







Rolex Is a Boy’s Best Friend

Marion calls me from the living room. “Andrew, would you come here a minute.” She sounds formal and serious. I wonder for a moment if she’s going to “chuck” me.

“Yes?” I say, as I come into the room.

“Come here.” She holds up a watch. “Do you know what this is?”

“It’s a watch, isn’t it?” Oh my God! Oh my God! I hope I don’t sound too obvious.

“It’s a Rolex. Twenty-two-carat gold. And I want you to have it. That watch you have on at the moment is just disgusting. Get rid of it. I want you to wear this, OK?”

“OK.” I feel a bit dizzy. This is it. Get that ice or else no dice. “It’s beautiful.”

“It is a beautiful timepiece,” she says, and puts it back in its box and then takes it back upstairs with her? What the hell is she doing? Where is she going? Can’t I wear it? Why are you taking it away from me? I find out.

“You can wear it next week when we go to Aspinall’s for dinner,” she says casually from upstairs.

At least I think that’s what she says. I can’t hear properly because my head is in my hands.

“A black comedy for the Hornby market.”

—The Bookseller (U.K.)
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“The rich are different from us”

F. Scott Fitzgerald

“They have more money”

Ernest Hemingway

“Why should I let the

toad work squat on my life?”

Philip Larkin






one

i consider pressing the bell for a second time but decide to count to ten and see what happens.

Nothing.

This is obviously a wind-up. God, how embarrassing. I polish my shoes behind my trouser legs and, in the process, nearly fall backwards down the steps. I steady myself on the railings and look round discreetly to see if anyone has seen this ridiculous manoeuvre. Fortunately they haven’t.

Come on. It can’t take that long to get to the door. Unless she’s on crutches. Or in a wheelchair. Or she’s 105 but with the mind and libido of a twenty-year-old. What the hell am I doing?

It’s still warm outside and the last rays of the sun are playing gently on the back of my neck. The smell of my hair gel begins to blend with my Chanel Gentleman’s Cologne. Oh, Christ! Perhaps it’s all a bit too much—less is more in these situations. She’ll probably think I’m a poof. Probably thinks we all are. The smell will probably put her off. She’ll be totally freaked by the whole thing and say “Er, listen, I’ve been thinking. Thanks but no thanks. Hope you understand.” Course I do. Don’t blame you. I’ve got dressed up, spent seven quid on a taxi because I was terrified of being late and all for nothing. Course I understand.

Oh, come on.

I do a quick nose and fly check and push my tie up again.

Another ten seconds and I’m out of here. Forget this ever happened. Ring Jonathan when I get home and tell him.

Call it thirty seconds.

I’ve decided to be conservative in my dress and go for dark grey trousers, blue blazer (without gold buttons—that would be too much), a pale blue shirt and a dark maroon spotted tie.

Forget it. I’ll just wander casually back along the road.

Suddenly the door is opened by a woman with a mass of thick, back-combed hair. She has a drink in one hand and a phone in the other, the receiver clamped under her chin. She looks at me for a second through dark eye make-up while the person on the other end is talking and then she walks back down the hallway leaving the door open.

That’s it. I’m definitely out of here.

Oh, Christ! What if she rings Jonathan and complains? I follow her in. The house smells of her perfume and her dog. I hear it barking madly at the back of the house and wonder whether it’s on its way out to savage me and prevent its mistress from making a fool of herself with a younger man but then the noise stops.

We go into what people living round here would call a drawing room. Bookcases either side of a huge fireplace. A portrait of a woman above it. I do a double-take—is it her? No, the woman looks slightly different. Mother? Sister? I sit down on a hard leather Chesterfield settee. In front of me is a very seventies brass and smoked-glass coffee table. I look around the room. It’s an odd mixture of posh and naff: an antique wooden sideboard with silver picture frames and candlesticks next to a plastic garden chair stacked up with old copies of Tatler and Harpers & Queen. Across the room is a highly polished grand piano and underneath it a dog basket littered with chewed toys. I look back, not wanting to seem nosy.

She is still on the phone. The person on the other end is giving her some strong advice.

“OK, OK,” she says. “Look, I must go, Mummy. OK, OK. I must go but I’ll see you at Susie’s. Yup, lots of love. Bye.”

She puts the receiver down and starts on at me. She looks like an actress—strong cheekbones and a large, sensual mouth. Have I seen her somewhere before? One of those three-part mini series on TV, perhaps? The ones my mum watches and then says, “How silly. I was really only waiting for the news.” Her face is lined with tension and her eyes dart around the room. The small wrinkles round her mouth are like streams flowing into a large dark lake. I realize I’m staring.

“I just want to talk, OK? Just talk.” She shrugs her shoulders and I nod, not sure what to say. She is obviously quite pissed already. “I don’t want anything else, OK? I don’t even want to know what kind of things you get up to with some of the women you see. I just want to talk, OK? I just want to go out and have a drink and a chat and leave it at that.”

“I know, you told me.” She looks at me blankly. “You said when we spoke on the phone, earlier.”

“Exactly,” she says quickly. She told me that she was very embarrassed about doing this and she had never done this kind of thing before but she’d read about this service in the papers and suddenly thought this evening that it might be a good thing to check it out or “give it a whirl,” as she had put it. So here we are—me and Diana. On a date.

She flops onto the sofa, kicks off her shoes and runs her hands through her hair, staring at the ceiling. She looks tired but psyched about something. I get the feeling she spends a lot of time like this. “I just want to relax a bit, go to a nice restaurant and have a night off. You do understand, don’t you, er, Andrew? It is Andrew, isn’t it? I’m sure you understand what I’m saying. We’re not talking at cross purposes, are we?” She avoids looking me in the eye or, for that matter, having a conversation with me. I put it down to shyness. Or coke. Or madness.

“No,” I say. “I know what you mean. That’s fine with me.” Is that right? I wish I felt as confident as I sound.

She gets up and is off again. “I’ve never done this sort of thing before. I don’t know what kind of women usually do this. Probably sad old things.” She laughs nervously, a deep, forced, humourless laugh that shakes her shoulders. “I expect you’re gasping for a drink. God knows, I could do with another.”

I ask for a Scotch because that is what she is drinking and she puts it down in front of me, spilling it slightly on the coffee table. Then she looks at me again.

“You’re a bit young, I must say. I would have thought they’d have sent someone older.” I’m about to say something—God knows what—when she starts again. “Look, I’m going to get changed. There’s the phone—you book somewhere. I don’t know where, I really don’t care. Where do people eat these days? We used to go to the Mirabelle. Is that still going?” She walks out without waiting for a reply.

I turn round and pick up the phone. I ring directory enquiries and ask for the Mirabelle. Thank God they’ve got a table for two in half an hour. Perhaps I’ll tell her that it was tricky but I know the maître d’. Would she believe that? Unlikely. Anyway, the Mirabelle. Should be fun. Except that I’ve got to entertain her for two hours. Think of something witty to say. Like what? Oh, fuck! Never mind. Better than sitting at home watching telly.

“This place has changed,” she says as she sits down. I suppose I should have known where she’d like to go from the extensive database of restaurants filed in my brain.

“When were you last here?” I ask her, suddenly realizing that this is not a tactful question.

