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Mouse never liked cats

Nothing to do with the name, just he never liked cats. He valued loyalty, and friendship, and long walks. Cats aren’t loyal, they’re not your friends, and you can’t take them for a walk, unless they’re in a bag, weighed down with stones. So when he came round to help me move house, and he saw the Siamese playing with a dead sparrow in the middle of our newly sown lawn, it was natural for him to lift the rock. It was natural for him to throw the rock. He was a big man, with a strong arm, and he hefted it with all the grace, power and directional acumen of a major league pitcher.

For Mouse, if it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well.

If I had thrown a rock at all, it would have been to merely frighten the poor creature. Not to half cleave its head off, the way Mouse did.

If I’d thrown it, it would have fallen short, or smashed into next door’s greenhouse, and the cat would have given me a haughty look, picked up the  bird, juggled with it for a while, then tossed it to one side before nonchalantly wandering off. That way, neither of us would have lost face. Mouse’s way, the cat lost face. And ear. And top of skull. Before rolling over dead. Stone dead.

We stood and looked at it. We could hear my wife, singing to herself inside. Something by Abba.

Mouse said, ‘Oh.’

I said, ‘Oh.’

From the other side of the high wooden fence, our new neighbour said, ‘Psssss-wsssssss, psssss-wsssssss, Toodles.’

They say that moving house is one of the most stressful things you can experience: it’s in there with giving birth, burying your parents, taking the driving test. I think people ought to get out more. You get pursued by religious maniacs, shot at by rampaging terrorists, threatened by drug-crazed movie stars and pummelled by heavyweight champions, and you soon realise moving house isn’t stressful at all. It’s a walk in the park. Till someone kills the neighbour’s cat, and you have to scoop up the body, brains an’ all, and stuff it in a box in the garage until you can decide what to do, all the time cursing Mouse under your breath and him grinning stupidly at you. And then you wander back out, blood still on your hands, and the neighbour suddenly appears head and shoulders above the fence, balancing on a stool, ‘Nice to meet you! I’m George, this is my wife Georgie, and you didn’t happen to see Toodles anywhere, did you?’ And  Patricia, my wife – she would say ‘longsuffering’, but then don’t they all? – comes down the garden innocently shaking her head while I shrug and Mouse stands there grinning like an idiot. That’s when moving house gets stressful.

Instead of thumping Mouse I introduced him because I could tell they weren’t sure which of us was the husband, and then they took a proper look at him and said, genuinely surprised and impressed: ‘You’re that Mouse?’

Mouse grinned.

‘Right enough,’ said Georgie, ‘I’ve seen you on the telly. And I never miss a single issue.’

They were talking about a weekly magazine called Belfast Confidential and looking at Patricia and me curiously, wanting to know what the Editor, owner and all-round celeb magnet and virtual-brandname Mouse was doing in our back garden. We were clearly not celebs, so that surely meant we were the other sort that BC delights in exposing – frauds, or thugs or sexual deviants or born-again Christians or terrorists. Except Mouse had a can of beer in his hand and he looked quite at home. Maybe we were relatives. Dim country cousins moving to the big city.

It used to be that I was the well-known one – I had a column in the local paper, I stirred up all kinds of shit – but just as terrorists eventually hang up their guns and enter politics, I had long since resigned myself to the security and boredom of the post-Troubles newsroom. Belfast is like any city that has  suffered war or pestilence or disaster – hugely relieved to no longer be the focus of world attention, but also slightly aggrieved that it isn’t. In the old days you could say, ‘I’m from Belfast,’ anywhere in the world and it was like shorthand: a thousand images of explosions and soldiers and barbed wire and rioting and foam-mouthed politicians were thrown up by that simple statement. You were automatically hard, even if you were a freckle-armed accountant in National Health specs; you earned the sympathy of slack-jawed women for surviving so long, and you habitually buffed up your life story like you’d just crawled out of the Warsaw ghetto. You joked about the Troubles, but in such a way that you made it seem like you were covering something up. Perhaps you said you were once in a lift with that Gerry Adams and you thought he bore a remarkable resemblance to Rolf Harris, and you pointed out that you never saw the two of them in the same place at the same time, and your audience laughed and said, ‘Right enough,’ but at the same time you knew what they were thinking, that you were making light of it because actually you’d suffered horribly at the hands of masked terrorists or your mother had been blown through a window at Omagh or your father was shot down on the Bogside for demanding basic human rights. To say you were from Belfast was to say you were a Jew in Berlin, or a soldier of the Somme. But no longer. And as the Troubles had waned, so had the world’s interest, and so had my star. Like a minor player in a soap opera  who has been killed off, I no longer had access to (or, to tell the truth), much interest in the limelight. My job was boring, my wage was average, my family life was quiet, uneventful. But I was happy. I had seen and done too much; now was my quiet time. Mouse, on the other hand, had reinvented himself, and not just as a cat-killer.

‘Could we have your autograph? Would it be too much trouble?’

Mouse didn’t even bother to blush. The wife raced in and got her latest copy of Belfast Confidential and Mouse signed and dated it. He then obliged them with some TV gossip: Eamon Holmes was being wooed by Channel 4, and some local actor who used to be in CSI: Miami had checked into rehab again. Then we left Patricia to bask in the residual glow of his celebrity, saying we had to get on with the unpacking, but instead Mouse guided me to his new toy and I, who know nothing about cars, blinked at it kind of impressed. ‘Is that a . . . ?’

Mouse nodded ‘You betcha.’

The RA Jet is the kind of sports car you have to be young and beautiful or suffer the illusion of such to drive. I’d a fair idea of where Mouse fitted into the equation, but he was obviously deeply in love with it. He ran his hand down the sleek bodywork. ‘This is one of only three working models in the entire world. They won’t roll off the production line for another eighteen months.’

‘So how come you . . . ?’

‘Because if the Editor of Belfast Confidential has one, then it’s the car to have, isn’t it?’

I nodded. ‘Good to see you haven’t got an over-inflated sense of your own importance.’

Mouse shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter what I have. It’s what they think. So jump in,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you what it can do.’

I wasn’t the slightest bit interested in what it could do. I was never a car boy. Strictly A to B. Mechanically illiterate. But Mouse was keen to show off, so I sat there with a can of beer from the coolbox he kept in the back, while he put it through its paces. I said, ‘Very nice,’ a couple of times, and asked about cylinders and horsepower and satellite navigational systems and he went into considerable detail.

