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Friday

6.05 P.M.

‘Mr Kelly, which football team do you support?’

As I strolled along the edge of the pitch clutching a football underneath each arm, I considered fourteen-year-old Martin Acker and his question carefully. He had been the last of my pupils to leave the pitch and I knew for a fact that he’d lingered with the specific intention of asking me his question, because amongst other things, not only was he genuinely inquisitive as to where my footballing allegiances lay, he also had no friends and had selected me as his companion on that long and lonely walk back to the changing rooms. He was quite literally covered head to foot in Wood Green Comprehensive School football pitch mud, which was a remarkable achievement for someone who hadn’t touched the ball all evening. Of his footballing prowess, there was little doubt in my mind that he was the worst player I’d ever witnessed. He knew it, and he knew that I knew it, and yet I didn’t have the heart to drop him from the team, because what he lacked in skill, he more than made up for in enthusiasm. This was of great encouragement to me, proving that for some, the futility of an occupation was not in itself a reason to give up.

While Martin was hopeless at playing soccer but excelled in its trivia, I, on the other hand, could neither play, teach nor fake an interest in this most tedious of distractions. Owing to PE staff shortages and the need to impress my superiors, the mob of fourteen-year-olds that made up the year eight B-team was entirely my responsibility. The headmaster, Mr Tucker, had been much impressed when I volunteered for the task, but the truth was less than altruistic: it was either football or the school drama club. The thought of spending two dinner-times per week, aiding and abetting the kids to butcher My Fair Lady, this term’s production, made football the less depressing option, but only marginally so. I was an English teacher – created to read books, drink cups of sugary tea and popularise sarcasm as a higher form of wit. I was not designed to run about in shorts on freezing cold autumnal evenings.

I peered down at Martin, just as he was looking up to see if I’d forgotten his question.

‘Manchester United,’ I lied.

‘Oh, sir, everyone supports Man U.’

‘They do?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Who do you support?’

‘Wimbledon, sir.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

And that was that. We continued our walk in silence, even failing to disturb the large number of urban seagulls gathered, wading and pecking in the mud, by the corner post. I had the feeling Martin wanted to engage me in more football talk but couldn’t think of anything else to ask.

Martin’s fellow team-mates were bellowing and screaming so loudly that I was alert to their mayhem before I even reached the changing room doors. Inside, chaos reigned – Kevin Rossiter was hanging upside down by his legs from a hot water pipe that spanned the room; Colin Christie was snapping his towel on James Lee’s bare buttocks; and Julie Whitcomb, oblivious to the events going on around her, was tucked in a corner of the changing room engrossed in Wuthering Heights, one of the set texts I was teaching my year-eight class this term.

‘Are you planning to get changed?’ I asked sardonically.

Julie withdrew her amply freckled nose from the novel, squinting as she raised her head to meet my gaze. The look of bewilderment on her face revealed that she had failed to understand the question.

‘These are changing rooms, Julie,’ I stated firmly, shaking my head in disbelief. ‘Boys’ changing rooms, to be exact. As you are neither a boy nor getting changed may I suggest that you leave?’

‘I would, Mr Kelly, but I can’t,’ she explained. ‘You see, I’m waiting for my boyfriend.’

I was intrigued. ‘Who’s your boyfriend?’

‘Clive O’Rourke, sir.’

I nodded my head. I hadn’t the faintest clue who Clive O’Rourke was.

‘Is he a year eight, Julie?’

‘No, sir, he’s in year eleven.’

‘Julie,’ I said, trying to break the bad news to her gently, ‘year elevens don’t have football practice today.’

‘Don’t they, sir? But Clive said to meet him here after football practice and not to move until he came to get me.’

She dropped her book into her rucksack and slowly picked up her jacket, as though her thought processes were draining her of power, like a computer trying to run too many programs at once.

‘How long have you been going out with Clive?’ I asked, casually.

She examined the worn soles of her scuffed Nike trainers intently before answering. ‘Since dinner-time, sir,’ she confessed quietly. ‘I asked him out while he was in the dinner queue buying pizza, beans and chips in the canteen.’

Hearing this tale of devotion which included remembering details of a beloved’s lunch was genuinely moving. My eyes flitted down to my watch. It was quarter past six. School had finished nearly three hours ago.

‘I’m afraid you’ve been the victim of a practical joke,’ I said, spelling it out, in case the penny hadn’t dropped. ‘Somehow I don’t think Clive’s going to turn up.’

She turned her head towards me briefly before examining her trainers once again. It was clear she was more heartbroken than embarrassed, her eyes squinting, desperately trying to hold back the tears and her lips pressed tightly together, attempting to lock in the sobs trying to escape. Eventually, she allowed herself the luxury of a carefully controlled sigh, rose and picked up her bag.

‘Are you going to be all right?’ I asked, even though it was obvious that she wasn’t.

With tears already forming in her eyes she said, ‘Yes, sir, I’ll be all right.’

I watched her all the way to the changing room doors by which time her grief was audible. Some teachers might have thought no more of her but not I. Her image remained in my head for some time because in the few brief moments we’d shared, I had realised that Julie Whitcomb was closer in kind to myself than anyone I’d ever met. She was one of us – one who interpreted every failure, whether small or large, as the out-working of Fate’s personal vendetta. Clive O’Rourke’s name would never be forgotten, it would be permanently etched on her brain just as my ex-girlfriend’s was on mine. And at some point in her future, mostly likely after completing her journey through the education system right up to degree level, she’d realise that a life pining after the Clive O’Rourkes of this world had made her bitter and twisted enough to join the teaching profession.

The sound of a small boy emitting a noise roughly approximating, Whhhhhhhoooooooorrrrrraaaaaaahhhh!!! signalled that Kevin Rossiter had changed adrenaline sports and was now racing around the far changing room, naked but for his underpants on his head. I couldn’t begin to fathom his motivation for such a stunt, let alone find the required energy to tell him off this close to the weekend and so, sighing heavily, I slipped unnoticed into the PE department’s tiny office, closing the door behind me.

Rooting around in my bag I discovered my fags, slightly crushed under the weight of my year eights’ exercise books – I had one left. I mentally totted up those that had fallen: five on the way to work, two in the staff room before registration, three during morning break, ten during lunch break. It was difficult to work out which was the more depressing thought: the fact that I – who had only in the last three years made the jump from social smoker to anti-social smoker – had managed to get through enough cigarettes to give an elephant lung cancer or that I hadn’t noticed until now.

As the nicotine took effect, I relaxed and decided that I was going to stay in my small but perfectly formed refuge, until the last of the Little People had disappeared. After half an hour, the shouting and screaming died down to a gentle hubbub and then blissful silence. Pulling the door ajar, and using my body to block the smoke in, I peered through the crack to make sure the coast was clear. It wasn’t. Martin Acker was still there. He was dressed from the top down but was having difficulty putting on his trousers, mainly because he already had his shoes on.

‘Acker!’

Bewildered, Martin scanned the entire room nervously before locating the source of the bellow.

‘Haven’t you got a home to go to?’ I asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said dejectedly.

‘Then go home, boy!’

Within seconds he’d kicked off his footwear, pulled on his trousers, pushed his shoes back on, grabbed his things and shuffled out of the changing rooms, shouting, ‘Have a good weekend, sir,’ as he went through the doors.

The newsagent’s en route to the tube was manned by a lone fat Asian woman who was busily attempting to serve three customers at once, while keeping an eye on two Wood Green Comprehensive boys, lingering with intent by a copy of Razzle, which someone far taller than them had thoughtfully left on the middle shelf. When my turn came to be served, without taking her eyes off the boys, she located my Marlboro Lights and placed them on the counter. It was at this point in the transaction that I got stuck; Twix wrappers, torn pieces of silver paper from a pack of Polos and fluff were the nearest items I had to coins of the realm. The shopkeeper, tutting loudly, put my fags back on the shelf and started serving the man behind me a quarter of bon-bons before I even had a chance to apologise. As I brushed past the boys, their faces gleefully absorbing the now open pages of Razzle, I berated myself for not having used my lunch hour more wisely with a visit to the cash machine on the High Street. Smoking myself senseless in the staff room had seemed so important then, but now, penniless and fagless, I wished with my whole heart that I believed in moderation more fervently.

Stepping out into the cold, damp, Wood Green evening, gloomily illuminated by a faulty lamppost flickering like a disco light, three women, approaching from my right, caught my attention, due to the dramatic way they froze – one of them even letting out a tiny yelp of surprise – when they saw me. It took a few seconds but I soon realised why these women were so taken aback: they weren’t women – they were girls. Girls to whom I taught English Literature.

‘Sonya Pritchard, Emma Anderson, Pulavi Khan: come here now!’ I commanded.

In spite of everything their bodies were telling them, which was probably something along the lines of, ‘Run for your lives!’ or ‘Ignore him, he’s the teacher that always smells of Polos,’ they did as they’d been told, although very much at their own pace. By the time they’d sulkily shuffled into my presence they’d prepared their most disconsolate faces as a sort of visual protest for the hard of hearing.

Pulavi opened the case for the defence. ‘We weren’t doing nothin’, sir.’

‘No, sir, we weren’t doing nothin’,’ added Sonya, backing up her friend.

Emma remained silent, hoping that I wouldn’t notice the furtive manner in which she held her hands behind her back.

‘Turn around, please, Emma,’ I asked sternly.

She refused.

‘Sir, you can’t do anything to us, sir,’ moaned Sonya miserably. ‘We’re not under your jurisdiction outside of school.’

I noted Sonya’s use of the word ‘jurisdiction’. Normally I would’ve been impressed by any of my pupils using a word containing more than two syllables, but ‘jurisdiction’ was the type of word only ever employed by characters on shows like Baywatch Nights – which was more than likely where she’d got it from. ‘Judicature’, however, was the sort of word shunned by TV private eyes, tabloid newspapers and teenagers alike, and definitely would’ve earned her my deepest admiration.

‘Okay,’ I said, feigning acute boredom, ‘if that’s how you want it. But I wouldn’t want to be you on Monday, though.’

It occurred to me that perhaps I was being a bit of a bastard, after all; they were right, this wasn’t school time and this wasn’t any of my business. The only answer I could think of to defend myself was that being fagless had turned me into a grumpy old sod who enjoyed annoying teenagers.

‘That’s not fair, sir,’ moaned Pulavi rather aptly.

‘Welcome to the real world,’ I chided, rocking back on my heels smugly. ‘Life isn’t fair – never has been and never will be.’ I turned my attention to Emma. ‘Now, are you going to show me what you’re hiding or not?’

Reluctantly she held out her hands in front of me, revealing three cigarettes sandwiched between her fingers, their amber tips glowing wantonly.

I tutted loudly, employing a carbon copy ‘tut’ of the kind my mother had used on me for some twenty-five years. All week I’d found myself doing impressions of people in authority: my mother, teachers from Grange Hill, Margaret Thatcher – in a vain attempt to stop them from running riot.

‘You know that you shouldn’t be smoking, don’t you?’ I scolded.

‘Yes, Mr Kelly,’ they replied in sullen unison.

‘You know these things will kill you, don’t you?’

‘Yes, Mr Kelly.’

‘Well, put them out right now, please.’

Emma dropped the cigarettes – Benson and Hedges, if I wasn’t mistaken – on the pavement, and extinguished them with a twisting motion of her heel.

‘I’m going to let you off this time,’ I said, eyeing Emma’s shoes sadly. ‘Just don’t let me see you at it again.’

‘Yes, Mr Kelly,’ they replied.

I picked up my bag and began to walk off, momentarily feeling like a Rooster-Cogburn-John Wayne single-handedly sorting out the baddest gang of desperadoes this side of Turnpike Lane, but after two steps I stopped, turned around and surrendered.

‘Er, girls...’ I called out. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got a spare ciggy, have you?’

My good work went up in smoke. I’d balanced my job’s requirement for discipline against that of my desire for a nicotine rush, and the Cigarette had won. As smokers, my pupils understood my dilemma; that is, once they stopped laughing. Pulavi delved into her moc-croc handbag and offered me one of her Benson and Hedges.

‘You smoke Benson and Hedges?’ I asked needlessly, taking one from her outstretched hand.

‘Yeah, since I was twelve,’ she replied, her face half hidden by her handbag, as she searched for a lighter. ‘What do you smoke, sir?’

‘Sir probably smokes Woodbines,’ joked Sonya.

‘Marlboro Lights, actually,’ I replied tersely.

Pulavi discovered her lighter and lit my cigarette.

‘I had a Marlboro Light once,’ chipped in Emma. ‘It was like sucking on air. You wanna smoke proper fags, sir. Only poofs smoke Marlboro Lights.’

Once again they all dissolved into fits of laughter. I thanked them and attempted to leave their company but they insisted they were going in my direction. Linking arms, they trailed by my side. I felt like a dog owner taking three poodles for a walk.

‘We’re going up the West End, sir,’ said Emma bustling with energy.

‘Yeah, we’re off on the pull,’ added Pulavi, smiling the kind of filthy grin that would have put Sid James to shame.

‘Yeah, we’re going to the Hippodrome, sir,’ said Sonya. ‘D’you fancy coming with us?’

Their question made me think about going out, not with them of course – that would’ve been unthinkable – but going out in general. I didn’t know a single soul in London, and had nothing planned for the weekend, so it was still some wonder to me why, when a few of the younger teachers in the staff room had asked me if I was free for a drink after work, I’d told them I was busy.

‘You’ve got no chance of getting in there,’ I said, shaking my head knowingly, partly for their benefit but mostly because I was still reflecting on the sorry excuse of a weekend I had in store for myself.

‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’ squealed Sonya. ‘We go there every week.’

‘Don’t you think we look eighteen, sir?’ asked Emma.

For the first time during the conversation I recalled what had alarmed me so much in the first moments of our encounter. I knew them to be fourteen-year-olds, but the girls trailing after me were far more worldly than their biological years indicated. Emma had squeezed her frankly over-developed chest into a bra top, barely large enough to cover her modesty, matched with a short silver skirt. Sonya wore a lime green velvet cropped top, combined with an incredibly short blue satin skirt that, whenever she moved her upper body, raised itself an inch higher, instantly revealing more thigh than was strictly necessary. Pulavi had opted for a pair of leopard-print hot pants and a sheer orange blouse, through which her black Wonderbra was clearly visible to the world at large. I was truly mortified.

I thanked them again for the cigarette and rapidly conjured up a girlfriend I was in a rush to get home to. This was exactly the kind of moment which Fate liked to introduce into my life, to let me know there was still plenty of room for things to get worse before they got better. The girls began giggling and in a matter of seconds reduced my self-confidence to zero.