Sure enough she looks at me for a moment and then says: “Probably before you were born.”

I try and think of something charming to say like, “Oh, I can’t believe that,” but I’m not quick enough off the mark so I have to let that one go rather ungallantly.

“Well, this is all looks delicious, doesn’t it?” she says, holding the menu at a distance.

“Yeah—”

“What on earth is arugula? You see it everywhere these days, don’t you? Is it a type of fish?”

“I think it’s rocket, isn’t it? Type of salad or something?” I say, glad to be able to explain it to her as if I know a lot about food and restaurants and what to eat.

“Oh, good. I love fish. I can never be bothered to cook at home. It’s hardly worth it for one, is it? Do you live on your own? Well, I suppose you must in your line of work. I just live on toast and Marmite unless I’m having lunch with someone …”

I nod and smile. Well, if nothing else happens, at least I got here.

We have quite a giggle even though I can’t really follow a word she says—something about her husband having an affair with some “Euro trash totty” he met when he was working in Frankfurt but she isn’t that bothered—two months after they had got married, she took up with a painter they had employed.

“What? While he was painting your house?” I ask. She looks surprised.

“He was painting my portrait.”

She also tells me about her mother having something done to her conservatory in Herefordshire as well, I think. She drinks two bottles of red wine on her own. I give up when I begin to feel my lips go numb. I have to stay sober for obvious reasons. I make her laugh a bit towards the end of the evening and we are almost the last to leave.

Outside I successfully hail a cab (thank God!) and we go back to hers.

“That was fun,” says Diana, as if to confirm it. She flops down on the settee and I stand for a moment, wondering whether I should make some sort of move on her. I know this isn’t necessarily part of the deal and I can’t say it feels right, but somehow I feel I should offer it.

So I wonder whether to sit next to her, which would mean twisting my neck round to talk to her but would be better for the Next Move, or whether to sit opposite her, which would make conversation easier but would mean I would have to cross the room at the appropriate time should the situation arise.

“Yeah,” I say as casually as any man caught in this dreadful dilemma can. Fortunately she gets up and walks over to the drinks cabinet.

“Now, how about another whisky, or a brandy?”

“Thanks,” I say, still standing. “I mean brandy would be great.”

“Sit down,” she says and gestures to an armchair. Phew. That’s that decided, then. I think.

As she chatters away about a holiday she had a few years ago in Mustique or somewhere like that where there was absolutely nothing to do but fortunately a girl she was at school with had the hut next to hers, I find myself waiting anxiously for some indication in her manner that she wants something else, whatever that might be. But—thank God—just before midnight she yawns and says she has to get up early the next day to walk the dog. She signs the credit card slip once she has found her glasses, slips me ten quid for my cab home and says we should do it again some time. I ring Jonathan when I get home and he sounds very pleased.

But then he always does.

That was the first one I did, I think. I can’t remember now. It all seems a long time ago.



As usual, I’m the last one in at work. Sami, who sits opposite me, is already on the phone. She winks and smiles. I give her an exaggerated, goofy “Hi.” She giggles. I hang up my jacket and cast an eye over the no-hopers I share an office with. They too have taken the bait. “Media Sales” said a siren voice from the Media, Creative and Marketing bit of the Guardian. “Move into advertising. Starting salary up to £25k+. If you’re a self-starter with a good telephone manner and work well under pressure in a small team then Media Sales is for you. Clock-watchers should not apply.”

Oh, and neither should anyone with any sense.

But we all fell for it—the prospect of entering the promised land of advertising and the media and working in an office in Soho with those settees in the shape of giant lips and ultra thin plasma screens showing our latest surreally artistic adverts for bottled beer or aftershave to wowed clients.

Personally I have to say that it was the salary that caught my eye—oh, of course it was. This is the kind of job you do when it finally sinks in that you aren’t bright enough or sufficiently driven to go into the front line of the Law or finance and mint it, but you do want to earn some decent money. Anyway, it’s like my dad said: “Everyone has to sell to someone.” Good, eh? I think he read it in a book.

In our office, on the second floor, Sloaney girls mix with young lads from the North who are still attached to their mum’s apron strings via a pay phone in the draughty hall of their bedsit block and a saver return ticket on a Friday night from Euston or King’s Cross.

There are twenty or so of us non-clock-watching, self-starters on the phone eight hours day, flogging 3cm-high spaces in a national newspaper’s classified pages to people renting out holiday apartments or promising to improve your memory in six weeks or your money back—provided you can remember when you started the course.

There is an older guy (someone told me he was a disillusioned teacher—as if teachers were ever anything else) who started last week. Apparently he was once on Countdown. He is so enthusiastic that he still shouts “Sale!” when he persuades someone to sign on the dotted line as we were all instructed to do on the training course.

“Wanker,” I mutter, just loud enough for him to hear. He turns round and I smile sweetly. What’s he going to do about it? Put me in detention?






two

 i first met Jonathan after I read an article about him in the Evening Standard. “Out placed” from an advertising agency, he had used his golden two fingers or whatever they called it to start an agency (“escort agency” would be too vulgar, he explained) supplying eligible young gentlemen to women of all ages looking for someone to escort them to the theatre or to dinner.

There was a large picture of him—a reasonably good-looking thirty-year-old, with a pleasant smile, ex-public school, ex-Oxbridge and now ex-ad agency. A female friend of his had been complaining that it was impossible to find a decent bloke to accompany her for social or work events.

Jonathan had connected this with the fact that a lot of his friends would have welcomed a bit of extra pocket money for doing no more than taking a woman out on a date. After all, if you can do something you like and get paid for it, what could be better? grinned Jonathan.

So he decided to fill what he saw as a gap in the market place. I would have thought that if there was a gap in the market this was because there was no demand, but then what did I know? I was still poor. Jonathan’s faith in the enterprise culture and the free market had led him to found Men About Town.

He went on to explain that clients so far included high-powered female executives who just wanted a relaxing evening out after work, girls who were “between boyfriends” and women whose husbands were just too busy to pay them much attention. I read more:

But what about sex, surely that issue must arise? Smiling coyly, Jonathan explains that his escorts offer nothing more than companionship—anything beyond that is not really part of the service.

Vinny, my flatulent flatmate, who had half-jokingly pointed the article out to me and was now watching the snooker over his Marks & Spencer Roast Chicken Meal For One, looked round and saw that I had finished reading the piece and was onto the sport.

“Well, what do you think? That’s the kind of thing you could probably do in your spare time if you wanted to earn some extra dosh. You’re always complaining you’re broke. I mean, you know your way around town and you fancy yourself as a bit of a babe magnet.”

“Mmmm,” I said.

“You might get a bit of sex too.” He belched. “Take your mind off things.”

That thought had occurred to me too.

I might also improve my education, learn more about the opposite sex. I’m not saying that women are a closed book to me but the thing is, so far I’ve only read the first few chapters and I’ll be buggered if I can work out the plot.



I rang the Evening Standard the next day from a callbox during my lunch break. They couldn’t put me through to the journalist who wrote the piece but a bloke who worked with her gave me the number—only, that is, after shouting across the office, “Another American gigolo looking for that agency, anyone got the number?” I thanked him quickly and put the phone down.

