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For Mavis


“Sorry to say, Pops, but you should have thought around this a bit more before you started.”
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MY NAME IS GARY. I’m a thirty-year-old legal assistant with a firm of solicitors in London. I live by myself in a one-bedroom flat on a sprawling 1960s local authority housing estate in Peckham. My flat is just a five-minute walk from work, a state of affairs that pleases me, on those occasions that I wish it to. I’m on the short side of average height and come equipped with a large nose that borders on the comical if I wear sunglasses.


If you happen to clock me in the street, I will invariably be wearing my cheap gray suit with a white shirt and tie (workdays) or my brown corduroy jacket with jeans and a T-shirt (empty days). There’s a good chance you might see my nose before you spot my clothing. My hair is neat and tidy with a short back and sides and a side parting engineered to resemble a semi-quiff. My brown eyes are almond shaped and have been described as both sad and welcoming within the same twenty-four hours. To describe me as anonymous would be unfair, but to notice me other than in passing would be a rarity.


My only real friend in London is one of my neighbors on the estate. I did make a good connection with a girl this past week or so, but earlier today that blew up in my face and smacked my arse with a fish slice. I thought she liked me, but it turned out I was very wrong. I think I was in love with her; in fact I’m sure I was, and being honest, I still am. I’m properly heartbroken, for the first time in my life.


My mum used to tell me that I was blessed with a good imagination and should use it to my advantage—to relieve any boredom and inject perspective and joy into my life. She would say, if you can imagine something that has never happened to you, then when you encounter it you will be better prepared to both appreciate and cope with it. Sadly, my imagination is not really working to my benefit at the moment, though to be fair to Mum it usually does.


Some people bury their faces in their smartphones all day. Not me. I’ve had the same old Nokia phone for years and years and have never bothered with social media and the like. I don’t see the point of it; I’ve got enough strangers in my life as it is. So if I’m out and about I keep my head up and my mind stimulated by the sights and sounds around me: neighbors arguing (I might imagine it’s over the need to replace a washing machine filter); a broken window (I imagine it was smashed by a child maneuvering an adult ladder); rust penetrating the wheel arches of a long-abandoned car (I imagine the car has been dumped by a wine merchant who went nuts); dogs sharing an interest in a spillage (I imagine the dogs are called Zak Briefcase and Lengthy Parsnips).


If these sights and thoughts aren’t stimulating enough, I let my imagination kick into a higher setting.


For example, when I’m walking to work, I have to wind through the various access roads that meander between the blocks of low- and high-rise flats on my estate. Just before the exit from the estate is a grassed play area about the size of half a football pitch. (There used to be a seesaw, but I heard it was removed because some kid smashed up her face really badly on it. You don’t often see any small kids using the area, probably on account of the cumulative dog dirting. Come to think of it, you don’t see many young kids anywhere on the estate. They must be there, but you just don’t see them.)


Often as I pass by this grassy patch a squirrel will stop in its tracks and stand on its back legs to have a good nose at me.


“All right, mate,” I whisper to myself. “Your tail is looking well plump and very high, have you got something special on today?”


“Thanks, Gary,” I reply on his behalf. “Nothing special, I’ve met this lady that I like and I’m trying to look my best. You should give it a try. You’re looking a right mess, if you don’t mind me talking around that fact.”


“I’m just going to buy a pie. No need to dress up for that.”


“What if you meet a beautiful lady at the pie shop? You’ll wish you’d thought a bit more around what you look like… You’d think about me and say to yourself, That lad was well prepared. He’d covered a lot of bases that I haven’t even started to address.”


“Yeah, maybe that could happen,” I reply. “Thanks for the tip. So, where did you meet this new lady of yours?”


“You know what, it was exactly where you’re standing. She was stood stock-still, just like you, singing a song about the Royal Mail or a cruise ship—something like that. It was hard to tell because her singing was so shit. But when I thought around how pretty she was I was very impressed.”


“Well, you seem happy and I have to say you’re looking the business.”


“Yeah, things are looking up, and I’ve got a good feeling about your prospects, too. You should buy some cologne or at least think around doing something like that. I can smell romance in the air.”


“I might just do that. See you around.”


I walk on with a spring in my step and a good connection in my account. The idea of a romance is often a good source of hope for me.


I’m sure a lot of people have these little daydreams and flights of fancy to fill the passing of time, but I don’t know if they realize how important they can be to inject a bit of balance and optimism into your life. I need a lot of that just now, especially given that, on the face of it, my life is bordering on the shit.


I’m in my car, driving to a meeting with a bloke called John McCoy. The prospect fills me with panic and dread. It’s a make-or-break meeting for me and I just want it to be over and done with. At the moment I’m being held up by a bloke who’s spilled a huge bag of onions on the zebra crossing and is unwilling to give up on them. I parp my horn in frustration, then silently apologize to the man and each and every one of the stray onions.


