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To Jon Riley








PART ONE



Plain Sailing


 





I’m in my bed, then, and blinking about in the only light I’m getting – peering here and there and in and out of corners: yeah, my room all right – know that wallpaper anywhere. It’s what, now, must it be? Hey? Seven? Eight, more like, most probably. Yes. And I’m trying to make the flutter of my eyelids not too, you know – disturbing for my wife. Who, when I got in, um – not really that long ago, I suppose – seems quite recent (head doesn’t hurt yet – stomach still numb: you just wait, mate) … mm – wife, officially declared herself dead from the neck up – was I hearing her? Only that way could she hope to continue. How could I do this to her, she despairingly implored (again, oh good God – yes again, again), on this bloody morning of all bloody mornings? Well, quite easy really. A sort of flair made good by practice. I’m a past master of the fuck-up, and making you quietly hate me.


Blinking – still blinking. But not actually moving my head at all, see, because I don’t want to disturb in any way whatever my wife. Nicole. Is my wife’s name. I don’t really think she needs any more disruption, do you? Not after everything. I’m actually trying to locate my jacket … which, oh dear Christ (here’s a nauseous feeling, but it’s not the sickness, yet: here is just a convulsion – my stomach is always the first to know when I’ve let me down) … the jacket, yes, I sort of remember I sold. At some point during. For not very much. Dear oh dear. Actually … Nicole, I now register (my cautious toe, just barely shifting) doesn’t now seem to be here. I maybe recall her declaration: a strangulated expression of determination to be elsewhere right now, David, because some of us, yes? Have things to do? Responsibilities. Is all this stuff going to pack itself? I think not. Is how she went. Mmm. And she’s right, she’s right – of course she’s right. Always is. Can’t be easy, can it? Not a bit.


Able to move about a bit more freely now, then. My watch is still on my wrist, no more scratches than usual: something. Wallet? Best not to enquire. Know soon enough. It’s a bit like being a detective, this, picking over the remaining effects of someone else entirely. While trying to piece together at the scene of the crime – my crime, mine – just what sort of a person we’re dealing with, here. (My crime, yes – and I seem to be the victim, too; not exclusively, of course – oh God no: there are many others, lots and lots.)


Just look at the state of those trousers (not the jacket: the jacket is sold); but Christ – just take a look at them, would you? How did they get to be so corkscrewed as that? And I’ll bet you the fastenings are still tightly done; or else half ripped open. Tie’s on the floor – well, you expect that. One shoe there – and the other somewhere else, we can only assume. God oh God. And on this morning of all mornings. Because I did – made a point of it: said I’d be back for dinner, you just tell me the time. Do you mean it, she’d gone, Nicole. Because you’re always saying it, David, aren’t you? And I never ever know what to think. He won’t be back, asserted Rollo with confidence – and a trace, oh yes, of a smirk. Well – seventeenish now, what can you say? (Expect I was the same.) Look, Rollo, I’d gone (paternal authority? Don’t make me laugh), I’ve said I’ll be back, and back I’ll bloody be, OK? Oh yeh? goes Rollo – when, exactly? Tuesday? Wednesday? Oh leave him, went Marianne, my little protector: God’s sake, Rollo – you’re always on and on at Dad: just leave him, OK? He knows we’ve got this trip tomorrow, doesn’t he? And we’re leaving early, and things. So he’ll be here, kay? He’s not stupid.


Ah. Got to face her, shortly. She won’t say anything, or anything, won’t quite look at me. But later, she might – a quick half-smile, eyes just tilted as her lips flatten out (yes OK, Daddy, I do still love you, sure – but honestly …). Dear little Marianne. My own little girl.


Over there, over the chair, there’s a very neat gathering of clothes. My clothes for today. Nicole will have done that, quite early last evening. She will have tipped my dinner into the bin – scraping away at the plate to be rid of all the last and tainted residue (if only life, it maybe crossed her mind, could be so simple) and then, quite without knowing why – well, in truth, in no doubt at all: someone’s got to, haven’t they? Someone must – she will have laid out the pre-agreed outfit for this bleeding glorified boat trip. Blazer, but of course. Linen shirt, looks like. Trousers I wear for Lord’s. Ought to be so grateful. Really should be.


Got to get up. The bustle in the house is growing louder, the shifts of anticipation you can nearly feel. It’s not now officially early any more, is the message I’m vaguely getting (don’t ask me what time it is exactly, I simply couldn’t tell you: watch has stopped, maybe broken: anyway not going – not at all giving me the information). For a while now, Nicole will have gone Oh – just let him sleep it off: everything’s more or less done anyway. And Rollo will have honked out Oh – so he did actually make it home, then, did he, eventually? And Marianne, well … I doubt, actually, that she will have been around to witness this latest put-down of her put-upon father because any sort of outing for Marianne was ushered in by what seemed like hours – sometimes was – in one of the bathrooms, and so this Trip of a Lifetime (that’s how it was billed: ‘Trip of a Lifetime’. Christ. So when do we die, then? During or after?). Jesus. I really don’t want to go, you know. Really not at all keen on it – wasn’t, from the off. Anyway … now what was I …? Oh yeh – Marianne: she will have been doing whatever it was girls did in bathrooms for bloody ages, now, and so left to themselves, well – Nicole and Rollo will have had a field day: she resigned and capable, and he just going for the kill.


So. Best stir myself on the whole, I think. Car’s booked for eleven, that much I do know – and eleven has this way of inching up and confronting you. I think, you know, that last night was largely Willis’s fault –


‘David. Christ’s sake. Get bloody up. Now. It’s today we’re leaving. Today.’


Jesus. Wasn’t ready for that little whirlwind. She just burst in, Nicole, swiped a could-be cardigan, launched that little lot over in my direction, and now she’s gone again (slammed the door). All dressed and scented, though – took that much in. And she’s got a point: if we’re going we’re going, right? So move yourself, bastard.


But you see, if Willis hadn’t insisted … I mean look: couple of pints after work, this sort of summer weather, where’s the harm in that? But then bloody Willis had gone Hey, Dave – why don’t we pop down to Terry’s for just the one, what say? And I said no way, Willis old son – and you know why. Once we get down to Terry’s … And you never did, ever, have to finish that sentence because everyone knew, everyone who went there, just how the ending would be. Oh come on, Dave mate – just a quick sharpener, and then out. And OK yes, I knew what he meant – I mean, two or so pints are all very well for knocking the corners off the thing, but then you’re left in a sort of nowhere land, really, and home doesn’t seem quite right. So. Famous Grouse was the nature of the sharpener – shot down flocks of them (droves, herds, however they come). Oh dear God – I’m beginning to get just a hint of the truth that I’ll soon feel bad. Why do they call them that, actually? Sharpeners. When all they do is make you blunt.


So after quite a lot of that, I went round to see Trish. And did bloody Willis raise one finger to try and stop me? Like a good mate should? Did he say: Hey, Dave – steady, OK? We’ve had a few, right, and you’re meant to be going on this bloody ship thing in the morning (Christ look at it – is the morning), so don’t you think you ought to get Terry to call up a taxi and get yourself home? Did he say that? Well actually, thinking about it, he very well could’ve … somebody did, anyway … hard to quite recall. All the faces, voices – they blend, don’t they, after a while. You end up with little save the odour of a muffed bit of lust, and maybe just the curl of a lip in anger – but quite where these pieces belong … well, anyone’s guess, really: who can say? And the thing is, more than ever I shouldn’t have gone round to Trish’s. Quite apart from the real need to get home and all the rest of the gubbins staring me stark in the face, I’d seen Trish, hadn’t I, just the night before – that was the night we’d arranged to say our, oh God, heartfelt au revoirs before I set off on this blighted cruise, or whatever they call it (oh yeh – not cruise, no: Trip of a Lifetime. Christ).


‘I still don’t see,’ Trish had pouted – took her to that restaurant in Greek Street, funny name: likes it there – ‘why you actually have to go. I mean you said you didn’t want to, so why – ?’