As I entered Wood Green tube station I checked my back pocket for my travel card. It wasn’t there. Neither was it in any of my other pockets. Trying not to panic I rapidly developed Plan B:


	Try not to dwell on how much it will cost to replace travel card.

	Buy one-way ticket to Archway.

	Do not even consider worrying until 7.00 a.m. Monday morning.



It was some moments before it occurred to me that Plan B was flawed by the fact that I had only sweet wrappers and pocket fluff to my name.

It began to rain as I put my card into the cash machine and punched in my Pin number: 1411 (the date and month of my ex-girlfriend’s birthday). I checked my balance – £770 overdrawn. The machine asked me how much money I wanted. I requested five pounds and crossed my fingers. It made a number of rapid clicking noises and for a moment I was convinced it was going to call the police, make a citizens’ arrest and eat my card. Instead it gave me the money and asked me in quite a friendly manner – as if I was a valued customer – whether I required any other services.

On the way back to the tube, I passed Burger King on Wood Green High Street. Emma, Sonya and Pulavi were inside, waving at me animatedly from their window seats. I put my head down and did my best to give the impression that I hadn’t seen them.

At the station I bought a single to Archway and placed the ticket in the top pocket of my jacket for safe-keeping. As I did so, my fingers brushed against something: I’d found my travel card.

I reached the southbound platform of the Piccadilly Line just in time to see the back of a tube train flying out of the station. I looked up at the station clock to see how long it would be until the next one. Ten more sodding minutes. When it finally arrived, I sat down in the end carriage, put my travel card and ticket on the seat next to me where I could keep an eye on them and promptly fell asleep.

The train lurched into a station with a jolt, awakening me from an incredibly gymnastic dream about my ex-girlfriend. While mentally cursing the train driver for cutting short my reverie I looked up in time to realise I was at King’s Cross – my stop. I grabbed my bag and managed to squeeze through the gap in the closing doors.

The second part of my journey on the Northern Line, as always, was uncomfortable. All the carriages were so littered with burger wrappers, newspapers and crisp packets that it was like riding home in a rubbish tip on wheels. The only pleasant event that occurred was the appearance of a group of exquisite looking Spanish girls getting on at Euston. They chattered intensely in their mother tongue – probably about why the Northern Line was so dirty – all the way to Camden, where they alighted. This seemed to be the law as far as the north branch of the Northern Line was concerned – beautiful people got off at Camden; interesting people got off at Kentish Town; students and musicians got off at Tufnell Park; leaving only the dull, ugly or desperate to get off at Archway or thank their lucky stars they could afford to live in High Barnet.

Halfway up the escalators at Archway, I searched around in my top pocket for my ticket and travel card. They weren’t there. My hugely expensive one-year travel card was now stopping at all stations to Uxbridge on the Piccadilly Line. I shut my eyes in defeat. When I opened them seconds later, I was at the top and thankfully no one was checking tickets at the barrier. I let out a sigh of relief and thought to myself: Sometimes, life can be unusually kind.

Opening the front door to the house, a depressing atmosphere of familiarity overwhelmed me. For five days this had been home. Five days, but it felt like a decade. I pressed the timer switch for the hallway light and checked the mail on top of the pay-phone. As I put the key in the door to my flat the lights went out.

7.20 P.M.

‘Ahhh! You’ve been burgled!’

These were the words my ex-girlfriend, Aggi, used to turn and say to me every time she saw the state of my bedroom. It was our favourite running gag which, in spite of its asthmatic tendencies, used to have us in stitches every time.

Aggi and I split up exactly three years ago, not that I’d been counting the days or anything. I was aware of precisely how long it had been because she dumped me on my twenty-third birthday. And despite everything I’d done to forget the day I was born and the occasion of her dumping me, the date remained locked in a brain cell that refused to die.

I was woken that fateful day by the sound of silence; Simon and Garfunkel got that spot on: silence had a sound. Back then at my parents’ house, if anyone was in and not comatose, silence never got a look in. Every action of the occupants was pursued without regard for the sleeping: washing machines at six in the morning, clinking cutlery, breakfast television, ‘Have you seen my shoes, Mum?’, shouting, and occasionally laughter. Living in the aural equivalent of Angola, I quickly learned to filter out the white noise of lower-middle-class family life.

Later, when my parents had gone to their respective places of work (he: Nottingham City Council; she: Meadow Hall Retirement Lodge) and my kid brother, Tom, to school, the house was allowed to drift back into a restful peace. My brain, no longer filtering out anything more threatening than the occasional starling chirping in the garden, woke me up – silence was my alarm clock.

On top of my duvet lay a solitary brown manila envelope. Whenever post arrived addressed to me my dad would leave it there before going to work. I think he hoped the excitement of seeing it there would somehow galvanise me into action. It never did. Nothing could. At the time, I didn’t receive many letters because I was a hopeless correspondent. It wasn’t so much that I never wrote letters, I did frequently, I just never posted them. At any one time there were dozens of sheets of notepaper littered around my room with barely legible ‘Dear so and so’ scrawled across them. With nothing happening in my life I had very little to say beyond ‘How are you?’ and to have documented even the smallest slice of my mundane lifestyle (‘Today I got up, and had Frosties for breakfast...’) would have left me too depressed for words.

I was well aware of the contents of the envelope on my bed before I even opened it, as the day in question was Significant Wednesday, the bi-weekly religious festival that heralded my salvation – my Giro. My parents were, to say the least, not the happiest of bunnies when I, their first born, returned to the family nest to languish on the dole. Four years earlier they’d driven me – along with a suitcase, hi-fi, box of tapes and a Betty Blue poster – off to Manchester University, expecting me to gain a first-rate education, an ounce or two of common sense and a direction in life. ‘We don’t mind what you do, son, as long as you do it to the best of your ability,’ they’d said, not bothering to hide the extreme disappointment in their collective voices when I announced that I intended to study English and Film Studies. ‘Whatever for?’ asked the two-bodied, one-headed guardians of my soul. Neither were they impressed with my explanation which basically boiled down to the fact that I liked reading books and I liked watching films.

Three years later, I concluded my journey on the educational conveyor belt and quickly gained a realistic perspective of my position in the world at large: I was over-educated in two subjects that were of little use outside of university without further training. Having only just scraped a 2:2, and bored with the education process as a whole, I bundled ‘further training’ into the box marked ‘out of the question’. Instead, I applied myself to reading a few more books, watching a lot more films and signing on. I maintained this pattern for a year or so, until the bank got tough with me during a short-tenancy in a shared house in Hulme. In a two-pronged attack worthy of Rommel, my bank manager withdrew my overdraft facility and made me sign an agreement to pay £20 a week into my account to bring the overdraft down to ‘something a little more reasonable’. And so, like a homing pigeon, I returned to the parental home in Nottingham and holed up in my bedroom, contemplating the Future. Both parents pulled any number of favours to help me get on the career trail, while my Gran telephoned with regular monotony informing me of jobs she’d seen in the local paper. Needless to say all their hard work was wasted on me. I wasn’t interested in a career, I had a roof over my head and, I reasoned, as long as I had the love of a good woman being poor didn’t much bother me.

I say ‘much’, because occasionally my impoverished state did in fact work me up into a frenzy of bitterness. Fortunately, I learned to express my powerlessness by scoring as many points against Them – as in ‘Us and...’ – as I could. These minor acts of guerrilla warfare included the following:



•Obtaining a NUS card under false pretences.

•Using the aforesaid card to gain cheap admission to the cinema.

•Altering out-of-date bus passes.

•Damaging fruit in Tesco’s.

•Driving a car without road tax or insurance.

•Drinking complete strangers’ pints in night-clubs.



I did anything which, generally speaking, kept my mind alive and made me feel like I was chalking up another point on my side of the great scoreboard of life. But it was Aggi who kept me sane. Without her I would have dropped off The Edge.

Aggi really was quite brilliant, the most wonderful person I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting in my life. When we first started going out together I used to walk her home and while we were kissing and hugging good-bye on her door step, my favourite thing to do was to concentrate my whole mind on capturing the Moment – her smell, the taste of her mouth, the sensation of her body pressed against mine – I wanted to photograph it and keep it forever. But it never worked. Within minutes of walking through the damp streets of West Bridgford, with drizzle in my hair and an ache in my loins, she was gone. I could never recreate the Experience.

We met in a charity shop during the summer break. Aggi was eighteen then and had just finished her A levels, while I’d just completed the first year of my degree. She worked at an Oxfam shop in West Bridgford which I’d been frequenting on a twice weekly basis, because of its high turnover of quality junk. I’d been waiting patiently for the doors to open since 9.25 a.m., but as the shop didn’t officially open for another five minutes, I’d whiled away the time pressing my nose against the glass door pulling faces purely for my own amusement. Aggi had noticed one in particular – my impression of a gargoyle in mental distress – and had opened the doors two minutes early, laughing as she did so. We were alone apart from an old lady at the back of the shop listening to Desert Island Discs as she sorted clothes. That day Aggi wore a short-sleeved green dress with small yellow flowers on it and a pair of sky blue canvas baseball boots. The overall effect was, to be truthful, a little twee but somehow she made it look marvellous. I positioned myself in front of a few old Barry Manilow albums and pretended to look through them, because the rack that housed them was the ideal location for me to steal as many glances at this incredibly beautiful girl as I liked.

I was sure that she would feel my eyes watching her every move, because after a while I gave up all pretence of being interested in any of Barry’s greatest hits and just gazed at her longingly instead. I smiled as I approached the till with my sole purchase, an Elvis mirror, the type found only at fun fairs, where something skilful with an air gun, dart or hoop has to be done to win one. Thanks to Aggi, I’d cut out the middle man. Elvis was mine.



‘The King of Rock ’n’ Roll.’

Those were the first words she ever said to me. I went back every day that week and over the following months and subsequent conversations we got to know each other well.


	Me:	Hi, what’s your name?

	Her:	Agnes Elizabeth Peters. But it’s Aggi to you.

	

	Me:	Why do you work here?

	Her:	My mum works here sometimes. I’m bored of staying at home so I help out sometimes, it’s my contribution to helping humanity evolve. [Laughs] Plus it looks good on CVs.

	

	Me:	What do you do?

	Her:	I’m about to go to the Salford University to do Social Science.

	

	Me:	Why?

	Her:	[Looks slightly embarrassed] Because I care about people rather than money. I think it’s wrong that people in this day and age should be homeless. Call me old-fashioned but I’m a socialist.

	

	Me:	Do you believe in platonic friendship?

	Her:	No. ‘Platonic friendship is the moment between when you meet and your first kiss’. Don’t applaud, I didn’t say it first.

	

	Me:	Do you think Elvis really is dead?

	Her:	[Laughs] Yes. But his memory lives on in the hearts of the young, the brave and the free.

	

	Me:	What’s your favourite film?

	Her:	This might sound a bit pretentious but I think film as a medium is nowhere near as expressive as the novel. Having said that I must admit a distinct liking for Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

	

	Me:	What’s the weirdest thing you’ve ever thought?

	Her:	If there are an infinite number of parallel universes, containing all the alternate decisions I could’ve made, how would my life have turned out if I’d accepted Asim Ali’s proposal of marriage when we were six?

	

	Me:	When was the last time you cried?

	Her:	Probably when I was six, after turning down Asim Ali. I don’t know – I don’t really do emotional histrionics that often.

	

	Me:	Do you love me?

	Her:	I love you so much that when I think about how I feel about you my brain can’t begin to comprehend it. It’s exactly like infinity. I don’t understand it, but those are the limitations of my love.



Between the first question and the last was a period of about five months. We got together between ‘Do you believe in platonic friendship?’ and ‘Is Elvis really dead?’ which was the opening topic of conversation on our first proper date, in the brightly lit, overcrowded, not-in-the-least-bit-romantic lounge of the Royal Oak. Deep down, I always liked to believe that I knew things wouldn’t work out between us. Nothing could have been that perfect unless it had its première on terrestrial television. The thing that swung it for me, the one thing that made me so sure, was our first kiss. It wiped away my fears and insecurities in an instant.

At the end of our first date I’d been unsure about where we stood with the boy-girl relationship thing. Yes, we’d held hands occasionally and flirted a great deal, but we hadn’t kissed, at least not properly. At the end of the night I’d kissed her lightly on her left cheek, as I would my Gran, and made my way home after I’d made her promise to see me again. I’d spent the entire week prior to our next date in a tortured state of limbo. What had happened, exactly? We’d gone out together, yes, but had it only been a date for me? Perhaps for her it had been nothing more than a night out with a nice guy? Had I spent the last seven days dreaming of her unceasingly, while she could barely remember my name? I wanted an answer. I needed an answer. I even called her once to ask her, but my courage had faded and I’d put the phone down. I couldn’t think of how to say what I wanted to know, which was basically: Am I your boyfriend?

‘Am I your boyfriend?’ is the kind of question a nine-year-old asks another nine-year-old. It had no place in a sophisticated relationship. I knew the rules – I was meant to be cool and relaxed, laid back and casual. At first maybe we’d ‘see’ each other (which meant that she’d still ‘see’ other people), then maybe we’d date (which would mean that she wouldn’t see other people even though she might want to) and then finally we’d be boyfriend and girlfriend (by which time she wouldn’t want to see other people because she’d be happy with me).

When the day of our second date finally arrived, we met outside a record shop, Selectadisc, as arranged. The plan, such as it was, revolved around spending the afternoon in the square outside the town hall feeding the pigeons (her idea). Only it didn’t happen like that. The first thing she did on seeing me was to wrap her arms around me tightly and kiss me so fervently that I literally went weak at the knees. I’d never felt passion like it before. And this was the best bit: she looked straight into my eyes and asked me if she was my girlfriend. I said, ‘Yes, you are my Legendary Girlfriend.’

The end of everything we had, everything we were and everything I’d hoped we’d be, also arrived with a kiss, one which I found myself reliving two or three times a day years later. It was my birthday and I’d only been back in Nottingham for a couple of weeks, while Aggi had been there all summer since graduating and was waitressing in a restaurant in town. We’d arranged to meet outside Shoe Express in Broad Marsh Shopping Centre. Aggi had got there before me, which should’ve set alarm bells ringing as she was frequently punctual but never early. She was empty-handed but the significance of this didn’t occur to me until much later.

We had a glorious afternoon celebrating my twenty-third – maybe a a little too glorious – wandering in and out of stores pretending to be a recently married couple furnishing our love nest. The conversation and humour made me feel alive, really alive. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a job, future or money – I felt at peace with the world. I was happy.