Let me rewind and explain.
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ABOUT TEN DAYS AGO I went for a drink after work with a bloke called Brendan. He’d been asking to meet up for ages, and I’d run out of excuses. He works for a private investigators company, Cityside Investigations, who are clients of the firm of solicitors where I’ve been employed for the past two years. I don’t know him that well, but we always have a little chat when he’s in the office to pick up documents and flirt with the secretaries. He’s about ten years older than me, skinny and short with wavy side-parted hair that gives him a slightly Tudor edge. He usually wears a blue or gray sports jacket with a beige turtleneck and deep blue, A-line denim jeans that sit slightly high above his pointy brown leather shoes. A hint of novelty sock is always deliberately on offer. His face is plain-looking, his nose a bit thin and sharp, the overall effect being that of a rolled oat. Yes—a very oat-y look that I often associate with Yorkshire squaddies.


Brendan thinks of himself as a “fun” character, and he probably is if you like the company of loud blokes. He talks nonstop and uses laughter as a form of punctuation. It doesn’t matter that he hasn’t said or attempted to say anything amusing; he still lets out a snigger or a tommy titter every third sentence or so. He seems to have little interest in what others say to him. I often think it must be nice to believe that your company entrances people. Must be a great confidence builder. I’m always willing to play along with his witterings, and in return he thinks I like him. I don’t dislike him, but that’s about as far as I would go.


I texted him as I finished work and told him I would be at my local pub, the Grove Tavern in Camberwell, around 7 p.m. When I arrived I noticed a colorful red-and-white striped bicycle leant up against the wall by the entrance. It crossed my mind that there might be a pissed juggler inside the building throwing his skittles willy-nilly at the light fittings. I would enjoy watching the repercussions of that sort of incident.


When I walked inside there was no juggler, but I immediately spotted Brendan, sat at the bar scrolling through his phone. He didn’t see me. There were a few other people seated around but generally it was quiet and welcoming. The bar takes up one side of the room and on the opposite side are a series of curved booths with bench seats and backs upholstered in a burgundy velveteen material. A quick thought passed through my mind: what a good name for a pudding “velveteen” would be.


“Would you be interested in a pudding, sir?”


“Yeah, maybe, what have you got?”


“We have a chocolate and orange velveteen served with clotted cream.”


“I’m not saying no to that, mate, it sounds very influential. I’ll take one.”


Then I remembered that I have little interest in puddings, let alone their manufacture, so dropped the thought onto the floor like a used bus ticket.


I sat down next to Brendan, and he started to talk.


“All right, Gary, what can I get ya? The bar is your oyster—ha ha ha!”


“I’ll have a pint of IPA, thanks.”


“Ha ha ha! Barman! A pint of IPA for my soppy mate here.”


“Sorry I’m a bit late, Brendan, I was taking a statement from this bloke at work and he suddenly got a terrible sweat on.”


“Whoa, a perspirer. They can be very egregious—ha ha ha ha!”


“Yeah, I agree. He seemed to get itchy first—you know, before the sweat kicked in. I wanted to ask if he was okay, but when someone is itching it feels like a bit of a personal thing to bring it up, so anyway…”


I could tell from his gaze over my shoulder that he had no interest in my tale. He interrupted without the usual unspoken consent.


“Look, it’s fine, Gary, I hadn’t even noticed you weren’t here to be honest—ha ha ha! Here, listen, I’ve got a legal question for you.”


“Well, I know I work at a solicitors but…”


“That’s good enough for me. I’m not looking for advice, it’s just I came up with what I think is an interesting legal conundrum—ha ha ha—so listen up. What do you reckon to this: This morning, right, I was having a coffee, on me own, at a table outside a café on the high street. Now, on the table next to me was this couple, and they seemed a bit fidgety—a bit unresolved, if you like. I’ve sniffed them out as a pair of illicits—you know, having an affair or whatever—ha ha ha! So, just to pass the time, I turned my phone towards them and started a video recording—you know, just for the thrill of it. I recorded about twenty seconds and played it back to myself using my wireless ear buddies—ha ha ha! You could hear what they were saying absolutely clear as a bell—something about going to Dubai for a posh burger—but in the background you could hear the music playing in the café. I think it was Coldplay, maybe Oasis—who gives a fuck…”


My mind drifted away for a moment, and I looked over Brendan’s shoulder towards the end of the bar. A pretty, dark-haired woman, probably a few years younger than me, was sat alone staring at her phone and sipping on a gassy drink. I acknowledged withinward that I fancied her, then refocused my attention on Brendan.


“So, the question I’m contemplating is this: If I had to play that video in court as part of my evidence, would the court have to pay royalties to Coldplay or Oasis? And, what’s more, could either of those bands refuse to have the tape played without their permission? What do you think, Gary?”


