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Good for a Laugh


Port Soif, 2000


A barbecue is flickering on the dunes below and Port Soif stinks like burnt beefburgers. The boys have hotdogs in the boot of the car, cider and rum too, which they’re saving for the bunker party later on. Paul checks his watch. It won’t take long before they can get the evening going properly, knowing only too well how Tricky goes about his business.


Becky is already slithering on the bonnet with Tricky’s hands on her, all over her, under her. The girl moans into Tricky’s ear, her new full bottle of vodka clinking in her handbag against the door keys to her gran’s house. She hitches herself higher up on the car and gives Paul a wink.


Paul finishes his ciggy and walks to the other side of the car park. He has seen and heard this routine more times than he cares to remember. Every weekend, Becky gets off with Tricky so that he will buy her alcohol. Tricky doesn’t have a car to get around in, but Paul does; and Tricky is the one who gets them the gear for the parties, to which Jean-Christophe gets the invites. Exchanges like this make island life easy for everyone: there is always something to take and somewhere to go.


Paul no longer has an interest in using his ID to get girls, even though they stick to him like iron filings. Everyone starts young on the island, giving themselves longer to find genes that are different from their own. Paul wishes his dad had done that, for sure, his parents being Mahys and Le Maîtres, hundreds of years of local blood distilled into his neck and elbows. Think of the lobster pots you could’ve carried back in the day, his dad had said when Paul had cried as a child about looking like such a Guern. Think of how rare it is to look like you truly belong to the land where you live.


Not that his dad says much these days, Paul thinks as he stubs out the fag-end on the dog litter bin and slouches back to the shelter of his car. Jean-Christophe opens the passenger door and clambers inside. Paul turns the car radio on.


I’m starving, Jean-Christophe says. Maybe we can go to the chippy before we go out.


Paul nods, but he’d rather not spend the cash in his wallet if he doesn’t need to. He hasn’t yet sorted a steady job since leaving school.


I feel like getting fucked, Tricky says as he yanks open the car door. Paul can see Becky’s silhouette slinking off towards her moped, pulling her hoody over her highlighted hair.


I’m starving, Jean-Christophe repeats. Can we go and get chips now?


Jean-Christophe has thick ropes of muscles across his body. He eats most hours of the day and drinks strawberry protein shakes between snacks. If Jean-Christophe is the brawn and Tricky the brains – at least for sourcing what will make the night speed up – then that makes Paul the getaway driver.


Fine, but then we’ll have to get some stash, Tricky says, raising his voice over the engine as Paul scoots out of the cliff car park and back onto the coast road. Unless you’ve got anything at home?


Jean-Christophe and Paul say that they have nothing that’ll get them high enough. Tricky pools their loose change as they pull up to the chip shop up at Cobo. You go in, Paul says, I’ll drive round the block and wait.


He’s relieved not to have to go inside, reluctant to have to make small talk with the girl from a few years below at school who does odd shifts there. He can’t remember if he’s shagged her or not. When he was at school, Paul had won favour among the school’s female population for taking their virginities, and although he would never have said that he really fancied many of them, it gave him a sense of purpose. When girls smiled at him down the Pollet or in the queue for the petrol pump, it used to make Paul feel liked, but he had been so high most of the time that it was hard to remember who exactly he had done what with. Now he carries an awkwardness around in his pockets. He had always felt sheltered by the shoulder-to-shoulder smallness of the island but now he finds himself paranoid that it will catch him out.


I know exactly what you’re doing, a teacher said to him the day he skipped his last A-level exam in favour of the pub. I was just like you at your age. And you should be careful.


Careful not to turn into a shitty science teacher at my old school, you mean, sir? Paul had replied then, earning himself a litter-picking weekend.


Yet on nights like this, circling the chip shop in his Ford Fiesta, his anxiety tells him to take good care indeed. He is relieved when his friends emerge with warm white plastic bags dangling from their wrists like nappy sacks. He pulls over outside the Co-op and they cram inside the car, their mouths already packed with vinegary chips and batter scraps. Paul drives to his favourite car park further south along the coast, ensconced by bunkers and angular concrete Nazi fortifications staring out to sea. Sharp shadows range across the spume. He pulls up the car, its headlights cutting through the darkness just like the Hanois lighthouse in the distance, and puts on the handbrake. The windows steam up as the chips’ wrapping paper wilts in their hands.


