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For Kirstin







You must at all costs distinguish yourself from every other male in the room. Animals use visual stimuli to attract a mate: frills, colours, elaborate  patterns. Sometimes they are blue. Sometimes they are, say, yellow! You too should stand out from the crowd, be a unique, startling creature. Make them  laugh! Prepare funny anecdotes! Be the centre of attention! This theory is called peacocking. Be a peacock! Women will look at you from across the room, fascinated, wondering, Who are you?


Who are you?


neck exposed like a glacial pass slopes sweeps to the shoulder fingernails clamberover lift her bra-strap she softens mmmm skin  warm incisors press Julie leans in we touch tongues flic flick flicker everything slow everything slooooow Julie giggles Oh Charlie  thistinyweeroom Careful now Charlie hair smells of cigarettes andisthatstrawberryshampoo Dust in the air she leans on a full shelf !the books! !careful! slowlymoveherround My Hands her waist My Touch she BITES me the minx OW move upgear now nails drrr aag on the small of her back spreads herself against me softpit of her neck rolling shifting she whispers Come on Charlie earlobenibble playing like a lioncub testing teeth I grin What? she says Your eyes she raises her skirt holds her breath knickerflash the sheerlacypeach she squirms I look stare up/down thinking What in the name of god am I doi

 



Bell rings.

 



‘Shit.’

Julie fussed with her skirt, pulled and hitched, quick as a phone-box change. ‘We’d better go,’ she said, lowered herself from her position against the bookshelves and took her marking, instantly vocational.

Charlie felt cold showered. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Quick. Before the wee bastards break out their cages.’

They looked at each other. He narrowed his eyes. Hers smiled slyly. Something pulsed in the space between them and he felt it begin again, felt the air melt again, become globules between them, but just  as she leaned forwards to kiss him, just as she inclined her head and touched his mouth with hers and he closed his eyes and she raised her hand to his hair again, the doorknob rattled.

Julie froze against his lips.


Gavin? Charlie whispered.

Julie frowned.

Keys at the other side of the door. Charlie panicked. I have to hide!


She went no no no no no.


His hands made claws: What, then?


The key shook in the lock. She shooed Charlie behind the door -  Move! Move! - then opened it, smooth as a hostess welcoming guests. He heard corridor noise bloom and Gavin’s voice, surprised, say, ‘Oh. Julie. I didn’t think anyone was in here. The door was locked.’

‘Sorry, must’ve shut behind me,’ Julie said, and her voice pinged, professional. ‘Looking for Animal Farm?’

‘Yeah,’ said Gavin. ‘Set Text time again. Whoo!’

Books shifted. Julie grunted.

‘Cheers,’ said Gavin. ‘More at the back there, I think.’

‘These?’

‘’S okay, Julie, I’ll get them.’

‘No! I mean. It’s fine.’

Charlie heard her walk into the depths of the book cupboard and Gavin come in after. He squeezed behind the door so tightly he felt tubular.

‘There.’

‘Thanks.’

Books were being passed. An international resolution, it seemed, was being passed. C’mon, c’mon.

‘So, Julie, what is it you’re starting with the third-years?’

‘Um . . . Of Mice and Men. Just popped in here to pick them up.’

Gavin said, ‘Oh.’ And the sound hovered like a soap-bubble. ‘That’s in my room.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yeah. I told you that this morning. You asked if you could borrow them.’

‘Did I?’

‘You did. So, uh, why did you come here to get them?’

‘Must’ve forgotten.’

After a while, Gavin said: ‘Let me guess. You didn’t want to come to my room?’

‘What?’ said Julie. ‘Course not. I forgot, that’s all.’

‘Julie, we can’t let this be awkward. We still have to work together.’

‘Well, Gavin, it’s chats like this, in book cupboards, that make it awkward.’

‘Right. Sorry.’

There was silence for a few seconds. Get rid of him, get rid of him, Charlie’s mind drummed, like fingers on a desk. This really isn’t the time to negotiate the terms of your break-up. Then something occurred to him, sat there in the front of his psyche like a grimacing Imp of the Perverse. He wondered if she’d motioned to Gavin:  Charlie’s here. Be! hind! the! door! He suddenly felt convinced that a game was being played here, at his expense, which Julie and Gavin had rehearsed beforehand. The feeling was so strong and unexpected that he nearly pushed the door from in front of him just to see what they’d do. Ha! I’m onto the two of you! But then he heard Gavin say, ‘Okay, good, so you know where the books are,’ and Julie trill, ‘Right, thanks,’ and a few words were exchanged about some kid who was playing up in the third year (‘Fucking Darren Clarke again?’) and Julie and Gavin chatted out the Many Tribulations of Darren Clarke and Charlie’s mind reeled, reeled, and he wasn’t breathing. Eventually Gavin said, ‘Send him to me, we’ll sort him out once and for all,’  before he was gone into corridor noise, and Julie shut the door.

She bent. Exhaled.

‘That was close,’ Charlie said.

When she stood her eyes accused.

He laughed.

‘It’s not funny,’ she said.

‘Yeah, I know.’ Charlie tucked in his shirt. Julie started pacing up and down the book cupboard, a general whose troops had just been decimated.

‘Think he wondered why the door was locked?’

‘Nah,’ Charlie said, doing his tie.

‘I mean, why would the door be locked? Why would I be in here myself with the door locked?’

‘Did you mime something to him, Julie?’

‘What?’

‘Did you point to me?’ he said. ‘It went quiet for a second there. You tell him I was behind this door?’

‘As if, Charlie,’ she said. ‘Why the hell would I do that?’ Then she folded her arms across her marking, stood on tiptoe and kissed him, primly, on the nose. ‘Young man, we need to be more careful.’

They kissed on the mouth. A tackle.

‘Not at school, Mr Bain,’ she said. ‘Okay?’

‘Yes, Miss Carell.’

She left.