“Err, it’s a solid query, but not one I can help you with, Brendan. I know fuck all about copyright law. I just help with conveyances, drafting up wills, taking statements—that sort of shit.”


As I was speaking, I glanced along the bar again and noticed that the dark-haired lass was staring directly at us, all the while continuing to fiddle with her phone. Bit of a sullen expression, I thought to myself, but she might be interested in me, or what I attempt to represent.


“So, Brendan, what’s going on with you at the moment? You got a lovely big pile of investigations keeping you afloat?”


“Nah, not so much—ha ha ha!—I got taken off a big job by the boss a couple of weeks ago. Back to the grind serving the documents, the domestic injunctions, and the witness summonses. Selling stuff to the newspapers what we get off the local coppers. Started doing some debt collecting, too. I’m pretty good at it. I reckon it’s because I’m small and unthreatening—ha ha ha!”


“I reckon it’s because of your nose.”


“How do you mean?”


“Well, it’s so thin that a bloke could cut himself if he lamped you in the face.”


“Is that a remark?”


“Yes.”


“Well, it’s untrue. You having that pint or not, big nose—ha ha ha!”


I picked up my pint and treated myself to a large gulp. I hated my first taste of beer all those years ago, but these days I can’t live without its prospect. I was the same with corned beef and coffee.


“So, what was this big job you were working on?”


“I can’t tell you that, mate, it’s highly sensitive.”


“Fuck off is it! Come on, give us a sniff. Let’s have a think… Was it to do with staff fraud at a chemist’s or a chain of coffee shops?”


“No, you’re not even in the right playpen—ha ha ha!”


“Was it a celebrity divorce and you had to hang around the gym where the wife was having her noodles?”


“Nah, listen, I can’t tell you, and to be honest you don’t want to know. It’s already got me into a palaver. The people involved are right nasty bastards. Let’s just leave it.”


His expression told me that it was indeed the end of this particular conversation, and I noticed that he hadn’t laughed once during this exchange. He seemed a bit flustered, a bit flighty. The bluster was gone. I hadn’t meant to put him on the spot, and in truth I felt a bit of an arse.


I changed the subject to the football. He changed it to the personal lives of the secretaries in my office. I changed it to electric vehicles and he changed it back to the secretaries. I went to the toilet.


As I stood at my favorite urinal I felt a sudden rush of the sadness feeling. I had been in London for nearly two years and still hadn’t really made any worthwhile connections. I kept myself to myself at work, hiding away in my office and never socializing with any of my colleagues. We had nothing in common apart from our caseloads and work-related gossip about clients and court staff. This pub, I realized, was the beginning and end of my social life.


I could hear the chatter and sound of the fruit machine coming from the other bar in the pub, where I usually sit. I’m something of a regular in there. I go most nights when they’re showing the football on their big-screen TV. I always sit next to a bloke called Nick and his mate Andy. They never invited me to sit with them; it happened naturally as the best view of the TV was from the three stools at the end of the bar. Our chats revolve around football and our jobs. At the end of the games they usually sup up quickly and make their way home. I don’t even know exactly where either of them lives. I reached into my pocket to check on my phone whether a match was being broadcast that evening, only to discover I had left my phone in the office.


The face of the dark-haired lady entered my mind. She’s very pretty. I haven’t had a relationship since moving to London. I did take one of the secretaries from work out for a curry, but in the taxi on the way home we both got a terrible sweat on, and I abandoned the project right there and then. We’ve been very cautious with each other ever since. The only other date I’ve had was a year or so ago, at a local pub restaurant, where I’d arranged to meet a girl from an internet dating site. She had looked very viable in her profile, and the messages we exchanged were quite appealing. When she turned up, however, she had the largest, most powerful arms I had ever seen on a woman. She was short and petite in the general sense, but her arms would have sat well on a heavyweight boxer. She was obsessed with the concept of grip and torque and boasted endlessly about her power-to-weight ratio. After about half an hour of this I went to the toilet and made my escape via a side door. Unfortunately, she had predicted this move and was waiting for me as I stepped onto the pavement. She called me a wanker and then lifted me up onto the roof of a parked Range Rover before walking off, shadowboxing, into the night. I have never been tempted to use an online dating site since that evening.


I clambered back onto the bar stool next to Brendan. The dark-haired lady was no longer at the bar, and I briefly panicked until I saw that she had seated herself in one of the velveteen booths. I watched as she removed a book from her tan leather messenger bag and began to read. She seemed instantly engrossed by its content. Unlike some people, I’m not immediately intrigued by a lass sat on her own reading a book—it always seems a bit arch, even corny, to me. I mean, what’s the big deal about books anyway? It’s probably about futuristic military ducks or some such nonsense. Her drink was getting low. Maybe she’d have to come up to the bar soon. As I was sitting there, Brendan had placed his cheap faux-leather briefcase on the bar counter. He was fiddling around with the brass-sprayed catches, trying to close the case.


