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Chapter One : Flakes, Mincers and Vronky Tree

The one and only thing you could have predicted about my meeting the woman who changed my life was that it would happen while I was trying to sell her something. It’s how I get to know all my women. It’s one of the many perks of the job.

It must have been all of six months ago now, yet somehow I remember it well. Two beds, en suite bathroom to second bed, small roof terrace, gch, kitchen/diner, nr all amenities of King Street, Hammersmith. It was badly overpriced, a fleece job. Yet she’d have gone for it, if I hadn’t stopped her. She’d have signed the papers just like that.

Selling is what I do for a living. I unload houses, bijou apartments, charming maisonettes, large garden flats in need of some redecoration. In short, and truth to tell, I’m an estate agent.

It wasn’t a great ambition of mine to be an agent. I say that not by way of apology – I don’t feel ashamed of what I do. It isn’t all inbred Ruperts and pearl-eyed Amandas with Alice bands. In fact, I have a degree in Politics and Philosophy from the University of West Middlesex, or if you prefer its original nomenclature – my friend Nodge always insists on it – Staines Technical College.

You might well ask what an estate agent was doing at university. It’s not as if they do courses in it. ‘Meaning and Semantics in Finagling, Advanced Huckstering and Partial Reality – An Introductory Module’. No. You can’t learn what I know. It’s more in the nature of an art. Like doing a symphony or something.

Anyway. I was never much committed to studying. I’ve never really committed myself to anything, I suppose. I do what I can get away with for as long as I can get away with it. No. I expect I went to university for all the conventional reasons. A wish to put off work for three more years after school – and I’d heard that this course, despite its fancy title, was a soft option. The offer of a place had been made and, since I found my A-levels simple (I’m smart, certainly smart enough to conceal the fact that I’m smart), I assumed a degree would be more of the same process of textbook upchuck and good exam technique. Also, my girlfriend at the time lived close by and we were going to be together for ever. Also, I thought if I had a degree, I wouldn’t feel so much that I was an ignorant nobody from Shepherd’s Bush. And also, I thought it would help get me a decent job.

Some of the more common illusions, then, of childhood. Me and my girlfriend split up and I was left on a diet of hand-gallops for the next six months. The degree wasn’t nearly as easy as I thought it was going to be – on quite a few occasions my head hurt from so much thinking. It’s a funny business thinking, I can tell you. All those invisible clouds floating above your head. All that stuff to think about.

I still felt like an ignorant nobody from Shepherd’s Bush, but now I felt like one with pretensions. A degree from Staines Tech – especially a 2:2 – doesn’t exactly buy you a ticket into any of the professions, and what’s more it directly excludes you from many of the skilled and semi-skilled manual trades. Bricklayers, plumbers, electricians and so forth can smell education like so much gone-off aftershave. And they hate it. (Unless it’s for their children. It’s great for children, essenshul. They just hate it in adults.)

So I spent six months after university unemployed, getting less and less capable of supporting myself both materially and psychologically, until a distant uncle of mine told me how a friend of his was looking for someone to help out in a local estate agent.

Farley, Ratchett & Gwynne were a small agency with big ambitions. They were prepared to cut corners in order to get commissions and so was I. This was the mid- to late 1980s and the property market was in the last days of going ballistic. I didn’t have anything better to do, so I thought I’d give it a go. Since then I haven’t looked back. I can’t get outside of it enough to look back. It’s a habit I’ve fallen into. I know now that life is habit, more or less. You do something, then you do it again, then again, and before you know it, that’s what you are, and that’s who you are, and you can’t imagine being anything or anyone else.

Habit, or choice, or something in between, it’s been good to me, the property business. Although sometimes it seems a little – well, empty. Unsatisfying.

From one perspective, I suppose there’s something obscene about it. Crawling around on the inside of other people’s lives. Showing off their personal, interior space like it was watches on a stall in Oxford Street, flogging off their walls, their air, their sense of decoration. It’s like you’re an intruder all the time, never in your own place. You’re always the misfit, although you have to come across as the opposite – confident, unflinching, positive. But it pays well. I’ve done all right. Compared with Nodge anyway.

Not that it’s a competition. How could it be, when it’s all a matter of habit, habit and luck? Your life. The way things turn out.

Yet at the same time, there’s a part of me for which it seems to make a kind of sense. I have come to see that now that I am thirty, now that I have ended up so firmly, and confirmed and completely, as an estate agent, a seller of space, of emptiness, of reinvention. Sometimes perhaps there is a hidden pattern to these things, as Veronica always claims. Like Nodge ending up as a taxi driver when what he wanted to do all through school was travel the world, and like Tony ending up a hairdresser when his chief interest in life is examining himself in mirrors, and Colin spending his life in front of a computer screen interacting with machinery, the non-living.

Me, I wanted another, bigger, wider, shinier life. That’s probably the deeper reason – if such things exist – why I went to university. Like I could give a shit for Politics or Philosophy. No. A bigger, shinier life. It’s almost certainly why I ended up an estate agent – all those windows into other people’s worlds, that limitless menu of apparent possibilities, day after day after day. It’s research – research for passing myself off as somebody else, and then, eventually, becoming them. Just by habit.

Something else, too. I’ve always wanted to be liked. Everyone does, I suppose. I’m just prepared to admit it. It’s kind of more of a naked need than a desire with me. I hate it if someone doesn’t like me. And so a job which seemed to turn so much on making people like you, on making them trust you, appealed to me. And you don’t have all the effort afterwards of maintaining a friendship. If you sell their flat at a good price, or find them a nice one, they love you. I get kissed, hugged, praised, thanked. It’s terrific for self-esteem. Then it’s goodbye, and on to the next person to woo.

