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Praise for Kimberly’s Capital Punishment


‘Sees [Milward] shift effortlessly from thrilling new talent to major literary force to be reckoned with . . . Milward contemplates the Big Questions in a bittersweet paean to the UK capital in his own inimitable style and does so with his most impressive series of textual experiments, poetic flashes and lip-smacking imagery to date. His punchy, super-smart prose is driven by an irresistible energy and masterful flair’


Camilla Pia, The List


‘Dark and surreal yarn . . . Milward holds our attention with endearing characters and quirky storytelling techniques . . . a deliciously playful, marvellously adventurous fuck-you of a novel; a confident and assured effort from one of the country’s most inventive young writers’


David Clack, Time Out Book of the Week


‘Even [Milward’s] most ardent fan would have been hard pushed to imagine the glories he would give us with this year’s offering . . . Kimberly’s Capital Punishment is a typically punchy and experimental tale which puts most other 27-year-old British authors firmly in the shade’


Brian Donaldson, The List Best Books of 2012


‘A modern psychedelic masterpiece . . . utterly unique’


Russ Litten, author of Scream If You Want To Go Faster


‘It will blow cobwebs off your soul. Full of panache, heart and hideousness’


Joe Stretch, author of Friction, Wildlife and The Adult


‘[Milward] brilliantly inhabits Kimberly’s persona, with all her skewed logic and lurches into mental imbalance, sustaining a bleakly comic and often laugh-out-loud tone’


The Herald


‘A hilarious experimental novel which requires the reader to take a step back in order to appreciate the ultimately crushing poignancy of the world which [Milward] depicts’


Philip Maughan, The Crack


‘Simultaneously shocking, nauseating and laugh-out-loud good . . . You’ll find his dark comic voice utterly irresistible’


Stylist


‘I can’t help but admire the way he monkeys about with form, his blackly comic ambition, and the sheer demented energy of his storytelling . . . Likeably offbeat’


Edmund Gordon, Sunday Times


‘If you haven’t read anything of Milward’s before, this is a good place to start, and become a fan before everyone starts talking about his wonderfully witty and well-written novels’


Jim Dempsey, Bookmunch


‘A book which is important for publishing and for books themselves . . . Owes more to surrealist painters and film directors than to a specific living prose writer . . . an urban Candide’


Jonathan McAloon, Cuckoo Quarterly


‘Milward’s quicksilver inventiveness, which seems motivated by a truly weird sense of humour, provokes a sort of bewildered admiration’


David Evans, The Independent
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To a certain extent all normal people sometimes wished their loved ones were dead.


Albert Camus, The Outsider (1942)


Oh, outcast of all outcasts most abandoned!—to the earth art thou not forever dead? to its honors, to its flowers, to its golden aspirations?—and a cloud, dense, dismal, and limitless, does it not hang eternally between thy hopes and heavens?


Edgar Allan Poe, ‘William Wilson’ (1839)





Part 1a) Kimberly Clark



I found the eyeball fifteen minutes before I found the rest of him. I stood there in shock for a while, wondering which poor soul had lost it, then I smirked, thinking they’d have quite a bit of trouble finding it again.


The eyeball winked, I think. I bent down with my hands on my knees, to have a closer look. I staggered backwards. Eyeballs are miles bigger than you imagine, what with them being blocked off by the sockets most of the time, and I shivered at it. The stalk was disgusting, like a dog-eared umbilical cord. I wished Stevie was around to show him, although he wasn’t that keen on the eyeball in Demolition Man, and I doubted he’d be very keen on this one either.


You wouldn’t expect to find an eyeball in the middle of a clearing, in the middle of a common, in the middle of the Capital but, then again, you might not expect to find a three-wheeled pushchair, an unopened bottle of Glen’s Vodka, a yo-yo with the string missing, or a purple carrot either. The common was a tip, especially the muddy bit me and the eyeball were standing in. I trod about on the spot, cracking twigs, then carried on looking for Stevie. I was getting thirsty. I think I was developing a sore throat too, and I dreamed of orange juice as I bounded through the trees. In fact, the sun reminded me of a giant orange, slowly being squeezed on the horizon as it began to set. I licked the air.


Stevie loved running away from things. He loved it so much, he did it for a living. Me and him moved to the Capital so he could pursue a career in athletics or, more specifically, the 200m sprint, which is the ideal activity for fast-footed, impatient people who only like to participate in sports for twenty or thirty seconds at a time. Stevie’s legs were like a leopard’s, with freckles all over them. We used to shave them together at bathtime, causing tiny hairy rafts to set sail in the seafoam and, in the early days, I took pride in treating his athlete’s foot for him, as well as all his other athlete’s body parts. He was an incredible sprinter, often coming home from his meets with more gold, silver and bronze necklaces than I’ve got in my entire jewellery box. I was proud of him, but it could be annoying at times, the way he couldn’t stand five minutes in a park or recreation ground without running off. Stevie was a shy boy – I think he enjoyed the peace and quiet of jogging about with only his thoughts for company. The loneliness of the short-distance runner.


Or perhaps he’d already seen the eyeball, and got frightened.


I started waddling like a penguin, going down a steep bit. I was incredibly thirsty by this point, and getting less and less impressed with Stevie. It was about half-past four: time for him to take me to the pub and buy me an orange juice. I grumbled as I stepped in some wet mud. The whole place was dead. Perhaps it was that time of day when no one goes to the common, or perhaps it’s just one of those commons no one ever goes to, no matter what time of day it is. I decided to suck on a Strepsil, dishing a lemon one out of my Medicine Bag.


I could’ve given Stevie a ring but, unfortunately, like a lot of men, he’s a sufferer of a severe socially debilitating disorder known as telephonophobia: the irrational fear of speaking to people on the blower. He didn’t have a phone. He hated talking to people as it was, let alone when they weren’t even present. I’m not sure what came first – his hatred of social interaction, or his st-st-st-stutter.


I sighed, accidentally spitting out the Strepsil. The trees were looking more like burned witches’ fingers, the further I went. A lot of the Capital is haunted, due to the oldness of the place and the many executions and murders that have gone on. Tripping over roots and four-pack plastic rings, I followed the elms back up to the clearing where the eye lived. I scampered carefully round the three-wheeled pushchair and the vodka bottle on tip-toes, hoping not to tread on it accidentally.


‘Stevie?!’ I yelled at the wood. It made my tonsils hurt. I was about to give up on him and head back home in a huff when I spotted something winking at me from under the leaves, and I caught the eye of the eyeball again. Kneeling down, I saw the iris was glittery, like some kind of reflector you might put on your bike. The pupil had changed its focus – it seemed to be staring at something down the mound now, and I frog-hopped on the balls of my feet to get a better view. Lining my two eyes up with the one in the mud, I followed its gaze over the yo-yo, through the legs of the pushchair, underneath some fallen branches, then out across the children’s adventure playground some fifty-odd feet away. Squinting, I could just make out the empty swings, zip-line, bouncy hippos, and a man hanging from the top rung of the climbing frame. I jumped up with fright. Usually when you climb a climbing frame, you hang with your arms above your head, gripping the rungs like a monkey, but this young fellow somehow had the knack of hanging from it with his arms by his sides. He’d tied his shoelaces around his neck, attached himself to the top rung, and let himself drop.


My throat was so sore, I couldn’t get a scream out. I was paralysed – in fact, the whole area of woodland was suddenly still and quiet, except for my heart clattering in my ribcage. After ten seconds of shock, I coughed and wiped my face. All I wanted was for Stevie to be there, to have someone to hug, and cry on. I span around, desperately calling his name. After about ten seconds of doing that, finally I clocked him, lingering some fifty-odd feet away. I sprinted towards him, with my arms outstretched. I burst into tears, grabbing him. He didn’t grab me back. He just swayed a bit, hanging there from the top rung of the climbing frame. With his arms by his sides. And one eye missing.


I couldn’t save Stevie in time:
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When I first met Stevie in the Southern Cross pub in Marton-in-Middlesbrough, the first thing that drew me to him was his eyes. It’s a well-known fact that humans are naturally drawn to each other’s eyes, but Stevie’s were special. Like quite a few folk in Teesside, Stevie was of Scandinavian descent. And, while he shared many physical attributes with the Vikings (like height, and near-transparent hair), it was the low amounts of melanin in his iris stroma that made my legs go to jelly that evening in the Cross. His eyes were like crystal balls: as soon as I looked into them, I knew he was the one. They were beautiful, the irises speckled with various shades of grey, like moon maps. Stevie wasn’t conventionally good-looking (and, to be honest, it’s hard to fully trust a man who shaves his legs more often than you), but his eyes were the main attraction for me over the years. Unfortunately for Stevie, the low melanin count meant it was painful for him to look at bright objects (so we rarely went out in the sun, or to nightclubs, or fairgrounds), but at least he wasn’t albino. Red eyes would have been a turn-off.


Unlike Stevie, the magpie, Pica pica, loves (and collects) bright objects. They’re a pest. Famously one of the most sinister birds around, magpies enjoy devouring helpless insects, swaggering about like tiny tuxedoed gangsters, harassing cats and other birds, and stealing jewellery. Apparently it’s the males that go mad for all your sparkly things, in an attempt to attract females during mating season (the bird equivalent of your boyfriend buying you a nice brooch in the hope of getting you into bed). However, despite all their glamour, magpies will always be associated with death and sorrow. According to folklore, they all go around with Satan’s blood in their beaks and, when Jesus was crucified, they didn’t cry, and couldn’t even be bothered wearing full black mourning gear. They didn’t mourn Stevie’s death either – in fact, I was convinced I could hear a group of them cackling in the woodland. And I couldn’t help feeling that, while Stevie was hanging there on the kids’ climbing frame, one of the little bastards (one for sorrow. . . surely not five for silver?) must’ve burst out of the sky and peck-peck-peck-peck-pecked his beautiful, bright right eye out. I just hope to God Stevie was already dead by the time they got to him.