‘I’ve to give it back next week. Liam Neeson is next on the list, and they’re making him come here from New York to drive it.’

‘Wow,’ I said.

We’d been gone about twenty minutes when Patricia called my mobile. She said, ‘Where the fuck are you?’

I looked at Mouse. ‘Where the fuck are we?’

He pointed at the electronic map on the dashboard. ‘Here,’ he said.

‘Where’s here?’ I asked, squinting down. The writing was too small.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Mouse. ‘I haven’t got my glasses.’

‘Neither have I.’ Sad, really. ‘Trish, it’s official, we have no idea.’

‘Well, that’s a big help.’

‘I know.’

‘If it’s any consolation,’ Mouse said, ‘I’m going in for laser eye-surgery next week. Then I’ll be twenty-twenty.’

‘Patricia, he says he’s going in for laser eye-surgery. Then he’ll have twenty-twenty vision and be able to read the maps in his own fucking car. Unless of course the surgeon sneezes or something and they blow the top of his head off.’

Patricia sighed. ‘Well, tell him good luck, and would you ever think of looking out the window and just telling me where you are?’

I glanced about me. We were moving up Great Victoria Street. Lavery’s Bar was only a few hundred yards away. ‘Nope. Don’t recognise it. He’s got us lost, love.’

Mouse’s brow furrowed.

‘On second thoughts,’ Patricia snapped, ‘I don’t care where you are. Just get back here and help me do this, will you? It’s not fair, leaving it all to me.’

‘I know, I know, love, I’ll be back as soon as I can. And we don’t have to do it all in one day anyway, do we? We’ve got the rest of our lives.’

‘Yes, Dan, very romantic. Now stop trying to slink out of the fucking unpacking and get back here.’

‘Yes, Boss,’ I said. I cut the line and pointed Lavery’s out to Mouse. ‘Some nights in there, eh?’ Mouse nodded. ‘Fancy one?’

He snorted lightly. ‘In there?’

‘Aye.’

‘I think we’re a bit past Lavery’s, Dan.’

‘Meaning what?’

‘Well, it’s all . . . you know, drunks and students.’

‘So?’

‘We’ve moved on a bit from that.’

‘Speak for yourself.’

Then he had a brainwave. He clicked his fingers. ‘Tell you what – you hungry? I have a table at Cayenne.’

‘You what?’

‘I have a table at Cayenne.’

‘Yes, I heard what you said, I just don’t know what the fuck you mean.’

‘Dan, for god sake. Cayenne. The restaurant.’

I shrugged.

‘They used to run Roscoffs. Remember Roscoffs?’

My knowledge of restaurants is largely confined to eating establishments that only get busy after the pubs close, but I remembered Roscoffs because before peace broke out it was the kind of establishment that politicians and PR people took foreign visitors to, in order to prove that every meal in Belfast didn’t have to include chips. Anyone who was anyone ate there, and the owners were awarded stars, and their own TV show, and they joined the celebrity chef circuit. So I nodded and he said, ‘They’ve redecorated and changed the name and it’s a whole new concept in cooking and they’ve put the prices up. It’s fantastic, and it’s only around the corner.’

‘And you have a table.’

‘Well, it’s not my own personal table, but they’ll look after us.’

I sighed. ‘Has it really come to this?’

‘Come to what?’

‘That you have a table. Or at least access to one. “I have a table.” That’s what you said.’

‘Well, they’re difficult to get.’

‘So who gives a fuck?’

Mouse shook his head. ‘They’re friends of mine.’

‘Good for you.’

‘And besides, they want to make sure they’re on the List, so it won’t be a problem.’

‘The List?’

‘The List.’

‘What List?’


’The List.’

‘Lost me, Mouse.’

‘The Belfast Confidential Power List.’

‘Ah. Right.’

‘Dan – you know about the List. I’ve told you about the List.’

‘Well, I’m getting on, I don’t always remember everything you say.’

He shook his head, because of course I knew the List. Everyone in town knew the List. On it were Belfast’s top fifty movers and shakers. A canny mix of multi-millionaire industrialists, TV chat-show hosts, pop stars, gangsters and politicians – the people who shaped our booming little city. It was parochial to the  extreme, and didn’t mean a thing ten miles out in any direction, but in the three years since Mouse had launched the Belfast Confidential Power List, it had assumed an importance, a cultural relevance which was hard to quantify and difficult to pin down. It was just – big, and Mouse loved it.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘that List.’

‘You don’t have to say it like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like that. It’s important, Dan.’

‘Uhuh.’

‘I don’t mean to be on it, per se. It just – gives us . . . a sense of identity, do you know what I mean?’

‘Mmmmm,’ I said. ‘And by the way, do you think there’s any danger of you disappearing up your own arse?’

Mouse gave me a sad look. ‘A bit of support, once in a while, might be nice.’

He was my best friend. Thick and thin, mostly thin. ‘I know. Sorry,’ I said.

‘We just don’t throw it together, you know.’

‘I know.’

‘Every entry is scrupulously researched, expert opinion is sought, we discuss every single detail . . .’

‘I know, Mouse.’

‘We don’t just pull names out of thin air.’

‘I believe you, all right? Go to fucking Cheyenne then.’

‘Cayenne. Anyway, I thought you had to get home?’

‘I do.’

Mouse turned the car back towards Shaftesbury Square. We didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes. I thought I’d better break the ice. ‘So,’ I said, ‘these Cayenne people. Are they on the Power List?’

‘Well, it depends what table they give me.’
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Good table. Just where everyone could see you. Mouse loved it – being the centre of attention. Not just here. Everywhere. Being someone. Anyone. He had been my Editor for a lot of years, back when I had some kind of profile, largely based upon what was billed as a satirical column but which was really just me taking the piss out of the great and the good, and sometimes the bad and the bold. Usually it was the great and the good who came after you with a big stick; the bad and the bold just shrugged it off because they didn’t care, or couldn’t read.

Through all the threats and bollocks, Mouse was my rock – solid, dependable, supportive. He could blow and bluster and roar and scream with the best of them, but like most big, loud men, he was shy and lacked confidence and avoided the spotlight wherever possible. Not that it ever sought him out. He was a desk jockey, brilliant at his job, but perceived as not being dynamic enough to progress up the editorial ladder. He stayed anchored to the news desk, frustrated  at his lack of progress at work, and living a quiet, repressed kind of life at home in the shadow of his abrasive wife. In my less modest moments I had sometimes thought that he lived vicariously through me. He pulled me out of holes and guided and advised but he did not put himself in the way of danger. That was my foolish lot. And since I had ostensibly retired from dangerous missions – or getting myself into trouble – Mouse was denied even that outlet. His nickname was sarcastic, but few people realised how deadly accurate it actually was.

