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INTRODUCTION











When I was first approached to write a book about my experiences as a Yank in Britain, I was fairly certain I had nothing extraordinary to say. After all, there were no huge dramatic incidents that caused tremendous epiphanies. I never got arrested, mugged or beaten up. I did throw up once, but that was from food poisoning.




If anything, for me, the most remarkable thing about being in England was how much didn’t happen. The only thing I could point out for sure that occurred was a significant transformation in my mental outlook. I became happier. And so that’s what this book is about: how a Yank finds the secret to happiness in the land of blood pudding, scotch eggs and Jeremy Paxman.




But first there needs to be some clarification. It’s true that I found happiness. But I kept finding it in the same place. Meaning, the pub. So do not be alarmed if seventy to eighty per cent of the action takes place in musty rooms with tacky carpeting and farting dogs. This should be no surprise to smart people and drunks. The pub allows for contemplation and conversation, the two most important elements in forming productive thoughts about life. It also helps to have Stella on tap, the Jam on the jukebox and a pack of Marlboro Lights in your pocket.




Oh yes, ciggies…that’s another thing I need to sort out. One of the central keys to my happiness in London was smoking. Bliss for me was a pack of smokes and a pint at the King’s Arms on Riding House Street, London at 3 p.m. Smoking in pubs plays a big part in this book, even though it no longer does in your life. Smoking is now banned in pubs, and for that I am truly sorry. But I read recently that now there is no smoking in British pubs, the stench of sweat, stale beer and flatulence, normally camouflaged by the billows of exhaled smoke, has revealed its ugly self to all the repulsed patrons. That’s the price you pay for legislating away a good time.




And speaking of a good time, I hope you have one while reading this book. If you don’t, I don’t want to hear about it.

























1. THE LIFE COACH











I see Joe’s perfect sandy blond hair from where I’m standing–he’s sitting in the restaurant, his back against the window, a notebook and a glass of water in front of him. I like Joe. I’m meeting him today, in part, for that very reason. He’s a nice American guy with a nice American set of flawless shiny teeth who has a balanced nutritious diet, a supportive family and a mixture of attractive friends. Because of his accordion-like mouth, every time he opens it he loses approximately seventy-four per cent of his face. Now I’m sitting across from Joe at a shaky table and his mouth is moving, because he’s telling me he has become a ‘life coach’.




‘It’s about setting goals and achieving them,’ he says, as we sit in a cheap Mexican dive up on 9th Avenue in Manhattan, near all the other cheap Mexican dives up on 9th Avenue in Manhattan…tequila and nacho dens lost among the Laundromats and grimy bodegas plagued by the scattered remnants of free newspapers.




‘You make a list of the things you want to do, and we meet once a week, or twice a week–or over the phone–to see if you’re any closer to fulfilling them.’




Then he takes a sip of Coke. My friend, it seems, had turned into a human self-help book.




Earlier that morning, before the meeting, I did my research. Meaning: I Googled. A life coach is considered–usually by the coach himself–to be an expert in ‘self-actualization’, a creature designed specifically to aid you in attaining contentment, personal fulfilment and lots of money. All of this, I’m thinking, leads to that elusive place called happiness. I can tell it’s working for Joe, because he’s happy telling me about it. Now he’s telling me about ‘assessing negative behaviours’, the kind that create ‘obstacles for success’.




I try not to drink during the day–I’m thinking it’s got to be one of those obstacles for success–but, here, looking out of the window, absorbing the background noise that is Joe’s chatter, I decide it’s time for a margarita. Although I really like Joe, I don’t like sitting on a wobbly chair with stale nachos and watery salsa in front of me being told that my life needs fixing. I know Joe means well, but I want to throw him into the river. He can clearly tell I’m a miserable little man, a perfect inaugural client for his fledgling business.




I guess I’m miserable because of work, where I can see the end of my noisy career looming. My contract for my overpaid position in magazine publishing is coming up in a month and my interest in continuing there has already evaporated. I have a dream job, I suppose–working on a magazine whose primary focus is Carmen Electra’s breasts and beer. If you lose interest in that, you know something is wrong.




Joe is the second or third life coach I’ve run into but, sadly, not over. It seems an occupation born out of a mishmash of ‘light’ disciplines–the kind of stuff a young American might have majored in at college in order to avoid getting up before noon. Thing is, everyone believes in this crap now. Well, at least in America. Or to be more precise: New York, and the parts of California where people still drink their own urine.




