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Do you know the difference between involvement and
commitment? Think of eggs and bacon. The chicken
was involved. The pig was committed.





—Martina Navratilova




A long-forgotten conversation



Her:  [Pause.] Do you love me?



Me:    Of course I do.



Her:  How much?



Me:    I don’t know . . . loads. To infinity and then some.



Her:  [Contentedly.] Good.



Me:     That’s that sorted, then.



Her:  [Playfully.] So what would you do if I ever split up with you?



Me:    Are you going to do that?



Her:  No.



Me:    Then why are we talking about it?



Her:  It’s called conversation. People do it all the time.



Me:    So let me get this straight, the question is what would I do if you hypothetically dumped me?



Her:  Yes.



Me:    Hypothetically nothing.



Her:  Nothing?



Me:    Well, as we’re mad about each other it’d take me doing something pretty stupid for you to want to get rid of me. [Pause.] Like if I started biting my own toenails or something. I’d dump me if I started doing that.



Her:  Do you always have to be so logical?



Me:    [Laughs.] I’d be devastated. Destroyed. Dismantled. And other words beginning with ‘D’.



Her:  But what would you do?



Me:    Do? [Pause.] I would do everything in my power to get you back.



Her:  Like what?



Me:    Climbing the highest mountain, crossing scorching deserts, fighting man-eating tigers – that sort of thing. Granted there aren’t that many tigers, mountains or deserts in Muswell Hill. But you get my drift.



Her:  What if the odds were impossible?



Me:    Then I’d die trying.



Her:  What if I told you I didn’t love you any more?



Me:    I wouldn’t believe you.



Her:  But you wouldn’t ever give up trying?



Me:    Nah. Some things you can’t give up on, can you?



Her:  Mr Duffy, you’ve answered every single question correctly.



Me:    Great, so what do I win?



Her:  Me.




Let’s talk about us


‘Have I missed something here?’


It was an ordinary Thursday evening in January – at least I thought so. I was round at my girlfriend Mel’s flat and it was to her that I’d aimed my question, as for some unknown reason she’d just turned off the TV even though I’d quite clearly been watching it. What really wound me up, however, was the fact that she’d used the remote control to do it, adding insult to injury. It was an unofficial rule of ours that I looked after all TV channel-changing duties – in the same way that Mel got first grazing rights on the top layer of any box of chocolates that came into our possession. We’d arrived at these and various other rules through a process of trial and error over the course of our four-year relationship. These rules made me happy. I always knew where I stood. But when you abandon rules there’s bound to be chaos, and right now what I had on my hands was a serious case of anarchy.


My obviously deranged beloved pursed her perfect full lips together and blew into the end of the remote haughtily as if she’d just battled the TV for my attention and won. There’s no need for you to be quite so pleased with yourself, I thought. After all, it was only a repeat of Star Trek – the episode where Kirk and co. go back in time to earth in early 1920s America and Spock has to wear a woolly hat to cover his pointy ears. A young Joan Collins is in it, and Kirk, surprise, surprise, snogs her. I wasn’t a Trekkie but I’d seen this episode a million times before and the more I thought about it the more irritated I became that Mel had curtailed my intergalactic viewing pleasure.


Mel, who had disappeared into her bedroom when I’d arrived at her Clapham flat, only to reappear an hour later and turn off the TV, was now looking at me intently as if studying some unknown creature under a microscope. Her face bore the look not of someone annoyed, or angry but intrigued. Even so, I signalled an internal green alert and continued to feel on edge. She stood up – still holding the remote control – and walked across the room to the table in the corner where a bottle of Chardonnay sat. She poured out two glasses of wine, put them on the coffee table, seated herself on my lap and kissed me.


Watching her carefully I began to wonder if she was trying to seduce me. Being seduced was a nice idea, but she really had no need to go to all this effort. When it came to Mel – who was beautiful in a wonderfully understated kind of way – Easy was indeed my first, last and middle name. No, this isn’t about seduction, I decided. This is about me doing something wrong. There was something about this whole situation that had a suggestion of forgotten anniversary about it, only it wasn’t our anniversary. Was it?


‘It’s not our anniversary,’ I said unsteadily, attempting to add a dash of confidence to my voice. ‘That’s not until June eleventh.’


‘The eighteenth actually.’


‘Oh.’


She smiled and kissed me again.


‘It’s not your birthday, either . . . that’s not until April sixth.’


‘Nearly,’ she smiled. ‘The fifth.’


‘Oh.’


She smiled and kissed me once more.


‘It’s not my birthday, is it?’ I said, grasping at nothing. ‘I can’t be so crap that I’ve actually forgotten my own birthday, surely?’