The first time I noticed something different about him was on holiday in Cyprus. On the beach, me hungover, Patricia pissed on frozen Pina Coladas, Wendy, his wife, red raw and defiantly refusing suncream and complaining about the sunbeds, the pool, stones on the beach, jellyfish in the water, the price of heating oil at home, tribal strife in Rwanda and saying she didn’t find Terry Wogan funny at all – and Mouse staring blankly out to sea. It was a look that I’d become familiar with up and down the beach: the grown man’s fear of the Jet Ski. Mouse wasn’t a doer. He desperately wanted to be, but he always held back. Never paraglided, never scuba dived, never went on roller coasters, lived in fear of speed cameras and never drank more than one pint if he was driving.

I was looking for headache pills in my wife’s handbag, Wendy was yittering on about aviation fuel, and suddenly Mouse was standing jabbing a finger at  her: ‘You know nothing about aviation fuel! Shut the fuck up!’

Then he turned, strode down the beach, and a few moments later he was racing across the waves on this bright yellow Jet Ski, yelling and hollering.

We looked at him, agog.

Agog. Not a word you use every day.

Wendy blamed it on dehydration and made him lie down in a dark room for the next few days. And Mouse agreed. Docile and pliable, like it was a glitch, a sunspot. Or as it turned out, more like a virus. Soon his whole system was infected. Or affected.

He said later that it was the death of my own son that prompted it all. As a newsman he had dealt with violence day in day out for twenty years, but the murder of my boy just as peace was descending on us had brought home to him the fragility and shortness of life and a sudden, crushing awareness that it was passing him by, that it had passed him by. The Jet Ski was almost an unconscious decision to do something about it. The changes that followed were more calculated. Much to the consternation of his wife, he jacked his job in and took over an internet horse-racing gossip site called The Horse Whisperer. ‘A midlife crisis,’ said his wife. ‘Away and fuck yourself,’ said Mouse. Much to everyone’s surprise, The Horse Whisperer was a huge success. Inspired, Mouse then came up with the idea for Belfast Confidential – initially another internet site specialising in localised celebrity gossip, insider business news and hard-hitting tabloid-style exposés. It was like a hybrid  of Hello, Private Eye and the News of the World, the kind of magazine that could be astonishingly fawning towards you one week, and stick the knife in the next, without feeling awkward about it at all.

Again it was an instant hit – but whereas The Horse Whisperer relied on copious amounts of free gossip, Belfast Confidential needed journalists to ferret out its stories, and journalists need feeding – or at the very least, watering – which meant that Mouse needed advertising. Belfast businessmen are a cautious lot, however, and they weren’t convinced of the effectiveness of internet advertising, so Mouse launched a print version of BC. And it was massive from issue one. It just struck a chord. A weekly magazine which lampooned and celebrated the rich and famous and successful in equal amounts. At least part of the secret was that it was a regional production, that the celebs were locals made good, that the business shenanigans were happening just down the road and round the corner. Advertisers, until now restricted to old-world titles like the Ulster Tatler, flocked to it.

It was a big, bright, glossy hit, and pretty soon Mouse started to become big and bright and glossy himself. He got a new hairstyle. He shaved his beard. He started a diet. He went to a gym. Muscles. Definition. A month after he had had a nose job, photos of himself began to appear in his own magazine. He appeared at launches, parties, on local television quiz shows. He became the voice of Belfast Confidential, and to some extent, the voice of Belfast; a cultural and topical news  commentator. A master of the soundbite. And then he came up with the Power List.

 



We were eating Dublin Bay prawns with chilli and garlic in Cayenne. He chose. He seemed to know what he was doing. I would have settled for a ham bap. He asked for the wine list and discussed grapes with the maitre d’ for a while. I’ve grown up a lot, and don’t let people down in public so much any more, so I just took it as it came. I didn’t even say anything when Mouse sent the first bottle of wine back, saying it was too dry for his palate.

At other tables, ash trays were whisked away from smokers and replaced virtually between puffs. It was very impressive. But Mouse tutted, because he didn’t smoke any more and didn’t see why anyone else should. Belfast Confidential had thrown its weight behind a campaign to have smoking in bars and restaurants banned, just as it was across the border in the Republic. The Government was taking it seriously, and had indicated that Northern Ireland might be used as a dry run for introducing the ban across the UK. Mouse was pleased with this. I wasn’t so sure. The Government had a tradition of trying out unpopular policies at a safe distance from its voters. Like proportional representation and internment.

‘So,’ I rasped, chilli sauce burning my throat, ‘how’s wife number two, or are you already onto number three?’

‘Very funny, Dan.’

‘You know, Patricia’s not forgiven you yet.’

‘She seemed all right today.’

‘Well, she’s two-faced. You should hear what she says behind your back.’

Mouse gave me a look. ‘Yeah. Right.’

‘Swear to God, mate. I mean, you can’t blame her, Wendy’s her best friend.’ I concentrated on my prawns for several moments. I sipped my wine.

Mouse said, ‘What does she say?’

‘She says you’re a bastard for throwing Wendy over for some mail-order bride.’

‘She’s not a mail-order bride.’

‘I know that. But she’s from that part of the world – it’s an easy mistake to make.’

‘What’re you talking about?’

‘Mouse. Come on, she’s from the Philippines.’

‘She’s from Thailand.’

‘Same neck of the woods. And you know, she suddenly appeared and now you’re married and . . . well, I mean, I don’t want to tar them all with the same brush . . .’

‘You don’t, or Patricia doesn’t?’

‘Patricia, obviously. She thinks if your new woman’s from the Philippines or wherever, she’s more’n likely a mail-order bride. You know, because with all your money, you’ve gone a bit that way lately – you see it in a catalogue, you buy it. New car, new nose, new wife.’

Mouse shook his head in disbelief. ‘You really think that?’

‘Me? No, mate, you don’t have to convince me. It’s Patricia you have to bring round.’

Mouse blew hot chilli air out of his cheeks. ‘She’s not a mail-order bride. I didn’t order her out of a catalogue.’