“Nice bit of briefcase, that, Brendan. Are you pleased with what it achieves for you?”


“Eh? Yeah, it’s fine. Does the job.”


He seemed nervous again, and his fingers were shaky as he tried to master the catches. I stole a glance at the contents before he shut it. There was a pad of Post-it notes, a phone charger, four or five ballpoint pens bound together with a rubber band, a mobile phone, a comb, and a small cucumber.


“Why two phones? You must have a complicated life.”


“Nah, not really—one’s for work and the other is just for people who I’ve given the number to. You know, people I might actually want to talk to.”


“Which one am I on?”


“Work one, I think—you know, so I can claim it on expenses as work-related.”


“Sounds about right.”


“Listen, Gary, sorry about this, but I got a phone call while you were in the boys’ room and I’ve got to rush off. Can’t be avoided. I’ve got to meet this bloke who’s a client of ours.”


Deep down I was pleased to hear this.


“That’s a shame, mate. Still, work is work. I’ll be fine. There’s probably a match on tonight in the other bar. I can watch it with my mates.”


“Yeah, you should do that. Listen, Gary, thanks for meeting up for a drink. We should do this again. I’m sorry I had to cut it short.”


“No worries whatsoever,” I replied.


“Listen, would it be okay if I popped into your office next week to pick up those documents you’re looking after for me?”


“Yeah, just give me a ring beforehand and I’ll pop them down to reception for you to collect.”


“Nice one. Hey, let me give you my main phone number, the one I always pick up. Give us a buzz anytime you want and let’s have a proper drink to make up for tonight.”


Brendan scribbled a number down on one of his Post-it notes and slipped it into my coat pocket. He slapped me on the back and made his way out the door. He hadn’t laughed once since I returned from the toilets.


I was glad he’d gone. It was a relief. I’d convinced myself that the dark-haired lady might have an interest in me. I ordered another pint and asked the barman if there was a match showing tonight in the other bar. He didn’t know. I ordered steak and chips from the bar menu, and as I was doing this, the dark-haired lady got off her seat and walked to the center of the bar, just a few yards up from me, and ordered a white wine spritzer. I felt a shudder of nerves pulse through me and found myself staring at her shoes. They were a beautiful burgundy pair of Doc Martens with dark blue laces. She had tied them with a double bow. The loops of the bows were identical in length and diameter. It was a classy setup. I don’t like high heels; they look torturous and contrived. These shoes were a good start. I looked away and took a sup from my pint.


As she watched her drink being prepared, I got a better chance to assess her looks, and in doing so my chances of ever being by her side. She was petite, about five foot six inches, wearing light blue Levi’s jeans and a rolltop black jumper. Her messenger bag was still resting against her hip. Her hair was shoulder-length and thick with a clinically straight fringe lying across the middle of her forehead. I couldn’t see her eyes but was thinking brown. She could have been a teacher or a restaurant manager, maybe even something to do with pottery. She was even prettier than I had first thought. I didn’t stand a chance.


As she left the bar to return to her seat, she took an unnatural curve in my direction. It was a deliberate meander, not a drunken one. I looked down into my beer.


“Your mate abandoned you, has he?” she asked.


“Yeah… err… yeah, he did. Good spot,” I replied with an unfortunate chipmunk grin.


“Well, never mind, it’s a nice place to be.”


She smiled and walked back to her seat. Should I try to follow up her pleasantness by approaching her at her booth? The very thought of this filled me with dread. I’ve never been good at striking up conversations with strangers, especially the opposite sex. I needed to come up with a suitable opening line. I knew what would work for me if the roles were reversed—something like: “Do you prefer even or uneven surfaces?” “Do you wish that Sports Direct also sold fresh meat?” “Have you ever needed to use a tourniquet in your work environment?” I would respond well to that sort of thing because of my excellent imagination. Not everyone does, best to play it safe. I could ask her about her shoes, ask her if she found them viable. Or maybe whether she found the fizziness in her drink helped her to feel young and pertinent. Ah fuck it, I’ll just sit down near to her and put the ball in her court.


I picked up my pint and sauntered over to the semicircular booth where she was seated. There were two small wooden tables served by the booth, and I placed my pint on the empty one. She looked up at me as I sat myself down, and I gave her a quick smile then looked away. I’d positioned myself about four feet from her, which seemed a polite distance for a stranger to be.


“Were the bar stools too hard for your arse?” she inquired.


I pretended to be surprised—even shocked—that there was someone sat in the same booth.


“Oh, hi. Sorry—world of my own. Didn’t quite catch that?”