After a while, of course – the 1980s being the 1980s – I managed to make enough money for some kind of new, fresh version of my Shepherd’s Bush self. Like the Bush itself, I was tarted up, I was an up-and-coming area. But it became apparent to me that it wasn’t enough. The cash was good – you could get the suits, the cars, the gear, the little mews house in W6, well on the ladder to W11 and then, finally, W8. But they still always found me out somehow, those people I wanted to be, with their secret codes, and pampered voices and hidden assumptions, and knowledge of wine and opera, and the people they knew. It became clear to me that if I really wanted to get out of Shepherd’s Bush, I needed more than a big bank balance. After all, now the 1990s have come and nearly gone, along with my twenties, I needed someone to teach me escapology, fast. And I needed a symbol to show that I wasn’t who people kept insisting I was.

I didn’t know when I first saw Veronica that she was my ticket out of there. That is to say, that I was going to fall in love with her. At first I thought she was just another mark, another sucker punter.

We’d arranged to meet at the flat, which was in a large mansion block in West Kensington – exorbitant service charges and a truly old-style rapacious freeholder I had to keep off the agenda somehow. I was all Prada’d up on my last month’s commission, plus a full-on tan that I’d got from two weeks in Koh Samui, and I had the Beemer outside. I could actually feel the money on me like the touch of some strange, fragrant oil. I felt like I could get exactly what I wanted, what money demanded. Because money isn’t paper and metal and plastic and bank statements. It’s a feeling, like everything else.

The buzzer buzzed and I let her into the flat, which was small and grubby and badly overpriced. This was not something only I could see; I knew she would see it too. David Blunkett would be able to see it, on a dark night. That’s the point. She’s not meant to buy this one – this is part of the psychological softening up that one has to undergo, as a punter. It’s about lowering expectations. So that when we finally show anything half or even quarter decent, it’ll look like the bargain of a lifetime. On such matters as the psychology of need and diminishment of self, we could advise Mossad.

She was class, I could see that from the moment she walked in the room. Manolo Blahnik shoes, a little black and white Bardot dress which I would guess was Agnès B, short-cut Peter Pan hair, shocking red. Five five, slightly shorter than me, not bad-looking but more Zoe Ball than Eva Herzigova. A kind of stretched face, as if the bones were trying to get out, with soft cottony skin. I liked her nose particularly, kind of fleshy, as if God had thrown a lump of dough at the centre of her face instead of designing one just for a bit of a giggle, or perhaps because he was bored. A fat nose then, but cute. The eyes were slightly mismatched – one larger than the other – but they had those lazy, heavy eyelids that always hinted at a powerful libido. Very slim too, with long, terrific legs. Flat-chested, but I’m very liberated about such matters. Looked her age, but not older than. She was certainly in her late twenties, possibly early thirties.

Posh, but not too much so – maybe two rungs above me, but not three. Three is too many to jump. I’m realistic about these things. I’m an estate agent – you learn to be realistic. You learn the value of things, you learn about people with an inflated idea of themselves. They come in the office every day, flakes we call them, or mincers, asking to look at places they can’t afford, salivating over fixtures and fittings that cost more than their entire credit rating, drooling at the prospect of something somewhere in the future that will make them feel like they’re in a television ad or a copy of Vogue Decor. It’s not realistic. There’s a ceiling.

Now Veronica was right there, at the ceiling. Touchable if you balanced on tiptoe. She spoke well, but not cut-glass or anything. You definitely can’t jump too far in terms of class. You get young and old together, black and white, ugly and handsome, rich and poor. But it’s still practically unheard of, in England, for the classes to cross the great divide–at least in my experience. Me and Veronica were definitely pushing the limits, but it was just about on the cards.

So. She was attractive, not beautiful. On the turn, a bit of a retread, probably just broken up a long-term relationship and getting very slightly worried about her prospects. I checked her watch: Raymond Weil, mid-range, too new to be inherited.

From the flat she was looking at, I could infer that she was well heeled, but not stinking rich. I guessed she was educated from the book she was carrying with her when she came in – something by Virginia Woolf. I could also tell from the fact that it was dog-eared in three places in the first ten pages that she was reading it out of a sense of duty rather than enjoyment, which was fine with me. That meant she was a woman who understood that appearances matter.

I did the obvious – asked whether it was for her and her boyfriend (no, they’d just split up), whether she’d be living alone (yes, but no archness in the reply, no flirt). She told me her name was Vronky, which I thought I had misheard, until she explained it was short for Veronica, Veronica Tree.

We’re distantly related to the Beerbohm Trees, don’t you know? she murmured, saying the last three words mock-posh, ultra-posh, as if it was a joke, but underneath I could tell she was proud of it. And although I didn’t have the faintest idea who the Bare Bumtrees were, I was impressed.

She hummed and hawed her way round the flat, and I could tell she wasn’t keen, which established a ground-floor intelligence. But then, Vinnie Jones with a head injury . . .

I told her what she already knew, that she didn’t want this flat, that we get a lot better than this for the same price, that the freeholder was an old villain and that she shouldn’t touch it with a bargepole. Again, part of the softening-up process. Get them to trust you. Get them to like you. If they’re a woman, get them into bed if possible, but only after you’ve closed the deal. I’m a closer, me. I always close.

She seemed grateful, but duly surprised, that I should have filled her in on the true status of the drum. She even flicked her eyebrows a bit, flared that tubby nose and wondered why I’d been so honest, to which I said, of course, that she was too classy for a place like this and that, anyway, I liked her. Then I looked very slowly at my Rolex, so that she could see I was money, and I said I had to be somewhere now and would she like a lift?

She said yes, and so she got a look at the Beemer, which was also important. I was on form that day, made her laugh once or twice about Dirty Bob, who ran the block that I so astutely turned her away from – how he used to regularly come in to break the main services so that he could charge the lease-holders to get them repaired. I didn’t mention, of course, that Dirty Bob was one of our very best customers and that if my boss knew that I was disrespecting him, I would get the tin-tack there and then.

She hesitated when I stopped to let her off at Kensington High Street, as if waiting for something, but it was too soon to make a play. I told her I’d call her if anything more suitable came on. You have to take it slow, selling flats, selling yourself. Above all, don’t let them see need. Buyers and sellers both understand this, but for sellers it’s more of a live issue.