‘I know that. I saw the wedding snaps in Belfast Confidential. Lovely beach. She’s beautiful. She must be about eighteen. No reason why an eighteen-year-old beauty wouldn’t find a forty-two-year-old man with a face like a bag of Comber spuds attractive.’

‘She is beautiful, and she’s thirty-two.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yes, Dan. And she does happen to find me attractive.’

‘Well, there you go. Still, she must be enjoying her new life. Nice big house. Flashy car. The holidays.’

‘Dan, she married me. Not a house or a car or a holiday.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Dan, we’re in love.’

‘Not me you have to convince.’

‘I don’t have to convince anyone.’

‘Fair point. But Patricia thinks you flew out there looking for a teenage sex bomb, and she saw an easy one-way ticket out of a straw hut in a swamp. Or maybe it was one of those go-go bars where they shoot ping-pong balls out of their holes. Either way she thinks you got suckered into it, being a horny middle-aged man suffering an identity crisis.’

Mouse took a very deep breath. His nostrils were flared, his brow furrowed, his eyes cool.

‘And this is really what Patricia thinks?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘And you – what do you think?’

‘None of my business. Long as you’re getting a ride, mate, I’m happy for you.’

He was gripping the side of the table now. His knuckles were showing white against skin. Colour was rising up his cheeks like a petrol gauge. ‘You just can’t stand it, can you?’

‘Stand what, mate?’

‘Seeing how well I’ve done. Seeing me happy.’

‘Mouse, wise up.’

‘You can’t. You’re jealous. I’m rich, Dan. I’ve a beautiful young wife who loves me. You’re jealous.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, what is it then?’

‘What is what?’

‘All this attitude. This fucking backstabbing.’

‘What attitude? What backstabbing?’

‘All this mail-order shite. All this cold shoulder.’

‘Cold shoulder? Mouse, we’re sitting here having lunch.’

‘Have you invited us round, once?’

‘We were moving house.’

‘Not for the last six months you weren’t.’

‘Yes, we were. She’s been packing and organising the whole time.’

‘Right. Did you call to see us? Did you welcome us home? Did you make the fucking effort, Dan?’

He had a point. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You’re right. We should  have made the effort. But it’s nothing against your wife. We’re just lazy. Didn’t I call you to help me to move house?’

‘No, Dan, I called you.’

‘You did?’

‘Yes, Dan, I called you and before I could say anything you asked me to come and help you move fucking house.’

‘So I did. Well, what’s the difference? Aren’t we here now, having fun?’ He put his knife and fork down and gave me another hard look. He dabbed at his mouth with a cloth napkin. I decided to defuse the situation. ‘Are you going to finish your chips?’ I asked.

He glowered at me for a further moment, then snapped, ‘They’re not chips. If you’d read your menu you’d know that they were sautéed Irish potatoes with a glazing of garlic and tarragon paste and then rolled in an egg and sunflower batter.’

Our eyes locked.

The restaurant was packed, but there still seemed to be as many staff as customers. The talk was hushed, the music subdued. It was harder not to listen to us.

‘So have you finished with your chips or not?’

‘When did you turn into such an arse, Dan?’

‘Might it not be the other way round?’

‘What, that you’ve always been an arse and I’ve just never noticed before?’

I smiled. ‘Maybe you should lighten up, Mouse.’

He looked at me for a long time. Then he said, ‘Yeah.’

 



I was happy enough to get a taxi. There was no point in rushing home. It would be like hurrying to your own execution. I should have phoned and let her know I’d been waylaid by Mouse. She would have said, ‘You’re old enough to make your own decisions.’ But it was too late now. I could phone and say, ‘Are you not finished the unpacking yet?’ I suggested this to Mouse, and he advised against it. He was good with advice, especially now that he’d cooled down. We were like that, quick to explode, just as quick to make up. Like lovers really, without the sex or soppy cards or whining about the toilet seat being left up. So when I huffily suggested getting a taxi Mouse said, ‘Wise up,’ and led me to the car. There was a crowd round it, staring. Mouse said, ‘Back off.’

We went into Lavery’s for a pint. It was on the way.

‘Jesus,’ I said, looking around. ‘You’re not the only one’s changed.’

It was much brighter and the thugs were better dressed than we remembered. I asked if I could peruse the beer list, then ordered Harp. I tried to send it back because it tasted like piss that had been passed through a soda stream. Then I remembered that that was why everyone liked it. So we sat down, and after a while Mouse said, ‘You’re right to be a bit strange with us. It must have come as a shock.’

‘You bet. We’d Wendy round our place every night for weeks, crying her lamps out. We thought you had the perfect marriage.’

Mouse blinked at me. ‘You’re joking.’

‘No, seriously, mate. You know Trish and me, always fighting the fucking bit out, but there was never a cross word between the two of youse.’

‘Oh bollocks, Dan. Don’t you know those are the ones you have to watch?’

I hadn’t quite thought of it like that. ‘I suppose,’ I said.

He took a long drink. ‘Dan, I married Wendy because . . . well, I didn’t think I could do any better.’

‘Mouse—’

‘No, wait, let me say this.’

I glanced around the bar in case the locals were listening. The music was loud and the chatter was incessant, but it didn’t mean they weren’t listening with as much attention as in Cayenne. I was happy to let Mouse prattle away, but if he broke down and asked for a hug, I’d deck him.

‘Okay. Just, you know, keep it down.’

He had a big, booming voice. He notched it down a couple. ‘I just want—’

‘Do you know sign language?’

He smiled and lowered it further. ‘I just want you to understand, Dan. I’ve never had much luck with girls. You know that. So when Wendy came along, I knew she wasn’t the prettiest or even the nicest, or to tell you the truth, the most faithful, but she liked  me and I made do with that, Dan. I settled for what I thought my level was. But things have changed. I feel like I’ve seen the light, Dan – and I saw Wendy for what she is: a fucking moaning fat old cow.’

‘Don’t beat around the bush there, Mouse.’

‘She made my life miserable, Dan, so I did what I’ve been dreaming about for years. I told her to fuck off. And she did. And I’ve never been happier.’

I raised my glass to him. ‘Fair enough then.’

He nodded, happy to have gotten whatever it was off his chest.

I took a long sip. ‘So where did the mail-order Philippino bride come into it?’

‘Thai,’ he said.

‘Thai. The postage must have been horrendous.’

‘Do you want to know where we met?’

‘You were on a busload of sexed-up Western saddoes, and she was sitting behind glass waiting for her number to be called.’