Adolescent chatter in the hall: laughter catcalls spats. Charlie adjusted his suit, went into the noise and colour of the corridor, the cackling masses and swaggering schoolbags. He strode. He was the Colossus of Rhodes. He strode past Gavin’s room. Gavin stood. Gavin looked up as Charlie passed. Their eyes met like those of rival salesmen chasing a buck. His glance snapped from Gavin’s like a business card. A first-year said, ‘Morning, Mr Bain,’ dragging itself to  class, a nuclear mutant. ‘Oh,’ Charlie said. ‘Morning.’ He was already thinking through the lesson - Shakespeare - mind dancing - Shakespeare - wondering how he was going to make Shakespeare interesting. His snappy title was ‘Montague v. Capulet: the Grudge!’ The kids were in the class, and Charlie’s entrance struck a note through waves of noise: bobbing boys settled, turned, started to take things out from their bags - grenades? guns? deodorants? He still couldn’t think of any jokes! The one about the crack-addicted hamster? That it mugged for—? For—? Punchline? Perhaps he should  teach them something. He could always fall back on that. The class swarmed and moved as one: faces, a shore of them, and he was Canute, keeping them at bay. King Charles. King Bain. He liked the way you could say it: Baaaaain. Arms outstretched and proclaiming. ‘Okay, everybody!’ he said, a meaningless utterance with no other purpose than to announce that he was there, in charge, that education was about to commence: all eyes on me, if you please.

For I Am Present.

The class quietened. Bums shifted as he called the register. He ticked off their names - Here Here absent Here - moved down the list, adrenalin beginning to ebb now, to adjust: he was teaching.

He was a teacher.

 



One late night in Berlin, curled around an Irish backpacker, curled smokily around her accent and the thickish fact of her body, her  superb thighs, he’d learned something about himself. The cannabis on her breath. The lovely stonedness. She’d harangued him - ‘Ye’re a feckin ladies’ man! I don’t believe it! Go on, tell me ye were never feckin loved as a child’ - trying to read him, chart him, irritatingly sexy. Their love-making was light and dream-like and she was right she was right


He hated those guys, with their expensive shirts and their false  laughs and their sleekness and pearls-before-swine eyes. But when she’d detailed the evidence, there it was. Sex was the lens through which he, Charles Bain, BA (Hons), perceived the world. Gave it clarity, colour, sparkle.

Warmed it.

Receiving head didn’t do much for him but, man, he loved to give it. That kissing and touching, the tapping, the stroking, the circling, all that want and heat and presence. The eeriness of an orgasm. Like someone leaving their body. The mounting roar as Possessed became Exorcised. The rearing, stiffening and softening. This was what hurtled him through life: the clutch and collapse; the network of feints and signs and sighs to navigate in getting there, a map of the stars. When he saw a woman - in the shopping-centre or coffee-shop or, God, the library, c’mon, readers were sexy - he wondered at the moans and gasps she might make, how easy or difficult it would be to arouse her. He wanted to please her, this stranger, fall onto her lap like a gift—

Happy birthday!

Make no mistake, there was nothing of the misogynist in him. He’d never drooled to ‘guys’ in ‘bars’ about ‘chicks’ he’d ‘banged’. It was a force for good, all this flirting, a simple recognition of humanity. It was UN Peacekeeping. It was naturalistic. It was jogging or reading great books or clubbing - coked! Totally In The Moment. It was game theory. Functional. Fun. Fucking wonderful. It was planned or it was unplanned. It was hell, honey, let’s just spend it! If someone wanted to have sex with him, he would; if they didn’t, he’d persuade them that they couldn’t.

Then they did.

In such ways seduction takes place, a natural order of events. Hearts are injured occasionally, yes, but love is a messy business. Surely everyone knows that. And, for Charlie, it was always about love,  a kind of love, this bringing of human beings together. This mingling of desires. This telepathy between bodies. Recognise it? The connection? The rush of blood? The sound of men and women fucking like animals? Like jaguars? How can these things mean  nothing?

 



Nonetheless, he still lived with his mum.

At the age of thirty.

A generation ago on a teachers’ pay: faux-baronial. But this market. Nights in front of the telly upstairs in that same bedroom he’d had till uni, its shifting dreamscape of wallpapers: pirates, clowns, Hulks, Rangers FC crests, simple blue stripes then deep, sad, adolescent black. Then the uni years

then the married years

Now here he was again. The same TV. Same endless TV. Weed from a little hash-pipe cos he hated tobacco: hack hack, fuck that shit, man. Dense-scented smoke coveted richly by the lungs that made soap operas and The Simpsons and Batman Begins an orgy of fulfilment and brilliance, of narrative fascination, of of of sound! and colour! and action! and fuckin thigh-slapping fuckin hahahaha oh man that’s funny, that is so funny, fuckin

Yeah, man

The darkness of the Nine o’Clock News, brooding upon his monged brain. Iraq. Iraq. The weight, the weight of it, down down down on his swirling consciousness, the gravitational pull of a giant global capitalist conspiracy somewhere. Probably. Then switch like roulette to:
Lydia, cant stop thinking about when I pushed deep inside you, and you held me there without moving. On the verge of coming. Been on my mind all day. x

Hey Jackie, still enjoying the ‘modelling portfolio’ you sent last week . . . x

 



Was just thinking, Marie, that it’s the fact that we’re virtually strangers that makes this exciting. x





Nothing.

 



He flicked through Saved Messages for the greatest hits. Ursula. Trixie. Moira. Hot Moira. I want you. I want you to. Feels so horny when you. Across my thighs and over my. To remind himself. Just to remind himself.

 



His mother also sat in a chair in a room before a screen. Downstairs. Sometimes he’d sit up with her at nights, and she didn’t mind. Having him there meant she had her dinners made and her clothes washed, and her clothes ironed, and the rooms cleaned, and bread and milk and papers waiting obediently for her in the morning, and her baths run, and someone to go to the supermarket for her, and her telly programmes recorded, and her breakfast prepared and cups of tea brought to her - No sugar, Mum; More sugar, Charlie - and lightbulbs changed and keys found and birthday/christening/ anniversary cards signed on her behalf and her back scratched and her shoulders massaged and her lottery ticket bought and her lottery ticket checked and her toothpaste changed when it ran out. If it ran out. She just used his. Till it ran out.

Dinner. Soup. Chicken. He coughed and said, ‘So!’

His mum looked at him. ‘So.’ She chewed.

He said, ‘It’s the truth.’

She said, ‘Expect me to believe that?’

‘What?’ he said.

‘Charlie,’ she said. ‘They’re a pair of women’s socks.’

‘No, they’re not,’ he said. ‘Look. Grey. Grey socks.’ He shook them. ‘Grey. Men wear them all the time.’

‘Not ones with pink toes.’ She swallowed a piece of bread. Her eyes alert as a meerkat’s. ‘Look. Son. I really don’t mind.’

‘But I wouldn’t bring anyone back here, Mum.’

‘It’s your room, Charlie, you can have who you like in it.’

‘It’s not my room! I won’t be staying here for long.’