Then I rang the agency and Jonathan answered immediately so we had a quick chat. Part of me hoped that he might not take me on, that I might be too young or that he might be full already but he sounded quite enthusiastic so I arranged to go round and see him that evening.

He wasn’t far away from us, in another, posher part of Fulham, fifteen minutes walk from the maisonette I shared with Vinny. Vinny had already been living there for six months, having moved to London from Birmingham to start a job in graphic design when I answered his newspaper ad for another tenant nearly a year ago. The first applicant was a vegan and the second asked where he could put his skis so when I turned up Vinny told me the place was mine if I wanted it.

“Go on, then,” I said, and that was that.

Our maisonette consists of the first and second floor of a small, terraced house. The guy downstairs is very quiet and keeps himself to himself so we naturally assume he is a serial killer and we always watch the local news waiting for him to show up on it. His only real form of interaction with us is to bang on the ceiling whenever we are noisy. He has the exclusive use of the garden, which is a bummer since it would be great for parties but instead on the few occasions Vinny and I do have social events we always encourage our guests to use the little patch of grass as an ashtray, so it isn’t totally wasted.

Jonathan’s place was all stripped pine floors and white walls with groups of black and white prints on them, including that one of the couple kissing outside a Parisian café. On his glass desk in the living room was an iMac and a black anglepoise lamp. Jonathan, wearing neat faded jeans, scuffed docksiders and a pale pink button-down collared shirt gave me a glass of Soave and we chatted for a while about work and living in London.

He started by asking a few questions about my age and current occupation. I was going to say something like photographer, pop video director or war correspondent but he seemed to like Media Sales Executive and I suppose it gave us something in common—we had both been well and truly shafted by the advertising business.

“So why do you want to do this?” He smiled. I’d already rehearsed a sort of answer on the way over.

“Well,” I began, trying to remember it. “I just want to earn some extra money, really. For holidays and things.” As well as being what I thought he wanted me to say it was actually the truth.

“Good. That’s what most of my guys do it for. We’ve got everyone from resting actors to accountants who have a bit of spare time on their hands. Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” I said a bit too quickly. “I mean, why not?”

“Why not indeed, Andrew. How old are you?”

“Twenty … nnnnnine.”

Jonathan looked at me for a moment.

“Was that twenty-nine?” he asked, smiling again.

“Yes,” I said defensively.

“I don’t believe you,” he said, casually shuffling some papers on his desk to make it clear he wasn’t even going to countenance twenty-nine. Somehow I didn’t blame him.

“Twenty-six,” I bid. He looked at me again. “All right, twenty-four. Really.”

“Yeah, that’s possible,” said Jonathan kindly.

“I am … really.”

“All right, I believe you,” he laughed. “You’re probably a bit young for my team but what the heck. I’m sure we’ll find you some work. You’re a good-looking bloke.” I felt myself blushing. “No, I’ve got to say it. That’s the business I’m in. You look Italian, you know, with your dark hair, brown eyes. No? Just wondered. You wouldn’t believe the monsters I’ve had in here since that piece appeared.” We both laughed this time. “What about sex?”

“Sorry?”

“Sex. What if these women want sex?”

“Er, yeah, I’m up for that. Oh, yeah, huh, why not?”

Jonathan shook his head and smiled. “You are so not up for that.”

“Yeah, I am, I mean if they want to—”

“Don’t worry, they won’t. Well, ninety per cent of them won’t, anyway. Our clients just want to talk and feel appreciated. They want a bit of flirtation and they want to be made to feel beautiful. Someone to open a door for them and get the bill. Sex really is out of the question, I wasn’t just saying that for the Standard, you know.”

“Oh, OK,” I said casually. Christ! That was quite a relief, actually. What if we got to that stage and things, you know, didn’t quite work out? Not that that’s ever happened in the past, of course, but this is a different thing altogether. Would they want their money back? But Jonathan was talking again.

“Right, admin,” he said, shuffling some papers around on his desk. “I’ll need some photos if you’ve got them.”

“Yep, I can get those,” I said. I decided to give him a few snaps we had taken for an internal promotion thing at the office.

“Great. Now let me see: hair? Dark brown. Eyes? Brown?”

“Er, yep,” I said, looking away from him for some reason.

“OK, height? You’re what, six two?” I nodded. “Good height, they don’t like men too tall. You keep in shape, obviously.” Oh, Christ, the sex thing again. I suddenly panicked that he was going to ask me to take my clothes off or something. He laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s just that a beer gut and drooping shoulders don’t look too good, you know.” I smiled, feeling a bit of a fool for appearing so obviously horror-struck by something so innocent and obvious.

“OK, payment. You fill in their credit card details on this slip and then ask them to sign it.” I nodded. “It’s a duplicate, see.” Jonathan nimbly rubbed the two sheets apart with his thumb and forefinger. “You give them the bottom copy for their records and give me the top one. Just pop it in the post the next day, should be all right. You’ll usually get your money about a few weeks after you did the job minus a few of my expenses but you’ll soon pay those off.”

“Sure,” I said. Anyway, the forms seemed easier than the paperwork we have to fill in at work when one of our clients actually buys a slot in the paper, I thought, so I should be able to do that bit right even if I do order red wine with fish and drink the finger bowl.

“I take twenty per cent commission and most of our clients pay about £200.” I do a quick calculation—£160. Worth having.

“I presume you don’t have a girlfriend at the moment.”

“No,” I said, too quickly again. “I mean I have had one, had a few, that is. I went out with a girl for over two years at university but then she started going out with someone else.”

Oh, shit, I don’t want to start thinking about Helen again now, but I find myself remembering that ridiculous conversation while she was planning to come back from France. My suggesting I meet her at the airport and her explaining that, don’t worry, she would take a taxi with Didier, who was this guy she had met while she was out there and she was really sorry, she had been going to try and tell me this before but it had all happened so quickly.

A simple chat about logistics that had changed my whole life, it seemed.

“Oh, sorry,” said Jonathan, looking away, realizing what a can of emotional worms he had inadvertantly opened.

“I’ve been out with a couple of other girls in London since but nothing serious,” I said helpfully.

“Don’t worry,” said Jonathan, apparently embarrassed for the first time in our conversation. “It just, you know, makes things easier.”

I signed a piece of paper, took some of the credit card slips and left, having agreed to be available at home the following evening if he needed me.



So that’s it, I thought, as I made my way back through the darkening streets to my own flat. I was going to escort women to dinner, to the theatre, to parties, to drinks at the Savoy and make witty conversation with them. I’d have to make sure I’d read reviews of all the latest films, of course. Read a few books. Read the papers so I’d know about current affairs. Read Hello! Well, perhaps not.

And sex? Well, if it happens, it happens. As Jonathan said, that’s not really part of the service.

Just as I was pondering this point, a bloke in a pinstriped suit came striding round the corner carrying an evil-smelling curry in a plastic bag and yelling into his mobile. “I know, I know, I thought someone had already done it. I’m sorry, I’ll have it all on your desk by eight tomorrow morning …”

Call me an escort, call me a gigolo, but going out to smart restaurants to make interesting conversation and getting paid for it had to be better than that guy’s evening.
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two days after my first date, which Jonathan rings to congratulate me on, I throw my Sainsbury’s bags down on the floor in the hall and pick through the post—as usual it’s just for the mysterious, faceless past tenants of this hole. Who is this C. K. Hampson who’s always being chased to take out a personal loan? And where the hell has Davina Highton-Brown gone without telling Reader’s Digest Prize Draw of her where-abouts?

