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TATE MODERN, LONDON







‘So New York was a success?’ I say.


‘New York?’


‘You said the other night that it was a big success and everyone loved you.’


‘Oh, it was a bit special,’ says Lenny, and pulls his coat around him. He’s come out in a long red leather coat – jacket – maybe it’s a jacket. Whatever it is, it’s got a belt, and he looks a fool. ‘New York’s always amazing, though, isn’t it?’


‘I’ve always thought so,’ I say, and think about administering a brutal volley of spiteful little kicks to his pompous, self-satisfied shins.


‘It gets better every year.’


‘Doesn’t it?’




‘I mean, people say that it’s not what it used to be, but you know what, Hec?’




‘What, Lenny?’


‘I regard that as a tautology.’


‘Well, not really. A tautology is—’


‘I mean, what is?’


‘What is what?’ and I’m limbering up for that first important kick.


‘What is not what it used to be, if you’re gonna look at it like that? I mean, really, if you think about it?’


‘Hmmm.’




‘I mean you could say that about the potato, or the Pantheon, and I’m sure there’re lots of people who do; but you could say it about the



    

 moon – “It’s not what it used to be” – well, yeah, I suppose, by definition, but you know what? Fuck off! The moon’s not what it used to be? Fuck that right off.’




‘Tautology, though, is when—’




‘So when people say that about New York, it’s just—’




‘Fuck off.’




‘Exactly.’




‘So it was good, then?’


‘Better than ever.’


‘Good, I’m glad.’




‘I mean, there was this show, in Chelsea, couple of galleries down from the Gagosian; new lad, early twenties, first exhibition – fucking phenomenal.’




‘What was it?’




‘Minimalist. Genius, Hec.’




‘Genius?’




‘Total genius.’




‘Like what, then? What’d he done?’




‘He’d flooded the entire space with broken eggs. The walls, the ceiling. Twelve thousand broken eggs. They gave you a pair of galoshes to walk round it. The floor was a-fucking-wash with smashed-up fucking egg.’




‘And that’s minimalist?’


‘Well, isn’t it?’


‘Sounds excessive.’




‘It’s definitely minimalist, Hec. Twelve thousand broken egg whites and yolks, all squished up all over the fucking place. He called it Miscarriage er . . .’




‘Miscarriage?’




‘Miscarriage Of Just This.’




‘Fuck!’




‘Exactly! And the smell!’









‘The Gagosian?’


‘Couple of doors down.’


‘Eggs?’


‘Eggs, Hec, eggs.’


‘You’re right, Lenny ...’


‘Miscarriage Of Just This.’


‘Fucking genius.’




Suddenly Lenny stops in his tracks, arrested by the sight of Lichtenstein’s Whaam!. He takes a step or two back and begins to nod his head, like a novelty dog. ‘Lichtenstein was forty when he painted this.’




‘So what,’ I say, ‘it’s dung.’




Lenny doesn’t comment upon whether he thinks it’s dung, he just stands there squinting at it, through his tinted specs, as though some other thing is hidden beneath, or above, or just to the side of the only thing that it is – which is tired.




I’ll tell you what: Lenny’s father died when Lenny was twelve. He was torn to slivers at an air show in Lossiemouth. A faulty red helicopter burst into flames, split in half, dropped from the sky and landed on his umbrella; and I’ll tell you what: I hope Lenny isn’t trying to tell me that this reminds him of it.




‘Whaam!’ he says, and nods. He takes off his silly little blue-tinted specs and swings them around on his finger. Girls look at him. Women look at him. Middle-aged women, old women, a few men. I look at him, and to say that he’s getting on my nerves doesn’t do it justice; he’s finding footholds on every fucking synapse. Standing there like a rock star in his long red leather coat. The bald get.




We pass through a room of Modiglianis. I’m looking at the skirting board, Lenny’s looking at the lights. Modigliani can bog off. And Giacometti, he’s in there too with his horrible little thin things. Next thing you know, we’re in a dingy little side gallery riddled with huge and gloomy maroon abstracts. I begin to huff and tut, and eventually, and not before time, Lenny asks me what the problem is.




    




‘Why does Rothko always get his own room?’ I say.




‘I don’t know, Hector,’ say Lenny, ’you tell me, why does Rothko always get his own room?’




‘It’s not a joke, Lenny, I mean it. Why does Mark Rothko always get his own room?’




‘Yeah, Hec, I know.’




Silence. He puts a fist up to his lovely lips and affects a cough. He must think that I’ve finished with him.




‘Lenny, it’s not a joke and it’s not rhetorical. I’m just asking you, plain and simple, man to man, as one artist to another, why does Mark fucking Rothko always get his own fucking room?’




‘Oh, I see.’




‘Well?’




‘Er, well . . .’ and he sets about stroking his cheek as though the answer might be written in Braille on his pale and gorgeous chops. ‘Because he killed himself?’




‘No! No, no, no. Van Gogh fucking killed himself, he doesn’t get his own room.’




‘Sometimes he does.’




‘Only in fucking Amsterdam, or if there’s a retrospective.’


‘Everyone gets their own room if they’ve got a retrospective.’


‘That’s my point.’




‘Well, I don’t know, what the fuck, Hec? Because he’s spiritual?’


I do a little dance. ‘Spiritual? Because he’s spiritual?’ I say. ‘I’m fucking spiritual, but I don’t get my own fucking room.’


‘Maybe if you killed yourself.’


‘Maybe if I killed myself?’




‘Yeah, Hec,’ and he smirks and straightens up his back, like he might have a point, ‘maybe if you killed yourself.’




‘Yeah,’ I say and stick out my gut, ‘or maybe if I killed you.’ And I leave it right there.







    




Before we’d tipped up at the Tate we’d stopped off at Trafalgar Square so that Lenny could suitably probe and thoroughly fetishize the Fourth – capital letters – Plinth. It’s not like he’s been commissioned or anything; he was doing a just-in-case kind of recce, I suppose. The sky was fat and black, and Nelson, if you could have got a good look at him all the way up there, looked about as unimpressed as I was. Lenny, bless him, paced, frowned, gurned, fingered his chin, fiddled with his specs, and then, just in case I was missing the point, unfolded his fancy two-grand German camera and took a lot of tedious photographs of the space between nothing much and nowhere at all. After two minutes of this posturing fucking nonsense he pulled out a big industrial tape measure and something that looked worryingly like a sextant. I was having fuck all to do with it and wandered off through the filthy rain to scream a little scream against my tongue and gums and stare down the lions.







We move on from the Rothko room, turn a corner, snort at a Leger, howl at a Degas, and that’s when I see it.




I don’t know what it was that made me cry. I don’t think I’ve ever cried in public before, and I know that I’ve never cried at a painting. Apart from my own. But that was in private. And they were tears of despair. Worst of all, the whole fiasco was played out in front of Lenny. I wept in front of Lenny Snook and he shuffled away, well away, to gape at a Matisse, ashamed to be seen with me. I swear to God, I don’t know how all this has come about. Why did I cry? Why did I suddenly buckle like that?