There was one more softener – a slightly better, but still pretty dreadful drum around the back of Olympia that I again apologized for, told her my boss had insisted on it. Again, there was never any intention of selling it. It was just the stage for the play. Shitheaps first. As the F, R&G motto goes.

This was the following Thursday, five days after the first meeting, just enough to make her feel that finding a flat wasn’t going to be easy, not so long as to make her think I wasn’t trying. I could tell that she trusted me now, even liked me. And I felt I had her number too – a television researcher, on the cusp of becoming an assistant producer, but who wanted to be a director. But who never would be. Salary, about 25–30K, but trust fund there somewhere. One dead grandmother, another on hold. Five to ten years before maturity, i.e. demise of said granny. All in all, a good prospect for, minimum, a bunk-up, maximum a short ‘relationship’, i.e. one to five bunk-ups. (More than five confers girlfriend status. I try to make a point of stopping at four.)

Whatever. She was a stone-cold cert for shifting a flat on to, anyway. So there we were in the Olympia flat. It smelt bad, the paintwork was terrible, but it had one or two features that put it above the first place. It wasn’t in a basement and apart from the mucus-green carpet and 1970s Habitat lampshades, there was quite a good feel to it – high ceilings, big windows. Again it was badly overpriced; I knew Veronica wasn’t going to go for it. What she was going to go for was the place behind Bush Green I had lined up. Dirty Bob was also the freeholder, through one of his anonymous holding companies, but it was probably best not to mention that.

This one in Bush Green was a sellable flat. Not a bargain – there’s no such thing, unless you’re on the inside track, like me, or a cash buyer – not a palace, but sellable, a quarter to a half decent. Still had a list of faults as long as Tony’s bazooka, but I guessed that Veronica wanted to move fast – on all fronts – trusted me, and was prepared to take my word on it. As I chatted to her, I realized with a certain amount of surprise that I actually did like her – not only her looks, but the way she kept herself apart from herself. There was – how can I put this? – a decent gap between when she thought and when she spoke, there was consideration. It was a mark of self-possession, something I find greatly attractive for some reason. Perhaps because it’s the quality I’ve always lacked. Events sweep me up, clean my clock, leave me gasping.

Anyway, I was determined not to let it get in the way of making the sale. We chatted this way and that, flirting a little now, laughing even. I prefer woman buyers – they’re more romantic in their approach, which makes them an easier mark, and they don’t do pointless things like knock on partition walls and lift up the carpets to look at the floorboards.

I’d done my bit to create a sense of urgency – explained that there was very little on the market, that most of the decent stuff was going to cash buyers very quickly. I agreed with whatever she said – you always agree with a purchaser, however dumb, and Veronica, it was beginning to emerge, wasn’t even remotely dumb. Then I made my play.

Vronky, I can see this isn’t your cup of tea. And to be honest with you, I think you probably can do better. But it’s a tough market at the moment. You’re going to have to be patient. I mean, we occasionally get . . .

I stopped in my tracks for a moment, held the position, as if some Jove-like thought had just penetrated my bonce.

Wait a minute. Something’s just occurred to me. Let me try something. It’s a long shot, but I suppose there’s no harm. Let me just call the office.

I took out my mobile, my six-gun, my Bowie knife, my mojo, and dialled. My home answering machine did its thing: Hi, this is Frankie. You know what to do, so do it and fuck off.

Giles? Hi, it’s Frankie Blue. Yes. No, I’m down at Olympia now with Ms Tree. Is Rupert there? He is? OK, I’ll hold.

I turned to Veronica, who was caught up in the drama now. Stories. It’s how you capture people. I knew that she was hooked, that I had mastered her. It gave me a hard-on right there and then. I hoped she wouldn’t look at my groin. Unlike Tony’s, my knob isn’t up to much, so it was unlikely that she would notice. I gave a little shimmy anyway, to rearrange things down there. Then I gave her my best encouraging smile, and she smiled right back. Her teeth were a little bit crooked at the front, so I marked her down one tenth of a point.

Rupert, hi. I presume that little maisonette behind Bush Green has gone by now? Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Oh. That’s a bit of luck. Who’s got the keys? Good. No. Pretend they’re lost. Just hold them off. I’ll drop by in . . . hold on just a minute –

I turned to Veronica and held my palm over the mouthpiece of the mobile, which was still dutifully recording each precise syllable of bullshit.

Listen, Vronky. We might have struck it lucky here. There’s this property that came on just this morning, that we got as part of a multiples deal. Farquarsons, and Braxton-Halliday are marketing it too. The vendors are desperate to sell, but I know that Farquarsons had a cash buyer lined up. They’ve rung twice for the keys. There’s just a chance that we may be able to beat them to it. But I think we’d have to go over there right now.

Veronica shook her head, bit her lip, wrung her hands a little.

I – I can’t. I’ve got to be back at work in half an hour.

I let that sit there for a few long seconds. Then I uncovered the mobile again.

Rupert, hold on a minute. No, please. Listen, I’ll be right with you. No. Don’t let them have them.

I pointed to the phone in the flat. I said in a voice that made it clear there was no room for dissent – no, let me put it plainly, I ordered her. It was fucking beautiful.

Give your office a ring. Say that you’ve got a headache.

She considered for a moment, for a mere moment. Then she gave one firm nod. I gave her a full closer’s smile, radiant like the sun, and went back to the mobile.

We’ll drop round and pick up the keys in a minute. Don’t let them out of your sight. Excellent. Thanks, Rupe. You’re a mensch.

I laughed into the phone, a dirty kind of laugh that when I am laughing spontaneously I do not possess. My answering machine emitted a high-pitched whine.

Noooo. It’s not that at all. She’s just a very nice young woman. Yes, that too, if you must know. Mmm-hmm. Yeah, well, believe it or not even I have a heart sometimes.

I punched the off button of the cellphone and returned it to my pocket, where it met the cluster of keys that would open the Bush Green maisonette. I would have to make a mock drop-off to the office – perhaps keep Rupert and Giles up to speed, perhaps grab a coffee.