Joe talks some more, and smiles a lot. To his credit, he can talk and smile simultaneously–and sometimes, oddly, when he is frowning he is also smiling. He smiles even when he bites his nails. He’s doing it right now, and I wonder if he knows he’s doing it. I see a rat trundle down a stairwell, oblivious to my current state.




The meeting feels like it’s ending…Joe has done his pitch, and I’ve sunk a pitcher of booze. Still I have no real idea what he will be doing to improve my life, but I do know this: It will cost me $500 a month to let him try. And in a fairly quick surrender I agree to be his guinea pig, and this makes Joe smile even more.




My new regime as a life coach client lasts briefly. I make a list of things to accomplish…and I stop right there. My motivation wanes. I am a dismal failure and I can’t blame Joe for that. He approached me because I was an easy mark. He could tell I was unhappy. I didn’t know how unhappy, but I suppose anyone could see it in the tired lines on my face. My life in New York had run its natural course. I had done all the drugs, drank all the booze, screwed all the women, yelled at all the cabbies and kicked all the rats along 43rd Street. I had used all of Manhattan up. And vice versa.




I quietly break up with Joe over the phone.






‘This isn’t working out,’ I say, ‘but I really appreciate all the work you’ve done for me.’




His voice cracks as he says, ‘That’s great, Greg.’ And it seems for a moment that some of my misery has rubbed off on him. This is the first time in a while I actually feel good–so maybe there is something to this life-coaching thing after all.




The following day I run into a colleague–a pleasant friend whose mood is consistently modulated by fun-sounding antidepressants. Without asking him, he makes a suggestion: ‘You should see this guy–he’s like a nice uncle,’ he says, handing me a phone number for his shrink. I must be wearing a sign that reads, ‘Hates life. Please help’.




I am sitting on the couch now, trying my best to appear interesting. I’m telling the psychologist bits and pieces about my life and he seems engaged, which he is paid to be. He’s nodding. But for a moment I believe his eyes may have closed. And then his phone rings. He rouses himself to answer it, while I’m still talking. I peer over to his notebook to see what he’s been writing about me, but all I see is a dark circle in the upper-left-hand corner. My life story so far has forced him to doodle a black hole. In this single hour session I have not learned much, except that the doctor’s son is going to be late for dinner.




I don’t blame the doc. My concerns, complaints and lame jokes are mundane and probably no different from those of any of the other countless millions of men mulling about the Manhattan grid. The only difference is I am probably shorter. So, one life coach and a shrink later, life still sucks. I have paid two men hundreds of dollars to make me happy, and neither of them removed their clothes.




I leave his office, never to return. I head to the gym in my building and perform forty-five minutes of repetitive stepping exercises on a droning, lumbering stair climber. Next to me, another man is doing exactly the same thing. On the other side, ditto. The good news is, on that stair climber I begin to realize where my unhappiness might be coming from. Constantly moving forward, seemingly on the way up and never stopping, I am heading absolutely nowhere.




Forget the stair climber, it’s happiness, I think, that’s making me unhappy. Or rather, the thought of happiness, the pursuit of happiness, and those who claim to possess the tools to find happiness–all this happiness baloney is making me unhappy. Happiness is a myth but, worse than that, it’s one I keep believing to be true. I am a thirty-nine-year-old man still believing in Santa Claus. Worse, I am wearing Lycra and I’m on a stair climber, which makes it hard to have a claim to any existential dilemma.

























2. THE LETTER ‘U’











Later, leaning on the windowsill of my stifling apartment, thirty-four floors up, I stare down at the belching orifice that is the Lincoln Tunnel. From my window, every day, I watch the cars stacking up to get in. Even as high up as I am, I can taste the exhaust. I need to get the hell out of here. For a moment, I entertain the idea of Australia. I’ve been there once, and have fond memories. Outside a bar in the Hunter Valley, around midnight, I punched a wallaby. It remains the most gratifying experience of my life.




But then I think to myself: Australia. There are Australians there. I scratch Australia off the list.




A day or so later I get a call from a friend in London, informing me that a job has opened up at a struggling men’s magazine: ‘You up for it?’ he asks.