Ironically, Stevie always used to go on about hating ‘the Magpies’, but I think he meant Newcastle United, not the birds.


The Necropolitan Police agreed it was suicide, which was kind of them. I think it was Stevie’s Joy Division T-shirt that settled it. It was the creamy Closer one – the one with the dead bloke on it, and the woman having a good old mourn.


I was still in shock when the police turned up, after shakily tapping 999 into my Sony Ericsson. While it was my first ever first-hand experience of death, for them it must’ve been fairly routine, turning up to the scene of a suicide to find a person bawling their eyes out. I couldn’t watch as they untangled Stevie from the climbing frame. His body made a horrid thud when it hit the soft play bark. They hoisted him onto a trolley and wheeled him into the ambulance, covering his big blue face with a sheet because he was much too depressing to look at.


I didn’t have a tissue, so my fingers were sadly synchronised-swimming in a pool of tears. One of the younger policemen wasn’t sure whether to put his arm around me, but he stayed with me as the ambulance trundled off the common. They didn’t even bother putting on the siren – Stevie was definitely definitely dead, they said. I felt cold and hollow. The young policeman said I should go home and get some rest, and they’d be in touch in a few days when they knew some more. I sobbed and nodded. I wondered what more there was to know. Perhaps there was a chance he might come back to life after a quick go on their defibrillators.


My cardigan cuffs were drenched now in snot and saltwater, and I shivered all my little hairs on end as I slumped away from the disaster spot. I had that horrible sudden sinking feeling of being completely and utterly alone on the planet.


Skirting the clearing where the eyeball had been, I watched the clouds churn into gruesome faces, and all of them were Stevie’s. I hoped he’d made it into Heaven alright. I stumbled down the path, with the whole landscape swaying either side of me. The tears were easing now, leaving me with just an empty, panicky feeling, with blurred edges. Before long, I remembered how thirsty I’d been, so I pointed myself towards the shops, trudging zombie-fashion past brokeLads and the New Capital Kebab. The streets began to get peppered with not only raindrops, but people too, and seeing all those unfamiliar faces just made me feel even colder and more alone. I felt the tears brewing again in my skull, pressing on down Turnpike Lane with my head lowered, hoping not to spill them on anyone.


The first pub I came to was a Wetherspoon’s. It was a typically vast affair, with football news on the telly, and a mute Polish person serving behind the bar. It appeared to be Unhappy Hour. I was in no mood to smile, but I managed to muster up a ‘Please’ and a ‘Thanks’ when I ordered my orange juice. I took it back to an empty table. I sat down with my back to everybody.


As I stared at the grain in the tabletop, Stevie’s blue face kept fl-fl-flickering between the whites of my eyes and the black of the backs of my eyelids. I figured the image would haunt me for many years to come. I saw him hanging off the fancy lampshades, and hanging off the edge of the bar. I saw him hanging off the bowls of sauce sachets. I saw him hanging off an old patron’s nose. Sniffing, I couldn’t help hanging more tears off my eyelashes, and dropping them one by one into my orange juice, creating a new sour, salty cocktail. I was glad I’d turned away from the folk in the pub – I didn’t want any attention from the loud, annoying bloke with the seal-like whiskers, or the fellow honk honk honking with laughter on his own in the corner, or the mute Pole.


It didn’t feel right sitting in a pub without my Stevie, even though typically he’d be staring over my shoulder at the football news and not talking. It made my whole body convulse, to think I had to go home that night and wake up without him for the rest of my life, and do something about his dirty washing, and his CDs, and his MFC programmes, and Tuesday’s uneaten Margherita he was saving. I sipped more salty orange. I guessed I’d have to give all his clothes to a charity shop, but that made me feel even sicker, imagining someone else going round in his sweatshirts and cycling shorts, pretending to be Stevie. I wondered what the police would do with the Nike trainers, off-white socks, shellsuit bottoms, Calvin Classics boxers, creamy Closer T-shirt, and jade green parka he had on when he killed himself. I wondered if they’d bury him in them. Or burn them.


I cried a bit more. I’d stopped wearing make-up around that time, so I wasn’t turning my face into a vast Expressionist painting, for example ‘The Scream’. When I came to the end of the orange juice and tears, I carried on sitting there in silence, watching the last dregs of juice crawl back to the bottom of the glass. A lot of police cars were zooming around outside with their sirens on, puncturing the silence, and I wondered if they’d stuffed Stevie into the lockers yet at the morgue. It made me want to vomit, the idea that once someone dies, there’s nothing you can do to ever see or speak to them again. I wish I could’ve undone Stevie’s shoelaces and brought him back to life with them like a puppet but, sadly, he was irreversibly suffocated and brain-dead.


I got up from the table. I took my glass back to the bar. I headed out onto Green Lanes. I watched a bird crashing into a cloud.


Once I was back out in public, I did my best to suppress the rest of the tears. As I slumped towards the bus stop, every step made my heart and gut ache. In a way, I looked forward to getting back to the flat and flooding it with uninhibited projectile crying.


Perhaps the saddest thing about Stevie dying was me having to spread even more sadness by letting everyone know about it – or perhaps the saddest thing was me having to sleep alone that night in the bed that was too big even for the two of us. I stood in the bus shelter, squashed next to some strangers. I hated myself, and I decided I might as well go back to the flat and kill myself too – because the saddest thing about Stevie dying was having to live with the knowledge it wasn’t Stevie’s fault.


It was mine.


While there was nothing particularly bad about Stevie per se, after four years of hardcore commitment I was desperate to get rid of him. Weirdly, it was all the things that made him a good boyfriend (like pampering me incessantly, or pledging his undying allegiance to me, or cuddling me non-stop in front of strangers) that drove me away from him.


At least twice a day, Stevie would stutter: ‘I l-l-love you, I want want want to be with you for e-e-e-ever and ever.’


And I would say back: ‘Ah yes, I feel the same Stevie.’


Meanwhile, my brain would be elsewhere, plotting our escape.


I was born to the sound of cackling witches on the thirty-first of October. The year was 1984, or so I was told. I don’t remember the actual birth. I still feel about eighteen so, for all I know, the year might’ve been 1989. Technically I’m twenty-three though.


On the sixteenth of June 2003, I accidentally walked into the cross-hairs of Stevie’s silver eyes in the Southern Cross pub, and we threw countless shots of tequila down our necks, and ended up jumping up and down on each other round his mam’s house on Captain Cook’s Crescent. An orgasm popped its head out from between my legs for the first time in the company of somebody else. Then, in the following months, orgasms were a regular fixture round Stevie’s mam’s house. Four strenuous years later there were precious little orgasms for Stevie or Kimberly in their poxy one-bedroom flat above a Halal butcher’s in the south of Tottenham in the north of the Capital. Stevie joined a prestigious athletics club and went out running every other evening while I stayed at home joining up the dot-to-dots in my bumper puzzle book. I was beginning to lead the boring soulless life of a half-dead housewife. During this period, I probably felt about sixty-five.


The worst thing about being in a rock-steady relationship is the indifference you begin to feel towards your partner. If someone keeps telling you they’re going to stick by you forever and ever, you feel less and less need to impress them, or dress well, or even do your hair in the morning. On the face of it, there was nothing bad about coming home each day to a ready-made cup of tea and a pair of men’s lips – it’s just I stopped paying attention to what those lips had to say to me. Plus, the idea of slowly rotting and dying in the arms of an average-looking stuttering lover made me want to lemon-squeeze my own head. After four years of going out with someone, you stop enjoying yourself in nightclubs, you stop showering every day, and you stop having ravenous rabbit sex. I think the scientific term is ‘overfamiliarity’.


Understandably, Stevie loved me very much. I was outgoing, quick-witted, and I was famous for possessing the Guillotine: a platinum-blonde bob so straight and sharp it could roll heads. However, I was also a melodramatic hypochondriac (or so people reckon – in fact, I’m just a normal person who happens to get ill all the time), and there were certain things about Stevie that gave me irritable bowel syndrome. For example, the secret to Stevie’s sprinting success was this: to get that perfect, aggressive acceleration round the track, Stevie would imagine I’d just been raped, and he was chasing after my assailant. It made watching him compete somewhat disturbing. After enduring his first four sweaty pink-faced victories, I decided to just stay at home and listen to him on local radio instead. My irritable bowels were soothed.


Occasionally, at less important meets, he’d imagine a young hunk getting off with me in a nightclub, and charging after him to give him a good old pounding in the head. Meanwhile, back at the Halal butcher’s, I’d sit around doing the puzzle book, imagining a young hunk getting off with me in a nightclub, and charging after him to give him a good old pounding in bed. My feelings for Stevie were faltering, like a ship’s compass veering off-course towards sunnier climes. I wanted to feel young and happy again. And this was how I managed it:


I decided to be a horrible person.


One of humanity’s favourite pastimes is destroying things. For example, the other day I was wandering past the Dutch Pub on the High Road, when I was greeted by a giant swastika someone had etched into the freshly squirted concrete. And next to the swastika: a pair of lopsided breasts.


Is everyone born nasty? I’ve often wondered why people like to slash brand-new bus seats, or badmouth you, or key your car, or break the legs off your Barbie dolls. Perhaps it’s got something to do with the original rebel without a clue, Oedipus – the Greek fellow who was destined from birth to kill his father and fuck his mother. Or perhaps it’s more to do with getting a boost up the food chain. Bully or be bullied.


Around the time I turned fourteen, people at school began to comment on my ‘evil eyes’. Some people are blessed with beautiful, soft, symmetrical eyes (like Stevie), while others (me) are cursed with slightly upturned, cat-like, ‘evil’ eyes, set beneath Draculaesque upside-down-V eyebrows. Once I discovered the delights of tweezers and make-up, I managed to exorcise my demonic peepers with certain eyeshadows, but I still think people act suspicious around me.