We could raid our parents’ cupboards first, Tricky says. There might be something we can get for free. We can’t turn up with just booze, we won’t get into the party. What do you reckon your dad’s got?


Codeine, antihistamine, beta blockers and Ventolin: anything and everything could be put to use somehow. Paul doesn’t fancy going home before they go out but at least it’ll mean he can check up on Josie before rifling through the bathroom cabinets.


Paul’s dad is asleep on the sofa when he gets in, an empty cider can crumpled beside the dog on the carpet. The dog tilts its nose up towards Paul’s palm, snuffling at the smell of chips on his cuff. He picks up the empty can, along with two others from the coffee table that’s piled high with outdated TV guides and crisping editions of The Guernsey Press. He bundles them into the kitchen bin, then opens the fridge and puts the two chilled cans from the third shelf into the bobbling pockets of his tracksuit bottoms. He takes a yoghurt and eats it with a tea-stained spoon that is propped on the side of the sink. There’s no water in the dog bowl so he refills it before tramping up the stairs.


Josie, he calls up ahead. A stick of light shows beneath his younger sister’s door. He knocks, readying one of the tins in his other hand as the price of entry. The tin gasps as he snatches open the ring-pull. There’s no answer to his knock so he opens the door.


His sister isn’t there. Her room is awash with mess. There is a tangle of vest tops on the floor and various eyeshadow compacts open on her desk. Bronzes, silvers, rough-sea greys. Pencil eyeliners in mauve and black. He sits on her bed, her bow-tied teddy plumped upon her pillows. He surveys the homework folders and textbooks slotted on the shelves along the wall, the bedstead hung with beads from their last family holiday to Nice. Josie had been nine then, pudgy-thighed with a home-cut fringe; now she’s in secondary school and collecting more friends and grade As than he’d ever done at her age. The bottles of spirits in the dining-room cabinet, from which Paul himself sneaks finger-widths every weekend, are now emptying at a competitive pace. Her drinking is catching up with his; the one time he queried it, she’d snapped, Well maybe it’s time you left home then. He wasn’t sure whether she’d meant their dad’s house or Guernsey but he never asked.


He sups the sickly cider and looks at the schoolgirl photos tacked across her walls. He resists the urge to phone her with the excuse of seeing if she needs a lift anywhere. She’s always fine.


He finishes the end of the cider tin. Drinking and driving go together like whisky and coke on this island. Besides, Tricky’s cousin’s a policeman, so no one will rat on him as long as Tricky’s in the car. Paul’s never been caught, whether at drink-driving or speeding on the Kev Run or phoning his sister while behind the wheel. None of his mates have ever been caught at anything. Paul opens the second cider with a hiss and lets the bubbles fall down his throat. It’s stingingly sweet, but it’s also free. Another one less for his dad. He downs the rest of it and goes back out to his car.


The Kev Run is out in full force tonight: cars lined up along the short stretch of the north-east coast road, alloys shining and bass juddering from subwoofers. Racing offers a better adrenalin rush than surfing and punch-ups at the North Show, and the number of cars makes it an easy cover for drop-offs. It’s more of a peacocking parade than a drag race, although girls rarely bother standing around long enough in the cold to see much of the display.


Paul and Tricky are sitting in the Fiesta, watching the cars drive up and down. Their drug dealer hasn’t showed yet, though they’ve been waiting for what feels like a waste of their evening. Paul scrutinises the young drivers outside: which ones are good, which are reckless, which might go on to take part in the official competitions with cash prizes.


Paul is a confident driver but hasn’t fancied getting into racing since he saw someone scrape off half his cheek on the tarmac at the Val des Terres Hill Climb. He’d been young enough then to cling on to his dad’s hand, watching the car whomp into a barrier amid the trees and wild garlic. Josie was crying from sunburn and their mum was off flirting with someone else’s dad. Paul and his father had stood on the hill that looked out onto the town with its castle and bathing pools and monstrous white yachts, while the paramedics cut off the driver’s clothes and rolled him onto a spinal board. He remembered telling his dad how he’d learned in school that the skin was an organ the same as our heart, our lungs, tongues, mouths, the small and large intestines both. His dad had taken a long time to reply, watching the paramedics tape the driver’s matted head into a brace. Later, when Paul started dropping Josie off at school and putting fish fingers in the oven for her tea, he would find himself saying what his dad had said to him then: These things happen.


