
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



For Tamara Gray


Millennium

Veronica Tree turns the key in the latch of the faux Victorian slate-grey front door and hurls herself inward, out of the murk of a chill December evening. She is met with a sultry barrier of convected air. Her husband has turned the thermostat higher than she can stand, both in terms of her comfort and her anxiety about the impact on global warming.

She sheds her denim jacket onto the reclaimed 1950s school cloakroom hook in the hall then removes her chunky orange sweater and drapes it over the jacket. Underneath, she is wearing her blue hospital scrubs. She turns the thermostat down five degrees, knowing that Frankie will turn it up again the moment he becomes aware of the drop in temperature. He is cold-blooded, he says. He also says – to her irritation – that the planet can take care of itself, or we’re all doomed anyway, depending on whether he is feeling optimistic or pessimistic.

Divested of outer layers but still overheated and flushed, Veronica strides into the living room of the two-bedroom terraced house in Brackenbury Village, Hammersmith. Or perhaps slides is a better word. She is slim, flat-chested, long-legged, limber. Her slightly snaggled front teeth do nothing to diminish her husband’s persistent desire for her, which, after only four months of marriage, is becoming as much an irritation as it is flattery.

There are cardboard boxes scattered on the floor at the bottom of the stairs that lead up to the two small bedrooms on the first floor. The couple are moving to a new house soon, to a larger place on the St Quintin Estate in North Kensington. Completion comes at the end of January. Veronica idly inspects the open boxes which contain practically everything Frankie owns. Visible at the moment are board games (Risk, Trivial Pursuit, Monopoly), a set of golf clubs, a pair of football shorts and a bottle of Acqua di Parma aftershave. She is astonished at how little he possesses. Her stuff, taken out of her flat (now sold), nearly fills the substantial shed at the back of the house. That’s without the furniture, which languishes expensively in storage.

Veronica sees Frankie is sitting on the sofa, still in his office suit, immersed in cathode rays from the TV, holding the remote in one hand and a bottle of chilled Peroni in the other. Veronica leans over and pecks him on the cheek. He makes a moue without putting it anywhere. The television barks the headlines.

Yeltsin resigns while Vladimir Putin takes over in Russia . . . The prime minister Tony Blair will get ready to welcome in the new century at the Millennium Dome . . .

Veronica kicks off her flat hospital shoes and pads her way towards the open-plan kitchen. On the way she stops at the telephone answering machine, which is showing one message. She hits the button and pauses to listen.

Hi, Frankie. It’s Ralph. Sorry I didn’t see you at the office Christmas party. I’ve been a bit off colour. Nothing serious. I hope. (Chuckles). So. Anyway. Thanks for your all your hard work over the past year. Have a happy new millennium. Love to Veronica. And I’ll see you in the office, you know, whenever. Much to talk about. Oh, and Polly sends her love. Pip pip.

A click and a burr as the machine shuts itself off.

Did you hear that?

Uh, says Frankie.

She goes to the kitchen, fills and switches on the Braun kettle.

Hot beverage?

Nah, says Frankie, eyes still magnetized by the television.

Veronica picks a carrot out of the monumental American-style fridge and nibbles on it with her small incisors. She draws a large glass of filtered water from the front panel of the fridge and downs it in one. She can’t remember when it became common sense to drink large quantities of water, but she has become convinced by the weight of peer opinion that the practice makes you live longer and keeps you pure. She feels the maintenance of purity to be a pressing concern, although this sits uneasily with her medical awareness that the body is an irremediable and necessary jungle of prowling bacteria and rampaging microorganisms.

The narrow end of the carrot is rotten – organic veg goes off almost as soon as you get them from the shop – so she flips the food waste bin lid to throw it in, and on impulse checks the other two bins, one for landfill, the other for recycling paper and plastics. She grimaces.

There’s food in the paper bin. Again. What is it, yoghurt?

She is weary and resigned rather than angry.

It all goes in landfill, anyway, says Frankie.

She extracts yesterday’s Guardian from under the goo.

The yoghurt is all over it.

Sour milk. Seems appropriate.

I asked you to save that issue. There’s a recipe I want. I never throw away your comics before you’ve finished with them.

She picks up the copy of Estate Agent Today that is on the kitchen table and flicks through the pages.

Oh look! The results of the ‘Estate Agent of the Year’ awards. I’m surprised that one didn’t make the evening news.

You may laugh.

No sign of Farley, Ratchett and Gwynne.

We didn’t enter.

Veronica studies the transparent window in the kettle behind which the water will shortly start to effervesce. Frankie stretches out on the white leather sofa, trying unsuccessfully to get comfortable.

How long have we got, Frankie?

You were right about this settee. It looks good in here alright. But you can’t find a spot on it.

Did you hear me? And it’s a sofa.

Frankie puts down the Peroni bottle, picks up his Psion Organiser from the Swedish-style pine coffee table in front of him and checks it.

You’ll have time to get changed.

He wriggles on the sofa again.

I don’t know why we couldn’t get the brown leather one.

Because it was like something out of Acorn Antiques.

Comfortable, though.

Frankie picks at his teeth with a matchstick he has produced from somewhere, and makes a face as he digs at his gums.

You still want to go out tonight? says Veronica. Okay if you don’t. We can stay home and watch Jools on the TV.

This is your way of saying you don’t want to go. Right?

He digs deeper, right at the back of the mouth, wrenching his face into a distended grimace.

I was thinking of you.

He takes the toothpick out, smacks his lips, and throws the soggy stick into the waste paper bin.

Millennium night isn’t every day. So to speak. Celebration is not optional. Anyway, Nodge and Fraser and Colin are relying on me to sign them into the club.

Colin who?

Colin who do you think?

Colin Burden?

No, Colin Firth. Of course Colin Burden.

You didn’t tell me he was coming.

I didn’t tell you he wasn’t coming.

Veronica pulls a mug out of the cupboard, making enough superfluous noise to ensure that Frankie registers her dissatisfaction.

Is Nodge definitely bringing Fraser?

She sprinkles her voice with vinegar, but Frankie’s mood is antacid, oblivious.

Last I heard.

Veronica propels the mug down onto the worktop with what now registers with Frankie as unnecessary force. He finally summons the wherewithal to look up from the TV.

They’ll probably peel off soon enough, he says. To do something, you know, gay.

Veronica shovels coffee into the Bodum tetchily.

Fraser doesn’t like me. Or you. Or anyone in particular. You know what I think of Colin. I’d be just as happy watching the Hootennany here.

Too late to change plans now. Who’s on Jools anyway?