Part of the reason I invested in the Guillotine was to detract people’s attention from my devil eyes. I must stress, though, I’m not actually evil. When I first decided to be horrible to my boyfriend, it was more of an experiment than a malicious attack on the person I robotically said ‘I love you’ to every night before lights out. It wasn’t revenge – Stevie hadn’t done anything wrong. It was just unnerving to think he loved me so intensely, so unconditionally, that the only escape route would involve me falsely reciprocating his love, or breaking his heart into millions of whimpering pieces. Stevie was soft and cuddly, but incredibly suffocating: a bit like a pillow, if you smother someone to death with it.


Humans are famously never satisfied with anything. In fact, I think it’s my constant search for perfection in men that makes me a terrible lover. The other man’s grass is always greener, after all, and the other man’s cheekbones are always in slightly better accordance to da Vinci’s Golden Ratio, I find.


On top of all that, if you put two grown-ups in a ‘serious’ relationship, for some unknown reason they sometimes start speaking to each other like toddlers. Instead of trying to entertain each other with wisdom and wisecracks like in the early days, they give each other pet names and just giggle and gurgle gobbledygook to fill the silences. At first it’s endearing. Four years down the line, it’s more like torturous regression.


I didn’t want to be a helpless toddler any more. I missed the single life, where you don’t have to do someone else’s washing, be a victim to someone’s crap sexual fantasies, or sit in silence with a man screaming at twenty-two millionaires doing their Saturday jobs. I hated sport. During those long tiresome evenings, pretending to be interested in televised kabaddi, I’d whisk myself off in my head to a fruity, forbidden land of discos, handsome strangers, swapped phone numbers and swapped bodily fluids. It was a Tuesday night – I was being hypnotised by Tottenham Hot Sperm vs Arsenumb on the box – when I first pondered how I’d get rid of Stevie. Stupidly, I’d been nice to him and agreed to go down the Dutch Pub to watch the football, but that was all going to change. Sipping a pint of flat Coke, I concocted a list of subtle – yet sinister – schemes to wean Stevie off poor lifeless Kimberly. It started with an accidental kick under the table to Stevie’s left shin. It ended with him strangled to death by four pairs of shoelaces. And what follows are all the intermediary bits.


Kimberly Clark in... the Attack of the Red Mittens


For someone who went running every day and regularly drank Lucozade, Stevie was lazy. I think, in a way, he prided himself on being on the brink of Olympic-sized fame, and expected some sort of special treatment from me. While Stevie did cook our tea every night (the fun part), I was made to do all the washing-up (the dull part), and it was also my job to do the laundry, make the bed, and rearrange the living space after we’d had a ‘party’ (me and Stevie drinking booze in front of the telly, rather than eating tuna and cucumber sandwiches and drinking water in front of the telly).


I love cleanliness, but I hate doing the actual cleaning. I have an intense fear of touching germs, dust and old food stains, which makes it difficult for me to be happy on buses, or in doctors’ waiting rooms, or down on the Subterranean Ghost Train. Once, I got pressurised into buying an ex-library copy of Hamlet off a tramp, and I could only bear to read it after disinfecting each page with a mild Dettol wipe.


Oh, summer. August is not only the time of year when the sun’s at its fullest – and bugs and bacteria are at their happiest – but it also heralds the arrival of the annual Amateur Athletics Association Championships. Last year, Stevie spent every day in the lead-up to the event revolving round the track at his club close to White Hart Lane, while I stayed at home doing the chores and being bored. I’d just been up the hill to get some shopping, and I was soaking wet with sweat as I sat there chomping on my Somerfield’s Worst™ Lasagne-for-One.


When the last of the pasta had gone down the chute, I chucked the tub to one side and sighed. To spite Stevie, I’d started leaving dirty dishes all around the flat. However, since he’d been out training so much, he was yet to recognise it as an act of bad will. He probably just thought I was forgetful, or ill again.


After two weeks of rampant mould growth, it was me who was most aggravated by the plates. I felt sick, getting stared out by all the shigella and salmonella bugs as I wandered from room to room. I couldn’t bear it any longer. I put on Marigolds and a nose-peg and gave the flat a summer-clean, cursing myself. It was lonely up there above the butcher’s, and so far my wicked scheme to turn Stevie against me was proving fruitless. I made a mental note: slovenliness annoys me far more than it does my boyfriend.


With all the washing-up done and all the dust dusted, I felt on a bit of a roll with the cleaning, as you do. Stevie’s first heat for the AAAs was in a couple of days, and he prided himself on having the brightest, whitest, nicest athletics kit on the running track. He reckoned his kit could blind the other competitors and help him on his way to victory. Sorting through the snowy mountain of dirty whites in the bedroom, I picked out Stevie’s best sprinting vest, shorts, socks and boxers, a couple of my white dog-eared knickers, a white dressing gown I wasn’t keen on, and last Chrimbo’s red mittens, with the holly motif. My heart pounded childishly, as I stuffed everything into the washing-machine’s belly, then set it on ninety degrees and went back through to watch some telly.


Two days later I was wobbling with excitement on a fold-down seat in a grandiose sports arena in Birmingham. The sun was at its peak, like the star on a huge invisible Christmas tree, and I peered through insectoid sunglasses as the runners jogged confidently out of the tunnel.


It was time for the 200m dash. My stomach gurgled as the competitors lined up in their pristine whites and slightly off-whites, with numbers Sellotaped across their chests. I spotted Stevie straight away and gave him a big daft wave. He just ignored me though. For the first time in his sporting career he looked sheepish, unconfident, hopping about on the spot in his shrunken bubblegum-pink sprinting outfit. I laughed hysterically behind very serious, shut lips.


When the man with the golden moustache fired the starting pistol, all the bright white runners – and the silly one in pink – galloped full-pelt towards the finishing line. Everyone was cheering and jeering. I could hardly watch. By the look on Stevie’s face, I don’t think he was imagining me being raped this time. He was probably imagining me being murdered. But, whatever it was going through the boy’s head, unfortunately Stevie didn’t manage to qualify for the finals of the AAAs.


Kimberly Clark in... the Mystery of the Three Periods


I have a special talent: I can have three periods in one month, if I want.


After the racing-whites incident, things between me and Stevie began to go beautifully downhill. It’s strange – I’d spent the first years of our relationship trying to suss out what made him smile, and what made his cock fire white javelins, only to find what I really wanted was for him to frown, and for his cock to do the Fosbury Flop.


There’s no easier way to frustrate a man than to deprive him of sex. Men are ravenous, horny beasts, but women can be beastly too. Even after four years of the same old sex-by-numbers, me and Stevie still managed to have it away three or four times a week, discounting the week I got the painters in, of course. We were very particular about not having bright red sex.


For a whole two days after Stevie’s upset on the running track, he lazed about the flat grumbling to himself, making a lot of pink noise. I saw much more of him than usual, but talked to him much less. Since I was the not-so-proud owner of an inferiority complex, I was usually the first to apologise after an argument but, by this time, it was too much of a thrill to watch our relationship fall apart, so I kept my mouth shut.


However, I must stress, I didn’t want to kill the lad. Yes, true love requires you to occasionally want to kill your partner, but that doesn’t mean you actually want them to die permanently. I didn’t want Stevie to hate me, just dislike me intensely for a few weeks and realise I’m not quite as perfect as he thought I was. It was always my hope for us to stay friends after all the cruelty – I imagined going to more of his meets, once he’d started imagining a different girlfriend being raped. In fact, I was looking forward to Stevie having a new bird, and perhaps going for cocktails with her, and chattering about all his bad points. I imagined I’d get on well with her – providing she wasn’t better looking than me.


After the full two days of not talking to each other, I decided to break the silence by having loud foghorn sex with Stevie in the other room. It was to be our final screw. Even while I was bouncing up and down on his pelvis, bracing myself for the soggy bit, I knew I was being too nice to him. So I decided to bite him. But that only spurred him on more – suddenly Stevie was grinning wildly, his legs vibrating like a huge fleshy tuning-fork. I was enjoying it too, but only enjoying it in the way you enjoy watching your favourite film over and over again: you know all the action and dialogue off by heart, and I felt like fast-forwarding to the bit where Stevie and Kimberly topple off each other with wiped organs, and go back to sleep. Fin.


I slept till eleven the next morning. I didn’t have a job back then – Stevie was the sole breadwinner, what with his flashy sponsorship deals and full Lottery funding. After the cock-up at the AAAs, Stevie began to fret about money – he kept saying his career was going down the toilet. I mentioned to him a career is actually an abstract concept and can’t physically fit down any drainage system (especially not in our tiny Victorian flat), and he started grumbling again. I smiled at his back, glad to be an annoying cow.


Soon, Stevie realised the only pleasure I was capable of giving him was through the ancient art of coitus. Over the following weeks, Stevie stayed at home while his fit friends jetted off to Osaka to train with the national sprinting team, and he spent at least ten minutes every hour trying to stroke me, kiss me and fish-hook me into his bed. I just yawned though, or actually said the words, ‘Naw, naw, I’m too tired.’ Or I’d make out I was coming down with the flu, or hay fever, or food poisoning, or meningitis, or myxomatosis. ‘Th-th-there’s nothing even wr-wr-wr-wrong with y-you,’ Stevie would plead. So I’d go into the bathroom and stick my fingers down my throat, then bring him in and show him the frothy sick in the toilet. And I’d forget to flush, or brush my teeth.


It was a constant juggling act, dunking Stevie deeper and deeper into depression, then quickly hoisting him back out before he realised I was being sadistic on purpose. The cruelty had to appear natural if the plan was going to work.