What was that about? said Veronica, a little bit coyly.

What?

That last bit. ‘It’s not that at all.’

Oh, that. That was just Rupert winding me up.

How?

Now you’re going to embarrass me.

I don’t mind.

Well, he said I must fancy you to go to this much effort.

She summoned a slight blush. A tiny droop in those heavy, heavy lids. Good. Some innocence left then, after all those lapsed love affairs, those tiffs, those misunderstandings and let-downs, those laddered tights and sad, wet handkerchiefs, those secret diaries and midnight chats with sympathetic girlfriends.

We took off together for the maisonette at Shepherd’s Bush. I stopped off at the office to pretend to pick up the keys. Giles and I had a good laugh at the way it was going. God, the power and beauty of scamming, of scammery, of the big scamola. I drove her towards Shepherd’s Bush Green, from the office in Holland Park Avenue. I scratched about for a little bit more intimacy. Now I decided to find if I was right about the television job. I covered my bets; she could also be in a small, quality PR company, or at a push junior rights manager for a book publisher. But I was still laying three to one on that it was television. A lot of the one- and two-bedders around here go to BBC staffers, because of the proximity.

So why are you looking in this area? Handy for work, is it?

Yes. That’s right.

I thought as much. Don’t tell me. You make fly-on-the-wall documentaries.

She laughed. A good laugh, low and disrespectful.

What?

Don’t tell me. You’ve got a hidden camera in your brooch. You’re doing something on estate agents.

Oh, I see. You think I work for the BBC.

I would guess a director, or perhaps an editor.

She gave a little private smile, then said, I’m afraid you’re way off the mark. Although I do work in a cutting room of sorts.

I shrugged, turned into the street where the flat was.

Ah . . . here we are. It’s a great patch this. Recession-proof area. Tennis club at the end of the road. I don’t suppose you play?

Not really.

No. Pity. A sushi bar has just opened around the corner, by the way. Look, there’s our board.

Sure enough, a weather-beaten, paint-flaked wooden board with Farley, Ratchett & Gwynne inscribed on it was swaying in the slight breeze. It looked like it had been up there for ages, but it couldn’t have been up for more than two months.

You got that up pretty fast.

Hmmh?

If it only came on the market this morning.

It’s a cutthroat business. And property, particularly one- and two-bedders, is very in demand around here, particularly if you work at the BBC.

But I just said, I don’t.

Of course, that’s right. Sorry. Aagh . . . look. A space. Hold on. What is it you do then? Watch this. I can get this baby into a vacuum.

I started to reverse. Let go of the rational mind, sense the space behind me. The force is with me, Lord Kenobi. I must let go . . . be at one with the universe.

I’m a pathologist.

I smacked into the beaten-up Escort that was behind. There was a faint tinkle of breaking glass.

Oh dear. That doesn’t sound too healthy, said Veronica sweetly.

I was slightly panicking by now. There was an old man watching me from the pavement and I hate people watching me while I’m trying to park. It reminds me of the way teachers used to stand over you at school. It puts me right off my dinner. He was enjoying this, having nothing more urgent in his diary than further decay. I tried to make the gap again. The old man started to make gestures, to try and guide me in. It took me four more tries until I took the car in perfectly. I leapt out to examine the damage.

You want to be a bit more careful, said Grandad, and I forced my teeth to grin.

Faking grins is my stock in trade, but I find this particularly difficult because I hate old people. They remind me of death. I hate thinking about death, which is why Veronica gave me the willies somewhat when she mentioned her job. Assuming she wasn’t winding me up. She was out of the car too now, clicking her tongue sympathetically.

It’s just your taillight. You’re covered by insurance presumably.

Let’s not worry about it. You’ve got to get back to work, obviously.

My clients aren’t going anywhere.

I laughed uneasily and started manoeuvring towards the front door: 1930s style, stained glass. I felt on the defensive somehow, partly because of smashing the light, partly because of Veronica’s professed occupation. She’d been saving it up, hadn’t she? No, it wasn’t possible. I asked her, she answered my question. So easy to deny the amount of accident in the world.

This is a lovely feature, isn’t it? Not many of these old doors left.

They’re a nightmare to keep clean.

No, you’re absolutely right, Vronky. Still, it’s what’s inside that counts.

I opened the door. There was a nasty smell inside, like someone hadn’t flushed the toilet. Bad start. We walked up a short flight of stairs to the first floor. The flat was empty of furniture and the carpets had been torn out, which gave it a decent feeling of space. There was plenty of light, and good high ceilings.

Nice feeling of space.

Difficult to heat.

You’re absolutely right. It’s good heating, though. Just installed.

I found myself momentarily confused as to why it was that we hadn’t shifted it yet. Then, on the wall by the stairs leading up to the second floor, I noticed a thin snaking line crawling across the newly painted and plastered wall. I had been wondering why of all the walls in the flat this one looked immaculate. Then I recalled – one of Dirty Bob’s old tricks. The flat had subsidence, and the hope was to price it low and force through a quick sale without a proper survey. I must have spent too long having this thought, because Veronica noticed where I was staring.

Those look a bit worrying.

I shouldn’t bother about it. London’s built on clay. If you want something that doesn’t have a bit of movement, you’re in the wrong city.

But –

We’ve had a few dry summers. It hasn’t fallen down yet and it’s a hundred years old.

All the usual smokescreen. It wasn’t a healthy subject to stay on. I tried to get her up the stairs.

There’s a lovely little shower room up here and a kind of box room which would do very well as a study, if you bring much work home with you . . .

I blinked. I was losing the plot fast. Furthermore, Veronica’s dress was riding up her hips on the way up the stairs. They really were brilliant legs.

Sorry. Obviously you won’t be . . .

That’s all right. I do a lot of paperwork at home. Of course, none of the actual . . . you know. Cutting. That’s all at the hospital.

She gave a slight smile. I got the idea that she was enjoying making me uncomfortable. She was arranged against the window now, staring out at the dismal terrace below. The top floor had a lower ceiling, but it still had a good feel. I suddenly sensed that she was keen on the flat. I felt I could hook her, if I wanted. But something held me back.