‘Been over all that, haven’t we, Trish?’ And by Christ hadn’t we: over and over, up and down, in and out – Jesus it’s wearing, tell you. ‘Don’t want to go – wouldn’t have crossed my mind. But it’s … well, don’t bite my head off – the family, isn’t it?’


Bloody stupid. Worst thing to say. Took a good bit of finger-pawing, doe-eyes and chin-chucking (not to say another bleeding bottle of Lanson) to hoick my way out of that one. And all the time I was feeling resentful. I mean – why me? If Nicole hadn’t entered the fucking competition, she never would’ve won the fucking prize, would she? And my whole life wouldn’t now be in lumber. I don’t want to go to New bloody York on the Transylvania, do I? (And what sort of bloody name is that for a ship?) Never would’ve dreamed of it in the whole of my lifetime. But something like this comes along – whole family, twelve days all in, Trip of a Lifetime – costing them a bloody fortune (cash alternative? You think I didn’t check?) what actually can you do? And at the time, when the news came through – should’ve seen Nicole’s face, she had looked so young again: skipping about with Marianne and Rollo, all like kids at playschool – it had seemed so very far into the future as to cry out for shoving into the bulging box of admittedly dreadful things – but God, no time to dread them yet. And then suddenly, well – it’s all over you.


Got Trish in a creème bruleée with maraschino and funny little biscuits.


‘Any way …’ I’m oiling, ‘it’s only for a bit.’


‘Not just a bit, though, is it?’


‘Week. Nine days …’


‘Twelve.’


‘Twelve … Fine. Not that long, is it? Drop in the – ’


And already the ocean was vast between us. So I’m thinking – this is the joke of it, really – I’m thinking Yes: yes it bloody is a long time and I don’t want to go. Why is nobody hearing me? Hey? Don’t want to go. Nicole started in weeks back: You don’t want to go, do you David? Course I do, I hugely protest (stock reaction). You don’t – I know you don’t. And then I’m thinking Well if you know I don’t (and you’re right, you’re right – you always are: I don’t) why did you bloody insist that I come? In the first place? Hey? Right early on I went, Look Nicole – why don’t just you and Marianne and Rollo go, hey? And maybe take your friend Annie to make up the numbers; got so much work on at the moment, haven’t I, love? You won’t work, she shoots back at me (razor-tipped, all this now, and steeped in something nasty) – you just want to drink and see your woman. Oh God. Walked right into it, didn’t I? Like I always do. So on with the wide eyes – the hurt, white shocked-awake face: Woman? What woman? What are you going on about a woman now for, Godsake? I’ve told you, Nicole, there is no – Oh fuck off David! (and now she’s screaming) I’ve just about had it with you up to here: you’re bloody coming and that’s the end of it, OK? Even this – even this big free thing, you’re determined, aren’t you, to fuck it up for everyone?!


Well no: determination doesn’t enter. It’s just a byproduct – a gratis spin-off of what I do, and who I am. I didn’t want to go simply because I just didn’t want to go. Sometimes things are that simple – but you just try telling it to a female. I mean, sure – if I’d been allowed to (oh joy) stay in my own house and live my own life, one or two trips down Trish’s way could well have been part and parcel of the general scheme of things, but it wasn’t as if this was the point. And Annie – Nicole’s friend, Annie – Christ, she would’ve jumped at it, Annie would: never seemed to go anywhere, poor old sod. But I well understand that if Annie had tagged along, then Nicole would have annihilated at a stroke the huge back debt of slavering envy that would soon become her eternal due, and which she no doubt intended to exact quite teasingly while levying upon each transatlantic anecdote a stiff and mandatory surtax (while holding interest down).


She doesn’t understand me, my wife. They say that, don’t they? In jokes. Half-drunk old nutters are supposed to, aren’t they, say that to some thicko doxy who’ll nod to just anything if there’s three bloody courses in it, and then a taxi home (her home, mind, and generally alone: got to be fresh for tomorrow when she’s due to spend quality time with some dough-faced, puny and penniless young loser whom she’ll stroke and subsidize, coax and encourage, and then beg the bastard to fuck her blind). But me, I use this as no line: Nicole, she thinks she understands me – thinks she knows me inside out like all wives do, but she doesn’t, she doesn’t – and nor will she ever, at this rate of progress (nineteen years, and counting). Example: one night I come home, decent hour – eleven, thereabouts – and OK, I’d had a fair time with Trish, cards on the table, but on the way home I got to thinking You know what, old lad, it’s not right, this: it’s with Nicole I should be up to all this malarkey – Nicole, my wife – as well as (and here is maybe the point, why I ever started to stray) mother of my children. So anyway, I’m looking at her just sitting there, Nicole, watching some or other film on Channel could it be 4 (sh! she’d hissed at me, it’s just coming up to the finish) and I blurted out – Nicole! Listen! Make me the happiest man alive! And she turned and she looked at me – and for just one crazy instant something within me leapt up from somewhere deep and I thought: Result! And then she said: I’m not divorcing you, if that’s what you mean. And then she said: I’ve missed the bloody ending now – well, you certainly managed to fuck that up, didn’t you David?


Or words to that effect. So I’m getting it in the neck from Nicole because, you see, I’m going on the Transylvania to New York when I don’t want to (she hates me for not wanting to – so why can’t I stay? No, not an option, I’m afraid) and I’m getting it too from Trish for precisely the same bloody reason – except, of course, that she’s convinced that I can’t bloody wait (all this interlarded with the usual corollary that I never, do I, take her anywhere). Not true! I once tried that – attempted to be, oh God, amusing: slumped back in her pillows and roared up to the ceiling ‘I take you, Trish, all the way to heaven and back!’ Did she laugh? Did she? Well what do you think? Yeh – you’re right. She just wagged her head a bit and went, she said, to run a bath. I sometimes think: what am I doing all this for? Why do I, you know – go on with it? Because I sometimes think I’d be all right, me, all on my own.


*


Heaven and back: yes sure, David – very funny. Ho ho. God – lately, it’s got to be that even the sex with you (and that’s all there’s really been between us for too long, now) is hardly more than just barely achieved. Trish, you go: I’m just so tired, you know …? Well no, David, I don’t know, frankly. You may be tired – you may well be, I’m not saying you’re not. But primarily, David, what you are is pissed on a pretty much permanent basis. You seem to leave the office later and later – and always, no matter what you’ve promised, you always have to go to some bloody pub with one of your ghastly so-called friends and by the time you get here the candles I lit for you are guttered and the bubbles and oils in the big, hot bath I drew for us both have dissipated, and long ago I sat there and cried as I watched the whole chilled mess of it drain away. The food I’ve cooked you don’t want – I’ve eaten is what you always say to me, but you haven’t, David, you haven’t: what you’ve done is drink. And so just about all you are up to and good for is tugging like an ape – no grace, David: there’s no art in what you do – at whatever quite delicious silk and lacy thing I’m in for you, and then when I’ve shown you how it ought to be done, you focus first and feast your eyes and then just fall across me, David – thunder down on me like a newly slit open sack of tumbling potatoes, and I am no more than the floor beneath you. And even then, if I left you to, oh God – please get on with it, all you’d do is fall asleep. How many times, David? How many times has that happened? How many times have I whispered to you, shouted at you, cursed you to hell and then squirmed my bloody way out from under the sheer and reeking rat-arsed weight of you? Only if I bite you repeatedly and make like a milkmaid with all of my fingers – only then are you likely to make it. And me? I experience little more than a jerked-out shudder and an immediate subsidence, followed by damp. So why do I want you? Why do I want you so terribly much? Why is it that I want you to leave your bloody wife and come and stay with me? And talking of your bloody wife – just don’t: OK? Let’s just not. And don’t please talk to me about, Christ – family holidays – don’t even mention one single thing about your life together, all right? Because I simply can’t bear it. I’m thirty-six years old now, David: next stop forty. I want, I need – a man of my own; but more than that – someone to take care of me: you, David, you. Don’t ask me why you – maybe simply because it’s you who’s here, and there’s no one else.