I have been to London two or three times before–just for business, and never long enough to learn anything useful–but I enjoyed England the way a tourist would enjoy it: I walked around in khaki shorts and sandals and drank a lot. I tried to pick up British girls, but failed miserably. I believe I might have thrown up once or twice in a hedge. Those are my favorite memories. Or rather, ‘favourite’, as it’s spelled in England. It’s that extra ‘u’ that makes me warm up even more to the idea of moving. There are no ‘u’s placed in American words, unless we need them. We stockpile them in a converted military bunker in Nebraska.




In England, it seems that ‘u’s are regularly inserted into words, sometimes uuuunnecessarily. Why all these superfluous ‘u’s? I’d like to think it’s because England cares about ‘you’. Or more importantly, me.




But what do I know? On my trips to England, I spent most of my time hiding in apartments and eating sandwiches. In the US, most of the stuff I’ve heard about England is pretty bad, usually told to me by people who happen to be English and are now living among New Yorkers. They tell me that:










	
– the food is terrible




	– the women are ugly




	– the health care is atrocious




	– the beaches are polluted




	– the dentists are incompetent




	– the cabbies are racist




	– the taxes are abysmal




	– the drunks are violent




	– the children carry weapons




	– the weather is relentlessly depressing




	– there are too many ‘u’s in words.







I know it can’t be all that bad. Ugly women? Bad food? Violent drunks? You just described a wedding reception in New Jersey. I’ve seen it.




In order to get the job, however, I must gain approval from the owner of the company. Without ever actually talking to me, he gives me the nod. I get a call from a British man named Bruce, and the deal is done. All I need to do is talk to real live Brits to find out if I can survive in a place where people wear black socks in the gym.




The overwhelming consensus from my survey of every Brit I know is to go.




‘You’ll have a blast, mate,’ they say, right before patting me on the shoulder and then returning to the game on the ‘telly’. I am convincing myself, too, that it’s time to move on.




So, after much thought, I make up my mind. Or maybe my mind gets made up for me. Either way, I’m off to London. I tell my friends and family, and shut off my cable and electricity. I find a creepy guy to sublet my apartment. I throw out the ketchup in my refrigerator. It’s been there for five years. It still tastes fine to me, but sometimes you just have to let go.



























3. ZIPPERS











It’s time to move. But the big problem with moving isn’t packing. The big problem with packing is moving. I love packing. I hate moving. Packing is fun because I like opening and closing things, as long as zippers are involved. I love the sound of zippers. I own about a dozen zippered bags. Inside those zippered bags, I often keep other, smaller zippered bags. My favourite zipper at the moment is on a bottom-separating sleeping bag that comes with a reversible (two-handled) slide. I don’t even go camping, but you can’t find a better sound than a sleeping bag being zipped up. When someone inside that sleeping bag is a barely conscious and panicky Crater Lake National Park Ranger–well, that plays like an orchestra to my ears. (You can never have too many sleeping bags: I have six.)




What kinds of sounds might I expect in London? Who knows? Great sounds, I’m sure. I am also certain, however, that whatever sounds they are, they will all be preferable to the one I hear as I stand in my apartment hallway, dropping dozens of porn DVDs down the garbage chute.



























4. RULA LENSKA











After giving away my furniture and stuffing all my clothes into five gym bags, I’m at JFK airport. I’ve checked my bags, and I’m heading down those flimsy hallways to board the plane, where I am greeted by a friendly British flight attendant. She is attractive and older–in an attractive, older way. I want her to comfort me, read me a story, scratch my feet.




It strikes me that many older British women resemble ageing male rock stars, and vice versa. Look at Mick Jagger–he would make an ideal, sexy British grandmother. David Bowie would be a great ‘mum’ if you came down with a cold. He would bring you tea and biscuits. He would probably be wearing a two-tone silk kimono robe with patch pockets, with an inner tie closure with a loosened belt…no shorts underneath.




Back to the attendant: she has that wiry doll hair you always see on women in old Hitchcock movies. And on antique dolls. I want to gently comb it from the base of her head, wet it in cool soapy water, work my fingers through it and rinse thoroughly. Then I will untangle it, using thickening conditioner, and comb it. Not with a human brush–they carry oils that collect dirt and grime. I will probably use one of those doll brushes with the soft bristles. In the end, her hair will be very shiny, and I will be in prison (probably Belmarsh, which I hear is nice).




