told Colin, hadn’t she? And Brian couldn’t, could he (how could he? Could you?), take away from him anything else. So maybe, OK, maybe somehow we’ll manage the holiday (just a week, mind – a week is tops) and then we’ve really really really got to knuckle down. I’ll make it up to you, Dotty, I’m sorry, Colin, about the way things have … the way things … but I’ll make it up to you, honestly: I’ll make it all better, I swear it. I do love you both, for what it’s worth.
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‘I really wasn’t going to get the bag,’ Elizabeth assured Howard, eyebrows arched, the better to demonstrate her lovable hopelessness – mouth now flattening down into the tacit acquiescence of a mutely accepting clown. ‘But in the end I just had to have it because the colour was absolutely perfect. Am I very awful? But oh God it was so beautiful – you’ll love it when you see it, Howard, with the whole, you know – everything together. You’ll just adore it.’


‘I’m sure,’ said Howard. What was she talking about now? Bag, was it, did she say? Something else?


‘They’ll be here any second, I should think,’ went on Elizabeth. ‘They’re always exactly ten minutes late – it’s so very sweet.’


She swished away from him and into the hall.


‘Katie!’ called Elizabeth, ‘Are you coming down?! Does this dress look all right from the back, Howard? It feels a bit … Howard? Did you hear what I said?’


‘Sorry, darling – miles away,’ said Howard, thinking Wish I was, wish I was – and deeply into Zoo-Zoo.


‘It’s just it feels a wee bit tight on the hip …’


‘Looks marvellous,’ approved Howard, now more or less picking up the gist of the thing. ‘Fabulous.’


‘Sure? You’re so sweet,’ Elizabeth smiled – possibly at the sweetness of Howard, or maybe on account of her own adorable folly. ‘Anyway I hope it looks all right because it cost an absolute – Katie! Don’t ignore me, please! Come down!’


‘Coming!’ came back Katie’s muffled response from a couple of floors away. Christ, she thought – I’ve only just got in. I’ll go down in a minute – I’ve just got to finish sticking this stuff into – Christ, you know: not actually sure if it’s all going to fit. It’s bloody difficult packing for a city in summer because OK, it’s going to be hot, sure - Chicago is bloody hot at this time of year as tout le monde knows – but there were all the evenings and things and nearly all the outfits needed different shoes and it was these that took up most of the space – just look at them all. Maybe if she dumped the orange ones? Should she do that? Dump the orange ones? She could only wear them once – they only went with one thing – but oh God, I don’t know, they are rather gorgeous and I’ve been dying to wear them … oh stuff it, I’ll take them, what the hell: always bring another bag, if it comes to it. And passport. Mustn’t forget my passport. You know, I’m pretty sure it’s still in that travel wallet thing I got for when me and Mummy and Daddy had for some totally and utterly warped and deranged reason gone to EuroDisney in the spring which had been absolutely gruesome. Especially when Daddy had put on those stupid ears: sooo embarrassing. And God – I wish Mummy would stop screaming up the stairs! I’m coming – I’m coming. Christ – it’s only Brian and Dotty: what’s she making so much shit about? Right – OK, leave that now. Do the belts and scarves and things later. Probably will need another bag, by the look of it, yeah – haven’t done all the make-up junk yet. Oh Christ – I didn’t get that bloody lipgloss! Oh fuck – could’ve easily got that when I got all the rest of the stuff but I just didn’t think of it. Oh well – pick some up at Heathrow: yeah, that’ll be OK. Right, then – now let’s face this bloody little dinner party. Why do Mummy and Daddy do all this? It’s always so bloody boring. God, you know – it must be really awful to be old.
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‘I tell you – I’m not exaggerating – I can barely walk!’ trilled Dotty, as she lurched into Elizabeth’s drawing room with a hobble so cripplingly pronounced as to render her the victim of a recent and cruelly misjudged hip replacement, the possessor of a tin leg, maybe – or at least the noble bearer of the woeful aftermath of a semi-paralytic stroke.


‘What on earth did you do?’ cooed Elizabeth. ‘Here – sit here – can you? There – is that comfy? How on earth did you do it, Dotty?’


Dotty bent both knees and slumped backwards into the frothy and down-filled cushions of one of the room’s intensely floral and damn big sofas.


‘Oh – it was one of Brian’s cursed manholes, wasn’t it?’ huffed Dotty.


‘Manholes?’ screeched Elizabeth. ‘You fell down a –?’


‘No no,’ put in Brian. ‘Not the hole – the cover. She stubbed her toe on one of the covers, that’s all.’


‘Stubbed my –?!’ piped up Dotty, disbelieving at Brian’s airy dismissal, stung by so blatant a lack of care. ‘I nearly killed myself, what are you talking about?’


‘Drink, Brian?’ said Howard, thinking Oh Christ this bloody woman – always whining on about something. Shame she didn’t break her bloody neck.


‘Thanks, Howard. Scotch, if you have it. She’s not really hurt,’ he tacked on softly – because this was for Howard alone (didn’t want to start a bloody war, did he?)


Howard nodded briefly, moved over to the drinks trolley, and now with his back to the company – everyone seemed to be here bar Melody – he shook his head rather more languorously. Christ, what a woman: Dotty by name, dotty by thing, what was it? Nature.