I shout “Hi” and Vinny shouts back. I look into the living room where he is watching telly in Couch Position A (sitting hunched over what my mum would call an “occasional table” eating something from a foil container). Later he will be in Couch Position B (lying down and farting).

“Jesus, what a smell. What the hell are you eating?”

“Chicken tikka lasagne with Thai dumplings. Want some?” he asks with mock enthusiasm.

“Urgh. What are you watching?”

“Foreign film.”

“Bit intellectual for you.”

“Yeah, but there’s a strong chance of a bit of tit later on.”

“Oh, OK. Give us a shout.”

“I don’t think you’ll be around, though, your friend Jonathan rang just before you came in. Looks like another job, stud.”

My heart leaps.

“When did he ring?”

“I told you, just before you came in,” says Vinny with his mouth full, and adds in a remarkably accurate imitation of Jonathan’s impeccable, strangled Home Counties vowels: “Have him call me as soon as he gets home.”

I ring Jonathan and he snaps, “Where have you been?”

“Er, work. Can’t give up my day job yet.” What was supposed to be friendly sounds sarcastic.

“What about your mobile? It’s off.”

“We have a rule about switching them off in the office and I haven’t turned it on again—”

“She’s very impatient, quite rude, actually,” says Jonathan, ignoring me. “Thing is, I sold you hard to her and then I couldn’t get hold of you. Bit embarrassing. I was going to try one of the older guys but she definitely wants someone your age.” He pauses. “Sorry, mate. Bloody clients! Let me call her again and I’ll come back to you.” He hangs up.

I start to put my shopping away, telling myself that I’ll probably be at home this evening after all. The phone rings again and I drop a pack of cherry tomatoes which explodes like a cluster bomb on the floor. Jonathan starts talking immediately, “Chat her up a bit. She should be all right. Just a bit pissed off at being kept waiting. Started asking me what kind of outfit I’m running here. Fucking nerve. Anyway, give her a call.” He gives me the number.

I put the phone down and close the kitchen door. Taking a deep breath I dial the number. It is engaged. Fuck! That’s it. Two hundred quid out of the window. She’s organizing something else. Jonathan will be furious. Fucked up on only my second date.

I pick a cherry tomato off the floor and try once more. Engaged again. I switch on the oven to convince myself that I really have given up and am ready for an evening in with Chris Tarrant and Vinny’s gut-wrenching flatulence. Then I try again and it rings only once before it is answered. A slightly husky American voice says, “Yes?”

“Hello. It’s Andrew from the agency,” I say too quickly. Cool or what?

There is a pause and then the voice says, “Ah! Hello, Andrew from the agency. About time too!”

“Sorry, I’ve been out.”

“So that asshole of a boss of yours said.”

I laugh nervously.

“Well, look, Andrew—you’re English, right?”

“Yep.”

“OK. Look, Andrew, the thing is I just want to go out tonight and relax a little.”

“Sure,” I say, glad to get onto familiar territory.

“I’ve had one holy shit of a day and I just need to unwind, OK?”

“OK.”

“I’m going to make a reservation for about nine o’clock so you had better be here by eight-thirty at the latest.”

“Great.”

“OK.” She hangs up. I’m about to call a mini cab when I realize that I don’t know where I am going.

I press redial. “Yes?”

“Hi,” I snigger ridiculously. “Er, where are you?”

“I’m at home.”

I laugh again. “Yeah, of course, but where is home? The agency didn’t give me your address,” I start explaining but suddenly she has said it and I’ve missed it. “Sorry? I didn’t catch that.”

She sighs and repeats an address in Belgravia with exaggerated clarity, adding, “Now hurry up.”

It takes me less than five minutes to get ready but the cab is late and I am just abusing the guy at the car company when the door bell goes.

“I won’t wait up, my little studling,” sniggers Vinny, now in Couch Position B.

The taxi drops me at the entrance to a quiet mews near Eaton Square. Her house is painted white and pink. There are blue flowers in the immaculate little window boxes. A Wendy house probably worth over a few of million pounds of real money. I push the bell and a moment later a tiny South American woman in a pink and white striped uniform opens the door suspiciously.

“Hi, I’ve come to see—” Who have I come to see? What’s her fucking name? Jonathan was in such a panic he never told me. “Er, the lady who lives here. An American lady.” But the maid jerks her head knowingly and opens the door wider to let me in. Inside, the house smells of scented candles and flowers. It is mostly cream and white with a few touches of gold. On little tables and along the mantelpiece are silver-framed photographs sprouting like mushrooms on a forest floor. There is a huge crystal vase overflowing with white lilies on a glass coffee table. The settees around it are piled high with fat cream and gold cushions. I notice that, like my first client’s living room, the chairs face each other rather than the telly like in normal people’s living rooms. This is how posh people must do it. The South American girl is saying something to me.

“Sorry?”

She gives a small laugh. “I say, would you like drink something?”

“Er, yeah. I’ll have a Scotch with ice,” I say, remembering that it seemed to work with my first date.

She moves over to what looks like a bookcase but the books are false and behind them is an array of bottles and cellophane-thin cut crystal glasses with gold rims. She makes my drink while I look round again and sit down, trying to mount a cushion in a dignified and manly way. She gives me my Scotch and I say, “Thank you.” She looks at me for a moment and then her big mouth breaks into a wide grin and she turns round and almost runs out of the room.

I take a mouthful of Scotch to calm my nerves and carry on looking around, taking in this opulence. Then I hear someone coming downstairs. I stand up and turn to see a tall slim woman in a simple, mustard-coloured dress walk into the room. She is fiddling with an earring so I can’t see her face properly as she eyes me up and down but she has a tan and an enormous wave of perfectly sculpted dark blonde hair.

“Got a drink, then?” she says.

“Yes, thank you,” I say like a well-behaved seven-year-old staying at a friend’s house for tea. Hang on, is she being sarcastic?

I’m just about to ask what she wants when she says, “Fix me a Manhattan, will you?”

A what? Oh shit! What’s that?

“On second thoughts make it a vodka tonic. Oh! These god-damn earrings. You need surgery to get them in.”

Deciding that earrings are women’s things and best left to her I poke around in the drinks cabinet and make her drink, adding lots of ice because I know Americans like it that way. When I turn round she has won her battle with the earrings and is looking me up and down again. She has a sharp, lined face but it’s still very pretty—slim nose, large dark eyes and a full-lipped, sensual mouth. She must have been gorgeous twenty years ago. Perhaps thirty. She takes the drink from me, still checking me out.

“Chin-chin.” She wanders off around the room, moving a photograph frame imperceptibly and touching her earring again with her fingers. “You said you’re English, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.” I try a smile but I’m too nervous. My face sort of cracks.

“You don’t look English.” She sounds like she thinks she’s being cheated.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

She ignores my pathetic joke.

“From London?”