‘We met at Oxford.’

‘Oxford?’

‘We were both attending a symposium of magazine publishers.’

‘What, like porn magazines?’

‘No, Dan,’ Mouse explained patiently. ‘She is the daughter of one of Bangkok’s leading publishers. She was Chief Executive of her father’s company, responsible for twenty-six different titles with a net worth of over a billion dollars. She also managed her family interests in satellite television and computers.’

‘God, it must be difficult to fit in the hooking on the side.’

He continued to smile. It seemed that now nothing I could say would stop him.

‘You’re serious?’ I asked.

‘Completely. She fell in love with me, Dan. She gave up her job and her family to come all the way across the world to become my wife, because she loves me absolutely and I love her absolutely. It’s fantastic.’

I gave him a slow, searching look. How long could he keep giving me all this bullshit without cracking?
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The cat was in a black binliner and we were tiptoeing through the grass seeds. Mouse had the torch, I had the shovel. We had a can of beer each, and I also had a small paper funnel of seeds to cover the area of soil we were about to displace. We found a spot down near the hedge at the bottom, then checked the eye-line up to the neighbours’ house. The fence blocked out the kitchen, but the two upstairs bedrooms had a nice view of our nocturnal burial site. However, the lights in both rooms were out.

It had been a long walk down from the back door, so we popped our cans and each took a drink. I glanced back up the garden to our new bedroom. The light was on, but the curtains were closed. When we finally arrived home Patricia had shouted down, ‘I’m having a doze.’ I knew by her tone that only polite-ness towards Mouse was saving me. It was the lull before the storm. And, inevitably, the longer the lull, the bigger the storm.

‘How deep?’ Mouse asked.

‘How would I know?’ I pushed the shovel blade into the ground. It sank in easily. We’d had a delivery of topsoil the week before. Patricia got the idea that our own soil wasn’t good enough, so we got rid of it and brought fresh soil in. She had read about this in a book entitled Your Little Garden of Eden by a local crackpot called Liam Miller; she claimed to have found a copy on a park bench. After the soil, she’d spent ages deciding on the type of grass we needed. I had thought there was only one, the green variety, but Liam Miller’s manual went into considerable detail on about twenty-seven. Their consistency. Their hardiness. The fucking shades of green that might best match the colour of our house.

Well, at least the fresh soil was easy to work with. In five minutes I’d dug down about two feet. There was sweat on my brow and my shirt was stuck to my back. It was like being on a chain gang. A very lazy one. And they probably didn’t get to wear Lynx 24-7 to cover up the smell.

‘Come on, hurry up,’ said Mouse. His eyes were darting anxiously about.

‘Doesn’t this make you feel at one with Nature?’

‘No,’ he said.

I gave it another couple of digs, then I stepped out of the hole. Mouse picked up the bin bag and threw it in. It hit the bottom with a dull clump.

I said, ‘Please, show some respect for the dead.’

‘Let’s just get it over with.’

I said, ‘How much would a photo of this be worth?’

Mouse looked about him, suddenly panicked. ‘You’re not . . . ?’

‘Mouse, get a life, would you?’

‘Just hurry up then, please. Here, let me.’ He reached for the shovel. That was the agreement. But I held onto it.

‘We should say a few words.’

‘It’s a dead cat, Dan.’

‘I know, but we can’t just . . .’

Mouse sighed. ‘Okay, say something then, anything.’

I stood over the hole. ‘Here lies Toodles,’ I said, ‘killed by a Mouse.’ I looked up at the stars. ‘I didn’t know Toodles well, but by all accounts . . .’

‘Oh, for fuck sake!’ Mouse grabbed for the shovel again, and this time I let it go. He quickly began to throw in the topsoil. I drank my beer. When he’d finished he patted it down flat so that it looked like the rest of the garden. Then I sprinkled some of the leftover seeds on top.

‘There,’ Mouse said, shining the torch across the uniform earth. ‘You’d never know.’

‘No, Mouse,’ I said, shaking my head grimly. ‘We’ll always know.’

‘Oh, fuck off.’

We laughed. We returned the shovel to the garage, then went back into the house. We sat at the kitchen table and opened another couple of beers. There was still no sign of Patricia. I was working on the assumption that as long as Mouse remained, she would stay  upstairs. I was also working on the assumption that Mouse wanted to talk. We were the best of friends, but we hadn’t been in touch in months, then he’d called me out of the blue. He’d hung around all day waiting for the right moment. He was clearly pissed off that neither Patricia nor I had made any effort to welcome his new wife to Belfast, but we’d been through that earlier in the day and here he still was, so it must be something else.

I took a sip of my beer. He took a sip of his. I took a sip of mine. He took a sip of his. A pattern was emerging. I took a sip of mine. He took a sip of his. I looked at him, he looked away. He looked at me, I looked back. He looked away. When he looked back I was still looking. He said, ‘What?’

‘Awkward silence.’

‘What?’

‘Awkward silence. We never have awkward silences, Mouse. If you’ve something to say, just say it.’

‘I don’t have something to say. Do you have something to say?’

I shook my head. I took another sip. He took another sip. We sat for another three minutes. Then there was a clump-clump-clump from the stairs, and Patricia appeared in the doorway. Her cheeks were red and her eyes were wide and she was just about to launch into me when she saw Mouse. ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Mouse – it was so quiet, I thought you were away.’

Mouse just looked at her.

‘We’re just having a chat,’ I said. ‘But if there’s anything you want to say to me, you can say it in front of—’

‘Shut up, Dan.’

‘Trish, come on . . .’

‘Don’t Trish me, you arse!’

‘Trish, not in front of—’

‘He’s heard it all before!’

I glanced at Mouse. He had heard it all before. It didn’t mean he wanted to hear it again.

‘Maybe I should—’ he started to say, and began to rise from his chair.

‘Just stay where you fucking are!’ Trish yelled.

He sat back down and she gave me her full attention. Patricia has never been one of those women who look more attractive when they’re angry. Her eyes were wide and her nostrils flared, and when she began to shout, flecks of spit appeared in the corners of her mouth.

‘I am so fucking tired of this!’ she began. ‘Every time it’s the fucking same! Every time I ask you to do something it’s “Yes, yes, yes, in a minute” and for a brief moment I have this little hope that you’re actually going to do it, but oh no, I turn my eye for one moment, and away you go! Moving house, Dan, it’s a big fucking operation and it needs both of us to do it. I can’t do everything by myself. I need you here, not waltzing all over the place getting pissed.’