One day in mid-September, me and Stevie decided to go for a stroll round our local recreation ground, Downhills Park, where all the winding tarmac paths go magically downhill, like in an MC Escher drawing.


Me and Stevie got all the way down down down to the BMX circuit without saying a word to each other, before my boyfriend finally bit the bullet, and piped up with this premeditated, serious speech:


‘Eh, K-Kim, I was g-g-going to ask, er, like, do do do you think we’re going d-downhill?’


I raised an upside-down-V eyebrow.


‘I feel like you’re g-going off me. I mean, I st-st-still love you and all that, it’s s-sound, we’re not not splitting up, I think it’s j-j-j-j-just the s-sex and that. It’s like you k-keep making up excuses. I dunno, I I I I know you get d-dead ill all the time, but but but I j-just want things back to how it was. I p-proper love you.’


So, I agreed to have more sex with Stevie, just to sh-shut him up, and we walked on down down down towards the pond with slightly jauntier footsteps. But, of course, I had another trick up my sleeve. Or rather, up my fallopian tubes. I looked up at the bright blue food-dye sky and smiled, thinking about menstruation.


When I was eleven, I was the only girl in my class who cried when we found out we had to bloody our knickers once a month for nothing. I’ve always been afraid of haemoglobin, and I thought I was going to pass out. I blame not having any sisters – I was clueless. Those insolent bints Stacey Garrick and Marie O’Shea had apparently conjured up six periods between them already, but I bet it was just too much beetroot in their diets.


With such an initial fear of the old ‘Japanese flag’, it’s strange to think twelve years later I’d gladly wave three of those flags in one month. Once I’d been going out with Stevie half a year (and had him thoroughly checked out at the doc’s), I started taking the Pill: the contraceptive one. Straight away it cleared up the latex rash I seemed to be harbouring in my pants but, on the flipside, it gave me bad skin and bad dreams. One involved a skeleton with syphilitic bumps on its skull, gyrating and thrusting its pelvis in a battleship-grey apartment. I think the dream meant I didn’t fancy an STD. As soon as Stevie came back from the doctor’s with a clean bill of sexual health, the bad dreams softened.


Aside from the nightmares, the Pill made my periods less messy, made my boobs bigger, and made my overall temperament slightly grumpier. The Pill also turns your reproductive system into a kind of cuckoo clock except, instead of a cuckoo, it pings a stinking period out of your womb every twenty-eight days, on the dot. After munching one pill a day for twenty-one days, you stop taking it for a week (the ‘placebo week’), during which you have your ‘withdrawal bleed’ (or ‘phantom period’, as I like to call it) then, seven days later, you start munching on a new pack of pills again. This process goes on as long as you keep taking your prescription, like your ovaries have turned themselves into very slow egg-timers, except it just so happens they don’t release any eggs.


Like any medication, the Pill can be exploited to sinister effect. If, for example, your boyfriend doesn’t like having sex with you when you’re on your period and therefore you want to have as many periods as possible in one month so he’ll get frustrated and ultimately not love you any more, here’s my advice: After your latest phantom period, start taking the pills in a new packet, as normal. Say, if you take your first Pill on a Monday, keep taking it on Tuesday and Wednesday and Thursday, then stop. This makes your womb frown and scratch its chin, fooling it into thinking it’s the placebo week again, and it spits out whatever menstrual tissue you’ve got left up there. It should certainly be browny-red and sludgy enough to keep your boyfriend’s bits away from you for another week. Then, repeat as required.


Stevie was tetchy that week. He kept stalking round the flat like a starving wildcat. I humoured him, blaming the onslaught of blood on ‘breakthrough bleeding’ or ‘spotting’, or the moon’s position in the sky, or the bad feng shui of the flat. Meanwhile, my womb would be gently cackling inside me, with a bloody nose. I cackled too, curled up on the sofa with two hot water bottles pressed to my front and back.


Kimberly Clark and... the Hamster from Hell


Meet my hamster. Be careful though – he might bite your hand off.


I bought Lucifer to keep me company on the lonely, lasagne-flavoured evenings in that flat. At the pet shop, JG Thomas & Sons, he seemed like a good-natured fellow, cowering in the sawdust before doing a sprint for me and Stevie on his blue wheel (which Stevie appreciated) but, once we got him back to Tottenham, he soon turned out to be a vicious, bloodthirsty beast. I think he’s got psychological problems. By the time we got Lucifer off the 41 and into the flat, he’d already chewed through both ends of his cardboard lodgings, and got started on the palms of Stevie’s hands.


Like Stevie, Lucifer’s got very little melanin in his irises. In fact, he’s albino. Lucifer got the name partly because of the red eyes, and partly because he leaves a Habitrail of destruction everywhere he goes. Once we got him into his cage – kitted out with swings and roundabouts, a so-called Mush-Room to sleep in and a brand-new blue wheel – all Lucifer wanted to do was vandalise it. Me and Stevie tried our best to calm him down, gently lowering our hands into Hell to give him a stroke, but Lucifer was hellbent on decapitating us. We spent the first week or so with our fingers in plasters.


By the time Lucifer was eight months old, he’d almost chewed an escape route out of the cage. In a way, I could see parallels between myself and the hamster – while Lucifer had a nice roof over his head and all the love and attention he needed, he must’ve felt suffocated by the same old scenery, and the ultimate lack of freedom. At times I’d sit in front of his cage, as if looking into a strange mirror, wishing I could let him roam the flat, or roam the world, without risking him just ruining everything or dying. He was the only hamster I’d heard growl in my life, but I loved him. Sometimes I felt I had more in common with that hamster than I did my own boyfriend.


I like hamsters. Stevie liked football. His only gripe with the beautiful game was our television not showing many of the matches due to its lack of Sky, and season tickets being so expensive (and Middlesbrough being so far away, and so hopeless). This meant Stevie spent a lot of time down the local pubs – like the Dutch Pub, the Fountain, the Lord Parmo – despite not being a big drinker. Usually, he’d just sit in the corner sipping a fruit juice, eyes fixed on Sky Sports or Setanta, avoiding the glances of all the hard-looking black and Polish patrons. Sometimes I’d join him, if I fancied being bored in slightly different environs to the flat. Otherwise, I’d just stay at home, contemplating taking up knitting, or stamp collecting, or murder.


One of the best days of Stevie’s life was when they announced Middlesbrough were to play Sheffield United on terrestrial telly, in the FA Cup fifth round. It was my idea of Hell. The day before the big match, Stevie had to go running in his pink outfit at the Data Connection Open, and he demanded I go to Tesco for some supplies: cheese footballs, chicken legs, Doritos, fizzy pop, fresh orange, one can of Carlsberg lager, and a four-pack of Smirnoff Ice for me. I ambled aimlessly round the aisles. I hate supermarkets. Not only do you have to manoeuvre round annoying kids, mams and sociopathic males in the white glare of twelve or so aisles, but you also have to carry your shopping all the way home, with only two feeble arms. I had to wait fifteen minutes for a bus, feeling my tendons being stretched like razor wire while the rain came down. Then, the bus was absolutely rammed and steamy, and I felt flu-ridden and homicidal by the time I squelched back up the stairs to Flat D.


I splashed down on the sofa, then slowly evaporated once I’d pulled my shoes and socks off and turned up the heating. Round about four, Stevie came back from his Open in good spirits, or at least his footsteps sounded chirpy as he bounded across the carpet. Not that I was listening. Twiddling my thumbs, I was tucked up in bed next-door, in the dark, dreaming up revenge for my soaking. My first idea was to leave the shopping bags on the breakfast bar, instead of unpacking them. Yes! Imagine Stevie’s face, waking up to a lukewarm can of Carlsberg! I groaned. I decided to mull it over a bit longer.


At about sundown, Stevie joined me in bed. He said he was shattered after such a s-s-successful spot of sprinting, but I think he was just looking for an excuse to get his naked body next to mine in a socially acceptable place to harass me.


It was my first week in a while without a period, and Stevie ‘Mmmmm’ed as he clamped his clammy arms around me. He tried to kiss my ears, neck and back, but I stiffened and said, ‘Naw, Stevie. I’m too tired. I’m in bed, aren’t I. . .’


Stevie grunted sadly. We turned out the lights. It was only about seven but, since Stevie was apparently so shattered after such a s-s-successful spot of sprinting, he had to force himself to sleep, so as not to lose face. I revelled in his twisting and turning.


By eleven, Stevie had managed to black himself out. I put on the dotty cardigan and crept out of the bedroom, quietly moving my tiptoes in time with Stevie’s bellowing breaths so as not to rouse him. He’d gone and left the curtains open in the living space – the whole place was doused in this lovely, fake blue moonlight. I felt shy when the double-decker 243 rumbled past, but none of the stony passengers caught my eye as I stood there in semi-nakedness. I whizzed the curtains shut. Then, I shuffled towards the TV, which was sleeping soundly on standby, next to the flowering cactus and Lucifer’s cage. Lucifer had been condemned to live in the living space by Stevie, who complained about strange noises and insomnia after Lucifer’s trial run in our bedroom.


I turned on the lamp, which had a shade patterned with diamonds and what looked like Hula Hoops. My shadow jumped across to the opposite side of the room, watching me as I switched the TV off at the wall and uncoiled the power cable. I dangled the plastic wire into Lucifer’s cage, then flick-flicked on the bars, to get him interested. Lucifer was in his favourite spot under the Mush-Room, and he smiled when he saw the telly cable. He knew what to do. I switched the lamp off again and left him to it, creeping back into bed with even lighter footsteps.


The next morning, Stevie awoke – very groggy – at 10.30 a.m. He’d managed to oversleep twice his usual amount (fourteen hours, as opposed to his usually strict seven), and he looked grotesque as he got dressed in his worst clothes. My intestines were squirming about with excitement, knitting themselves into gooey, gruesome plaits. Stevie kept rabbiting on about how much he was looking forward to the football. I had to suppress the giggles, sticking my head into the pillow.