‘What are you like?’ said Mel, laughing. ‘Your birthday isn’t until October the seventh.’


All out of commemorative occasions, I continued to rack my brains. Mel loved any excuse for a celebration. It was bound to be something strange like the anniversary of the first time we had a Chinese takeaway, or four years to the day since we first cooked for each other or . . .


‘I’ve got it,’ I said victoriously. ‘It’s the anniversary of the day I first told you I loved you.’


‘It is?’ said Mel quizzically. ‘Are you sure?’


‘I dunno,’ I sighed and shrugged my shoulders. All I could remember about the day in question was that it had been the Friday Channel Four repeated the very first episode of Cheers. I’d been looking forward to the moment all week and then five minutes before it was about to begin, I’d felt a sudden urge to tell Mel about the intense emotional turmoil she was causing within my normally placid frame. Such was the sense of exhilaration caused by my outburst, that we ended up missing Cheers altogether. It was worth it though. Well worth it.


After some moments of quiet contemplation attempting to work out why Mel had turned off the TV, was sitting on my lap and acting so strangely, I resorted to basic questioning in order to try and find out what was wrong, carefully avoiding the question I really wanted to ask: ‘Why have you turned off Star Trek?’


Like a panther of passion stalking her prey, she leaned forward and kissed me again, slowly, carefully and seductively. Maybe she was trying to seduce me after all.


‘Can’t a woman be nice to her boyfriend once in a while?’ she purred.


‘No . . . I mean . . . yes.’ I looked at the TV forlornly. ‘I mean if that’s all it is.’


‘I do have an agenda,’ she replied whilst gaily fondling my ear lobes.


I knew it . . .


‘So what is it?’ I asked carefully.


‘It’s us.’


‘Us?’


‘Us,’ she said calmly. ‘Let’s talk about us.’


I felt my whole frame sink heavily into the sofa. I’d suspected she was up to something and I was right. Mel had invited me round to her flat on a Thursday night under false pretences. I thought we were going to watch TV and order a Chinese takeaway (me: Chicken Kung Po; her: King Prawn Egg Foo Yung) and moan about our days at work because that’s what we always did on Thursdays. But it wasn’t to be. Now we were in this horrendous situation where she wanted to talk about ‘Us’ while all I wanted was to watch Star Trek.



Us.


There was never a good reason to talk about ‘Us’. Talking about ‘Us’ always ended up as talking about ‘me’. Mel would, metaphorically speaking, get out her list entitled ‘Things that are wrong with Duffy: Part 1’, and go through it item by item. I would of course nod and murmur in the right places and promise to reform, because generally speaking they were usually reasonable requests along the lines of ‘Will you pick your clothes up off the floor?’ ‘How about washing out the bath sometimes?’ and ‘Why don’t you look at me the way you used to when we first met?’


Us.


‘Duffy?’ Mel asked. ‘How long have we been going out . . . together, that is?’


I knew the answer to her question but racked my brains for additional information in case this was a trick. ‘Four wonderful years,’ I ventured tentatively.


‘Exactly,’ she replied. Against my will my mind began to drift – right about now Spock would be heading to the hardware store to buy some chicken wire to aid his efforts to construct a primitive communicator out of a radio set. ‘Four years is a long time, you know—’


I interrupted, even though it was very bad to interrupt. I didn’t like where this was going at all. ‘It’s not that long. If you were a four-year-old child you wouldn’t even have started going to school yet. You wouldn’t be able to read or write but you could probably just about tie your shoelaces . . .’


‘Duffy, don’t drivel on, will you?’ She glared at me, exasperated, then removed herself from my lap and rested her bottom on the arm of the sofa instead, with her stockinged feet on the cushion next to me. ‘You know what I’m getting at.’


I shrugged silently, turning my whole body into a question mark.


‘Do I have to spell it out?’


‘No . . . yes . . . maybe.’


‘Duffy, do you love me?’


‘Is that all this is about?’ I asked incredulously. ‘You’ve got no worries there.’ I was pleased that was all. Mel quite frequently asked me if I loved her. Sometimes I think she got a bit insecure about ‘us’ and needed a little reassurance from me which I was always pleased to give. I reached out and held her hand and whispered closely into her ear, ‘I love you. I love you. I love you.’


She smiled, leaned forward to kiss me and whispered back, ‘Then let’s get married.’


My first impulse as the words rocketed around my skull, causing all manner of brain damage, was to run.


My second impulse (a little more subtle) was to hide.


My third impulse (admittedly far less subtle) was to run and hide.