He’s clearly not coming, we should head off, says Tricky through a clag of smoke. He flicks the burnished fag-end out of the window and onto the road. He turns to Paul and says, We’d better do a run up the Bouet if we want some stash.


Nothing’s worth a run up the Bouet this time of night, Paul says. You’ll have your arse bitten off by dogs. Or by Craig.


Craig owes me.


Craig never owes anyone anything, Paul knows. He has never met him in person but he has seen the apprehension in the eyes of younger dealers who work for him.


Craig owes me, Tricky repeats. It was a fucking joke last time; you don’t want to pay for that shit again, do you? And we need something, we can’t go with nothing. It’s not like you found anything at home.


No, Paul admits. But Jean-Christophe’s still trying his parents’.


Nah, he’ll have given up by now, Tricky says. He’s meeting some girl before the party, he’ll meet us there. We’re nearly at the estate anyway. Only round the corner, it’ll take ten minutes. Come on. I’ll do the talking.


But what if he’s out?


Of course he’ll be out, that’s the point, Tricky says as he winds up the window. He’ll be out on his rounds; all the kids will be having half-term parties this week. He’ll be up to his eyes in it.


Celeste opens the door enough for it to look friendly but not enough that the boys can see much beyond the brown sofa and the television that’s not far off the sofa’s size. Her legs are shiny with what looks like moisturiser and her hair is damp. The flat inside smells of shampoo and oven-baked garlic bread. A baby cries from somewhere.


Craig isn’t in, she says.


I know he isn’t, that’s why we’re here, Tricky says.


Paul pushes his fingers onto Tricky’s forearm as a warning and says, We can come back.


I didn’t know you had a little one, Tricky goes on, ignoring the dig of Paul’s fingers, stepping towards the door frame and laying a hammy knuckle on the wood.


It’s my neighbour’s, Celeste says, instinctively looking behind her as if to check that the baby hasn’t been kidnapped from the flat. I said I’d look after him tonight.


So you’re the kind of person who can be trusted to know what to do, he says.


Why can’t his mum look after him? Paul says.


She’s not well.


We’re in a bit of a hurry actually, Tricky says. Not much time to chat. He brings his other fist out of his pocket so that his arms form a barricade on the door. Can we come in now?


Paul has never hit a woman, and is as sure as he can be that Tricky hasn’t and wouldn’t. He tries to picture Craig with Celeste, what their relationship would look like. Paul knows that Celeste is younger than she looks because she was only three years above him at school. Celeste had lived in Forest then, their dads had been friendly to each other at cross-country pick-ups, and sometimes in the school holidays she’d babysit him and his sister. Josie had looked up to her, as any girl would look up to someone older who knew how to smoke and do eyeliner. He wonders what Josie would think now of Celeste’s brittle hair and bitten nails, the tiredness of her eyes and marks up her arms. He tries hard not to stare.


What is it? Celeste looks from Paul to Tricky.


Craig wants us to do a drop-off for him, Tricky carries on. He’s too busy himself.


Is that true? she asks Paul.


Paul sways slightly from the evening’s cider and squints as the strip lighting ices his eyeballs. Sure, he says, as if one word can’t make a lie.


We don’t want to keep Craig waiting, Tricky says as he shoulders her out of the doorway and pushes on into the flat.


You might as well come in too then, Celeste says finally to Paul, following Tricky into the lounge and scooping up the baby off the sofa cushions before he can get a look at it. She jiggles the bundle of blankets up and down in her arms as she watches the boys for their next move. She says very quietly over the baby’s hairless scalp, I hope you know what you’re doing.


Where is it? Tricky says.


You mean he asked you to do a job for him but didn’t tell you? Celeste replies.


Paul expects Celeste to protest, or shout, or throw something, but she sits down and stares at Paul. She doesn’t even get her phone out. Maybe this has happened to her before and she knows it’s easier not to get involved. With Craig as a boyfriend, Paul imagines that trying not to get involved must take up a lot of her time.


Tricky begins to open drawers, lift up knick-knacks, shove discarded clothing across the floor with his shoes. He shakes open gossip magazines and scatters cigarettes from a carton onto the tea-marbled coffee table. Where’s the bedroom? he says, not waiting for an answer.


Why would you be dealing for Craig? Celeste asks. You’re not really, are you?


Paul shrugs.


I’m not thick, she says, keeping her hands busy with the baby squirming on her knee. I just hope you’re not too.