‘A drink will make you feel better, Dotty – poor Dotty,’ soothed Elizabeth, her voice dripping with the Bisto-bol-stered gravy of solicitude – quite the level of consolation that one would maybe dole out upon hearing that while he was away, some fellow’s cat had – you won’t believe it – stuck a claw into a mains wall socket and his thirteen-strong family had formed a conga chain and at the count of three all tugged heartily in a brave but misguided attempt to free the frazzling feline whereupon all were duly and fizzily electrocuted just seconds before the house blew up, taking with it a goodly proportion of the neighbours – not to say the better part of the corner shop, in whose rafters fancy pigeons were famous for roosting: something on those lines.


‘What other man – I ask you,’ beseeched Dotty, ‘what sort of a man is it that collects manholes?’


‘The covers,’ said Brian, quietly. ‘It’s the covers I collect.’


‘Well of course the covers,’ snapped back Dotty. ‘Of course you don’t – I know you don’t collect the bloody holes, don’t I, you stupid man? Have some sense, Brian.’


‘Here, Dotty, here,’ said Howard rather briskly, wrapping Dotty’s fingers around her usual huge G & T. ‘Drink. Drink it.’


Dotty did that, but now she was back up and off again:


‘They’re all over the house! You can’t move for – oh hello, Katie – I didn’t see you sitting over there. What do you think, Katie, what do you think of a man who collects huge great chunks of scrap iron?’


‘Well,’ said Katie slowly, ‘you collect all those thimbles and things, don’t you, Dotty? And plates, and spice jars, and those little china pigs.’ And all the rest of the crap in your fucking awful house.


‘It’s not quite the same thing, though, is it, dear?’ returned Dotty. ‘Anyway – they keep arriving every month – I keep forgetting to stop them.’


‘Have to stop them now,’ blurted Brian, thinking Blast oh damn – she’ll hate me now for coming out with that. ‘Thought you had,’ he added miserably, thinking will they fall for this, Howard and Elizabeth? Will they at least pretend to, just to save me? ‘Thought you said you were tired of them. Dust-catchers, I thought you said.’


Dotty glared at Brian, and Howard (Well, he thought, I’d better say something) came up with:


‘Why do you, actually, Brian, collect manholes? Covers. I’ve often wondered.’


Brian clutched the question to him. ‘Some of them have very interesting inscriptions … markings. You know, the history –’


‘Oh Jesus!’ wailed Dotty. ‘Don’t get him talking about them – sweet God, if he starts talking about them we’ll be here all night. Oh Elizabeth, I forgot to tell you – Colin is coming over in about half an hour – I hope that’s all right? He’s got his guitar lesson so I left him a note.’


‘Of course it’s all right,’ said Elizabeth, brightly. ‘Haven’t seen little Colin for yonks – have we, Howard?’ You could, she thought, have told me before, though, couldn’t you, Dotty? I mean, I like Colin – don’t get me wrong – but I’ve set the table (and very beautifully, I might say) for six, and now I’ve got to bugger it up and lay another place. Thank Christ I made plenty of food.


‘He’s not so little any more,’ simpered Dotty. ‘Nearly fifteen, now. Seems no time at all since I had him in his pram. Oh dear – are we all old, Elizabeth? We’re not, are we?’


Yes, thought Katie, you bloody are. Mm – I suppose Colin must be about that, now: never takes his eyes off my tits. Elizabeth for her part was thinking You might be old, Dotty – you might: God knows you’re beginning to look it. What she said was:


‘Let’s all have another drink, shall we? Howard? Could you? Melody should be here soon – she said –’


Elizabeth broke off at the sound of the doorbell and everyone except Katie said ‘Ah!’ and actually appeared quite triumphant.


‘Talk of the, er …’ tried Howard. ‘Talk of the – oh Christ, what is it? What is it, that thing?’


‘Devil, Daddy,’ said Katie, softly. Christ, Daddy – your mind.


‘Devil, yes, right, that,’ agreed Howard. ‘Christ – my mind.’


It sounded as if Elizabeth and Melody were maybe conducting a screaming altercation in the hall – but no, this was just their habitual greeting: high-pitched whoops and cries, the hysterical and joyful shrieking of twins separated soon after birth and now newly reunited amid the full dazzle of a television studio. Christ, thought Howard, it was only last Tuesday the two of them had bought up half of Knightsbridge – Elizabeth, admittedly, the easy collarer of most of the spoils – the bringer home of the bulk of the booty. Thank God houses were selling again – during the recession Howard had had to not so much deepen his overdraft as mine it to its subterranean core, just to keep up with Elizabeth; and Katie, of course – Katie was no better, not a bit. God, between them – the money they went through! Howard didn’t understand how it was possible. Still, it made them happy (I think) – and at least I get left alone. I wish, he suddenly thought – oh God, I wish I wish I wish that right now, this instant, the whole room, the whole house, was utterly empty and it was not Melody who was about to amble in, but Zoo-Zoo. Zoo-Zoo had never been to the house. It would be quite a kick, though, wouldn’t it? Having Zoo-Zoo here? Where, exactly? How about there – right there on the golden Bokhara, now being rucked up by Dotty’s stricken foot? Yes – yes indeed. That would do very nicely.