I didn’t want to miss his reaction to the cable having magically found its way into Lucifer’s cage, so I hopped out of bed fast, and whipped on my worst clothes as well. We wandered into the living space with very bad fashion sense and grey mannequin faces. Stevie wanted to put the telly on early for an hour of pre-match babble, and I chewed my gums ecstatically as he pressed the POWER button, and frowned. For a second we saw the BBC host, then the power cable fizzed unspectacularly and the picture sputtered out. Lucifer squeaked, panicking, thinking his house was being struck by a tiny shard of lightning. Fortunately, he survived. But, even better than that, Stevie’s silver eyeballs turned scarlet, and they didn’t get to watch the football, and they cast venomous glances through Lucifer’s bars the rest of the afternoon, while he worked his way through his one horrible, lukewarm can of Carlsberg.


As punishment, I foolishly agreed to go to the Lord Parmo to watch the highlights on Sky. Stevie didn’t speak. I kept shouting, ‘Come on England!’ at the top of my voice, just to make it worse. Stevie carried on sulking, staring straight ahead with a soft drink in one hand, as Boro and Sheffield United treated us to a fine display of footballing prowess. It ended up 0–0.


Stevie was devastated and, as the days went on, I watched with glee as he became more and more detached and unhappy. For some reason, he still didn’t dump me though. I felt like a wicked witch, but Stevie continued to spend most nights trying to get his hairy broom between that witch’s legs. But those legs weren’t interested. Those legs were already beginning to drift elsewhere.


Kimberly Clark in... the Adventure of One Man’s Tongue Going Where it Shouldn’t Go


Every day, people see actors on TV pretending to be human – acquiring lovers through scripted seduction techniques, getting hitched, then being unfaithful, having a jolly good inconsequential shag and a great old laugh together – and it makes you want to be unfaithful too.


In the Capital Zoo, there’s a plaque celebrating the fact female Patagonian maras are monogamous. Beavers are monogamous too, as well as penguins, gibbons, black vultures, shingleback skinks, and dik-diks. I think this might be because they don’t watch the soaps.


After months of cruelty towards Stevie, it turned out I was the one suffering the most. The more Stevie put up with my relentless nastiness, the more pathetic he seemed to me. Any normal man would’ve called off the relationship by now, although there was always the chance I wasn’t being obvious enough. Or, there was always the chance Stevie was being far too good a boyfriend, sticking by me through thick and thin, regardless of my idiocy.


For the next few weeks, I pulled out all the stops: borrowing his depressive CDs and not putting them back in the right cases, taping over the video where Middlesbrough FC win the Carling Cup, masticating violently at teatime, smashing his favourite mug accidentally against the kitchen wall. But still he kept stressing: ‘I l-l-love you, I want want want to be with you for e-e-e-ever.’


It’s always surprised me how much aggravation one person can tolerate. Just for fun, I tried to go a whole week in the flat without speaking – feigning laryngitis again – but, instead of annoyance, I got nothing but sympathy from Stevie, and many Lemsips. Perhaps he could see our love affair dangling precariously off a cliff-edge, and he was trying with all his might to reel us back in. We tug-of-warred through winter.


Although I hated Stevie bringing me to the Capital, it did make cheating on him anonymously very easy. During the early days of being horrid to him, I thought I could refrain from kissing someone else until we’d officially broken up, but I hadn’t counted on Stevie being so hard to shake off. Perhaps every year we’d been together was like an iron claw stuck into our hearts, and it was proving very difficult to prise all four claws out without leaving behind a lot of rust and tetanus.


On the twenty-second of February, Stevie had a plus-one for this swanky dinner do at his old athletics club in Teesside but, conveniently, I’d already agreed to go out with my Promiscuous Pal Polly from Southampton (I wish she was from Portsmouth for the sake of alliteration, but unfortunately not). I used to work with Polly down Pizza Express when I first moved to the Capital and, before I left the job to become a professional parasite, we’d agreed to meet at least once a month for wine and a whinge. Stevie was usually alright about me going out without him, but he was desperate not to go to the swanky dinner thing on his own, and I forced him into having an argument with me.


Me and Polly left the flat in an exaggerated huff, stealing Stevie’s jade green parka so he’d be freezing cold in the North East. The parka swamped me as we swaggered down the High Road, caked in make-up. It was typical of Polly to be near-naked on a Friday night, but this particular evening I gave her a run for her money, in my tightest tights and turquoise bustier. I was like a tiny, rude Russian doll underneath all the furry Siberian apparel.


One thing I’ve always hated about the Capital is the tarmac has the audacity to tell you what to do, so we had to LOOK LEFT as we came to the Ghost Train station – though fortunately it meant we didn’t get run over by the grey Ford Mondeo blasting over the junction. We clattered down the steps into Seven Sisters, underneath the barely discernible Seven Sisters constellation, and I straightened the Guillotine with my fingertips in one of the circular mirrors.


We drank Smirnoff Ices on the Subterranean Ghost Train. It’s called the Ghost Train because it transports silent, ghostly lost souls round and round the city. Me and Polly were the only ones making a bit of noise. The train itself was making a hell of a racket, so we had no choice but to scream at each other, and you could tell we were annoying the other ghosts.


While we swished through the tunnels I explained to Polly all my troubles with Stevie. She didn’t understand commitment, though – my Promiscuous Pal Polly was a semi-famous maneater in the Capital. She was the type of lady who uses her sexuality as a weapon, mesmerising men with her bottomless cleavage before dragging them helplessly into the nearest available bed or bin alley. In fact, for the whole of spring 2006, Polly used her sexuality as a gonorrhoea dispenser, swallowing up and crippling poor men and boys in its fiery wake. In 2007, Polly had a microchip installed in her left arm to stop her from getting pregnant – and she’s also double-jointed.


At Piccadilly Circus we jumped off the Ghost Train with mouths overflowing with fizz, swaying along to the honking city rhythms. Our club of choice in those days was somewhere called China White – I think the swankiest club ever named after smack – where overpaid men buy overpriced drinks for underclothed girls like me and Polly. It was about half nine by the time we got through the lavish entrance, hobbling past the water feature and the pretentious pebbles and all that. Suddenly, I was roasting in the jade green parka. I checked it into the cloakroom, imagining Stevie shivering at his athletics do. I looked forward to the massive row the morning after.


My Pal Polly got a Polaroid camera from one of her male slaves for Christmas. For posterity, Polly took a picture of me and her redoing our make-up in the lasses’ bogs, prior to us getting mortalled and disgusting. Then, we tottered onto the dancefloor, trying to be the most over-the-top ones in there. Straight away, Polly had two eligible bachelors closing in on her, like sperms round a scrambled egg. One of them had a square face –  the other’s was more triangular. Polly made them buy us some drinks, then we all danced together in an awkward perfumed circle.


In the past, I’d spend the nights in China White watching Polly swap saliva with suited blokes from a vantage point in amongst the palm trees. I used to pride myself on being faithful to Stevie. The fact that loads of men pestered me made me feel happy to have him, since he wasn’t the type of man who pestered strange girls in nightclubs for sex. However, he was the type of man who preferred to single out one strange girl in a flat above a Halal butcher’s, and pester her for sex incessantly instead.


The drinks made me whip one hand round the Square-Faced Bachelor’s waist, and the other one round the top of his bottom. Oh, evil evil temptation. The drinks made me stare at his square face like a goon, until he kissed me. Then, all of a sudden, I felt a chemical reaction in my stomach, like when the teacher lights magnesium and it gives off this incredible snowball-white blast, and you have to look at it through bluey-purple glass so as not to go blind. I looked at the Square-Faced Bachelor through bluey-purple disco lights. My Promiscuous Pal Polly was already licking the Triangle-Faced Bachelor’s mush, right up his hypotenuse, when she spotted me getting off with Square-Face. She squeaked with delight, and couldn’t resist firing the Polaroid at us. Me and my new male friend laughed. Surprisingly, he had a laugh like a stellated dodecahedron: very spiky and painful.


Me and Square-Face only spoke to each other in the names of drinks for the rest of the night, but we kept trying to accidentally bump into each other again and again, and have lots more passionate, hush-hush snogs. It felt incredible to kiss someone new, our lips like four pink slugs sumo-wrestling. Suddenly there was regret, and suddenly there was absolute joy. The one time Stevie joined us at China White, he grumbled about money and ended up drinking tap water. I chuckled in every tooth and carried on kissing the stranger.


At the end of the night, the bachelors wanted to come home with us, but that was simply out of the question. In the bitter lemon streetlights, the boys were beginning to look ugly. Me and Polly sucked their tongues goodbye, then marched off to an out-of-the-way bus stop. We jumped on the 73, which is shaped like a gigantic eel on wheels, chomping its way through the centre of the Capital.


We wobbled in our seats, wanting more alcohol. At first we were hardly talking (so depressing it was, travelling on public transport after midnight), but then Polly whipped out the fifteen square photos she’d taken, and we laughed at them, one by one. In some of them I looked good-looking, and in some of them Square-Face looked good-looking, and in some of the later ones neither of us looked very good-looking at all. We were like Siamese twins, joined at the tongue. I took the most raunchy example (the one with the four slugs playing skip-rope with our saliva), and slid it into the parka’s secret inside pocket. In that drunken state, I had the queer idea of posting Stevie the photo, should he dump me particularly heavy-handedly – if he dumped me at all, that is.


After the laughter, me and Polly slumped to sleep the rest of the way home, taking it in turns to open an eyelid to make sure we got off after Tesco but well before Tottenham McDonald’s.