Is his mum going to be all right? Paul says with a nod at the baby. The warmth punches out from the electric heater balanced in front of the sofa, and Paul’s struggling not to sink back into it. They should’ve gone straight to the party without the drugs: they shouldn’t have come here. It’s difficult not to keep an eye on the door in case Craig makes an entrance and mashes them into the carpet.


Hope so, says Celeste, extracting her chunky gold creole earring from the baby’s hand. I’ve got work tomorrow.


Paul doesn’t want to look at anything here any more. He considers going to see how Tricky is getting on but he would rather not rifle through underwear drawers and makeup bags. There is the china clink of the cistern lid being replaced. Paul needs a glass of water but he doesn’t want to ask Celeste for it. The guilt suppurates beneath the booze and he can feel the night tipping over.


What does your dad think about your new line of work?


Paul looks at her and then catches the shock of his expression in the reflection of the black TV screen. He looks really small sitting down.


How’s your dad doing, anyway? she says.


He’s all right, Paul says.


I read in the Press about him, poor fuck, she says. Even on an island this small you can’t get far without a car. How long’s he going to be off the roads for?


He’s all right, Paul repeats.


Still living at home with him, yeah? And your sister?


Her too, he says.


I always liked your sister. And your mum? How’s she?


I wouldn’t know.


It’s not that far to find out, surely.


She’s got a new family, Paul says.


You’re a nice boy, I always thought, Celeste says. Did your homework when I asked you, always finished what was on your plate. But I thought you would’ve grown up a bit more by now. What are you doing for work, really?


What’s your point, he says. Paul considers going to the kitchen to fetch himself a drink but would rather have Celeste report back at the end of the night that he wasn’t the one to actually nick anything. He used to think that if he drove the car and the others were the ones who did the deals or the fights, then he would still technically be a good guy.


Do you know what it’s like to get beaten up, Paul, like properly? Celeste says.


Why are you with him then? Paul snaps, listening out for how Tricky is getting on.


How old are you now? Celeste says.


The baby burps and she jiggles it on her lap, rubbing its tiny curled back. The legs of the Babygro are too long for him, so that his feet poke out where his knees should be. Bubbles of spit shine on his lips and chin.


Tricky emerges with a square of tinfoil shining through his white T-shirt pocket. He’s grinning, sweating from pride and from substances tried and tested.


He’ll run you off the roads, Celeste says. Good luck on the Kev when your eyes are bleeding out your nose.


He can’t be that bad, Paul says.


That’s sweet, she says.


Tricky is already laughing his way down the stairs and away from the estate, clanging his house keys along the metal railings. Paul turns to follow.


Paul, Celeste shouts after him as he tries hard not to turn around and look. I saw your mum down the Co-op last week with her new kids and she was looking really fucking happy.


Anxiety starts to jigger Paul’s vision so much that once they’re halfway across the island towards the west coast, he has to pull the car into the driveway of La Houguette Primary School with its climbing frames and SLOW CHILDREN traffic signs. It is lead-lined quiet. Paul often ends up here, safe in the knowledge that the police looking for doggers and dealers don’t search beyond the cliff car parks.


Give that, Paul says to Tricky, who is thumbing a fat joint between his fingers.


You’ve finally lost it, Tricky laughs. I’ve never seen anyone look so scared. If you’re scared of Celeste, mate, just wait till Craig gets hold of you.


Do you think she’ll tell him? Paul says. He won’t actually come after us?


Why, what are you going to do? Leave? Drive to the mainland? Tricky is howling with laughter now.


Paul breathes in deeply and hands the joint back to Tricky. If he rides out the nausea he’ll feel calm enough to drive again soon. Going to the party will take his mind off it, he knows, but they’ve got to get there first and he can feel the night closing off the unlit lanes like trapdoors.


Tricky and Paul grew up together. They know the local lanes better than the cracks on their bedroom ceilings and they know what to say to wind the other up. But what Paul is starting to forget is what it had been like before. Before there was porn and vodka and seven per cent cider and roll-ups and joints and aerosols and wraps and pills and late nights and insomnia and red eyes and shaving cuts and car crashes and overdrafts. Before, there had been surfing and cliff-jumping and Sunday roasts and birthday barbecues and pocket money; before, he could start a half-term holiday and decide for himself what he wanted to do. Somehow the last few years have rolled into one bad night out.