‘Melody!’ he called out now – for in she surely did amble (tuck away your dreams for the night, snuffle them out again soon). ‘How very lovely you look. Come on in and have a drink.’ And by way of welcome, Howard extended his arm as if hailing a taxi.


‘I don’t know why I do – if I do,’ giggled Melody. ‘I left in an awful rush – I thought it was an hour earlier than it was. I’m always doing that. Hi, everyone – hello, Dotty, Brian. Hi, Katie.’


As everyone mumbled their variations on a theme, Melody splayed the fingers of one hand across her chest (pretty fair chest, if Howard was any judge) and blew out her cheeks in mock exhaustion and maybe too in order to demonstrate to the assembly that she had, she had truly, run every single inch of the way so as to be here not too very late. She now fell as if felled into the squishy and damn big sofa right next to Dotty.


‘Mind my foot,’ said Dotty.


‘Mm? Your foot? What’s wrong with your –?’


‘Oh Lord – let’s not get into all that again, shall we?’ Howard pleaded in practically a theatrically beseeching manner (back of his hand against his brow). ‘Have a drink, Melody – usual? White, yes? Believe me, you do not want to relive the saga of Dotty’s foot.’


‘Don’t be beastly, Howard,’ admonished Elizabeth.


‘If it was his foot …’ muttered Dotty.


‘Are you well, Melody?’ asked Brian, rather quickly.


‘I’m great, Brian. I’m good. You OK?’


‘Just don’t,’ said Dotty, ‘get him talking about manholes.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Melody!’ hailed Katie from … where was she – oh yeah: way over there. ‘Never mind manholes – where are you off to for your holidays?’


Elizabeth stared pointedly at Katie, and Katie very nearly winked back. But oh look – Melody’s brow is covered in ripples.


‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘Bit of a sore point, actually.’


The doorbell sounded again.


‘Ah,’ said Dotty.


‘That’ll be Colin.’


‘I’ll go, shall I?’ offered Katie.


‘Oh would you, Katie?’ implored Dotty, eyes dipping in supplication, quite as if Katie had just offered her one of her kidneys for a last-ditch (and minute) life-saving operation, thus enabling Dotty to continue to drink deep down into her God’s clean air. ‘I would myself, but my foot …’


Colin had not been expecting Katie to open the door. He had his bright, boyish and breezy grin fixed on for Elizabeth (he liked Elizabeth: she sometimes gave him money – don’t tell your mother – and always smelled so nice. She loved his grin – she had told him so). But it stayed in place, the grin – if maybe rather frozenly. Oh God – he wasn’t blushing again, was he? He was, he was – oh Christ, how did you ever learn not to? They gave him hell about that at school, the bastards, the rotten cowing bastards. At his new school, that is, the bloody horrible new school that, oh God, he hated hated hated: felt so scared each and every morning. Even the journey was awful.


‘Hi, Colin,’ said Katie, lightly. ‘How was guitar?’


‘Fine, thank you,’ said Colin, stepping into the hall – the thought glancing across his brain, now: why, I wonder, did I just say ‘thank you’? I never say Thank you, I always say Thanks.


‘Good as Eric Clapton yet?’ smiled Katie. ‘Jimi Hendrix?’ Colin gave his joshing, throwaway smirk (Elizabeth loved that one too: she had told him so).


‘Not quite.’


Look at him, thought Katie – he’s looking dead straight at my tits: I don’t think he even knows he’s doing it. Shall I? Should I? Yeah, why not? Bit of a giggle.


Katie reached up on tiptoe to straighten a hat on the bent-wood stand, and somehow her left breast very slightly and swiftly brushed over and past Colin’s blazing cheek. She followed him into the drawing room grinning broadly, her route well lit by the backs of Colin’s mauve and luminous ears. Poor little sod – he’s only, what, two-and-a-bit years younger than me: maybe only just discovered the difference between boys and girls. Christ – I wasn’t much older than him when I had my abortion. What was that bloke’s name again? Dunno. Can’t remember. Jonathan, was it? Or was it – no, not Damien, Damien was later, wasn’t he? Or was it Damien? Dunno. Really can’t remember. Can remember, course I can – can’t ever bloody forget it. His name was Martin and he was such a shit – along with all the others – and I hate him, hate him for it and sometimes I … yeah, sometimes I even hate me, just a bit, but it’s Martin I find myself really hating. Along with all the others.


And as Colin entered and beamed his greetings he was thinking oh Jesus Cowing Christ Almighty! She touched me with her tit and she didn’t even notice and just the soft hard softness of it is dancing all over me and Jesus Jesus Jesus I can think about it all night and touch me for that fabulous tingling feeling and God I’d just love to do it to Katie – to really really do it, you know? Really do it to Katie. Yeah.


‘Come on in and have a drink, Colin!’ hailed Howard – and Elizabeth said: ‘Colin – come and sit by me.’


Or to anyone, really. Yeah.
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Brian had been pleased to leave the drawing room (‘Come on everyone,’ Elizabeth had rallied them, ‘din-din time for boys and girls’) because even since the last time he had been over – not that long ago, fortnight maybe – there were so bloody many new things – and Dotty, believe him, would have noted and begrudged every single one of them. There was that clock for a start – huge sort of brass affair, or maybe gold, who knew (Howard seemed to have endless resources; well – selling other people’s property and helping himself to three per cent: nice for some). Oh God: that thought. That thought he had just had about Howard – now that wasn’t very nice, was it? Hm? I mean, what harm had Howard ever done anyone? None, to Brian’s knowledge – so why was he resenting his good fortune? He had a successful little business, right? Maybe not so little. And he reaped the rewards. Nothing wrong there that Brian could see – so what did it matter if he did buy new things (or Elizabeth, more likely, if it is accuracy we are seeking; Howard, left to himself, I doubt could care one way or the other)?