And then you leave. As soon as you wake up, you drink some of the wine I chose and uncorked and left there to breathe: it must be exhausted by now. Sometimes you don’t even pour it into a glass. Would you, could you think of doing that anywhere else but here? Could you? At a party? In one of your horrible pubs? God – at home, would you? When you’re with your family and your bloody wife? Just pick up a bottle of burgundy and upend it to your lips and down your throat? No. I don’t think so. But you do with me. And maybe because here, with me, is the only time you can really let go: be yourself? Because I couldn’t really say – can’t, no, in all honesty recall, how on earth you behave when you’re out. Because never – and I don’t care what you say, David – never, ever do you take me anywhere: nowhere at all. Oh yes: you’re going to mention, aren’t you, those three days away – aren’t you, David? Those precious and distant three days away, when your bloody kids and your bloody wife were staying with, who was it? Her mother? Not her mother? Anyway – staying somewhere with someone, doesn’t matter. And you took me away to that little hotel just outside of Oxford – and yes, David, it was bliss. Yes it was – it was divine, totally – but it was, oh God oh God, so very long ago, David: so very long ago. And even then you stole from me the final afternoon because you had to get back – go back home, you said, so that you could prepare. Prepare, I remember going (and already, although you hadn’t even left me, I was missing you terribly). Prepare, I said – prepare for what, in God’s name? And at first you would not say – and then, in time and eventually, you slowly told me. You had to rumple up and thump down upon the marital bed (because she, your bloody wife, would never expect you to have made it) and also you had to pour away four, maybe five big bottles of Evian (because she, your bloody wife, knew that you would have drunk that much at least to slake your permanent alcoholic dehydration – and of course you would never have thought of buying more). Pans had to be greased, plates and cups and glasses sullied and smeared and stacked up in piles by the sink. And then later you told me you had twice choked up the lavatory, feeding it sheet after sheet of virgin Andrex (the empty roll destined to garnish the bags of household rubbish that somehow had to be cobbled together, and of course just left there to rot); on the second occasion the plunger, you said, just wasn’t up to coping and so you had to call out an emergency plumber and that, you told me – to my face and deadpan – was forty-five quid down the drain.


So why do I want you? Why do I want you so terribly much? Why is it that I want you to leave your bloody wife and come and stay with me? I don’t know. I don’t know. I just know I want, need – someone to take care of me: a man of my own. And do I think this can ever happen? I don’t know. I don’t know. I just don’t know.


*


‘David!’


Jesus Jesus.


‘David! Now this, now, is the absolute limit – !’


‘I’m getting up I’m getting up I’m getting up – look, I’m getting – see? I’m up I’m up I’m up.’


Nicole’s fists were thumped into her hips: nice hips, oh yes – still quite trim, Nicole, as David saw with such mixed feelings.


‘You disgust me,’ she said – and quietly, which was rather scary, actually.


David nodded, when she’d gone. Disgust her, yes: he knew he did, he knew it, and he more or less understood why.


Felt a bit better once he’d splashed his face and fooled around with a toothbrush; gave up flossing – made him gag (and that blue-green Listerine he couldn’t help but swallow). This linen shirt feels nice, he was thinking now – and then he thought Oh by Christ yes: the other reason (how could I have forgotten?) I don’t want to go: what the doctor said. The other day.


‘Think on balance we ought to take a closer little look, Mister Arm. Could be nothing at all to worry about, but …’


‘Uh-huh. Uh-huh. How soon do you think we ought to, um …?’


‘Well – no crashing hurry, of course, but I don’t really think we ought to leave it that long. Just a probe – see what’s going on, yes?’


‘Mm. Right. It’s just that I’m going away … short while …’


‘No problem at all, Mister Arm. Don’t let it spoil your holiday. Where going? Somewhere nice? You don’t have BUPA, do you? Something of that order?’


‘Used to, but I … No. Don’t.’


‘It’s just that we don’t want to hang around too long, do we? Want to have it done privately?’


Well, thought David – I don’t want a fucking audience.


‘Will it, um …?’


‘Cost much? Well – these things do, of course …’


David nodded: yes they do. These things, and others.


Still. Back to the present: never mind all that now. That’s in the ‘Pending Dread’ box. Slip on the blazer, that’s what to do. Ah – wallet is on the side, here: that is good. Sod all in it, mind, but one thing at a time, hey? Wait up – what’s all this on the dressing table? A tenner, a fiver, and one, two, three pounds and what? Forty pence or so. Hm. I think that’s what old what’s-his-face beat me down to for the jacket. (My head, you know, is just beginning to cloud.)


Marianne didn’t quite look at him as he ventured down the stairs – but then she just couldn’t resist:


‘Hello, Daddy!’ she sang to him. ‘Happy holiday!’


‘Oh!’ scoffed Rollo. ‘So you did actually make it home then, did you, eventually?’


‘Quiet, Rollo,’ said Nicole, though sounding really quite encouraging. ‘Now is everyone sure they’ve got everything, yes? I’ll keep all the passports together with the tickets so we know where we are. Rollo, do you have to wear that awful MiniDisc thing all the time?’


Marianne sidled over to David and rubbed her shoulder up against his.


‘It’s going to be great,’ she whispered.


David looked down at the light in her sweet, bright eyes.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘I know it is.’


The cab-driver and Rollo were loading up the cases, and David looked back inside into the now dead hall. No point checking everything’s off – Nicole will have seen to all that. His eye fell upon a wooden wine crate lodged under the table, now chock-full of all their wellingtons. Ah yes – the petit chateau, the cru bourgeois: one of his more recent attempts to wean himself away from the all-engulfing wings of the Famous Grouse. This will drink well until 2008, the wine bloke had told him – a judgement that had proved to be quite wide of the mark on account he’d necked the lot in the space of a weekend.


I wonder, thought David (on this morning of all mornings) as he clanged shut the front door (‘Here,’ said Nicole, jostling him aside, ‘let me make sure the deadlocks are done’) … I wonder, on the ship, whether I’ll be sick or not. And how, more generally, the thing will go. This Trip of a Lifetime. Or, in rounder terms, quite in which way and how thoroughly I’ll fuck it all up.




*


‘Bloody hell – just look at you, Stewart. What’s wrong? Never seen you look so down,’ sort of laughed Jilly, holding out a mug.


‘Ah Jilly,’ sighed Stewart.


He had now just about lifted up his eyes, this is true, but his head still hung low from the scaffold of his fingers. One hand now detached itself, leaving dimpled white puckers on a seemingly quite cooked and very closely-razored cheek. It pointedly picked up papers from his small cramped desk wedged into a corner of the small cramped berth that was all the unseeing fools on high had seen fit to allocate to the administration of, oh – only every single vestige of round-the-clock entertainment that was so huge a part of the dazzling and ever upbeat deal offered to all our cherished passengers, and sucked up greedily by practically the lot of them. The stiffened fingers released their hold on the papers – pink, blue, green and flimsy – and one by one they fluttered back down where they would (some slipped over the edge to the floor, and there they can bloody well stay).


‘They think – you know what they think, Jilly? They think it’s easy. Everyone does. Not just the bosses but the passengers – oh God they do, I can see it every trip. They look at me and they think, God – what a wanker. Free trip, they think. They think – ’


‘What are you talking about, Stewart? They love you, the passengers – they all do, all the time.’


‘Love me? Love me? Oh God, Jilly, don’t be so bloody ridiculous. They’re simply – well-disposed, is all they are. One of these crossings, everyone likes everyone, don’t they? All part of getting your money’s worth. And that’s our job.’


‘Bloody hell, Stewart. Leave this coffee here, will I? Never seen you like this.’


Stewart was making some sort of hissing sound through his teeth as he leant back heavily in his chair, which creaked beneath him. His plaited fingers were forming a hammock for the back of his head, and now the low, bright white and riveted ceiling seemed to have claimed his attention.