“I was just saying, was the bar stool getting a bit tough on your arse?”


“No, not at all. Oh, I see… well, yeah, a bit…”


“You fancied a bit of Dralon luxury…”


“Yeah,” I said, stroking the material on the bench. “I like to call it velveteen. Makes it sound a bit less bungalow.”


“Velveteen. I don’t think I’ve heard it called that before. It sounds a bit like a pudding, doesn’t it? A frozen one, but classy.”


“Absolutely, nail on the head. I was just thinking that earlier. I don’t usually like puddings, but I’d make an exception for a chocolate and orange velveteen.”


We both laughed, her somewhat unconvincingly and me with a bit of an unnecessary flourish. There followed a little awkward hole of silence that I felt compelled to fill.


“So, the book you’re reading, is it about ducks?”


“I’m not really reading it, to be honest. It’s just a prop to discourage people from approaching.”


“Shit, I’m sorry, I honestly just needed to park my arse somewhere more benign. I’ll shut up.”


“No, I don’t mean it like that. I approached you, remember. And, actually, I’m glad of the chat. I don’t like puddings either.”


I was so surprised by her encouragement that I defaulted back to my duck query.


“So, is the book about ducks?”


“No, it’s a proper book, so it’s not about anything really. Solid prop, though, got a serious-looking cover.”


It was a thick hardback, and as she turned it towards me I could see its title. The Clementine Complex. The jacket was a golden yellow and in the middle of the front cover there was a bicycle, ridden by a squirrel with a clementine in the wheel spoke. It looked shit.


“There’s a squirrel on the front so, you never know, he might have some ducks as friends,” I offered.


“Do you want to read it and find out?” She put the book on my table.


“No, that’s okay. I’m not much of a reader to be honest, and if it turned out there weren’t any ducks, I don’t know if I could stand the disappointment.” I placed the book back on her table.


At this moment the barman arrived with the plate of steak and chips I’d ordered at the bar. There was a noticeable greasy film on the plate, and the knife and fork both had a little chunk of wood missing from the end of their handles. I thought about asking for another set but didn’t want her to think I was an arsehole. That’s a risky move if you want someone to like you.


“Sorry, I was starving—haven’t eaten since I left work. You don’t mind if I tuck in?” I asked.


“No, not at all. I like blokes who enjoy their grub, makes me think their mind is in good order.”


“Would you like a chip? Two chips? As many as you like really, as long as you don’t take that long one with the burnt tip.”


“No, I’m okay, thanks,” she replied with a look on her face that suggested she really fancied one of my chips. I ate the long chip hurriedly in case she made a surprise bid for it.


“Hey, that bloke you were with, I saw him put something in your pocket before he left. Is he your drug dealer?” she asked.


“No, my only drugs are pies and Battenberg cake. He was just giving me his most pertinent phone number. He promoted me from ‘work contact’ to ‘friend and family.’ So that’s like three friends I have now, although I’ve only got one of their phone numbers.”


“Do you think you’ll phone him up more often after this promotion?”


“No, I doubt it.”


“How do you know him? Is he your lover? Or maybe your chauffeur and your lover?”


“No, my chauffeur killed my lover with a powerful blow to the head. I had to sack him.”


She laughed, and it felt like a significant moment. The nerves in my stomach disappeared with a tiny tommy squeaker to mark their evacuation.


“So, come on, how do you know him? He didn’t seem like a natural companion for you.”


“I don’t really know him, to be fair. He’s just someone I bump into occasionally through my work. Hardly ever see him outside of the office. He had to leave unexpectedly and I’m very glad he did.”


“Yeah, me too.”


That was a nice thing for her to say.


“Are you sure you don’t want a chip?” I asked.


“Yeah, especially now the big one’s gone.”


As I chomped on my steak, there was an inevitable slowing down in the conversational flow. I was very conscious of it and took a chance with something personal to get the conversation back on course.


“I saw you at the bar earlier and I reckoned you might be a teacher. You know, with the book and the Doc Martens and the fizzy drink. Am I anywhere near?”


“No, not even close.”


“Can I have another guess? Would that be okay?”


“Be my guest.”


“Does your job involve pottery? You know—making it, selling it, studying it, importing it. Are you in the potting game?”


“Why would you guess that?”


“Mainly because of the fringe. I associate geometric haircuts with the arts. You know—David Hockney, Phil Oakey, Jane Brurier—and the Doc Martens screamed the more crafty end of the arty spectrum.”


“Who the fuck is Jane Brurier?”


“I’ve no idea, but she sounds right.”


“And I’ll have you know I’ve worn Doc Martens since I was in my early teens.”


“I like them. They take a sock very well and help get over the message that you’re serious about things.”


“Yeah. My bed isn’t covered with cuddly toys, you know.”


“Mine neither. So, what do you do for a job, then?”