Maybe my crap impulses were due to my being a Libran. I hoped so. A dismal astrological sign was a greater source of comfort than simple cowardice.


In the end I didn’t run or hide, because that would’ve really annoyed her, so I went with the only other option available to me – to curl up into a ball and hope she didn’t want to do too much damage.


‘You want to get married?’


‘I do,’ she said, laughing.


‘To me?’


‘The one and only Ben Duffy.’ She stood up from the sofa, and pulled the hem of her skirt up slightly before getting down on one knee on the carpet. ‘I’m a modern woman, Duffy. Modern women don’t have to wait to be asked any more.’ She cleared her throat, knocked back a huge gulp of wine and held my hand. ‘Will you Benjamin Dominic Duffy do me the honour of becoming my lawful wedded bloke, to have and to hold till death do us part?’


Till death do us part.


How did that ever get into the wedding ceremony? Prior to this moment it had been my fullest intention to live for as long as possible – where was the incentive now?


Till death do us part.


Why couldn’t they have put in something less restrictive, like ‘renewable on a four-year basis’, or ‘until either party gets bored’ or, at worst, ‘for the foreseeable future’?


Till death do us part.


That is what you call a long time.


‘I thought you didn’t believe in marriage,’ I said, regaining my wits. ‘Didn’t you once call it “an outmoded concept created by a patriarchal society to keep women in their place”?’ I was paraphrasing the contents of one of those late-night debates we’d had somewhere in year one. I always knew remembering that conversation would come in handy one day.


‘Well, I changed my mind,’ snapped Mel as if she considered this reason enough. ‘Duffy, we’re both twenty-eight. We aren’t kids any more. I want to settle down . . . I don’t mean that . . . I want to settle up . . . I want a proper life.’


Those perfect lips of hers were now pressed together once again, this time in confusion. This obviously wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting. I didn’t understand where this had come from. I didn’t understand at all. I studied her face to see if I could locate the answer there.


‘Don’t look at me like that,’ said Mel sternly.


‘Like what?’ I protested.


‘Like this.’ She pulled a face which was both amusing and incredibly accurate. ‘Like I’m a tinned food without a label. Like I’ve just dropped in from another planet. Like I’m acting like a “bloody woman”.’


I adjusted my look accordingly.


‘I know what I’ve said in the past about marriage. You don’t need to remind me what I’ve said before. I know it doesn’t make sense. But it’s what I want, Duffy. You want me to be ashamed of wanting to be with you for the rest of my life, like it’s some sort of weakness. I know I can live life on my own, Duffy. I don’t need to prove anything to anyone. But I don’t want to live on my own. I want to live with you.’


Whilst carefully maintaining my nonjudgemental facial expression, I studied her face again, hoping for some sign that she was winding me up – that at some point she was practically going to wet herself laughing and say, ‘Had you going there, didn’t I?’ I waited for this moment, but of course it didn’t arrive because Mel was as serious as the Nine o’clock News.



‘Are you sure?’ I asked timidly.


She nodded. ‘Yes. Aren’t you?’


‘Yes,’ I said instinctively. And then, ‘No.’ And then, ‘What I mean is . . .’


She took another long sip from her wine and swallowed hard. ‘What you mean is you’re not sure.’


I hesitated cautiously, hoping to make certain ‘not sure’ was an acceptable response and not one that could and would be taken down and used as evidence against me. Once again I examined Mel’s features for clues. There were none. The inner workings of Mel’s mind were a total enigma to me. I’d often tried to get in there, in the attempt better to understand, but I could never bring all the strands together into a consistent book of law, because as far as I could work out she was making this stuff up as she went along.


Eventually I went with the ‘not sure’ option. ‘It’s just that . . . well . . . I just know that if we change things somewhere down the line you’ll discover just how annoying I really am. This way we keep an air of mystery about ourselves.’


She set her wine glass down on the table in front of me with force and sat on the armchair opposite, with her arms crossed. ‘Believe me, Duffy, there is no air of mystery. I’ve wiped sick off your chin, watched you cut your toenails and seen with my own eyes the animalistic way you devour bacon and egg sandwiches. And I still love you. But that’s not the point. The point is, do you love me enough to commit to me for the rest of your life? I want you to be truthful. I really don’t want to put any pressure on you, but I have to tell you I can’t wait for ever for you to make up your mind.’


Leaning forward on the sofa, with my head resting on my hands and my elbows resting on my knees, I tried desperately to find the words I wanted to use to express how I felt, but there were none. At least none that were anywhere near satisfactory. ‘You’re all that I want,’ I said.


‘And . . .’


‘And that’s it. Why do we have to get married? Can’t we just . . .’