What are we actually going to do? Paul says. Tricky is giggling. Tricky giggles until Paul’s breathing slows and he feels calm enough to start the ignition and let the condensation slide off the windscreen. Maybe it’s the joint but he has the feeling that he won’t find anything hilarious ever again.


There’s an old war bunker by the Table des Pions just over the Pleinmont headland, past the old greenhouses stretched out across the fields, sagging and splintering in the weeds. Up the sharp path through the spindly woods where the alcoholic from the now-closed Mercedes garage hanged himself last year, but just before you get to the fort and the stone fairy circle. The sea looks medieval from up here, mystic. It’s a good spot for a party, and this is where a lot of the best parties happen.


It’s early now, or late to Paul, the moonlight smudging on the slapping sea. Rap music is booming from within. Paul only ever watches MTV at other people’s houses but he can picture all the videos, girls in metallic hotpants and cars lined up like something’s about to happen. He looks over towards the party. There is a haze hanging over the bunker’s entrance from the hash, cut through by strobes of light from the Hanois lighthouse. A wind is getting up over the water, dragging out the musk from the bunker. The smell is Turkish Delight sweet.


It’s a fiver to get inside and as soon as you do, there’s a makeshift table of mixed beers and spirits, which everyone is welcome to dip into so long as they make a contribution too. Paul adds their rum and cider to the offering. There are people on the floor, slumped across cushions and sacking and plastic bags split open at the sides. Danny Torode is caning lines from a patio table and the sixth-form kid from Alderney is picking out a melody on a guitar. Someone is DJing in one of the dark passageways that spike off from the central concrete chamber. A string of fairy lights is strung up along another, flickering every so often when someone stumbles on the freestanding generator. Becky will be around somewhere with her vodka, so Tricky disappears off into one of the dank channels, tipping the peak of his baseball cap down so that it doesn’t scrape the lichen lining the low ceiling.


They don’t do parties like this in Winchester, Helen Dorey is saying to whoever will listen. She’s back from her art foundation course for reading week, during which she claims she hasn’t read a thing but has instead accumulated multiple lovers and some fucking funny stories yeah. There are those here who are still at school, those who have been away to university on the mainland and since returned, those who never left. He’s thankful that he can’t see anyone from his old year at school. But nobody moves to involve him in conversation at all and somehow that feels worse, like it’s because they already know the answers.


Paul considers the booze on the table, aware that Tricky has walked off with their wrap tucked in his pocket. He punches open a tin of cider and picks his way across the muddled floor towards an empty spot, where he perches himself on an upturned keg. He feels lighter with fresh booze in his blood; holding the tin gives him something to do with his hands. He drinks a bit more, feels his shoulders sloping, settles on his seat. In the shadows, he feels less self-conscious. He likes to watch the crowd, and there is always someone at these dos who has undone themselves, through drinking too much or choking or boasting about how much coke they could take when they’d never had a sniff of a line before. The best entertainment at any party is the mistakes of other people.


There is a girl in the corner who’s lazing around by herself, her hair draped over her face. Paul has been watching her, trying to work out if she’s drunk or asleep, whether she’s too far gone, whether she’s just enjoying whatever she’s taken. He can’t work out if it’s someone he got with one, two years ago: she seems familiar enough. She still doesn’t move for a good few minutes so he goes over to her just to check. She doesn’t look up when he asks if she’s okay and he turns her onto her side.


It’s Josie. She smells like the caustic apple flavouring of the spirit dribbling from the green bottle in her hands. His sister’s legs are open slightly and he catches a fuchsia flash of her bikini bottoms as he kneels down to pick her up. Her eyes are sticky and struggling in the half-light.


Josie, he says, pulling her top down over her bare stomach. Come on, he’s saying, come with me. He slots his forearms under her armpits and hauls her out of the chamber, her limp feet curling through empty cans on the floor. He thinks of Celeste carrying her neighbour’s baby, thinks how Celeste would carry Josie up the stairs to bed after she fell asleep watching television. None of the other partygoers turn to look at him as he hefts his sister out into the smeared morning; it’s not the first time that someone has come to a bunker party before they were ready, and nobody’s really ready for their first time. Her thick breathing wets the shoulder of his top as he carries his sister over the dewy gorse towards the car. He isn’t angry with her, he thinks; she’s just doing what he’s always done.