‘You said that three years ago. And c’mon. I heard the door going last night. Giggling, Charlie. You don’t giggle.’

‘I giggle.’

‘Go on, then.’

He giggled.

She shook her head like a concentration-camp guard.

He took out the newspaper and smoothed it onto the table. It crackled. He looked up at her.

‘Just how many are there?’ she said.

He shook his head and the paper and fucking Scotland.

‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘Fully furnished flat in the West End. Double glazing. Near to Hillhead subway station.’

‘Charlie.’ She took his hand. ‘I understand that young men have.  Needs. I’m just saying I hope you’re taking precau—’

‘Mum.’ He stood. ‘We are not having this conversation. I’m a teacher for godsakes, give me some credit.’

He hadn’t been able to find the sock, hurrying Ashley? Ann? Andrea? out of the door as dawn broke, raking his sister’s clothes for a sock for Ashley? Ann? Andrea? because his mum would be getting up, but he hadn’t counted on the toes, the pink toes. A pink-toed tarantula, splayed in his bedroom, incriminating as porn. He put the paper away. His mum smiled. He dipped his roll, watched soup bleed through it, and on the wall was a calendar of stags and hills.

She poured more wine.

‘What are you doing?’ he said.

‘What do you mean what am I doing?’

‘Are you going to have a meal with your wine?’

‘The doctor said an occasional one was okay.’

‘Glass, not bottle.’

She shrugged and topped up her glass. It glugged delicately. His mother sipped. They cut and ate food. She laughed a little again, reached for the salt.

‘Go easy on that stuff.’

‘It’s salt, Charlie. Edible. The Romans ate mountains of it.’

‘Yeah, well, they all died, didn’t they?’

She put down her knife and fork. She tugged her jumper sleeves. He dipped more bread into the soup and chewed. After a long time she said, ‘American Wife Swap is on.’

‘I’m just looking out for you.’

She got up from the dinner table, went to the living room. Charlie cleared the plates, took them to the sink. American Wife Swap. ‘Take my wife … please!’ (Laughter.) ‘I take my wife everywhere, but she keeps finding her way back!’ (D-doom! tsh!) He filled the sink. He made some tea. Brought it through to her. Kissed her head. Then he stood and watched the programme. They’d swapped a militant organic family with a designer couple. The Militant Organics grew their own food, killed their own animals, and would use nothing at all with chemicals in it. They did nuclear-attack fire-drills. They were prepared. That’s what they said. ‘Prepared.’

Designer Couple told the Militant Organics: ‘You’ve been brainwashed.’

One of the kids screamed, ‘No, you have!’

Like sci-fi.

He went to the sink, placed his hands either side of it. In there  were plates and cups; he should wash them. Do this: wash them. But Julie. That flash of peach knickers. That smile. That bell ringing at just the very worst time and the sheer stupidity of what he’d done - at school? At school? The look on Gavin’s face if he’d found Julie there, thighs spread coolly, Charlie grunting away between them, her fingers making indents on his butt as they bucked. The two of them turning and grinning at him like in a horror film . . .

He texted Gavin: Hey mate fancy going out tonight?

. . . twenty seconds . . .

Nah mate not in mood.

Charlie stared at the phone. Tasted each syllable. He considered those moments behind the door, when he’d thought Julie was gesturing to Gavin. He went to call, sighed, slammed closed the phone. Then he opened it again and birled past Abi, Chrissy, Jenna, Jessica, Kirsty, Monica, to N. Nadine. Select. A thumb-tapped sonnet.  Send. He went upstairs to his bedroom and took some coke, some fuckin COKE that’s what we need here fucking COKE my man understandwhatimsaying it’s Friday night oh yes it’s







Always go with women to clubs,  don’t go with men. The company of women makes you seem attractive and  popular, especially if you are making them laugh. Make them laugh! Big loud guffaws so everyone can hear. Others want what your companions have and you have status. Status is everything. What is a man without status? He is like a state without status. Take state from status and you get us. And why are  we going to a club? We a couple of  fags?! Take a dame. Take two dames.  Take a bag of dames! If you get lucky, you aren’t leaving a friend on her own.

You are a winning barbarian and you know it. If chicks don’t bite you can always go home with one of the  hotties you brought with you. That is because they are still laughing at your jokes, my friend.




Int. Nightclub. Glasgow 

CHARLIE and NADINE are dancing. A poster behind them says: ‘National Pop League’. The whole floor stutters with scenesters. There should be a vague prettiness about the way this is shot, an industrial light and magic. These people are Full Strength Indie. The Zoey Van Goey song ‘Foxtrot Vandals’ is playing: ‘I dreamed we danced upon the walls/And on the ceiling dear . . .’ CHARLIE, coked-up and feeling like a movie star, is wearing a cowboy hat, a blazer, jeans and a Karate Kid T-shirt. NADINE looks every inch the Glasgow School of Art student - pixie-like, bobbed hair, fashionable yet utterly out of step with fashion . Charlie often thinks she looks like the novelist Donna Tartt.


 



CHARLIE: Hey, be honest. Will this hat make people think I’m a knob?

NADINE: You’re totally working it, honey.

CHARLIE: What about the eyeliner?

NADINE: Applied it myself so I know it’s good, soldier. Relax. There’s loads of women checking you out.

CHARLIE: Really? Where?

NADINE: (Glances conspiratorially) To your right. Knee-length boots. Stripy dress. Remember the drill? CHARLIE salutes.

NADINE: First day of basic training?

CHARLIE: Never Hesitate. Keep it Light. Smile.

NADINE: You still owe me for setting you up with Gail Cullen.

CHARLIE: That was fifteen years ago. We were still at school.

NADINE: The. Gail. Cullen.

CHARLIE: She. Dumped. Me.

NADINE: Not my fault if you blew it. What do I keep telling  you? Girls that age, any age, don’t want ‘nice guys’. Took you long enough to figure that one out.

CHARLIE: Hm.

NADINE: I created a monster! (Whispers) But a fabulous one (winks).

CHARLIE walks like a fabulous Frankenstein creature.

NADINE: And what about that hen party I got us talking to in Barcelona? Told them you were my shy wee cousin? You fucking were that night. What was wrong with you?

CHARLIE: I think a hen party was the last thing I needed at that stage, Nadine. Given the circumstances.

NADINE: Oh. Yvonne. Forgot. Sorry.

CHARLIE:

NADINE: Heard from her recently?

CHARLIE:

NADINE: Right.

They dance in silence for a bit. The song changes to ‘Loneliness Shines’ by Malcolm Middleton .