Jamiroquai. Travis. Skin from Skunk Anansie.

Not a lineup really worth staying in for, is it? Also, a river of fire on the Thames just isn’t going to have the same effect on the box. We’ve made the arrangements. They’re relying on us.

Veronica pours boiling water over the coffee, enjoying the agitation and steam and swirl. She fetches soya milk from the fridge. She decided she had a gluten intolerance some months earlier, around the time her water intake swelled to several litres a day.

Is Tony coming too? Did that slip your mind as well?

Tony who?

Tony Diamonte. Sex addict, coke snorter, bully, racist. That Tony.

Persona non grata. As you well know.

Yeh. But then I thought Colin was persona non grata.

Tony’s different. Tony’s in rehab somewhere. Again. As for Colin – well. Nodge said it would be good. A nice gesture. He sort of shamed me into it. He’s good at that.

Colin’s baggage.

He got us a nice wedding present.

He bought you a nice wedding present. I had nothing to do with it.

He’s not such a bad guy.

He’s weak.

So?

Weak people are dangerous.

How’s he weak?

People who turn to Jesus halfway through life are always weak.

He’s not religious anymore, says Frankie, now channel surfing pointlessly between UK Gold and Sky One.

Not very much anyway. That lasted about three months. Colin never really could commit himself to anything.

You can stand a few hours with an old friend, says Frankie. Can’t you?

Not much I can do about it now.

It’s only once every thousand years. Anyway, he’s bringing a date. That should keep him occupied.

Veronica stops the plunger of the cafetière half-depressed.

Colin’s got a date?

Couldn’t suppress his excitement. Someone from his office who got blown out by someone else at the last moment. So he got lucky.

More than you can say for her.

She finishes depressing the plunger and stands back to wait. It will be exactly three minutes, Frankie knows. Veronica is precise about such matters.

After Veronica pours the coffee, she emerges from the kitchen, gazing around the room critically. Since their marriage she has made an effort to gussy up the space – atomizer, a few colourful cushions, scented candles and fresh flowers. It’s a pleasant space here, but very obviously, until quite recently, the home of a single man, a man who works as an estate agent and therefore values and advises anonymity in design.

Veronica makes her way to the bedroom, with its super king-size bed, ornate retro iron bedstead – the sole import from her recently sold flat – and single erotic Modigliani print on the wall. There is another large television under the sash window that bulks out behind with a pregnant swell of tubes and wires.

We need to invest in a flat screen, says Frankie, who, following her into the room, glances critically at the TV.

Too expensive.

I’m an early adopter.

Not anymore you’re not. Not now we’re moving. We won’t be able to afford it. So you’d better get used to being a late adopter. Or a non-adopter.

She starts to remove her hospital scrubs, mandatory workwear for her job as a pathologist at St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington. She has a couple of outfits crammed in next to Frankie’s selection of suits. Most of her clothes are in the garden shed. Frankie picks up the remote, but she holds up her hand.

I need to do my twenty minutes, says Veronica.

Do we have the time? Frankie checks his watch.

There’s always time. Time is all we have.

Cool, man, he says softly, but loud enough for her to hear.

Why don’t you join me? she says, preparing her little brass gong and lighting an incense stick.

Same reason I didn’t join you last time. And the time before that.

Remind me.

Because. I. Fucking. Hate. Meditation.

Mindfulness.

New way of flogging gongs and candles.

Frankie has tried, under Veronica’s encouragement, to watch his own thoughts, but he cannot catch them long enough to let them go, however hard he tries or tries not to try. He is unable to remove himself sufficiently in order to isolate and observe the ghostly rumour of ego and the river of thought. The contents of his mind are all of a piece for him, a barely manageable chaos of chattering, random, desire-driven agitation. A snowstorm of cascading impressions in a globe of self that sits on his shoulders invisibly, a spectral Janus looking, puzzlingly, both outward and inward.

It’s very calming, says Veronica, closing her eyes, putting her thumbs and forefingers together and crossing her legs.

I’ll be calm enough when I’m dead, Frankie says, scratching himself under the arm with fingernails manicured, clean and sharp.

*  *  *

By eight o clock, Frankie and Veronica have showered and dressed. Frankie is wearing boot-cut jeans, Rockport boots with Argyle socks and an off-white Von Dutch T-shirt with a Vintage Lacoste fine-knit cardigan in umber. He covers up with a designer puffa jacket by Armani. Veronica is wearing a halter top and sequined trousers. The addition of a lurid red sweater reminds Frankie momentarily of an elongated pillar-box, but he dismisses the unkind thought promptly. They are sinking a final glass of Chardonnay in the kitchen before they leave.

So what’s your New Millennium’s resolution? Frankie asks, tidying his hair with his fingers rather than a comb, to achieve a carelessly rumpled look.

Resolutions are pointless.

You have to have one. At least this year.

Not if you believe in fate.

Whatever that might be.

All you really want is for me to ask you what yours is.

Am I so predictable?

So what is it, then?

Frankie stands up, checks himself in the mirror, and teases up the front of his waxed fringe.

I’ve got two. A New Year’s one and a Millennium one. The New Year’s one is to become a partner at the firm. Ralph as good as promised it to me when the New Year comes. He wants to retire. Since his heart attack, he’s been getting very tired. I’ve seen it. Can hardly get himself up from the desk sometimes.

He looked fine last time I saw him.

He’ll be fine if he looks after himself. Keeping on a healthy diet and so on. Polly’s looking out for him. The doctors say he’s good for at least another decade. But anyway. He’s looking to the future. And I’m part of it.

Ratchett won’t like that.

Ratchett won’t have anything to do with it.

That’s great, Frankie. Really great. I’m so happy for you.

Thank you.

But it’s not exactly a resolution. More something you already know about that you’re waiting to happen.

You’re just nitpicking.

What’s the Millennium resolution then?

It’s not for this year. It’s for Eventually. One day.

Frankie picks up the magazine that Veronica cast on the worktop. It is still open at the photos from the awards ceremony.

I’m going to win Estate Agent of the Year.

Veronica stares at him.

You’re being serious, aren’t you?

Frankie’s attention is on the page, the shiny photographs of the winners illuminated by spotlights.

What’s wrong with wanting to be the best? You’re such a snob. Just because they don’t hold a Pathologist of the Year. Or do they? Category: Trocar-ing. Category: Skull stripping. Category—

Anything else?

Veronica takes both of his hands in hers. Frankie stares back blankly.

Not that I can think of.

Veronica holds his gaze. He feels a tiny dent of understanding, as if a penny has fallen onto a pillow.