Driving home I sat next to Aggi in her mum’s Fiat Uno as we made our way through the city centre. Ten minutes before we should’ve been at her mum’s house she pulled into Rilstone Road, a cul-de-sac near Crestfield Park, and stopped the car. Undoing her seat-belt, she turned her body towards mine and kissed me. There was no mistaking it – it was a ‘good-bye’ kiss.

It was a ‘this isn’t working’ kiss.

It was a ‘this is hurting me more than it’s hurting you’ kiss.

All I could think was: ‘This is The Last Kiss.’

She said that for a long time she’d felt that I wanted more from her than she had to give.

She said I needed someone who could guarantee to be around forever.

She said that, while she did love me, she didn’t think that was enough any more.

She said that she was twenty-one and I was twenty-three and that we should both be living our lives to the full but instead we’d got stuck in a rut.

She said that for a long time she’d had the feeling that we weren’t going anywhere.

I said nothing.

At 5.15 p.m. I’d been a perfectly happy young man with everything to look forward to. By 5.27 p.m. my life was over. It took twelve minutes to dismantle three years of love.

I got out of the car, slamming the door behind me, walked to the nearest cashpoint, took out £50 and headed for the Royal Oak. There, despite my embarrassingly low threshold for alcohol, I drank three double Jack Daniels, a Malibu and Coke (out of curiosity) and a double gin and tonic (because it was the first drink I had ever bought Aggi).

On a whim, I got a taxi back into town and continued drinking, despite throwing up twice. Around midnight I ended up in a club called Toots, with a group of people whom I vaguely knew. Much of what then happened is hazy, although I do recall stealing at least three strangers’ pints. Some weeks later, while bruising peaches in Tesco’s, I was pounced upon by a fat, angry Irish girl who filled in the rest of the details. She claimed to have been at the club that night and said that I’d danced with her, shirt unbuttoned to the waist, to Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’. According to her version of events, half an hour later she discovered me in a stall in the Ladies’, lying curled at the side of a toilet bowl, crying desperately. My good Samaritan, worried that an earlier refusal to kiss me had had this effect, put me in the back of a taxi, but not before I’d thrown up over her shirt and told her that I loved her.

7.45 P.M.

It’s a soul-destroyingly depressing fact that when you live in a place on your own, nothing moves. When I’d left the flat on Friday morning it had resembled Dresden after a flying visit from the RAF. Suitcases lay open, their contents spilled out across the floor. Cardboard boxes full of junk occupied valuable floor space. Soiled underwear lay abandoned in the oddest of places – the window sill, on top of the wardrobe, underneath the phone – while dirty crockery bred rapidly all around. And now, some twelve hours later, things were still pretty much the same. Maybe the air was a little staler or the dust on the TV a bit deeper, but on the whole nothing had changed. Back home in Nottingham, however, if I left my room – sometimes for as little as an hour – something always changed. Usually it was because my mother had kidnapped the dirty clothes off the floor, or sometimes because of my kid brother’s general snooping; once, even my Gran got in on the act – playing detective. Inspired by a report on Young People and Drugs on This Morning with Richard and Judy, Gran had decided my sleeping in late and general lack of motivation was a result of drug abuse. In search of hard evidence she set about my room, but the nearest she got to crack was a yellow and blue tin that said Myoxil, and even then she still insisted on taking it to Boots to check it really was athlete’s foot powder.

Dumping my bag on the sofa, I contemplated cleaning the flat. It was the sort of idea – along with ironing, visits to the launderette and letters to friends whom I hadn’t seen since university – which I was inclined to conjure up when I had nothing better to do. The idea, however, was taken no further because I spotted a novel in one of the boxes which I’d given up on months ago, and decided that now was as good a time as any to finish what I’d started. I was about to pull out the sofa-bed – in order to delude myself that I was going to recline and read, rather than recline and sleep – when I decided that I might be hungry. There was nothing that my mother, or for that matter a dietician, would’ve construed as ‘proper food’ in the kitchen, but I lit up a cigarette from the emergency pack stashed in my suitcase to stave off immediate hunger pangs, and checked out the fridge for the sheer hell of it.

The yellowing refrigerator in the corner of the kitchen gurgling vociferously, as if suffering from a heavy bout of indigestion was, at a guess, probably a decade older than myself, as was virtually everything in the flat. The cooker, wardrobes, sofa-bed, carpet – the rigours of age had consumed them all to such an extent that it had rendered them useless unless you had the know-how. For instance, to get a ring on the cooker to work, the control knob had to be turned on and off twice; to open the wardrobe door, pressure had to be applied to the top right-hand corner. Had I noticed all that was wrong when I first saw the flat, I wouldn’t have taken it, but at the time getting a roof over my head had seemed more important than checking wardrobe doors, and my landlord, Mr F. Jamal (at least that was the name I wrote on the rent cheques) had known this. His skills in interior design were so shoddy that he must have graduated with honours from the Rachman school of landlords. Every surface in the flat had been painted in cheap cheerless white emulsion some time in the last fifty years, which the passing of time and countless smokers had managed to downgrade to a pale orangey-brown. The only furniture in the room was a sofa-bed in fawn velvety material pitted haphazardly with cigarette burns; a tile-surfaced coffee table against the far wall which had the TV perched on it; and two small white Formica wardrobes along the wall opposite the window. To try and cheer the place up – an impossibly futile task – I had stuck my favourite photo of Aggi on the wall near the sofa-bed and an Audrey Hepburn poster on the wall in the bathroom.

I’d spent two solid weeks searching for accommodation. They were the second most depressing weeks of my life, requiring me to get the 07.15 National Express coach from Nottingham to London four times, in order to traipse around the slum districts of the capital. In this time I learned the two laws of looking for accommodation in London:


	Never trust a landlord while he’s still breathing.

	The only good landlords are four dead landlords.



The only place I saw, could afford and which didn’t have drug dealers in the vicinity was Flat 3, 64 Cumbria Avenue

– aka – N6. A luxurious self-contained studio flat with own kitchenette, bathroom/shower

– aka – a glorified studio flat, minus the glory, on the second floor of a decrepit Edwardian house in crappy Archway.

To be truthful, Mr F. Jamal hadn’t advertised my abode in Loot or any other free ad newspaper. He hadn’t needed to. He had a kind of word of mouth thing going amongst people in the know in the lower end of the accommodation food chain, so much so that his many properties were consistently snapped up within seconds of becoming available. I, however, became aware of his legendary status not by being in the know – but through Tammy, my friend Simon’s girlfriend. She’d told him about Mr F. Jamal after I’d been moaning to Simon about the difficulty I was having. I’d looked at nine places, all complete and utter toilets ‘five minutes’ from the tube, the worst of which was a place in Kentish Town. The landlord arrived half an hour late for our appointment, by which time five other people had turned up to view the place he’d promised me first refusal on. It wasn’t anything to shout about, just a double room with a shared toilet and kitchen. He told the assembled crowd that the man living there had changed his mind and wanted to stay, but he was going to put an extra bed in the room and did anyone want it. At this point I’d walked off in disgust but three of my fellow house-hunters were desperate enough to stay behind. Tammy gave Simon Mr F. Jamal’s phone number. One call later and I was signing the lease. I had thought about thanking her for her effort, but as Tammy and I couldn’t stand each other I hadn’t bothered. I’d assumed her assistance was some kind of perverse tactic to get one over on me.

I opened the fridge door and peered in. The light didn’t come on. I suspected it probably hadn’t done so since the Apollo Moon landings. Peering amongst the abandoned items within: marmalade, margarine, tomato ketchup, a five-day-old can of beans and an onion – I spied a jar of olives and smiled heartily to myself.

Lying on the sofa in the main room, I lanced an olive while attempting to write my name on the cushion with my index finger – all the down strokes followed the flow of the material so half of it was missing. Time flowed by. I ate another olive and stared at the ceiling. More time flowed by. I ate another olive and tried to read my book. Yet more time flowed by. I ate another olive and let the brine drip off the end of the fork onto my chin and dribble down to my neck. At this point I decided it was time for action. I considered all the things that needed doing and chose the least painful: a begging letter to the bank. On a page of notepaper using a green Berol marker pen I’d stolen from school, I wrote:



Dear student banking advisor,



Having recently qualified from a teacher training course I’m now ready, at the age of twenty-five (nearly twenty-six) to take my place as a fully functioning member of society. I have a job but am living in London, and it is so ridiculously expensive to live here that I’m not sure why I bother. To this end please would you extend my already extended overdraft a bit more, because otherwise I may faint from starvation in front of a class of fourteen-year-olds.



Yours forever,



William Kelly

I chuckled aloud. I was just about to add ‘PS and don’t think that I’ve forgotten that you stitched me up when I needed you most’, when I noticed the red light of the answering machine blinking away.

Next to the Walkman, I considered the answering machine to be one of man’s truly great achievements. It allowed you to keep abreast of the latest developments in your social life and screen calls. Brilliant. My love for this particular piece of technology was inspired by a message Aggi left on my Aunt Susan’s when I was house-sitting for her in Primrose Hill during the summer vacation of my second year. At the time, Aunt Susan lived in London, where she was beauty editor on Woman’s Realm or some other similar magazine that had knitting patterns.

Aunt Susan, it must be said, was more unlike my mother than I thought possible for people who had shared the same womb. Twelve years younger than my mother – almost a generation apart – she had more in common with me. She hated work, was one of the first in her road to have cable television, and adored the third series of Blackadder. She used to tell me that she’d never get married because then she’d have to grow up. The summer after I came to house-sit, however, she got hitched, had my cousin Georgia, gave up journalism and moved back to Nottingham. On the occasion in question, she’d gone on holiday with Uncle-Bill-to-be, and said I could do whatever I wanted with the house as long as the police weren’t involved. Fortunately for her all I did was watch videos, eat crisp sandwiches and walk her dog, Seabohm – hardly activities worthy of the scrutiny of the local constabulary. I’d been out walking the dog on this particular day, when I returned to the house to discover there was a message for me from Aggi:

You’re not in! This is not how it was supposed to be. All I wanted to say was that I dreamt about you last night. We were in a field and the soundtrack to ‘Singin’ in The Rain’ was playing in the background. We lay on our backs just staring at the moon. I want you to know I won’t stop loving you. I promise you, I won’t.

I listened to it over and over again. I wanted to keep it forever but it was sandwiched between a call from a PR called Madeline inviting Aunt Susan to the launch of a new range of Boots nail varnishes, and one from my mother checking to see if I was eating properly. When my aunt heard Aggi’s message she said, and I remember this quite clearly: ‘That sounds like Ms Right to me.’ When I got back to Nottingham, I asked Aggi about the message but she refused to discuss it. That was just her way.

I played the messages back:

Venus calling Mars. Come in, Mars! Why are men so bloody competitive? Discuss. Hi, Will, Alice here. If you have an answer to this eternal conundrum, or indeed just fancy a chat with your best friend in the whole wide world – call me now!

Er, hi. This is Kate Freemans here. [Voice falters] I used to live in your flat. [Starts crying] I was just wondering if there was any mail for me. [Attempts to stop crying, instead snuffles loudly] The temp agency I was working for posted my cheque to the wrong address. I’ll try and ring later. [Begins crying again] Thanks.

Listen, I’ve got something really important to tell you. Call me as soon as you can. It’s urgent. Really urgent... oh, it’s Simon by the way.

Will, it’s Martina. I don’t know why I’m leaving this message, I think your machine is broken, this is the third one I’ve left this week. Assuming that you’ve got it fixed, hello for the first time since Saturday night! Er, ring me, please. We need to talk. Bye.

Hello. This is Kate Freemans again. I’m just ringing to say sorry about my message. Just ignore it, okay? I’m really sorry.

My first thoughts were about the girl who used to live in my flat. It felt weird hearing a stranger’s message on my answering machine, let alone one in which she was crying. As she hadn’t left a number there was little I could do bar sit and wonder why my answering machine had reduced her to tears. Next up, I thought about Martina, even though I didn’t want to. There was no way on earth I was going to return her call because she, as far as I was concerned, was a first rate nutter of the Fatal Attraction variety and I had no intention of playing Michael Douglas to her Glenn Close in her sordid little fantasy. I checked my watch. It was too late to catch Simon now, as I knew for a fact that his band would be on stage at the Royal Oak. Anyway, the message was so typically Simon – overblown and melodramatic – that it completely failed to pique even an iota of interest. And so by process of elimination, Alice’s was the only message left worth returning, qualifying on the grounds that it was the only one that made me feel better.

8.47 P.M.

I’d first met Alice on my sixteenth birthday. I’d been standing in the Royal Oak, discussing the finer points of the British soap opera compared to its weaker, less attractive Australian cousin, with two attractive fourteen-year-old girls who had taken it upon themselves to follow Simon’s first band, Reverb. The girls had got it into their heads that Simon was good-looking and interesting, and I was busily trying to persuade them that I was a far better option, when I felt myself slipping away from the conversation. While my body gibbered away on terra firma, the important bit that made all the decisions focused its attention on a girl who looked like the French foreign exchange student of my dreams – dark-red hennaed hair, a beguiling smile and beautifully tanned skin – standing alone at the end of the bar observing Reverb’s exceptionally abysmal cover of The Buzzcocks’ Ever Fallen In Love. My brain alerted my body to its new discovery and both made their excuses to their captive teenage audience.

Chatting up girls had never been one of my strong points. Some people had that certain something needed not to look like a pillock while doing it. Simon, for instance, had it in abundance. I, however, didn’t. On most occasions I would’ve resigned myself to this fact, content to gaze longingly at her rather than take up my desires and run, but this time was different. In a matter of half an hour I was convinced that this girl was the person I’d been looking for all my life – there was no way I was going to give up without trying.

At the end of the gig I approached her, using Reverb’s performance to open up the conversation. She told me she thought they were terrible but the singer was quite cute – I was devastated. Right on cue, Simon, guitar in hand, strode across the room and introduced himself. ‘Who’s your friend?’ he asked me ‘casually’. I told him I didn’t know and she smiled, offered her hand to him and introduced herself: ‘My name’s Alice. Alice Chabrol.’ And that was that. I wasn’t so much edged out as completely ignored. Admittedly I did receive compensation by way of a birthday kiss, 2.2 seconds of red-lipped perfection pressed against my cheek with the delicate touch of an angel’s wing.

Simon and Alice went out for a total of two weeks before she came to her senses and realised that he could never be as interested in anyone as he was in himself. ‘I hadn’t thought it was possible,’ she’d told me over coffee the day after she’d dumped him. ‘Everything he says is me me me.’ Alice and I, however, became best friends. Over the following years I fell in love with her several times but never felt compelled to tell her, there was no reason to – she never seemed the slightest bit interested in being anything more than friends. If I’d seen the faintest glimmer of hope I would’ve gone for it, but faced with Alice’s lack of interest and the memory of her choosing Simon over me I gave up, thus cultivating the following theory:

Kelly’s First Law of Relationships:

No woman who finds Simon attractive will ever be interested in me.