We awoke the following afternoon like a pair of tasteless cushions on the sofa. Stevie was in a foul mood but he still made us cups of tea, and Polly left around four, with a pale face and limbs. I had my tail between my legs all day, despite not quite getting a tail between my legs the night before. I felt genuinely sorry for Stevie all of a sudden, or perhaps it was just self-pity. Stevie seemed to have had a bad time at the athletics do, although he didn’t want to talk about it. He looked glum all day, like he could see I’d been unfaithful in his crystal-ball eyes. I couldn’t resist giving him a modest squeeze for a minute or two, but it seemed like he didn’t want to be touched. My hangover was cursing me for my terrible behaviour, and my heart was banging desperately, unsure what was happening to it. All I could think about was how much I was hurting Stevie, and the hurt was catching.


That evening, I decided I wanted to be nice to Stevie again, and stay with him. He obviously cared about me tremendous amounts, and I cared about him too. Unfaithfulness is overrated. I realised cheaters are probably just the sad, insecure bastards of the world; the ones always seeking validation from others; the ones who just aren’t sure if they’re good-looking, or funny, or interesting any more. The ones daft enough to risk infinite comfort for a fleeting flash of fresh flesh.


And with singlehood, there’s always the risk you’ll find yourself in a no-man’s-land, desperately scouring the streets and nightspots for someone only vaguely comparable to the lovely lover you lost.


However, that evening I had so many blue thoughts, black holes and blinding aches racing through my skull, I completely forgot to take the incriminating Polaroid out of Stevie’s parka pocket.


The next morning, we woke up at opposite ends of the bed. Stevie still seemed down – I tried my best to cheer him up with smiles, soft drinks, and strokes to the arms and chest. It was selfish and pointless to treat him so badly – we obviously weren’t going to split up as easily as I thought, and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted us to any more.


After an afternoon breakfast of cheese footballs and Doritos, we headed down the common to kick some leaves and enjoy the grey weather. It was chilly out, so Stevie slung on the jade green parka. I didn’t want to overdo the niceness (and appear weird or guilty), so I just linked arms with him and stared out the bus window as we slid along West Green Road. I smiled softly, sandwiched between Stevie and the translucent reflection of him in the bus window. I wondered how I’d feel if Stevie had locked lips with a random square-faced woman. I felt bloated with guilt. I felt like an idiot.


It was nearing sunset when we got out onto the common. The two of us were practically mutes, wandering about aimlessly, flattening a path of grass between the elms and plane trees. I shivered once or twice in the dotty cardigan. Stevie didn’t half look cosy in the parka. When we got to the public bogs, I went in to try and cough up a bit of leftover hangover, and I had a long piss in the porcelain cubicle, watching my breath. I washed my hands as best I could in three stingy blasts of hot water, then I smiled at the hand-towel dispenser. It glared back at me, open-mouthed.


I felt better waltzing back out onto the common. I strode past five arrogant swaggering magpies, indulging my lungs in the sweeping blasts of fresh air. When I got back onto the flattened grass track, I realised someone was missing. Stevie must have gone off on one of his impromptu jogs, or else it was hide-and-seek. I sniffed and tottered off into the woodland, where the trees were all bent in aerobic poses. I took a tissue out of my Medicine Bag, and fired alcoholic snot at it. Posting the soggy Kleenex up my sleeve, I broke out into a canter as I went up an incline, making twigs yelp and squeak underfoot. There was a bit of a clearing up ahead, with a few tree-stumps, scrawny bushes and piles of mud: not the most romantic environment, but a good enough spot for a private smooch – once the boy reappeared.


I took a few deep breaths with my hands on my knees, giggling at how unfit I was. Then I stiffened, and gasped, balancing one elbow on this knackered old three-wheeled pushchair.


Something was winking at me from under the bushes.


If you haven’t noticed already, I appear to have been named after a toilet-tissue dispenser or hand-drier. My dad, the late Barry Clark, was the caretaker at my old primary school for twenty-five years and twenty-five days, at which point his heart decided to stop working. As the story goes, he used to enjoy the sweet serenity working three hours a day at the school after lights out, with all the kids gone – just him, his mop, and his daft, dithering thoughts. He used to tell the mop disgusting jokes on his way round the corridors, making the wet mop screech, probably with laughter. It was my dad’s dream to be a stand-up comedian, but his comedy was awful – he used to be famous for his fat jokes, until he got older and fat himself, so the jokes fell flat. Barry probably would’ve died on stage, if he hadn’t died in the Year Three girls’ toilets with the mop clutched tightly in his rigor-mortised fist, like a microphone.


At work, Barry was an obsessive cleaner. I think he saw himself as an ultra-hygienic vigilante, saving innocent kids from evil malignant germs. He used to give me pencils he found down the backs of dusty drawers and desks, and leftover cleaning products. He also gave me the hypochondria, I think.


Whenever I sign my name, I like to imagine my dad refilling the Kimberly-Clark containers in the toilets, smiling at that simple, satisfying name embossed in the plastic. Now I go to certain pubs and restaurants specifically to try out their Kimberly-Clarks. Now I have such dry hands, I think I’m getting eczema on them.


But at least I’m not called Armitage Shanks.


From an early age, I’ve had an unhealthy obsession with death. I blame it on growing up in a town full of ghosts, graveyards and old-age pensioners. Though I was born in a giant factory called Middlesbrough, my mam and dad took me home a couple of days later, to an obscure little place down the A171 called Guisborough.


Guisborough is very old. The ‘ancient capital of Cleveland’ used to have a thriving livestock market back in days of yore, and it’s hardly changed. In the daytime you still get a pleasant market selling veg, stinking fish and cheapo cassettes then, at night, the wild beasts start roaming about again: hard-drinking woollybacks clomping from pub to pub, hellbent on finding mates and growling at outsiders.


There’s only one secondary school and, to walk there, you’ve got to tackle the haunted graveyard round the back of St Nick’s. You can hear the dead bodies groaning when it comes to hometime; all the kids acting daft, disturbing the peace and rampaging round the headstones. Footballs rolling about like severed heads. Crisp packets rustling like cheese-and-onion-flavoured wreaths.


Aside from the crispy condom me and O’Shea found in Year Nine, by far the scariest thing in the cemetery is the infamous Black Monk’s grave. There used to be a monastery out the back of the graveyard, which Henry VIII burned down in anti-Catholic mania a long time ago. Rumour has it the Black Monk (I’m not sure if he’s got black skin – if so, he’s one of the only black people in Guisborough) comes out once a year to inspect the ruins.


The Black Monk’s grave is in the centre of the graveyard, all sinister and overgrown, with an anti-dancing fence around it. I’ve had plenty of nightmares about it. As the story goes, if you’re brave or foolish enough to dance on top of the Black Monk’s grave, you’ll soon come to a watery demise.


I’ve seen many individuals dance on that grave over the years (including our science teacher, Mr Levington, who had a red nose, and did it for a bet on Red Nose Day), but all of them survived. All except for Daniel Brady, who treated the Black Monk to a fine bit of Saturday Night Fever on the last day of term in Year Ten. Apparently he went missing a couple of years back, scuba-diving off the west coast of Australia. Despite the shark bites in his chest and his lopped-off leg, I blame the Black Monk.


So, every school day for me was tinged with mild doom. That’s what spending a lot of time around corpses does to you. And, as if that wasn’t enough, once you’re out of the graveyard and onto the High Street, you come into contact with all the painfully slow old codgers moping about the market. I think they’re attracted to Guisborough for its Coronation Street-style houses and the view of the hills rather than the nightmarish, orgiastic nightlife. It used to make me sad, seeing them all weary and lonely in the many pubs and bakeries, or fingering dog toys on the stalls, despite not having a dog with them. They’re practically corpses themselves. You can see the bones.


For someone with such a morbid preoccupation with death, I’ve got surprisingly good posture. However, hanging around with people who are dead – or on the very edge of death – can be bad for the spirit, and I’m ashamed to say I went through a black-fingernailed Goth phase in my early teens. I used to haunt my mam and dad at mealtimes: this pale, sinister presence that wouldn’t speak, but would now and then throw plates around. However, by the time I grew up and met Stevie Wallace in the Southern Cross, I was wearing bright clothes again, and the world seemed to hum with all sorts of rose-tinted, romantic possibilities. Until lots of people around me died, that is.


When Mag Clark died, me and my dad went through hell trying to convict the owner of a J-reg Volvo estate.


When Barry Clark died, the primary school had a minute’s silence to honour him, but none of the kids knew who he was, and some of them made silly noises, and it all ended in laughter.


When Stevie Wallace died, I decided I might as well go back to the flat and kill myself too. I finished the glass of orange and tears, and walked to the bus stop in silence. Inside the dotty cardigan, all my organs were just frozen meat. Momentarily, a little girl on a blinding pink bicycle caught my attention, but then the thought of Stevie being hung flung itself back into my head, and the beauty of the world collapsed again. The image was like a mouldy carrot on a rope, leading me onto the 41, constantly pulling at my heartstrings. My lips wobbled tragically. The bells kept going off on the bus, and they were funeral bells.


I got off at the lane named after black boys. I fancied a walk before dying, and I moved at the pace of a snowman through Downhills Park, where Stevie first confronted me about being a horrible cold-hearted person. As I walked, I rolled more tears, perhaps subliminally hoping some kind soul might take pity on me and talk me out of the suicide. However, everyone went out of their way to avoid the manic, miserable woman, crossing over the fields with their heads dipped. I slid onwards, down down down down down.


It was dark by the time I got to the Halal butcher’s, doing the trick with the door to get it open. Winter was in full swing, and all the trees and doorways in the Capital had shrunk and warped. You had to yank the door firmly towards yourself before attempting to turn the key, and I grimaced at the strain. But at least it was the last time I’d ever have to do it.