‘Move in together?’ She’d thought this one out. I was running to every escape route I could think of, only to discover she’d got there first. ‘We’ve been together four years and we’re not even living under the same roof, Duff. You know I’ve tried to talk to you about this more times than I care to remember but you’ve always avoided the issue. I even changed tactics. I stopped mentioning it, hoping that you’d suggest we move in together in your own time. But you never did. Now it’s too late for temporary measures. It’s too late to dip your toe in and check the water temperature. It’s all or nothing. Now or never. So what do you want to do?’


I didn’t answer and remained steeped in silence, half worrying about where this was going to end up, and bizarrely half worrying about what was going on with the crew of the Enterprise.



Mel stood up and began pacing the room nervously, sniffing back tears. ‘You just don’t want things to change, do you, Duffy?’ she said, trying to remain controlled. ‘You want everything to stay the same. Well, it can’t.’


I still didn’t respond. Instead I wondered whether if I’d insisted on watching Star Trek any of this would be happening now. We would’ve had a row but nowhere near as destructive as what was going on here. Eventually, that is once the silence had become too uncomfortable even for me and the crew of the Enterprise, I said the only thing I could think of which was, ‘I love you.’ These words had always helped me out in the past, and now more than ever I needed them to work their magic. I needed them to stop this situation from getting out of hand.


‘You can say that you love me, but do you mean it? I dare you. I dare you to show me that you love me.’ Then she started crying. Or more accurately she started to try not to cry and failed abysmally. Each and every tear was a tear of resentment. She didn’t want them shed for me. She didn’t want them wasted.


Instinctively I wanted to put my arms around her and tell her everything was going to be all right, but I couldn’t, because quite frighteningly, for the first time since we started going out, I wasn’t sure everything was. Without looking at me, Mel picked up the remote, switched the TV back on and disappeared to her bedroom. As the closing credits for Star Trek gradually appeared on the screen, I sighed and switched it off again.




If only I could


I’d been standing in front of the confectionery counter of the 7–11 on Clapham High Street for over ten minutes trying to make up my mind. A number of people had come and gone purchasing fags, newspapers, condoms and bread, while I’d remained hunched over the counter silently gazing at the various bars of chocolate. My argument with Mel had turned my brain inside out. Nothing was as it should be. Not even chocolate. I knew that I didn’t want a Wispa, Turkish Delight, Snickers, Star Bar, Twix, Toffee Crisp, Crunchie, Bounty, Aero, Lion bar, Yorkie, Caramel or KitKat. That was the easy part. The hard part came now that I’d narrowed down the selection to either a pack of Revels or a Mars bar. One was an intriguing collection of handy-sized chocolate coated thingies and the other was packed to the hilt with glucose energy. They satisfied two very different parts of me and together they made my life complete. Never one to resist an extended metaphor when there was one going, I picked up the packet of Revels in my right hand – this is independence and excitement. I picked up the Mars bar in my left hand – this is Mel, the first woman in my life to convince me to fall in love with her.



‘Oi, mate!’ bellowed the stocky unshaven youth behind the counter, interrupting my confectionery cogitation. ‘Are you gonna buy those?’


‘What?’ I said, gradually returning to Planet Earth.


‘You’ve been standing there for the last ten minutes staring at that chocolate in your hands,’ he said, rapping several gold sovereign ringed fingers on the counter. ‘Now are you buying ’em or weighing ’em?’


‘I was just trying to work out which one I wanted,’ I explained feebly. ‘It’s a hard decision to make, you know.’


‘Not any more it isn’t,’ he said forcefully. ‘Those chocolate bars have been in your hands so long now they’ll have melted to mush. No, mate, you’re not leaving this shop unless you buy ’em both.’


‘If only I could,’ I said under my breath. I handed him a pound coin, waited for the change and headed towards the door.


‘Oi, mate!’ he called after me. ‘You’ve left your chocolate!’


‘I know,’ I sighed. ‘You can keep them. I can’t make my mind up, mate. So you know what? I think I’m just going to go home and have some toast instead.’





My journey up the Northern Line from Clapham Common to Highgate flew by, occupied as I was with thoughts about The Proposal. Mel and I had been together so long it was impossible for me to imagine life without her, but that was no excuse to tempt fate – to wave a metaphorical two fingers in the direction of erudition. Like the saying goes, I told myself, ‘if it ain’t broke don’t fix it.’ But maybe things were broken and I just didn’t see it. Mel had after all brought the subject of our living arrangements up more times than I could remember, and I’d always avoided it, reasoning that if we didn’t live together we couldn’t discover that we didn’t like living together. Because it’s usually when people discover they don’t like living together that they split up, and I didn’t want us to do that. Granted it was a twisted kind of logic, but it was logic all the same. But maybe now was the time to give it some serious thought.