CHARLIE: Couldn’t even summon the energy for a wank on that trip.

NADINE: Ha. You liar!

CHARLIE: What do you mean? How would you know? You’ve never seen me wank.

NADINE: I shared Eastern European hostels with you for two months, darling. I didn’t have to see to know. (Peers) Charlie Bain, are you blushing?

CHARLIE: I. Don’t. Blush.

NADINE: But. You. Wank. (Grins) So who’s been checking me out, then?

CHARLIE does a quick sweep.

CHARLIE: Clockwork Orange T-shirt. Behind you.

NADINE: Cute?

CHARLIE: He has ‘creative’ hair.

NADINE checks.

NADINE: Me like! Bet he’s a bass player. Hope he’s a bass player.

CHARLIE: Thought you went for singers?

NADINE: Too obvious. Bass players are totally in this year. Okay, how am I looking?

CHARLIE: Like a fucking Exocet. Target locked, soldier?

NADINE: Locked and loaded, Sarge.

NADINE flicks her hair and dances, sexy-lazy style, to  CLOCKWORK ORANGE GUY. CLOCKWORK ORANGE GUY sees  NADINE, grins and starts dancing with her. CHARLIE  dances for a bit on his own, watching the lights, blissed out. The lights are magical. Glasgow is magical. Everything. Everything. When next he looks at NADINE,  she is kissing CLOCKWORK ORANGE GUY. Twice she flicks her eyes at CHARLIE, something about it like flicking fag ash. He stares at the two of them. NADINE glances back. Then someone takes the hat from CHARLIE’s head and he turns. It is the STRIPY DRESS GIRL whom Nadine pointed out to him. He narrows his eyes and smiles at her.


CHARLIE: ’Scuse me, young lady, I believe that’s my property.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Well. Now it’s back on the market.

CHARLIE: Trust me, you won’t be able to afford the repayments.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Oh, no? And then what?

CHARLIE: I’ll own your ass.


He takes the hat back. STRIPY DRESS GIRL laughs and  starts dancing with him, neat, cool, indie-girl moves. Close-up on her eyelashes: like the skinny, regal legs of synchronised swimmers.


NADINE is staring at the two of them.

CUT TO:




Int. Taxi. Night 

CHARLIE and STRIPY DRESS GIRL are kissing in the back of the taxi. CHARLIE strokes her hair. Beneath his hat she looks small, with her stray curls and those eyes. She looks right at him. They’ve clicked into place now, we can see it. Something inevitable has happened, deep in the DNA. He kisses her. Hard. A subliminal shot: Dracula preparing to bite the neck of a young virgin . They stare into each other’s eyes.


 



STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: So who was that girl you were with all night?

CHARLIE: Nadine? Ach, she’s an old mate of mine.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Where did she go to?

CHARLIE: Dunno.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: You left her in there on her own?

CHARLIE: (Laughs) Hardly. She left with someone before I did.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Oh. That’s quite some … arrangement.

CHARLIE: Yeah. So what?

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: You guys were out on the pull together?

CHARLIE: What’s so strange about that? She’s a mate.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: You don’t go out on the pull with guys?

CHARLIE: Well, who would you want more? The guy standing with a big group of pissheads, or the one with the hot woman?

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Hm. Got it all worked out, you pair, haven’t you?

CHARLIE: Basic psychology. Nadine the Machine, I call her. You should see her turn it on. There’s no guy she couldn’t get. At school she had half of the teachers crying themselves to sleep.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: She sounds charming.

CHARLIE: That’s. Why. It. Works.

STRIPY DRESS GIRL nods slowly.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Has she had you?

CHARLIE: (Pauses) None of your business.

He leans forwards. They kiss again . He touches her face.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Smooth.

CHARLIE: I thought so too! Where do you live?

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: South Side.

CHARLIE: We’re going to fuck. (Smiles) Aren’t we?

STRIPY DRESS GIRL purrs. He shifts against her. Streetlights pulse.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: My bedroom’s a bit of a tip, though. Can we go to yours instead?

CHARLIE: No. My mum might still be up.  STRIPY DRESS GIRL laughs. She looks at him, blank and disbelieving.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Your mum? You’re kidding.

CHARLIE: (Pauses) Obviously.

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Cos I was going to say … still living with your mum is  sad.

CHARLIE: Is it now?

STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Yeah. Talk about not letting go of the apron strings. What’s with that?

CHARLIE: Hm.

CHARLIE turns away to the window and stares. After a few seconds he asks the driver to stop the car. He throws some pound coins onto the seat, glances at STRIPY DRESS GIRL, then gets out and starts walking.


STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Hey, Charlie, where you going?

CHARLIE hails another taxi. It pulls over. He gets in.


STRIPY

DRESS GIRL: Charlie, wait! What about your hat?


Close-up on STRIPY DRESS GIRL holding the hat. Yeah, make sure you get that one. Right close-up.


 



Over the years he’d come to loathe the company of straight men. Straight Glasgow Men. It was their relentlessly dull conversations about football and football and football and cars and football - like this stuff mattered? Still? To adults? He hated the way they talked about women too, in the pub, safely out of earshot, Viking-like about their conquests. Leaning over pints, foot up on the rail at the bottom  of the bar, namechecking the hardware - tits, ass, cunt - not a hint of psychology, of the softcore fizz of consciousness beneath. Are women automobiles? Are they garden furniture! Detail for us, gents, that delicious push-pull of attraction, that melting of inhibitions, the dazed, heavy-light spiralling down into the sheets. Were Charlie an art teacher he’d be begging this crowd of blokeish dilettantes: show us  process. Eh, they’d reply . . . hump them? No! Wrong. Eh . . . grab their tits and that? No, you dolt! You have the sensitivity of a drunk elephant. To be a ladies’ man you must be a feminist. You must think like a woman. A straight, male woman. Groomed and fucking  immaculate. Feminists are a turn-on. Feminists are feminine. Read the literature, lads, even the crazy stuff from the seventies about forswearing men and different societies for each sex and sons being given away like curses, the might and power and drama and opera!

Men, you are too content just to have dicks.

To move them backwards and forwards a bit.