The sun is rising on the back of the wind. The waves crunch over the pebbles like crisp packets. Some of Paul’s mates take pleasure in saying that the island’s so boring, it’s a heap of shit, it’s backwards, it’s full of inbreds and pissheads and can you imagine being one of those people who never leave? But Paul looks across the sea and back to the headland, to the bunker with its seething music behind him, and he sees that it is beautiful. He loves this place, not in spite of the boredom and his angry cousins and drunk dad and the curly fries served in plastic baskets at the Bowl and the pride of the Kev Run and all the puny parties, but because of all these things. The early mornings like this one on the cliffs are filled with colours you wouldn’t see anywhere else.


He opens the back door of his Fiesta and marshmallows his sister’s body onto the back seat. Her head lolls over the upholstery so he takes off his sweatshirt and rolls it up into a pillow for her. He’ll drive Josie home, tuck her into bed. Then he’ll get into his own bed and sleep off his hangover for as long as he needs to.


Wait, Tricky calls out from the bunker, emerging from the darkness into the morning warmth. Hang on.


I’m going home, Paul says and pulls the car door shut.


Just a favour for a couple of hours and then you can fuck off with your girl, Tricky says, rapping on the window so that Paul has to wind it down. Tricky frowns when he spots Josie sprawled on the back seat.


We’re going home, Paul says.


He places his hands either side of the wheel. Like you’re drying the dishes, his driving instructor had always said. His fingers leave sweat prints on the faux leather, gripping hard to stop his hands shaking. He can feel a vein pipping in the inner crease of his left elbow. He puts the key in the ignition and tells Tricky out the window, I’m done.


Craig’s found out we’ve nicked his stash, Tricky says.


So what? Paul says. He was always going to.


We’ve got to get to him before he gets to us.


I’m not getting in a fight with Craig.


Of course not, you couldn’t fight a fish, Tricky says. But you can drive me there and I’ll have a go.


No way I’m driving up to The Bridge like this.


It’s only round the coast, Tricky says. You could drive there with your bollocks.


Paul winds up the window but Tricky wedges his hand in the way.


Do you want to see my teeth knocked out on a scaffolding pole? Tricky says.


No but—


Are you sure?


But my sister, Paul says.


So what, he says, getting into the passenger seat. We can drop her off first.


Paul persuades Tricky to help carry her up the stairs. Tricky cradles her knees and Paul hooks his fists under her armpits, and they slouch her onto the single bed. Paul tells Tricky to piss off back outside while he sorts her out. Paul takes his sister’s trainers off, balls up her socks, arranges the duvet cover over her. Her make-up is butchered across her skin but she is peacefully asleep. He turns her head on one side so her cheek is on the pillow and moves the bin near. He sits on the edge of her bed, one hand resting over her blanketed feet, and takes a breath. Then he slips down to the kitchen to fetch a glass of water, fills the glass right to the top, and takes it up to Josie’s bedside. He places it just out of reach so that she won’t knock it over.


A car door slams outside and Paul goes to the window to check who it is. No Craig yet. He pictures Tricky in the car waiting for him, bouncing his head along to grinding music and rummaging amongst the empty crisp packets on the floor for a chance pound note. Perhaps Tricky was clever for failing his driving theory test every time.


Paul tweaks the curtains shut so Josie won’t get woken up too early by the light. He is aware that he hasn’t slept for a long time, not properly. His blood feels carbonated, caffeinated. He closes her bedroom door gently, then the front door to the house, and sees Tricky in the passenger seat of his car, rolling a joint for him.









Daily Specials


Cobo Bay, 2001


Crashes were common on that stretch of Cobo coast road. Last week a lorryload of refrigerated pizzas had shocked the tarmac. Annie had been on the deep-fat fryer at the time getting the next batch of scampi on and she’d had to turn the heat down while she watched the police stop the traffic and clean up.


Today the road was empty and flat and salted from the sea, which was rowdy behind the double-glazing of the chip shop. She could see that the surfers were out getting hit in the faces by their boards, the sky and the waves above and below them the colour of iron left out to rust. It was cold for Guernsey but then it was March. Annie knew with dead certainty that March was the worst month. March was the worst month, Tuesday the worst day, milk chocolate the worst of the three, and watermelon Breezers incontestably the pits. Annie spent a lot of her time at work making lists. Write each thing down and you won’t feel the need to worry so much, the school counsellor had suggested.