It was quite a spectacle, quite a performance. Some woman (who may or may not have been Eleanor Bron) scuttled across the room to hand me a tissue. I used it up before it had left her hand and she went into her bag for another. At one point I had to lean against the wall. I’m leaning against the wall (Lenny’s already in the doorway) and I realize I’ve woken up the guard, who asks me to step away from the paintings



    

 and make my way to the lobby. In the lobby I’m drawing a small crowd and I’m advised either to leave the building or take myself off to the toilets. I’m in the toilets now, trying to make some sense of it all. I’m having no luck.




Lenny hasn’t come down, I notice. He saw me sobbing in the lobby, I know he did. He was watching me from behind a pillar. My hands were over my face and I saw him through the slits of my fingers. Then, as I made my way to the stairs, I glimpsed him nipping out front for a fag. I assume it was for a fag; I saw one behind his ear. Either that or he’s just gone and fucked off. It wouldn’t be the first time. He fucked off last Thursday, the night he came back from New York. There were the three of us: me, Lenny and our friend Kirk in a back room at Blacks club in Soho. Lenny was telling us about how he’d spent an evening with Jeff Koons, getting pissed on Manhattans, puffing Havanas, exchanging ideas. He put on Koons’s voice and at one point he pulled out a Polaroid of him and Jeff snuggled up in some dark booth. Kirk snored and lolled his head. I questioned the word ‘exchanging’.




‘You know, exchanging,’ said Lenny, ‘like sharing. I told him some of my ideas and he told me some of his.’




‘Ideas about what?’ said Kirk.




‘You know ...’ said Lenny, and me and Kirk couldn’t believe he was going to say it, but he looked like he might, he looked like he might, and then suddenly he did, ‘. . . art.’ He picked up his bottle and took a big swig.




‘Wanker,’ said Kirk, and laughed. I should mention that he laughed. And I should mention that I laughed when I said: ‘So does that mean that now you’ll be nicking work off Koons as well?’




And that’s when he fucked off. Just stood up and walked out of the club, into the night, like a mental head, like a moody fucking get. Like a ponce. It was that ‘as well’ coming after Koons that got him. Good that it got him. I’ll always get him with that one. Always. He’d better get used to it.




    




So where is he now? Where’s he gone? He can’t walk out on me just cos I’ve gone and got a bit of a monk on over some soft painting in the Tate, can he? It’s a big fag he’s having out there. Why doesn’t he come down? What’s he doing? What’s happened? What’s happening? Why am I crying in a public toilet? And such an ugly public toilet. You’d think they might make an effort, given it’s the Tate. Considering the ubiquity of the lavatory in art, they’re missing a few tricks, aren’t they?




The mirrors are enormous and vicious. I look at my feet, worried that they’re too small. I look at my hands, worried that they’re too fat, too blue. I look at my ears. I look at my chin. Monkey-black hair. Hopeless shoulders. I’ve bought this horrible old Crombie, and I’m wearing it now, and it is – it’s horrible. I’ve been putting it off, but suddenly my eyes catch a glimpse of themselves. All pink and liquid. Squandered. Blunt. And then the face. The face, and then the whole. The whole rotten thing. The whole peculiar thing that I, and others, sometimes refer to as ‘me’. What do I look like? I look like I live on a diet of sand.




There’s the flush of a toilet and a tall, lopsided, foppish-looking fella steps out of a cubicle. I activate the hand dryer and dry my dry hands till they scald. He smiles at me and asks me if I have the time and I tell him that I don’t wear a watch. ‘Oh,’ he says. For some reason I add that I never wear a watch. He asks me why. I tell him that I don’t like to. He asks me why I don’t like to, and I tell him that I just don’t. He asks me if I’m feeling all right. I tell him that I’m feeling just fine. ‘Aren’t you Hector Kipling?’ he says, and I tell him that I am. ‘Thought so,’ he says, ‘I’ve seen your stuff.’




‘My stuff?’ I say.




‘Yeah, your stuff,’ he says and turns on the tap. He begins to splash his face with water and takes no further interest in me, nor I in him. I walk to the door and make my way up the stairs.




Stuff!




After a long search, during which I nod apologies to anyone who’d caught the earlier sob-show, I find Lenny lingering before a Pollock,



    

 specs off, toecaps in the air, hands behind his back, like the Duke of fucking Edinburgh. What the hell is he doing? Looking at it? Looking at what? What the fuck does Lenny Snook know about painting? He couldn’t paint his fucking toenails. What’s he looking for? Detail? Technique? I’ll tell you what he’s looking for: most of the time the only thing he’s looking for is his reflection in the glass. I swear there was one time I caught him gazing into a painted mirror on the back wall of a Vermeer, baffled, totally fucking perplexed because he couldn’t see himself in it. That’s how much Lenny fucking Snook knows about painting. True story. But that never held him back. That never deterred the critics and the judges. Oh no. That never stopped him from making an ’outstanding contribution to art in Britain in the previous twelve months’, did it? No it fucking did not!




‘Sorry about that, Len,’ I say, appearing by his side. He moves on, and I follow him towards a Hockney. ‘Weird,’ I say, ‘very strange.’




‘Hockney?’ he says.




‘No, I mean what just happened.’




He glances at me out of the corner of his eye. Not at my face, at my chest. He gives a quick glance to my chest and then back to the Hockney, as though he’s got no idea what I’m talking about. He moves on to a Bacon, hesitates for about three seconds and then looks around for somewhere to sit.




‘Don’t know what all that was about,’ I say.




He slumps down onto one of the leather couches. ‘Stendhal,’ he says and begins to fiddle with his laces. He’s wearing a pair of wizened old Docs that he bought in Los Angeles. I know that they’re from Los Angeles cos he told me, one night in Quo Vadis. It seemed important to him that I should know that.




‘Stendhal?’ I say.




‘Stendhal syndrome,’ he says.




‘You’ve lost me,’ I say.









‘Prominent in Florence,’ he says, straightening up and waving his specs in the air. ‘People pass out in the presence of beauty.’


‘They pass out?’




‘People collapse,’ he says, ‘tourists are carried out of the museums on stretchers. The Stendhal syndrome,’ he says, ‘it’s called that.’


‘But I didn’t collapse,’ I say.




‘No, but you cried. Sometimes people just cry. Or it starts with crying, and later they pass out.’




I sit down beside him. ‘How much later?’


‘Sometimes hours later,’ says Lenny.


‘But it wasn’t beauty.’


‘It’s a psychiatric disorder. It’s a kind of—’


‘But I wasn’t crying about beauty.’


‘Who’s to say?’




‘It was a fucking Munch, for fuck’s sake.’


‘Who’s to say?’




‘I don’t give a shit about Munch. I couldn’t care less about him.’


‘Like I say,’ says Lenny, ‘who’s to say?’




I feel like pushing him off the couch, but I don’t, because that would be ridiculous.




‘Beauty’s not the point,’ I say. ‘If I thought that beauty was the point do you think I’d paint the way I paint?’




There’s a silence. Lenny looks at the floor. I close my eyes. Sick of it all. Sick of all this looking.




The silence digs its heels in. I know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking what I’m thinking.