What exactly is it . . . is it that you do then?

Now she turned from the window and straightened up to me. She looked me right in the eyes, held my gaze, so that I had to turn away. There was something in that gaze, something that frightened me and excited me at the same time. I think it might have been – this sounds stupid, I know – I think it might have been honesty. Whatever it was, it put the wind up me.

I dissect people. I look inside them. To find damage, she said, as if she was making me some kind of a challenge. And I think she was, she was challenging me, for in the next instant she changed her tone, went all businesslike, and ran her finger along the ledge of the windowsill.

I like it. I think it has good feng shui. Do you believe in feng shui?

This is one of the wild cards about women, particularly when they’re unaccompanied. They often claim to have vibrations about a place, which sometimes can be very frustrating, especially when everything else seems to be going well. On the other hand, these superstitions can be very handy, as on this occasion.

Now she looked at me again. This time, I held her gaze.

Absolutely, I said.

What do you think then? she said.

I answered right away.

I think you should pitch an offer. What have you got to lose? Not too low under the asking, maybe a few K short. It’s a very good buy. But you’ll have to move fast.

No, I mean about the feng shui.

Oh. The feng shui . . .

I pronounced it correctly: fang shway. I screwed up my face in the best Jackie Chan kung-fu wiseguy style.

The feng shui is good, I think. As I’m sure you know, every house has nine areas, each relating to a different aspect of life. I can feel that there’s a lot of positive energy in all of these areas. Particularly relationships.

I say this with only the slightest hint of suggestiveness.

I would need to know a lot more about you to give a proper reading of whether this was the right place for you. Birth date, the state of your life and energy and so forth. But crudely, this place isn’t too bad. I don’t like the fact that this corridor leads straight from the front door to the back. And the fact that the toilet faces the front door is not good. That can lead wealth energy to drain. But in every other sense, I would say this place was pretty sound. Nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a few strategically placed mirrors, plants. Or water elements, of course.

As you can see, I always do my homework. A working knowledge of the magical imaginations of women can be worth several K a year in commissions.

Then Veronica said, Of course.

She was clearly impressed. But she obviously wasn’t a total flake, because then she said, What about a survey?

Fine. A survey’s good. But don’t forget, there’s a cash buyer after this, and I can only pretend to have lost the keys so long. A lot of people don’t bother nowadays, anyway.

She held my gaze a bit longer, then let it go, as if she had asked a question – a different question – and it had been answered. I seemed to feel some slight disappointment from her. She turned back again, as if wanting to make sure that she’d heard the answer correctly.

So you think I should go for it?

I don’t know what did it. Perhaps because it was at that moment I noticed that there was a hole in the calf of her tights. This called forward an extraordinary emotion in me: both sympathy and a kind of animal, dirty-dog excitement. I almost wanted to kiss her there and then, but above and beyond this, I wanted to protect her. Which was ridiculous, as she seemed not at all in need of protecting from anyone, apart from, of course, me and all the people like me. Of which there are millions.

Just then I knew it was going to happen. My body, my tongue and the air in my throat betrayed me. Still, there was a long, long pause before I said, I don’t know.

Honesty will often come as easily to me as lies – they don’t cancel each other out, they’re just different ways of expressing yourself and achieving your ends – but in this case, I felt that a kind of genuine struggle was taking place. I felt faintly surprised. I half-waited for some syrupy feeling of virtue to start working outwards, but I knew from experience that this only happened in old books, Dickens and all those cunts with whiskers.

I don’t think so.

Veronica’s eyes rounded slightly, but otherwise she gave no sign of surprise. She stood in front of me, quite still, other than a pointless opening and closing of the catch on her handbag. I could sense her looking at me, but I was looking past her and out of the window. In truth, I was feeling embarrassed at having told the truth. I remembered from my early experiments with it, how uncomfortable and unrewarding it could feel. A good lie – well and imaginatively executed, undetected, effective – is that much more satisfying. The truth is so lazy.

Why not?

Now I felt myself unfreeze a bit and focus approximately on her face. I felt ridiculous, weak. Yet it was as if some channel had opened up inside me which I could not negotiate an exit from. There was no proper way back to my starting position, so I decided to continue.

Well, Dirty Bob’s the freeholder for one thing. Also, it has subsidence. Those little baby cracks in the stairwell have big brothers and sisters and uncles and cousins just underneath.

I paused, as if listening to myself. I was beginning to enjoy the effect.

There’s a chance, actually, that it may not be subsidence. Because the bloke next door has a sound system that takes up most of a double bedroom. Tends to vibrate the walls a bit. He’s on holiday for a month. He’s quite a nice bloke, but a little stubborn, a little bit, how should I say? What’s the word? Psychopathic. Oh, and there’s dry rot starting in one corner of the roof. Dirty Bob’s leaving it to ripen for a while then you’re liable to quite a significant service charge. So, on the whole then, I think it’s probably not the best you could do, given your resources, lifestyle parameters and other such requirements.

There was another long pause. Veronica tried to tug at a few strands of her hair, but it was really too short to get hold of. She was extraordinarily thin, but not unattractively so somehow. I liked thin women. Nothing against fatties, mind you. Tony loves ’em. Fair play for the chubby chasers. But I felt slightness, smallness made them more different from me. When you held them. I loved that difference.

I tried to work out whether her hair was dyed or not. There were no roots showing, but that wasn’t proof of anything. Then, without the glimmer of a smile, but with a tiny drop in those heavy, sexy eyelids and a small series of understanding nods, she said, The feng shui is good, though?

I shook my head.

No. That’s fucked too.

At this point she immediately let out a laugh, a high chuckle, or peal, quite different from the guttural, slightly saucy job she’d performed before. The stretched face stretched further, the fat little nose jiggled, the skin tone began to approach the chilli-pepper red of her hair. That nose just crucified me. I found myself laughing too, at first politely, then in gusts. We duetted; then it died down into a stillness. I could hear the Central Line train from the Shepherd’s Bush underground rumbling. That was another thing, but still . . .