What is going on inside me? Where do these feelings come from? Is this a new aspect to my psyche–this unnatural and growing attraction to older British women–or is it simply a reawakening of something long suppressed, over decades? Maybe it’s based on ‘repressed memories’, born from repeated viewings of Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music.




British women: it’s a combination of the voice and the accent that makes me weak, hopeless and glassy-eyed around them. It’s what drives me wild now, and it’s what drove me wild as a kid when I would hear Rula Lenska do those VO5 commercials in America. They made me tingle in all the bad places, usually when I was at the foot of my parents’ bed. When British women speak, it’s like being enveloped in a coat made of Andalusian foals.




They say events in childhood always influence your decisions later in life. I could say that it might have been those commercials that ultimately led to my coming to London thirty years later. As a young boy, seeing and hearing Ms Lenska I was confused, and later smitten. She was unknown in America, and this made her even more mysterious.




In a way, Rula became a symbol of Britain for me: exotic, remote, alluring, old-looking. I knew one day our paths would cross. Until then, I would simply write her disturbing letters on tissue paper. And then eat them.




On the rare occasion when I find myself talking on the phone with an older British woman in customer service (perhaps ordering biscuits abroad, or maybe a Ben Wa Passion Flower 18-inch vinyl rubber double dildo) I keep her on as long as possible; it’s heroin for my ears.




In my early teens, a British woman in her mid-forties moved in at the top of our street in San Mateo, California. She had a delicate and engaging accent that made everything she said sound like soft rain rolling down a tin spout. I remember how I used to repeatedly beat up her young son, Simon, just so she would come over to gently admonish me. Sadly, I have no idea what happened to her. I do believe her son was eventually found hoarding human remains in a makeshift dungeon. I’m pretty certain I had nothing to do with that.




One time, I admit, my predilection for British female accents sent me skulking around the internet to satisfy my cravings. I found a recording made by a ‘retired bus conductress’. It was recorded in 1999, and it lasted approximately five hours. During the recording, she talked about ‘old colliery houses’ and the pride people took in keeping their front gardens well manicured. It made my hair, and other parts, stand on end. Every time she said the word ‘mews’ I would feel faint. Runner-up: the elderly woman from Welwick, Yorkshire, discussing how to make white, brown and spiced bread. It lasted four hours, and afterwards I had to see a doctor. I told him I had ‘leaned in against a stove and burned myself on the nickel plating’.




He didn’t buy it for a second. No matter.






I know it’s early days, but I have yet to meet a fat British woman. They are almost all tall, skinny or shapely. And their cheekbones are so, well, cheekboney. Perhaps it’s because I only find myself among women who are travelling from cosmopolitan centres, and the squat, pale and pudgy females are to be found roaming the countryside, feeding on field voles.




The longer we fail to address this quandary, the longer this question will remain unanswered. And more field voles will die. Needlessly, I might add.




Did the flight attendant just wink at me? Or was that a twitch? Doesn’t matter. I’ll take what I can get.




I haven’t even left the tarmac and I’m thinking things are looking up.

























5. THE PLANE











I take drugs when I fly. For this reason: you can die when you fly. Or rather, I can die when I fly. If you’re involved in a car accident, you usually live. In a plane crash, you die. There are no ‘flat tyres’ or ‘bent bumpers’ in a plane crash. If something goes wrong with a plane, hours later someone in a jumpsuit will be putting bite-sized pieces of you in a bag. No one asks for a contact number before you take a cab.




As for those so-called experts who say it’s safer to fly, I wonder how many of them have since died in a plane crash.




Of course, they aren’t talking.




My irrational fear of flying is based on a rational fear of death. Having grown up in the USA, I can’t bear the thought of dying. I am simply too young and handsome to end up incinerated in a mid-air collision. Or have my body parts–after years of meticulous sculpting at the gym–recklessly scattered over a cornfield in Ohio. More importantly, in America there are just too many things I would miss if I were dead. Applebee’s baby back ribs, for example. (I think it’s the dark brown sugar they use in the sauce.) I also enjoy high-fiving.