But women weren’t down with the feminism thing any more, even Charlie knew that. He’d ask them straight out over dinner, on dates: ‘Are you a feminist?’ And more and more often they’d hesitate guiltily, the candlelight illuminating their unease, then sigh, ‘I’m all in favour of equal pay, y’know, don’t get me wrong,’ and stutter something about men not being the enemy now, it’s women who are harder on women, then say, ‘Well, y’know, I’m probably a post-feminist if anything,’ because they were being pulled in two different directions. To say you weren’t a feminist would seem disloyal to your sex. Those battles had had to be fought and they were grateful for the opportunities afforded them by the previous generation of women, etc., etc., blah blah. But when it came down to it, they simply loved men more than they loved wo

simply loved men more than they loved wome

Yvon 

Ha! But they were wrong. The feminists, the real ones, keeping the faith, had discovered their own selves - beyond confectionery - nurtured deep inside and crystallised. They were what happened, spectacularly, when you split the atom of a woman - boom! They’d worked it out: clocked guys like him long ago. Being a woman was heave and haul and storm and blood, was quicksilver survival instinct, was a fight against history and destiny. They didn’t give a fuck if he fancied them or not. They didn’t give a fuck full stop. That drove him wild. Powerful women. Bring ’em on. A team of Amazons, of Wonder Womans, of She-Ras and Boudiccas and Pankhursts, lugging the weights of their slavery into the ring and dropping them, clanging, to the floor and staring. Come on then, fucko, they will. With their teeth. Let them pit themselves against him. Let them pit themselves against him and win. He couldn’t stand the weak, needy ones, just did not want to sleep with any of them. There was nothing sexy about weakness: it dripped and sniffed and stooped and apologised for itself. Fight, woman, fight! he wanted to bark. And when they told him they weren’t feminists he’d think: Well, y’know, good luck.

You’re going to need it.

He also loved the company of gay men, but knew they regarded him the way he saw other straight guys: typical, monochrome, boorish. That pissed him off. He was the gay man’s non-gay friend. He would have made a great gay man if only he’d been gay. But as it was they made jokes at his expense, about his straight dancing, straight clothes, straight haircut. He even resented the word ‘straight’, implying as it did something linear and rigid and dull.

He wasn’t dull. Was he dull? He wasn’t dull.

 




It is raining. Yvonne is on Buchanan Street. Yvonne, sodden, coming towards you on crowded Buchanan Street. ‘Baby?’ you say. She won’t  look at you. ‘Yvonne?’ you say. ‘It’s me, baby. Stop. Please.’ She still won’t look at you. Her wedding dress clings to her legs, face dripping with rain, as though she is melting. She is melting. She is melting into water. The giant video screen above Buchanan Street shows cruises, shoes, home furnishings. Your legs slow and slow. She is coming towards you. She is crying. You will console her. You will protect: this was your pledge, that you would protect her, all of her life. Open your arms and feel her body beside yours again, its warmth and heartbeat, its life. She walks right through you. Liquid. She is gone.


she is gone
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The sch o ol day jived around Charlie, to its iPod, in its uniform and trainers. Trainers DESPITE SCHOOL REGULATIONS!!! It was Monday. What was Monday like except Monday? Monday Monday Monday, fucking magnolia man. The school walls, covered with notices about drugs prevention that featured hooded kids armed to take over society. To smash in your windows and kick in your doors. Hitler Youth. He’d just taken a double-period of such kids. Their chewing-gum and folded arms and porn-slack eyes. He’d virtually had to breakdance for them. ‘Whuh?’ they’d said, to every last joke.

‘Darren, are you stoned?’

‘Whuh?’

Wandering past the science block he spotted Monise Ferguson, standing with two of her friends. They were all eating crisps and texting, and probably talking about boys, as though in an actual  comedy-sketch about teens. ‘Hiya, Mr B,’ said Monise’s friend. Her voice went up and down, girlishly, gratingly.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Hi.’

‘Aren’t you going to say hi to Monise?’

Monise tutted.

‘Hello,’ said Charlie.

Monise nodded.

‘None of you girls have seen Miss Carell, have you?’

‘Miss Carell,’ said one, elbowing another.

Charlie looked at them. He couldn’t believe how bristling and brazenly sexual the girls were these days, the extent to which they openly flirted with him.

terriffuckingfying

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Miss Carell.’

‘Hmm,’ they said.

‘Find that funny?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then kindly cease.’

‘Yes, sir.’

They did eyebrow innuendo for a while.

Another tack. ‘Monise, have you seen Miss Carell?’

Monise wriggled in a chamber of embarrassment. ‘Came past about five minutes ago, Char- I mean sir.’

‘Charlie?’ said the girls.

‘Oh, shut up,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ he said, then: ‘Are we looking at your creative writing tomorrow? My room?’

Monise nodded.

‘Good.’

He turned to go and she said, ‘Mr Bain?’

‘Yes?’

‘I read that novel you suggested.’

‘Which one?’

‘The Bell Jar. Loved it.’

‘You did?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘It’s amazing. I could so relate.’

‘Didn’t find it too grim?’

‘No! It was heart-breaking.’


Heart-breaking fought grim with its waves of fuchsia. He let it go. Grim was washed away on a surf of romance, leaving bits of stars as litter. Such was Monise’s world.

‘I mean, Mr Bain, I just thought it was so . . . powerful. And, like,  moving. Just gives a sense of her emotional, like, dislocation.’

‘Reckon?’

‘Yeah! I can’t believe that Ted Hughes. What a bastard!’

‘Hm,’ Charlie said, thinking: This is a woman who, the first time she and Hughes met, bit him on the face! But he recognised that the Plath Stage was a necessary one in Monise’s development as a nascent thinker and feminist and that its appearance now was a Good Thing. Probably.

Monise’s friends were tugging sleeves and pointing to her. Monise touched her hair, shrugged. ‘Anyway, uh,’ she said, ‘see you in class, Mr Bain.’ He nodded, smiled, and left, rather burnished of face. He straightened his tie. An English teacher. A talented pupil. He felt full with literature. Ah . . . ah - sonnet! - choo. Why didn’t it always work like that? It would no more occur to some of these kids to read than it would to take a trip to the zoo. ‘I mean, c’mon!’ he’d say. ‘The zoo! You’re missing out on elephants. And hyenas. And giraffes. Giraffes. Do you know how cool a giraffe is? Up close? An actual giraffe? Their necks are huge. Look at those necks and see how huge they really are. You know they have long necks, but you don’t realise they’ll be that  long! Stare in wonder at the neck of a goddamn giraffe!’

Then he’d pause and say, ‘Well, kids, a book is also like a zoo . . .’