Most women would’ve given up on me years ago. I knew this and was under no illusions who this partnership would benefit most. Mel lived on her own in a big flat in a well-spoken part of Clapham, while I shared an all-right-if-you-don’t-mind-damp-in-the-kitchen flat in Muswell Hill with my friend Dan. Mel had an excellent career in advertising sales while I’d been temping for what felt like forever while I waited patiently (some might say a little too patiently) for my career as a stand-up comedian to take off.


Sometimes I really felt sorry for Mel – her life would’ve been so much better if she’d fallen in love with someone normal. Instead she fell in love with me and had been paying for that mistake ever since. Occasionally when feeling my lowest I’d imagine what it was like when she met up with her friends for an after-work drink. They’d all be talking about their partners’ promotions, increased salaries and company cars, while Mel’s sole contribution would be that I’d once (eight months ago to be exact) been paid forty-two pounds for a sketch I’d written about Richard Branson’s beard for a satirical comedy show on Radio 4. At this point I always saw Mel’s imaginary friends throwing her pitying glances that said, ‘Ah, Mel and her bad luck with men.’


Actually Mel never complained once about any of this. In all the time we’d been together she’d never even hinted about me getting a real job and giving up comedy. In fact in a weird sort of way she was proud of me for sticking it out.


‘It’s one of the reasons I love you so much,’ she once told me after a particularly traumatic gig in Manchester in which a good eighty per cent of my material went over the heads of the audience attending the Crumpsall Pensioners’ Association annual dinner and dance. ‘I know one day you’re going to make it. I just know it. I have faith in you.’ Then she added, grinning, ‘And when you do, I want a Ferrari.’


Sometimes it was hard to have that kind of faith in myself. In my head I was about as likely to give Mel a Ferrari as I would be to give her the remote control for the TV. It was never going to happen.


It was crap being bottom of the pile, begging promoters to put me on, watching comedians who I knew weren’t anywhere near as talented as me become successful. It was soul destroying. But it was the success stories that kept me hanging on: stand-ups who, after spending fifteen years on the dole, had all their blood, sweat and beers vindicated by winning the Perrier Comedy Award at Edinburgh.


There was another side of the coin of course – the ones who no one ever talked about – the comedians who tried and failed miserably and as time moved on joined the real world and became teachers, accountants, bank clerks and builders. That was my real fear – joining the real world. Me and my flatmate Dan, who was also a stand-up, set ourselves a deadline once, that by the time we were thirty we would either have made it or moved on. Originally it was by the time we were twenty-eight, but as we’d never expected time to move half as fast as it had done, we’d given ourselves an extension. I didn’t know about Dan, but I just didn’t have it in myself to become an accountant.





In the end it took me nearly an hour to get back from Mel’s. Seconds after leaving Goodge Street the Tube driver told everyone on the train that there’d been an incident at Warren Street and that we’d be stuck in a tunnel until he got further information. ‘Further information’, as it happens, didn’t arrive for another twenty minutes, seconds after which, we moved off. What with the delay, my row with Mel and a sudden realisation that thanks to The Proposal I’d missed out on the Thursday night Chinese takeaway, my general antipathy towards the world was at an all-time high.


It was ten past eleven by the time I reached home. The flat was empty. I headed straight for the kitchen where there was a note from Dan on the fridge door saying he’d gone for a drink with someone called Natalie. I made a pint glass of Ribena and grabbed a loaf of bread from the bread bin. It was time to make toast.


I love toast. I really do. Toast is just about the best food there is. You take a slice of humble white bread (never brown) and you put it in a toaster (What is it? It’s a toaster! What does it do? It makes toast!) and a few minutes later you have a hot nutritious meal. You can put any foodstuff handy from the fridge on top of it and it will pretty much always taste fan-bloody-tastic. Toast, I thought, as two slices popped up, makes a whole lot more sense than chocolate bars.



Moving into the lounge with three hot slices of Flora’d toast, so hot the toast sweat build-up on the plate was threatening to dampen the crispness of the whole affair, I pressed play on the answerphone. There was only one message, from my mum, in which she rattled on about how much she hated answerphones, and how she especially hated leaving messages on ours because she didn’t know who Robert De Niro was. Puzzled, I played back the outgoing message and sure enough there was Dan’s voice telling callers they’d got through to Robert De Niro, and to leave a message after the beep.


Looking at my watch I wondered if it was too late to call my mum. I decided that it was, but I currently felt so sorry for myself that I was in danger of calling Mel, so I phoned Mum anyway.