Start a family maybe? Eventually? says Frankie.

Veronica doesn’t respond. One eyebrow rises very slightly.

As soon as we’ve got enough behind us. Because I’m going to be working myself into the ground for the next couple of years at least. So much to do. It’s not going to be easy.

The other eyebrow rises.

Frankie checks his watch.

I guess we’d better be going. They won’t be able to get in without me.

Veronica lets go of his hands and turns sharply away.

So you said. Are you even allowed four guests?

Her voice is flatter than before, uninterested, her words mere prop and foundation for the profounder message of the tone, the look, the defensive cast of her shoulders.

I know Maurice, the owner. We’re old muckers. And it’s five guests. Colin’s bringing someone, I told you, Frankie continues, cheerfully, oblivious.

Veronica gives up, switches off the central heating, checks her three-year-old Mulberry bag, now beginning to look tired. She resolves to buy a fresh one in the January sales.

*  *  *

When they get to the Embankment Club, Fraser and Nodge are standing in the reception area. Fraser Pike is picking at his fingernails, and barely glances up when Frankie and Veronica arrive. Dark, vaguely Semitic, he is four inches taller than Nodge, a muscle Mary in a ripped white T-shirt and a faded pair of extremely well cut APC jeans. He has six-inch tattoos of coiling snakes insinuating their way along each of his forearms. But he falls short of good-looking, face off kilter with squinty eyes, and is maybe twenty years older than Nodge. He has furrowed skin, a close-cropped head and deep canals on the back of his hands and neck. Frankie has met him twice before, and has liked him less on each occasion.

Here they are, says Nodge, dourly. He is slightly overweight, and dressed in fresh jeans with turn-ups, a check work shirt and Timberlands.

Sitting on a cushioned bench to his left is Colin, who looks up eagerly as if grateful for the distraction. Next to him sits a woman who appears to be in her late thirties. She has ironed and dyed yellow hair, ski pants and a tight halter top. Crimson lipstick makes a gash on white pancake make-up. Without getting up, she smiles, broadly, in the direction of Frankie and Veronica. Frankie worries that the make-up might crack and slide. He sees her shift a couple of inches away from Colin, so that she is not accidentally touching legs with him.

Sorry we’re late. Roads were murder, says Frankie.

The over-made-up woman stands up and holds out her hand. Frankie notices a tattoo on the inside of her wrist, a tiny four-petalled flower.

Sorry to gatecrash. It’s embarrassing. I’m Roxanne Peacock. Roxy. I’m a sort of friend of a friend of Colin’s. Sort of.

Veronica ignores the hand and embraces Roxy.

Happy Millennium, Roxanne Peacock. I’m Veronica Tree. Vronky.

Frankie gives Nodge an affectionate punch on the shoulder. Nodge grabs Frankie’s hand in both of his and squeezes.

Don’t worry about us. We’re just chopped liver, pet.

Fraser is speaking in a booming Northern accent – Geordie, according to Nodge, but it sounds more like Brummie to Frankie.

Shut up, Fraser, says Nodge. He says it tenderly, without reproof. Actually we only just got here five minutes ago ourselves. We dropped down the Admiral Duncan for a couple of shots. Sort of a pilgrimage.

Bad year for those of your persuasion, says Frankie.

Always is, says Fraser. Your neo-Nazi with a nail bomb can put quite a damper on things. For those of our ‘persuasion’.

The old-style ones weren’t much better, says Nodge. The ones with the swastikas and torches.

Do you know how many gays died in the camps? says Fraser. Do you? But he seems to be addressing no one in particular.

Can we talk about something cheerful? says Frankie.

Sorry, says Nodge. Fraser is very passionate.

It’s always with the politics when it comes to you. It’s meant to be party time.

Don’t apologize for me, says Fraser.

Sorry, says Nodge.

Fraser, apparently mollified, sidles up to Frankie and stage-whispers.

I love your friend, Frankie, says Fraser, nodding towards Colin. He’s like a funny little Toby jug, yeh?

Hi, Frankie, says Colin, rising from the bench and briefly shaking Frankie’s hand. He pretends not to hear Fraser.

Hi, Colin. Glad you could make it. Nice to meet you Roxy. Shall we all go in? Without waiting for an answer, Frankie turns to the reception desk and announces his name, showing his card. He feels a flash of joy at the fact of his membership and silently repeats to himself that the two-year wait for membership and the exorbitant four-figure joining fee are worth the kudos that the silver card bestows.

Happy Millennium, says the receptionist, without looking up, as Frankie signs them all in. Roxy totters and stumbles on three-inch heels. It appears to Frankie that she is already slightly drunk. Colin leans in as if to support her, but she pulls back.

Once inside, they head straight for the bar. Stacks of glittering, spectroscopic, backlit bottles of liquor adorn the mirrored wall behind the two spry and immaculate bar staff, dressed in white shirts and black waistcoats. After a few minutes of jostling, Frankie manages to order a round of drinks. He looks over his shoulder, noticing that Roxy and Colin are sitting together in silence, staring straight ahead.

Frankie has a whisky sour, Fraser a large glass of Pinot Noir, Nodge a G&T and both Roxy and Veronica order Cosmopolitans. Colin has asked – more in hope than expectation – for a Hofmeister, the lager he drinks without fail, but the brand is in serious decline and the Embankment Club is not the sort of place to stock it. He settles reluctantly for a bottle of Budvar.

Then they drink. And drink and drink, one round chasing another with hysteric rapidity. Within an hour, everyone is merry or slurred, unloosened and unbuttoned.

This is how Frankie wants it to be. The end of a thousand years, an unforgettable night – celebrated with the oldest and most reliable extinguisher of memory.

*  *  *

As the hour of eleven is breached, Frankie and Colin perch next to one another on bar stools, while Nodge, Fraser and Veronica sit together at a low smoked-glass table five feet behind them. Roxy has gone to the cloakroom to work on her face, after disapprovingly catching sight of it in one of the mirrored columns that punctuate the room.

You two don’t seem to be exactly hitting it off, says Frankie.

I barely know her, says Colin, glumly. She was meant to be going out tonight with her boyfriend. Got dumped at the last minute. So I invited her. She was impressed that I had an invite to the Embankment Club. I didn’t see the harm.

You never do.

Nodge gets up from the table and walks over to Colin and Frankie at the bar. Fraser, from his low seat, watches him carefully.

That little Toby jug, says Fraser, who is elegantly drunk. Veronica rolls her eyes.

Shhh, she says. Be nice.

He just looks like someone is going to eat him up, says Fraser. He looks like he wants someone to eat him up, in fact.