‘Perhaps,’ he says, ‘perhaps you paint the way you paint because you know that beauty is the point.’




Well, maybe he isn’t thinking what I’m thinking after all, because he’s breaking it; he’s breaking the Agreement. He’s breaking the Douglas–Quinn Agreement. Ever since our early twenties we’ve always abided by the Douglas–Quinn Agreement. Kirk Douglas, Anthony



    

 Quinn. Whenever we found ourselves talking seriously about what art should or should not be, one of us would be entitled to dance in Greek, like Zorba, though I don’t know why, cos that’s a different film and somewhere along the way we got confused between Anthony Quinn as Zorba and Anthony Quinn as Gauguin. But anyway, all that stopped when I fell in love with Eleni, who’s from Crete, and the whole thing became a bit distasteful. The point is that there was always the Agreement and right now all I can hear is the pulse of a santuri and the stamping of boots around a bonfire.




‘You paint against beauty,’ continues Lenny, oblivious, ‘because you know that beauty is the point. If you really thought that beauty wasn’t the point then you’d paint in favour of beauty, not in opposition to it.’




‘Fuck off, Lenny,’ I say.




He shrugs his shiny red shoulders and runs his hand across his scalp in a manner so reminiscent of Brando’s Mr Kurtz that it’s difficult not to take it as a reference. ‘Well...’ he says.




I’ve known Lenny since I was seventeen, and he was going bald even then. But Lenny being Lenny it’s never been a problem cos he’s got the head for it and it suits him cos he’s a handsome fucker. He was handsome back then and he’s handsome now. More handsome now than then. And he’ll carry on being handsome. The older he gets the more handsome he becomes. He’ll be handsome in middle age and he’ll be a handsome pensioner. An ’exquisite corpse’. Bald and handsome. All the more handsome for being bald. All the more bald for being handsome. Whatever that means. It’s a pain in the arse.




‘Sorry’




‘What?’ says Lenny.




‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘sorry for saying fuck off.’




He looks at me. And then he looks off to the side of me.




‘It’s OK.’ I’ve been in therapy for the past three months and so far she’s taught me to apologize.




‘And sorry for crying.’









‘You’ve always been very emotional,’ says Lenny and stands.


I stand too. ‘You say that like it’s a criticism.’




‘No,’ he says, ‘no I don’t,’ and wanders out through the door. We’re back in the lobby. He reaches into his pocket and drops a coin into the donations box. A gaggle of Japanese schoolgirls waddle over and beg him to sign their gallery maps. He pulls out a gold fountain pen and gets down to it. Twelve in all. I try to catch his eye so that we can smirk at each other, but he’s having none of it. Smirking, it seems, is a thing of the past. He’s got his head down and he’s asking them their names.




Outside the sky has darkened into a blurred and sooty purple. The river is salted with seagulls. I love seagulls. They remind me of home.




‘I love seagulls,’ I say, ‘they remind me of Blackpool.’




‘Being told not to pick up dirty feathers off the tram tracks, that’s what they remind me of,’ he says and lights a fag.




We’re almost at the bottom of the steps when this young French couple ask if they can have their photograph taken with Lenny. They ‘appreciated’ his show in Marseilles and would love to have their photograph taken with him. Lenny goes all bashful in his red leather coat-jacket, china-blue buttons, puts his arms around their shoulders and indicates that they should hand the camera to me.




I take it. That’s what I do.




It’s been raining all day and the river sits nicely with the puddled embankment. The couple embrace. Terrible teeth the two of them. And there’s Lenny peeping over the top. The girl’s gone mad and grabbed his hand.




I frame them out. That’s what I do. I crop the river and the top half of their bodies. I take them from the waist down, their silly French shoes on tiptoe and Lenny in his Californian Docs, and some scabby pigeon pecking at a bus ticket. That’s what they’ll get when they pick up their prints.




I pass them back their camera and smile. They return the smile and almost bow.




    




On we go. Lenny removes his specs and dries them on a scrap of pink velvet. He replaces them with august ceremony and stares out across the river.




‘St Paul’s,’ he whispers, ‘sublime.’




How come he needs these specs to look at paintings and to walk around the streets in? OK, so sometimes he takes them off to look at a painting, but most of the time he leaves them on, and he wears them to read, but then he drives in them and watches films in them. So what’s going on with these specs? What kind of specs are they?




He found them, he says, under some floorboards in the Chelsea Hotel. What he was doing lifting up floorboards in the Chelsea Hotel, fuck knows, but he found them there and took them into some optometrists (his word, not mine) and asked them to fit his prescription. They obliged, for a price, and he’s come home in them. Ludicrous things they are; little Crippen specs, bendy silver wire, creepy, like he’s got an insect strapped to his face. ‘They’ve really changed the way I see things,’ he said the night he came back from New York. ‘They must have belonged to someone who stayed there. They could be anybody’s. Pollock once stayed there. They might have belonged to Pollock.’




‘Statistically unlikely,’ said Kirk.




‘But they might have,’ said Lenny.




‘Or they might have belonged to some Belgian pornographer called Rene,’ I said. ‘Or Nancy Spungen.’




‘Fuck you talking about?’ said Lenny, and he went quiet for a bit. Me and Kirk winked at each other and he caught us. Then he started in about his night with Koons, and then we laughed, and then he fucked off.




‘So how’s your show going?’ he asks me now. It’s something to say.


‘Fine.’




‘Where’s the gallery?’


‘Bethnal Green.’


‘What’s it called?’









‘The Doodlebug.’


‘And it’s all ready?’




‘Yeah. Nearly. I’m just finishing the self-portrait.’




He stops in his tracks. ‘Self-portrait?’ he says. ‘You finally got round to a self-portrait? That’s amazing. How is it? Happy?’




‘Happy’s not the word,’ I say, and start reading my travelcard. ‘Happy’s not the word,’ and start folding it up, cos I really want to belt him in the mouth, give him a big healthy smack in his smug, handsome gob. ‘And how’s your work going,’ I ask, ‘how’s the piece?’ and the travelcard’s the size of a stamp.




‘It’s coming along,’ he says.




‘You’ve got it all worked out, have you?’




‘I think so. It’s hard to tell. It may be something, or it may be nothing at all. I don’t really want to talk about it. Not yet.’


‘Well, fine,’ I say, missing out the rest.




Well, fine, Lenny, then don’t talk about it. Don’t debase your shitty little self. I don’t want to know anyway. I only asked cos I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I only still know you cos I’ve known you for so long.




‘And how’s Eleni?’ he says.




‘Eleni’s beautiful,’ I say, cos she is, and cos he knows she is, and cos he’s stuck with Brenda. Comical-looking Brenda who had him strapped to the banister well before he was Mr Bobby fucking Dazzler. Mental Brenda who threatens she’ll stab herself in the neck if he ever attempts to leave her. ‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘Eleni’s beautiful.’




‘Great,’ he says. ‘And your mum and dad? Still trying to sell the house?’




‘No,’ I say, ‘they’ve given up. They can’t get rid of it.’


’That’s a drag.’