‘Hi, Mum, it’s me. Did I wake you up?’


‘No, not at all. I was just listening to the radio. How are you, Ben?’ My mum was the only person in the world who still called me Ben. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Fine,’ I lied. ‘You know.’


‘You don’t sound fine.’


‘I’m fine, Mum, honest.’ It was nice to be fussed over like this. To know that there was someone in the world who, no matter whether you were a convicted homicidal maniac, a porn baron or crack addict, would love you unconditionally.


We chatted about her life for a while. Since she’d retired as a ‘catering assistant’ (or dinner lady as she still called it) at St Mary’s RC comprehensive for girls in Leeds, she’d been spending more and more time with my mad aunt Margaret. Since her husband had died Aunt Margaret had discovered a new lease of life and was constantly dragging Mum away on out-of-season holidays to places like Corfu and Ibiza. According to my mum their next jaunt was going to be Lesbos, which Aunt Margaret had described as ‘the island where ladies who liked ladies lived’. Quite what my mother and my aunt were going in search of I don’t know, but their curiosity was sufficiently piqued for them to book two weeks there in the middle of May.


‘You’ll have a great time,’ I said. ‘You could do with a holiday.’


‘If anyone could do with a holiday it’s you and Mel,’ replied Mum sternly. ‘You two work too hard. You should try relaxing and enjoying yourself more, otherwise you’ll become like all these London types who just work and work and don’t do anything else. Take Mel on holiday, Ben – and that’s an order.’


My mum thought Mel was the best thing that had ever happened to me and frequently told me so. The first time I introduced them, five months after we’d started going out, they’d got on so well that I almost got jealous. They had this thing between them as if they could communicate with each other by means unknown to me. For the most part it didn’t bother me, but occasionally I felt like I had my flies undone and that they’d noticed but weren’t telling me.


‘I don’t think we’ll be going on holiday,’ I said.


‘Whyever not?’ said Mum. ‘If it’s the money, I’m sure I can give you some if you’re a little bit short.’


‘No, it’s not the money,’ I began. I suddenly felt the strange urge to do something I’d not done since I was at secondary school and was worried about a twenty-question geography test on the Norwegian leather industry – I wanted to share a problem with my mum. Actually, not just any problem – the problem.


‘Mel wants us to get married,’ I found myself saying. ‘She proposed to me tonight and it’s taken me a bit by surprise.’


‘That’s wonderful news!’ exclaimed Mum. ‘Mel’s a lovely girl. I always said she was the one for you. To tell you the truth I can’t believe it’s taken the two of you this long to get it together.’


‘But that’s just it,’ I said despondently. ‘I’m not sure I want to get married. You’re right, Mel is an incredible person, but I’m only twenty-eight. I’m not sure I’m ready for all that . . . you know . . . marriage stuff.’


‘Don’t be so silly,’ she responded, gearing up into no-nonsense maternal mode. ‘Of course you’re ready. You love her; she loves you. You’ve been together four years as it is. What more do you need to know?’


I stopped and thought for a moment. It was a good question.


What more do I need to know?


‘I haven’t the faintest clue,’ I said after some reflection. ‘But whatever it is I can tell you now I don’t know it.’


Mum refused to let the subject drop for the rest of the phone call in the hope that somehow I might just give in. Perhaps it hadn’t been the best idea telling her about the ins and outs of my love life after all. I gave her five minutes to reprimand me and then I told her I had to go. She rounded things off with a reasonably chirpy, ‘I’m not trying to organise your life, Ben. I just want you to be happy,’ and we said our goodbyes.


Putting the phone down, I hunted for my toast. It was cold now and had gone soggy from toast sweat. While I munched on a slice I took a moment to consider my mum. She must hold the world record for being the world’s most optimistic mother. How could one person be that happy after what she’d been through?


I’d never met my dad. He left us when I was six months old and Vernie was two and a half, and divorced my mum five years later. Mum rarely talked about the reasons why he left, and neither Vernie nor I ever asked because we knew it would upset her. All I’d managed to glean in twenty-eight years was that they hadn’t been getting on, and that he left two years and ten months after they’d got married.


You would’ve thought that my mum of all people would be able to see that marriage was a ridiculous idea at the best of times, but she had gone totally the opposite way. She believed in marriage with a strength and a vigour that I’ve never seen equalled. When Vernie married her long-term boyfriend Charlie four years ago, Mum was overjoyed. I just didn’t get it. My dad had promised to be with her for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, and he’d still felt able to leave her with no money and two kids to raise. Yet here she was, after all this time, still believing it possible for two people to love each other for ever. Now that is what you call faith.