As a matter of fact, his mother pretty much consumed him for most of his life. Didn’t stop till she died last year.

That must have been a relief.

Be nice, Fraser. Please.

My mother was a bitch.

Excuse me, Fraser. I need another drink.

Suit yourself.

Fraser shrugs and Veronica makes her way towards the bar, where Frankie is holding forth. This is his empire, his domain. His largesse feels unlimited.

We can watch the fireworks from the roof, he says, gesturing vaguely upwards. There’s a garden up there. More drinks?

Where’s Roxy? says Colin.

They look around. Roxy is nowhere to be seen.

In the loo, says Veronica. I’ll see if she’s alright. Cosmopolitan for me, Frankie.

What about Fraser?

I didn’t ask. Something bitter would probably do.

*  *  *

Veronica makes her way into the elegant toilets – a single, long marble sink, low hush-hush lighting, blue and white microtiles and mock-sandstone pillars.

The bathroom is empty except for Roxy, who, Veronica sees immediately, is silently weeping. She looks up in alarm when Veronica enters.

Shit, says Roxy.

She takes a tissue from a box on the ledge in front of her and starts furiously scrubbing at her eyes with her knuckles. Veronica stands next to her and rests her hand lightly on her back.

What’s the matter?

Roxy shakes her head, starts to sob again, this time making no attempt to mute the choking sounds.

Veronica takes another tissue from a dispenser on the sink surface and hands it to Roxy, who attempts a weak laugh.

Thank kew.

She takes the tissue and finishes the job.

I’m sorry. Sorry. Veronica. Is it Veronica?

Vronky. What’s the matter?

What’s the matter? What do you think? It’s Millennium night and I’m in a club where I don’t know anybody with a man who I’ve only met once before and who I don’t fancy or particularly like. I’m thirty-six years old. How did I get here?

She reaches into her bag, pulls out a small pencil and starts applying eyeliner. She is stretching her eyelid and grimacing. She turns to Veronica pleadingly.

Also, just to cap everything off, I’m bleeding like a stuck bloody pig. You got any tammies?

I might have something.

Veronica feels inside her bag, then failing to find what she is looking for, unloads the bag onto the marble surface. First out is a pack of three condoms.

Only three? says Roxy, cackling now. Veronica says nothing.

A tube of moisturizer. Keys on a keyring with an enamel tag attached. A battery and a mini flashlight. A collapsible umbrella. A tangerine, half peeled. Hospital ID card. A small camera. Then there, right at the bottom, two tampons loose in their fitted cellophane jackets.

Got some. Veronica places one triumphantly on the edge of the sink. Roxy reaches unsteadily over, slips and knocks the pile of Veronica’s possessions onto the floor. The camera falls in a puddle of water.

Fuck!

Don’t worry about it.

They scrabble to pick up the contents. Some has fallen under the sinks, and behind the upright, but most of it is in plain sight. Veronica herself is feeling the effects of her four cocktails, and isn’t too concerned. Roxy takes one tampon and puts the other in her bag.

Thanks Veronica. Vronky.

Nice bag, says Veronica. She takes some lipstick and starts touching up her own make-up.

Balenciaga, says Roxy. I like to splash out now and then.

It really is a nice bag. How much did it cost?

I’m too embarrassed to say.

Go on.

Seven hundred pounds.

For real?

Little Christmas present to myself. And an investment. You got to make an impression, isn’t it? If you want to get anywhere. I love a bit of shopping therapy. One of the few things I’m good at.

I’m sure that’s not true.

Oh, it is though. What do you do then, Veronica? She has noticed the medical card. You a nurse?

I’m a . . .

She hesitates, reframes the thought.

Medical technician.

I’m none the wiser. Still.

You?

In management.

Which company?

I’m a shop manager. For Top Shop. In Brent Cross Shopping Centre. Assistant manager, anyway.

Veronica finishes applying her lipstick, dabs her mouth with a paper towel. Roxy is working on her eyelashes with a spoolie brush.

How do you know Colin?

Who?

The bloke you came with.

Oh, him. I don’t hardly know him at all. I got stood up. My so-called boyfriend of two months. Dumps me on Millennium night. Says he wants a new start. More like a new tart. A mate of mine who works for Sony tipped me the wink when I swallowed enough pride to ask if she knew any single men free and available at short notice. She trawled the depths and came up with Colin. He’s apparently wedged and nearly always single. So I thought, it’s better than sitting at home alone. Anything for a laugh.

Veronica applies her blusher. Roxy is finishing up.

She reaches in her bag and takes out a business card which she offers to Veronica, who takes it.

That’s me. If you’re ever in Brent Cross. Which I wouldn’t necessarily recommend.

Thanks.

So how do you know Colin then?

One of my husband’s oldest friends.

Weird little guy.

They were very close once. As children. Then Frankie worked out that he was only sticking with him out of pity.

I know the feeling.

Roxy tidies up her mascara.

What else? Important to do some research on a blind date.

He’s a Christian, says Veronica.

Roxy’s mouth opens, exposing a slightly crooked ‘O’.

This just gets better and better.

When his mother died about a year ago he embraced the Lord. To be fair, I think he’s backed down a bit nowadays. Sort of over it, Frankie says. But he still goes to church now and then. Frankie invited him tonight, I think, for old times’ sake. Him and Nodge and Colin go back a long way. All the way to school days. He’s some sort of computer genius. An ‘idiot savant’, Frankie says. All the companies are trying to get him to work for them. Designs computer games. For Sony. But you know that already.

Veronica takes out her phone and checks the time.

They’re going out on the roof in a moment. Better get back out there.

She sees Veronica putting her wedding ring back on.

That looks fresh.

Four months.

What’s being married like?

Veronica flinches slightly at the question.

We’re still getting to know each other.

Uh oh.

Relationships are difficult.

Right.

Worth the effort, though.

If you say so. ’Spose anything’s got to be better than sitting watching Wife Swap reruns every night with a bottle of Lambrini and a joint.

They both clip their bags closed, in perfect synchronicity, and head back to the bar.

Look, says Veronica, who is surprised at how much she likes this woman. Let me know how it goes. Ring me.

She takes out a pen and scribbles her number on the back of Roxy’s hand.

A hundred per cent, says Roxy.

*  *  *

Ten minutes to go, announces Frankie. Let’s move.

He leads them to a small lift, finished with brushed steel interior, which they squeeze into. Colin, the shortest of them – since both Roxy and Veronica are wearing heels – looks the most uncomfortable. He is wearing a black hoodie and a pair of shapeless fawn-coloured chinos.