As if to prove this as fact, when Alice went to university at Oxford she fell for Bruce (a surrogate Simon if ever I saw one), a Maths postgraduate who bore more than a passing resemblance to Steve McQueen in The Great Escape. With the exception of his total expertise in every field known to impress man, his most annoying trait was his ability to make me feel like a eunuch without even trying. He wasn’t so much a man as a hyper-man, masculinity dripping from his every pore. He worked out three times a week. He knew what an exhaust manifold was. He owned an autographed photograph of Bruce Lee. Honestly, even Sean Connery would’ve felt like a bit of a girl around Bruce.

Fortunately my blossoming inferiority complex began to fade once I came to see Bruce as my best friend’s boyfriend instead of six feet four inches of tosspot, and Alice as my best friend rather than the woman I most wanted to see naked. I adapted so well to my new role that my earlier mini-infatuations – which at the time had seemed more important than life itself – now felt like boyish crushes from a bygone age. I still didn’t like Bruce, but it was no longer personal. When you have a friend of Alice’s calibre, you come to realise there’s no way anyone in ownership of a penis will ever be worthy of her.

After Alice got a job as marketing manager for British Telecom, she and Bruce moved to Bristol and led the kind of life that involved expensive restaurants, shopping trips to Bond Street and weekend breaks in Prague. I considered being jealous of her quite a few times but I couldn’t. Though she earned more in an hour than I used to get in my entire fortnight’s Giro, she was still the same person inside: kind, patient and understanding. As a rule, I disapproved of successful people, especially those of my generation, but I couldn’t resent her. Success not only suited her, it appeared to be made for her.

‘Hello?’ said Alice.

‘It’s me,’ I replied.

‘Will! How are you?’ she said, genuinely excited. ‘How’s the job?’

‘Oh it’s crap. Kind of just what I expected only worse.’ I felt a yawn rise up from deep inside me. I attempted to stifle it by gritting my teeth. ‘Much worse.’

‘Is that possible? I thought your motto was “Think of the worst thing possible and multiply it by ten”.’

‘Obviously I didn’t think things could be worse than even I could possibly imagine them,’ I replied, reflecting on how, since Aggi, it had become my personal philosophy to look on the dark, half-empty, who’s-nicked-my-silver-lining side of Life.

‘It’s horrible,’ I said, noticing that the photo of Aggi had fallen down. ‘A total nightmare. I can’t coast or take it easy for a second, otherwise they’ll skin me alive. I can’t show any weakness. The kids, they can smell weakness from a mile off. Once they catch a whiff it sends them wild. They’re like a pack of hyenas pouncing on a wounded antelope. Sarah, another newly-qualified teacher, broke down in tears in front of a class on Thursday.’ I fiddled with the Blu-tac on Aggi’s photo and put it back up. ‘I give her another week before she’s looking at other career options.’

Alice laughed.

‘It’s not funny, you know.’

‘No, of course it’s not funny.’

It wasn’t the least bit amusing because I’d had some bitter experiences of my own during the past week. On Monday three year-eleven boys had walked out of my class; Wednesday I’d returned to the staff room to discover that one of the little gits had spat a huge ‘greenie’ on the back of my jacket; and Thursday I’d left my bottom year-eleven set’s English books back at the flat.

‘It can be like that,’ said Alice adopting a tone of voice reminiscent of a reassuring rub on the small of the back.

I wasn’t comforted. I wasn’t happy. I was fed up. And Alice would never understand this. She had a ‘career’, whereas I had a ‘job’ and that was the difference between us. ‘Careers’ are about personal challenges, whereas ‘jobs’ are about survival. Granted, Alice’s chosen occupation might have been stressful at times, but her targets were realistic and she had the grand resources of a multi-national at her disposal. As a teacher, I had to deal with ludicrously ambitious targets, zero resources, school inspections and sociopaths who thought spitting on a teacher’s back was right up there with Monty Python’s parrot sketch.

‘How do you do it?’ I wondered aloud.

‘How do I do what?’

‘You know,’ I said, searching for the right word. ‘That... work stuff. How do you cope with it all?’

‘Experience, Will, experience,’ said Alice warmly. ‘I don’t want to seem patronising but come on, Will, you put a lot of this pressure on yourself by expecting results too fast. I’ve been working four years now, but this is the first job you’ve ever had.’

Alice, to be frank, was being more than a bit of a cheeky cow, as she was well aware that I’d spent an entire summer working in the Royal Oak. I knew what hard work was: I’d shifted barrels of beer, brought up huge crates of mixers from the cellar and worked twelve-hour shifts, all of which I reminded her.

‘It wasn’t the whole summer,’ said Alice, sniggering. ‘It was four weeks, and you got sacked for continually being late, if I remember correctly.’

She was right, not just about my employment history but about my attitude to work. I wanted everything to be perfect straight away, because the thought of it taking time and patience to learn how to control these animals made me feel sick.

During the course of this part of the conversation I’d become aware that something about Aggi’s picture didn’t look right. It was only as Alice told me some gossip about a mutual acquaintance who had been caught shoplifting, that I realised the photo was sloping a little to the right. I took it down to readjust it but creased it in the process. This was my favourite picture of her – taken before she’d had her bob; her long ringlets of auburn hair, which at times overwhelmed the delicate features of her face, were tied back leaving her beautiful green eyes, kissable lips and delicate nose on full display. She was leaning against a wall outside the university library, reading The Beauty Myth. She looked perfect.

My feet began to itch. I took off my sock and gave my toes a rub.

‘Do you think you’ll stick it out?’ asked Alice. ‘I mean, you sound pretty stressed out.’

I told her I didn’t know and explained the crux of my problem – teaching in the training year was nothing like teaching was now. This was For Real. The kids were depending on me to help them pass their exams. The ramifications of my being a crap teacher were terrifyingly immense.

‘Imagine thirty kids fail their English GCSE because of me – thirty kids who will get a rubbish job or no job at all sucked into the poverty trap. Five years later, half of them will have kids and be living off social security. Multiply that by a couple more years of me teaching, and before you know it I’ll be responsible for increasing unemployment in the UK more than any government, Conservative or Labour, since the war.’

‘You’re overreacting,’ said Alice. ‘You’ve got to face facts, Will. You’re a grown-up. Grown-ups have responsibilities.’

‘You know what I mean,’ I said, while pulling off my other sock and rubbing between the toes on my now naked foot. ‘These kids won’t know anything unless I teach it to them. What if I’m a crap teacher?’

I sensed Alice was having problems seeing my perspective. Too tired to continue making my point, I changed discussion topics. Over the next half hour – in which time I’d put my socks back on but taken my trousers off and draped the duvet around me – Alice told me how she was working out of the Peterborough office for a month and living in a Novotel in the city centre because of a project she was overseeing. The only time I’d ever been to a hotel was when Aggi and I had saved fourteen coupons from the Daily Telegraph, which had got us a half price night at the Nottingham Holiday Inn. We stole the shampoos, shower caps and even the miniature kettle before vacating the room the next day. It had been brilliant. I was about to remark how cool it must be to live in a hotel at someone else’s expense when it occurred to me that Alice probably saw things a bit differently.

‘What about Bruce?’ I asked, remembering the times I’d really missed Aggi, like when she went on holiday to Austria for two weeks with her mum, or when she had her wisdom teeth out and had to stay in hospital on my twenty-first birthday. Both times I’d missed her so much I literally thought I’d die. ‘Isn’t he missing you?’

‘Yes, he is,’ she said sadly. ‘At least I think he is. That’s what my message on your machine was about. I think he feels threatened by the fact that things are going so well at work for me at the moment. He’s been throwing himself into his work as if he’s got something to prove to me – I don’t know – that he’s the main bread winner. As if I cared! He’s been working late most nights, even some weekends. Once this project is over I’m going to ask for a transfer to a less frantic department. Maybe then he won’t feel the need to compete and we can just be happy.’

I got the impression that Alice was unsettled for the rest of our conversation – I wished I hadn’t reminded her of Bruce’s absence. Hiding her sadness under the guise of a merry gossip she told me about the gym she’d joined and how her friend at work, Tina, was having an affair with her supervisor, and how she and Bruce were planning to go to New York over Christmas.

Before she finished the call she brought up the subject of my birthday.

‘I know you hate birthdays, Will.’

‘And Walkers prawn cocktail crisps...’

‘But I...’

‘And totalitarian governments...’

‘...really wanted to...’

‘And sticky-outty belly buttons...’

‘...do something...’

‘And Alfred Hitchcock films.’

‘...special...’

I ran out of things to hate.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ said Alice.

I tutted softly and told her I didn’t. She refused to elaborate on what ‘something special’ would entail, said good-bye, and promised to call me on my birthday. As I replaced the phone I whispered a small prayer of thanks to whoever was responsible for introducing this angel into my life.

10.01 P.M.

Peak time Friday night. Office workers, labourers, cleaners, architects and all, wash themselves free of the fetid stench of Work. This was the moment they were finally allowed to forget they were office workers, labourers, cleaners, architects or whatever, and remember, perhaps for the first time in five days, that first and foremost, they were people.

All week I’d been a Teacher. But what I wanted now was to be a Human Being.

I should’ve been out there with the office workers, labourers, cleaners and architects.



I should’ve been getting my round in.

I should’ve been making jokes about my boss.

I should’ve been onto my sixth bottle of Molson Dry.

I should’ve been dancing somewhere.

I should’ve been out on the pull.

But I wasn’t...

While everyone in the Western hemisphere was out having a great time, I was in having a crap time. This of course explained why none of the second-division friends in my sodding address book – people whom I only ever contacted when really, really desperate – were in. Of the six calls made I got one no answer, two requests to enter into dialogue with answering machines and for the rest, I got the unobtainable tone. I refused to leave any messages on the grounds that there was no way I was letting anyone – least of all friends I rarely spoke to – know I was in on a Friday night and desperate for their company, while they were out starting their weekends with a bang.

I looked at my watch and wondered optimistically if it was telling the wrong time. I called the speaking clock:

At the third stroke it will be Ten-o-six-and-fifty-seconds.

Not altogether dissimilar to the time on my watch.

At moments like this, when loneliness seemed like my only friend, the only place safe to hide from the world at large was under the sheets. It was time to get out the sofa-bed.

The sofa-bed was pretty diabolical as a sofa and not that much better as a bed; the fact that these two nouns were joined together by a single hyphen failed to make the object they described any more comfortable than Dralon-covered paving stones. I threw its two cushions to the floor to reveal the depressing sight of the bed’s underside. It always required more strength than I thought I had to pull the bed frame out. I took a deep breath and pulled. It slowly creaked into action, unfolding stubbornly.

Leaving my socks and shirt on, and pulling the duvet off the floor, I lay on the bed and tried desperately to forget the cold and the reason I’d retired there in the first place. The need to hear another human voice became paramount in my mind.

I turned on the radio on my hi-fi, hoping that The Barbara White Show would be on. I’d been listening to her show on Central FM all week. Barbara White was the ‘larger-than-life’ host of a phone-in show where assorted nutters, losers, weirdos and plain helpless cases called in with their problems. Barbara – a woman about as qualified to advise as I was to teach – listened, made the appropriate sympathetic noises and then came up with answers so facile she honestly had to be heard to be believed. The fact that she was American was probably the only reason she got away with giving such screamingly obvious advice.

Barbara was talking to Peter, a student from Newcastle-under-Lyme, who had just finished his A levels and had got into his local university to study Engineering. He wasn’t happy, though. His girlfriend of seven months was going to university in Aberdeen and he was worried that the huge distance would drive a wedge between them.

It occurred to me as I listened to his pitiful story that Peter was being naive in the extreme. He’d been in a relationship for less time than it takes to make a baby and here he was wanting to make commitments. If I’d been his age I would have been over the moon at the prospect of hitting university as a single man – able to do what I want, when I want, with thousands of like-minded individuals who also think they’ve just invented sex, alcohol and staying up past 2.00 a.m.; people who’d want to party, party, party ’til they were sick and then party some more. Peter was guaranteed to have three years more exciting than my next ten.

I was so entrenched in my bitter attack against Barbara’s caller I managed to miss most of her solution. All I heard her ask was, ‘Do you love this girl?’ and he replied he didn’t know – he thought he did but probably wouldn’t be sure until it was too late. As Barbara announced she was going to a commercial break, the phone rang.

I knew it wouldn’t be Simon – his gig didn’t finish until eleven; it was too late for either of my parents; I’d just spoken to Alice and as far as I knew no one else had my number. The odds were, of course, that it was Martina, because my life was like that: too much of what I didn’t want and a permanent drought of the things my heart desired most. I hoped with all my strength that it wasn’t Martina, because as well as not feeling up to listening to her complain about how terrible her life was, I especially didn’t want to dump her, at least not right now.



Ring!



Please don’t let it be Martina.



Ring!



Please don’t let it be Martina.



Ring!



Please.



Ring!



Please.



Ring!



Please. Please. Please.



Ring!



Please. Please. Please. Please!

I answered the phone.

‘Hello?’ I held my breath and waited for the first sounds of Martina’s placid yet disturbing voice.

‘Hello,’ said the female voice on the other end of the phone, which clearly wasn’t Martina’s. There was a school-girlish enthusiasm about it that would’ve been refreshing had it not been me she was talking to. Whoever this person is, I thought, this call is going to disappoint her.

‘Can I help you?’ I asked politely.

‘You can indeed,’ she replied. ‘I’m sorry to call so late but I thought if you’re anything like me it’s better to have a call late at night rather than early in the morning. My mum tries to ring me at seven in the morning sometimes just to tell me I’ve got a letter from the bank. Mind you, I’m never in at that time these days because I’m on my way to work, but if someone rang me on say, my day off, then boy, would they be in big trouble.’

She was rambling. The more she rambled the more adorable she sounded.

‘I was wondering,’ she continued, ‘whether you could help me. I used to live in your flat up until a week ago...’ She paused as if reaching the punch-line. I suddenly recognised her voice. She was Crying Girl from my answering machine. ‘I was wondering... has there been any post for me? I’m expecting a cheque to arrive. I was doing a bit of casual office work for a temp agency and they’ve sent my cheque to my old address, even though I’d told them a million times that I was moving to Brighton.’

‘Mmmm,’ I said, thinking it sounded sympathetic.

There was a long pause.

I was about to offer another ‘Mmmm’ to fill the gap in the conversation when she spoke again. ‘Well... is there any post?’