Cosmopolitan is a Ouija board


‘Hi, Mel. It’s me, Duffy. I left a message on your answerphone yesterday. And the day before that and the day before that and the day before that and the day before that. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. And that I’m stupid, but I suppose you already know that. ’Bye.’





It was now Tuesday and five days had gone by since I’d last seen Mel. She was refusing to acknowledge my existence via any of the methods of communication at her disposal – telephone/fax/mobile/carrier pigeon/e-mail/doorbell. My days at work were now spent moping around the office. I couldn’t think straight at all and was so depressed that I was taking a toilet break every half hour, which when combined with fag breaks and the mid-afternoon snack runs I’d started volunteering for, meant I got little or nothing done. Not that anyone noticed of course. I’d been in this particular temping job, inputting data for DAB, a market research company, for over three years now. Admittedly, it was a long time for any one person to temp in any one job, but according to the powers that be, it made more sense financially for the personnel officer at DAB to reserve the right to drop me at a second’s notice than to employ me full-time. This arrangement suited me fine because in return I reserved the right to tell them what to do with their ridiculously pointless job the moment I got enough stand-up work to make a decent living. Perfect symbiosis.


Having just left yet another message on Mel’s home answerphone, I decided it was time to take a look at The Proposal from a different perspective. Sneaking past Bridget on reception (a woman who thought gossiping to management about the lives of temps was a fundamental human right), I escaped to the lift and descended into the bowels of the building, to the newsagent-cum-sandwich-shop in the basement. Bathed in the harsh white glare of strip lighting, I stood staring at the rows of glossy women’s magazines, all with unfeasibly beautiful women on the cover airbrushed to perfection.


Mel read these sorts of magazines religiously. Within their pages was a world of wisdom and advice that was completely alien to me. Mel understood these magazines and they understood her. I’m fed up with being on the outside looking in, I thought, scanning the shelves. I’m tired of not knowing what’s going on with my own girlfriend.



I picked up New Woman and flicked through it, and then I picked up 19 and then Company and continued plucking titles off the shelves until I’d amassed a pile on the counter that left me with twenty-nine pence change from a twenty-pound note. Sneaking past Checkpoint Bridget (thankfully she was on the phone discussing the previous night’s Coronation Street so I didn’t have to explain my reading material) I returned to my workstation and hid the magazines in the bottom drawer of my desk which I normally reserved for sandwiches, my ball of rubber bands and stapler collection.


As soon as the coast was clear I sneaked out the first of the magazines. Cosmopolitan, and began to execute my plan. With my tongue firmly lodged in my cheek I’d managed to convince myself that if I directly asked these magazines the questions that I wanted to know – like a Ouija board only more scary – they would somehow provide me with the answers I so longed for.


Checking the coast was clear of snoopers and eavesdroppers I closed my eyes, spread my palms over the magazine and its free astrological supplement and in a deep ominous voice whispered, ‘Oh, mighty Cosmopolitan. You speak for young go-getting women the world over. I have some questions for you:





1) Why, after four years, does Mel suddenly want to get married?


2) Why does Mel insist on holding conversations in the middle of my favourite TV programmes?


3) What is this season’s hem length going to be?’





I was chuckling so dementedly by the time I got to the third question that Scottish Helen, a fellow temp who sat in the workstation opposite me, stared at me open mouthed as if I’d well and truly lost my mind (which in a way I suppose I had). ‘What are you doing?’ she asked peering over her computer.


‘Cosmopolitan is a Ouija board,’ I deadpanned, ‘and I’m asking it questions about women.’


‘Oh, that’s nice,’ said Helen, who had, in the three months that I had known her, come to accept my erratic behaviour more or less without question. ‘Can I borrow it when you’re finished?’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘Just give me a moment.’


That ‘moment’ lasted an hour and a half. By the time I’d finished looking through it and the other magazines it was time to go home, so I put them on a neat pile on Helen’s desk and left. Needless to say I didn’t discover the answers to questions one or two, but what I didn’t know about the current season’s hem length really wasn’t worth knowing.





With no answers forthcoming from the world of women’s magazines, I decided it was time to get a little sisterly advice on the matter. Vernie was two and a bit years older than me and had always been the bossy one in our family. Growing up in a single-parent family, my sister took up the mantle of the man of the house as soon as she was able. Many a time at primary school, having smart-mouthed the school bully once too often, I’d be suffering painful torture at his hands only to have my sister bound across the playground and pummel my assailant within an inch of his life, earning herself the sobriquet Muhammad Duffy.