The lift travels up ten storeys, then they tumble out onto the roof. A mist of garbled sound is floating up from street level. Down on the Embankment the crowd behaves as a single organism, throbbing, pulsing then simultaneously waving like a windswept field of fat, dark grass.

There’s Big Ben, says Colin, rapturously. Frankie over the years has noticed how Colin only seems to have two forms of expression – flat and disinterested, or overexcited.

Fraser is gossiping animatedly about shopping with Roxy. Nodge, bored, joins Frankie, who is peering over the edge at the thrumming crowds below.

Do you know where it’s all going to start, Frankie? says Nodge. The first place to see the new millennium?

Dunno.

Think. Way down south.

Battersea?

Guess proper.

Australia?

Fiji, Frankie. Fiji. Down there it’s been the Millennium for two hours already.

Frankie regards Nodge affectionately.

You never did go, did you?

One day I will.

Nodge stares down at the crowd.

What a ringside seat. Thanks for getting us in.

I’m surprised you’re here. I thought you’d be out at Greenwich with your friend Tony.

Diamond Tony?

Not Tony Diamonte. Tony Blair. At the Dome.

Roxy turns to Veronica.

Why are they talking about Fiji? she says.

Nodge always wanted to go there. Ever since he was a kid. It’s a kind of standing thing between Frankie and him.

Now there are fifty members of the club craning their necks towards the river. Down below is a clear view of the crowd standing at least ten deep. There is the constant iteration of flashbulbs.

Frankie takes a bulky Polaroid camera out of the dun-coloured canvas man bag he has recently begun to favour over pockets. Seeing Roxy and Veronica standing together, he motions for them to come closer to one another.

Let’s get a shot.

They put their arms awkwardly around one another and vamp for the camera. Frankie clicks, and a small square of glossy paper slips out of the front. A picture begins to emerge, a memory forging itself from chemicals and light.

What’s that? An antique? says Colin, while Frankie holds the photo up to the night air and waves it back and forth like a tiny flag to dry the emulsion. Colin takes a shiny silver object out of his pocket, flips it open, looks through an aperture and points the object at Frankie. It seems he has been waiting for this moment. He clicks and lowers the gadget.

What is that thing? says Nodge.

Camera phone. I got it from a friend in Japan. Prototype. Take a look.

Nodge takes the phone and examines it. The rest of the group gather. They see the image of Frankie captured on the screen.

Hmmm, says Nodge, non-commitally.

It’s like – a camera. And – a phone, says Fraser.

The Sharp J-SH04, says Colin, proudly. The J-phone. 256-colour STN display on the front side.

Lousy quality. says Fraser, trying not to show how impressed he is. What is it, about fifteen pixels?

A hundred and ten thousand. It’ll get better. Look. It has a tiny mirror next to the lens to help you do self-portraits.

What’s a pixel? asks Veronica.

I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about but I want one! says Roxy. For the first time, she seems to be making voluntary body contact with Colin.

The best thing is, you can send the picture to anyone else who has got one of these phones, says Colin.

What do you mean, ‘send’?

Electronically. Via text messages. You know.

The group look bewildered.

That’s useful, says Fraser. Given that no one else has one.

Probably cost a fortune, says Nodge.

About five hundred pounds.

It’s a gimmick, says Nodge.

Don’t you see the potential? says Colin, excited to be the centre of attention. Once it catches on – well you could for instance go shopping, take pictures of some piece of clothing and text it back to a friend while you were in the shop. Or you could set friends up on dates. Or anything. It’s an obvious move. It’s just the beginning.

What’s the end? says Frankie.

Who knows? says Colin.

I love it, says Roxy.

I might be able to get you one, says Colin slyly.

You couldn’t! she replies, delighted.

I might.

What would be the price of that then, whispers Fraser into Roxy’s ear. Hand job, blow job or the full Monty?

You’re disgusting, says Veronica.

Roxy, however, looks both unoffended and thoughtful.

The group continue to stare at the image on the camera phone, but look up as the chimes of Big Ben begin to sound. Attention falls away from Colin. A rolling wave of noise is rising from the Embankment below as the crowd begins to count down to midnight.

Everyone starts to clap and cheer. The group on the roof join in.

Bong

Ten

Bong

Nine

Bong

Now the cheering gathers momentum, a great wave of sound surging up from below, and at the same time over the Thames, clusters of fireworks ignite and as the chimes continue, the ignitions multiply, a collective orgasm. Rockets fly and phosphate flowers, a thousand foot across, bloom in the sky. A million cameras flash, trying to capture this end to a thousand years of chaos, conflict, love, misery, confusion, struggle, sex, death, beauty, hurt.

Frankie looks at Big Ben and feels something he almost never feels. Pride. Although he is not sure what he is proud of. But he is drunk and happy, and newly married and still almost young.

Veronica steps in front of him and kisses him as the fireworks continue to flare. Fraser and Nodge meanwhile have their tongues down each other’s throats and are writhing against the skyline.

Colin and Roxy stand awkwardly next to one another, Colin still fidgeting with his phone, occasionally pointing it at the display and pressing a button. Roxy can barely take her eyes off it.

So shiny, so new, she thinks.

She stares at Colin with eyes that glitter with reflected light from the pyrotechnics. The sounds of firecrackers popping and missiles launching continues to punctuate the deepening night.

It’s going to be a wonderful new time, Vronky, says Frankie, leaning over and whispering in her ear.

I know, says Vronky. So much good is going to happen.

White spotlights pester the night sky while the fireworks continue to multiply, an impasto of coloured light along the Thames.

Can I try? says Roxy to Colin, swaying slightly on her feet.

How much have you drunk?

Cosmopolitan, Negroni, two Moscow Mules . . . fuck knows.

How are you feeling?

I’m feeling that I want your phone.

Colin hands it to her and she stares at it with a lover’s gaze.

Will you take a picture of me?

He takes the camera phone out of her hands and tells her to pose. She pouts, and bends to reveal her cleavage. Colin clicks and shows her the result. She whoops.

Can we take one of us together?

Now Colin holds the camera at arm’s length, while he and Roxy gurn for the lens.

Showers of fire are falling from the heavens, launched from a line of barges and a solid, steady roar rises from below. Screeches and unintelligible calls of elation float in the air, like fireworks drawn in sound instead of light. Whistles sound continuously as if part of one long exhalation of breath.

Frankie thinks he can see in the far distance Tower Bridge where the whole performance seems to have started. He imagines the drawbridge raised in salute. Foghorns and car horns join in the glorious cacophony. Explosions in the sky remind him of war zones he has glimpsed on news broadcasts, but there is no atmosphere of threat, only unconstrained joy ringing out, for human survival, for simply being here. For remaining alive, as a species, against all odds.