But this is the key to it, though, isn’t it? Brian never used to think like this when he was flying high. On the hog. They say that, don’t they? High on the hog. Christ knows what it means. But never mind all that, leave all that – where was I, actually? Oh yes: Howard, money – me, none. Yes. Actually, if I was just plain old flat stony broke it wouldn’t be so bad. No. But it was the debt, wasn’t it? The debt, the debt – huge as you like and mounting daily. At least if he could sell the house – free up the capital to stop them sinking. It wasn’t as if no one had come to see it – Howard had been very good like that (give the man his due): sent over droves of prospective, you know, buyers, purchasers – some, apparently, with cash in their hot little hands, ready to sign on the dotted line. Had it with other agents too, of course, but so far not a nibble. No one had even made an offer too ludicrous to contemplate. If there could be such a thing. In Brian’s position, he doubted it. Did people maybe sense the failure that could now even have seeped into the very bricks and mortar? Maybe all they saw in the house was not soft furnishings but the most threadbare dreams – maybe they sensed not the warming fire, gas coals aglow, but just the unwelcome touch of the clammy mantle of desperation, laid across hunched-up shoulders by the damp and coolly insinuating fingers of defeat: could be.


Carpets. Carpets had been the undoing of Brian – and not just of Brian, no, but Dotty as well, yes – and Colin too. The lad deserves better – a better Dad, a real Dad – a man, for God’s sake: but what can I do? All I can present to Colin is myself, and heaven alone knows what he sees there. I never thought of carpets, you know, as being anything less than a goldmine. Well look at it – when were you last in a house with no carpets? Everyone needed carpets, right? And God, for years I couldn’t supply enough of the stuff. Bought larger premises, didn’t I? Yes I bloody did – and did the extra expenses bother me unduly? Joking. I was making money hand over fist – five blokes and a girl I had under me, couple of freelance fitters working round the clock. The mark-up was fantastic, so I could afford to plaster the windows with screamers: Free Fitting! Free Underlay! Free Delivery! Yeah – free bloody everything, except the carpet which will cost you a fortune.


So the recession comes along, but I don’t believe in it. The middle classes will always want their carpets, you mark my words. And because retail outlets were soon going for a song, I bought a couple, didn’t I? Yes I bloody did – and did this bullish expansion cause me any headaches? Joking. Even when sales began to fall away, I didn’t see it. The word ‘blip’ was everywhere: I used it a lot. Started reducing the prices; didn’t work. My suppliers started calling in the debts, the bank was looking worried – so what did I have to lose? Blips pass, right? It’s in their nature. I stood as personal guarantor, didn’t I? Yes I bloody did – and did they take me at my word? Not joking. They all closed in, and I closed down. Wood – that played a part. Even the people who could still afford carpets, they all wanted wooden floors, now. Crazy, really: I’ve been covering up wooden floors all my life. So I’ve got to sell the house. And then I’ll be clear. Except we won’t have anywhere to live. And I don’t have a job. Apart from that … I’ll be clear. Oh Jesus. You know, sometimes I think if it wasn’t for the DIY and my manhole covers, I’d go mad.


‘Brian!’ called – was it Elizabeth? Yeah, Elizabeth.


‘Answer, can’t you?’ urged Dotty. ‘Always in a dream.’


‘Sorry,’ said Brian. ‘Didn’t hear.’


‘I said,’ said Elizabeth, ‘if you can sit here next to Melody – and Dotty, you go next to Howard – no, other end, yes there. Katie, can you see to who wants what. Colin, my sweet – you come and sit over here and tell me everything you’ve been up to.’


‘So, Dotty,’ said Howard, flapping open his napkin and surveying the general lie of the land. Elizabeth has done us proud again on the table front – lots of little spherical twinkling lights (must be battery, I think – I think they must be, because there’s no wire I can see) setting off all the silver, and the most wonderful – well, I would say flower arrangement, but just you take one look at it: there’s peaches in there, if I’m not very much mistaken, and berries and twigs – flowers too, of course: ranunculas, anemones, those other things, can never remember the name of those other things, not gerberas, is it? Could well be – needn’t be at all, of course – Christ: my mind. And there’s a golden fir-cone right on top; where does she get her ideas from? The big glass goblets too – they do look nice, it has to be said, but goodness knows how Elizabeth can be bothered to go to all this sort of trouble – God knows, it’s only Brian and Dotty, after all. Ah yes – Dotty:


‘So, Dotty,’ resumed Howard. ‘Looking forward to the bucket and spade and What The Butler Saw and bright pink rock and all the rest of it? Got your swimming cozzie ready?’


‘I don’t think it’s going to be quite that sort of a holiday, Howard – I’ve heard that this resort is really rather select. I don’t know – I’ve not been.’