“Near it, do you know Reading?” I say and immediately realize that she obviously doesn’t know anywhere outside SW1.

“Reading? Never heard of it. Where is it?”

“Sort of west of London.”

“What’s your last name?”

“Collins. Sorry, I’ve just realized I don’t know yours.”

“I’m Marion,” she says quickly. Is she annoyed by my impertinence? She moves over to one of the settees and sits down, folding one leg up behind the other on the cushion and stirring the ice in her drink with a long, slim finger. “So, Mr. Andrew Collins of Reading, siddown. What do you feel like doing tonight?”

“I don’t mind, it’s up to you.”

She pauses, still looking at me. Is she smiling?

“I hope you like Italian.”

“Love it,” I say, beginning to feel a bit more confident.

“You love it. That’s good. We’re going to a little restaurant in Knightsbridge called Scarafinos. Do you know it?”

“Ermm …” OK, any decent Man About Town would know it, know the manager and know which is the best table and be able to get it if she wanted it. I don’t. I can’t. OK, I’m crap.

I’m about to say something like “I think so” when she says, “Obviously not.”

I decide to go on the front foot with this one.

“I’m sure it’s great. There are so many restaurants in London, you can’t know them all.”

She puts her head on one side.

“No. That’s true.” She looks at me for a moment. “Perhaps you’d prefer to go somewhere else. What’s your favourite restaurant in this neighbourhood?”

Oh, fuck. My mind goes blank. Quick, quick. Along Knights-bridge—it’s all a blur. King’s Road, erm. Pizza Hut. Yep, just her sort of place. She has already picked up the phone. “I’ll cancel Scarafino’s if you want and we can go someplace else.”

“No, no. Scarafino’s is fine with me.”

“Good.” We look at each other for a moment. “I like it.”

“Where are you from in the States?” I say, my voice shaking slightly as nerves suddenly grip me. She ignores me.

“Been doing this for long, Andrew?” My stomach begins to tighten. This is not how it’s supposed to be. I’m supposed to have charmed her, made her laugh, listed a variety of smart restaurants within a few minutes’ drive and persuaded the receptionist at the one she has chosen that since it’s me, yes, they do have a table. Instead … well, I think I’ll just go home. I hold her stare a moment and decide to brazen it out. After all, I’ve got nothing to lose—except £200 and any remaining shred of dignity.

“Not long. In fact, you’re only the second woman … client … I’ve seen.” Obviously impressed by my candour, she nods slowly.

“Good. Lucky me.”

I smile. Then I find myself pushing it further and saying, “What about you? Do you do this often?”

Now it’s her turn to be slightly wrong-footed but, of course, she regains her composure almost immediately. She looks away for a moment as she puts her drink down.

“No,” she says slowly. “No, I don’t. It’s just that all my friends are out of town or busy tonight and someone gave me Jonathan’s number. Back home in New York I’ve engaged a couple of … walkers, as we call them in the States, and I find them, I find it very relaxing. It’s a great way to unwind after a tiring day. When you have money but limited time you can spend it on things like this. I mean it’s quite natural to spend it in this way.”

She looks at me as if to say touché. She has acquitted herself very nicely.

“Makes sense,” I say. I wonder whether to ask if she always likes her walkers to be twenty, thirty years younger than her but I decide that really would be pushing it a bit. She stands and takes a final slip of her vodka tonic.

“Drink up, Andrew, I think the car is here.”

A huge black BMW is sitting outside. A chauffeur opens the door for her and she gets in without saying a word. He comes round to open my door but I have done it anyway so I say “Sorry.” He smiles. Then he gets in as well.

“It’s Scarafino’s,” murmurs Marion, looking at her lips in her compact.

“Yes, madam,” says the guy who I realize is just a bit older than me. It only takes a few minutes, which is a shame really, because riding in that huge, soft air-conditioned car is pure sex. Driving it would be even better.

The manager at the restaurant is delighted to see Marion and bows for some reason. She acts as if it is the least he can do, as if he’s promised her something and let her down.

“How are you, Mario?” she asks.

“Oh, no so badder, you know whe’ you get my age.”

“Mario is a grandfather and still working,” Marion tells me, as if nothing could bore her more.

“Oh, congratulations,” is all I can think of to say. “Congratulations?” What the hell am I on about? Fortunately they ignore this weird comment and as a young girl takes her coat from her Marion says, “Mario, this is Mr. Coleman. Coleman? Is that right?”

“Collins. Hello, nice to meet you.”

“Good evening, welcome,” says Mario, warmly. We shake hands firmly. I am obviously the only one who is embarrassed. The waiter, who has been standing behind the maître d’ takes us to a little table in the corner of the room which must be one of the best in the restaurant. Probably “her table.” The place is kitted out in royal blue with white chairs and a black and white tiled floor. I begin to feel scruffy—my clothes are quite smart, I suppose, but they sort of look like they have been worn before. Everyone else looks like theirs have just been taken off the rack. Or hand-made earlier that day. Also, unlike me, everyone else looks tanned and foreign.

And rich.

“What would you like to drink?” Marion asks as she looks across the restaurant. I look back to see another waiter, standing by our table nervously.

“Scotch with ice?” I suggest to him.

“A Manhattan,” says Marion. “Mario knows how I like it.”

The waiter disappears and there is a pause. I begin to feel quite proud to be in this smart restaurant with a beautiful older woman. And she is beautiful with her large eyes, flawless skin and that look of contemptuous elegance. Just then she finishes scanning the room and suddenly I panic that I am not earning my money. She does look beautiful—but bored.

“You said you’d had a really bad day?” Oh good start, fuckwit! I’m sure she’ll want to relive it all over dinner.

“Did I? When?”

I panic again. “When we were talking … before?”

“Oh, yes. Just the usual bunch of assholes fucking things up.”

“Oh, dear.” Pathetic! I start to dig my thumbnail into my hand under the table as a punishment for being such a fool.

I try again. “How long have you been in London?”

“Erm, let me see. Oh, a few years,” she says, looking bored rigid.

“I went to New York the year before last. It was … great.”

“It’s OK.” She takes her drink out of the waiter’s hand and tests it while he looks on terrified. It seems to measure up. Then she says, “What will you eat, Andrew?”

I am actually quite hungry. She suggests I have tagliarini alla crema with slivers of white truffle because I have never had it before and then steak because a young man of my age needs red meat. She has “just a salad” followed by “this shrimp thing.”

“Nice restaurant,” I say, trying to sound grateful, enthusiastic, impressed with her choice.

“Well, it’s convenient,” says Marion.

“Sure,” I say, knowingly. Yes, well, it’s not that nice, is it, actually? I pick up a black olive from a little bowl the waiter has given us but manage to lose control of it at the last minute and it completely disappears off the face of the earth. “What’s your, er, favourite, erm … restaurant …?” Where the hell is it? I’m relieved to see that I haven’t smeared olive oil down my tie or left a dark, greasy mark on the brilliant white, starched tablecloth but where the hell is the little fucker? “Er, in New York?” I finish, discreetly continuing my search.

Marion breaks a bread stick slowly.