Before the chimes have even finished marking out the end of the old millennium, the sky is more light than dark, more colour than white. There is beauty everywhere, imposed like a spectroscopic screen over the grey spread of the city. Starbursts fizzle and sizzle. The colours glitter on the River Thames and bounce off the spray of new, bright glass buildings that sprout along the riverside. Big Ben is enveloped in an eerie green fog.

The fireworks build in intensity until it seems they can build no further, then just become louder, and brighter, and wilder, and more beautiful. The barely visible moon blankly invigilates this display of exuberant human imagination, which has been so often cramped, dark and malevolent during the preceding centuries. All the individual pops of firecrackers merge into a single burst of sound, a continuous crackling. Crests of smoke proceed down the Thames, penetrated by aureoles of chemical lightning. The screams of girls sound to Frankie, in his imagination, like a thousand women climaxing.

He takes his phone to check if there are any messages. There is just one.

Happy Milennium, mate. Auld acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind? Beer sometime?

The text is signed ‘Tony D.’

Frankie stares at it for a moment then deletes it.

They look molecular, thinks Colin, staring at the cresting fireworks. Like what lies at the centre of everything. Atoms. Molecules. Matter in motion.

I love you, Fraser, says Nodge.

It’s a giant sky fuck, says Fraser.

Now the night is painted with smoke and drenched in the odour of cordite and gunpowder. The group on the roof of the club are no different from the dots below, screaming and whooping and wowing. The biggest fireball of all explodes, apparently right above their heads, white and silver. Frankie and Veronica and Colin and Fraser and Roxy and Nodge all gasp as one.

Not exactly a river of fire though, was it? says Nodge, as the fireworks finish and the flare begins to fade.

*  *  *

The Embankment Club closes at 2 a.m. Colin, Roxy, Veronica and Frankie are disgorged, tumbling and stumbling out into the street. Nodge and Fraser, with drunken kisses and goodnights, have headed off together to the night club Heaven, a few hundred yards away under Charing Cross Station.

The crowds are still vast, and at one point sweep the group apart, leaving Colin and Roxy abruptly separated from Veronica and Frankie. They cannot reclaim them – the push of the crowd is too wild. Colin and Roxy break away into a small, dark empty alley.

Where do you live? asks Colin.

Finchley, says Roxy, looking behind her, trying to relocate Veronica and Frankie.

Shall we share a cab? says Colin. His mouth, she notices, is wet and loose. I’m in Shepherd’s Bush.

We’re not going to find a cab. I’ll get the tube. It’s been, um, nice . . .

Just then Roxy notices a taxi with a light on and runs towards it waving. But another couple – a big shovel-faced man and a tall stringy woman – notice her gesture and chase her, trying to snag the cab for themselves. Colin follows, pushing through the crowd.

The cab, miraculously, pulls over. But the big man pushes Roxy to one side and jumps in.

Hey! says Roxy That’s mine!

His partner, the stringy woman, is still making her way through the crowd, some twenty feet behind, staggering on a pair of heels even higher than Roxy’s. Roxy sees Colin appears beside the heeled woman, then overtake her. As he does, the woman seems to disappear from sight. A few seconds later Colin joins Roxy on the kerbside.

This monkey stole the cab, yells Roxy over the noise of the crowd.

Colin nods, then gets into the back of the cab with the big man who looks solid and unrepentant. Colin whispers something in his ear. The man, at first bridling, looks over Colin’s shoulder, then mysteriously gets out. Colin beckons Roxy to follow.

Come on.

With some trepidation, Roxy climbs in.

What did you say to him?

His wife or whatever she was fell over and hurt herself.

Roxy throws a glance over her shoulder and catches sight of the big man cradling the woman against his shoulder. There is blood on her forehead.

Running in high heels can be dangerous.

Roxy stares at Colin, puzzled. She turns again and sees the woman through the window, pointing towards the cab. The big man is looking up and beginning to rise from his crouching position. Then Roxy notices Veronica, flanked by Frankie. She is waving to Roxy furiously. Roxy waves back. This is her chance to make her escape.

Go go go, says Colin to the cab driver, urgently, who on cue pulls away just in time, as the big man has risen from his crouching position and is sprinting towards the kerb. Only the press of people stops him making it to the cab in time. He is shouting something, but Roxy cannot hear him. Then the cab pulls away and out of sight of Veronica and Frankie.

Where to? says the cabbie in leaden cockney tones.

Shepherd’s Bush, then . . .

Colin looks across at Roxy.

Finchley.

I’m not going to Finchley, says the cabbie, firmly. I’ll do the Bush and that’s your lot.

*  *  *

Nodge stands by himself leaning against the wall of Heaven. The music is thudding, violent, relentless. The night comes at him in a series of flashes. Balloons that were released from the ceiling at midnight are scattered on the floor like carnival landmines, popping repeatedly as someone or other steps on one. A man with a flashing ‘2000’ bow tie. Another man dressed in silver lamé with silver feathers in his hair. A lot of bleached crops. One man with green hair and painted thick red lips and three sets of heavily painted eyebrows, a red polo neck with red spandex, with two nipple ring piercings through the spandex and a thick gold necklace. He has no shoes and toenails painted green. A glamorous black woman with piled-up hair in a pure white dress, smoking a fat cigar. Nodge feels plain and boring.

Fraser has disappeared into a dark area at the back with someone he apparently once had a fling with and now wants to repeat the experience. Nodge, who has only been on the scene for a few months, has to assume that this is normal. But he doesn’t like it. It seems impolite and it hurts his feelings. He thinks he needs to get over this sensibility. His wish, since he came out, is simply to fit in.

No one is making eye contact with him. Neither does he want them to. He feels foolish, out of place, as if the fact that he has only just come out after thirty years of living a lie is tattooed across his forehead. He wants to cuddle up in bed with Fraser, who, he knows, can be tender, despite the acidity of his tongue.

He never imagined himself with a boyfriend not much younger than his dad, but Fraser had picked him out at a Labour Party branch meeting and taken him for a drink after the endless, torturous and possibly pointless debates had finished.

Six weeks after that meeting, Fraser had taken him back to his flat in Hammersmith, and seduced him with wine and E. Nodge had been excited, flattered and – he had to confess – the sex had been high voltage, spellbinding. Fraser had been exactly what he had been looking for, someone to show him the ropes. He was beginning to learn that coming to terms with your sexual orientation wasn’t as straightforward as simply changing the gender of the person you slept with.