“I used to manage a restaurant in Brighton.”


“I fucking knew it.”


“But I packed that in about four years ago. I work from home now selling shit on eBay.”


“Duck shit?”


“Not as yet, but if it comes into vogue I’ll definitely consider it. I mainly sell vintage clothes, designer clothes, mid-century lamps, ornaments—that kind of thing. Good saleable stuff. I have a good eye for stuff that will sell.”


“What sort of a price could you get for what I’m wearing?”


She looked me up and down, taking in the dark gray suit I had bought from Debenhams a few years ago, my Marks & Spencer cotton-rich white shirt, and my brown suede desert boots from Clarks.


“Eight pounds,” she declared.


We both laughed, mainly because of the rhythm of things between us.


“It’s the first time I’ve sat in this part of the pub,” I announced. “I usually come here when the football’s on and watch it in the other bar with my mates. Do you like football?”


“No, but I like watching the blokes watching the football. It brings out the best and the worst in them. Turns them back into little kids, which is something they’re usually trying to hide.”


A realization hit me out of the blue.


“Hold on, when I came in I noticed a bicycle chained up to a post next to the entrance. It looked like it belonged to the Grinch. I bet that’s yours, isn’t it?”


“Yes, it is. But how could you know that?”


“I’ve got a good imagination—just ask me mum—and when I saw the bike I thought about who would own such a thing and it had to be either a fucking juggler or a lass that looked just like you. I’m very rarely wrong about these things. It’s a nice bike by the way. Are you happy with what it achieves for you?”


“Yeah, it’s perfect. Like tonight, I just fancied going somewhere I didn’t know anyone and nobody knew me, so I popped on the bike and found this place. I’m only half a mile away on the Grange estate, so it’s perfect.”


“You’re perfect” is what I wanted to say, but, of course, I didn’t. We talked on for a few more hours, with me utterly entranced by her every word. I told her about my work and my little flat and the time that my dad took a belt to me for letting a homeless man have a kip in the garage at our house. She told me about the seaside hotel she grew up in and how she once caught her dad trying to have it off with a guest in one of the bedrooms. I told her about the time I took a free kick in a football match and the trajectory of the ball’s flight was so beautiful that the referee blew his whistle and insisted on a break for prayers. She told me that when she was a teenager, she and a friend had spray-painted the words “Shit the Fuck Up!” on the boards of Brighton’s West Pier. (Apparently you could still see the discoloration in the planks where they had struggled to remove it.) I told her about the landlord of my bedsit in Manchester, where I studied law, who used to collect the rent every Sunday evening and insist that I play a full album of my choice while he sat on the only chair listening and eating peanuts. He wouldn’t say a word other than to thank me once the music was finished. She told me about the time she went to the cinema on New Year’s Eve to see the Disney version of Robin Hood. She was the only person in the screening, and halfway through, one of the staff brought her a free hot dog and a Coca-Cola and gave her a sympathetic pat on the back. She said it was the best New Year’s Eve she had ever had.


After I had finished my steak and long chip, she took my empty plate back to the bar on her way to the toilet. I found this overwhelmingly touching and kind. She never took another look at her book, and in the end I was sat with her rather than near her. At around 10:30 p.m. I asked her if she wanted a final drink. I didn’t know whether I should ask for her number, offer to walk her home, or just say goodbye and hope that we met again sometime. Getting more drinks was the best way of putting off this choice. She wanted another fizzy wine, and so I pushed my way through the clamor at the bar and ordered our drinks.


As I turned around from the bar to return to the table with the drinks, though, I noticed that she was no longer in her seat. Her book was still on the table, so I assumed she had gone to the toilet. Five minutes later, she hadn’t returned, and I wondered if she had maybe gone outside for a cigarette, so I made my way out of the entrance to check. She wasn’t there, and the Wally bike was gone. I was devastated. I went back to my seat and finished my pint while going over and over our various conversations. What could I have done to upset her? I couldn’t pinpoint a moment or any words that would have given her qualms. Then again, maybe it wasn’t something I’d said or done—maybe she was just out of my league. After all, that had been my first instinct, and you should always pay serious attention to that. She had left her book on the table, however—perhaps as a farewell gift to me? It was open and facedown. I picked it up, and on the open page she had circled the words “Maybe the ducks knew the secret of the cave.” On the top of the page she had written, “You won’t be disappointed—ha!” I popped the book into my briefcase and left the pub.


As I walked home, it began to rain, and the pavements gave off the smell of pancake batter. I felt dreary and electrified at the same time. I’d met this incredible girl and I was buzzing at that achievement, yet here I was, no further forward and walking alone to my poxy flat. As I entered my estate, I stopped at the play area to see if my bushy-tailed mate was around. I couldn’t see him, but I could hear something scrutting around in the leaves beyond the trunk of a large beech tree. I had a quick chat into the darkness.