Would you like to have dinner with me? she said, just like that.

Where? I said, quite taken aback by the question.

Where? I don’t know. Maybe the new sushi bar.

I shook my head again.

There’s no sushi bar?

She laughed again, caught me up in it once more. Still laughing, I drove her back to her work. We went out for the first time that Friday night.

* * *

That was six months and two weeks ago. Of course, at that time I didn’t have the faintest idea of what was going to happen. I often manage to blag women while showing them flats – it’s something of the reflected glamour of the surroundings, something of the power it gives me, as if I actually owned all the places myself. But I did feel that she was special in some way. Not only in herself, but in her timing. Everything, and everyone, has a time; a person has to fit yours. So she was the right-enough woman, at the right-enough time. I vaguely sensed though never quite acknowledged then that I was getting weary of Colin, and Nodge, and Tony, and football, and the next kind of ethnic restaurant, and five-a-side, and pints and E and chop and drinking games and pulling and carrying on pretending that it was the best thing there was or could ever be, and that anything else was a lame compromise. I was weary of myself.

Not that it hadn’t been great sometimes, and sometimes even now was. But more and more it felt like history that hadn’t yet found its way into the past. Stuck right there in the present, gumming everything up. You could tell, because history is what our meetings – Colin, Tony, Nodge and me – are getting to be about. Not that great spontaneous rap, that impro, of irony and sub-irony and sub-sub-irony, and dry wind-up and piss-take, that you can do when you’ve tapped the vein that runs between you, that can have you doubling up with laughter and the joy of having mates – the illicitness of it, the crudeness of it, the wonderful little-boy playfulness of it. No, not that, but, like I say, history, the immediate and distant past. What have you done? Where have you been? What have you seen? How was X when you saw her? How was that match you went to? Do you remember when? Too much of that now. Too much.

After all, I was thirty years old – and there was a sense of this life fraying at the edges, smelling just slightly of decay, on the turn. She seemed ideal to . . . renew my world, so to speak, or to help me remake it into something not necessarily better, but different. Something with its own special tortures and irritations and boredoms and ringing, mocking laughters.

I decided what I was going to do – to resolve the situation as it were – also, funnily enough, as a direct consequence of the showing of a property. A house in this case on the Shepherd’s Bush/Hammersmith border. It was probably a month after meeting Veronica, three weeks since we started ‘going out’, i.e. shagging each other. Perhaps – as Vronky would doubtless have it – there was synchronicity going on. I have to admit it was weird. But coincidence can be like that sometimes.

The house was an end terrace on one of the streets near Brook Green. It was a nice little place actually, and no more ridiculously overpriced than any other property in that street. This time, the potential buyers had come to the office. They were ancient – in their sixties at least. One man, one woman, both of them well wrinkled up like a brace of Shar Pei. They drove behind me in the Beemer in some kind of joke crate – a Morris Minor, I think it was. I glanced up at the mirror and saw that one of them had their head back and was laughing fit to bust, while the other smiled and twinkled all over the place. That alone was unusual. Most of the ancients in my experience spent their time moaning and bitching at each other or sitting in dazed, indifferent silence.

When we got there, the Morris pulled up slowly behind me. Then the man got out, walked round the car and opened the door for the woman, standing politely to one side as she got out. That was sweet, I thought. You don’t often see that nowadays. Oldies can be cute like that.

I took them inside and gave them the basic spiel – lots of light, blah, nice and convenient for shops, blah, plenty of space, blah, good decorative order, blah blah blah. They didn’t seem to be listening, just very quietly walking around the house side by side, talking quietly to each other, one or the other chuckling gently from time to time. Their faces were unremarkable, though they both looked pretty fit I suppose, and lacked that faint accusatory air of pathos that so many nearlydeads had. The other odd thing was that they touched each other a lot – brushed against each other’s clothes, touched each other’s hands. It was sort of weird. I’d seen the same kind of thing at school in teenagers, but never among geris.

I looked at my notes. Harry Butson and Maud Louise Coldstream. Anything around 300K. So what was with the Morris? Were they flakes, mincers? Were they even married? No. I was sure, somehow, that they were serious punters. Although their clothes were old and worn, they seemed somehow dignified and self-contained. And some of the jewellery that old Maud was wearing, although not at all flashy, somehow smelt of green. I can’t really explain it. When you’re an agent, you just learn to tell these things.

Anyway, at one point I had to retreat upstairs for a pony in what I still often forgot to call a loo rather than a toilet, so I was gone for quite a long time, what with the Dhansak I’d had the previous night. When I came out something very weird was going on. I had to rub my eyes in order to get it straight.

They were in the master bedroom – good proportions, 18 × 14, new carpet, fitted wardrobes – and, get this, they were stretched out on the bed kissing each other, which in itself is disturbing, but in this case it was with tongues. It sounds repulsive, I know, but in actual fact it was strangely touching. These ugly, old withered things behaving like . . . ordinary people, like the unafflicted.

The man, who was lean and well spoken without seeming at all hoity-toity, noticed me come into the room. He smiled calmly in acknowledgement but didn’t seem remotely embarrassed. The woman – I swear, when I think of it, she was pushing seventy – then got up and started bouncing up and down on the bed.

This should be able to take it, eh, Harry? she said, and winked at me.

Maud is insatiable, said Harry, and the woman gave a big throaty giggle, then let herself fall backwards on to the mattress again.

I actually felt myself blush, and Maud noticed and said kindly, Don’t worry about him, young man. He’s always pulling someone’s leg. Anyway, even if it were true, he’s not up to it any more, poor old dog. I sometimes think I shall have to start looking elsewhere for my entertainment.

With this she shot me a look of such naked sauciness that I blushed still deeper. This time it was Harry who was laughing.

They tottered up from the bed and Maud nearly seemed to fall. Harry immediately reached out for her and held her firmly by the arm until she’d straightened up again. The look of concern that suddenly replaced the look of merriment was . . . I don’t know. Touching, I suppose.