In America, you’re not supposed to die. In the same way that you’re not supposed to lose your hair, become impotent or smoke. When you’re flying it’s just unacceptable that you may crash, especially when you’ve just got hair plugs, a Viagra prescription and a nicotine patch slapped on your testicles. You probably think, as well, that an airline disaster is not pencilled into your calendar. Perhaps you can fit it in next week, Thursday, say, between eleven and twelve noon. By then you may have ‘a window in your schedule’. I wonder if I’ll still feel this way about life (and death) once I’m living in England.




Before the plane takes off I sit back and try to relax. There is a nice girl sitting one seat away, near the aisle. She smiles at me (her teeth are crooked) and I smile back. I hear her talk on her phone briefly, and she’s British. She asks me to turn up the air-con dial above her head, and I gladly do so. I twist that dial swiftly, counter-clockwise, as usual. Thank God I exercise.




We talk for a bit. Fifteen minutes has gone by and she hasn’t mentioned a boyfriend or, even better, a therapist. Calling that refreshing would be an understatement.




I suspect this is an edge British women have over their American counterparts, although it may be too soon to tell. I do know this from twenty-five bumpy years of experience: American women tell you everything about themselves within the first ten minutes of meeting you. And the ‘everything’ includes a lot of crap about therapy, with a few anecdotes about cats. In America, all women have therapists. And cats. In fact, some women have two therapists, using one to discuss her problems with the other. And they also have two cats, using one to discuss her problems with the other. If the therapist also has a cat, then an entire session can be devoted entirely to comparing wallet-sized cat photos.




I am convinced that people who show you wallet-sized photos of their cats do so as an unconscious warning to everyone that, within a couple of decades, they will be living alone in a faecal-encrusted bungalow surrounded by eighty-five cats as uniformed men boom the door.




Why does the typical American woman see a therapist? Often it’s to undo the damage of their previous therapist. I am willing to guess that British women do not have much need for therapists. My guess is that women in the UK refuse to take self-fulfilment as seriously as American women. And so, by comparison, British women seem wholly happy with their imperfect lives. They seem certainly happier with their teeth, that’s for sure.




But that’s just a guess. And I’m guessing that guess isn’t too far off. But even that’s a guess too.




All this guessing is making me anxious, so it’s time to take my pill. I bid the girl a ‘goodbye for now’ smile, pop a pill and, in a blink, it’s six hours later and I wake up and find myself alone. The girl is gone, having moved to another seat. There’s a faint, stale odour around me. I have wine all over my shirt, but I am still holding my glass in the air, as if I am making a toast to an imaginary bridegroom. I get up, and assorted particles of food roll off my torso on to the floor. When did I eat, I wonder? What did I eat? Why is the nun crying? I vaguely remember a family sitting behind me. They are still there, but the teenage girl refuses to make eye contact. Did I emotionally scar her for life?



























6. THE GUARDSMAN BEAR











I’ve landed at Heathrow and I’ve promised myself I will buy my dear mother a gift upon arrival. Heathrow Airport is vast, with hallways that coil into each other like a large intestine, but one filled with people instead of poop. Every time I make a turn from one long hall into another, I expect to see Customs but I don’t. I see another hall. And more people. It makes for a lovely walk–one that for me will invariably end up at Glorious Britain, the shop.




In the US, we don’t have ‘God Damn it, America is Great!’ shops packed with baseballs, apple pies, and high-powered rifles–which, speaking as a fan of all three, is an omission. Here, Glorious Britain offers no guns, but they do have a plethora of British-themed magnets, badges and pins, ceramics, snow globes, shot glasses, shortbread, die-cast buses, jams, teas and my favourite: Churchill’s confectionery tin set.




America has turned its back on tin, instead rushing to embrace ‘cooler’ metals that all the younger folks are into, like bronze or this ‘steel’ thing they’re all on about.




Sure, I know that Glorious Britain, the store, is designed for tourists. But aren’t we all tourists, when it comes to Britain? Aren’t we all just passing through this ‘glorious’ country, which is one of the oldest and most beautiful in the world? Aren’t we all a bit taken in by the magical charms of a land that offers so many options for key rings?




One thing is for certain, I kind of am. And that alone should be enough for you. But if it isn’t, I think you need to go to Glorious Britain and get yourself a Guardsman Bear for only £13. It comes with a red velour jacket with epaulettes, black trousers, and a bearskin helmet. Cut a hole in the back (I did).

