‘I’m not pi—’

‘Shut the fuck up! I went to see the houses. I did all the negotiating. I transferred all the money and did all the paperwork. I packed up our house. I organised the removal. I changed the post. I switched the phone. All I asked you to promise was that you’d be here on moving day, that you’d help me through it, that you’d stand up to those fucking removal men if they smashed anything, and I should have known! As soon as you came through the door you opened your first beer and you said “This is for the house, this is for our lovely new home,” and I should have known you just wanted another excuse to get pissed. And then Mouse turns up and I think, Great, he’s going to help us out—’

‘Patricia, I was—’ Mouse ventured.

‘Shut the fuck up, Mouse! Then I get stuck speaking to the fucking neighbours and youse two sneak off and get pissed. It’s not fair, Dan, it’s not fucking fair. I can’t do everything.’

She pulled a chair out and sat down heavily. She put her head in her hands. A tear rolled down her cheek and splashed onto the table. Her hair was all over the place, her face was covered in black smudges, her hands were red and raw and her fingernails encrusted with dirt. I reached across and gently moved her hands back from her face.

‘Love?’ I said.

She blinked tearfully at me. ‘What?’ she murmured.

‘Is there any chance of some pizza?’

Mouse’s chair scraped back across the linoleum, his face pale at the expectation of sudden violence.

But Patricia just stared at me, and then the corners of her mouth softened and the furrows of her brow smoothed out and she let out a great guffaw of a laugh. ‘Christ,’ she said, ‘what a day. I’m sorry, love.’ She took my hand and kissed it. ‘I always get fucking stressed out, moving house. Christ, I wish I could take a leaf out of your book.’ She stood up and kissed the top of my head. ‘I’m going to have a shower, then I’ll order some pizza, yeah? Mouse, you’ll stay, won’t you?’

Mouse just looked blankly at her. She took this for a yes and turned for the door. She ruffled my hair on the way past.

‘Trish?’ She stopped. ‘Pepperoni. Extra onions.’

‘Pepperoni, extra onions.’

 



The shower was running upstairs. Mouse said, ‘She’s some woman.’

I shrugged. ‘She’ll do.’

‘How long have you been together now?’

‘No idea.’

‘But you work, you two, you work.’

‘Suppose we do.’

‘Though you wind each other up something dreadful.’

‘Just the way we are.’

‘It’s nice, though, isn’t it. You know each other inside out. You have a back story. You both know  what Opal Fruits were and who Joe Strummer was and how good the Liverpool team of the eighties really was. You’ve so much in common.’ He was turning his can in his hands, staring at the table. ‘You know what May Li and I have in common?’ he asked sadly.

I shook my head slowly.

‘Four orgasms a night.’ He said it so quietly that for a moment I didn’t pick up on it. And then I looked at him and saw that the down-at-heel glumness had vanished. Now he had a big, stupid grin.

‘You bastard,’ I said.

‘Four. Every night. Whether I want it or not. I’m fucking near dead, but it’s fantastic. Every position known to man, and a few others besides. She’s incredible.’

I cleared my throat. ‘I’m very happy for you, Mouse. But why are you telling me this?’

‘I have to tell someone!’

‘Okay, all right. You can stop smiling now.’

’Okay, okay . . . but sometimes she just gets hold—’

‘Mouse! Too much information. Just . . . shut the fuck up.’

‘You don’t want me to talk about all the sex?’

‘No, Mouse.’

‘And all the things she can do?’

‘No, Mouse, for fuck sake!’

He laughed quietly to himself.

I got up and fetched him another beer from the fridge. We popped together. I let him take his first  drink. ‘So, what else is this about, besides the sex?’

‘Does it have to be about anything?’

‘No. Doesn’t have to be.’

‘Can’t I call up an old mate without there being an ulterior motive?’

‘Course you can.’

We drank our beers for another couple of minutes. Then he shook his head and said, ‘All right. Fair enough. You always could read me like a book. I just wanted – well, a bit of advice. It’s . . . well, it’s nothing really.’

‘It’s not nothing, Mouse, otherwise you wouldn’t be sitting here.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Mouse. We’re mates. We always will be. But you’re moving in different circles now. I don’t mind that, fair play to you, I’m sure I’d do exactly the same if I suddenly came into some money. It happens, you know, people go in different directions, different social circles, some people get left behind . . .’

‘We’re not leaving you . . .’

‘You know what I mean. Come on, mate, you’ve been hanging around like a third nut all day. If you’ve something to say, say it. Don’t beat around the bush any more, because it’s as flat as a fucking pancake.’

He looked a little bit relieved. ‘We are mates,’ he said, ‘and we always will be. And what I said about youse not keeping in touch – well, that was as much  us as you. May Li has . . . well, expensive tastes, and I didn’t want you to feel . . .’

‘Like third-class citizens.’

‘No, I mean—’

‘Like boring working-class poorhouse rejects.’

‘No, Dan!’

‘Then get to the point!’

‘Okay! All right!’ He clasped his hands together. Stared at the table. Took a deep breath. ‘The thing is, Dan – I think someone is trying to kill me.’

It sat in the air for several long moments. I could hear the hair-dryer going upstairs, and Patricia singing ‘I Heard It Through the Grapevine’ over it. Mouse glanced up at me, and for the first time I noticed the bags hanging heavy beneath his eyes.

‘You’re serious?’ I asked. He nodded slowly. ‘Why the fuck would anyone want to kill you?’

‘I’m an important man.’

He was Mouse, and I thought of him as Mouse, but I had to concede that in recent months he had indeed, in at least some respects, become an important man.

‘So why are you telling me?’

‘Well – one, the police would laugh me out of the station if I told them, and two, because people are always trying to kill you, I thought you’d know what to do. Help me out. You know. Maybe you could get to the bottom of it.’

The hair-dryer had stopped, and now I could hear Patricia coming down the stairs. I jabbed a finger at  Mouse. ‘Don’t say a word,’ I warned him, then smiled up as my wife came through the kitchen door.

‘Right!’ she exclaimed happily. ‘Pizza Hut or Domino’s?’
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I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned and Patricia barked at me to stay still. After a while I slipped a hand around her waist and snuggled up behind and nibbled at her ear and she purred for a few moments. Then she gave me a backwards headbutt.

She swore it was an accident. She was only trying to stop me from pawing her and could I please not bleed on the sheets. She handed me two cotton buds, and I pressed one up each nostril.