‘No, Jilly, no – the reason, mm … why you have never before seen me ‘like this’, as you so kindly put it, is I think because you have never maybe encountered me before we set sail. After … ah! Different thing. Different me. Of course I’m not like this then. We set sail – I, as it were, take off. Follow? What I’m for. I tell you this, though, Jilly.’ He leant forward now with energy and started jabbing at her a brown and tapered finger. ‘There’s only one job harder, more gruelling – shall I tell you? On this bloody ship, there’s just one job that’s tougher than Cruise Director. Know what it is? No? Guesses?’


Jilly just stood there and slapped on her simpleton look. She could be guessing all night, wouldn’t matter: Stewart was going to tell her, wasn’t he? Just you try and stop him.


‘Captain, you think? The Master?’ Stewart suggested airily, as if plucking idle possibilities from out of the blue beyond his porthole. ‘No no. Piece of cake. Chief Engineer? Born to it: no prob. Or maybe you think it’s chambermaids who have drawn the short straw on this transatlantic miracle of ours, do you? Wrong – all wrong. Chambermaids, well – no picnic, I grant you – but if they weren’t chambermaiding on board they’d only be doing it somewhere else, wouldn’t they? And at least the food they get’s OK. No – tell you, shall I? The only job worse – ’


‘Coffee’s getting cold, Stewart.’


‘The only thing, job worse – don’t want coffee, sick of coffee, been drinking the bloody stuff all night – the only job worse than Cruise Director is, yes – hole in one: Assistant Cruise Director: that’s the bloody bastard.’


Jilly nodded, and sort of grinned a bit.


‘Uh-huh. You, in other words.’


Stewart nodded too, and God so grimly.


‘No other words for it, are there? Me, yes me – me, in a bloody nutshell. Don’t ever get to organise anything from the start, oh no – commissioning and hiring and booking are deemed, oh Christ – way beyond me. I just have to see it all happens – and God help me if there’s a hitch or a clash or some other bloody cock-up because then it’s all down to Stewart, isn’t it? My bloody fault then, isn’t it? Ay?’


Jilly was shifting uneasily. This was becoming rather, what? Unsettling? Bit. Over the, you know – top, kind of? Kind of, yeh. But mainly dull, the way people’s griping always is (like – boring?).


‘Stewart …’ she regretted, raising her eyebrows and backing towards the door (her feet instinctively detecting the step and deftly overcoming it) ‘ … things to do, yeh? Sailing in less than three hours, now …’


‘Mm. Don’t I know it. Two hours and fifty-eight minutes, if we’re searching for accuracy. Which means that everything that isn’t on board for the next six days’ and nights’ entertainment, well – anything I’ve forgotten, we’ve all just had it, haven’t we?’


‘I’ll leave you to get on with it. Poor Stewart.’


And she quickly decided Right – now or never (and she hopped it). Yeh – poor Stewart, I suppose, thought Jilly, walking the vast and deserted length of the covered Upper Deck, the thick new carpet smelling more thick and new and quite a bit sick-makingly carpety with each hushed-up step (still, though: bit of a wanker).


Stewart went back to filleting his stacks of duplicated paper, and exhaling with force, he flicked back on his PowerBook while scratching quite wildly at his scalp, and it wasn’t even itchy. Have to see Margo for a wash and highlights, very soon. Half an hour. Got to be spruce: got to be ready to meet and greet.


‘And,’ he suddenly boomed out into the empty office. ‘If I do … if I do actually, oh Christ – get it right, who gets all the bloody praise? The Assistant Cruise Director? I should bleeding cocoa: bloody no.’


No indeed: too right. Any form of credit is very much the fiefdom of the actual bloody Cruise Director, who never even shows his fucking face. Too busy schmoozing with the bloody Press – happens every trip. Telling you – every single trip, this is how it goes. PR boys lay on a party of journalists, whereupon His Highness the Cruise Director settles down to killing himself over all their crap jokes and even crappier anecdotes and then floats them on their own and alternative Atlantic comprised wholly of alcohol – as meanwhile the Assistant bloody Cruise Director, well …that particular poor bugger, he’s left to just bloody buckle down and get on with the work in hand. Yes indeed: the work in hand.


Stewart swivelled around and was confronted again by the life-size coloured cut-outs of Marilyn Monroe – skirt up round her hips and admonishing him with just one finger and a pout – a slyly smiling and whip-thin Jimmy Dean, and who was that bastard from Gone With The Thing? And there’s Elvis. Love Elvis. Wish I was Elvis, dead or not. Yes – so they’re here, anyway, ready for the Viva America Ball on what night was it? Got it here on my trusty wallchart … Wednesday, yeh. Red, white and blue balloons and buckets of popcorn: mercy. Gable, isn’t it? Clark Gable. Not a patch on Elvis. And Marilyn – still looking at me, she is, with that wotsname sort of thing in her eye. Doesn’t do it for me, not one bit. Can’t actually see what everyone raves about, with Marilyn, really. Or any of them, in truth. I maybe ought to, you know – where women are concerned – a bit sort of force myself, possibly. All part of the job, after all: part of what I’m bloody paid to do.


*


‘Stowed all the doings, Nobby?’


The stationary train sighed just then, shrugged and stuttered forward once to thump and clatteringly connect with the buffers in front, as ringing chains were hooked and secured. Aggie was straddling the tinny footplates between two carriages – legs well astride, deck shoes planted firmly – and each time she leant forward to check on how well her husband was coping with luggage, the thick glass door hissed open. This made her feel guilty (silly, I know, she acknowledged while blushing) in some rather God how embarrassing, stupid kind of a way – and also horribly self-conscious because each time, you see, she and the door did this, all the other passengers (each of them at various stages of being ready for the off: fooling with magazines, contending with children, fiddling with mobiles, or heaving aloft macs and haversacks) glanced up and towards her, all faces simultaneously registering this mixture of expectancy and a vague irritation and then – seeing that all that had arrived was that bloody woman’s head again – briskly reverting their attention to getting things sorted. Which boiled down to the truth that Aggie Simson always and immediately retreated with a true sense of shame and a rapidly hurtled two-tone glance of apology and plea for forgiveness before her Nobby’s answer could have even a ghost’s chance of reaching her (she could see him straining with the big case – the one they got cheap in America last time – face all mauve and seemingly miming, but the words quite lost, you see, through the now-shut thickness of the door). So maybe just pop her head round one more time (please don’t hate me – I know, I know that after all these trips down all the years I’m really not so hot at this, but I just must make sure – please understand – that all is well with Nobby, and he’s not in danger of straining himself anywhere, you know – important. I needn’t worry, really – not in truth: I’m actually a bit of a silly goose, just like he says I am. Nobby is a trouper – he knows the ropes, all right: always plain sailing with Nobby. Someone once asked me where on earth I’d be without him, and I still can’t begin to imagine: Nobby’s my life – Nobby’s my guiding light).


And here he was now – face aglow and eyes alight: the flush that came over him with a well done good job firmly under his belt.


‘All cargo shipshape and Bristol fashion, Captain Honey-bunch!’ he reported quite impishly – and ohhhh … look at him, look: saluting her like that, and standing to attention. ‘Come on, Aggie – let’s get sat.’


‘Oh Nobby – I’m so excited.’


‘Gets better, doesn’t it? Every single time it gets better and better. Listen up, Aggie: where will we be? Two hours’ time?’


Aggie squeezed his fingers, and her face was taut and shiny.


‘On our ship, Nobby – on our ship.’


‘You’re right, Captain Honeybunch – you’re dead on the money. Here – you take the window seat, love.’


‘Oh no, Nobby – I don’t mind.’


‘Don’t be silly, love – here, get yourself in. Here’s your Woman’s Realm. And tell me, Captain – what’ll it be when we get to cabin number four-oh-two-oh, Six Deck?’


Aggie just held his hand and felt her eyes prick with the spike of tears as they glittered with happiness and the wash of peace at being with Nobby, and going to their ship.


‘All plain sailing, Nobby. From there on in.’


Nobby slumped down on to the seat beside her, just as the train began to inch forward. He patted her hand.


‘You’re not wrong, Aggie. You’re not wrong, lass.’