7. THE MINICAB











Arriving at Heathrow introduces me to something that I might be doing often during my stay in London: standing in lines thick with mumbling, confused people. Did I say lines? I meant queues. I like the word ‘queue’ because, in order to spell it, you must first ask four vowels to stand in line behind a consonant. The word is an embarrassment of riches, vowel-wise.




And that must drive the vowels nuts. Because they are probably British. And being British means they will spend the entire time asking themselves (silently) why in hell they’re waiting in line behind a consonant. They must be in the wrong queue! However, they won’t leave the queue because, no matter how much ‘queue doubt’ they have, they’ll never give up their place. It’s true. Even for vowels.




The queue to get into London is very long and thick. This must be a testament to the attraction the city holds for so many people. Did I say people? I meant ‘foreign people’. London truly is a melting pot–a giant bubbly stew of different nationalities, all dragging luggage made from cardboard boxes and old twine. It warms my heart to see so many unusual types of people from all over the world coming to London to experience life. And ending up driving minicabs.




I am looking for one now, outside of arrivals. Minicabs are cheaper than black cabs, as I was told by a Brit on the plane, and ‘they’ll get you there in one piece’. That’s an expectation I can get behind. As I pile my bags on to the cart and exit to face the large mass of people waiting for relatives, friends, I see many dark-skinned men wandering around holding cards with names scribbled on them. Off to the left, by the information booth, some guy has fainted. He’s drawn a crowd, including all the hired cabs with their little signs. They are all standing in a circle around the body, staring down, still holding their placards.




One man without a sign approaches me and offers me a ride. He has a pleasant face, and he’s dressed neatly–a light shirt tucked into dark trousers. I ask him how much, and he says forty-five pounds. He smells like he’s been working all day and has tried to cover it up by having sex with a scented candle.




He speeds me into the city and the experience jars me, for the simple reason that he’s sitting in the wrong seat. For an American who is used to the driver sitting on the left-hand side, I have to continually remind myself, sitting in the backseat, that the car is not driver-less.




I keep noticing that almost all the cars on the road are driven by women. As I look closer, I realize the women are simply sitting in the passenger seat. Whew, that’s a relief!




As he makes turns from right lanes into other right lanes on perpendicular roads across circular turn-offs, my sense of direction and self is crumbling. I choose to stare at the back of the empty seat and listen to the driver pepper me with questions like, ‘How long you here?’, ‘Why you here?’ and ‘Is that your hand?’




The driver exudes happy enthusiasm. He talks fast but articulately, and every response I manage is greeted with a ‘very good!’ or the more succinct ‘Yes!’ He is thrilled to be driving me in this country, because he’s from somewhere else too–Afghanistan, I think–and he’s charming me purely by being charmed himself. I’ve never had a cab driver like this in America, ever. He seems almost reverential towards having the opportunity to drive. In America, you never know if the cab driver is even aware he is in America. Or actually driving. Meanwhile, as we approach the city, the streets narrow and the scenery turns to betting shops and cafes. I feel a little optimistic. We pull to the side of the road, and the driver wishes me well.




This has never happened to me in America, either.

























8. A BRITISH HOTEL











After I gather my bags, I struggle up the steps of a hotel in the heart of London’s West End, on Bolsover Street.




Apparently all of its original features have been restored, from its ornate cornices to its stained windows. I marvel at the wooden panelling, the marble and granite in the bar. I also marvel at the Japanese businessmen milling about the lobby. There are perhaps half a dozen of them and they seem very excited, although there’s never been a time when I’ve seen a Japanese businessman who wasn’t excited about something. I salute their lack of ambivalence. To them, everything is Godzilla.




This hotel is home to the world’s slowest elevator. Shiny and barely moving, it’s the Steven Hawking of the transit set. The elevators are made of glass, which strikes me as funny because the short trip doesn’t offer much in the way of views. I look around and see nothing, except for Japanese men looking up at me, and pointing.




The hallways are unusual here. They are chopped up by many doors, some that block the pathways for no apparent reason. I find this confusing. When I stayed at a hotel in Soho a few years back, I noticed the same thing. Narrow hallways separated by door, after door, after door. Then, here comes another door. Usually followed by another door (and some stairs).




The extra doors make it hard for me to remember where I’m going. I find myself wandering down halls I have no business wandering down, and I think I have discovered the kitchen, a pantry, a laundry closet and a playroom for bondage enthusiasts.