And still. After that? When To Kill A Mockingbird doesn’t do it? And Catcher in the Rye doesn’t do it? And Lord of the Flies and  Sunset Song and The Kite Runner and Curious Incident of the Fried Green Grapes of Gatsby on a Hot Tin Roof and ‘If the Characters in Animal Farm Were Part of the Marvel Universe . . .’ and ‘Iago: The Original Gangsta!’ doesn’t do it, how long do you keep going before you face the fact that, y’know, maybe most kids just don’t like reading?

So when you found one who did.

Who reallyreallyreallyreallydid.


Check you, Monise, they clucked behind him, and Ooh la la and  You so fancy him and Miss Carell’s a fat something something and Mr B’s soooooo fit, but he didn’t hear Monise say a thing.

Good girl.

Charlie went looking for Julie, formulating plots to meet her after school. But Gavin was always walking past her class, glancing in. Tap tap tap, went Gavin’s shoes. Blind Pew. Searching. Searching for him and Julie. Sensing them. A thriller: the plans passed in each kiss, the espionage of the where? the when? the what’ll you be wearing? Julie hadn’t been around at break. Charlie pushed through puffy jackets and schoolbags, crunched through their undergrowth.

Kong!

He found Julie in her room, mussing with jotters and looking kind of fearful about what her desk could do. When she saw him she brought her paper opera to a rest. He shut the door. It clicked softly. They stared at each other.

‘Man,’ he said, ‘I can’t believe those girls sometimes.’

‘I’ve been their age,’ she said. ‘Believe. Believe every bit. What’d they say?’

‘Nothing. Just the way they hinted.’

‘At?’

‘Och, you know the way girls drop hints,’ he said. ‘The kind of hints that destroyed Hiroshima.’

‘About?’

‘Just gossip. Boys. It’s nothing.’

‘Nothing is nothing. What did they say?’

‘Monise Ferguson’s pals?’ he said. ‘Names?’ He click-clicked fingers. ‘One sounds like a car?’

‘Haley Davidson. Wait, hang on, that’s a bike.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ He smirked.

‘Careful.’

‘Tegan!’ he said. ‘Tegan McGann. And the other sounds like she was born in a boutique.’

‘Oh. Kinsella Clarke.’

‘Where do they get them? American first names, Scottish surnames. Exotic spices slapped on top of mince.’

‘Shut up and kiss me.’

She was a dame from an old film. Busty and glam.

‘Grrr,’ he said.

‘Oh!’ she said.

‘Kong!’ he said.

She hammered his chest. ‘Unhand me, you beast!’

He started to kiss her - smooch - and she smiled against his lips.

‘Crystal Duncan,’ he said. ‘There’s another.’

‘Hm,’ said Julie, and pulled him in.

‘Sofia McPhee ... Yasmin Murdoch . . .’

‘Are you kissing me or them?’

 



After work they drove back to Julie’s flat in Hyndland and smoked some weed. They listened to Julie’s stoner folk music, like Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell and Leonard Cohen. Taking its time to unfold. The  sixties, man, the fucking sixties. But when she played that Beatles song, ‘Something’?

‘What?’ she said. ‘This is a beautiful song. It’s about how George Harrison Loves Pattie Boyd Oh So Very Much.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘but you know who else was in love with her?’

‘Eric Clapton?’

‘Exactly. Listen to “Layla”. About the same woman. But written by a man who couldn’t have her.’

‘Raw.’ Julie grinned.

‘On fire,’ Charlie said. ‘Now listen to “Something”.’

They listened to ‘Something’.

Floaty floaty nice nice.

‘That’s the difference between love and pain,’ said Charlie, ‘right there.’

He put his arms around her, in her softly furnished flat - bean-bags, drapes, beads. The place felt as though it had collapsed under a narcotic weight, undulating prettily. She rose and played Songs From A Room. ‘I love Leonard Cohen,’ she said, snuggling into him again. ‘He was sexy.’

‘Was,’ Charlie said.

‘Even now.’

‘Julie,’ he said, ‘he was, like, forty when you were born.’

She wriggled and said, ‘Uh . . . not . . . really.’

‘Seriously?’ he said. ‘How old are you?’

‘Why? Difference does it make?’

‘Well, for a start, Gavin’s a lot younger than you . . .’

She wriggled out from his arms and stared at him. ‘Gavin’s five  years younger than me.’ She pulled on the joint then breathed a dragon. ‘Your point?’

‘I’m six years younger than him.’

‘So what?’ she said. ‘So what? That matter?’

‘Not really,’ he mused, and touched her hair. ‘Not really.’

The weed was making her a bit paranoid. The lines at the side of her face: a narrow fan. Her Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds eyes.

‘I don’t believe you sometimes, Charlie. Way to give a woman a complex. Don’t you think I reckon this is weird enough between us?’

‘What?’ he said. ‘You’re not old. Not old old.’

‘Oh, not old old. Just normal old?’

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘But everyone’s normal old.’

She looked at him. Then: ‘Ha!’ Then: ‘Ha ha ha ha ha ha. That’s so true. Oh, Charlie. Yeah. Hoo. Everyone’s normal old. Hoo.’

Monged.

Julie took another draw, then blew upwards. It spread through the air, ornamental. ‘Older women are defeated,’ she said. ‘Age feels like  defeat.’

He considered it. ‘That’s rubbish. Older women have got it going on.’

‘How?’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘young women just don’t know enough.’

‘About sex?’

‘About anything.’

‘That’s true,’ Julie said.

‘Age makes people smarter.’

‘But slower,’ said Julie, and toked on the joint.

 



He stroked and licked her, then they fucked. The sheets pooled around them as he moved inside her. Their kisses. Limbs. He could feel each tingling moment of it, the stonedness making her skin starry, cosmos-alive. Her fingers in the dip of his back. His cock, deep. She coaxed him further, tensed, and they came, clutching. He eased and held her and they lay wrapped around the sheets for a while. They talked, weed-animated. About singers Julie had fancied in school. Adam Ant  and Tony Hadley (‘Never Simon Le Bon’). About how much they both hated beetroot (‘Stains everything on the plate!’). About terrorism. About work: the endless endless teaching endless marking endless reports endless. About who whups whose ass: the Brontës or Jane Austen (‘Is it three-on-one Kill Bill action?’). About a play Julie had just seen at the Tron. Marvin’s Something Angry. They talked about two divorcing film stars.

They talked about divorcing.

Julie’s Married at age, Divorced at age.

