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  Preface


  When I wrote Bright Young Things, people still played tapes on Walkmans, and the most interesting thing you could do with a mobile phone was to play Snake on
  it. People still rang each other on landlines. People watched videos. There was email, just about, but SMS messaging had yet to take off. There was no Wikipedia and Google was not a verb.


  It was 1999 and everything had gone a bit millennial. Tins were beginning to appear in shops with use-by dates beginning with the number 2, and for a while it was pretty exciting trying to spot
  them. At least the people who produced canned goods thought the year 2000 was actually going to happen. Looking forward to (and being terrified at the thought of) the world ending on 1 January was
  one of the few exciting things left in my life. I d ended up in Torquay with a huge overdraft and a lack of enthusiasm for the three mystery novels I d published. I was twenty-seven
  years old and still wondering what to do with my life. I was a writer, yes, but not yet a very good one. I hadnt developed any real style of my own, and although there were some good lines
  in my crime novels, characters still did things like smile cynically and sniff the air tentatively. Where was the emotional truth? If people werent killing each other in horrible ways they
  were doing things like inwardly berating themselves. Everyone else I knew seemed to be writing cool books about people doing nothing, or taking drugs and doing nothing. In my books, if people took
  drugs they died. Looking back now, I guess Im pleased that Lily Pascale, my heroine, smokes all the time, forgets to eat and wears too much lipstick. That was me, once upon a time.
  But once upon a time I d also taken drugs and not died. Id done quite a lot of nothing.


  There I was in Torquay as autumn set in; using my old lacrosse sticks as window locks, unable to have a bath because the electric boiler never got the water hot enough. Luckily I had a gas oven,
  which made things a little cosier. (It was that Torquay kitchen that ended up being the basis for the one in The End of Mr. Y, several years later.) I didnt have my dog Dreamer yet;
  but somewhere in the slums of Plymouth her mother must have been pregnant with her. The following year she would find me, and although she loved sleeping as much as I did  maybe just
  slightly more  she taught me to go outside and look at natural things. She also taught me responsibility. But in 1999 I still spent most of my time trying to come up with money-making ideas,
  playing videogames or wasting hours in internet chatrooms. I smoked, ate junk food and wondered why I felt so crap all the time. Id done what Id always dreamed of and become a
  published writer. But it hadnt stopped me feeling lonely. It hadnt helped me with relationships. It hadnt made me feel like a success. It was as if I was still waiting to be
  discovered. I wanted a miracle job advertisement. I wanted someone to come along and say, Just do what youre good at and well give you enough money for your rent, bills,
  cigarettes and some nice food and clothes. I guess I also wanted the satisfaction of being recognised for doing something well.


  I decided that I wanted to write something authentic about this feeling of wasted ambition that I knew many of my generation shared. (I realise now that it must be much worse for the generation
  that is just now graduating from university with even less hope than we had.) In 1995 Id left university with a First. I went to London to seek my fortune but ended up working in a
  nightclub, taking speed to stay up all night. During the day I played Super Mario games. I looked at the job ads in the Media Guardian every week and even applied for some of them. The
  only interview I ever got was with MTV Europe, which was pretty exciting at the time. In the end I was runner-up for what must be the most meaningless job in the world: creating the MTV-logo
  inserts that appear between the music videos. All of this came back to me as I sat in my fat in Torquay in 1999. Why hadnt I tried harder? I could have been part of an internet start-up, or
  gone into advertising, or made documentaries. OK, so my car was always breaking down and I didnt have the right clothes. But those were surely just excuses. What was stopping me? And where
  were all the cool friends I was supposed to have? At one point my closest friends were characters in video games. I had conversations in my head with the sort of people I never met but wished I
  did. People a bit like the characters in Bright Young Things.


  In 1999 I was reading a lot of Raymond Carver, and discovering that real literature could be about things like broken fridges and could be written in quite simple sentences. I realised that I
  didnt like adverbs although I d been using them all the time because I thought thats what writing was. I was also a big fan of Douglas Coupland, the first person Id ever
  read who wrote about something that resembled my life. At the time I was writing Bright Young Things there was a real buzz about Magnus Millss first novel, The Restraint of
  Beasts. This was an authentic story about fencing (the working-class kind) told in a deadpan, minimalist style, full of conversations that went nowhere. I loved conversations that went
  nowhere; Id fallen in love with both Beckett and Albee as a teenager. Thinking about it now, Im pretty sure I read Mills long after I d finished Bright Young Things,
  which probably means I cant cite it as an influence. But for some reason I still think of The Restraint of Beasts as being important to me when I wrote my novel. Maybe I read an
  extract in the paper. Or maybe I just heard somewhere that it was now acceptable to write a book like that in the UK: gritty, raw, authentic, funny and minimalist. And not about posh people.