I am currently somewhere on the third floor, or maybe it’s the third and a half, because I believe I went down a mini-flight of stairs. I suppose I should do some research on this penchant for excessive ‘dooring’, but I’d prefer to espouse a theory. Submarines have spaces inside them that are filled with air, and that allows the vessel to float. But in order to sink, the submarine needs to take on water in special chambers until the vessel is denser than the water around it. When the submarine needs to return to the surface, it simply lets the water out. For this reason, and on account of all the rain, I believe that London buildings were originally designed for underwater living, and in fact many hotels were conceived mainly as architecturally elegant submarines.




Like the elevator, the hallways and the old people wandering them, my hotel room is narrow and small. It’s also decorated like my grandmother’s house: lots of quilted pillows and lacquered furniture. The duvet–what Yanks call a ‘comforter’–is a bright, puffy red thing. This one does not seem comforting at all. In fact, it looks as if it could repel bullets.




The television is teetering on the edge of a dresser. I expect to find a set of teeth floating in the glass by the clock radio, and I’m a bit sad that I don’t. I drop my keys and spare change on the dresser and take a look at the amenities. There is a tea-and coffeemaker. I don’t know how to use it so I turn on the television instead. There are people on it. Unlike people on American television, they are not beautiful. They have things all over their faces…pimples and wrinkles. They are sitting in a Laundromat. A frail old woman in a uniform is drinking tea and chain-smoking, her cigarette dangling ash from its end as she prattles on in a raspy voice. She is talking to a greasy-haired teen who has a big sore on his upper lip. I watch the programme for about ten minutes and, during that time, not a single thing explodes. I also do not learn a single lesson about life, and how to improve my own. This is not American television.




Then I hear this strange music and I am informed I have been watching EastEnders. I don’t know what an ‘EastEnder’ is, but I don’t want the show to end. Is it a portal into a parallel universe where normal-looking people drink tea in a Laundromat? Is it CCTV footage of the people who live across the street who drink tea in a Laundromat? Have I accidentally booked into a room used for police surveillance? I don’t know the answers to these questions. But I do know this: I want to drink tea in a Laundromat.



























9. BLOOD PUDDING











My cell phone rings, and it’s Kerin. He’s downstairs, outside, waiting for me. Kerin is managing director of the company I am about to work for, and he’s a hundred per cent British. He’s the most British person I’ve ever met, even more so than Dick Van Dyke in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. He’s what you folks call ‘posh’. I’ve heard this word used only occasionally in the States, employed to describe Bentleys and vacation homes. In England it’s used more broadly, to describe something upper class, fashionable or worth punching. It’s also the name of a Spice Girl, the bony one that looks like a cricket in sunglasses. And, I’m told, Kerin has a ‘posh accent’–which means ‘incomprehensible’. He doesn’t talk so much as smother words with a pillow. He can make ‘bath’ and ‘chance’ rhyme. Plus, he has an umbrella with him at all times. He likes to twirl it when he walks.




Outside we shake hands, and I notice he is dressed very smartly for a Saturday. He’s wearing a blue blazer, a nice dress shirt and a handkerchief folded into his breast pocket. He’s roughly seven years younger than me but, with the exception of his long, curly blond hair, he could easily be ten years older, at least in the manner in which he carries himself.




‘You’ll need this,’ he says, handing me a thick book of street maps. ‘It’s the A to Zed, and it’s mine but you can borrow it, if you like.’




Kerin can tell I’m confused.




‘Zed. That’s a “Zee”.’




Kerin decides he wants to show me his apartment, or ‘flat’, so we grab a black cab and head to Paddington. When we walk into his apartment, to his surprise there are three stacked boxes. On top of them rests an envelope. He removes the letter from it, and realizes it’s been torn carefully and neatly into eight squares.




‘Bloody hell. This is the condolence letter I wrote to my girlfriend this morning. I just broke up with her. These are her things.’ He points to the boxes. We open them and find every gift Kerin has ever given to her (‘apart from the jewellery, of course,’ he notes) along with a dirty toothbrush, old magazines, boxer shorts and half-empty bottles of shampoo.




‘I can’t believe she tore up the letter,’ he says. He pieces it back together and reads it again, then places the remnants into his pocket. And then he asks the fateful question: ‘Do you know what black pudding is?’