Fuck off, Lenny. ‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘it is. But they’re fine about it. They’ve decided to change things round a bit instead.’




    




A cab drives past and Lenny waves it down. ‘I think I’m gonna take this,’ he says.




‘Oh,’ I say, ‘where’re you going?’


‘I’m meeting Jopling in Soho.’


‘Oh.’




‘I’m gonna show him some sketches I’ve made for the piece.’ 


‘Oh.’




‘Where’re you going?’




‘I’m going to Earl’s Court to see Bianca.’




‘Who’s Bianca?’




The taxi’s got the window down and Lenny’s shouted, ‘Soho,’ at the driver.




‘She’s my therapist,’ I say.


‘Since when?’


‘Since July’




‘You never told me that.’




‘Well, you haven’t really been around, Lenny.’




‘Well . . . great, good luck er . . .’ and he hovers in the doorway. He makes a move towards me, as though he might hug me, and then he makes a sort of sideways move, as though he might not hug me. He throws out his hand, but it’s sort of the wrong way up, and I try to shake it but he does something funny with his thumbs and his knuckles and I try to join in but it all goes to pot.




‘See ya,’ he shouts as he bends himself into the cab. ‘I’ll call you.’




‘Say hello to Jay.’




‘I will.’




The taxi pulls away. I watch it as it scuttles up the road like a shifty cockroach. I can see Lenny sitting forward, bossing the driver.







Bianca makes me a cup of tea and lights the candles. She puts a sheet over the parrot and settles herself on her sofa. There are two sofas. I







 settle myself on my sofa. I stir my tea and take a look at myself in the back of the spoon. That wasn’t a very good idea, as it turns out.




‘So,’ she begins, ‘so how is everything? How are you and Eleni?’




‘I’ve just been walking round the Tate with Lenny,’ I say.




‘Aahhh,’ she says. Bianca is a sixty-year-old arthritic Austrian lady who smiles more than she should. ‘Aahhh,’ she says again and picks up her mug of algae, or whatever the fuck it is. ‘Lenny.’




‘Lenny,’ I repeat.




‘So he’s back from New York?’




‘Got back last week.’




‘Lenny,’ she says again, and drifts off into a reverie, taking small sips of her foul concoction.




‘Lenny Snook,’ I say, and fiddle with my lip.




‘I see, I see.’ She fixes me with her stare. ‘And you have been crying, have you not?’
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57 NORRIS AVENUE, BLACKPOOL







‘Hector,’ yells my mum, ‘do you want some chicken?’




I’ve been vegetarian for years, she knows I have. Never slipped once, she knows that too. So what she thinks she’s doing offering me chicken I can’t tell you. She’s been offering me chicken for nearly twenty years and she’ll go on offering me chicken for another twenty, as though one day I might turn around and say oh go on then, and tuck in. I’m sick of it.




‘Did you hear me?’




Yes I heard you, Mum. ‘Mum, it’s meat. Chicken’s meat.’


‘But it’s not a cow,’ she says, appearing in the doorway of the lounge.


‘What kind of logic’s that?’ I say, pouring out the other half of my beer.




‘Ooh, you and your long words,’ she says, almost coquettishly, and flings her oven glove at me. ‘Mushrooms. You’ll eat mushrooms, won’t you?’




‘Yes, why wouldn’t I eat mushrooms?’




‘Well, I don’t know what you’re like,’ she says, and lets it hang in the air, like she means so much more. ’It’s always changing with you. One minute it’s “Yes I will have a biscuit” the next it’s “No, no, I don’t eat biscuits.” You’re drinking, and then you’re not. You’ll have sugar in your tea, next time you won’t. I don’t know if you eat mushrooms or not.’




‘Mushrooms are fine.’




‘What?’ says my dad, who’s sat in the corner watching the rugby.









‘Nothing, Dad. I just said that mushrooms are fine.’


‘Mushrooms are what?’




‘Fine, Dad,’ I say, and he frowns and tucks in his chin. He gets back to the game, turning up the volume.




‘Cos I can do you a mushroom risotto if you like.’




‘That sounds lovely, Mum.’




‘And will Eleni have that as well?’




‘Yeah, that’ll be nice.’




‘Does she not want chicken?’




‘No, Mum.’




‘But she’s not vegetarian,’ she says, scrunching up her eyes, ‘is she?’ She knows damn well she’s not, which, for some reason, she gets a kick out of.




‘No, Mum, she’s not. But she doesn’t eat much meat and she doesn’t like chicken.’




‘Doesn’t like chicken?’


‘No.’




‘I thought everyone liked chicken. I mean I can understand avoiding it if you’re set against it, like you are, but if you’re allowed it and then just not liking it, well ... I can’t imagine.’




‘Well, there you go, Mum.’




‘Do they not have chickens in Greece?’




‘Of course they have chickens in Greece.’




‘Well, I don’t know,’ says Mum, ’I’ve never been to Greece, have I?’ She looks over at my dad and raises her voice. ‘Never been out of the sodding country’




‘Well, there you go, Mum.’ And suddenly I’m watching the rugby as well, even though I can’t stand it ever since I got that stud in my head at school.




‘Does she want some sausage?’




‘Mum!’ I finally do it. I’ve only been here four hours and already I’ve snapped at her.




    




‘Ooh, you’ve changed,’ she says, snatches back her oven glove and strides off back to the kitchen muttering, ‘I’ll do you both your rotten risotto, then,’ as she goes.




Sparky, my parents’ asthmatic, neurotic Yorkshire terrier, emerges from beneath the bureau and takes up two minutes yelping and squeaking like the sorry fucked-up mess of fluff that he is. He takes up a position on my left shoulder and stares at me with his awful leaking, rheumy brown eyes. I can smell his rank terrier breath coming at me in short stinking bursts. Ridiculous fucking specimen.




I take two big swigs on my beer and look at my dad. He’s in profile to me. It seems like he’s always been in profile to me. He’s allergic to the settee, he says, based on nothing, and so his nose is permanently clogged, his mouth permanently open with his tongue lolling out on his lower lip. He’s down on his knees by the television.




‘What are you doing, Dad?’ I say, and flick Sparky off my shoulder onto the floor.




‘Eh?’ He’s not sure whether I’ve just said something to him or if something somewhere just made a noise. He doesn’t even look at me at first, he looks towards the bookcase, like a book might have fallen down, but there are no books. We call it the bookcase but it’s filled up with little ceramic grenadiers and photographs in frames. It’s got fuck-all to do with books.




‘Dad,’ I shout, ‘it’s me,’ and he looks over. ‘I said what’s that you’re doing?’




He pushes himself up and sits on the edge of his chair. He smiles and shakes his head. I love my dad. ‘Oh, it’s a bloody nuisance, Hector,’ he says, and he’s looking down at what he’s got in his hands.




‘What is it?’ I say.




He gives out a little laugh, smiles and shakes his head again. ‘Oh, it’s a silly bloody hearing aid thing they’ve given me.’ He holds it up so I can see. ‘It’s got this Velcro on it and it’s supposed to stick to the telly, but I’m buggered if I can get it to fasten.’ He goes back onto his knees



    

 and starts giving it another go. He’s stuck one piece of Velcro to the edge of the speaker and he’s trying to make the other piece, attached to the aid, cling on. He’s having no luck. The less luck he has, the more he tries to hold it there. And the more it drops off the more he shakes his head and sighs. I love my dad.