‘No – we haven’t. It was Elizabeth who picked it out – recommended by someone or other, I gather. How come you did, actually, choose the very same place, Dotty? It really is a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? I mean – I don’t mind, of course …’


‘It was Brian who picked it,’ said Dotty.


‘Picked what?’ Brian asked from across the way. ‘What did I pick?’


‘The holiday,’ said Dotty. ‘We’re talking about the holiday.’


‘Oh yes,’ agreed Brian. ‘Well – I say I picked it, I didn’t really – I was just looking for the sort of holiday Dotty said she wanted, and this place seemed to offer what looked like the best deal, that’s all.’


Not quite how it had gone, actually: that wasn’t quite the way. Dotty had been to huge trouble to find out from Elizabeth the exact location and duration of her holiday, and determined to make hers identical. That way, Elizabeth couldn’t, could she, afterwards infer that her holiday had been a better holiday – no she couldn’t because they were going to be the same: same place, same week (and so the same weather), and therefore Dotty would be safe: an area of potential future hurt averted.


‘Gosh, Elizabeth,’ said Melody, ‘this fish-cake is absolutely divine.’ And she put a good deal of energy into the lip-licking side of things while Elizabeth acknowledged by way of a throwaway smirk of modesty, well laced with pride, the low chorus of appreciative grunts that had now risen up from hither and yon.


‘There’s seven different sorts of fish in it, actually,’ she said. ‘Including sole.’


‘And the sauce!’ went on Melody, rather gratifyingly. ‘To die for, yes? It’s just too dreamy.’


‘More or less a basic hollandaise,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Fennel, of course. Are you enjoying it, Colin? Oh you are – you’ve practically cleaned your plate.’


‘It’s yum, actually,’ approved Colin, chucking over to Elizabeth the sideways, chummy grin that actually could quite often be relied upon for an impulsive hair-ruffle, so he was none too surprised when she did it.


‘Healthy appetite,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Growing lad. You’re a growing lad, aren’t you, Colin? Healthy appetite. It’s good to see young people eating properly. Nothing worse – there’s nothing worse, is there, than seeing them poke about at a lettuce leaf – or if they’re faddy. Nothing worse than faddy – oh, I don’t like this, and I can’t eat that. But Colin’s not like that, are you, Colin? Not like our Katie.’


‘I eat,’ piped up Katie, in her aggrieved tone that protested of wrongful arrest. ‘I eat – who says I don’t eat? I just turned against meat, that’s all – I mean, I am allowed, aren’t I? It is a free country.’


‘You always used to enjoy your meat,’ countered Elizabeth. ‘Steak and lamb used to be your favourites.’


‘I still eat chicken,’ pouted Katie. ‘Anyway, I don’t actually see what business it is of anyone what I eat. I eat what I like, OK?’


‘Yes, all right, Katie,’ said Howard, in his let’s-all-just-pipe-down-now-shall-we voice. ‘Pass round the wine, will you? Dotty – have some more wine.’


‘That’s one of the best things about coming here,’ smiled Dotty. ‘Don’t have to worry about getting home.’


A general sort of nearly-laughter rumbled briefly: it was just that she always said that – every time she came over.


‘So anyway, Melody,’ started up Katie. ‘Oh sorry – do you want more wine? Oh – you’ve got. Yeah. Anyway – your holiday – what was it you were saying earlier?’


Melody was chewing fairly energetically on a chunk of French bread that she had just dunked into the last of her sauce (to die for, yes?) and made Katie aware of this fact by pointing a finger at her mouth, widening her eyes, and mock-chomping fit to bust; she put absolutely everything into the business of the eventual, gulping finale.


‘Yeah well,’ she said. ‘Big problem, actually, because it looks like no holiday at all, this year. It’s a bit of a bugger – oop, sorry – bit of a nuisance, because I took the time off work and everything, but – well, if I’m honest, I just can’t afford a holiday. I’m just so broke!’


Katie looked at Melody. Can’t afford? What on earth could this mean? Melody maybe saw that a little elaboration was called for, so she opened her mouth to resume, but not before Brian put in:


‘Expensive things, holidays. Very.’ And he didn’t actually care if Dotty was training lasers on him – didn’t actually mind, in point of fact, because it was true what he said, right, so why not say it?


‘You see it’s Dawn, really,’ went on Melody. ‘Elizabeth – can I help with anything?’


‘I can manage,’ said Elizabeth, now standing and garnering plates. ‘Katie – can you pass? Yes that – no, that. Yes.’


‘I keep forgetting about little Dawn,’ said Dotty. ‘You never bring her, do you?’


If I had a little baby, thought Dotty, I would: I’d bring her everywhere. Carry her in my arms. Just like I did with Colin – and just like I did with my little angel Maria. Right up until the second she died, and then I went on carrying her still, rocking her gently to and fro, and stooping down to kiss those sweet, soft lips for the very last time – cool now, and emitting no gurgle to enchant me.


‘Well you can’t, can you?’ expanded Melody. ‘I mean, if I’d brought her tonight, I’d be upstairs seeing to her all the time – or else she’d be bawling her head off down here. I mean she’s the loveliest thing in the world and I love her dearly, but she costs me an absolute fortune in nannies. Sometimes in a week I give the nannies more money than I get paid at the shop.’


‘Oh but Melody!’ deplored Elizabeth – back now from her brief foray next door, and wheeling a trolley piled high with what looked and smelled like damn good things. ‘You must have a holiday. Everyone needs a holiday – God, I know I do.’