‘Fucking great,’ I moaned. ‘Fucking great.’

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You took me by surprise.’

‘Next time I’ll make a fucking appointment.’

‘I’m exhausted, Dan. I need to sleep.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Go ahead.’

Instead she turned and squeezed my arm. ‘It’s your first night in a new house, you’re bound to be a bit unsettled.’

‘Yeah.’

Of course I was unsettled. But it had nothing to do with the new house. It had to do with seeing a  dead cat every time I closed my eyes. And the fact that someone was trying to kill my best friend. I couldn’t mention either problem to my wife. She simply would not understand at all about our behaviour towards the late Siamese, and while she would certainly be sympathetic towards Mouse, she would totally and absolutely ban me from getting involved, no matter how superficial that involvement was. We’d been down that road once too often.

‘Well, seeing as you can’t sleep,’ she suggested, ‘why don’t you do some more unpacking?’

She’d worked tirelessly all day, but the house was still chockfull of taped-up cardboard boxes, over-stuffed bin bags and rolled-up carpets. You accumulate a lot of crap in life, and you’re always reluctant to part with it. Because one day that beige lampshade with the bent connection might come in really useful.

‘Yeah, right, that’s what I feel like doing in the middle of the night with blood pishing out of me.’

‘Oh, poor soul. I’ll put Emergency Ward Ten on standby. Make me a cup of tea then.’

It being the lesser of two evils, I tramped downstairs. The kettle was already unpacked. It took me a while to track down a cup. Most of our cutlery was still in a box somewhere, so I stirred in the sugar with one of the cotton buds. The clean end, obviously. When I took it up she was sitting with the lamp on, looking serious. ‘What did Mouse really want?’

I laughed. ‘Where did that come from?’

‘I was just thinking about it. How we haven’t seen him in ages.’

‘That’s why he turned up.’

‘Balls. Youse were talking about something. Is he having trouble with the mail-order bride?’

‘He’s having four orgasms a night.’

Patricia raised an eyebrow. ‘Seriously?’ ‘According to Mouse.’

She stared into the distance for a few moments, then half-focused back on me. ‘I remember when we . . .’ she began wistfully, then stopped herself. ‘Oh, wait a minute – we’ve never had four orgasms a night. Nor three. Nor . . .’

‘Very funny.’ She smiled back, but then she went kind of quiet, and that got me thinking, and thinking led to worrying, so I felt it was important to remind her that we too had had our moments. ‘Not that I’m keeping a record or anything, but remember FA Cup Day? You had two that day. Orgasms. The big O.’

’FA Cup Day?’ she asked vaguely. ‘Who was playing?’

‘Liverpool and Man U.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yes, remember? One at half time, and one after extra time. You were wearing . . .’ And then I stopped, because there was something not quite right about my memory of it. ‘You were wearing . . .’

Patricia raised an eyebrow. ‘What was I wearing?’

I sighed. ‘A referee’s outfit.’

She smiled sympathetically, but when she spoke it  was clearly and precisely, as if she were addressing a child. ‘That’s what we call a fantasy.’

I folded my arms. She set her tea down, then crawled across the bed towards me. She put her arms around me from behind. ‘Don’t worry, love, one orgasm is plenty.’

‘Do you mean that?’

‘Of course I do.’

She kissed me, and we fell back in each other’s arms. She kissed me again, and I responded. I was just removing her nightie when a cat meowed outside. I jumped up and raced across to the window.

‘Dan!’

‘Just a—’ I ducked in behind one side of the curtain and peered out. Down below, turning circles on our freshly seeded lawn, its fine and shiny coat caked with soil and grass seeds, was a Siamese cat.

‘Dan, what is it?’

‘Nothing, nothing. Just a . . . cat.’

It stopped rotating. It looked towards the house. It looked towards me. A shiver ran down my spine. I banged suddenly on the window, trying to break the connection. But it just kept on staring.

I opened the window. ‘Fuck away off!’ I shouted.

‘Dan!’ Trish came jumping off the bed. ‘What is it?’

‘Yes, you! Fuck off!’

She was beside me, looking down. ‘Dan – Dan. It’s only a bloody cat!’

‘I know.’

Mouse had killed the cat, its brains were all over  the fucking place. We’d buried it in a bin bag, two feet down. And yet there it was, large as life. I shuddered. Patricia put her arms around me from behind and gave me a squeeze. Maybe cats did have nine lives. Or perhaps it was Ghost Cat. The concept was as horrifying as it was hilarious. Christ, maybe I was just tired and a little bit drunk. How could it possibly be ‘our’ cat? It was just some neighbourhood moggy out for a dander; maybe it had smelled the body down there. Or maybe it was just taking a dump. Yes, that was it. As we watched, it seemed to tilt its head towards us, and in that movement, as ridiculous as it sounds, I could almost have sworn that it winked at me. Then it darted quickly across the topsoil and leaped onto the wooden fence. It balanced for just a moment on top, then dropped gracefully down and out of sight into the neighbours’ garden.

‘Bastard,’ I whispered.

Patricia laughed. ‘Never known you to get so protective about a garden before.’ She turned back to the bed and lay down. ‘There’s hope for you yet.’

I turned. ‘Well, isn’t it a good thing?’ I asked.

‘Not when you’re about to screw me.’

‘Am I about to screw you?’

‘I certainly hope so.’

I smiled and crawled back up the bed beside her. We started to kiss. I finally removed her nightie and she dragged off my Liverpool top.

‘I love you,’ she murmured in my ear.

‘Same here,’ I murmured back.

‘And I want you to know,’ she whispered, nibbling at my earlobe, ‘that I’m not keeping count.’

‘Count?’

‘Of the orgasms.’

‘Trish . . .’

‘Two would be good. I don’t want you to feel any pressure to go for three. Although I’m sure four’s completely beyond you.’

I jumped up. ‘For fuck sake. Talk about putting someone off their stroke.’

She laughed, then rolled over away from me and pulled the quilt up. When she spoke, it was with a triumphant smugness. ‘Well, perhaps you’ll learn from this, Dan my love. If you want to lay me, first you have to lay the carpet. And that means not pissing off to the bar with your mates. Nighty noodle.’

She reached across and turned her bedside light off.

I remained on the side of the bed, fuming. She was an evil, evil, evil woman. And 50 per cent of me was waiting for her to roll back and say she was only raking and please screw me now, big boy.

Five minutes later I was still sitting in the darkness.