*


Dwight was finding it pretty hard to get his mind around this here – hard, you know, to believe that these two dumb carrot juices, my one tuh-mayto juice and some kinda take on a non-alco bullshot could be costing me, sheesh, pretty much twenny of your British pounds sterling. That’s what’re we talking? Thirty bucks? Maybe more. On board the ship, everything’s in dollars, yeah? You’re hip to the deal. But in London – and I ain’t been here since when? Not since Suki was born, that’s for goddam sure – you gotta get used to their pounds, and plus you gotta say stuff like ten peas and not crack up, you know what I’m saying? OK – so we’re in Harrods? Big deal: I know, sure, Harrods ain’t known to be nobody’s patsy when it comes down to stacking up the chips time: we ain’t talking thrift shop – but hey, get real! Thirty bucks for a buncha liquidized salad? Hell, I didn’t even want no damned tuh-mayto juice – but it’s Charlene and the kids, they dragged me here. Charlene says it’s good for my bowels, the tuh-mayto (and easy on the War-sister-shire soss) – she says it all the time; it’s like my bowels are getting to be a kinda thing with her? She’s talking innards so darn much I guess I ain’t even hearing the half of it – and then you see the face on some guy, like right now, sitting around this crazy juice bar, and you’re going inside Ay Caramba! – she’s doing it again. Me, I said to them – hey guys, they got here this Green Man? Like – old traditional London pub? Mo was telling me, back home one time. Maybe we could grab us a couple glasses of their bitter beer? Enough, already (Charlene, right?): last night you’re making with the Jack Daniel’s like there ain’t no dawn about to rise. What you’re needing, Dwight – you hear me? – is fresh-squeezed fruit. You gotta be kind to your bowels, Dwight: your time of life, you gotta be thinking of your bowels, boy. Yeah right – and like, Charlene, maybe you should try and get your head around some other damn thing once in a while, OK? But hey: Charlene’s Charlene – what can I tell ya?


‘Hey, Dad?’


‘What’s on your mind, Earl? You wannanother juice you can just forget about it, kay? These prices I could buy me up a ranch – mash up my own damn carrots.’


‘Naw – I was just kinda wondering, now we’re in the Harrods store? Can we take in, like, the sportswear? Like I need these real neat – ’


‘You don’t need nothing, Earl.’


‘That’s right,’ said Suki. ‘Damn right.’


‘Hey!’ gasped out a deep-affronted Earl, clutching his chest as if he’d just met with a soft-nosed slug from a Magnum .45. ‘Give me a break, here, OK?’


‘Your sister’s right – listen to your father,’ said Charlene (Gee, thought Dwight – she’s agreeing with me: what is this? Thanksgiving?). ‘What about all that buncha stuff from Hong Kong?’


‘Yehhhh,’ sneered Suki. ‘What are we, Earl? Some kind of a catwalk model? You wanna get a facial?’


The edges of Earl’s mouth turned down flat, and his eyes went dull.


‘Suki – listen, OK? Like – take a hike?’


‘And Capetown,’ went on Charlene. ‘Miss? Miss? Excuse me? Can I get a toothpick? I thank you. In Capetown too, Earl, you recall? Whole pie-la stuff. So enough, already – kay? Just cool it.’


‘Aw c’mon, Mom …!’


‘You heard your mother,’ concluded Dwight. ‘C’mon, guys – we got maybe, what? Couple hours before the train. What say we take in some sights? One week we’re back in New York – last chance saloon, guys.’


‘We’re in Harrods, right?’ checked Suki. ‘Like – I thought this was the sight? Like – this is it, no?’


‘C’mon! Hey, Suki!’ And Dwight was really looking deep at her, you know? Like, really needing an answer, here? ‘You gotta be kidding me, right? There’s … jeez, what is there? There’s London Castle and Big Ben’s clock and Her Majesty’s Palace and some kinda other thing – oh no, that’s maybe in Edinborrow, that thing I’m thinking. Anyways, all I’m saying is there’s like two thousand years of heredity here.’


‘Yeh well,’ said Suki. ‘We ain’t about to do two thousand years in a couple hours, right?’


‘Yeh – right,’ agreed Earl. ‘So why don’t we just check out the sportswear, man? Why you guys giving me such a hard time?’


‘Enough, already, with the sportswear, Earl,’ said Charlene, with emphasis. ‘One thing I do want, though, Dwight sweetie – I gotta just take in the paddery.’


And both Suki and Earl hurled up their eyes and heads to the gorgeously decorated ceiling above them and groaned out loud, and with real true feeling – Suki branching out on her own towards the close of it, and tacking on a selection of retching noises, as her eyes were crossing and her cheeks billowed out. Dwight was silent, but he was tapping an impatient finger on the edge of his billfold (I’m waiting for change, here, and I don’t believe I’m in the mood for leaving no gratooity).


‘Aw Godsake, Mom!’ roared out Earl.


‘Earl! Keep it down,’ cautioned Charlene. ‘Like – people are looking?’


‘Dad – you tell her,’ Earl went on – I suppose, yeah, a couple decibels down. ‘Everyplace we’ve been, right, Mom’s with the paddery. Every time we got offa that ship it’s, like – paddery time? We got – in Hong Kong, right? How much goddam paddery we get in Hong Kong? And Bangkok? It’s like the ship is gonna sink with all the paddery we got.’


‘They’re lovely pieces,’ put in Charlene.


‘Yeh but Mom,’ Suki eagerly interjected – her eyes wide with What-is-she? Nuts? And flipping all her fingers, as if to cool them down or dry them off. ‘How many – oh my God I’m gonna, like, barf – lovely pieces can one home stand? You know? Like – that vace, yeah? From Thailand? It’s taller than I am, Mom! Be real, here.’


‘Maybe, Charlene,’ said Dwight, quietly, ‘enough with the paddery, huh?’


‘Oh but Dwight, honey – it’s Harrods we’re in now, yeah? It’s a whole different ball game – like, major league? I mean, England – they’re into real high-class paddery big time. There’s the Wedgwood and the Royal War-sister-shire – ’


‘What?’ queried Suki. ‘Like in what? Kinda soss bowls?’


Charlene was maybe thrown just a tad. ‘Kinda,’ she briskly agreed, before resuming the barrage of must-haves. ‘And Doolton – that’s Royal Doolton, guys, like in the Queen? And is it Spood?’


‘I reckon,’ reckoned Dwight, ‘it’s Spade, no?’


‘Maybe,’ growled Earl with mischief, ‘we’re talking Speed here, yeh?’


‘Earl!’ was all Charlene was going to say. ‘Don’t laugh, Suki. It ain’t funny. So what say, gang? Just, like, we look it over real fast, yeah? Kay?’


‘Waaaaal … OK …’ agreed Dwight; well of course Dwight agreed – what was he gonna do? Like, maybe – disagree? Sure – he could go down that route, but look at it – any which way, baby, and they were due to take in the English paddery, and you better depend on it. ‘OK – quiet, Earl; quit with the pukey noises, Suki. OK, Charlene – we check it out …’ but Godsake, huh? Keep it small, OK? Like – eggcups? Believe me, honey – read my lips: we gadda ladda paddery.’


‘Sure. I can pre-shate that. Hey, kids – let’s hit it. You got the check, Dwight?’


Dwight nodded. ‘Waiting for my change.’


‘Oh Godsake, Dwight? Leave the girl the few cents! What’re we? Poor all of a sudden?’


‘We will be,’ grunted Dwight, ‘once it’s you with the English paddery.’


‘Naw!’ guffawed Earl. ‘Like, Mom’s getting just this one real cool little eggcup – right, Mom?’


‘We’ll see,’ rejoined Charlene, quite primly. ‘Dwight – you didn’t drink your tuh-mayto.’


‘The tuh-mayto I don’t need.’


‘Your bowels are needing it, Dwight – you gotta treat’ em real good.’


‘I’ll treat you real good instead, Charlene. OK, people – c’mon: let’s do this thing. We make with the paddery, and then we hit the road.’