‘Here, let’s have a look,’ I say, and I move onto the corner of the settee so I can see what’s going on.




‘It’s so I can hear the television better without having it up too loud for your mum.’




I take it from him and he sits back down. I get on my knees and try to see if I can manage it. After a few attempts I hold both pieces of Velcro up to the light. ‘Dad,’ I say, ‘you’ve got the same two bits here.’




‘What?’ he says.




‘These two pieces of Velcro; they’re the same sort.’


‘What do you mean?’




‘Well, Velcro, Dad. You know Velcro? You know how it works?’


‘I can’t say I do, if I’m honest with you.’




And suddenly I feel strange. I feel sad. Really sad. I don’t know why at first. ‘Well, it’s like hooks and eyes.’


‘Aye?’




‘Or like male and female in electrics.’




‘Is it?’ and he leans in close for a demonstration. I hold up both pieces against the screen so he can see.




‘You’ve got little hooks,’ I say, ‘and you’ve got little eyes. Little loops. Now what you’ve got here is just a lot of little loops.’




‘I see.’




‘You’ve got no hooks.’




‘Well, that’s what they’ve given me.’




‘Well, it won’t work like this.’




‘There’s been a cock-up,’ he says. He takes the two pieces back and tries to stick them together, giving up almost straight away to show me that he’s understood. ‘Well, that’s no good,’ he says, ‘just giving us loops.’




    




Then I realize why I feel so sad. My dad, who could build you a car, or rewire a house or plumb up your whole kitchen, doesn’t know how Velcro works.




Through the ceiling I hear footsteps and it must be Eleni getting up. She’s been asleep for nearly three hours, and she had a nap on the train. She didn’t sleep last night, though. Nightmares. Her mother walled into the nave of a church. Just a pair of eyes peeping through a slit in the bricks, apparently. Eleni with a candle. And then it starts to rain. She woke up in a sweat. It was a cold night, but she woke up in a sweat. She got up at one point and I could hear her playing Gershwin on the piano. We only just made the train, she was so wiped out. I love Eleni. I loved the journey. She made me laugh for the first half-hour and then she put her head on my shoulder and slept till Warrington.




‘I think Eleni’s emerging,’ shouts my mother. I can hear lots of hot fat sizzling, taps running, the clatter of plates and pans. I decide to go through to the kitchen.




It’s a nice kitchen. Small, but uncluttered and functional. My mum has got it together in the kitchen. I have only vague memories of ever seeing anything stacked on the draining board. It seemed that everything was always washed up and put away back in its cupboard even before the food was served.




‘That’s lucky,’ says my mum, ‘cos this risotto’s nearly ready.’




‘It smells nice.’




‘I’ve got some parsley. Do you want parsley on it, or shall I not bother?’




‘Don’t bother, Mum.’




We hear the toilet flush and then footsteps on the stairs. The door’s pushed open and Eleni’s rubbing her eyes. Her hair’s all messed up and her dress is creased.




‘Well well,’ says my mother, ‘look who’s here.’ She says it with wry, forgiving affection. She wants some chat and she can chat to Eleni and they make each other laugh. She loves Eleni. She hated Sheba, but she



    

 loves Eleni. Even though Eleni’s Greek and struggles with her accent, they can blabber away for whole nights. ‘We don’t see you both enough,’ said my mum on the phone the other night, so we cleared the weekend and jumped on the train.




‘Did you have a sleep? Did you have a little nap, lass?’ says Mum, going at her with a big spoon spotted with steaming rice.




Eleni blinks her eyes, looks around and smiles. ‘Oh, hello,’ she says, as though she’s only just woken up that very moment. Sheba used to get up in a foul temper. Sheba never woke up and said, ‘Oh, hello.’ I used to dread her going to sleep.




‘Hello, madam, wakey wakey,’ says Mum.




I walk over to Eleni and put my arms around her. I kiss her on the top of the head. Her body’s all warm and she smells of sleep. I want to fuck her.







Here’s how we met: in 2004 I was living in flat 65, Pomfret House, Box Street, Bow. Eleni Marianos lived in number 67. I would often hear her piano through the door. We’d pass in the hall sometimes and say hello and blush and shuffle and drop things. In number 66 lived Mr Godfrey Bolton, an elderly, shifty-looking fella who, faced with the threat of a prison sentence regarding a violent attack upon a racehorse, one day saw fit to hang himself. The chair, falling against a candle that Mr Bolton had put on the bedside table (to illuminate his brief note?), caused a small fire to break out. Detecting the fire at an early stage, I burst out of my door, only to be met by Eleni Marianos bursting out of hers. Whereupon, with little discussion, we set about bursting through Mr Bolton’s. Having put out the fire with my dressing gown (leaving me naked), we stood back and discovered our neighbour suspended from the ceiling by an equestrian bridle. Eight months later we decided to buy his flat and, since by then we were in love, knock it through at both ends to form one big flat. Some of our friends thought all this a little creepy, and said so behind our backs.









‘Photo Finish’ said Godfrey Bolton’s note, and there was a small cross that might have been a kiss or a crucifix, it wasn’t clear. ‘Photo Finish’, signed ‘God Bolton’.







The four of us sat down with our various meals and watched a baffling sequence of soaps back to back. Mum tried to fill me and Eleni in as to what was going on in each one, but the more she explained the more we missed what was going on in the one we were watching, to the point where even Mum became confused and kept fiddling with the volume, as though that would make things clearer. My dad just sat there, taking it all in, tutting and shaking his head at the goings-on on the screen, as though he’d never known such debauchery. Eventually it got to half nine and he announced that he’d taken his tablet and was going upstairs to watch a documentary about Rasputin. Sparky followed.




‘Do you not watch much telly back in London?’ says Mum.




Me and Eleni are curled up on the settee. I’ve got my hand down the back of her skirt but we’re hidden. ‘Not really, Mum, no,’ I say.




‘Me and your dad do nothing else.’




‘Are you watching this?’ I say, nodding at Celebrity Fit Club.




‘This?’ she says, sniffing. ‘I’m not bothered about this. They’ll still be fat in a month.’




‘There’s a programme on Channel 4 about Tracey Emin,’ I say. Eleni pushes her arse back against my thighs and purrs like she might go to sleep.




‘Ooh, not her,’ says Mum.




‘We don’t have to watch it,’ I say, ‘I’ve seen it before but Eleni’s not seen it.’




Mum gives in. It’s the mention of Eleni that does it. She loves Eleni. ’Turn it over,’ she says. ‘I’ll watch owt.’




I pick up the remote and Tracey Emin’s sat up on her settee smoking and drinking saying’Fuck this’ and ’Fuck that’, ranting on about her abortion. And then she’s trotting through some park, feeding squirrels,



    

 saying how we all need something small to look after. I steal a glance at Mum and she’s just gazing blankly at the screen as though she’s watching a magic act and trying to work out how they’ve done it. Eventually she pipes up. ‘Good God,’ she says, ’what’s she like?’