‘Right,’ I snapped, ‘I’m going downstairs for a wank.’

Just as I reached the door Patricia said, ‘Enjoy.’
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Next morning, on the way to work, with the upstairs curtains still closed, I checked the ground where we’d buried the cat. There were faint paw prints, but the soil and the light coating of grass seeds was otherwise largely undisturbed. Satisfied, I turned towards our garage. Then I heard George, over the garden fence, going: ‘Pssss-wsssss-wsssss. Pssss-wsssss-wsssss-wsssss . . .’

A few moments later, where the fence dipped as it reached the top of the garden, his head popped up. ‘I’m looking for Toodles,’ he said.

I nodded. ‘Cats,’ I said.

He gave me a perplexed look. ‘What about them?’

‘Never bloody home, are they?’

‘Toodles is. He’s Siamese. Like they used to have on Blue Peter. He’s a home bird.’

‘If I see him, I’ll let you know.’

‘Thank you. You’re very kind.’

Sort of guy I am.

When I got into the office I called Mouse and told  him I’d booked a table for us in my favourite Italian restaurant. The previous evening Patricia had hung around for so long that he hadn’t had the chance to tell me any more about his fears, but now that I was offering him another opportunity he seemed suddenly reluctant to address them again.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘maybe I’m just being paranoid. I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. Maybe I’m just, you know, imagining things.’

‘Maybe you are. But come for lunch anyway.’

We agreed on 1 p.m.

It was another busy morning in the news business, and in keeping with my low standing in work, I didn’t get to cover the story I was interested in. One of my alltime heroes, the legendary Terry Breene, Liverpool’s greatest ever star, had put together enough cash to buy Belfast’s leading football club, Linfield, and its ground, Windsor Park. This was remarkable enough, a star buying a tiny provincial club, but what was causing most interest locally was the fact that Terry was born and raised a Catholic, and Linfield had always been Protestant-owned and run. Although Catholics had played for it, they were still few and far between. But when news of Terry Breene’s purchase leaked out it had been widely welcomed, which was seen as symptomatic of the sea-change that had taken place in Northern Ireland since the end of the Troubles. In short, we all loved each other. I wasn’t so sure. I wanted to be at Terry Breene’s first press conference since taking over. I wanted to  meet my hero, and gauge the lie of the land for myself.

It wasn’t to be.

The thugs, who’d had difficulties with channelling their energies since the temporary suspension of paramilitary strife, had now decided to turn their attentions to the local Chinese community. It was the same old story, just with a different slant. Houses were burned out and businesses targeted for protection money. Kids were mugged and graffiti adorned dozens of gable walls. In one respect it was good to see that the hard men of Loyalism and the Republican freedom-fighters were at last sharing a common goal; wasn’t great news for the Chinese, though. So I spent the morning getting reaction to the latest savage beating. There’s a standard formula for reporting this kind of a story: you interview the victim, if possible, and if not, his family, then you get reaction from the local community and its representatives. The neighbours say what a lovely family they are. The councillors condemn the attack and say we all have to work together to resolve this problem. The police say they are pursuing a line of enquiry.

This particular beating had happened just off the Falls Road, and the worthy councillor I got to interview came over all pious and meek and distraught at the thought of the kind of message the attack would send out to the wider world, and I’m sure he meant it, but I couldn’t get out of my head the fact that ten years previously he’d been one of the IRA’s top bomb-makers  and had killed dozens of people, which hadn’t done much for the tourist trade either. I try to forgive and forget, but it’s difficult. I’m glad there are people who can do it quite easily, because if it was left to me there’d never be any progress at all. What annoyed me even more was the fact that he insisted on being addressed by his full Irish name throughout. This was their peace dividend: we got to stay in the United Kingdom, but we had to address them by their Irish names. It wasn’t a bad deal, over all, but every time I said his name I mispronounced it and he seemed to think I was doing it on purpose. His name was Padraig O’Mallaighourberhouchiecouchie or something equally stupid. It was a dead language, littered with modernisms, and anyone who insisted on using it was a pain in the hole.

On my way to meet Mouse, still pissed off at Padraig O’Mallaighourberhouchiecouchie, I was listening to Radio Ulster. David Dunseith was hosting his Talkback phone-in show. His was a rare voice of reason, dealing in a quietly exasperated fashion with that horde of lunatics otherwise known as the general public. As I drove into the city centre, an ex-squaddie was explaining how he’d suffered nightmares for years about the time he’d served in Belfast, the horrors he had seen, and the treatment he’d suffered at the hands of the bigoted locals. He hated the Irish with a vengeance, but this hatred made his life so miserable he’d decided to confront his demons and return to Belfast for a short holiday. And to his amazement he’d  found the city and its people totally transformed: everyone was lovely and friendly and helpful and he’d absolutely changed his opinion.

I phoned in. I did this from time to time. Deprived of my column, it was one of the few ways I could let off steam without getting sacked. I never gave my real name, and used a different one each time. I was in a queue of callers, but by the time I’d found a parking space outside the restaurant, I was on.

‘. . . and now we have Frank from Bangor. Frank, what do you want to say?’

I affected a rather more cultured accent. ‘Your last caller – the soldier – did he never hear of the expression “beauty is only skin deep”?’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘That if he cared to look beneath the surface he’d find this place hasn’t changed at all. It’s just waiting to explode again. If he’d worn his uniform they would have torn him to shreds.’

‘You’re very cynical.’

‘I’ve every reason to be.’

‘Why’s that now?’

‘I lost a son.’

‘Well, that’s very sad. But do you not think that it might be time to move on? People have been lost on both sides. It’s dreadful. But you know, we won’t get anywhere unless we learn to talk to each other. Anyway, thank you for calling. We have another—’

‘Oh, David?’

‘Yes, caller?’

‘I just wanted to say: piss, fuck, wank.’

I hung up. They had a delay button, but they never seemed to use it. I got them every time. I locked up the car and then took my usual table in Macari’s front window. Mouse arrived five minutes later, parked across the road, and then spent ten minutes walking up and down trying to find the restaurant. Eventually I knocked on the window as he passed for the second time. He looked quizzically at me for a moment, then took a step back and looked up at the sign. He shook his head, gave a short laugh, then came in and sat opposite me.

‘Very funny,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘You said it was an Italian restaurant.’

‘It is.’

‘It’s a fucking chip shop.’

‘I know. It’s run by Italians. They’re the best.’
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