‘Yes, well,’ was Melody’s comeback to that. All very well, Elizabeth – you’ve got Howard. Dawn’s father didn’t hang around for two bloody minutes, did he? And maybe you didn’t hear me – I’m broke. Flat broke. If you or Katie have any conception what that means. The only reason I found the cash for a babysitter tonight is your amazing dinner: Christ, whenever I come here, I don’t have to eat again for days. You don’t know what it’s like – no, Elizabeth, believe me: you just don’t.


‘Well I just think that’s awful,’ declaimed Elizabeth, placing on the table covered and glossy tureens, a swan-like gravy boat, a gondola of creamy and speckled sauce. ‘I bet Colin is looking forward to his holiday, aren’t you, Colin?’


‘I am, actually,’ said Colin. Just being out of that horrible horrible school is a holiday for me, but yeah – a week somewhere else will be nice. Shame it has to be with Mum and Dad, though. But apparently Howard and Elizabeth will be there too, so maybe he could latch on to them. Elizabeth, anyway.


‘Now you’ll all just have to be patient while Howard carves,’ announced Elizabeth. ‘Here, Katie – madame’s special order of chicken breast, because fillet of beef isn’t good enough for her.’


‘I didn’t say –’


‘Oh leave her,’ put in Howard. ‘If she doesn’t want beef, she doesn’t want beef. Here, Elizabeth – pass the plate down to Melody, will you?’


‘But do all start when you get your plate, won’t you?’ continued Elizabeth. ‘Howard is a very good carver, but he’s just the teensiest bit slow – aren’t you, darling?’


‘Would you like to do it, Elizabeth?’ Well would she? She wouldn’t, would she? So why didn’t she just shut up and let him get on with it?


‘No need to get sulky, darling,’ smiled Elizabeth, sweetly – opening wide her eyes and drawing down the corners of her mouth the better to tacitly convey to any of the company inclined to glance across – Ooh, don’t look now but Big Mister Man is getting into one of his moods.


‘Now there’s some pretty decent claret for all those that wants,’ said Howard (it’s better to ignore her when she gets like this), ‘or there’s plenty more of the Chablis if you feel like sticking. You happy with your Coke, Colin? Does he want a drop of wine, Brian?’


‘No,’ answered Dotty. ‘He doesn’t.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Colin. I can speak for myself, you know. I don’t actually like wine, if anyone’s interested, so in fact I would have turned it down on grounds of taste, and not because I was shying away from some forbidden thing. Nor would I have rushed into accepting it because it was illicit – that would be, frankly, pathetic. I have tasted whisky, however, and I quite like that. With Coke, it can really be rather palatable. I wonder if Katie is aware that I have been looking at her? Probably not. Certainly she hasn’t looked at me back. It’s not that I mean to be rude – it’s just that I can’t keep my eyes off her tits. I wonder what they feel like. What do tits feel like, I wonder? Not for the first time. Elizabeth, I shouldn’t wonder, also has pretty good tits, but she doesn’t wear such tight clothes, so it’s hard to tell. Of course, she’s quite old. I wonder if old tits are different.


‘You haven’t had an English holiday before, have you, Colin?’ asked Elizabeth. ‘Or at least not since you were very little. You always went for France, didn’t you, Dotty?’


‘We got to know France quite well,’ said Brian. ‘Brittany, of course.’


‘Is that where you went last year?’ asked Elizabeth. ‘I forget. Can I be awfully rude, Colin, and just stretch across you for the gravy?’


Colin didn’t mind in the least because the action tightened the fabric of her dress and it was now as plain as day to Colin that the tit just east of his nose, anyway, was a very good tit indeed.


‘Brest,’ he said. ‘Lovely.’


‘It is nice,’ agreed Brian. ‘Anyway – couple of days and it’s English seaside, here we come!’


‘Yes,’ said Elizabeth, ‘but I still think it’s frightfully unfair about Melody. I mean, here we all are gadding off and Melody is left here –’


‘– holding the baby,’ grinned Melody. ‘Oh Godsake – don’t worry about me – I’ll be fine. Catch up on some sleep.’


‘Does anyone want more beef? Howard – cut more beef.’


‘I’m stuffed,’ said Brian.


‘You eat too much,’ said Dotty. Actually, he didn’t – but look: why be sweet when the sour option’s going begging?


‘I wouldn’t mind some, actually,’ said Melody. ‘It’s absolutely marvellous, Elizabeth – so tender it just melts.’


‘We’re lucky we’ve got a good butcher locally,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Do you still use Turners, Dotty? They really are terribly good.’


‘Oh God yes,’ replied Dotty. ‘I’d never go anywhere but Turners.’ Haven’t been to Turners for months – along with practically every other good shop in the world. God – the money I get from Brian now, it’s amazing we’re not all reduced to cat food. Give it time, and we will be.


‘But Katie,’ said Melody, ‘what about your holiday? You’re going off on your own this time, yes?’


‘Well,’ qualified Elizabeth, ‘not quite on her own, no – some friend from school called Ellie, is it? Yes – along with meat she has chosen to give up her parents. We weren’t consulted, needless to say – this is the way they are, nowadays. And don’t ask me what sort of girl Ellie might be, because we have yet to meet her. Katie never brings her home. Too ashamed of us, I expect.’