‘I know, Mum, she’s a nut,’ though I don’t really mean it.




‘Do you know her?’ says Mum.




‘I’ve met her a few times.’




‘Well, I don’t know,’ says Mum.




Eleni pushes herself up on one elbow. ‘Are you all right there, Connie? You want to lie on the couch?’ She hasn’t quite picked up that we call it a settee.




‘No, no, love. You’re all right on there. You two nestle up. I’m fine where I am.’




Eleni settles back into my arms. I stroke the fringe out of her eyes, look down at her, smile and kiss her on the nose. She smiles back and squeezes her eyes together like a cat. I want to go to bed soon and fuck her, quietly; the way we always have to whenever we come back to Blackpool for a few days.




Tracey’s pointing a video camera around her flat and it’s a right fucking dump. I look over to Mum. Her eyebrows are up and she’s chewing on her knuckles.




‘They want to be doing a documentary on you, Hector. You do better stuff than this.’




‘I expect they will, Mum.’




‘Well, I should think so. I mean, at least you can paint. Look at her. Look at them drawings. They look like they’ve been done by a half-baked monkey.’




‘It’s concept, Connie,’ says Eleni, and because of her accent it doesn’t sound pretentious. It sounds like she was born to utter things like ‘It’s concept, Connie’, like she has no choice, like she should never say anything else. I love Eleni.




    




‘What do you mean?’ says Mum, not taking her eyes from the screen.




Eleni props herself up again. ‘Well, she’s being honest. She’s making an effort to be as honest as she can be. And she is calling that art.’




‘Well, what do you think about that, Hector?’ says Mum, and I know that she’s really referring to my paintings and how that’s what she thinks of as art. But it’s the same as the conversation about chicken. We’ve been having it for twenty years. She knows very well that I’m happy to call all sorts of things art, even to the detriment of my own paintings. It’s that bit she doesn’t like. She wants me to stand up for what I do; she wants a passionate hero, affirming his patch; and that’s all well and good, but the fact is I’m totally open-minded on the subject. If Marc Quinn wants to freeze his own blood in the shape of his head, or Jake and Dinos want to stick dicks onto kids’ chins, then it’s all fine by me.




‘I like her, Mum,’ I say, as Tracey’s talking about pulling a foetus out of her pants, ‘I think art should be honest.’




‘Well, I’m going to bed,’ she says, ‘I think she’s a bloody fruitcake.’




She goes into the kitchen and rattles a few things around, turns off the lights, delivers a careful list of instructions about how to turn off the gas fire and how we’re not to unplug the fish tank, and shuffles off out the door, nodding back to the telly. ‘She’s dirty,’ she says, ‘she’s a dirty bloody lunatic, that lass. I’m lost.’




Me and Eleni watch the rest of it and when it’s over we unplug everything but the fish tank and start kissing. I’ve had a few beers and all I want to do is kiss her for hours. We can hear my dad snoring upstairs and we undress as much as we dare and fuck, right there on the cream settee that my dad, based on nothing, is allergic to.







The next morning, Sunday, we’re awoken by the sound of hammering. Not like someone’s hanging a picture or putting a nail into the floorboards, but intermittent, heavy, laboured hammering, and the sound of falling masonry, as though my dad’s knocking down the fireplace. I pull





 on a sweater and yesterday’s underpants and wander downstairs to investigate. And there’s my dad, stripped to the waist, huge grey sledgehammer, knocking down the fireplace.




‘What are you doing, Dad?’ I say.




‘What?’ he says, looking at the television.




‘What are you doing?’




He swings around and sees me. ‘I’m knocking down the fireplace,’ he says and runs the back of his hand across his brow. We’re both stripped to the waist: him from the neck down and me from the feet up. Sparky’s tucked away behind the curtain on the window ledge, choking on the dust and shaking like he’s developed a chronic case of doggy Parkinson’s overnight.




I remember when this fireplace was built, sometime back in the seventies, back when Mum and Dad were still aware of trends and still supple enough to follow them. Irregular slabs of purbeck stone and polished grey slate. I remember the plans laid out on the dining-room table and this bloated Italian bloke who stank of pork pointing at them with a translucent yellow screwdriver. Mum and Dad nodding and asking questions. Mum wanted a trapezium over the flue, Dad wasn’t so keen. And now here he is: rid of it at last. He’s spread a dustsheet out over the carpet and he’s up to his ankles in broken rock and plaster. He puts down the hammer, wipes his hands on a towel and slumps into his chair. Jiggered, as he would say.




‘Bloody hell, Dad. What you doing that for?’




‘We’ve decided it’s to come down,’ says Dad, nodding at Mum, who’s sat in the conservatory scanning the colour supplements.




‘Bloody hell,’ I say again. ‘Fucking hell’ is what I’m thinking, but ‘Bloody hell’ is what I’m saying cos I don’t swear at home. It’s not what we do. The air’s gone mad with dust. Sparky’s spasms are making the windows rattle.




Mum looks up and smiles. ’Well, look who’s here,’ she says, puts down her magazine and pushes herself up out of her little wicker chair.



    

 ‘What do you think, then?’ she says, putting her hand over her mouth, like a schoolgirl who’s just sprayed something rude on the wall. She’s chuckling.




‘You’re knocking down the fireplace?’




‘We’ve decided it’s old fashioned.’




Dad’s got his head down and he’s preoccupied with breathing.




‘Shouldn’t you be getting someone in to do this?’ I say.




‘Oh, your dad’s strong,’ she says, ‘he’s knocking on but he’s still got some energy left. Haven’t you, Derek?’




And Dad looks up, all red in the face, mouth open, fist to his chest. ‘Eh?’




‘I was just saying to Hector, you might be seventy-eight but you’ve still got it in you.’




‘Oh aye,’ he says, ‘I’m not beat yet.’




I worry about this.




‘Do you want some breakfast?’




‘In a minute.’




‘Bacon?’




‘Don’t start, Mum.’




’Is Eleni getting up?’ and she’s all frisky, like she’s excited just to say her name.




‘I think so, yes. The hammering woke us both up.’




Mum scampers over and takes me in her arms. She smells all clean. I return the embrace. ‘Oh, and I do love you, Hector. I’m so glad you’ve come up to see us. I do love you.’ She’s got me in a clinch and I can barely move. ‘Don’t we, Derek? Don’t we love him?’




‘Oh aye,’ Dad says, and grips onto his sweating purple head, staring at the floor. Always did.’




‘I love you too, Mum,’ I say, ‘I love you both.’




‘And we love Eleni. She’s smashing, is Eleni. You can have right nice natural conversations with Eleni.’




Right nice natural conversations are important to Mum. She never





 had right nice natural conversations with Sheba. I had right nice natural conversations with Sheba, at first. And then ...




‘What do you think?’ says Mum, nodding towards Dad’s demolition. ‘Do you think we’re mad?’ She hugs me again and I hold my breath cos I don’t want her to smell last night’s beer on me.