“I often go to the Four Seasons for lunch. I quite like Le Cirque. They do good seafood,” she says. She pauses and then narrows her eyes slightly as she peers across at my jacket. “It’s actually gone down your sleeve.” She smiles gently. “Now, what are the chances of that?”

We talk about London and the weather and a bit about politics, for some reason. I make all the running to begin with, thinking that I’d better try and earn my fee after my disastrous performance with the olive. She looks uninterested for most of the time and only takes any interest in me when she is taking the piss: asking about media sales, about Reading, about my “roommate,” about my work as a “gigolo.” She asks whether I have a girlfriend and looks unsurprised when I say “No.”

“Had one before?”

“Yeah, a few.” I’m just a bit insulted.

“Oh, I wasn’t suggesting you were a virgin,” she smiles. There is a pause. That sex thing again. I’m trying to think of something clever to say that implies in an understated way that I’m actually highly proficient horizontally.

Instead all I say is, “No.”

She insists I have some pudding and orders me zabaglione, which she helps herself to a couple of times, sticking her licked spoon back into the warm, sweet, alcoholic mucus and occasionally pushing mine gently but firmly out of the way. But then she refuses to eat any more and just watches me finish it.

I find myself wondering how old she is. She must be fifty. Mind you, my mum is fifty-something and she doesn’t look as good as Marion. On the other hand, my mum is not rich and exotic. People in Belgravia don’t necessarily age less than people from Reading, just differently. She becomes quite flirtatious and laughs unexpectedly a few times, asking me to say what I look for in girls and telling me that I am quite good looking, really. “Nice teeth,” she says, “for an English guy,” and dabs her immaculate mouth with an immaculate starched napkin.

By the time we leave at eleven-thirty I feel that I have entertained her a bit and probably performed quite well, once I relaxed. The air outside is warmer than the air-conditioned restaurant but there is a bit of a breeze.

She takes my arm in her hands and says, “Shall I send the car away? We can walk from here.”

“OK.”

“Goodnight,” she says apparently to no one and then from across the street I see the headlights of the BMW flash an acknowledgment before it moves off. She puts her head on my shoulder. Christ, I am making progress here suddenly. Progress towards what, though? I’m not on my way back from the pub with a twenty-year-old. We walk along in silence for a while and I’m wondering whether we’ll end up having sex. Does she want to? Do I want to? Could I? Fifty? If her body is as good as her face then … yeah, why not? I’m just hoping she can’t read my thoughts in some way when I see a small group coming towards us. They are talking and laughing loudly.

“Irena,” calls Marion.

“Marion, daaaarling,” says a woman in a heavy foreign accent. She and Marion miss kiss and then ask each other how they are and reply “Good” in unison.

“Irena, this is Mr. Andrew Collins. Andrew this is my best friend, Irena.”

“Pleased to meet you.” She holds out a hand and at the last moment I decide to kiss it rather than shake it. I do the same with an older American lady standing next to her. The women laugh.

“He’s charming,” says the older woman to Marion. I shake hands with Irena’s boyfriend who has an unnecessarily long Italian name and with the American woman’s husband whose name is Moose (or is it Mousse?) for some reason. While Irena and Marion chat the rest of us look on, laughing and agreeing like an appreciative audience.

Finally Irena says, “Vill heff larnch next veek.” She smiles girlishly as she says goodbye to me.

“Sweet girl,” says Marion as we walk away. “Thick as pig shit. She is doing the old ‘I live just for my kids number’ at the moment because her first husband wants to get custody. Since she got dumped by him she has had to make her own living. I mean she’s taken up with that slimy gigolo Bernardo, but he has no money, not serious money, anyway, so last month or something she launched her own range of cosmetics. You know, the kind of things office girls wear. Staten Island secretaries. What do you have here? Girls from Reading or something? Anyway, it’s called ‘Irena.’ And now her public relations people want her to call herself just Irena, not Irena Trountz, you know, to push the perfume. So every time she signs a visitor’s book or a credit card slip she has to put a little TM after her name.”

“Really?”

“Oh God, kidding!”

As we walk up to the front door it is opened by the South American girl who is now in a dark green uniform. I wonder if she has a different one for each time of the day, or seasons of the year or just Marion’s moods.

“Any messages, Anna Maria?” Marion asks her, throwing her Chanel bag down on the settee. Anna Maria hands her some little cards which Marion flicks through and hands back to her then she disappears.

“I’m going to have a brandy,” says Marion, walking over to the drinks cabinet.

“Great,” I say. My heart is suddenly racing. This is it. She is on for it after all. I’ve been watching her more closely since we came back. She does have a pretty good figure and the food and wine have made me feel relaxed. I realize that I’m entering the hinterland of horniness. She might be older but she is gorgeous. She clatters around in the drinks cabinet and then comes back with one glass and an envelope the same colour as the cards with the disregarded telephone messages.

“Here you are,” she says giving me the signed credit card slip. “I really enjoyed it.” Enjoyed it? I haven’t given it to you yet. “I’ll call you again,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “Make sure the door’s closed properly when you leave,” she adds, looking down at a magazine, before picking it up and walking towards the stairs.






four

 vinny yanks my arm to one side and tries to get his foot between my legs.

“Piss … off,” I hiss, sweat gathering on my forehead but he just laughs and elbows his way in front of me. I fall across the work units and he lands on top of me, sending an empty wine bottle and a pile of magazines slithering onto the floor. We both pause in anguished silence for a moment but the wine bottle doesn’t break on the lino so I grab the back of Vinny’s neck and then yank him away by his arm. He gasps but doesn’t let go. Instead he finally manages to get in between my legs, lifts his foot and gives a good kick. There is a satisfying splat as the ball hits the far wall of the kitchen.

“Y-e-e-e-e-s. Two one, two one, two one,” he sings above the roar of the imaginary crowd and performs a mini lap of victory round the room. I wait a moment before kicking it back into play. There is more banging from downstairs and this time a shout of protest. Vinny pulls down the corners of his mouth and winces. Then we both laugh.

“Sorry,” I shout half-heartedly. Seeing Vinny still listening intently, I take my chance and boot the ball down the other end of the room. My aim is perfect—it hits the window frame. A couple of inches either way and it would have crashed straight through—again. That’s the key to Indoor One Aside Footy: precise ball control.

“Bastard. I wasn’t ready,” says Vinny.

“Well you should have been, mate.” He looks despondently at me and begins to walk away. But I know this one, so I move up field and get ready in defence. Sure enough, he has turned the ball round with his toe and is lining it up to score again. Except that I’m in the way. He smashes into me and tries to barge past.

“Since when did this turn into rugby?” I ask.

“Since I got bored of football,” he says, picking up the ball. We both have an equal grip on it and so I push my shoulder into his chest. We struggle for a moment and suddenly Vinny stops moving and gives a faint cry. The colour has drained from his face. His body goes limp. He swallows with difficulty and then lets out a breath. I release the ball and look at him intensely.

“What’s the matter?” But before I’ve even finished the sentence he has rushed forward and placed the ball on the “touch line” at the bottom of the far wall.

“Bastard,” I say, trying to get it back again. The phone rings. Still panting I crawl over to the table and answer it.

“Andrew?”

“Yeah?” I gasp, between breaths.

“You all right?”