  In Britain in the 1990s, postmodernism was in full swing. As Fredric Jameson said, this was a culture that was depthless, meaningless and driven by pastiche and nostalgia. It was all surface. It
  wantonly mixed high and low culture. Everything referenced everything else. Quentin Tarantino had become a famous film director not by going out into the world and experiencing things, but by
  learning about films by working in a video shop! Id spent most of my time as a Cultural Studies undergraduate writing passionate lovehate essays about postmodernism. And while
  postmodernism is everything Jameson says it is and worse, it probably also enabled me, a cultural misfit whod grown up on a council estate in East London, to think I could probably write a
  proper novel. Would it be a great novel? No. But that didnt matter (yet). In a world where someone like Chris Evans could present a live TV programme full of mistakes, self-referentiality
  and, well, complete bollocks, it seemed that anything was possible. This was a time where dead air on the radio could be read as ironic, and people stopped pretending they
  didnt use auto-cues on the TV. So I ditched the murder, adverbs and predictability. Then I wrote a novel full of the literary equivalent of dead air. This is the book youre holding
  now.


  The characters in Bright Young Things dont know they are in a book, but they do know that they are in a story. Thanks to Scream and similar films, metafiction was all
  the rage in the 1990s, and it was very common to have characters comment on the genre in which they found themselves. To me, this refected an increasing anxiety about hyperreality. After all, when
  the world is covered in billboards and people talk to each other using rhythms and expressions from TV, and when, for a while, a whole culture seemed obsessed with saying Whassup? in
  the style of a Budweiser commercial, whats the difference between being in real life and being in a story? With this in mind, I wanted to take some characters out of the culture through
  which they defined themselves, put them somewhere else and see what happened. My theory was that they would bring their culture with them, as settlers have throughout history, and continue to use
  it to define themselves and each other. In other words, this was going to be a book in which young people, deprived of TV, music and video games, sit around talking about TV, music and video games.
  My original draft of Bright Young Things didnt even have the dead man in it. My characters just sat around and talked. My publisher at the time asked for something sinister to
  happen, and so I created the dead man. Looking at the book again, I think it works. Perhaps its not the most plausible thing Ive ever written, but it adds some drama and tension in a
  place where its probably needed.


  My original idea must have popped straight out of the zeitgeist, because I was already well underway with my novel when the first mainstream reality TV shows Castaway and Big
  Brother were announced in the UK. By the time they both aired in 2000, Bright Young Things had been delivered to the publisher. But, publishing schedules being what they are, it
  didnt actually come out until February 2001. I lost count of the reviews that declared confidently that my book was a satire on reality TV, a term that didnt even exist at the time I
  was writing it. Of course I was annoyed that people didnt realise that Id independently come up with this idea of young people sitting around having half-meaningful, half-meaningless
  conversations in a house cut off from society. But, to be honest, I was thrilled to be reviewed at all.


  When The Face (now sadly defunct) reviewed Bright Young Things, it was broadly positive, but the reviewer did point out that the novel was so full of current pop-culture
  references that it would date easily. Its true that many expressions are now extinct, twelve years on. No one talks about city-girl novels any more, although perhaps it was a
  better term than chick lit. Even I dont remember who or what Another Level was. I think maybe a boy band. But a lot of pop-cultural space-junk has survived. Emily, we learn at
  one point, has all the episodes of Friends on videotape. Anne hums a Britney Spears song. Perhaps the book needs to be left to marinate for a bit longer to feel truly dated. Or perhaps it
  doesnt feel that dated to me because its full of all the stuff that I remember.