‘Don’t be daft, Mum,’ laughed Katie. ‘It’s just that she lives quite far away, that’s all. I told you. Hers was always the longest journey into school. But she’s very nice, if that’s what you’re worried about. She’s not common, or anything – and she doesn’t do drugs or anything like that. She’s very into architecture and modern design and all that sort of thing, and that’s why she picked Chicago.’


‘Chicago!’ crooned Melody. ‘Oh but Katie how exciting – I had no idea you were going to Chicago. It’s fabulous, apparently.’


‘Dangerous,’ said Elizabeth.


‘Not if you’re careful,’ soothed Howard. How can you do that, though? People don’t get injured because they’re careless – people get injured because they’re there.


‘When are you going?’ asked Melody.


‘Tomorrow,’ grinned Katie. ‘Can’t wait.’


‘Tomorrow!’ hooted Elizabeth – eyes wide with genuine amazement: no play-acting in this one. ‘Tomorrow! You’re not going tomorrow, are you? It’s the day after, surely? We’re all going off the day after.’


‘You might be,’ said Katie. ‘I’m going tomorrow. Ten o’clock flight – Heathrow to O’Hare. Can’t wait.’


‘Can’t see it makes a lot of difference,’ sniffed Howard. ‘Tomorrow or the next day – what’s the difference?’


Elizabeth dropped her eyes. ‘I suppose – I suppose that’s right. I just didn’t know, that’s all.’ It’s true – of course it’s true: what earthly difference could it possibly make? It’s just that I assumed … I just didn’t know that tomorrow she was going to America. I thought it was the next day, that’s all. She’s never been to America, and she’s only young and oh God I hope she’s safe. I don’t like her going off – not coming with us – I don’t, I don’t: I don’t like it at all. She’s only a little girl, after all, and whatever she may think of me, I am her mother and I love her very much. I suppose I’d better start getting used to this – Katie, doing what she wants, when she pleases. Without me.


‘Pudding,’ she said.


First there were sorbets to cleanse the palate, and Brian – not hideously aware that he had a palate so filthy as to require such a thing – wolfed down his in a trice. Christ, he thought, I wonder if they eat like this every night? Must do – they’re hardly likely to do anything special just to impress poor old Brian and Dotty, now, are they?


The subsequent tarte Tatin was truly wondrous (everyone said so) but here Elizabeth was fielding no bouquets:


‘It’s all down to the most fabulous pâtisserie in the High Street. They’ve got this wonderful old Frenchwoman there who does it all the old way, the real way. It’s expensive – yes, I suppose it is – but you can see how good it is. You still go there, don’t you, Dotty?’


‘Of course,’ said Dotty. No. No I bloody don’t.


‘I’ve just,’ trumpeted Elizabeth now, ‘had the most brilliant idea!’


Oh God, thought Howard: never good news. Bound to cost a fortune, whatever it is. Blimey – do you know, I seem to have drunk that whole bottle of claret on my own. And made pretty fair inroads into that one, too. Do other people drink as much as I do? You never know, do you, what is normal and what is not. I mean, certainly no one round this table has come close – Melody, maybe – but then they were hardly typical, surely?


‘Do tell,’ urged Howard. Humour the woman.


‘Right!’ blazed on Elizabeth, her eyes on fire with at the very least evangelical zeal. What could she be about to impart? Maybe the absolutely wonderful old Frenchwoman in the pâtisserie had come up with the cure for all cancers in the oh-so-easy-to-take format of a light-as-air chocolate and almond croissant? Or could her bombshell maybe turn out to be less significant?


‘Right – OK. At this hotel – this hotel you’ve booked, yes Howard? We’ve got a suite, right?’


‘Right,’ agreed Howard, slowly. What – she wants the entire floor?


‘Well these suites in my experience are absolutely vast – far more space than you actually need. Now the sitting-room, right – they could easily move in another bed, couldn’t they?’


Most of the table seemed pretty puzzled. What was Elizabeth up to? It seemed an odd moment to announce that she and Howard would no longer be sleeping together.


‘Why, in fact –?’ tried Howard.


‘Because then,’ went on Elizabeth triumphantly, ‘then – Melody could come along too! I just can’t bear the fact that she can’t go on holiday. It’s just not fair.’


‘Oh don’t be so silly, Elizabeth!’ hooted Melody. ‘I can’t do that! I don’t want to crash in on your holiday! I’ll be fine, I tell you – I’m used to not going away.’


Good, thought Howard. Why should I be paying for a suite and ending up with just a bedroom? With Elizabeth, trust me, you needed a suite: sometimes you just had to have somewhere to go.


‘Nonsense,’ was all Elizabeth had to say to that. This was her brainwave, OK – and it was going to happen, right? Believe her – it was going to happen. ‘It’s perfect, don’t you see? It’s all paid for – they won’t charge any more for an extra bed, will they, Howard?’


‘I shouldn’t have thought so,’ said Howard. Oh God. This is going to happen, isn’t it? Yes – just take one look at Elizabeth: this is going to happen.


‘But it’s not fair,’ protested Melody. ‘It’s your holiday – it’s your suite. And anyway – it sounds a pretty ritzy place – what’s the food going to cost?’