When I got upstairs, I had to decide how I wanted to kill myself. Hanging looked a terribly painful way to go, and there was a chance I’d survive if I threw myself out of the third-storey window, and I definitely didn’t want to live on through the despair in a wheelchair. I began the projectile crying. I wondered if the Halal lads downstairs fancied ritually slashing my jugular.


Gradually filling the flat with tears, the carpet soon felt soggy underfoot. After five minutes a tide was forming with its own currents, waves and sealife and, before long, I found myself paddling in saltwater up to my ankles. I figured drowning was as good a way as any to kill yourself, and it felt appropriate, choking on my own sour rainfall. But then, just as the water level was creeping up towards my calves, the tears dried up. Humans are only capable of a certain amount of projectile crying, even in times of massive despair. So, I decided to go for a rummage in the fridge. There was one unopened Carlsberg in Stevie’s compartment, and five Smirnoff Ices in mine. I gathered up the Smirnoffs, then waded through to the bedroom, where various cushions, stockings and magazines were darting about like manta rays and octopuses. I changed into my nicest underwear – the satin pink affairs with dainty black bows. I was not going to die in disgusting discoloured granny pants.


Back in the living space, Lucifer’s cage was floating about like a space-age Noah’s Ark. I remembered to give him four or five days’ worth of pellets and coloured cornflakes, just in case it took a while for the Necropolitan Police to find my decomposing body. I figured he’d have ample water, though.


I sat down on the sofa-raft and sighed. To get myself in the mood for suicide, I recalled all the horrible things I’d done to Stevie over the last few months, gulping the Smirnoff Ice as quickly as I could. I wondered what happens to you after the last gasp. How long was Stevie in agony before all his pain receptors packed in? Was Stevie already up in Heaven cavorting with saints and supermodels? Or is death just a big, black, rotten void? It was a frightening prospect.


In the olden days, they reckoned death was just like being asleep and dreaming – a break from that other bloody nightmare: life. But I’d need more than just Smirnoff Ice if I was going to top myself successfully. I paddled back through to the kitchen, where a sea cucumber was floating about – or was it just a normal cucumber? I fished it out of the tears and slung it back into the fridge. I started crying again, because I’d never eat another tuna and cucumber sandwich. They were mine and Stevie’s favourites.


After slamming the fridge door shut, I went over to my Medicine Bag, which was full of vitamin supplements, tissues and lozenges, as well as many packs of Panadol. I gathered up the paracetamol, then sploshed back through to the bedroom and laid down on the blue gingham bedcover.


I started unpopping the pills and popping them one by one into my mouth, sending them down the hatch on a lemon-flavoured waterfall. After the fourth Smirnoff Ice and the ninth painkiller, sure enough the drowsiness took hold. My heart was racing while my head swam, and I curled myself round the bottom of the bedframe, like a limpet stuck to a burning Viking longboat. My skull hurt, despite the painkillers, but I treated it as punishment for me punishing my boyfriend. In fact, I punched myself in the temples a few times to encourage irreparable brain damage. More tears flowed.


As soon as I felt sufficiently depressed and hateful, I swallowed four more Panadol and tried to carry on drinking the Ice but, after three more sips, the bottle fell from my hand and into the tiny ocean below. If there was a message to be found in that bottle, it consisted of only vodka, lemonade, and tears. I wasn’t one for writing suicide notes. Instead, I’d just created one final, saddest cocktail of all.


My head sank into the soggy pillow and, though my heart was still beating, I felt my organs shutting down, killing me softly on the bedcovers. They say heroin overdose is the most relaxing way to die – and I probably could’ve got my hands on some up the High Road – but, under the circumstances, Smirnoff and Panadol seemed a reasonable alternative.


I think I coughed up some sick. I can’t remember. For the rest of the evening, a mysterious opaque curtain was drawn around my brain. I shifted to and fro on the blue gingham, struggling to keep my eyes open. Then all at once there were red sparkles. Then there were purple sparkles. Then there were black sparkles.


Unfortunately, I woke up the next morning. Obviously four Smirnoff Ices and thirteen Panadol isn’t enough to kill yourself, and I felt idiotic. I had a hangover the size of Mount Everest growing on the side of my brain. I considered taking more Panadol to combat the pain, then decided against it.


My eyes felt like I’d been crying shards of glass, and my bones felt soft. My belly groaned. I’d been asleep almost sixteen hours. There was still a veil of sadness, but it was much blurrier and nondescript compared to the previous night.


The ocean of tears appeared to have evaporated, though it was still faintly damp underfoot. As I walked across the carpet, my legs kept getting tangled up and knotted. The rest of my body was twisted and creased as well, since I’d foolishly decided to die in my clothes. I had a long stretch and a yawn.


Outside, the sky was like two pieces of slate rubbing against each other, conjuring up heaps of rain, lightning and pathetic fallacy. I moped into the kitchen with a dark cumulonimbus over my head and rain streaming down my face. It took ages to make a tuna and cucumber sandwich and, in the end, I couldn’t stomach eating it. Depression had shrunk my stomach to the size of a dormouse’s shower-cap.


I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to kill myself again, but the attempts were halfhearted. I used the sharp cucumber knife on my wrists, but I didn’t have the guts to cut deep enough into my radial artery: the M1 of the circulatory system. I pulled the shoelaces out of Stevie’s red Reeboks and twisted them round and round my neck, then stood precariously on the sofa arm and tied the other end round the curtain-rail. I was too scared to jump off, though. I stood there on the sofa arm for twenty-five minutes, before sighing and untying myself. Later on, I poured myself a mug of bleach, then quickly poured it back again.


I wasn’t cut out for killing myself, I don’t think. It was more my style to just wallow in self-pity, so I spent the rest of the week in bed, grinding out the days unenthusiastically, pretending to be glad to be alive. I developed a severe case of lethargy – by Tuesday I couldn’t even be bothered walking to the toilet, so I pissed in a saucepan under the bed. The flat soon started to smell, and I contracted bed sores from the musty mattress. The Guillotine quickly went rusty (not ginger), and the only exercise I got was rolling from one side of the bed to the other, which was actually quite a distance now Stevie was gone.


To keep the demonic depression at bay, I got myself a job as a part-time self-harmer. I substituted the radial artery for the more fleshy, child-safe biceps, slicing thin lines with the cucumber knife, playing noughts-and-crosses with myself. It became a morbid sickly-sweet treat to slash my arms open like clockwork every day at sunrise and again at sunset, resulting in aaaaaaahh two minutes of relief, then straight back to the sadness. It felt like a more sensible punishment for killing Stevie than taking my own life as well. After all, I thought two suicides in one week was going a bit overboard.


Cutting yourself is suicide for cowards.


Luckily, no one called round the flat during this horrendous period. I was worried about the landlord turning up and demanding rent, only to find his tenant dead and his tenant’s girlfriend in bed, looking like death, with a piss-pot between her legs. I was eating only tuna and cucumber at this point, and wasn’t passing solids very often. The telly cable was still fried, so I just watched the changing of light and weather through the single-glazed window.


I had no idea what I was going to do with myself. By the end of that week, I’d gone so long without speaking, I thought my mouth might scab over. My arms were tiger-printed with scabs too, and my legs. To illustrate just how much I was cutting myself up, I decided to cut up the following bit of text for you (in any case, it was far too depressing in its original format):


Oh, woe! Do you ever get that f, I decided to focus on the smash your own face in? For sombad bloated blue face. After absolutely obsessed with suffercrosses on my weedy biceps, things, humans love to suffer asures of cutting oneself. Of crisis, instead of just gettoff whole sections of my smiling, they prefer to sit arothe notice-board and imagining the sweet feeling of feel that lovely lovely through their skulls. Oh, if onny darts. Or a notice-board. Of my brain that was making me tions across the gingham bed, strength power-tool! Living aloumber knife, and did twelve more intense, like painting ovet to work on demolishing my thick sloppy indigo. Of all theeeling you just want to about on the whole planet Earthe reason, humans are most depressing – Stevie’s big ing. Along with destroying fifty-odd games of noughts-and-t least once a day. In times my arms became dead to the pleaing on with their lives and for a bit I considered cutting und with wet eyeballs, arms and legs, pinning them to thrusting sharpened pencils throwing darts at them, just toly I could hack out the part pain again. But I didn’t have asad, with an industrial-instead, I just did twelve rotane makes sadness so much picked up the trusty crusty cucr sun-bleached sky blue with rotations back again. Then I se possible things to think scabs.


CUT TO:


INT. KIMBERLY’S BEDROOM – UPSTAIRS AT THE HALAL BUTCHER’S – DAY/NIGHT


EXTREME CLOSE-UP of KIMBERLY’s sleeping head. Her eyelids are shut, dancing to R.E.M. As if by magic, her dead, tiny father, BARRY CLARK, falls from the ceiling into her earhole. He wears wings and a stainless-steel halo.


BARRY CLARK
(in her ear)


And now for some comic relief: What’s twelve inches long, stif f, has a purple head, and makes a woman scream at night?


(beat)


A cot death.


Kimberly wakes up with a start.


On the seventh day of depression, I woke up to find the flat full of water again. I couldn’t remember crying in my sleep. I turned over in the bed to find all my tuna and cucumber plates, socks, dirty tissues, and the full piss-pot floating in murky one-inch-deep water. I groaned.


I hadn’t cried in a couple of days, I hadn’t showered, and I hadn’t done the washing-up or turned on any taps as far as I could remember. I wriggled my way up the headboard, staring at the grey water with eyes like rusty marbles. It took about ten minutes to realise it was the ceiling that was crying. Or rather, a water pipe had decided to burst upstairs, springing a leak in my dingy lair.