  Something about living at the end of a millennium seems to make people nostalgic, or at least pre-nostalgic. When I was writing Bright Young Things you could buy time-capsule kits (or
  make your own, as demonstrated on Blue Peter) in order to bury some of your communitys material culture: to tell future archaeologists, historians or aliens how you lived in 1999. I
  wanted to do something similar with my novel. I wanted it to be a kind of time capsule that you could open ten years, twenty years, fifty years later and be surprised both by the things in it that
  still exist and by the things that are only faint memories. In a sense, every good novel is a time capsule. And while novels sprinkled with pop-culture and material-culture references can become
  tiresome quickly, I still believe in an unembarrassed and authentic representation of the detail of everyday life. Jane Austen presumably didnt worry that in 300 years people wouldnt
  know what a barouche was, and so in this spirit I threw in every current thing that interested me, whether it was likely to date or not. Every cultural reference in my novel is real.
  Of course, while this is (I hope) interesting, and serves some historical as well as future-nostalgic purpose, the main focus of any novel has to be more sophisticated than that. Bright Young
  Things is also a novel about postmodern culture: a world in which grand narratives have been replaced with cheap narrative. It asks whether it is possible or even desirable to disrupt this. It
  asks whether it is possible to find meaning in a world overflowing with it.


  Bright Young Things is my own favourite of my early novels. Like The End of Mr. Y, it came out of a definite, passionate feeling that I had to express or otherwise go mad. I am
  often asked to what extent my writing is autobiographical. Every writer knows how hard this question is to answer honestly, and how difficult it can be to differentiate between authenticity on the
  one hand and autobiography on the other. I have never written people I know into my books, except very slightly. But my books are full of me: my feelings, experiences, memories. Almost every
  true story narrated by the characters in Bright Young Things is something that really happened to me. Reading it again now, twelve years on, I am astonished by the details of
  my own life that I remembered in 1999 that I do not remember now. Or are those the bits I made up? I have no idea.


  
    Scarlett Thomas

  


  Deal, Autumn 2012
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  Part One


  


  Bright Young Things


  
    
      Bright Young Things wanted for big project.


      SAE to PO Box 2300 Edinburgh.

    

  


  The room contains a desk, a woman and two large stacks of paper.


  On the right-hand side of the desk, in a uniform pile, are the blank application forms, ready to be sent out. On the other are the stamped addressed envelopes, a haphazard stack, sent in by
  people wanting further information about the Bright Young Things job. The woman, Jackie, doesnt look at the handwriting on each envelope, except to note the colour. She has been instructed
  to put application forms only into those envelopes addressed in blue or black. The ones with the small red capitals, the big green swirls, they go in the corner of the room: Discard Pile A. The
  colour thing doesnt strike her as odd. All her jobs have some weird aspect to them. She just does what shes told.


  Jackie is a professional envelope-filler. Occasionally she works from home, but with the kids screaming and chewing up all the envelopes, it isnt ideal. More often she takes jobs like
  this, in a small room in a damp, empty block. All she has to do is put the forms in the envelopes and note how many she has done. Everything is provided for her; she just has to turn up and do what
  a machine cant do. You need a brain for this, and eyes, and hands. Some of the envelopes have no stamps; some are already stuck down. These must be discarded.


  Shes up to number 105, and in a good rhythm now. Like a robot, her left hand pulls an envelope from the stack, scans the colour and either retains or throws it. A discarded envelope is
  dealt with in two seconds  look and discard, no need to waste time on those. The ones with blue or black writing are opened and filled with a form from the pile. A right-handed movement
   into the envelope, tear off the strip and seal. This takes a total of five seconds. The envelopes without strips  the licking ones  Jackie throws on to a pile shes
  invented: Discard Pile B. For three-sixty an hour shes not going to lick anything. People should think about that when they send SAEs.


  In a minute she averages forty-five envelopes. In an hour she can do 2,700. By the end of the day shell have processed over fifteen thousand.


  When the envelopes are stuffed, she will go home and forget about them. Almost thirty per cent of the people who sent off their SAEs will send back the application form, to a different address
  this time. A man will sit in his office and read them all. And from the two thousand or so he reads, he will select six.


  


  Anne


  The 747 lurches in the sky. One more time, and Annes going to be sick.


  Is it supposed to do this? she asks the man next to her.


  This is nothing, he says. One time I was on a flight and the plane just dropped two thousand feet.


  Two thousand? Anne tries to remain composed.


  Uh-huh. They have to keep on either odd or even numbers depending on which way theyre going. You cant drop just one thousand in case you have a head-on with a plane going
  the other way.