(And it ain’t, Charlene, just a few cents: we’re talking one pound and toward ninety of your lousy goddam British peas.)


*


Sammy was hunkered down, squaring his shoulders and bracing his knees, ready to hoist up and stow another case of Gevrey-Chambertin 1997; it’s on the list as ’96, but God – all that vanished in no time: I don’t think too many people will notice (query it, anyway). The ’97’s good too, though maybe not so forward.


‘I like a lot about this job,’ he muttered, swinging aloft the case and shelving it – leaving it to Jilly to neaten things up and nudge it over to meet its neighbour. ‘But by this stage, you know – I’ve really had enough of the heaving.’


‘Last leg,’ smiled Jilly. ‘Well – till Jamaica, anyway.’


Sammy smiled as he leant across to kiss her.


‘OK – let’s start in on the champagne. It’s amazing, isn’t it? Amazes me, anyway – amount of booze these people put away.’


‘They’re on holiday. Off the leash.’


‘I suppose it’s that. But Christ – every time I think I’ve got the bar packed solid, I turn around and the bloody thing’s empty again. And this week’s always the worst. It’s the English contingent.’


‘Well it’s a kind of a trip of a lifetime, isn’t it? They don’t want it to end. It’s all farewells and toasts and ‘let’s have another bottle’ stuff, isn’t it? And remember, some of these people have been here right from the very beginning – must be like home, in some weird way. I think they’re crazy, quite frankly. I mean, OK – so have we, but we’re paid to, aren’t we? It’s our job. But why do you want to spend nearly four months stuck on a ship? It’s crazy, isn’t it? And the funny thing is – have you noticed, Sammy? The funny thing is that the posher the, you know – cabin, and everything, the less likely they ever are to leave. That, what are they? Egyptian family up in the King’s Suite – ’


‘Oh them. Apparently they own half the country, or something.’


‘Yeh – I heard that. Anyway – them. They haven’t disembarked once, pretty sure. That’s what Jaffa told me. All these amazing places we’ve docked in and all they do is just sit there, ordering up room service. I mean – they can do that in Egypt, can’t they? I think they must be mad. Is there any more Heidsieck, Sammy? Only we’ve got room for, don’t know – five, maybe half a dozen more.’


‘We’ve got Red Label, yeah. Well – no danger of all that ever happening to us, is there Jilly? Not on what we earn.’


‘Money’s not bad, Sammy. Best thing is, when you’re cooped up on board all the time, there’s nowhere to spend it. We’ll have just zillions by the end.’


‘Yeh but look – we agreed, didn’t we?’


‘Oh Sammy – don’t be a drag.’


‘We agreed. Didn’t we, Jilly? Agree?’


‘Yesssss …’


‘Well then. If we don’t save – ’


‘I know, I know, I know – we’ll never get our foot on the first rung of the property ladder. I know, Sammy – I know. What I don’t get is why it’s so bloody important: why can’t we just rent? In France – ’


‘Because if you just rent – oh God, Jilly: you know all this. If you just rent, well – you’re throwing away good money, aren’t you? End up with nothing.’


‘Except maybe a bloody good time instead of a thirty-year mortgage.’


Sammy shoved across a case of Heidsieck, and grinned at her as he laid one flat hand across his heart.


‘One day, sweet damsel, when you are my wife of forty summers – you, our ten children and frankly countless and teeming grandchildren – ’


‘Oh Sammy!’ shrieked Jilly, her eyes glistening – two fingers just touching the tip of her nose.


‘Then, my dear – as you survey the moated castle and its extensive and landscaped grounds, you will thank me, most humbly.’


‘Uh-huh. Right. That’s a date. And in the meantime?’


‘In the meantime? In the meantime we hump these bloody cases of wine and store up our pennies like squirrels.’


‘Squirrels are cleverer – they don’t care about pennies. Live in trees.’


‘Nuts. Think of your pennies as nuts.’


‘You’re nuts, Sammy. You know that? You’re completely barking crazy.’


‘That’s why you love me. I’ve got one more case down here and then that’s the end of it. Then we do the gin and vodka.’


‘You know what Jaffa was telling me?’ piped up Jilly, quite brightly.


‘No – what? Actually, Jilly – why do you always call him that?’


‘Stewart? Because he’s always got that orange face on. His dopey fake suntan. You know, I think he actually believes that people see him as some sort of, I don’t know – Bondi Beach Adonis, or something. All bronzed and sun-bleached blond. Looks more like a poodle, I think.’


‘Stewart’s all right. Or at least he will be if he makes it. I think sometimes, you know, he’s headed for some kind of breakdown, or something. Have you ever seen him when he’s grinning like mad with the punters and giving out balloons and dancing away with all those ancient women – and then he suddenly turns away and, Christ – the look on his face, it’s so … don’t really know how to describe it …’


‘Dark? Sort of scowling? Yeh – I’ve seen that.’


‘Murderous, more like … Real sort of Jekyll and Hyde do.’


‘Jesus, Sammy – you’re scaring me, now. I have to work with him, remember.’


‘Oh – he’s safe enough. Anyway – not long now. If he can survive over three months of this, another couple of weeks won’t kill him.’


‘So long as he doesn’t take it into his head to go around killing anyone else. Like me, for instance.’


‘Nah,’ joshed Sammy. ‘I’d kill him if he did.’


‘Oh gee shucks thanks. How much gin is there?’


‘Bout … twenty cases, looks like.’


‘Oh yeh – that’s what I was going to say. Old Jaffa-face Stewart was giving me the rundown on how much of all this stuff we actually go through on one of these cruises. It’s just unbelievable!’


‘Nothing would amaze me. I seem to be pouring drinks non-stop all day and all night. It’s almost as if they feel it’s all got to be used up, or something. And it’s not exactly cheap, is it? I mean the mark-up’s just wicked. And it’s not like the food – I mean I know they never stop stuffing themselves with food, but that’s all in with the ticket, isn’t it? Drink isn’t, that’s for sure. God, you know – apart from the meals … John in cabin service was telling me, one time – you know John?’


‘Oh yeah – tall guy? Goofy ears?’


‘No no – my height. Ginger hair. Think you’re thinking of Cyril, pretty sure his name is. Anyway – John was saying that there is just no such thing as a quiet time, down there. Twenty-four hours a day, that phone is ringing – tea, sandwiches, steaks, pasta … one bloke orders a whole bloody lobster at three a.m., every single night, if you can believe it. And José – José, yes? Duchess Grill? Anyway, according to José, that’s exactly what the guy has for his dinner! I’m telling you, we’re afloat with a shipful of loonies.’


‘It does sometimes seem like that. But that’s exactly what I mean about all the booze. Jaffa says the whole ship gets through about two hundred bottles of champagne every single day.’


‘That doesn’t actually seem that much, to me. Sixteen hundred passengers, after all. How much beer?’


‘Oh God – something like three thousand bottles of that, pretty sure. You wonder where they put it all. And a thousand packets of fags. We’re talking every day, Sammy – can you believe it? Bloody expensive route to suicide, these cruises.’


‘Mm. The cost of dying. But tastefully done,’ smiled Sammy. ‘Right. Let’s do the vodka – about eight million gallons of that and then, God – I’d really love a cuppa.’


Jilly was thoughtful. ‘Oh yes – ever so tastefully done …’ she agreed. ‘Here – that’s another thing Jaffa was telling me: do you know what we go through most of? Over two million, every single year?’


‘Two million? Blimey. Dunno. Tea bags?’


‘Not close. Nowhere near.’


‘Assistant Cruise Directors?’


‘Silly! Be serious.’


‘OK. Eggs?’


‘Eggs are far less – quarter of a million, tops. Give up?’


‘Yeh – go on, then: stun me.’


Jilly leaned forward and held on to Sammy’s forearms: her eyes were urging him to listen and learn.


‘Doilies,’ she said.


Sammy just looked at her. ‘Doilies? Two million doilies?’


Jilly nodded. ‘Amazing, or what?’


And Sammy nodded too. ‘Truly,’ he whispered. And then, after a pause: ‘I just can’t think of anything at all to say about that.’