Instead of answering her question I deconstructed her voice. It was quite pleasant, really. The sort of voice that made me feel at ease; it was a bit well spoken at the edges but far from aloof. No, this girl sounded like she was definitely worth investigating, especially as there was the small point of her tearful message. I wanted to ask about it but couldn’t quite work out how to do it.

‘Sorry?’ I said.

‘Is there any post?’ she repeated. ‘I’m sorry for phoning so late but the cheque’s quite important. I need it to pay this month’s rent.’

I finally woke up. ‘Oh, sorry. No, there’s no mail for you. There’s a big pile of stuff downstairs that no one’s touched all week. People who used to live here ages ago, I think. But I’ve been through it and I didn’t see any addressed to this flat.’

‘Really?’ she said disappointedly.

‘Really. Tell me, what’s your name?’ I asked, quickly adding: ‘So I can check again, if you like,’ so that it didn’t sound like a chat-up line.

‘Katie,’ she said. ‘Or Kate rather.’ She laughed. ‘No, that’s Kate Freemans, not Kate Rather!’

‘As in the catalogue,’ I quipped and then desperately wished I hadn’t.

She laughed.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘I’ll just be a second while I nip downstairs and check them again.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ she said gratefully. ‘It’s nice of you to go to all this trouble.’

I put the phone on the bed and raced down the stairs in my boxer shorts, socks and shirt ensemble. Picking up the discarded post, I shot back upstairs, slamming the door behind me.

‘There’s loads for Mr G. Peckham,’ I said, breathlessly shuffling through the letters. ‘He’s got a lot of stuff from the AA.’ This was small talk of the tiniest variety, but I didn’t have any other choice if I wanted to keep talking to her. ‘There are two letters for a K. D. Sharpe, all with New Zealand stamps, and the rest is boring junk mail stuff. Sorry, nothing for a Kate Freemans.’

‘Well, thanks for looking,’ she said stoically.

‘Maybe it’ll turn up tomorrow,’ I replied in a cheery tone which was very un-me. ‘The post’s pretty crap around here. It’s my birthday on Sunday and I haven’t received a single card yet. If they don’t arrive tomorrow I won’t have any on the day.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ she said, her disappointment at being cashless seemingly evaporated. ‘How old will you be?’

‘Do you really want to know?’ I knew it was a stupid question the moment it slipped off my tongue and into the conversation. She wasn’t going to say no, but it wouldn’t be a truthful yes, either. She wasn’t honestly going to give a toss about how old I was.

‘Yes,’ she said, so clearly, so confidently, so joyfully, that I was totally convinced she’d told the truth. ‘But don’t tell me. I’ll guess. Are you thirty-one?’

‘No.’

‘Older or younger?’

‘Younger.’

‘Twenty-nine?’

‘Lower.’

‘Twenty-six?’

‘Got it in one! Well, three actually. But well done anyhow. How did you guess? Do I sound twenty-six?’

This, of course, was stupid question number two. Where all this inanity was coming from I couldn’t begin to guess, perhaps, I mused, I’d become a portal between Earth and Planet Stupid.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘How does a twenty-six-year-old sound?’

‘Although technically speaking,’ I explained, ‘I’m not actually twenty-six until Sunday, they do happen to sound a lot like me. The male variety, of which I consider myself to be a prime specimen, tend to whinge a lot about receding hair lines, loss of physique, life, work, love-life (or lack of love in their life) while constantly harking back to some golden age, usually their university days. It’s quite a monotonous sound but comforting all the same.’

Kate laughed. With my hand on my heart, and a finger hovering over the self-destruct button marked, ‘Cheesy Similes’, I swear that her laughter perfectly captured summertime – the sun on my neck, birds singing in trees and cloudless skies – all at once.

‘And what about you?’ I asked. ‘How old are you?’

She didn’t speak.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘You’re twenty-one or twenty-two?’

‘Nope.’

‘Higher or lower?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Lower.’

‘You’re right.’

‘Twenty?’

‘Er, nope.’

‘Nineteen?’

‘Yup,’ she said. ‘But I’ll be twenty in November.’

There was a long pause.

The long pause grew longer.

The long pause grew so long that unless one of us said something soon, the only thing left to say would be good-bye. I panicked and said the first thing that came into my head.

‘Ahhhhh.’

There was another long pause.

‘What does “Ahhhhh” mean?’ enquired Kate, mimicking my ‘Ahhhhh’ note perfectly.

I hadn’t a clue what to say next and was running out of plausible ideas at an alarming rate. ‘Nothing really. Well not much anyhow. It’s just that... I used to know a Katie at junior school. She was the fastest runner in the whole of our year until she was ten. It was amazing. I’ve never seen a girl go so fast. I’ve often wondered whether she ever made it to the Olympics or anything like that. You’re not that Kate, are you?’

‘’Fraid not, Mr Spaceman,’ said Kate.

‘Spaceman?’ I repeated.

‘I don’t know your name.’

‘No, you don’t, do you?’ I thought of making one up purely for my own amusement, but somehow the honesty and the purity of her voice shamed me into not being so pathetic. ‘Names are irrelevant. They’re just labels. I mean, how can you tell what a child should be called before they’ve even had a chance to do anything?’

I was well aware of how pompous it sounded, because I’d thought exactly the same thing when I heard Simon say it to a girl at a party. The reason I was employing its use now was that I desperately wanted to ape the fantastic results he’d got using it.

‘Don’t you like your name?’ asked Kate.

‘It’s all right,’ I said nonchalantly. ‘But it’s not the name I would have chosen.’

She laughed, which wasn’t exactly the reaction I’d been looking for. I asked her what she found amusing and she said something about boys being all the same and then asked me what name I would’ve chosen, which proved unfortunate as I couldn’t remember which name Simon had used.

‘I... I don’t know,’ I said nervously. I jammed the phone up against my ear with my shoulder, leaving my hands free to frantically tear the letter I’d written to the bank into little pieces.

‘I think I’d call you James,’ she said playfully.

I was intrigued. James? I listed all of the cool Jameses I could think of: James Bond (shaken but not stirred cool), James Brown (‘soul power’ cool) and James Hunt (daredevil motor racing cool) – in spite of my list and the fact that the odds were a million to one against, I couldn’t help feeling she had a different James in mind. James Baker, to be exact, a small lad in the year below me in junior school who perpetually had scabs around the edge of his lips.

‘Why James?’ I asked defensively.

‘I don’t know,’ she said whimsically. ‘You just sound like a James. But if names are irrelevant why did you ask me what mine was?’

‘Because I wanted to know how wrong your parents were.’

‘And how wrong were they?’ asked Kate guardedly.

‘Only quite wrong,’ I answered. ‘Not far off the mark, I suppose. Three out of ten for effort.’

The rude streak that dwelled within me had risen to the surface. I’d like to pretend that my obnoxiousness was part of my seduction technique but it wasn’t. It was sheer blatant crapness. My mouth always ran away with itself, intoxicated by the power it wielded. It happened any time I came face to face with genuine niceness, as if scientifically testing the limitations of my chosen subject’s pleasant nature – to see how far was too far.

‘Are you trying to be offensive?’ she asked, more stunned than hurt.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ I said, apologising profusely. ‘Forgive me, I’m stupid. It’s just... it’s just that I’m just having a bit of a rough time at the moment.’

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Kate, genuinely concerned.

I tried to stop myself but couldn’t.

‘It’s my girlfriend,’ I said. ‘She dumped me.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. I know how you feel. It’s terrible when things like that happen. I feel terrible. Your girlfriend’s just dumped you and here I am wittering on about cheques.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I said cheerfully, momentarily forgetting my grief. ‘It’s not like she’s just done it.’

‘So when did it happen?’

‘Three years ago.’

The whole story came out. During the appropriate breaks in my narrative, Kate made supportive ‘uh-huh’ noises which made me feel even worse. Here I was wasting the time of an interesting, velvet-voiced and quite possibly good-looking girl, telling her about my ex, when any man with any sense would’ve been trying their best to chat her up.

When I’d finished my story, roughly an hour later, without pausing she told me that I ought to be strong. She herself was recovering from a recent break-up of a relationship.

‘That’s why I was crying on your answering machine – thank you for not mentioning it, by the way – phoning the flat reminded me of living there, which reminded me of being there with my boyfriend, which reminded me of the fact that he had dumped me.’

I thought she was going to start crying, but she didn’t. Instead she took her turn in what was quickly becoming a miniature self-help group for that small but vocal strata of society known as The Dumped. Her boyfriend – whom she refused to refer to as anything but ‘my ex’ or occasionally ‘that heartless bastard’ – had dumped her three weeks earlier, totally out of the blue. They’d been together for six perfect months.

‘I lost the plot for a while,’ said Kate, ‘I really did. I used to lie in bed just staring at the ceiling. I even unplugged the phone just in case he ever tried to call me again. I didn’t eat because I knew that I’d throw up. I didn’t see anyone – not even friends – for nearly two weeks. I just stayed in watching telly and eating Hobnobs.’ She laughed. ‘Talking of which...’ I listened to a packet rustle and the sound of an oat-based biscuit being delicately masticated. She made a satisfied kind of cat noise and continued: ‘That’s better. And then one day I just woke up. I said to myself, I can spend the rest of my life mourning his loss or I can get on with my life. Which is what I did.’

I marvelled at her confidence. She’d managed to do the one thing I could never do – she’d moved on. But the more I thought about it the less impressed I was. There was no way she could have loved her ex the way I loved Aggi, otherwise she’d be as crippled by misery as I was. The two cases weren’t comparable.

Kate continued: ‘I’ve never understood why people insist on saying things like, “There’s plenty of other fish in the sea.” My mum actually said that to me, you know, after I was dumped by the person formerly known as “my boyfriend”. There’s me crying my heart out and all she was offering me by way of consolation was a fish metaphor! She wouldn’t have said that if that heartless bastard had died horribly in a car crash. She wouldn’t have said, never mind Kate, there are plenty of other boyfriends out there who have the advantage over your ex of not being dead.’

She had a good point.

Just as I was wondering what to say next, out of the blue she said, ‘Between grief and nothing, which would you choose?’

I recognised the quotation straight away. I knew it because me, Aggi, Simon and his then girlfriend, Gemma Walker (shelf-life three weeks, two days) had spent one Saturday afternoon, four years ago, watching Breathless, the Richard Gere version of Godard’s A Bout de Souffle as research for an essay I was writing on Hollywood adaptations of non-English speaking films. I’d chosen the title because it meant I got to watch The Magnificent Seven, too, although the downside of that was having to endure The Seven Samurai, as well, which, to put not too fine a point on it, was about as meaningful as my moderately flabby arse. In one scene, Gere’s girlfriend – played magnificently by Valerie Kaprisky – reads aloud a passage from a book and then drops it as she kisses him. Simon and I spent five minutes advancing that scene frame by frame to find out what the book was, because the passage made such a lasting impression on the both of us.

‘That’s from The Wild Palms,’ I said excitedly, as if Kate was in a position to award ten house points and a gold star. ‘William Faulkner.’

‘Is it?’ said Kate. ‘I didn’t know. That heartless bastard wrote it in a letter he sent after he finished with me.’

‘Oh,’ I said awkwardly.

‘Well, what’s your answer?’ she asked.

I told her my answer would be nothing. She didn’t believe me. But it was true. If I had to do it all again I wouldn’t have gone out with Aggi. I would have walked straight out of Oxfam that day, albeit without my Elvis mirror, but thankful in the knowledge that at least my sanity and self-respect would be intact in years to come.

‘But what about the good times?’ probed Kate. ‘You must’ve had some good times, surely?’

‘Yeah, we had some good times,’ I said, quickly flicking through some of them in my head. ‘But at the end of the day what have I got? Nothing but memories. I’m twenty-six and I constantly live in the past. I’ve been without Aggi longer than I was with her and I still can’t get over her. Ignorance, compared to this, would be bliss.’

Kate was beginning to tire of me. I could feel it. I wanted to tell her my whole life story. I wanted to tell her everything that was inside me. But I was convinced I was boring her.

‘Am I boring you?’ I asked, trying to make the question sound casual.

‘No, why should I be bored?’ Kate asked.

‘No, well, maybe just a little bit,’ I confessed. ‘It’s appalling that you have to listen to me droning on like this. Sometimes I’m so boring even I stop listening.’

She laughed. It still sounded like summertime.

‘Kate, tell me about you,’ I said, lighting up a cigarette. ‘Tell me something I don’t know about you.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know, anything you want.’

‘I can’t think what to tell you,’ said Kate. She paused. I took a deep drag on my cigarette. ‘Okay, I’ve got it. Ask me three questions that you want answers to and I’ll ask you three.’

I agreed. My mind was racing, trying to think of questions that would be intriguing, sexy and yet devastatingly witty.

‘Where do you live?’

‘Good question,’ said Kate. I tried to detect the irony in her voice. There was none. ‘Let’s sort the geography out.’

Kate lived in a flat in Brighton with her best friend Paula. Paula was out with her mates from work, which pleased me immensely because I liked the idea of the two of us being alone, talking conspiratorially late at night. Kate had stayed in because she had no money. She’d dropped out of her first year at the University of North London, where she’d been reading East European Studies (‘We were known as the “Euro Studs”’).

‘So why did you leave?’

‘Because I was going to get kicked out anyway,’ said Kate, sighing. ‘I hardly went to any lectures. I was in love. It seemed more important to be with my ex than learn about the history of the European trade agreements or have a social life. He was always having to go away and then I’d miss him so much that...’ Her voice began to falter. She took a deep breath and the tone of her voice changed, as if she’d made a conscious decision to try and never think about him again. ‘He’s history.’

‘Do you miss London?’ I asked, adding: ‘This is my second “official” question, by the way.’

She laughed and said: ‘I don’t miss London at all. It’s too expensive, it’s grimy, it’s dirty and it’s unfriendly. It reminds me of him. I like Brighton. My flat’s only five minutes from the sea. And I love the sea.’

I thought long and hard about my third question. I thought of funny things to ask, I thought of poignant things too, but there was only one thing that I wanted, almost needed, to know. It was about her boyfriend. A subject that was now clearly off limits. As usual I succumbed to my compulsion.

‘What was your ex like?’

‘He was just a guy,’ replied Kate without hesitation. ‘Just a guy who thought he meant the world to me and was right. But between grief and nothing, I’d take grief.’

She refused to say anything more.

‘I know you only said three,’ I said, almost, but not quite, shyly, ‘but I’ve got another question.’

‘Ask away,’ said Kate.

‘Will you phone me again soon?’

‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘We’ll have to see.’