The school counsellor was also the careers adviser, who was also the PE teacher, and so his careers advice and pastoral care were not things that Annie prized particularly highly. When he’d asked her which subjects she wanted to do at A level and she’d said she hadn’t thought that far ahead, he suggested she work towards geography, English and photography. She’d never had any interest in geography, had never thought much about the process of rock erosion. You could watch that happening out of the window of the chip shop if you were there as often as she was, every day in half-term and holidays and most Saturdays the rest of the time. The sea was slowly picking the nose off the headland.


Easter would be followed by end-of-year exams and then even more exams in the years to follow, and maybe university and then moving back to the island for ever. The next stages of her life had been laid out ready for her, and her parents repeatedly told her they were proud of her progress, but Annie knew that not everything was going to plan. She should have lost her virginity by now, but still her breasts were like buns in a paper bag, unopened and left to go hard by themselves.


To help her along, Annie’s best friends had arranged for her to lose it to Paul in the car park of the Wayside Cheer Hotel at nine o’clock that night. It would be too cold by then for her to take her tights off fully; she’d have to roll them round her ankles with her shoes still on. She’d worn the thong with the diamanté heart, the pink one from the multipack, and had stashed a can of Impulse in her bag to mask the smell of fried fish that slicked her hair. Just put some effort in, Becky had told her. She was dreading it.


The scampi pieces spat in the oil as Annie shook them over. She’d burnt the corner of a couple of them but then she could always have those ones for her tea. It was only five o’clock. Emptying the scraps tray, batter crisped and sausages burst, she wished she could see what the shape of the night would look like. She was nervous about not being able to distinguish Paul’s Ford Fiesta from the other vehicles in the dark car park. She was worried about whether she would try to get into a stranger’s car by mistake, not that she would consider Paul a friend. For years, she’d been vaguely aware of him messing around with the older boys in school common rooms or pushing his way out of the door of one house party as he left for another. She didn’t know what he did now. Once or twice, she’d seen him picking up his sister at school, helping to put her satchel and sports bag in the boot while the radio bleated autotuned R&B ballads at top volume. She still couldn’t picture the car.


She thought about texting Paul to ask what colour it was. But then if it was a dark night they would all look the same colour anyway and she would’ve used up her one go for texting him. You can’t ask him lots of questions, the girls had said. He knows what he’s doing, you have to let him get on with it. Becky and Claire had been telling her how she had to act like she didn’t care about losing it, even if he put on Island FM when he was doing it or if it really hurt. You wouldn’t want him to stop halfway through because then who would ever want to take your other half, they’d said. The other girls at school kept a running tab of who was still a virgin and who wasn’t, and the approaching age of consent felt more like a deadline than a starting point.


Clear juice pooled from the breaded scampi as Annie tugged the plastic knife through the crust. She checked there weren’t any customers approaching through the car park before stuffing the scalding fish in between her teeth. She knew it would burn the roof of her mouth but she ate it anyway, blowing through her cheeks as the oil laddered her gums. The chip shop was open all year round but in the winter months it was Guernsey’s other chip shop at the north of the island that claimed most of the trade. They were worthy rivals; even Annie’s manager admitted that. They fried their chips in beef fat and never ran out of skate. Dads flocked to it like it would save their marriages.


Still, Annie preferred the shop when it was quiet. In the blazing summer, queues coiled down the slipway and well past the pub. She would open small plastic bag after small plastic bag of change as tourists and locals alike crumpled cashpoint notes over the counter. Girls in bikinis clutching plastic pints of cider and black, men with erased tattoos and right arms tanned from hanging out of car windows. Children sunburnt and tired, and all of them angry because they had to pay five pence extra for supermarket-brand ketchup. Her schoolmates had dropped by all the time in the summer holidays too, asking Annie to come out with them after her shift was over. There would be beach barbecues, and blowjobs in caves in exchange for corner-shop Smirnoff. Annie had started making excuses when invites were offered.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Copyright



		Contents



		Good for a Laugh (2000)



		Daily Specials (2001)



		A Word for It (2002)



		Winners (2003)



		Miss Guernsey (2003)



		A Kindness (2004)



		Liberation Day (2011)



		Mein Herr (2012)



		Pigs (2013)



		GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS (2014)



		Real Nice (2018)



		The Lure (2019)



		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9780349016269.jpg
‘Wonderful, vivid, bittersweet'
Sara Baume