“All right, Gary. On your own again, mate?” I asked on behalf of my hidden friend.


“Yeah, looks that way. I met a girl, though, and I really like her.”


“Did you get her number or arrange to see her again?”


“No, she kind of disappeared on me.”


“Walked out on you by the sounds of it. Strikes me you want to think around that and ask what it is you’re doing wrong.”


“I didn’t do anything wrong, except, you know, maybe not looking the part… I thought you said that things were looking up for me?”


“They are, Gary, but you don’t make it easy. You need to believe in yourself a bit more, think about the positives you possess. Will you think around that for more than a moment?”


“Yeah, I will. How’s it going with you?”


“Sweet as a nut. Good night.”


“Good night.”
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THE FOLLOWING DAY WAS a Saturday, so I treated myself to a lie-in. Once awake, my mind was full of images of the dark-haired lady. She had a pip of a nose. One of those little button noses that turn up at the end just enough so you can see the nostrils face-on. On some people it makes them look like a werepig, but not on her. She had a lovely quirk where she held the back of her hand up to the side of her mouth when she was about to laugh, and she laughed a lot. She had a little curl of hair on the left end of her fringe at its junction with the main body of her hair, and she even laughed when I suggested the little curl should be called a “Chappaquiddick.” She also had the habit of holding the cuff of her jumper in her clenched fist when she was listening.


Ah fuck, man, I would love to see her again. But I don’t even know her name. She looked to me like a Sarah, or maybe a Lucy. I should give her a name, I realized, and settled on “Clementine,” after the title of the book she left for me. I turned to the page where she had written, “You won’t be disappointed—ha!” Her handwriting was on the flowery side of frivolous, a little window box of interest at the top of the dreary page. The circle she had drawn in the middle of the text was effortlessly artistic. I wondered if I should buy some Doc Martens. She might like that.


Eventually I got out of bed at around 11 a.m. I was due round at my neighbor Grace’s flat in an hour for our regular Saturday lunch snack and chat, so had to get my arse into gear. I took a look around my flat. It looked as miserable as it had every day for the past two years. It has one bedroom with bathroom attached, a lounge, and a kitchen. Being on the third floor, I have a decent view above the gardens and trees through to Peckham High Street at the back. My bedroom has no furniture in it apart from a mattress on the floor, a clothes rail with a missing wheel, and an old Victorian standard lamp. In my living room is a green canvas two-seat sofa, a TV, and a small table with two plastic dining chairs. I’m still living like a student.


I was just about to leave for Grace’s flat, when there was a knock on my door. I answered and there, stood before me, were a couple of blokes that looked like off-duty coppers. Turns out they were policemen, but they weren’t off duty.


“Hello, sir, sorry to trouble you. Are you Gary Thorn?”


“Yes, how can I help you?” I replied, unable to hide the nervousness beneath my skin. I’m not good with authority, never have been, not since my headmaster at junior school shouted at me so furiously in his office that my nose started to bleed and one of my gloves shrank.


“I’m Detective Cowley and this is Detective Wilmott from Peckham Criminal Investigation Department. Could we come in for a word?”


“Yes, of course, come in. What’s this all about?”


I sat down on the sofa. Wilmott and Cowley remained standing. It was clear from their expressions that they didn’t think much of my lack of home comforts. Wilmott was wearing one of those dark green anoraks with a tan corduroy collar, a bit of the countryside in the streets of Peckham. The two front pockets were tainted with greasy marks, and judging from his physique I would guess they were pasty- or sausage roll–based. His face was round, pale, and on the bloated side of full. It was framed by dark, thinning, side-parted hair and, to its south, a pale blue polyester shirt and much-abused tie. He had a barreled chest and a beer belly suitable for sleeping four adult pigeons. His legs, however, were skinny and sticklike, causing his dark brown slacks to struggle to find a patch of skin to rest on. This body shape was a classic example of someone on steroid medication. Rheumatoid arthritis was my guess.


“This your place, is it?” asked Wilmott.


“Well, yeah, I rent it, but it’s my place. I’ve been here about two years.”


“Could I ask you where you were last night, Gary?”


“Yeah, sure, I was in the Grove Tavern pub. I went there straight after work to meet a friend.”


“And did you come straight home after the pub?”


“Yeah, I walked home on my own, got in about ten-forty-five. Sorry, but could you tell me what this is about?”


“What was the name of the friend you were meeting?”


“Brendan, Brendan Jones. I know him through work.”


“And did Mr. Jones leave with you?”


“No, he left much earlier, maybe seven-forty-five. Look, please could you tell me what’s going on?”


“We are sorry to have to inform you, Mr. Thorn, but your friend Mr. Jones was found dead last night. We are trying to get a handle on his last movements. It seems from our inquiries that you may have been the last person to have seen him alive.”