11.45 P.M.

When she’d put the phone down I tried to dismiss her from my mind but I couldn’t – she wouldn’t go. Instead I went over the answers I’d given to her three questions.


	Her:	Who was the first girl you ever fancied?

	Me:	Vicki Hollingsworth. I was in my early teens. It didn’t work out. Too many complications.

	

	Her:	What’s your worst habit?

	Me:	Making pot noodle sandwiches. [Pause] Smoking. [Pause] Lying. [Pause] Thinking about my ex-girlfriend.

	

	Her:	Why do you want me to call again?

	Me:	Because.

	

	Her:	Because what?

	Me:	Because.



I considered returning to the entertainment of The Barbara White Show, but the early morning rise to work – still something of a shock to a body that preferred to run on dole time – was beginning to take its toll. It took roughly an hour, door-to-door, to get to school in the mornings. It wouldn’t have been so bad if I could have strolled in at the same time as the kids, but it was frowned upon by Mr Tucker if members of staff weren’t on site by 8.15. So unless I wanted his miserable, wart-ridden, beardy face chastising me on a daily basis, I had to leave the flat at 7.15 – requiring me to get up at 6.45! It was a killer. I tried a variety of methods to cut my getting-ready-to-go-to-work time down and thus lengthen the time spent in bed. I stopped brushing my teeth and instead squirted the toothpaste directly into my mouth; I showered in the evening instead of morning; and wore my trainers on the journey to work in case I had to sprint at any point. Somehow, no matter what I did, I always ended up leaving a half-eaten bowl of Honey Nut Loops in the kitchen sink and chewing a piece of toast while jogging up Holloway Road.

Off went my shirt and socks as I got back into bed. They landed in a crumpled pile next to my trousers. These clothes, my School Clothes, were completely alien to the real me. Until I started on my teacher training course, I’d managed to avoid going into branches of Burton’s, Next or Top Man for over a decade. There was something about High Street men’s shops that I despised more than fascism, landlords and neighbours who parked their cars outside my house. The combination of half-wit YTS trainees, terrible decor and the clientele – adolescent boys with clothing allowances, engineering students, and girlfriends with Zero Taste looking for a ‘nice’ jumper for their boyfriends – was all too much for me. All my clothes were second-hand, purchased from Imperial Cancer Research shops and the like. I had two wardrobes full of what Simon and I referred to as ‘Dead Men’s Clothes’ – the sort of items only widows and bitter divorcees throw away. My whole wardrobe – consisting of literally dozens of items – had cost less than fifty quid in total, but it wasn’t the money that mattered, what really counted was that it added to my sense of individuality. The look I was working towards was a cross between Clint Eastwood in Magnum Force and Richard Rowntree in Shaft. While I freely admit I wasn’t exactly there, I was close enough to feel different from the rest of the crowd. Teaching, unfortunately, was about conformity, and even I could see that a complete fashion rethink was in order if I was ever going to get a job.

The trousers were from Burton’s. They were black and had turn-ups. Looking down at them from the bed, I noticed that the seat was going shiny. The shirt was from Top Man (urrgh!) and was one of five purchased one size too small. As I handed over my money, the youth at the till had asked me if I was sure they were the right size. I said yes, because he was a seventeen-year-old with acne and I was a graduate in English Literature and Film Studies which, I considered, made me infinitely more qualified in the intricacies of shirt sizes than he was.

I got out of bed and turned off the light. Light from the street lamps in Friar Avenue, which ran along the end of the garden, made the curtains glow spookily, casting shadows around the room. As I put my head down I lifted it back up immediately and picked up the clothes off the floor to put underneath my head. One of the items I’d forgotten to pack was a pillow, and as I wasn’t entirely sure which sort of shops sold pillows I’d managed without. I made a mental note to ask Kate about it if she ever phoned again.

Kate is definitely an interesting girl, I thought, hoping I might dream about her. She sounds like she’d be fun to be with. She seems different from other girls. Not like...

The phone rang.

‘Hi, Will, it’s me,’ said a voice I knew only too well belonged to Martina. All things considered she sounded reasonably chirpy.

‘I hope you don’t mind me phoning so late,’ she said meekly. ‘It’s just that... well... you haven’t returned any of my calls this week. I thought perhaps it might be your phone playing up but I got the operator to check that the line was working properly.’



It was time for some quick thinking:


a) Amnesia?

b) Too busy?

c) Answering machine not working?

d) The truth?

e) All of the above?



‘I didn’t know you’d phoned earlier,’ I lied, trying with all my strength to sound surprised. ‘I don’t think the answering machine is working. I’m really sorry.’

‘It’s okay,’ she said hushing my apologies, ‘it’s not your fault, I’m sure you’ll have been too busy making new friends to call me back until the weekend. It must be so exciting, Will. More exciting than anything I could offer you.’

Martina had got into the habit of speaking to me like that – putting herself down in order, I think, to elevate me even higher in her esteem – from the moment I’d kissed her. It was a manipulative trick which pathetic people, myself included, used to make the object of their affections say something nice about them. Martina wasn’t fishing for compliments – her earnestness was such that I just knew she was one of those people who meant every word they said and never said anything they didn’t mean.

I ignored her bowing and scraping. ‘So, how have you been doing?’

‘Not too bad,’ she sighed, making the ‘oooo’ in ‘too’ sound like an asthmatic owl. ‘I still haven’t found any work yet. I’ve signed on with some teaching agencies though – they think I might be able to get something quite soon. But as for a staff job, I don’t think there’ll be any of those going until after Christmas.’

I hated to admit it, but she did sound genuinely sad, lost and very lonely.

‘How’s it going at your parents’ house?’ I asked.

‘I hate it, Will,’ she said bitterly. ‘I really hate it. I wish I was in London with you. Wouldn’t that be brilliant? I could get a flat downstairs from you and I could make you dinner and we could watch that TV series you’re always telling me about.’

‘Blackadder,’ I prompted.

‘Yes, Blackadder,’ she said wistfully. ‘That would be my dream come true, Will. It really would.’

This wasn’t some off-the-cuff remark, like ‘Oh, wouldn’t it be nice if...’ She was serious. She’d probably transported herself to this scene in her head thousands of times as she sat in her bedroom filling out application forms. I knew this, of course, because I’d spent a lot of my own spare time imagining similar scenarios with Aggi.

‘It won’t be forever,’ I reassured her. From my position on the bed, I craned my head trying to see the night sky through the bits of window that were visible because the curtains didn’t meet in the middle. ‘You’ll get a job. You’ve got very good references. You’ll...’

‘I miss you, Will,’ interrupted Martina.

There was no time for thought. The tone of her voice demanded an immediate reaction. Here was my chance. I could break her heart without saying a single word or I could make her day. I had this power – this all-consuming power – and I didn’t want it. I didn’t want it more than I’d ever not wanted anything because, metaphorically speaking, I was going to have to look down at this human manifestation of a seal pup, all big eyes and cuteness, and bludgeon its brains out.

‘I miss you too, Martina,’ I whispered quietly, hoping that neither her nor my conscience would hear me.

She sighed heavily with relief.

This couldn’t carry on; I knew this of course. I’d made another huge mistake. She didn’t want my pity – she wanted my affections. And I had none to give. I had to tell her the Truth.

‘Martina?’ This time the tone of my voice must have given the game away because she didn’t reply. I could feel her tensing down the phone line, bracing herself for the blow, waiting for her world to end. I’d seen the family dog, Beveridge, do a similar thing when he thought I was going to tell him off. He refused to come when I called him, but waited, savouring the last few moments of Life as it Was before it turned into Life as it Is.

What was I going to say?

Martina, I’m sorry, but this just isn’t working out.

Too harsh.

Martina, it’s not you, it’s me. It’s all my fault.

Too soft. She’d just think I was having a bad day.

Martina, I don’t know how to say this so I’ll come straight out with it, this isn’t working out.

Straight to the point. Firm but fair. Nice one.

‘Martina,’ I began, ‘I don’t know how to say this...’

‘Don’t say it, Will,’ said Martina. ‘I know exactly what you’re going to say and I feel the same way too.’

‘What?’ I exclaimed.

‘I feel the same way, Will,’ she continued, spilling her confusion down the line. ‘I know we’ve only been together since last weekend but what does time matter? Will, I love you too.’

I was well aware how large my active vocabulary was, and yet not a single word or phrase sprang to my lips in my own defence. I was speechless, although I’m sure she took the length of time I took to respond as a sign that I was inwardly returning the sentiment, too overcome with emotion to vocalise my affection. I just couldn’t work out why she was telling me she loved me when all that we’d shared was the briefest of brief encounters over a week ago.

‘Look, Martina...’ I began, but stopped mid-sentence. Even fired by anger I couldn’t allow myself to get straight to the point. ‘Martina, it’s late. I’m tired. It’s been a really long week. I’d like to go to sleep now. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?’

‘Dream of me,’ she whispered sweetly.

‘Yeah, all right. Whatever,’ I said, shaking my head as I put the phone down.

Martina was bad news of the worst variety. She was a terrible idea that was even worse now it was running loose in reality. She was Satan in Gossard underwear. How had I ended up like this?

Nikki and Cathy, two girls from my teacher training course, were good friends with Martina. On a night out during the second week of our year-long course they’d told me about a number of complimentary comments Martina had made about me during lectures, which all added up to the fact that she fancied me rotten. At first I was flattered because Martina was far from ugly; she was tall, naturally blonde and had a manner about her so elegant that she almost seemed to float. That evening I’d tried talking to her a few times but it was obvious, even then, that though she was keen we had nothing in common.

I didn’t say another word to her until the weekend before I came to London. I’d been discussing with Alice how soul-destroying it was looking for LOVE in the Nineties, when she suggested that the reason I hadn’t found it had nothing to do with demographics, and everything to do with the fact that I was TOO UPTIGHT FOR MY OWN GOOD. I had to admit, she had a point. While, all around, my peers indulged in one-night stands, two-timing antics and three-in-a-bed-scandals, I was too busy to join in because I was searching for the Other One, to take the place of Aggi (the One). It was easy to see what Alice was getting at. I was practically walking around with a sign around my neck saying: ‘Wife wanted.’ I was looking for a replacement Aggi with a lifetime guarantee and nothing else would do.

So Martina was it. She was my experiment. The Frankenstein monster of my own creation. My one attempt at a casual relationship, and now I was paying for it dearly. One phone call was all it took. In the back of the taxi after an evening dining at Los Locos, she’d made it clear to me as I frantically stuffed my hand up her top and ran my fingertips along the edges of her bra, that she wanted a relationship. I’d mumbled something along the lines of, ‘Yeah, me too,’ before she swamped me in deep, passionate kisses. Now, because of that, my regret threatened to overwhelm me – which wasn’t all that hard to do. On a good day, I felt guilty for things that most people didn’t give a second thought – not giving to the homeless, not buying a Lifeboat sticker, killing moths trapped in net curtains: guilt had always been a key feature of my life. And now, thanks to Martina, I felt completely and utterly guilty for things I knew for a fact had nothing to do with me. Hiroshima. That was my fault. The sinking of the Titanic. That was me too. Han Solo getting stuck in carbonite in The Empire Strikes Back. Blame me for that one, Princess Leia.

Already my conscience was suggesting that I should go out with Martina as an act of penance. After all, Catholics had it sussed – erase all guilt by turning the pain of the guilt in on yourself, because at the end of the day, dealing with your own anguish is easy enough when compared to dealing with the pain you’ve caused. It was a nice theory, but it wasn’t the answer. The situation would only get worse. This was my problem: I had to get rid of her, but I didn’t have it in me to dump her. I’d never dumped a girl in my life. Yes, I’d behaved so badly that they’d had no option but to get rid of me, but I’d never done the deed myself. I just couldn’t tell another human being that I didn’t like them the way they liked me. Thanks to Aggi, sometimes I felt like I was the only person in the world who could say, ‘This is going to hurt me more than it’s going to hurt you,’ and really mean it.

12.50 A.M.

Martina, or more accurately, thoughts of Martina were denying me the right to sleep, as they raced around my head as if the inside of my skull were a miniature Silverstone. Inevitably, they slowed down, converging at one point – Aggi. How long had she wondered – just as I was doing with Martina – how to break it to me gently? She must have known that whatever she said, and however she said it, I’d be totally torn apart.

Weeks afterwards, when I could actually get my head around the concept of her not being there any more – about as easy as coming to terms with waking up a paraplegic – it occurred to me that she might have been trying to tell me how she felt for weeks, maybe even months, and I’d been too stupid to notice. It hurt to think that all that time I’d been under the illusion, thinking she felt the same about me as I did about her – and now I didn’t know what to believe in. The questions I should have asked at the time never got asked, and by the time I’d got around to feeling I could ask them without falling to pieces, she’d cut off all contact.

Maybe she’d decided that very morning, or when I met her outside Shoe Express, or as the milk in our coffee began to separate in the café, or as she drove through the barriers of the car park, or as she pulled into Rilstone Road, or as she leaned over and kissed me to say...

That’s enough. I closed my eyes tightly, hoping that sleep would come soon. That’s enough thinking for now. I was never going to get to sleep at this rate. I looked through the gaps in the curtain, the night sky appeared to be fading into morning – I wondered if I’d fallen asleep without knowing it, and checked my watch. Night-time was still a very long way from being over. I lay back on the bed and stared at the Artexed ceiling, hoping to drop off out of boredom. I could barely see the ceiling without my glasses, the world was a blur and for this I would always be grateful.

I was twelve years old before I realised people were supposed to see the world clearly. My vision had been in a state of deterioration for at least two years. As a twelve-year-old that was a sixth of my life, or if I only counted the important bits when I could talk and at least do a portion of thinking for myself – at least a fifth. It wasn’t like I was on the road to Damascus or anything, it just sort of sneaked up on me. I thought it was the way things were.

My first pair of glasses were a hideous affair that I bucked, railed and tantrumed against when informed of their impending entry into my life. I took one look in the mirror at the optician’s and burst out crying. There were only two good role models for four-eyed youngsters back then: Brains from Thunderbirds or Joe 90, and even then, everyone assumed you were clever.

My peers, without any need for provocation, took it upon themselves to abuse both me and my spectacles at every opportunity. Even Sandra Law, who had a pink plastic pair, felt able to join in. I had to take the ‘brassings’, as we used to call it, for over a week until, thankfully, they found another child to torture. Craig Harrison’s younger brother had shown his tackle to a group of girls in the gully that ran along the back of the school. Admittedly, they had goaded him into it, but that was no excuse. That boy had no shame.