They fidgeted around the house a bit more and then put an offer in, adding, however, that they wouldn’t be able to take possession for three months because they were going on a camping tour in the Far East. I assumed this was a joke, but it emerged that they were perfectly serious. Harry had just cashed in some big pension scheme on turning sixty-five and they were going to blow it all on ‘the pleasures of the Orient’, as Maud put it, with a wink.

Somehow watching them put me in an altogether happier frame of mind than I had been in. When I thought of old people, I thought of my parents, or Diamond Tony’s or Colin’s, or Nodge’s – all of them indifferent to, or even contemptuous of each other. Then it suddenly occurred to me, perhaps it was one of those Autumn Romances you read about in Women’s Journal or whatever crap it was that my mum bought. Perhaps they’d got off with each other at the Darby and Joan club last week or something, and had had a bunk-up for the first time in thirty years.

So as they were heading back to the Morris, I just had to ask. I was shaking Harry’s hand, firm and confident just like Uncle Billy taught me, and I said, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but have you two been together long?

Harry smiled.

No, not really.

I nodded, thinking, I knew it.

Maud gave him a pinch on the shoulder.

Not unless you consider thirty-five years a long time. We don’t, do we, Harry?

Seems like a bloody long time. But he laughed as he said it.

Then he did something extraordinary. He turned to me and put his arm round my shoulder. Not like he was a poof, but as if he had known me all my life or something. And oddly, it didn’t feel bad, or embarrassing. It felt like . . . like I’d always wished my dad would have felt like when he was alive. Had he ever put his hand on my shoulder, that is. Which he hadn’t.

Then Harry said, quite clearly, but under his breath, A man should sign up, son, with the right woman. It’s the best life has to give. Don’t wait about like these silly sods nowadays. Get down to it.

He squeezed my shoulder with his hand. It felt surprisingly strong.

Is there anyone special for you, son?

Well, maybe. There’s someone I’m thinking of.

Is it serious?

It’s a possibility, I suppose.

I was surprised to hear myself say this.

Well, don’t muck about. That’s the beginning and end of it.

And then he was off in that silly, frog-faced Morris. Yet for some reason, his words floated around my head, came back to me in my dreams. Thinking how nice it would be, to be like old Harry and Maud, about a hundred and fifty years hence.


Chapter Two : The Friends of Frank the Fib

So now it’s just another Tuesday night on the Goldhawk Road. I’m on my fifth bottle of Staropramen, trying to get well and truly binnered, but my mind feels absolutely unfogged. It’s not a matter of wanting. I need to be drunk. Tonight I’ve got to tell them that I’m leaving them, that it’s over, that it hasn’t worked out, that I’m selling them down the river.

Diamond Tony, Nodge and Colin are all with me, inside the Bush Ranger, watching the Rangers game on the satellite screen. A hundred other faces are upturned also, mostly male. They have scorched faces from Spanish tans, greased French crops, white lager-foam moustaches, MA 1 nylon jackets. Stone-washed jeans, white Reeboks, gold earrings, fake Ralphs from the Bush Market. It’s all sports casual, surf-wear and over-designed running shoes, Nike Air Maxes up against the Reebok DMX 2000 series. The whole place has an odour of Fosters Ice and Lynx Aftershave. I like it. It smells like home.

Of the four of us – I like to think – only Colin looks typical, a genuine pitch potato. It isn’t just the clothes – the baggies, the Rangers/Wasps official sweatshirt, the little rash of old adolescent spots around the mouth, the beer-stained windcheater – but the expression on his face. Rapt, astonished, praying. Caring far too much, for someone thirty years old.

Colin, more than any of us, lives for this, for these moments, in a crowd in front of a green rectangle, destinies being juggled. I see his face shining with tension. Yet, for a moment, he looks five years old as Kevin Gallen strikes at an open goal and manages to send it elegantly dundering fifteen feet past the left-hand post. Colin’s small face crumples in bitterness and betrayal, as if some personal unkindess has been deliberately done to him.

He still has QPR posters covering the walls of his bedroom from floor to ceiling, and goes to every match that he can, just as he has since he was fifteen years old. Although normally the quiet and affable one, when he’s worked up his emotions get entirely out of control. Sometimes he cries, although he will always hide himself first. Colin has never quite managed to master the public indifference that the rest of us present as our emotional lives.

Right now he is nodding his head back and forth in a kind of fit of disappointment. On one level, Colin, I sometimes think, is a little backward – still living with his mother, never having any girlfriends. But what emotions he does have he invests in the world he limits himself to – his horror videos, his computer, his friends, his football. I think for a moment he’s going to cry right now, but to my relief he turns instead and rummages glumly in his packet of crisps. Walkers Double Crunch Chilli.

I can’t get lost in the game. I can’t care. I’ve been thinking about Veronica all day. No, I’ve been thinking about myself all day and wondering about the effect of what I am going to have to say to them. I feel I’m in a pocket of air, watching the whole heaving scene from within a bubble. I catch Tony’s face in close-up, as it distorts in profile, rising to meet the screen.

Tony – Anthony Diamonte, otherwise known as Diamond Tony or DT – is laughing loudly. Tony always laughs loudest of the four of us, but this time his determination to compete with the rest of the heaving room has upped the volume. Tony always wants to win everything, even when there’s no game being played. He’s half out of his chair, giving the wanker sign to Gallen, who has fallen on his knees and is covering his eyes with his hands. The floodlights give Gallen four shadows. Tony’s laughter, at this moment, is contemptuous, without humour.

In the reflected light of the screen, his cream-coloured Jil Sander rollneck looks the colour of a pistachio nut. He must be steaming hot in that thing, but he looks absolutely cool and undisturbed by the raging heat. The fact that he is money is apparent even in the smoky half-light. The Mulberry Black Cavalry Twill coat draped over his quarterback shoulders, the bespoke suit, the Patrick Cox shoes, the Oris Big Crown Commander watch. Even his face is money, that Eurotrash look, all olive skin and floppy black hair, big gleaming teeth in a perfect smile. You wouldn’t think he was just a barber – sorry, hairstylist – from Shepherd’s Bush; you would think he was a matador, or a glamorous extra in an Italian arthouse movie.