“Yeah, sorry, I’ve been playing football.” I turn round and see Vinny trying to spin the ball on his head. It immediately slips off onto the draining board and takes a couple of saucepans and the colander with it. There is more banging from downstairs. We both yell with laughter.

“Listen, she wants to see you again,” says the voice from the phone. I sit down and wave at Vinny to shut up. “She likes you, mate,” says Jonathan, half proud, half jealous. “When did you first see her? Two nights ago?”

“Er, yeah, that’s right. Tuesday.”

“OK. Look, give her a ring now, she’s at home. Well done, superstar.” I can almost hear him wink down the phone. He gives me Marion’s number again and once I’ve got Vinny out of the kitchen I ring her. She asks if I’m free for lunch the next day.

“Sure,” I say excitedly. Wrong answer. There is a pause.

“Don’t you want to check your schedule?” she asks.

“What?”

“To make sure you’re free then.”

“Er, I know I’m free,” I say. “Just had a cancellation, actually.” Beautiful. But she laughs. “Lucky me. Why don’t you come to mine for a quarter of one.”



I leave the office at 12:25 p.m.—late as I can. Friday is supposed to be a quiet day in our office but somehow it never is.

“Where are you off to?” asks Sami, crossly.

“Colonic irrigation.”

“Urgh, Andrew, you are gross.”

“That’s why you love me.”

Sami’s expression changes. “If you’re going down there can you see if they’ve got a packet from me, I’m expecting something,” she says seriously. Either she has gone mad or Debbie, our martyr of a boss, is standing behind me. I assume it’s the latter.

“Yes, of course,” I say looking cross-eyed at Sami. I turn round and sure enough Debbie is handing out some memos. I smile meekly and piss off.

It’s grey and stormy outside but a cab comes along almost immediately and I manage to grab it just before two senior suits from upstairs. Probably not a good career move but frankly, I really don’t care at the moment.

The cab gets to Marion’s in ten minutes and shortly after that I am sitting in the BMW with her. She is wearing a dark-blue Chanel suit and carrying a Prada handbag.

“Good morning at the office, dear?” she enquires sweetly.

This makes me laugh. “Lovely.”

“I don’t know how you do it. Sitting in a dreary room with all those dreary people, waiting to get fired.”

I don’t know whether to agree so she’ll pity me and feel the urge to take me away from all this etc. etc. or to show some youthful pride and defend my dead-end job and my dead-end life. In the end I just say, “Neither do I.”

Which is probably nearer the truth.

The car sweeps up to Ciccone’s in Mayfair. In one move the driver leaps out and puts up an umbrella against the unrelenting rain. A split second later he is opening the door to Marion. She seems mildly irritated—perhaps he wasn’t quick enough or perhaps there was too big a gap between umbrella and car. The driver leads her to the door and comes round to pick me up. But, feeling slightly embarrassed about sitting there like an old woman, I’ve already set off before he arrives. We walk into each other like last night and this time both apologize gruffly.

When I get into the restaurant, soaked, the maître d’ is sympathizing with Marion about the awful British weather. He is immaculately dressed in a heavy pinstripe, double-breasted suit and salmon-pink Hermès tie. He has whipped off the horn-rimmed half-glasses which he was using to read the Herald Tribune and is now giving her his full attention.

“Angelo, this is Mr. Collins.” She gestures towards me. Immediately Mr. Ciccone gives a slight bow and shakes my hand. I wonder if he is amused and intrigued by my presence but, of course, he doesn’t give anything away.

“Your table is waiting, signora,” he smiles and leads us into the restaurant. It is plush, spacious and silent. It smells of money. As we sit down I glance around quickly. There are a few suits talking quietly or nodding with interest, a beautiful dark-haired girl eating in silence with an enormous grey-haired woman and two old dowagers both obviously slightly deaf, attacking huge Italian ice creams with furious concentration, as if they were performing brain surgery on their worst bridge enemies.

A waiter asks if we would like anything to drink, his heavy Italian accent bulldozing through the English consonants. Marion orders a glass of champagne and so I do too. Then she looks at the menu, her brow furrowed more in contempt that concentration.

“You should have the calves’ liver,” she says.

It seems like a reasonable idea, so I nod.

“No, wait, it comes with that awful polenta shit—you know, like corn meal mush?”

“Oh, OK.” Feeling brave, I suggest spinach and ricotta ravioli and then osso bucco. She thinks for a minute and then agrees. Immediately an older waiter appears and takes our order, nodding approvingly.

Marion is searching for something inside her tiny handbag so I look around the room again. Some of the suits are now looking at pieces of paper. I can overhear the others on a table next to us. Two English businessmen are listening to a German colleague. He is telling them in clear but heavily accented English about how he can drive to his apartment in a leisure complex near Kitzbhul on a Friday night if he leaves the office at about 3 p.m. and he can ski and then drive back late on Sunday night, having had a weekend of skiing and winter sports which is like having a holiday and if anything urgent happens over the weekend he has a fax and email in the apartment and so he need never be out of touch with the office. The English guys, bored out of their palm pilots, nod, smile and raise their eyebrows with feigned interest and enthusiasm. They’re obviously trying to sell to him.

Marion, still searching in her bag, is talking to me.

“Sorry?”

“What was it you said you did again at your office?”

“I sell advertising space in a newspaper.”

“Is that good?” she asks, still ferreting in her bag.

“Erm … well …” I say to the bag.

“I mean, good prospects?” she asks, finally re-emerging.

“It could lead to other things.”

“That figures, most things could lead to other things. I meant is the salary good—but obviously not otherwise you wouldn’t be working for your friend.” She grins wickedly.

“Jonathan? No, exactly.”

“Did you go to school?” she asks, making a bridge of her fingers and resting her chin on it. Fortunately I realize that she is talking about college.

“Yes, I did Business Studies at Warwick … University.”

Marion says, “Well, that sounds useful.”

“I suppose it could be.”

“Mind you, I think men learn about business in the real world, not cooped up in some school room. My father went to Harvard and they taught him things but he always said the best classes were the ones on Wall Street.” I nod, just like the suits on the next table. “He said he got to be CEO of his firm by what he learned in the job not in class.” She smiles. “I think you’ll find the same.”

“Probably,” I say, drunk with flattery. Not only is she referring to me as a “man” and comparing me to her father but suggesting that I could become CEO which, as everyone knows, means “boss” in American. “Did you grow up in New York?” I ask. Pleased to have this opening question, Marion watches the waiter serving her salad with theatrical skill and then begins her life story.

She was born, the eldest of four, in Manhattan, in a quiet street just off Park Avenue in the east eighties. Her father worked on Wall Street while her mother devoted her time to the children. Her two brothers went to Harvard and then Westpoint and have now followed in her father’s footsteps, working for investment banks. Her sister married a highly respected doctor and lives just a few blocks from her mother. They have two little daughters, the sweetest things you’ve ever seen, one of whom is named after Marion.

She, however, has not been so lucky in marriage. Her first husband was considered a great catch in New York society at the time. Edward Gordon was from an old Connecticut family which owned land all over the States and Canada and had interests in everything from oil and minerals to sugar and cotton. Their wedding at St. Patrick’s on Fifth Avenue was the happiest day of her life and all the society magazines were full of it. People stood on both sides of Fifth Avenue to watch and wish the young couple well.