They got on well too, well enough, anyway, although Fraser was well to the left of the Party, which Nodge was nowadays semi-detached from. Labour’s power in government had become entrenched and inevitable, and this had the effect of lessening Nodge’s commitment, which remained at a level just high enough to turn up to every other meeting, if that, although he rarely spoke at them.

He shifts from foot to foot and checks his watch. He is tired and wants to go home. He’d expected and hoped that he would spend the night with Fraser, in the ornate hand-wrought Brazilian iron bed at his stripped-bare minimalist converted warehouse space, but he is losing patience. He has no interest in spending what’s left of the night in a meat rack.

Finally Fraser emerges from the back of the club, flushed and looking self-satisfied. He smiles at Nodge and nods. Nodge tries not to feel jealous – this, he assumes, is just the way things are – but taps his watch face with his finger. Fraser responds by starting to dance, lazily, pairing himself with any satellite body which comes within his orbit. Fraser moves easily, his muscular body pumping in perfect time with the music. Nodge cannot dance or at any rate, cannot dance well. He suspects that this is going to be even more of a disadvantage on the gay scene than it had been when he had convinced himself that he was straight. It is, he decides, going to be a long night.

Half the men have no shirts on, with shaven chests and shaven heads, something that Nodge couldn’t contemplate for himself. The music is like buzz saws and hammers, hard house and techno. Nodge tries to synchronize his body with the rhythm but feels awkward, self-conscious.

After a few minutes, Fraser ambles up, catlike, and tells him straight out, over the racket, that he dances like a heifer. Nodge knows it’s true, but is hurt all the same. The lighting is bright and monochrome, casting too many shadows.

Bullet heads, Fred Perrys, Doc Martens. Nodge the newbie is both overweight and hairy, something between an otter and a bear and a chub (Nodge is still struggling to master the argot). Fraser, though, was close to having a perfect hardbody – he was ripped but not particularly bulked up. That body fills him with intense desire.

What Fraser sees in Nodge, Nodge isn’t sure, except that Nodge is safe and naïve and loyal – and young, by Fraser’s standards. But there is a gulf between them. Nodge doesn’t want to suck some anonymous punter off in the toilets. He wants to be with Fraser.

He is tempted to walk out of the club alone, but resists, out of fear as much as determination.

*  *  *

Frankie and Veronica arrive home close to 3 a.m. They are drunk, exultant, aroused.

Did you see what Colin did to that woman? says Veronica, kicking off her shoes.

What woman?

When they were trying to get a cab. He tripped her up. She really went flying.

I’m sure it was an accident.

I’m not. Colin isn’t always as meek as he looks.

Now they both strip off their clothes, scattering them behind them, like a trail of breadcrumbs marking their path into the woods, waiting to be blown by the draught from under the bedroom door.

Veronica reaches out to Frankie and kisses him. The kiss lasts for longer than Frankie can remember a kiss lasting before.

When they pull apart, breathless, Frankie reaches in his pocket and produces a small package. He holds it out in front of him.

Something for you. A millennium present.

Frankie! You only just gave me a Christmas present.

This is something else.

She pulls the paper off the gift, leaving it to drop on the floor. Inside is a matchbox.

Bryant &May’s! You shouldn’t have.

Look inside.

She pulls open the box. Inside there is a key, an ordinary Yale, which, she can see even in the dark, is a strangely deep yellow rather than the normal brass or nickel silver.

What’s this?

Do you remember the first flat I took you to see? When we met for the first time.

You told me not to buy it.

This is the key. To that flat.

Veronica looks confused.

It looks brand new.

It is brand new.

But why would you . . . ?

It’s made of gold. Because my life turned to gold the day I met you.

Veronica stares at the key in astonishment. She feels herself suddenly helpless, overflowing.

You’re so soppy.

She turns and kisses Frankie again.

Thank you, is all she can manage. Thank you, Frankie. This makes me very happy.

That’s all I want to do, Vronky.

I know. I know you do.

Frankie is drunkenly ecstatic. Bringing Veronica joy fills him with a sense of potency. Staggering slightly now, he almost falls, steadies himself on the mantelpiece. A white embossed card with a clamshell border is balanced there. Grazed by Frankie’s elbow, it falls to the floor.

He picks it up and reads it unsteadily even though he knows what it says.


You are invited to lunch

at

Cordelia and Michael’s

on the occasion of the new Millennium.

1pm, January 1 2000

RSVP



Naked now, apart from her underwear, Veronica stumbles over to Frankie and stands next to him.

I don’t know if I’m going to be able to face this shit, says Frankie. And why did they even send an invite? There’s only us and Floss going.

They thought they were going to have a big event then changed their mind. Didn’t want to waste the printing bill.

Her arm snakes past his hip and cradles his groin.

Where is it? I can’t find my li’l friend.

He drops his hand and covers hers.

The prospect of social crucifixion is having a paralysing effect.

I can fix that.

Veronica slowly removes her hand, dragging her fingernails across his sternum.

Where are the condoms?

Where they always are.

She turns and goes to the bathroom and searches in the cabinet. When she returns, Frankie has finished undressing and is lying on his back in bed, the covers off, his eyes almost closed. He has very visibly recovered his erection.

She staggers slightly as she makes her way towards him. She removes her bra and pants and collapses on top of him.

No condoms, slurs Veronica.

Sure?

Frankie extricates himself from the dead weight of Veronica and makes his way into the bathroom. She can hear him clattering past the Benylin, the aspirin, the embarrassment of the Lanacane. He returns and starts searching through his man bag.

As you say. No condoms.

Hold on. Some in my bag, I think.

Why carry them around? On the off chance?

On the off chance you will get adventurous and get nasty with me in the woods or halfway up a mountain.

I’m not a trees and mountain guy. I’m a fully sprung mattress guy.

Veronica gets out of bed and rummages in her bag but finds nothing.

Must have fallen out in the bathroom when I was helping out Roxy.

We can just fool around, says Frankie

I liked Roxy. She made me laugh. No bullshit.

Common as muck.

Listen to you. You can talk.

Veronica falls across him woozily and, almost immediately, instead of the usual five to six minutes of foreplay, he pushes her over on her back and tries to mount her.

We should stop, Veronica says.

We should, says Frankie. Absolutely.

They look at one another. Veronica parts her legs slightly.

I’m yours, Frankie, says Veronica. Always.

But . . . says Frankie

I should be safe this time of the month.