Eleni’s put on her best clothes and we eat our toast and beans in the conservatory. That’s what Mum calls it: The Conservatory. Basically it’s a little extension built onto the back of the house overlooking the small lawn and rockery. Mum’s filled it up with plants. They’re everywhere, climbing up the walls, twisted around the brass light fittings. Mum’s good with plants. And whenever she mentions me and my painting and says, ‘Eee, I don’t know where you get it all from,’ I always credit it to her and how she’s so good with plants and how that’s a sort of art in itself. I don’t say this as a platitude. I mean it. I’m useless with plants. Eleni’s useless with plants as well. They die. Perhaps it’s the fumes. Or perhaps it’s just that we’re useless.




‘I was just reading this, Eleni,’ says Mum, pointing with her big bitten finger to the newspaper.




‘What’s that, Connie?’ says Eleni.




‘About some woman called Frida Kahlo,’ says Mum, rhyming it with callow.




‘Ah yes,’ says Eleni, smiling, beautiful, uncomplicated in her enthusiasm for whatever Mum is about to profess.




‘Madonna’s got a lot of her paintings, it says here.’




‘Ah yes,’ says Eleni, awaiting Mum’s point.




‘It says here that she was Mexican.’




‘Yes,’ says Eleni, realizing that there may not be a point after all. Or perhaps it’s just me who realizes this.




‘She was knocked over by a bus,’ says Mum, stroking her chin like she’s a man with whiskers, ‘like Beryl next door.’




‘What?’ I say.









‘Beryl Short next door.’


‘What about her?’




‘Beryl was knocked over by a bus. She’d gone all giddy on medication and just stepped out. She told me she thought she was stepping out to take a little paddle.’




‘Eh?’




‘A little paddle in the sea. But she wasn’t. She was in the middle of Waterloo Road.’




Eleni and me look at each other and smile. I take a sip of my tea. Mum takes a sip of hers. And she’s off again ...




‘Now you see she was very personal with what she painted.’ Oh, so she has got a point after all. ‘She believed in honesty ...’ here it comes, ‘but the difference with her and that lass last night, that Tracey... what’s she called, Hector?’




‘Tracey Emin.’




‘Aye, Tracey Emin. The difference between her and this Mexican lass is that with her – Frida Kahlo – you might want to hang some of this on your walls. I mean, I wouldn’t, but some folk do. Madonna does,’ and then, ’for example,’ and she looks up and lowers her specs and she’s finished. Eleni’s on the spot.




‘Well, Connie,’ says Eleni, mopping up her bean juice with her last triangle of toast, ‘all art does not have to be hanging on walls.’




‘Well, I know that,’ says Mum, ‘I know that you can have statues and . . . and er . . .’ She’s stuck on statues and she’s taken off her specs and she’s searching her brain for something else that you don’t have to hang on walls, finally relaxing and digging up ‘. . .sculptures.’ I take another sip of my tea. ‘Sculptures and all that. I know that.’ Eleni’s nodding, Mum’s kicked off her slippers at the heel and she’s waggling them on her toes. ‘But when it comes to the likes of that lass last night, that Tracey Emin, well, you can’t put what she does on a wall, can you?’




‘Well, some of it you can,’ says Eleni, ‘her drawings, whatever. But if you don’t want to, then that’s fine. Art is whatever you want it to be.’




    




‘Well, I don’t want it to be that.’




‘And that’s OK,’ says Eleni, and bites down on her toast. She sniffs the air. ‘It smells so beautiful in here, Connie.’




‘Thank you,’ says Mum, and looks back down at the paper. She’s not finished with us yet. Dad’s in the lounge watching the build-up to the Belgian Grand Prix, which is doing nothing to abate Sparky’s wretched convulsions. Mum clears her throat. I suspect she’s just getting started.




‘There’s a painting of hers here called – ’ and she straightens her specs and leans in  ‘The Suicide of Dorothy Hale, painted by Frida Kahlo in 1938.’ Mum’s sounding a bit academic now, which is weird. She carries on: ‘Shows a young lass who’s flung herself from a building.’ She holds the paper up to her face. ‘The Hampshire House building. Shows her falling and shows her fallen. There’s blood on the frame, it says here. Ex-Ziegfeld showgirl ... Dorothy Hale.’ Mum looks up and pulls off a pantomime shiver. She lowers her specs, frowns, looks at us both. ‘Ooh, imagine that: throwing yourself off a building. Can you imagine throwing yourself off a building, Eleni?’




‘No,’ says Eleni.




‘Can you, Hector?’ says Mum.




‘No, Mum,’ I say.




‘Ooh, neither can I. I can imagine taking a lot of pills, or sticking your head in an oven, but I can’t see throwing myself off some big building.’




All this is a bit of a revelation. I’m a bit shocked. I don’t know why she just came out with such a thing. I steal a glance at Eleni. She’s just looking at the floor. We sit in silence for a while. I mean it’s not really silence cos Dad’s got the telly up loud and there’s a lot of cars screaming around Spa-Francorchamps, but it feels like silence, and given what’s just been announced, it is.




And next thing you know ... ‘I mean it’d be like me throwing myself off Blackpool Tower. Imagine that. I mean I’ve never been up the Tower. 



    

 Lived here forty-five years and never been up the Tower. I mean I can imagine taking pills and all that, but throwing myself off the Tower? Give over.’ She smoothes out the paper on her lap and cranes her neck to read more. Eleni bites into her toast and suddenly I’m irritated by the sound of her chewing. What’s going on? Why’s Mum talking about throwing herself off the Tower? And why am I irritated by the sound of Eleni chewing her toast?




I look at Mum. She’s scanning the article like it’s a big fancy puzzle but she’s not giving up. Her lips are moving a bit and I see her make an ‘F’ and then I see her make a ‘K’. And then ‘Frida Kahlo’, silently, to herself.




It won’t have gone over her head, all this. Next time it comes up she’ll remember exactly who Frida Kahlo is. She’s sat there now reading about her, and you can be sure it’s all going in. Ever since I started to do well in the art world, ever since they started writing about me in whatever magazines she could get her hands on in Preston, then she’s taken an interest. She’s never once said, ‘Get yourself a proper job,’ or ‘I think you should be careful’ No, she’s just enjoyed my fame and made an effort to understand. She’s got an opinion about it all, has Mum. She thinks Jake and Dinos are really seriously poorly, and possibly dangerous. Not dangerous in the way a critic might call them dangerous but like Mum calls them dangerous. Like maybe the police should get involved. Sarah Lucas is butch and rude. Damien Hirst’s dirty and cruel. Rachel Whiteread’s got some good ideas but it’s all a bit dull once you’ve got the gist of it. She likes Gillian Wearing cos she’s pretty and looks a bit like Eleni, but she didn’t like that transsexual caper. And all them policemen idling about would have been put to better use out on the streets catching folk. Catching Jake and Dinos for a start. And as for Gilbert and George, well ... now they should get a proper job.