“Shit, fuck… poor bloke. I’m sorry to hear that. What happened to him? Where was he found?”


“You don’t need to concern yourself with that. Just answer our questions if you don’t mind.”


The silent Detective Cowley then sat down beside me. He had very full thighs that stretched the seams of his shiny gray slacks. I could feel the heat of them against my own leg. The move felt both overly intimate and slightly threatening. I decided he was on the weaselly side of the forest spectrum. He had agricultural ginger/blond hair cut to about an inch all over. One of his ears was significantly jugged, and his bottom teeth were strewn around his gum, each and every one of them fighting for the attention of the curious onlooker. I think he had recently had a mustache, because his upper lip was white, in stark contrast to the rest of his pink face. “Smarmy” would be the correct pocket to put him in, and he spoke with a slightly high-pitched inflection. I was desperate for him to retract his hot thigh from mine, but I didn’t dare ask.


“Look, Gary—you don’t mind if I call you Gary, do you?—in this sort of investigation, the most important thing is to establish a timeline. Do you know what that means, Gary?”


“Yeah, I think so. Could I ask, when you say ‘investigation,’ has something awful happened? Was he run over or something?”


“Listen, just try to focus on that all-important timeline for the moment. Take us through your evening in as much detail as you can. You say you went to the pub straight from work. What’s your job, Gary? What is it that you do?”


“I’m a legal assistant at Tarrants solicitors in the Old Bank Chambers on Peckham High Street.”


“I know that firm well—very reliable and established. That must be very interesting work. Is that where you came into contact with Brendan Jones?”


“Yeah, he works for a firm of private investigators, and we use him to track down witnesses, serve injunctions and witness summons—that sort of thing.”


“And were you in the habit of socializing with Mr. Jones?”


“No, to be honest, last night was the first time I’d ever met up for a social drink with him. He’d been asking to meet up for ages and I’d run out of excuses. I can’t believe he’s gone—can’t get my head around it…”


“Yes, it’s very sad, Gary, when you lose an acquaintance. What time did you leave work?”


“Seven o’clock on the dot. I walked to the Grove Tavern on Camberwell Grove and got there at seven-fifteen I reckon. Brendan was already there, sat at the bar.”


“So what happened then, Gary? How did events unfold?”


“Well, we had a chat. I think we got on to our second pints of beer. About seven-forty I went to the toilet, and when I returned he explained that he’d received a phone call from a client and had to leave urgently to meet him.”


“He definitely said it was a man he was meeting, did he, Gary?”


“Yeah, I’m pretty sure he did. He didn’t say his name, but he said it was a bloke.”


“You sure he didn’t give you a name, or any other details about him?”


“Positive.”


“There was no phone on him when he was discovered, but you say he definitely had one in the pub?”


“Yes, in fact he had two, there was another one in his briefcase.”


“We didn’t find a briefcase either. Can you describe it for us, Gary?”


“Fake reddish-brown leather with brass-effect clasps and handle. Attaché style. A cheap one, maybe forty or fifty quid. Looked pretty new to me.”


Wilmott had already searched Google Images for cheap briefcases. He showed me the first couple that came up on the search, and there it was, almost identical, and priced at £49.99.


“Yeah, just like that one. In fact it could be that one. He mentioned that he was very pleased with what it achieved for him.”


Cowley’s thighs moved slightly away from mine, maybe only a millimeter or two, but enough to let the hairs on my own thigh take a big gasp of air. I took the chance to move my leg slightly away from him. He gave his larger ear a quick twiddle and then exhaled somewhat theatrically. As he did, his thigh pressed more fully against my own, and once again I had claustrophobia of the upper leg. He turned and looked me in the eye.


“And you are absolutely sure that he had this briefcase with him when he left the pub? Think hard about this, Gary. It’s very important.”


I feigned a quick reflective glance towards the window before replying:


“One hundred percent. I can see him now leaving the pub with the briefcase swinging on the end of his right arm.”


“Okay, Gary, very good. Now tell me, what was Mr. Jones’s demeanor like when he left the pub? Did he seem anxious or worried or anything of that nature, Gary?”


“No, he was fine. I think he was a bit pissed off that he had to leave early, but no, he seemed his usual self. I don’t know him that well, but, yeah, nothing untoward.”


“Did Brendan give you anything, Gary? No documents or notebooks or diaries? Nothing like that?”


“No, like I say, we just met up for a drink. It wasn’t work related or anything.”


“And what did you and Brendan talk about, Gary?”


“Err, I remember at one point he seemed very interested in whether a video recording of a conversation that had copyright music on in the background would need the permission of the recording artist to be admissible in court. We talked a bit of football, a bit about electric vehicles, and he had quite a few questions about the private lives of the secretaries at my work.”
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