*


Every single time I come to Southampton, I always get stuck in a traffic jam, just like this one. And usually about here – just as all the roads converge towards the docks and you have to cross this sort of bridge affair, is it? Just as well I allowed plenty of time. Which is all, really, I’ve been doing, if I’m honest. Since … it happened. Allowing for time – apologizing, in one sense (and to whom? Who on earth is listening?), for the continued existence of time, when really it ought to have stopped, along with Mary.


I say every time I come to Southampton, but goodness – do you know in all honesty I can’t even remember the last occasion. Could’ve been as long as maybe seven, eight years back. Mary and me, we went on a sort of a two-day, well – not much more than a pleasure trip, really: can’t for the life of me recall the name of the boat, ship – whatever it was; Isle of Wight came into it somewhere. We did things like that: free agents, did what we liked. Friends of ours, of course – Paul and Joan, Ed and Fanny (God – those two: they never ever stopped going on and on about it) – yes, all these friends with youngish children (four of the things in Ed and Fanny’s case, God help us: well – whatever did they expect?) – they were forever going on about the loss of spontaneity, impulse – the spur of the moment thing. Honestly, they’d go – once you’ve worked out all the dates of the school holidays, which never ever coincide (you’d think, wouldn’t you, the powers that be could at least get their heads together and coordinate that much: can’t be that difficult – and it’s not as if we’re the only ones to suffer) and then by the time you’ve seen that all their beastly projects are under way, or at least that they’ve bought the scrapbooks (they seem to have more work to do in the holidays than in termtime, these days) – which means muggins here has to keep on going down to the travel agents and casually half-inching all these brochures about the Loire Valley and the bloody Alps and all the rest of it and then spend oh God just days knee-deep in encyclopaedias and Cow Gum putting the whole damn mess together – their job, I know – but what are you going to do? The kids, of course – oh Jesus: you sit them in front of the Net and give them a perfectly straightforward list of nonsense to dig out – Epernay’s annual yield of champagne, or something (God I could do with a glass or two right now), and hours later they’re still just sitting there transfixed by some complete and very often pornographic irrelevance and then I just scream at Ed to for God’s sake pull his finger out and get all these ghastly channels locked out, or whatever they say, and he says like he always does, I will I will – but I don’t know why this sort of thing isn’t tackled at government level – and I go Yeh, totally agree, but until they get around to it it’s our kids, right? And it’s our bloody job to protect them. And then one of them will be ill, or something – chicken pox last summer, don’t please remind me – and we have to get a housesitter for the dogs (kennels are just ruinous) and God, you have to book so many rooms, now, because Neil – he’s just twelve: can’t take it in – he absolutely refuses to share any more, and quite frankly the whole thing just isn’t cost-effective, when all’s said and done – and exhaustion just doesn’t come into it: I’m completely bloody knackered, I don’t mind telling you, even contemplating the idea of a holiday, these days. Mmm. So we just go off for odd days, now.


And then Mary and me, we’d brace ourselves – secretly holding hands, sometimes we were, under the folds of the tablecloth – for here now would come the inevitable exhalation: the rounding up and rounding off of all their frustrations and passion spent. ‘You two,’ they’d go: ‘you’re just so lucky not having any of that.’


Yes. Well. It’s not at all, I can tell you now, not at all what Mary felt she was: lucky. No, not a bit of it. Oh yes – we had a good life, admittedly – my rather dull job in insurance took good care of most things, and Mary’s little florist’s was something of a goldmine. So no real worries on that score – but once you’ve cleared the mortgage and sorted out the pensions and repapered the lounge and tacked on a modest conservatory and seen to the first-floor window frames, well … you’re hunting about, quite frankly. Holidays are the natural thing: it takes time to discuss them, plan them, budget for them; and then there’s the shopping beforehand (I left that to Mary: wasn’t all that long ago she picked out for me the very smart black suit that I’m wearing right now – she had an eye, Mary: an eye for things like that). Packing, of course – that could be coaxed out into a couple of days: fresh-ironed stacklets of this and that always adding to the anticipatory feel.


We went all over: Capri and Sorrento, I recall, was a particularly successful little package. We were very partial to pasta and we’d never tasted peaches quite like that before: fresh off the tree. Crete, Dordogne – Tuscany, of course: got her to try some wine on that trip – always made me laugh, she was never a drinker, Mary. But it’s all so sour – it’s just not sweet, Tom, she’d go – I just don’t know how you can stomach it. Fellow at the hotel – nice sort of chap, sort of courier, or something – must’ve overheard, I assume; anyway – sent over a bottle of Asti Spumante, and that did the trick. That’s the only wine, Mary went, that has ever passed my lips that I can truly say I’ve enjoyed: one thing, though, Tom, she giggled at me then – it’s gone straight to my head, just that one little glass. The giggle made me feel so fond, so warm – warm, yes, and so very protective. I’ll never again hear it, now.


So yes – I took the point when Ed and Fanny went on like they did: in their terms we were – of course we were – lucky, very. But I know that Mary, deep down (she never said so, not in so many words, but you get to hear such a lot of unspoken things when you’re that close to someone, you know – day and night, for years and years) … Mary, yes, she would eagerly have traded in all the holidays and new three-piece suites under the sun, just for a baby of her own, to love and care for. She would have liked lots – but one, I know, would have been more than enough. But, well … it was not to be (which is what you say when you really can’t bear to think about it any more). So we buckled down to the double glazing and the laying of patios – we baulked at a roof conversion, though, because look: the house already was accusingly large, so where’s the sense in more?


So we continued to go hither and thither under the scathing eyes of our nailed-down friends who roared at us repeatedly how appallingly lucky we were. Well – we weren’t complaining (were we Mary, my love?); and, as we kept on saying, we had each other. And now – except for this stopped-up bulk of bits of our lives that sticks out clumsily from deep within me – the link has now been broken.


I’m still in first gear. The cars ahead have been grudgingly astir for fifteen minutes or more, and in that time I’ve covered maybe just fifty yards, or so. I can see a part of the ship now, though. God. I mean – you know it’s big (we read the brochure again and again, Mary and me) but nothing really quite prepares you. The red and black funnel, tall as any building I’m aware of. Just the one funnel, then? Oh yes – it was the old Queen Mary that had a pair, fairly sure (and Titanic had four of the things, much good they turned out to be). It’s a shame, I said, that the Queen Mary doesn’t exist any more – we could have pretended it was built for you. Well Tom – I could always change my name to Transylvania, Mary had said. Ho ho, I went – a little extreme, I think. Yes. Doesn’t matter what she’s called, now.


This was to have been our trip of a lifetime. Well: correction – it was to have been our very luxurious and self-indulgent trial-run for what maybe next year (and there will, won’t there, be a next year? And one after that and one after that?) could have become the real thing, the big thing, the ultimate. We’d never ever been on a liner – we’d talked about it often enough, oh heavens yes (we talked about anything that would use up time), but this year we decided to go for it (and you should have heard Ed and Fanny on that one) – six days and nights to New York … a double first for us, really, because neither one of us had even been to America, let alone New York. We didn’t care for long-haul flights, that’s the truth of the matter (what it really boiled down to), and here was the perfect solution: plus, of course, a week was eaten up just in the getting there. And then, you see – and this is how our thinking went – if we both liked it (and why would we not?) then next year we could book up for the fully-fledged World Cruise, see just everywhere we’ve ever read about, or glimpsed on the telly. Australia, Hong Kong, Barbados, you name it. Expensive, oh yes very – or it is, anyway, if you want to do it in any way properly: no point travelling the world, is there, on some mighty ship if you’re going to be stuck six decks down, cheek by jowl with the boiler room? Also, this one would be taking care of four clear months: you can see the attraction.