I supposed it was time to get in touch with the landlord. I levered myself out of bed, cringing as I felt the leakage splash up my ankles. I grabbed the disgusting piss-pot, plodded through to the bathroom and poured it down the toilet. Despite washing out the saucepan three times in the sink, there was still some yellow residue left behind. I slammed it in the cupboard, and figured I’d never make sauce again.


I looked a state. My flesh was the colour of a tuna and cucumber sandwich, cut into thousands of triangles. Back in the bedroom, I found a knee-length jumper which covered my sins, though the frolicking bunnies on the front didn’t match my emotions.


I tried to avoid getting dripped on the head as I searched for the Post-it note with the landlord’s number on it. I realised it hadn’t been a dark cloud above my head all this time – it was a leaking ceiling. I felt ever-so-slightly better, making the bed for the first time in a week. I knew I had to make a good impression on the landlord, since I didn’t fancy getting kicked out of the flat. I plumped up the pillows and cleared my throat, preparing to speak for the first time in a week. Then, I dialled his number.


Once I got off the phone, I went and sluiced a white blob of toothpaste round my mouth. I massaged talcum powder into my well-oiled platinum hair and put on new trousers. I let Lucifer the hamster set sail underneath the bed, out of sight. I blew him a warm south-westerly with my hairdryer.


The landlord arrived half an hour later. He seemed pleasant enough. He couldn’t speak brilliant English, but he understood I was Stevie’s girlfriend, and he nodded kindly and compassionately when I explained what had happened to my boy. I had to do the impression of being hung, mind you, with tears frosting my eyelids.


I asked politely if I was allowed to stay in the flat, and he nodded again and said he’d suspend the rent a week or so, to help me get my feet back on the ground. Wherever he came from, the landlord believed in mourning the dead properly. However, rather than letting me stew, he couldn’t resist sharing his views on ghosts with me, despite my pained expression and unenthusiastic grumbles. Mr Henry was brought up believing in ghosts – and it seemed he knew everything there was to know about different cultures’ attitudes towards them.


Mr Henry was a talker. With no hint of irony – and no tact, as it seemed at the time – Mr Henry filled the silence with a tale about this temple in Rajasthan which was occupied by around 20,000 sacred black rats. The rats were treated like royalty – for instance, offered gifts of coconut milk, sweets and garlands – because the local Hindus believed they were their reincarnated ancestors. Mr Henry concluded, straight faced, ‘So, you know, your boyfriend he is probably still here with you. Always.’


‘There’s no rats in this flat,’ I monotoned.


After his speech, Mr Henry made it clear the rent would be £515 a month, and my guts tightened. The landlord wanted me to give details of a guarantor, but I explained to him my parents were dead as well, and I got more sympathy and nodding of the head. Luckily, I didn’t have to do the impressions of a car crash and a cardiac arrest. I picked crumbs off my jumper while the landlord fished some papers out of his briefcase-cum-toolbox. I drew the logo of Kimberly-Clark for him on the bottom of our old tenancy agreement. Then I flopped back down onto the sofa arm and stared into my lap.


Once the contractual formalities were out of the way, Mr Henry said his goodbyes and scuttled up to the boiler room. He bashed around with the pipes for five or ten minutes until the ceiling agreed to stop crying. And then, as if by magic, the sun popped its head into the flat, to try and dry my carpet. I spent the rest of the afternoon with weary shoulders, tipping bucket after bucket of grey water down the plughole. By the end of it, the bath had a crab-coloured scumline round the sides and, potentially, I had cholera. My flat smelled of a sweaty octopus’s eight armpits. I went downstairs to the Turkish-Polish-English supermarket to buy a knock-off Glade air-freshener, and some fresh fruit and veg.


While it was tempting to go back to bed and start the gloom all over again, I soon remembered the £515 I had to conjure up by the beginning of March. There was also Stevie’s funeral to think about, and my ticket up to Middlesbrough, to pay my last respects to the boy I loved and killed.


It was time not to be lazing about in bed all day, wasting away. It was time to leave my post as a part-time self-harmer, and get myself a proper job.


First things first: prospective employers will not recruit anyone with a greasy, rusty hairdo. It felt weird jumping in the bath after a week of wall-to-wall waterworks, and I left my own crab-coloured scumline behind in the tub. I often wonder how baths manage to get so filthy – I always presumed they were self-cleaning. After pulling the plug out, I massaged some Schwarzkopf Absolute Platinum into my roots, and sharpened the Guillotine with my nail scissors.


Swanning about in a plastic bonnet, I felt noticeably happier being clean again. Next came spring-cleaning the flat. Once the floors had dried out completely, I gave the carpet a once-over with Shake-N-Vac, turning the living space into a snowy, citrus-scented wonderland before sucking it all away into the hoover.


Before long, I felt more positive about running the flat independently. To keep my mind off Stevie (and keep the cucumber knife away from my flesh), I tried to surround myself in living things, like lilies and more flowering cacti, and I kept Lucifer’s cage well stocked with food. He’d put on a bit of weight after I’d given him four days’ worth in one go but, over the weeks, he ran off the calories on his blue wheel. Lucifer was now officially the best sprinter in the flat.


I didn’t feel as lonely that week. Being stuck indoors quickly made me tire of my own company, but it was nice having the plants and pets to tend to. The only difficult part was I wished I still had a man around to tend to as well. Despite me desperately wanting to get rid of him, I missed Stevie unbearably. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, after all, and being dead is about as absent as you can get.


So, I tried to rebuild him. I went back down to the Turkish-Polish-English supermarket and bought four bananas, one pear, one apple, some glacé cherries and a punnet of raspberries. Loitering around the cold meats section, I gathered up a couple of chicken legs, sausages, some Danish back bacon, chipolatas, then went next-door to buy liver and minced beef from the Halal butcher’s. I took the bags upstairs and spread out all the ingredients for reanimation on the crummy breakfast bar. I laid a metre-long sheet of clingfilm across the work surface, then set to work arranging the foodstuffs into two small effigies of Stevie. Fruity Stevie had bananas for arms and legs, a pear torso, blushing raspberry genitalia, a Golden Delicious head, and two glazed cherry eyeballs pinned on with cocktail sticks. I smiled at him. He didn’t smile back. For realism, I plucked out his right eye, and chewed it noisily. Then, I got on with Meaty Stevie, making him a body of back bacon, sausage arms, chicken legs, chipolata genitalia, a head of liver with frizzy minced beef hair, and mini meatball eyes. I decided against eating his raw eyeball. I chucked it in the bin instead.


After washing my hands thoroughly with Carex, I stood for a good ten minutes, nattering away to the Stevies. I felt I could get to the bottom of matters with them – they were very good listeners. However, when I asked if they knew of any job vacancies in the borough of Haringey, they were useless. Meaty Stevie appeared to yawn, a small crack in the liver drooping open.


I slumped back through to the living space, feeling wrong in the head. I think, in a way, what I really wanted was to see the Stevies decomposing, as a gruesome reminder never to be nasty to any more boyfriends. I imagined the real Stevie in the morgue fridge, trying his best not to perish before his big send-off.


Thankfully, the North Capital Coroner ruled that Stevie had taken his own life under non-suspicious circumstances so, from a legal point of view at least, my guilty conscience was off the hook. Still, I felt sick. It was time to get out and raise some capital. I blew hundreds more gluey tears into my sixteenth Kleenex of the day, and changed into something more formal than the bunny jumper. I strengthened the Guillotine with hairspray, then picked up my handbag, my Medicine Bag, and my scarlet raincoat, and made another sad dash out of the flat.


I never want to die. I don’t smoke, because it makes you die. I don’t do drugs either, because they make you die as well. I do, however, carry round a bag filled with pills, cough mixture, throat lozenges, antiseptic wipes, and a flask of Lemsip Max Strength. It makes me feel immortal.


One of the main attractions of the Capital was its abundance of jobs, but it’s the Capital’s overabundance of competitive parasites that makes finding those jobs near enough impossible. It was frustrating when we first moved down, spending a week crawling round the pubs in exasperation, me asking, ‘Vacancies?’ and them answering, ‘No no nein naw no non nay.’ I spent the first two months on the dole but it made me feel degraded, then one day me and Stevie were having a ‘romantic’ dinner down Pizza Express (actually, we weren’t talking – Stevie was upset about some tennis match or other, and I had the flu), when I spotted the magic words WAITRESS WANTED. It was a good job. I only quit because Stevie got rich off his Lottery funding six months later, but then for some reason I started being nasty to him, and he stopped winning races, and his funding was cut, and it all backfired on me.


I didn’t want to go crawling back to Pizza Express though. In any case, that branch was all the way down in Hammersmith, and it involved travelling on the infamous Subterranean Love Train twice a day. If you fancy a huge, sweaty orgy with your clothes on, take a trip on the Subterranean Love Train. It’s a bit like the Ghost Train, except at rush-hour. The other week, I had an erotic encounter on the train with an elderly gent – both of us breathing hot passion into each other’s necks, rocking rampantly back and forth, brushing wet flesh, his groin pushed up against my backside – but then the bastard didn’t even say goodbye to me afterwards, let alone ask for my number.* So, instead of subjecting myself to the dirty gyrations of the Love Train, I decided to stay local in my search for employment. I buttoned up my scarlet raincoat, then did the trick with the door and wandered out onto the wide, wonky pavements of Tottenham.


Apparently, South Tottenham is the most multicultural place in Britain, like a whole world map folded into a paper aeroplane and flown down the High Road at high speed. That afternoon, the place looked mostly African. I paced swiftly down the slope to the internet caff, which isn’t a caff at all, unless you like nibbling wires and hard drives. I put my elbows down on the counter and asked the man behind it if he’d photocopy my CV for me. He poked his printer angrily with his finger, until it coughed out ten copies, and he charged me a pound for the privilege. I frowned at him instead of saying ‘Thank you’, then stormed back out onto the High Road and decided to head for the pubs. . .
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