They moved into a large apartment on Park Avenue and began the rhythm of their married life: the office for him, lunches, bridge and fund-raising events for her. Parties, dinners and balls for both in the evening. She was happier than she ever thought possible, she says, biting a bread stick.

But after a few months she noticed a change in Edward. He seemed preoccupied, irritable, secretive. One day she called him at the office to suggest they dip out of the party they were supposed to be going to that evening and have dinner, just the two of them, at home. She would have the cook prepare his favourite food. But his private line rang unanswered all afternoon. Finally his secretary picked up and explained that Edward was in a meeting. Marion didn’t mention it to him but when she called a few days later, the same thing happened again. In fact, every time she tried to call him at the office he wasn’t there and his secretary couldn’t or wouldn’t tell her when he would return. She didn’t want to challenge him, not wanting to cause a scene.

“And, I suppose, not wanting to learn anything nasty,” she explains, running her finger around the rim of her champagne glass.

After this had been going on for some weeks she confided in her mother who told her not to worry, there was probably some rational explanation.

But she did worry and she became ill with it. When he asked her what the matter was the only thing she could say for some reason was that she was pregnant. She waited anxiously for his reaction. But he just poured himself a drink, apparently completely uninterested in the news. “Aren’t you pleased?” she asked. “We’ll be late for dinner,” was his reply.

So one morning, she took a taxi down town to Wall Street and sat at a table in a diner opposite her husband’s office. She waited there all morning drinking coffee. “If he makes you that unhappy, he ain’t worth it,” said the waitress at one point. Marion was just wondering whether she ought to forget the whole thing when she saw Edward walk quickly out of the office building. She got up and left too, her heart thumping all the more because of all the caffeine inside her.

He hailed a cab and got in. She looked around for one but there was none to be seen. Suddenly, across the road she saw that an old man had flagged down another cab. She dashed through the traffic and begged him to let her take it—it was a matter of life or death. Obviously concerned for this distraught young woman, he let her. She thanked him and asked the driver to follow Edward’s cab which, fortunately, was stuck at the lights.

They went uptown until they came to 40th Street. There his cab dropped him off on a corner where he looked around quickly before setting off down the street. Her cab followed him along a bit further as he walked along quickly until he went into a shabby hotel. She got out and paid the cab and was just wondering what to do next when she saw one of her best friends slip into the hotel entrance as well. What would she be doing in a dive like this? Marion did not hang around to do any more detective work. She went home and waited quietly for him to return that evening.

Just then our main course arrives and Marion smiles weakly at the waiter in gratitude. He is slightly surprised but mutters “Prego” and leaves us.

When Edward did return he was obviously drunk. Marion told him what she had seen and they had an enormous fight. He did not bother to deny it. How could he? She respected him for that at least. He said he did not know how it had started or why. He promised to end it immediately and never see the woman again. Marion was so desperate to keep him that she took him at his word. After a few weeks things were almost back to normal. In fact she was beginning to forget the whole affair when inside the pocket of a suit she found a receipt for a hotel room. That was enough!

She confronted him with it but he simply told her to leave him alone. He took a bottle of whisky from the side board and stayed in the guest room that night. And so it continued until he hardly bothered to hide his liaisons. Sometimes when she answered the phone someone at the other end would hang up. Once the caller even asked if she would have him call Julie but would say no more than that. Some nights he would come home in the early hours or occasionally not at all. Finally she could stand it no more and they were divorced two days short of their second wedding anniversary. At the end of it she just rolls her eyeballs, looks at me and shrugs her shoulders as if to say, “What can you do?”

“I’m very sorry,” is all I can think of to say.

“My mother was distraught but I had no alternative,” she says, putting her fork down on her almost untouched veal escalope and wiping the corners of her mouth with a napkin.

“And did you marry again?”

“I did, yes,” she says, slowly. The waiter takes our plates. “He was much older than me, Andrew. I think I wanted some security, some stability.” I nod, understandingly. “He was originally South American but had lived in New York for many years. He was a kind man and we had a beautiful home in Sutton Place and another in the Hamptons. Life was very good to us and I can’t complain but he soon developed a terrible insecurity and became obsessively jealous. It was simply dreadful.”

She squeezes my hand. “Andrew, I could not look at another man, be it in a restaurant, at a party, even at the theatre without him flying into a rage. I think on reflection that a man of his age with a pretty young wife begins to feel that he has something he cannot control as easily as he controls money and employees, objects and possessions. I was like a bird in a gilded cage, I couldn’t go out on my own, I wasn’t allowed friends or interests. After a few years of this I felt I was going crazy. He wanted to put me in therapy, but the point was I would never get better while he was standing over me, trying to control me like, like a puppet master.” I nod again, realizing what a good listener I must be. Then I look down very discreetly at my watch. Shit! It’s two forty-five. Debbie will already have clocked that I’m not there. The Tube! I popped into town to do some shopping and there was a delay on the Tube. That’ll do. Back to Marion.

She divorced husband number two and became a free woman, which is what she is today. “I choose my friends, where I want to live, how I want to use my time and I am beholden to no one, you see? No one.”

“Very good idea,” I say, assuming we won’t have pudding which, given the time, is probably a good thing. While we wait for the bill she signs my credit card slip for Jonathan without any embarrassment and then adds: “You’d better give me your numbers. We don’t need to trouble Jonathan any more, I don’t think, need we?”

I think about it for a moment. Freelance. Well, Jonathan introduced us, which is what the agency is all about but we can’t keep going back to him every time we want to meet, can we? OK, so I won’t get paid his £200 or whatever for the next time we meet but there could be greater rewards here than the occasional cheque. You’ve got to look at the bigger picture, I decide.

“Up to you,” says Marion, obviously slightly annoyed that I haven’t responded immediately.

“Sorry, of course, here you are,” I say and give her both my numbers—home, work and mobile—what the hell?

“I can still make it worth your while financially,” she says, reading my thoughts as she puts her tiny gold notebook back into her handbag. “I don’t want you to be out of pocket because of me.”

“No, I mean, yeah, don’t worry.”

“Why are you English so coy when it comes to talking about money?” She laughs disapprovingly. “If you’re going to be a gigolo you’d better get used to it.”

Is it just me or did she say that rather loudly? Two people at the table next to us suddenly stiffen and half-turn round.

We leave at a quarter-past three. I’m now so late back it’s ridiculous but somehow, after this lunch and the promise of a few more, I just don’t care. As we walk outside the rain has stopped. I thank Marion.

“You’re very welcome,” she says coolly, her nose in her bag again.

“Do you need some money for a cab?”

“Erm …” I realize that I had better get used to this. Besides, I have one fiver in my wallet which won’t quite get me back to the office so I say: “Well, that would be very nice,” and immediately, without saying anything, she hands me a twenty. She offers me both cheeks which I kiss, feeling her super soft skin under my lips and smelling her perfume.

She says: “I may call you this evening, I don’t know what my schedule looks like yet.” She adjusts my tie for me and then smiles. “You never know, though, I might get a cancellation.”

“Sure,” I say with what is supposed to be cool enthusiasm but comes across as puppy-like excitement.
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