And then … it happened. And among the very many (endless) things that hurtled into me and laid siege to my thoughts – and how quiet now the house is, in which to think them – was the question of what to do about the booking. I could have cancelled – could easily have done that (there’s a clause in my insurance: my cover, as you will appreciate, is always both in order and more than adequate) and I suppose this was my initial inclination. And then I thought, well … the time looms larger than ever, now – and maybe, because dear Mary is with me always, I can still (why not?) take her with me. Because where Tom goes, Mary goes – yes? So why not do this one last thing together? See? So here, in this car, in a sense we both are.


We’re moving again. Making a fair bit of progress, now. The ship’s so close, I can’t honestly see any of it at all: it’s just like a wall, with us in our cars so small and crouching, maybe awed by the darkness of its shadow.


*


‘Oh … my … God …’ came young Rollo’s look-at-me descant – but his mother was certainly far too preoccupied to pay any heed whatever to that sort of thing.


They had all, the four of them, been standing in line in this vast and rather loweringly spartan embarkation hall for, yes, just a teeny weeny bit longer than Nicole thought was fitting for the family that had, after all, won through to be the sole captors of the fabulous no-expense-spared Trip of a Lifetime (thanks in no little way, I like to think, to my tiebreaking seventeen words which I’ll happily tell you about later but not just now because I want us to be settled).


Nicole had rather supposed that they might have been, well – piped aboard, maybe, and warmly welcomed by one or two of the shipping line’s senior directors, or possibly even the Captain himself, or something, but so far not even so much as a paid-by-the-grin meeter and greeter had seen fit to show his face – but OK, yes, she was certainly gratified to discover that the very queue in which they were standing conferred on them at least a modicum of status. The whole elaborate checking-in system, it rather oddly seemed, was organized according to the class of onboard restaurant, of all things, to which your ticket entitled you; the longest queues all down the other end, then, must be for the rather lowlier eating places and bars, Nicole could only assume – some comfort, anyway – and presumably all these poor people (didn’t, admittedly, look terribly poor) were going to be, what, stuck in with the cargo, or something, were they? Dangling from hammocks.


‘Check … it … out,’ persisted Rollo. ‘Mar? Get this …’


Marianne glanced across in the direction – Rollo was energetically and sideways jerking his head – but actually, frankly, couldn’t quite focus on much because she hadn’t got her contacts in, right, but she wasn’t about to tell Rollo that because then he’d start in on his blind-as-a-bat routine and it’s hell, quite honestly: you just can’t win with Rollo because if I ever wear my glasses (and they’re really cool, I think – designer frames, the lot) he calls me (‘four-eyes’) and it’s no good me saying Oh God, Rollo, if you’re going to be insulting at least you could be a bit original about it, couldn’t you, hm? I mean honestly – ‘four-eyes’: bit prep school, isn’t it, dear heart?


‘Can’t you see him?’ hissed an irritated Rollo. ‘There … over there. Prat in black.’


‘Rollo,’ said Nicole – absently in a way, though still with the edge of urgency lurking beneath what she liked to think was a maternal overtone. ‘Don’t just kick your bag along like that. Lift it – it won’t kill you.’


‘Oh yeh …’ said Marianne. ‘I see him. God – how odd. Dad? Dad? See this guy?’


David had quite rightly judged it only a matter of time before someone – most likely Marianne, if it wasn’t to be outright abuse – addressed to him some or other comment on some or other topic, and so he now breathed in sharply and put all he could muster into chivvying along the not-yet-dead muscles in his lower face and around the chin (and oh God yes – don’t forget, will you, to open your bloody eyes) – urging them to rally round (come on, lads) into a semblance of animation and a passably fair simulation of ready-for-it eagerness.


‘See what, love?’


Didn’t sound too odd, he was reasonably sure: felt it, though, by God: it was as if he was using someone else’s lips. And the pressure, now, at the base of my skull is coming very close to shutting me down. The war in my stomach I can just about subdue – but if I don’t get down a very swift couple of (oh God) sharpeners in double-quick time, then we’re booked for a bout of horizontal groaning (curtains firmly closed and a bucket of Nurofen) and I don’t think, do you, in these rather singular circumstances (on this bloody day of all bloody days) that such behaviour would altogether endear me to my doting wife and help-meet? (Or, let’s put it another way: make her loathe me less?)


‘Oh God – Dad never sees anything,’ spat out Rollo, with true impatience, as well as what struck David as open disgust. ‘There! There! Christ what’s wrong with you? The bloke in black …!’


‘We’re next, now,’ said Nicole, quite hurriedly (hadn’t been hearing any of all this: over the years, you are vaguely aware of so much background pointless droning, but God – you don’t waste time by paying attention, no: it passes soon enough). ‘Pick up your bag, Rollo. How many times?’


‘See him, Dad?’ urged Marianne. ‘Three queues down.’


‘Oh yes,’ said David. ‘I do see him now. Hm. God – once you’ve actually focused, he really does stand out, doesn’t he?’


‘That’s what I’ve bloody been saying,’ growled Rollo.


David, Marianne and Rollo continued to gaze in silence at Tom. Other people too were not quite casually taking in his singular appearance (if you’re stuck in a queue – and this ship will eventually, won’t it, sail? – then any sort of diversion can only be a good thing). Tom himself seemed quite unaware. Was unaware – had been, in truth, over every night and day he could recently recall. He had said nothing to the girl in the office over there, when he handed back the keys of the hire car. Had maybe nodded briefly at the, what was he? (and in another time, he might have registered it) – big and chummy porter as he wheeled away to somewhere Tom’s one small suitcase (possibly I didn’t even do that – nod at him, briefly. Certainly didn’t utter: perfectly sure on that score). And now he just stood in line, as instructed, staring intently at the back of the mid-blue cotton hat worn by the person in front (could be a man, could be a woman – really couldn’t tell you, really haven’t looked).


‘He must,’ judged David, ‘be awfully hot …’


‘Right,’ said Nicole, with finality. ‘It’s us, we’re here. Hello.’ And she slid over four passports, along with all the rest of it.


‘Good afternoon, Madam,’ said the quite extraordinarily happy-sounding woman behind the quite high and boxy check-in booth. ‘Four of you travelling, yes?’


‘Yes,’ agreed Nicole, very readily, rapidly pointing a finger at her husband, each of her two children and finally herself – as if to check, or maybe prove it.


‘I think,’ considered Rollo, ‘he must be some kind of a nutter. I bet the whole bloody boat’s going to be full of bloody nutters.’


‘Ship,’ said Marianne. ‘It’s a ship.’


‘Oh fuck off, Mar,’ was Rollo’s take on that.


‘I’d be stifling,’ said David – more to himself than anyone (second nature, now). ‘I’m pretty warm in just this seersucker thing.’


‘Right,’ said Nicole – and she’s said that a good deal, now, and forcibly too. The extraordinarily happy-sounding woman blinked once only, every time she did it, and her lips just momentarily froze up in tune with the temporary breakdown; less than a second later, though, a big and immediate thaw had set in, and once more she was up there with a chance of bringing back for England a Gold in the Happiness Olympics. ‘Now listen, everyone – we’ve got to put our faces in front of this funny little thing and then it takes a picture, apparently. Oh not all at once, Rollo, Godsake – wait your turn, can’t you? And David – they need your credit card.’


‘And all in black …’ mused David. ‘Maybe he’s the ship’s undertaker.’


‘Oh Daddy!’ deplored Marianne. ‘You’re awful.’


‘Well someone’s got to tip them over the side, haven’t they?’ Loved it when Marianne laughed, like that.


‘Credit card, David. Lady’s waiting.’


‘Credit card?’ he came back. ‘What for? What’s this for, now?’


‘Good afternoon, Sir,’ was launched at him then – and David flinched just a bit before being duly dazzled by this truly professional and five-star greeting, courtesy of the Delighted One. (God it just goes to show, though, doesn’t it? The benefit of a proper training scheme and back-up refresher courses: you leave all this business of politeness and welcome to the hicks and amateurs and what you end up with is hardly more than varnished scorn.) ‘The registration of any major credit card, Sir, frees you up to charge at any point during the crossing all purchases, services or beverages to your on-board account whereupon an itemized tally will be presented for your authorization on the morning of disembarkation.’
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