During that dreadful week Simon had stood by me. This didn’t exactly mean that he defended my honour – that would’ve only attracted abuse in his direction – but I always had someone to play with and knew that there was at least one person in the world who would never call me ‘speccy-four-eyes’. It was during a lunch-time break, while playing Galactic Head with Simon, our personal vision of future space travel, that it dawned on me to incorporate my spectacles into the game.

I Sellotaped a Bic biro to the right arm of my specs and thus my glasses became an intergalactic communicator. It was an immediate success. I started off the biggest playground craze seen in years – bigger than the Slinky Spring, Return of the Jedi trading cards and fastening the top toggle of a duffel coat around your neck to make it look like Batman’s cape. That afternoon my glasses were practically passed around the whole of the school. By the end of the following week people were bringing sunglasses into school for me to customise. The craze, and my popularity as a whole, took a nose-dive when Gareth ‘Stiggy’ Evans brought in his dad’s bifocals for me to transform. His dad later told the headmaster that Gareth had 20/20 vision, so it was ‘no bloody wonder’ he tripped over and smashed them while playing keep-it-ups with Arthur Tapp.

Four years after that my own glasses shared a similar fate during a Scout camping weekend in the Derbyshire hills. There were five of us to a tent and before we’d gone to sleep Craig Butler – who was sleeping in the middle – had convinced us that a man would try and sneak in during the night, and steal our body parts using a sharpened butter knife. By the time he’d finished winding us up only the unceasing clenching of buttock muscle kept the contents of my bowels from exploding. I was at the zip end of the tent, so there was no way I was going to take off my specs. When I woke up in the morning my glasses had disappeared but I didn’t have to look far to find them. They were lying on the floor, crushed under the quivering buttocks of Fat Nigel.

The lead Scoutmaster, a man called Mr George, suggested Sellotaping the arm back on. Mr George had obviously never been a teenager because otherwise he would have realised how stupid his suggestion was. Sellotape may have been all right for Galactic Head, but I was only a kid back then. Now that I was thirteen, there was nothing on earth that could make Sellotaped spectacles cool. Thus, I decided, it would be far easier on my ego not to see anything at all, so I spent the rest of the weekend – that’s all of Saturday and most of Sunday – being pointed in the right direction. When I got home, my mum made me go straight to the optician’s to choose another pair of glasses. But how could I? It was like being asked to choose another nose. After three hours in the shop, trying on the whole range of children’s spectacles, I settled on a black pair. I took them home and showed them to all my friends but I couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d always be a second best to the pair I’d broken.

The thing about that weekend without glasses was that what I could see looked really nice. Nothing had any definition about it. Colours merged. It was like constantly being caught in the sort of cheesy soft-focus normally reserved for swooning heroines, all the rough edges smoothed away, all the blemishes blurred out of existence. Real Life seemed far away.

In my retrospective mood, lying in bed staring at the ceiling, I was reminded of the first time that Real Life and My Life collided in my head. I’d just completed a rather excellent picture of my mother. I’d painted her with a red smiling face and blue hair – most importantly of all I’d given her a neck. I’d noticed that those of my peers whose talents lay in the world of art rather than the sand pit, had drawn portraits of their mothers – specifically commissioned for Mother’s Day – without necks. Some had big round heads, others even had hair, but not a single mother had a neck. I knew my mother had a neck, so I gave her a neck. It was a long slender green one. It made me very proud.

After painting time, we were forced into our afternoon nap. The beds were set out in rows across the far end of the classroom. I usually ran to the one by the door so I could feel the draught come in and pretend that I was on a boat at sea. This particular day, I ran to a bed that faced the large window which spanned the side of the room. It looked out onto the trees in the yard near the playground. I wasn’t sleepy but I liked lying down. I could’ve run and jumped and played twenty-four hours a day, but I conceded this battle every time because the afternoon nap gave me a chance to think. Back then I rarely thought proper thoughts because I was too busy playing. Time was always NOW, in big, bold, upper-case letters. The future just wasn’t my concern.

I closed my eyes tightly and waited until I saw the red and orange floaty things that always appeared before my eyes when I did this. They were beautiful, but I could never look at them directly otherwise they disappeared and would only reappear once I’d stopped looking for them. After five minutes or so, I began to think about my mum. She had dropped me off at the nursery, as she had done every day since September. I was completely happy with this arrangement. I had no problem with being left alone with strange adults and a bunch of children I didn’t know. If my parents were trying to give me a head start on the advancement of my social skills then they should have asked me and I could have told them that I got along with everyone.

That morning I’d kissed mum good-bye but as I lay there that wintry afternoon, I began to think about where she was. I couldn’t explain it, but I suddenly wondered if she was real. I’d sometimes dreamt things that felt so real that they couldn’t possibly have been dreams. I once dreamt I could fly and, even now, can still remember what the city looked like from up in the sky and how the wind felt in my hair and against my skin. But when I woke up I couldn’t fly.

Lying on the bed thinking these thoughts, I concluded that my mother was just a really nice dream. I could remember the softness of her cheek that I’d kissed that morning and how smooth the tissue that wiped away her lipstick felt. I could remember her smell, which was warm and summery in contrast to the bleak day it really was. I remembered it all, just like I remembered that I could fly. Right there and then, I convinced myself that my mum didn’t exist, that both she and my dad, my bedroom and toys – all that I loved didn’t exist. Nothing existed except me and what I could see.

I opened my eyes, looked out of the window, saw the branches of the trees blowing in the wind and started to cry. Not loudly for attention, but softly, very softly. My eyes filled up and warm tears ran across my cheek onto the hand resting beneath my head. Within minutes I was in full flow. I felt sad and empty. I was an orphan. The teacher, Mrs Greene, a lovely lady who smelt of Pears soap, gave me a hug and stroked my hair, but I was inconsolable. ‘My mum’s not there! My mum’s not there!’ I shouted through my tears, but it wasn’t actually what I meant. What I wanted to say was, ‘My mum’s not real!’ In the end I cried so much that she had to call my mum at work from the telephone in the school office. When she explained to my mum what the problem was, she passed the telephone down to my outstretched hands to let me speak to her. As soon as I heard her voice, the tears stopped. My mum was real. It wasn’t a dream. Everything was all right.

1.05 A.M.

I’m in my flat, only it’s not my flat. It’s a better one but not too flash – let’s keep it within the realms of reality. And for argument’s sake let’s say that I’m still in London and I’m still teaching – although why I don’t know. The flat’s tidy and the cold water tap on the kitchen sink works. My records and CDs are in alphabetical order and I’ve got a state-of-the-art flat screen digital TV with cable.

Right. I’m busy in the kitchen. I’m chopping parsley and sprinkling it over a dish which I return to the oven for twenty minutes to crispen – well that’s what it says in my Delia Smith cookbook, anyway. Playing in the background is Elvis – Live From Madison Square Garden – it just fits the mood I’m in tonight – triumphant, jubilant, ready to please the faithful. There’s a knock at the door. I brush parsley from my hands and slip on my jacket which has been sitting on the back of a kitchen chair. As I enter the hallway I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Looking good. I’m wearing a dark blue suit from Paul Smith. It looks expensive but not obscene, chic and ‘with it’. No, scrub that. The suit’s too formal – where am I going? A funeral? No. I’m in something casual that could only have been bought on a shopping trip to New York. Let’s see. A checked Calvin Klein shirt and a pair of Chinos from Bloomingdales. No, no, no, no, no. It’s just not me – only models in GQ wear that sort of stuff. Okay, I’ve got it. I’m in a plain white T-shirt and a pair of old Levis and – here’s the best bit – I’m not wearing any socks! Nice touch, she used to like my feet.

I open the door and there is Aggi.

For a millionth of a second neither of us moves, frozen in time and space, our eyes saying more than words can communicate. I’m overcome by a sick and dizzy sensation that doesn’t last very long as it is soon overwhelmed by euphoria. I wrap her in my arms and squeeze. Her warm tears trickle down the back of my neck. I pull my head back, still pressing her close to me, and look deeply into those big, bad, beautiful, deep-green eyes I’ve missed so much.

‘William... William!’ she sobs. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

Saying nothing, I increase the pressure of my grip so tightly that she almost feels faint, but she doesn’t resist, in fact she wants me to hold her tighter, because my embrace is declaring aloud the one thing she most wants to hear – ‘I forgive you.’

I relax my grip around her slender waist as she takes my hand and looks down, ever deeper, into my soul.

‘I thought I could live my life without you,’ she says, trying desperately to hold back her tears. ‘I can’t. I’ve tried and I can’t do it, Will. I’ve been so unhappy for so long. I thought you’d never forgive me. These last three years without you have been awful. I’ve been to hell and back.’

No. Definitely too melodramatic. More Barbara Cartland than Brontë. Okay, take it from, ‘these last three years without you have been awful...’

‘As soon as I’d ended our relationship I knew that I’d made the biggest mistake of my life.’ She stops, her eyes well up with tears and her bottom lip trembles. The pause is not for dramatic effect – it’s for mercy. ‘I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me right now. Really, I have no right to be here. I gave up that right the moment I extinguished our love. But do you think that we could...? Do you think that we’ll ever...?’

She notices how little I’ve said. The tears flow rapidly. ‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ she screams. ‘You hate me, don’t you? Don’t you?’

I throw her a look I’d seen Nicolas Cage use on Laura Dern in Wild At Heart: intense, deep and unambiguous as if to say, ‘Baby, you’re mine – I’m yours – forever!’

She tells me she’s grateful I’ve invited her around for dinner. She says that she didn’t think I’d agree to see her. And I say something like, ‘Why ever not?’ And she looks down at her lap and then at her skirt, as if realising for the first time just how much she’s let herself go. Though I hate to agree, she doesn’t look like her old self. She knows it. I know it. And she knows I know it. It’s almost as if she’d gone to her wardrobe and plucked out her best glad rags to realise that she was only half right. While reassuring her that she looks wonderful, I pull out a tissue from a box of Kleenex man-sized on the coffee table and gently dab the tears away. At one point, she smiles at me gently as my hand accidentally brushes against her cheek.

We move into the lounge. I offer her a seat on the sofa next to me. I get the feeling that she wants to move closer and very slowly she edges her body nearer to mine. Just at the moment she’s close enough for me to feel the warmth of her breath against my skin, the radiation from her body and the smell of her perfume – Chanel No 5 – I evade her intimacy, announcing that I’ve got to look after the food.

Right, let’s skip the boring bits and get to the point where we’re just about to eat. On the plates (from Habitat) are a wild mushroom and yellow pepper lasagne, and a selection of vegetables. Not your plain and simple peas and carrots affair, no, these are the kind of exotic veggies Sainsbury’s have in little white containers covered with cling film. She tells me that I shouldn’t have gone to all this effort because she’s not a vegetarian any more, and I tell her that the effort was all for me, as I’ve not eaten meat in roughly three years.

I pour her a glass of red wine and tell her how this particular blend of grapes will complement the food wonderfully. I’m tempted to let her cup overflow symbolically but I don’t. She says ‘When’ absent-mindedly, just as the wine reaches the edge of the glass. I pour myself one, our eyes meet, she raises her glass to her lips and is just about to sip when she says, ‘What am I doing?’ Her glass in the air, she says triumphantly: ‘Here’s to us! Here’s to love conquering all!’

We clink glasses.

We’re in the lounge again, back on the sofa. Two table lamps illuminate the room, creating a ‘relaxed’ atmosphere. There’s no music in the background, although it does cross my mind to put on something laid-back like Tori Amos or Kate Bush. We sit down and I light a cigarette, not because I want one, but because I want her to know that I now smoke. Things have changed. Things have moved on. I’m the same man she fell in love with and yet different.

She tells me how dismal her life has been without me. How she gave up on her aspiration to be a social worker to work as an office junior in a firm of accountants. Recalling how her life lost direction after she dumped me, she sobs that she has felt adrift ever since. She even confides that despite her best efforts she has been unable to form a relationship with anyone new – ANYONE AT ALL... okay, one bloke, but she didn’t sleep with him... okay... there have been a few: Paul, Graham and Gordon but none of them understood her like I did, especially Gordon who had ginger hair and Paul who had taken her to see Chris Rea twice against her will. I hold back the information that I’ve been dallying with a few girls’ hearts, but she can see – Aggi can see them dancing in my eyes. And what she can also see is that I was over her the minute she told me it was over. Maybe even earlier.

The phone rings. I ignore it. Aggi moves to answer it and I hold my hand up, signalling that whoever is calling is nowhere near as important as she is. The answering machine clicks on and a refined voice – not altogether dissimilar to that of Audrey Hepburn – says, ‘Hi, Will! It’s Abi here. I just wanted to have one of our late-night chats but you’re not in! What’s a gal to do? Oh well. What are you doing next Thursday? I’ve got tickets for the theatre. It’s Love’s Labour’s Lost. It’ll be wonderful. Do say you’ll come. We can have dinner at my place again afterwards. Ring me soon. Please! Bye!’

Aggi and I sit in silence. She takes my hand and places it between her two. They look small and artistic, just the right length for piano playing and stroking my hair. Thankfully she has stopped biting her nails. The wine flows freely and we chat and laugh and flirt with each other avidly until the Moment arrives. I know it’s coming, I can see it a mile off. Once again, she slides herself closer to me, I feel the warmth of her chest pressing against mine, her eyes are closed, her faced turned towards me, her pale sensitive lips pursed to perfection and I prepare myself to relive all our kisses and... nothing. Nothing happens.

1.17 A.M.

The phone rang, denying me the opportunity to wallow in the depressing inadequacy of my imagination. I wondered who it could possibly be, but after a few seconds I made the decision to stop wondering, on the grounds that it was both pointless and stupid. I tried to argue back that neither of those reasons had ever stopped me before but I ignored myself and answered the phone.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s only me.’

It was Martina.

I checked my watch, trying to gauge how outraged I should be. This late at night most normal people would either be a) not in b) fast asleep or c) having sex. As I wasn’t normal I wasn’t doing any of them – but I wasn’t going to miss out on a sterling opportunity to lose my rag, dump Martina and fill the yawning chasm of boredom stretching out in front of me. This was obviously some sort of gift from above – maybe I’d done something right today.

‘Martina,’ I began. ‘It’s nearly three in the morning. Why are you telephoning me at three in the morning? Are you insane? I thought it was my mother ringing to say that my Gran was dead. How can you be so cruel?’

I don’t know how I managed to say all that without laughing. I especially liked the bit about it being ‘three in the morning’ – exaggeration always was my favoured weapon in wars of words.

Martina was so stunned that she literally didn’t know what I was talking about.

‘I... I...’ was all she managed in her defence.