I clear away the plates and carry them through to the kitchen. I hear Mum and Eleni start up again and I think Mum’s asking her whether or not she thinks Madonna is a slag. She doesn’t say slag of course,



    

 but that’s what she’s getting at. I can hear Eleni smiling and shifting position, getting comfortable, ‘Well...’ she begins, ‘well...’ I love Eleni. She seems immune to those parts of my mum that drive me off my nut. Good luck to her. I’m off to take a bath.


‘Is the immersion heater on, Dad?’




He shouts ‘What?’ and I repeat myself and he says that it is, but to turn it off cos it’s burning money, and I climb the stairs, wishing I could smoke a cigarette.







Above the bath, pride of place, is a small drawing of a budgerigar on old yellowed paper. It sits in an ornate gilded frame behind well-dusted glass. It’s lying on its back, dead. But it doesn’t look dead cos it’s been hung the wrong way, so it looks like it’s all right. I did it when I was eight. It used to hang on my Aunty Pat’s parlour wall until Pat went mad and died five years back. By then I hadn’t seen Pat for twelve years and Mum didn’t think to tell me until after she was buried. I’d liked to have attended her funeral. I’ve never been to a funeral. Oh yes, little dead Bob used to hang on big dead Aunty Pat’s parlour wall. I say hang, but in those days it was just tacked to the lilac wallpaper with a couple of drawing pins, curling up at the edges. It was the wrong way up then as well. It means everything. As I lie back in the glittering suds, I look at it for the fifty thousandth time. It’s still good. It really is. I was only eight and it was done with one of those fat multicoloured biros, but somehow, somewhere in that aching eight-year-old brain, I’d managed to look at Pat’s budgie, little Bob, and somehow comprehend a way of scratching him onto the paper so that you could tell that it was Bob, and not just any old dead budgie. It was this drawing that set me off. The attendant awe that it evoked amongst my elders galvanized my confidence, and supplied the necessary fillip to propel me towards a life of art. ‘A life of art’. That’s what I have. And all these visits home seem like some sort of gentle archaeological dig. And there is my Troy, behind





 that well-dusted glass, in that ornate gilded frame. Little Bob. Who’d have thought.







Aunty Pat used to do up her hair in a tall yellow beehive. It looked like ice cream. One dull day when I was six we were all on the beach having a picnic and she got a bee in it, a fat black bee in her tall yellow beehive, burrowing towards her scalp, smashed on lacquer, and Aunty Pat shrieking and shaking, standing up and falling over, Mum pinning her down and Dad going in there with a lolly stick. I was sucking on a Mivvy, not sure what to think, cos it was exciting and funny, but at the same time, awful and frightening, and she might get stung on the head, and what will that do? Will it kill her? Will it make her hair fall off? Will she turn into a bee? She’s screaming like she’s having unanaesthetized surgery as Dad coaxes it out on the end of the stick, the bee lapping up the vanilla.




All that happened right here, in the shadow of the Gaiety Bar, and I ask Mum if she remembers and she smiles and says she does and we tell Eleni the story. Eleni smiles and holds onto my hand. Her hand feels warm and I can feel her pulse on the pad of her thumb. In my other hand I’m carrying the video camera, just in case. Just in case something happens. Just in case the Tower topples over, or a clown goes mental and runs amok amongst the seaweed and seagull feathers. For there are seagulls. And, let me say it now, I remain passionate about the seagulls. I love the sound and the white, and the whole seagull thing. There are kids swinging from a musty rope beneath the pier. Folk out, walking their dogs. Old men with metal detectors looking for Atlantis and old threepenny bits. Drunken screams from the Pleasure Beach. It’s dusk and the sun’s going down. Mid-September. We talk a little about the sea and Mum asks Eleni if it’s as nice as the sea in Crete. Eleni says that it is, and she means it. If Mum had asked me, I would have said that it is, and I would have meant it, cos I love Eleni and we agree about these things. And we mean it. Mum starts telling more stories about when I



    

 was little: falling off donkeys, swallowing sand, poking at dead seagulls. Mum looks out towards Central Pier, feasting on her cardboard dish of whelks, seeing ghosts. The tide’s going out, the sun’s going down and Blackpool’s lighting up. I love Blackpool when it’s lighting up. I love it when it’s lit up and I love it when it’s dark. All the times in between. I love Blackpool. I love the way it makes an effort.




‘Ooh, when you were little, Hector,’ says Mum, ‘when you were little.’




We walk along in silence. Mum gazing down at her feet in the sand. Me and Eleni watching a passing tram, done out in bright multicoloured bulbs to look like a Mississippi showboat.




And then . . . ‘So when are you two going to have some kids?’ says Mum, right out of the evening blue, as though it’s monumental, like we’re really getting it all out in the open now, like it’s time to get down to things. Real things. Eleni squeezes my hand.




‘One day, Mum,’ I say, ‘I suppose,’ cos it’s not monumental. In fact it’s the opposite of monumental: it’s routine. Mum asks, ‘So when are you two going to have some kids?’ about twice a week, sometimes more, and I always say the same thing: ‘One day, Mum,’ I always say, and always add, ‘I suppose,’ and that’s usually the end of it. Sometimes Mum loses herself in a reverie about how bonny these kids will be and how much she’ll cosset them and feed them and buy them Jaffa Cakes and bears and tiny shoes. ‘Oh, go on,’ she’ll say, ‘have some,’ and that’s usually the end of it. But today, this Sunday evening, it’s not. It’s just the start of it. Eleni squeezes my hand.




‘Well, I’m late, Connie,’ she says.




‘Late?’ says Mum.




‘Four days late.’ I let go of her hand. ‘With my period.’




I love Eleni. I love my Mum. My Mum loves Eleni. Eleni loves my Mum, and both of them love me, so that’s all fine, but Eleni’s eagerness to please has just put on its gloves and I feel like saying ’Calm down’ or ’Give it a rest’ but I don’t say anything cos Mum gets in the way of all



    

 that by stopping in her tracks and bellowing ‘ARE YOU!?’ in capital letters. With exclamation and question marks. Me and Eleni also stop in our tracks and we’re all facing each other.


‘Four days?’ says Mum. ‘Are you, pet?’




‘Yes,’ says Eleni. She looks at Mum and smiles. Mum looks at Eleni and smiles. And then both of them look at me and suddenly I’m aware that I’m not smiling. So I do, cos anything less would be wrong. Mum looks down at Eleni’s buttoned-up coat, at her belly somewhere beneath her buttoned-up coat, through the cloth into her belly, right through into her womb, and so on. And when she’s done with this penetration, this tunnelling through space and matter, she starts tunnelling through time and suddenly I can see her holding this thing, this nothing really, feeding this nothing really, buying it Jaffa Cakes and bears and tiny shoes, like it’s something, a real thing, a soul, a poppet, a living breathing miniature of her and Dad and all that went before. Eleni looks down at it too. At this lateness, at this four days late, nothing for certain, nothing really, nothing-at-all kind of thing and she smiles and nods. For some reason I find myself turning on the camera. For want of anything else to do I aim it at Mum.




‘Ooh, give over,’ says Mum, blushing and smoothing down her hair. She hates it when I turn on the camera, and that’s why I do it: to stop her. To diffuse this giddiness at Eleni’s late period.
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