Then they cannot be stopped, although Frankie pulls out at the last moment, leaving a wide oval damp mark on the 200 thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets. It is the year 2000, christened now, with a million potential new human beings, wasted.

Minutes later they are both asleep, holding one another loosely, face to face, each faintly smiling.

*  *  *

The cab driver drops Colin and Roxy outside Colin’s flat. Colin pays him, does not tip.

Happy New Year, says the cabbie, sourly.

Yeh, says Colin. And you.

Then, turning to Roxy: Come on up to the flat. I can call a minicab from there.

Why don’t you use your mobile phone from here?

Out of charge. Taking all those photos. Anyway, the number is upstairs.

They take a lift up to the top floor and emerge into a clinical white hallway. There are two identical doors on the landing and Colin unlocks the one to the left. The smell of fresh pine washes through Roxy’s nostrils. She blinks as her eyes adjust to the harsh overhead lighting. No lightshade.

Very new in here.

Only moved in a month ago, says Colin. Do you like it?

Bit on the Spartan side, isn’t it?

To Roxy’s surprise, Colin immediately goes to the landline and to his address book. He phones three numbers one after the other. Roxy meanwhile, removes her coat and flops onto the grey, geometric, utilitarian sofa, apparently brand new, but already stained on the left armrest with what look likes coffee, tea, or curry sauce.

No cabs available from any of them. He seems genuinely disappointed on her behalf.

There is a pinboard with cards and leaflets from various local services – plumbers, electricians, cleaners – pinned to it. Roxy drags herself up and inspects it.

What about this? ‘Executive Limo Service – Best Rates’.

I’ll see how much it is. If they’ve got anything.

She hands over the card and Colin rings the number.

They have one available.

How much?

A hundred pounds.

I’ll get the night bus.

I’ve got a spare room.

Don’t get any ideas.

Roxy sits back down on the sofa and scans the room. It is all very standard. White plaster, oatmeal carpet, PVC-framed double-glazed windows, painted radiators. There are glass doors overlooking a wrought-iron balcony. Not much on the walls except the pinboard and a poster of St George and the Dragon stuck on with Blu Tack.

Nice poster.

It’s sort of research. For the video game I’m designing.

What’s that then?

It’s called Dragon Bane. I’m a big fan of dragons.

The room is dominated by an outsize TV connected to a DVD player, an NTL satellite box and a PlayStation games console. There are two cheap-looking red beanbags in front of it.

Tidy.

I pay a cleaning lady to come in every other day when I’m not here.

How can you afford it?

Same way as I can afford the flat. I work hard.

Me too. But I get paid jack shit. Hey, have you heard this one? ‘My boss told me to have a nice day. So I went home.’

Right. Oh yeh. I get it.

Roxy walks over to a bookshelf next to the TV. It is entirely free of books. There are simply video games and DVDs, mainly horror, and collections of QPR games from the past few seasons.

Show me the spare room, she says.

Colin leads her to the second bedroom, which contains a single bed covered with a white duvet and waffle cotton pillowcases. There is nothing else in there whatsoever – not a clock, or a painting, or a chair. Roxy notes that there is a lock on the door and a key in the lock.

I’ll think about it. Got anything to drink?

Lager.

That’s it?

I’m a man of simple tastes.

I’ll fetch.

Roxy goes into the kitchen area, finds a couple of murky glasses. In the fridge, she sees a small pack of Kraft cheese slices, half a bottle of milk, yellowing on the surface, an open can of baked beans and a wrap of half-used Kerrygold butter. There is also a Marks & Spencer’s Roast Chicken and Roast Potatoes for One. The only other contents are fifteen cans of Hofmeister lager, beaded with condensation.

She returns to the living room, hands him the beer, and knocks back half of her glass on the spot, then lights herself a mentholated cigarette. She starts to pace around the room, examining the television, then checking the video games. There are at least twenty of them. Diablo II. GoldenEye 007. Call of Duty. Mortal Kombat.

This is Moral Kombat: Special Forces, right? I thought that wasn’t out until the end of the year.

I’m on the inside corridor.

Got any PVP games?

A few. Mainly I play PVE.

You play with yourself?

She winks.

It’s a bit of an obsession, says Colin, smiling shyly. It’s what I do for a living. It’s what paid for all this.

Roxy casts her eyes around the room, thinking how welcoming it could be if it had even some hint of adornment or decoration.

You sell video games?

I design them.

He takes an unmarked box from the shelf.

This one is called Death Smash. I did it. Mainly me, anyway. It never went into production, but Sony liked it enough to give me a job.

Sounds like fun.

You’re just saying that, right? You’ve got no interest whatsoever.

I’m interested.

Roxy continues scanning the shelves.

You’ve got Wipeout.

Of course.

I love Wipeout.

You’ve played it?

I’m a wiz.

Okay.

You sound doubtful.

I don’t want to come across as, you know, a big head. I was office Wipeout champion at the Sony Christmas Party. And there’s a lot of pretty handy players at Sony.

You played computer games at your office Christmas party. No snogging?

All men. Desk warriors. Fancy a game?

One hundred per cent. Anything for a laugh.

They boot up Wipeout and each take a PS controller. The music starts, surging through Colin’s powerful audio system – ‘Firestarter’ by The Prodigy. The cresta run of lights and images, the thudding electronic music, the swerving and swaying of the virtual spaceship pumps up Colin’s adrenaline, as the number counters climb at the bottom of the screen. Girders and virtual fences frame the action. Billboards over the causeway advertise Red Bull. The soft gasping of an electronic voice speaking unintelligible words, the tapping of a drum synthesizer. Lap speeds after lap.

Colin is surprised at how adept Roxy is. Although he wins easily she scores 200 points in the first game, and 220 in the next. She is still knocking back lager, has helped herself to a second glass. An ashtray half full of menthol stubs sits on the oatmeal carpet.

I haven’t had this much fun in ages, Colin says, truthfully. He cannot quite believe that he has a woman alone with him in his flat. Maybe the new century is going to work out well for him after all.

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
WHEN WE
WERE RICH

TIM LOTT

Z
g
z
Z
o
2
S un
=~ 0
Sz
S w
gz
°
b
Bl
Z
o
=<
Z
z
2
o
g





OEBPS/html/docimages/9781471161575.jpg
UM LLOTWIL
HOIY IYIM







OEBPS/html/05_toc.html

Contents


Chapter 1: Millennium


Chapter 2: 2003: The March


Chapter 3: 2005: Sacrifice


Chapter 4: 2007: The Grail


Chapter 5: 2008: Fall and Epiphany


Epilogue: The Phoenix and the Crocodile


Acknowledgements


About the Author