Years later little had changed. Vernie might not have physically assaulted anyone in the last two decades, but she could still administer the kind of tongue-lashing most people never forgot. Charlie, her husband, was a much mellower character. He was the Yin to her Yang and together they made each other normal. Charlie really was great. He was laidback in a way that made me envious, and yet wise in a way that wasn’t obvious. Like me he enjoyed the simple things in life: the love of a good woman, evenings in the pub talking about nothing in particular, and football. So when Charlie and Vernie moved from Derby to London and ended up in a huge house in nearby Crouch End, it was only a matter of time before he became mine and Dan’s top mate, drinking buddy and third musketeer.


‘What’s wrong?’ said Vernie, as soon as she opened her front door. ‘You look like a right misery.’


‘I dunno,’ I said, watching my breath rise up into the cold night sky. ‘I know that’s a bit lame but I really don’t know what’s wrong.’


‘You’d better come in,’ she said, and I followed her into the kitchen where she made a cup of tea and handed me a can of Lilt and a glass filled with ice cubes.


We moved into the lounge, and while she told me about her day at work in great detail (she was a system analyst for a large computing firm in the City), I sucked ice cubes noisily and looked out of the bay window wondering what Mel was doing right now. After some minutes of this, it became obvious to Vernie that I hadn’t been listening to a single word she’d been saying.


‘Okay, let’s talk about you!’ she said, throwing an embroidered cushion at my head in mock anger. ‘That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? You’re so self-obsessed sometimes it’s frightening.’ She paused and looked at me. ‘It’s Mel, isn’t it?’


I nodded.


‘You’ve had a row because she’s fed up waiting for you to agree to move in together.’


‘Nearly, but not quite.’


Vernie raised her eyebrows. ‘She asked the big question?’


I nodded again. ‘How do you know we’ve had a row? Have you spoken to her, then?’


‘No.’ Vernie rolled her eyes, signalling my dense stupidity. ‘And I’m not psychic either. Duff, this has been on the cards for a long time.’


‘That’s what she said as well,’ I said, kicking off my shoes.


‘You don’t sound convinced,’ said Vernie.


‘I don’t get it,’ I sighed. ‘If even you know, how come it was news to me?’


Vernie shook her head and issued the universal sound for stupidity: ‘Doh! It would be news to you, Duffy. And do you know why? Because everything is news to you.’ Over the next fifteen minutes she gave me one of her many extended lectures on life, love and the stuff in between. This one was about how men didn’t pay attention to the small things in life because they didn’t think small things were important, when in truth small things are everything. She concluded her speech with the accusatory flourish: ‘You bumble about in your own selfish worlds completely oblivious to the things that really upset us and then wonder what it is you’ve done wrong.’


I concluded from the length, pace and formidable sense of personal frustration in her speech, that Charlie had done something to wind her up and that her words were meant more for her absent partner than for me. Revealing an impeccable sense of timing, this was exactly the moment Charlie chose to come through the front door after his day working in the town planning department of Westminster Council.


‘All right, mate?’ he called out as he entered the room, dropping his briefcase on the floor and kicking off his shoes.


‘Yeah. Not too bad,’ I replied, looking at Vernie, who was in turn glowering at Charlie’s recently abandoned shoes.


Charlie immediately picked up on the bad vibes that were issuing forth from his wife like a laser beam, tidied away his shoes and briefcase, walked over to the sofa and attempted to kiss Vernie hello. He failed. She glared at him, put her mug of tea down firmly on the coffee table that she never lets anyone put anything down on without a coaster, and in one smooth movement huffed her way out of the room slamming the door behind her.


Charlie tutted quietly to himself and sat down.


‘What’ve you done?’ I asked as Vernie banged her way loudly up the stairs. ‘Murdered someone? Forgotten her birthday? Started wearing her underwear again?’


‘Long story,’ said Charlie, which was coded Charlie-speak for ‘Let’s talk about something else.’ He took off his suit jacket and slumped on to the sofa with his feet up on the coffee table. ‘Just visiting, were you?’


‘No,’ I said flatly. ‘Woman trouble.’


‘Oh,’ was Charlie’s disdainful reply. ‘You too. Which kind?’


‘The kind where Mel wants to get married.’


‘Oh.’


‘Oh indeed.’ I stopped and mulled over a thought for a minute. Here I was sitting with a married man. Someone from my team who had made The Big Decision and lived to tell the tale. Surely he could give me some advice. ‘What was it that made you get married, Charlie?’


He frowned and loosened his tie. ‘Hang on a sec.’ He disappeared out of the room for a few moments and returned with a can of Coke. ‘Where were we?’
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