Women love Tony. They don’t care it’s all a fake – the tan, the style, the smile. He’s handsome, I suppose. I have to admit that. However much I lie to others – and I do, I do – I try to be honest with myself. It’s hard, though I don’t know why.

Tony looks very sophisticated, even though he’s just a yob, same as the rest of us. More of a yob, actually, because I’m not a yob at all, come to think of it, and neither is Nodge or Colin. Most soccer fans around here stopped being yobs years ago. They read Irvine Welsh and listen to Classic FM, then clock in for work at the print shop or the carpet warehouse. Nothing fits the world any more. Me with my degree, Tony with his thousand pound suits, Nodge and his unreadable books. A cab driver with his nose in Rohinton Mistry, for fuck’s sake. It’s all hybrid, atomized.

But Tony, for all his cash, is – and don’t get me wrong, he’s a mate, I love him – Tony is . . .

The word that springs to mind is cruel.

No, cruel isn’t right. That implies someone who gets a pleasure out of hurting other people, and Tony isn’t like that. He just doesn’t mind hurting people, if they’re in his way. It’s nothing personal. He just thinks there are more important things than never hurting anyone’s feelings. It’s very un-English, I suppose. But then Tony isn’t English. He’s Sicilian, or at least his parents are. He hates to be reminded of this. Around his neck, the hand and the horns to ward of evil spirits. Solid gold.

Anyway, when you get to know him you realize that it’s all an act and that in fact, underneath, he’s all right. I suppose he must be, because otherwise he wouldn’t be my mate.

And he is my mate, my best mate. He’s a laugh. He makes things happen. He’s a cyclone. And he’s always been there. Not nearly as long as Colin, but as long as Nodge. Fifteen years now, it must be.

I turn to Nodge. The Staropramen is beginning to work now, pulling me apart from the crowd instead of drawing me in. Nodge has stuck out his lips in a sort of sour, lemony way, but otherwise has not moved an inch. He has this economy of movement. Never shifts if he doesn’t have to. Like he was planted. Like he had a perpetual right to the exact space he has occupied and no one was going to say otherwise.

His face gives the same impression. Running to fat, doughy, all gathered together in the centre, slightly convex, like someone punched him in the face once and it collapsed inwards, leaving a big soft rim at the edges. It looks like it is protected by its perimeter, a buffer zone of pinkness and hair and chin. It’s a face that is immovable, that will stand its ground. A stubborn face, not easily roused. Running low, half-way across it, like a large, sleeping caterpillar, is a Liam Gallagher unibrow, an unbroken line of thick hair above his eyes.

The expression is familiar, that of judgement and condemnation. It suggests that he will personally never forgive Gallen this transgression, that he’s given him enough chances in the past. He takes football very personally, Nodge, almost morally. Like Gallen hasn’t simply made a mistake but done something bad. Nevertheless, Nodge likes to pretend that it doesn’t matter very much to him, that he’s too grown up for that sort of thing. It’s not as serious for him as Colin, but he cares, make no mistake.

He reaches down and hitches up his Next black canvas trousers an inch, a nervous habit that he developed from a lifetime of his mother turning up his trousers too long. Nodge always wears either black, grey or, for joyous occasions, chocolate brown. He thinks of himself as down to earth. It’s all Timberland, Gap Essentials, Stone Island, CAT logger boots and puffa jackets with Nodge.

He utters two words, at a regular volume, punctuating each one with a pointed finger at the figure of a collapsed Gallen on the giant screen.

Not. Acceptable.

That’s good. It could be Nodge’s motto. He should have it carved above his door.

There’s two minutes left to play and Rangers are 1–0 down. It’s important, I suppose, that we win, or at least draw, and yet I find myself suddenly having a strange and disturbing thought: why? I’ve been having a lot of odd thoughts lately – perhaps it’s an early mid-life crisis, though thirty is a bit young, I suppose. It’s like my life doesn’t fit any more.

Doesn’t fit what? Maybe the drink is affecting me more than I think.

Yet, I mean, it’s not as if any of the team come from Shepherd’s Bush, the same as we do, or once did. The ground is there, true enough. But the players are mercenaries, soldiers of fortune. So why is it that our emotions are somehow knitted into these eleven flailing losers? And as I think of myself thinking the forbidden thought, I also begin to think – it doesn’t matter. In fact, I couldn’t really care less.

I go back to watching the football. Nigel Quashie lofts a hopeful ball into the box. Gallen picks it up, muffs it, but manages to fumble it back to Quashie again. He catches it on the inside of his foot, punts it up in the air. The referee is looking at his watch. Gallen then steps forward, hovers under the ball. In a single movement, he throws himself up into space, inverts himself, connects with the ball with his head on the ground and his feet in the air, and with a perfect overhead, smacks it past the goalie into the corner of the net from ten yards.

The Bush Ranger erupts. Nodge has his arms round me, Tony gives me a kiss, Colin is dancing ecstatically. All the faces in the pub have lit up and for that one brief second, for that tremendous moment, we all love each other with a sodium-burning intensity. At these rare and wonderful times, to be a mate, to have your mates – there’s nothing better. Lager spills on the floor, overturned in the ecstasy. Up on screen, they’re doing the same, five teams members in blue and white shirts hugging and kissing in perfect joy.

A thin tone sounds from the speaker at the side of the screen, the final whistle. We’re about to celebrate some more when a ripple runs through the pub. Although it’s the final whistle play seems to be continuing. Gallen is throwing his arms up in fury. The Rangers players are surrounding the referee. It slowly dawns that the whistle was for offside, not for full time. A pall of disbelief falls over the room. The energies of love and conquest ebb out into the cold street. A low moan sets up. The replay shows that Gallen was a good five yards offside.
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