I say no, and Kerin smiles. ‘I know just the place.’




We walk from his flat, in the direction of Hyde Park, along by the Serpentine Lake and past all the Arabs in their burkhas, sunning themselves on deckchairs, having picnics, surrounded by Harrods shopping bags. This might be the strangest thing I’ve seen in London so far, but I suppose they’re not allowed thongs.




We stroll by the Serpentine, where Kerin points out the ducks, geese and swans.




‘Swans will break your arm, Greg,’ he says in all seriousness, before articulating a small history of Peter Pan, which is edified with a statue somewhere on the shore.




In-line skaters glide past, and I resist the urge to trip them up. As we pass the Diana memorial, I try to get out a question about it, but Kerin interrupts.




‘I can’t believe she tore up the letter.’




Along the way, Kerin points out all sorts of things.




‘That’s a stink pipe, Greg,’ he says, stopping at what I now know is a stink pipe. ‘These were used in Victorian times to carry the smell above the street. Everything smelled so awful that when the Victorians had enough money they paid a man called Joseph Bazalgette to build the sewer network, as cholera and effluence was such a problem. The stink pipes were ornate pieces of Victorian street furniture that wafted the crap out of your gentlemen’s nostrils.’




I stare at the pipe.




‘Just as a piece of trivia, Greg, Bazalgette’s great-grandson is the producer of Big Brother in the UK. Do you think we can draw an analogy with the sewer?’




He walks a bit further, and murmurs, ‘I can’t believe she tore up the letter.’




When we drift towards Hyde Park Corner, Kerin points out No.1 London, the stately home where the Duke of Wellington lived, and the big arch in the middle. For a Yank, it means nothing but sounds impressive–more my fault than England’s; there’s just too much history and not enough brain in my skull to deal with it. But that does not stop Kerin, who stops in front of a mailbox.




‘This is a pillar box, Greg,’ he says, launching into a detailed history of these free-standing red boxes. ‘They’ve been around for about one hundred and fifty years,’ he adds, twirling his umbrella. ‘I’m told this is where Sherlock Holmes would drop off his post, if he had existed.’




Thankfully, it’s been about twenty minutes since he last mentioned the letter, and we end up at the back wall of Buckingham Palace, which we follow down through Green Park, and then into the front of the palace where Pall Mall starts. We have a look at the Victoria fountain, and then swing into St James’s Park by the water features and down to the Inn on the Park, a pub next to Horse Guards Parade, where I could see the changing of the guard, if I felt like it. I am weak with hunger, and could eat anything–which I guess has been Kerin’s strategy all along.




We grab a table and, after scanning the menu, I order the full breakfast, as Kerin suggests, because it has black (or blood) pudding.




‘Black pudding is sausage, but it’s really just cooked pigs’ blood,’ he says. ‘It might have oatmeal in it.’ Then he pauses. ‘Bloody hell. I can’t believe she tore up the letter.’




The meal arrives promptly, these two dark discs nestled next to a mountain of beans, toast, mushrooms and ham. I stick a fork in the black puck and chew. Kerin seems to be studying my face, waiting for me to spit it out so he can have a laugh. At first, my taste buds are disoriented, then rewarded–the equivalent of your eyes seeing porn for the first time. I broadly smile. I think I’ve fallen in love.




‘This is awesome,’ I say. And wolf it down. Kerin seems disappointed–he had hoped to disgust me. I eat mine, and his. It looks like crap, and probably should be illegal, but damn it’s good!




Kerin whips out his cigarettes, and suddenly I beam with the realization that I can smoke in a restaurant. Pigs’ blood and cigarettes. It doesn’t get any better than this. Kerin looks me straight in the eye.






‘Bloody hell, I can’t believe she tore up the letter.’




After many pints at half a dozen pubs, we find ourselves at the flimsy Millennium Bridge.




‘This was named after a Robbie Williams song,’ Kerin tells me.




My legs begin to ache. We wander back to a main road, teeming with traffic. A double-decker, open-topped bus rumbles past.




‘Hey, Kerin!’ We look up, and there’s a man on top holding a microphone. He’s waving at Kerin. Kerin waves back. ‘Who’s that?’ I ask.




‘Tony Blair, Greg.’
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