Charlie’s Married at age, Divorced at age.
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Saturday morning started to fade in. Daylight. They kissed. He bent his head to her ear and whispered, ‘Aye, older women aren’t sexy.’ Her body stretched and grinned. Her laughter lines: brilliance. They kissed. He dressed, because he had to get home to make a healthy breakfast for his mother; if he didn’t, she’d just get up and make herself something fried. ‘I’m really sorry,’ he said. ‘She doesn’t keep well.’ ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Julie muttered into the pillow. ‘See you on Monday. You coming to the union meeting?’ ‘No,’ he said. ‘Look, Charlie,’ she said, ‘we can’t avoid Gavin, y’know?’

‘I know,’ he said, and stared at the duvet.

He looked for his socks. He couldn’t find his socks. Fuck was it about socks? In the half-light he roamed for socks, suppressing that guilty, slinking-out feeling because, no, this was Julie. This was Julie Carell. This was not slinking; she was not That. And when he located a sock he fell putting it on and his head cracked against the bedpost and she gave a sleepy thumbs-up, the side of her face pressed into the pillow and smiling.

 



‘Like waking up,’ she’d said.

 



‘Like dying.’

 



What is the trick to teaching a class? Tell us, maestro. Well. Now that you ask. You’ve just made your first mistake. You don’t teach, my young apprentice. You simply tune them up, conduct, and a hymnal music cometh forth. Tappeth your baton. Taketh the register. Daniel Mclntosh? Here, sir. Tori Walsh. Sir. Now, today we are going to think about Voices, class. Voices, sir? Yes, Daniel, the Suppressed Voices of the Working Class. Like funny voices? Daniel does Funny Voices off the Telly. Comedians, sketch-shows, catchphrases. ‘Am I bovvered?

Face? Bovvered?’ The class laugh. Now. They have opened, the tenor of their wee thoughts buzzing in the air, but you must bring them under control, and quickly. You must also do a Funny Voice off the Telly, to prove that you understand their youth-culture frame of reference, and if you succeed they will laugh and you can grasp the threads of their attention - from the air, fine, like spider-silk - draw them away from Daniel and towards you. Maestro, you have your orchestra. You have them in. Now you should hear the lovely sound of their listening - pitch-sharp, dog-sharp, sir-sharp, the edge of their attention singing - and you sharpen those notes further, grind them against the whetstone of your knowledge - so that by the end of the lesson they are in harmony with each other. Like so. (Pinch the thumb and forefinger like this, no, like this.) You have five minutes. A lesson is five minutes. Always five minutes. This is because after five minutes they begin to lose interest. So you move on. Control your orchestra. You are a Conductor. Hit them. Tame that tempest. Hit them. Hit their childish souls with your passion! For liter-at-ure. Make them laugh! Make them question. Make them Think. Think about the structures that surround them every day. Class. Sex. Race. Religion. Screw religion, my young apprentices, a religious brain is a closed brain. Your minds are not closed, what are they, class? Open, sir! Indeed, class. You are individuals. What are you? Individuals, sir! Bring them up. Up. Lower. Toccata and Fugue. Some kid’ll fart a bassoon - Wagner? - neutralise him, cover it with a joke of your own and move on. Don’t give them an opening. This ain’t freeform jazz! You are the conductor. Keep it going. Te-tum te-tum te-tum.

Fuck, yeah.

When Charlie had been a trainee teacher he’d heard this talk from the headmaster of a Catholic school. A Catholic school, for godsakes, those goddamn Catholics with their stupid stupid guilt-then-sin-then-guilt-for-desert-based ‘ethics’. What could Charlie learn from them? But he was giving practical advice, this guy, which the trainees wanted to hear. Tell us what to do when kids set fire to the desks,’ one of the students asked. Everyone laughed. The headmaster smiled and leaned into the lectern. ‘Listen, guys,’ he’d said, ‘you learn to come and go with the kids. It’s not a war. Order must be maintained, certainly, you need to get the class under control. But teaching is all about love. You cannot expect to be a good teacher if you care more about discipline than love.’

Charlie had thought: Yes. Yes. Yes.

‘Stuart Anderson, do I have a head like a peanut?’

Stuart Anderson said, ‘Aye,’ and it was echoed by the class. Faces flashed mirth like parakeet wings.

‘What are we going to read today, class?’

‘Poetry, sir!’

‘And is poetry cool, class?’

‘Naw, sir!’

‘That is correct, class, poetry remains deeply uncool. And so it should. Because cool is the refuge of the insecure. People think in herds, my friends, and you are all unique. You make up your own minds. You must never think in a herd. This is how they will trap  you.’

‘Moo!’ said one.

‘Ha ha. Very good, Steven.’

Steven put horns to his head and stuck out his tongue.

Charlie said: ‘Quite finished?’

‘Aye, sir.’

He nodded. ‘Suited you, though.’

The class laughed.

‘Now, what day is it on January the twenty-fifth?’ said Charlie.

‘Burns Day, sir!’

‘That is correct,’ said Charlie. ‘And what does Burns Day celebrate?’

‘Robert Burns’s birthday, sir!’

‘And who was Robert Burns?’

‘The greatest Scottish poet who ever lived,’ they said, in a mass mumble.

‘Exactly. Poet. Songwriter. Genius. Ladies’ man. No Burns, no Leonard Cohen.’

‘Leonard who, sir?’

‘Ask a geek. Now you all should have memorised by now the song we’re going to sing at the school Burns Supper.’ He tapped an imaginary baton and held his hands in the air. ‘So. When you’re ready, class . . .’

The class shuffled, cleared throats bunged with embarrassment.

‘’Twas on a Monday morning, 
Right early in the year, 
That Charlie came to our town - 
The young Chevalier.’


‘Chorus.’

‘An’ Charlie, he’s my darling, 
My darling, my darling; 
Charlie, he’s my darling - 
The young Chevalier!’


‘Sing up, can’t hear you!’

‘As he was walking up the street,
 The city for to view;  O, there he spied a bonnie lass,
 The window lookin’ through.’


‘Chorus!’

‘An’ Charlie, he’s my darling,
 My darling, my darling;
 Charlie, he’s my darling -
 The young Chevalier!’


‘No reason why I picked this song. Next verse!’

‘Sae light is he, jimped up the stair,
 And tirled at the pin;
 And wha sae ready as hersel’,
 Tae let the laddie in?’


‘And!’

‘An’ Charlie, he’s my darling,
 My darling, my darling;
 Charlie, he’s my darling -
 The young Chevalier!’


‘On your seats! Up! Stand on your seats!’