‘Oh God, Melody,’ swept on Elizabeth. ‘What can a little bit of food cost? We’ll see to all that, of course we will – won’t we, Howard?’


Oh shit. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘No problem at all.’


‘Oh … I don’t know, Elizabeth,’ havered Melody. I do, though: free holiday – all that food. Yum.


‘Well that’s settled, then,’ said Elizabeth, with a finality that Howard had heard before.


‘But,’ interjected Melody – oh bugger, I’ve only just thought of this – ‘what about Dawn?’


‘Ah,’ said Elizabeth. Hadn’t thought of that. ‘Well she can come too! Can’t she, Howard? It’ll be lovely having little Dawn – and she needs a holiday as well.’


Oh double shit. ‘I don’t see a problem with that,’ said Howard. Well what could he say? Hey? That the thought of being cooped up in a single bedroom with Elizabeth while a bloody little baby next door screamed its head off all through the bloody night made him want to fuck off to Chicago with Katie – or (bliss of blisses) just forget the whole thing and stay at home.


He’d never really been much of a one for all these summer things, if he was honest. I mean – take last year: Barbados. Paradise, right? Well yes I suppose so – but only up to a point. OK – there’s the pale green sea, here’s the white-gold sand. Am I in a hammock in the shade of a swaying palm? Certainly am – and in my hand is a huge and coloured Del Boy of a drink, bristling with paper and plastic silly things. Great. And one hour later? You feel a prat. What – I’m going to be slung from a tree for a fortnight, am I, staring at the fucking sea and getting smashed on stuff I wouldn’t so much as look at at home? You always end up doing stuff you don’t want to on holiday. You get up in the morning – not because you had awoken eager and refreshed and keen to be up and at it, no. You get up either because you’ve been startlingly woken by a foreign woman with a Hoover letting herself into your room, apologizing, and backing out again, or else because you are traumatized by the fear of missing breakfast – which at home, of course, you don’t even eat. And then you find yourself doing things like sitting on flyblown donkeys and stinking camels, or climbing three hundred and sixty bloody steps that lead absolutely fucking nowhere at all – or even (the worst) looking at art. You burn your arms, you overdose on calamari and your stools turn to slurry. And on the last day you haggle your way through markets in currency you don’t understand with people you deeply distrust for garbage too dreadful to live with – and then solemnly agree over dinner that truly here is heaven and the thought of ever leaving is breaking your heart.


Howard was depressed, now, thinking about the misery of holidays. What if I –? Oh Lord, oh goody, oh boy – get a load of this! What a wheeze! But would Elizabeth wear it? She might, she might – it was all a question of approach.


‘Shall we have our coffees next door?’ said Elizabeth.


‘Elizabeth,’ cranked up Howard. ‘I’ve had a rather better idea – about the holiday, I mean.’


‘Katie,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Stop hogging the Bittermints. What about the holiday, Howard? It’s all arranged.’


‘Yes but look – if I’m perfectly honest here,’ lied Howard through his teeth, ‘I’ve been a bit worried about taking the time off work. Norman is off too next week, remember, and OK – Sam and Phyllis can more or less run the place with the temp I got in, but there are one or two pretty sensitive and, I have to say, Elizabeth, rather lucrative deals going through at the moment – isn’t that right, Katie? – and I really wonder if I shouldn’t be around.’


‘But –?’ interjected Elizabeth.


‘No listen – hear me. Instead of Melody just bunking up in the sitting-room bit, she could take my place in a proper bed.’


‘Oh God, Howard!’ protested Melody. ‘I couldn’t possibly –’


‘Listen, listen,’ insisted Howard. ‘It makes perfect sense – I can still drive you both down there, of course I will, and then I can see these, you know deals through – I’d really be easier in my mind, you know. Honestly, Melody, you’d be doing me a favour. And then, of course, I can keep an eye on next door. Not at all happy, you know, about both houses being empty like that.’


‘Well,’ said Brian, ‘I’m all for that side of things. Wasn’t too happy about it myself.’


Elizabeth was in two minds: what – go on holiday without Katie or Howard? She’d never done that before. Which was appealing in its way because of course she wouldn’t be alone because of Melody. And a week without Howard’s moaning wasn’t a too terrible thought.


‘Look, Howard,’ put in Melody, ‘this is wonderfully good of you and everything, but I’d really feel too bad about it – I can’t take your holiday!’


‘Well look,’ said Elizabeth, ‘if that’s what he wants … ’


‘I do, I do. As I say: perfect solution. End of subject.’ Howard smiled as he rose and led the exodus from the dining room. ‘This way everyone’s happy.’ Including, he thought, as he made his way to the Armagnac, my little Zoo-Zoo.


[image: ]


It was funny, Brian was thinking – back in the drawing room now, sipping his brandy, nice chair over by the window – it was funny, wasn’t it, different people’s attitudes as to what looked nice and what didn’t. The things people chose to surround themselves with. Case in point – those two round-topped mirrors in the alcoves over there, one each side of the fireplace above those little tables. Brian supposed they were meant to look like sort of Georgian windows – glazing bars much in evidence, even a bit of a sill along the bottom – but he quite frankly wouldn’t have given you twopence for them, while not doubting for a single moment that they had probably cost quite a good deal of money; most of the stuff in this room gave off the air of fairly stiffly lavish expense.
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