‘You what, Martina?’ I looked around for my conscience. It was nowhere to be seen. ‘It’s three a.m. Martina. You can’t go phoning people at three a.m. Look, this has got to stop. Yes, I know we had a wonderful time last Saturday. And I’ll always remember it.’ I wondered where my conscience had got to and decided it must have had an accident and drowned in one of the many pools of self-pity dotted around my internal landscape. This was the kind of mean-spirited, hard-hearted, totally selfish, self-centred thing that Simon would do. Finally, after all this time I was totally and utterly devoid of guilt – I was Sean Connery as James Bond. I could love them and leave them and not care because, at last, I didn’t give a toss about anyone but me. Shaken and not stirred! ‘Martina,’ I continued, limbering up for the kill, ‘I’ve got to tell you something. Look it’s not you it’s...’

‘I’m late,’ said Martina abruptly.

‘It’s nearly four in the morning,’ I replied, ‘of course you’re late. London’s not in a different time zone, Martina, half four in the morning in Nottingham is half four in the morning here too. This isn’t Australia, you know.’

She made small confused noises to herself. My efforts at biting sarcasm were obviously falling upon deaf ears.

Martina sighed heavily. ‘I’m late, Will. As in, you know, late.’

I hadn’t the faintest idea what she was on about. After some moments of confused silence I concluded she’d either finally parted company with the last of her depleted stock of marbles, or she’d been helping herself to her mum’s Harvey’s Bristol Cream.

‘Martina,’ I continued, ‘I know you’re late. I’ve got a watch. The big hand’s on twelve and the small hand’s pointing at the five. You don’t need to tell me you’re late.’

‘Will, I’m...’

‘If you tell me one more bloody time that you’re...’

‘Pregnant.’

I nearly coughed up my lungs in shock. This was quite literally the last thing I’d expected. The events of last weekend had been consigned to the annals of ancient history as soon as they’d occurred. And now I was being called back to take responsibility for something that, mentally speaking, happened decades ago. The entire point of one-night stands was supposed to be that they lasted one night. They were not allowed to come back seven days after the event and tell you they were...

‘Pregnant?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered.

‘But how?’ I cried sulkily.

She started a sentence which I believe, had I let her finish, would’ve given me the text book explanation similar to the one I’d received thirteen years ago from Mr Marshall, my school biology teacher.

‘Don’t, Martina,’ I said firmly. ‘Just don’t.’ Huge droplets of sweat jettisoned from my every skin pore, so much so that my hands, wet with perspiration, lost all grip. The phone slipped from my grasp, smacking against the edge of the bed on its way to the floor. I sat and stared at it, carefully listening to the sound but not comprehending the meaning of the miniature Martina coming from the earpiece.

I picked the phone up. ‘You’re late?’

She didn’t know what to say after the way we’d been going round in circles. ‘Er...’ she began tentatively, ‘yes, I’m late.’

‘How late is late?’ I barked. ‘Later than I was to pick you up on Saturday? Later than the average British Rail train?’ I started getting hysterical. ‘I mean, should I start looking for a good secondary school for our child?’

‘My period...’ she began. I shuddered – an involuntary reaction cultivated in my youth intrinsically linked to the mere utterance of that word ‘...was due on Monday. I’ve never been more than a day late in my life.’

I crossed my fingers and hoped that this was the kind of biological freak of nature that would’ve gained her an entry in the Guinness Book of Records rather than the mundane result of a fertilised ovum.

‘It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair...’ I repeated, beginning what would’ve become a five minute mantra had Martina not intervened.

‘Are you okay, Will?’ she said kindly. ‘Look, I don’t want you to worry. Everything’s going to be okay. I just don’t want you to worry.’

I tried to think of something sensible to say, but, inside, my brain had turned to pure wibble. For all her faults Martina was being spectacularly calm, dignified, almost regal about the whole thing. I was entering my second childhood just as she was turning into the Queen Mother. She was unshakeable. This, I decided, was one of those moments that separated men from boys. And without a doubt I was standing on the prepubescent side.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said again. ‘Will, don’t worry.’

I cast my mind back to The Event, but this time not through the eyes of the greatest fan of the most spectacular sexual athlete the world has ever seen. No, this time I went back as one of those disaster experts who sift through plane wreckage trying to piece together evidence of what went wrong.

While we had used a condom, I had to admit that I may have been just a teensy weensy bit careless. I kind of got carried away with the excitement of it all – after all, the one-night stand was uncharted territory for me. And for some reason the thought of doing it on her sofa while her parents slept in the room above us turned me on so much that I thought I’d pass out with the excitement. So, there might have been the slightest possibility that I might have torn the foil packet rather carelessly, but it had seemed okay to me when I’d wrapped it in its Kleenex coffin and flushed it away after The Event. I mean, I didn’t put it through the sort of rigorous testing that had got it its kite-mark but it hadn’t leaked. At least I hadn’t thought so...

Part of me (that which would sooner hack off its own head than take responsibility for the fact that it may have screwed up) wondered if she was lying. After all Martina’s favourite book was Hardy’s Jude The Obscure. And while she probably fancied herself as the ethereal Sue Brideshead, she could well have been Arabella Donn trapping the unsuspecting hero with a false pregnancy. It was a nice theory but for the huge gaping holes in it. It just wasn’t Martina’s style to lie. She wasn’t the kind to make waves even when trying to save herself from drowning. This was real. She was with child. I was the father. And it was highly likely that it was all my fault.

‘Are you sure?’ I said. ‘I mean, do you know for sure?’

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know for sure.’

‘Then there’s still hope.’

‘Maybe.’

‘So you haven’t had a pregnancy test yet?’

‘No.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘Why not? What’s wrong with you, Martina? Are you insane, woman? You are, aren’t you?’

She fought back her tears but I could hear them in her voice. ‘I... I don’t know, Will. I’m scared. I’m scared what the test will say. I’ll never get a job if I’m pregnant. I’ll be stuck here with Mum and Dad, surrounded by nappies, watching gardening programmes for the rest of my life. I’ve been trying to phone you all week to tell you,’ her voice faltered. ‘I can’t go through this on my own.’

I lay down on the bed, phone in hand, and stared at the ceiling. My earlier reincarnation as James Bond had all but disappeared by now. I’d had my licence to kill revoked. It felt good to be back in the familiar territory of the Realm of Regret, positioned on top of my favourite pile of ashes and sporting the latest designs in sackcloth. Martina had been worrying about this all week and I’d been too wrapped up in my own worries to notice. Lower than a snake’s arse? Really, it just wasn’t possible to feel more despicable.

I tried my best to comfort her, but at the back of my mind I knew something was up. I was carefully choosing every word I said, refusing to admit liability, in case one day soon it would be thrown back in my face. So I didn’t say anything rash like ‘I’ll be there for you’ or ‘Let’s see how our relationship goes’ or ‘I’ll support you in whatever decision you make’. I made no mention of the future and instead opened my bumper book of meaningless platitudes and showered her with them from a great height. She seemed comforted. This, after all, was the nicest I’d been to her since promising to call as I’d warmly kissed her good-bye on her doorstep late on that fateful Saturday night.

We talked some more about things totally unrelated to the situation at hand: what was on telly right now; what she was doing in the morning; why teaching attracts such manic personalities; and then made ready to say our good-byes. She said that she was going to buy a test kit first thing in the morning and I told her to phone me as soon as she knew more. Before the call ended, reverting to her old self she said: ‘Whatever happens, this doesn’t change the way I feel about you.’ And I said, ‘Yeah, me too,’ and put the phone down.

2.19 A.M.

In a way I was both disappointed and elated at my sperm’s performance. While in denial (which I surely was), it was quite possible to enjoy that exhilarating flush of pride in knowing that one of the little fellas had fulfilled its destiny. I’d kind of imagined them to be miniature versions of myself – slightly overweight, lazy, dysfunctional. It was hard not to laugh out loud at the mental picture I had: a group of them entering into a discussion halfway up Martina’s cervix about whether it was time for a fag break. All, bar one diligent little fella, vote yes. ‘I gave ’em up last week,’ he says. ‘No fags. No booze. I’m feeling so healthy that I think I’ll carry on.’

It was funny. But not that funny. That one conscientious tadpole of love, so eager to live out its potential, was about to cause my downfall and there was nothing I could do about it. It was one of those classic moments when you wish that you really could turn back the clock. Even so, had I managed to go back in time, to that moment just as I was unzipping Martina’s dress, not even the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Future could’ve stopped me. Passion is depressing. A man in a French film once said, ‘I resist my temptations in order to feel that I am free.’ Though it was said by a character in a French film – which by definition means you can’t take it entirely seriously – the truth of the words resonated clearly. Sometimes the effort to resist can be as passionate as the compulsion to succumb.

The opening and closing of one of my close neighbour’s front doors broke my concentration. I stood up and looked out of the window. Next door’s dog – a black Labrador – barked at my window. Turning back into the room I scratched my stomach and tried to work out how I felt. I wasn’t entirely sure. I looked at the alarm clock. It was late. Rather than being exhausted I had the munchies in a big way. Though not hungry enough to eat the proverbial horse, given two slices of bread, a bottle of ketchup and an hour or two longer without sustenance, even Champion The Wonder Horse would have looked snackworthy. My stomach specifically desired ice-cream. Then it occurred to me that perhaps I was having sympathetic cravings, just as some men have sympathetic pregnancy pains. Whatever the reason, I wanted ice-cream and I wanted it now.

This was one of the few instances I found living in the capital to have its advantages. Nottingham had nothing at all resembling the all night shop, which was a shame, because the 7-Eleven (so called because it’s open 24-hours a day, seven days a week. Well done, Misnomer Man!) was a pretty good idea, probably in the top ten most brilliant ideas humanity has ever had – not as good as the Walkman or the answering machine, mind – but for that matter not that far behind either.

Fumbling through the clothes that constituted my pillow I located my trousers and proceeded to look for a jumper. The only one I found that would protect me from a bout of hypothermia was a cable-knit sweater Gran had made me a long time ago. It was during her frantic phase of making things out of wool: dolls for her next-door neighbour’s kids, a bobble hat for my dad and a pair of trousers for Tom who, even at the age of ten, had the good sense to realise that woollen trousers were the kind of fashion mistake that followed you about for the rest of your life. Despite the cold I didn’t bother with socks as I couldn’t find any of the little sods. Instead, I pushed my bare feet into my laced-up burgundy brogues, ignored the sound of my mother tutting as she said, ‘No wonder all your shoes fall apart if that’s how you treat them,’ and went out of the door.

The silence of early hours Archway was beguiling. Take away the sound of far-off traffic and the odd taxi or bus and this was the quietest North London ever got. The coldness of the night air heightened my sense of isolation – no one would be out in weather like this unless they were mad or in search of ice-cream. My ankles were so cold that they felt like they had ice cubes rubbing against them. Standing on the door-step, I watched the vapour from my first outside breath disappear heavenwards before launching myself into the night.

The streets were empty. Most of the revellers from the Irish club up the road would have been asleep for at least an hour or two. The chip shop on my side of Holloway Road was closed but the one farther down, past the dry cleaners, was still open, although technically speaking, it wasn’t a chip shop – the name on the front of the shop being Mr Bill’s Fast Food. The nearest they had to chips were French fries which, five minutes prior to ordering, lay in a bag with thousands of other grim-looking bits of frozen potato.

Walking briskly I reached the top of the road in a new personal best of eight minutes and thirteen seconds! A couple were huddled together in the doorway of the snooker hall near the intersection of Holloway Road and Junction Road. The man was in his mid-thirties, but it has to be said that I’m notorious for not being able to tell the age of most people over the age of eight. I once thought one of Simon’s ex-girlfriends was fifteen, when she was actually twenty-five. I spent weeks congratulating myself on how liberal I was being, not asking her how she was getting on with her GCSEs or being less subtle and referring to her as jail-bait.

It began to rain as I walked along Junction Road and passed the Athena Kebab and chip shop opposite the tube station. There were no customers inside, but one of the men behind the counter stared at me menacingly as he diced cabbage. For some reason this scene seemed so ridiculous that I burst out laughing like some care-in-the-community patient.

Mr 7-Eleven didn’t look up from his magazine as I entered, but I got the feeling that he saw me anyway. Simon once had a job working behind the till of an all-night garage off Jarvis Road. He insisted that while working night-shifts he discovered an uncanny ability to predict the make and colour of the next car to pull onto the petrol station forecourt. It was pure rubbish, of course – the sort of thing he’d write a song about one day – but, I supposed, it was possible to find out all manner of strange things about yourself if you spent all that time on your own while the rest of the world was sleeping.

Walking past the magazine rack and the early Saturday editions of the Sun and the Mirror, I made my way straight to the freezer chest, opened it up and sucked in the pseudo-Arctic air. The smells and tastes of all the produce that had ever been there lingered like spectres: I could taste the ghosts of frozen peas; I could smell the ectoplasm of spilt Alabama Fudge cake. It was spooky.

The choice was limited: Raspberry Ripple, Chocolate, Vanilla or Tutti Frutti. Tutti Frutti caught my eye but I suspected – correctly as it happened – that it contained melon. I felt the same way about melons as I did about girls who said they’d love me forever and then dumped me. A box of no-name choc ices in the corner of the freezer cried out for attention but try as I might, they failed to seduce me, forcing me to opt for a tub of Wall’s Soft Scoop vanilla. You know where you are with vanilla. Its reputation, like that of Mother Teresa and Alan Titchmarsh, was spot free, which was highly useful, because at this particular moment, this close to the Edge, more than anything in the world, I couldn’t afford to be disappointed.

The man in the kebab shop – keeping his steely glares to himself this time – had ceased cabbage shredding and was locked in conversation with his kebab-slicing comrade. The kissing couple had gone only to be replaced by an old man with matted – possibly brown – hair protruding from underneath a lime-green woollen hat. His overcoat pocket was ripped and, even in this light, I could see it was heavily stained. The closer I came to walking past him, the more I began to think I could smell him.

He’s going to ask me for money.

At the height of my political awareness – five minutes into my first week at university – I’d made a pledge always to give to the homeless, even if it was only a penny. These days – since Aggi had left me, to be precise – in spite of my promise and acute sense of guilt, I no longer felt obliged to be nice to the needy. This wasn’t so much a change in my personal politics as a sudden realisation that I didn’t give a cack.

I set my eyes to a steely glare similar to that of the kebab chap, but the old man didn’t say a word to me. I spent the rest of the journey wondering why he hadn’t asked me for any money when he was so obviously in need of it. That thought carried me through the front door, into my flat and right into bed – leaving the object of my quest untouched and slowly melting on top of the TV.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  






OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
My
LEGENDARY
GIRLFRIEND

Mike Gayle






OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