‘He set his Jenny on his knee,
 All in his Highland dress;
 For brawlie weel he ken’d the way
 To please a bonnie lass.’


‘On the tables!’

‘An’ Charlie, he’s my darling,
 My darling, my darling;
 Charlie, he’s my darling -
 The young!
 Chev!
 a!
 liiieeeeeer!’


Sunlight rang through the window. He looked at them all standing there on the desks, their faces quick and thrilled. ‘Poetry!’ he announced, a rallying to war, ‘Scottish poetry, people!’ The class grinned. ‘With this, boys and girls, we shall overcome. We shall overthrow the tyranny of the British state! And capitalism itself!’

He stared at them, panting. He raised his sword.

‘Soon, my friends. Soon, my brave soldiers. We shall crush the aristocracy, and establish the great Scottish socialist republic! On this very spot!’

The door opened, and there was Baldy Paulson, eyes hawkish, talons clinging to a folder as though fresh from a swoop.

‘Everything all right in here, Mr Bain?’

‘Oh, absolutely, Mr Paulson.’ Charlie smiled. ‘Just practising our song for the Burns Supper.’

‘Ah,’ said Paulson. ‘That’ll be what the noise was. And why it’s all gone a bit Dead Poets Society . . ?’

‘Indeed,’ said Charlie. ‘Projection. All to do with the diaphragm. You want them good and vocal, don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ said Paulson, and lingered a bit before he retreated, surveying the kids. ‘Well, first year, I look forward to hearing you.  Good and vocal.’ Then he retreated, turning for his eyrie, to feed on raw, Charlie-tanged meat.

The door closed.

‘That’s you telt, sir,’ smirked Steven.







‘Art is the enterprise that stops
 the mind from spinning.’


 


Leonard Cohen



Charlie’s sister and her husband visited at tea-time, when Countdown  was on, which was strange since Deborah never visited during the week, encumbered by the pageantry of marriage, motherhood: the changing, the feeding, the teaching of numbers and shapes, the firework tantrums, the gurgle and splash and stream-of-piss at bath-time. Deborah carried wee Elizabeth into the living-room while Jordan looked round with that Napoleonic air of his. He was a car dealer for fucksakes. A second-hand-car dealer.

Mum kissed Deborah and said, ‘Hen!’

Jordan kissed Mum and said, ‘Hi!’

Mum kissed Elizabeth and said, ‘Aww!’

Deborah kissed Charlie and said, ‘Charlie!’

Charlie kissed Elizabeth and said, ‘Twinkles!’

Charlie and Jordan shook hands.

‘Charles,’ said Jordan, prolonging it.

‘Jordan,’ said Charlie, ending it.

‘How’s the teaching? Still filling the kids’ heads with socialist propaganda?’

‘No,’ said Charlie. ‘Doing the Qur’ān with them now.’

‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ said Jordan, draping his leather jacket over a chair, a skin fresh from the hunt. ‘All that politically correct stuff in schools. Like how it’s great to be a poof?’

‘Maybe it is great to be a poof.’

Jordan crossed meaty poof-barriers.

They broke out of their foursome into tea and newspapers and polite talk. Countdown babbled quizzically in the background. Consonant. Vowel. Vowel. Consonant. ‘So, Jordan, how’s the business  coming along?’ said Charlie’s mother. Eight letters. Largesse. Jordan grinned and bounced Elizabeth on his knee. He toyed with her and talked to their mum about his dealership. He told a story about a young couple who’d come in, the male trying to outsmart Jordan, knock him down a couple of grand, show off in front of the girlfriend, about how Jordan had outsmarted him and how the guy - meekly, willingly - not only paid the going price but signed up for warranties, waxing extras, a car stereo: ‘Bought the lot.’

‘He’s not the only one,’ whispered Charlie to Deborah, gesturing to their mother.

‘Very clever,’ said Charlie’s mum. ‘Astute.’

‘Well, you know me, Linda, I’m a businessman.’

‘You’re running a business, Jordan.’

‘It’s not a charity operation.’

‘Nope.’

‘Gotta make a living.’

‘Bills have to be paid.’

‘By hook or by crook.’

‘You’ve always provided, Jordan. You’ve always provided for our Deborah and the wee one.’

Deborah’s eyes rolled and she looked at Charlie. Charlie grinned.

‘That’s a good man,’ said their mother, gesturing theatrically with her wine glass, ‘That’s a GOOD MAN you’ve got there, Deborah.’

Deborah whispered to Charlie, ‘Why don’t they just get a room?’

Charlie whispered: ‘Cos Jordan’s too busy haggling with the manager.’

‘I mean, what am I, Linda? A socialist?’

‘Heaven forfend,’ said Charlie.

Jordan looked at him. ‘Aye, well, it’s a bit easier in the public sector there, Charles, with your seven-week holidays in the summer and  your two weeks off at Easter and Christmas and your guaranteed pensions. I’m out making it work for myself.’

‘Working for himself,’ nodded their mother, sipping.

‘You’ll be all right as the credit crunch hits, Charles, but joes like me?’

Joes? thought Charlie. You’re not a joe. A joe fathered fucking Jesus.

‘And I tell you, if my business goes under, I’ll be straight back out there making it work for my family. You won’t see me in a dole queue. Never taken a handout in my life, have I, Deborah?’

‘Pish,’ said Deborah. ‘I make your dinner for you every night.’

‘He’s a worker,’ said their mother. ‘Least you can do, Deborah, is have a man’s tea ready when he comes in.’

Charlie noticed some wine slosh out of the glass as she waved it. ‘And while you’re at it,’ said Jordan, ‘the three Rs, Charles.

Apprentices coming to me, hardly even got the basics. What are you learning these kids?’

‘Teaching these kids,’ said Charlie.

‘Are you?’ said Jordan. ‘Sometimes I wonder!’

Elizabeth bounced up and down on her father’s knee like a marionette, fists gripping his big forefingers. She giggled and gurgled. ‘Unca Chally!’ Charlie smiled at her as he rose to go to the bathroom.

Deborah followed him out into the hall. ‘Psst!’ she said.

‘No, I’m not. But I want to be. Your man talks some amount of shite, by the way.’

‘I know. Humour him, Charlie. He only does it cos he likes you. It’s just banter.’

‘His kind of banter is banned in Germany,’ said Charlie.

‘Stop it,’ she said. ‘Charlie. You know him better than that. Just because he’s not a socialist doesn’t make him Attila the Hun.’

‘Really?’ he said. ‘Does he still have his season ticket for Ibrox?’
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