  Anne processes this information. On the large screen at the front of the cabin is a map showing the planes progress. Anne finds the little graphics of the world and the plane comforting.
  They abstract the whole experience. Right now the pretend-plane is somewhere over the Atlantic, a couple of hours from Heathrow. After it lands, shes never flying again, Anne decides.


  She sat on a rescue boat for eleven hours, says the woman on Annes other side.


  Who?


  My mother.


  Sorry?


  When she was rescued from the Titanic, dear.


  On the runway at LA, Anne had mentioned to her neighbours that she was a nervous passenger. The old woman said her mother had been afraid of flying. Then Anne said she was OK on boats, and the
  old woman had started telling her about the Titanic. The woman has slept for most of the flight, but every hour or so she wakes up and continues the conversation.


  I inherited the gift from her.


  The gift?


  For reading cards.


  What, Tarot?


  Yes, dear. Her cards told her it was a bad week for travelling.


  She nods back off to sleep and Anne opens her book again. She cant get into it. Picking up her walkman from the fold-down table, she inserts the small headphones in her ears. Shes
  on her third REM tape, doing what she always does: fixating on one track and playing it over and over again. For take-off at LA it was Losing my Religion. For a few hours over the
  Atlantic it was Tongue. Now its Daysleeper. Over and over again. Her mother would call it obsessive.


  As a child, Anne never did anything in half-measures. At Sunday School, some girl once told her that if she ever lied she would go to hell. For a month Anne didnt speak, because she was
  afraid she would lie by accident. She couldnt even answer a question like Where are the cornflakes? with a simple I dont know, because maybe she did know and had
  just forgotten. In Annes six-year-old mind, the devil would count that as a lie. So she just stopped speaking.


  Her mother took her to a child psychologist who had bad breath and wet armpits. Anne continued with her silence, but blushed as he asked her increasingly embarrassing questions about
  inappropriate behaviour, and whether anyone she knew had touched her in ways that had made her feel uncomfortable. The trip to see him did cure her silence in the end, especially when
  Anne was told shed have to go back again unless there was an improvement. Between the psychologist and the devil, she chose the devil.


  After that, words became Annes only friends. Diary after diary explained why she couldnt fit in at school; why the other kids thought she was weird. Eventually her parents sent her
  to a special school, complaining relentlessly about the expense. Once there, Anne was told she was too clever and was sent to a room to read Judy Blume books by herself, to try and bring her down
  to the level of the other children. She was twelve.


  Teen fiction soon became an obsession. Anne read every Judy Blume (her favourite was Forever), and then started on Paul Zindel, feasting on his seminal Pigman and then The
  Pigmans Legacy. After that it was anything she could get her hands on. American kids  fat or lonely or abused, she had to know more about them. Anne could have been an agony
  aunt. She knew about issues. About bullying, suicide, divorce, pregnancy and sex. Any time one of the other kids had a problem, she knew what to do. Any time one of the other kids was
  depressed, she lent them her copy of Are You There God? Its Me, Margaret.


  There were no rules at the special school, and no homework. When she was twelve and a half, Anne started writing poetry. The poems helped her through what the school called learning
  time, which consisted of non-compulsory lessons. At break times she held court in the playground or in an unused classroom, talking about contraception or religion, firing off rounds of teen
  angst to bewildered pre-teens who would never quite allow her into their group. Out of school she spent her time at the library. She was a loner, and although no one would have called her a
  well-adjusted child, she wasnt unhappy.


  During her four years at the special school she wrote seven hundred poems and attended no classes. The school thought she would get bored eventually, but she never did. The policy of boring a
  child into submission had worked on every other pupil who had ever attended, each one drifting into the non-compulsory lessons eventually. But it didnt work on Anne. She simply never got
  bored.


  There didnt seem to be much point in Anne sitting her GCSEs, since she had never attended a class, but the school registered her anyway, hoping for at least a pass in English. She started
  with the biology exam. The first question was about contraception; the second was about the menstrual cycle. Since these subjects had been more than adequately covered in Annes teen fiction,
  she got an A. She also got As in English Language, History, Geography, Religious Studies and Art, for which she just turned up in the exam room and drew an abstract of a penis  not that
  shed ever seen one. These marks were enough to get her into a grammer school for her A levels, and finally to Sussex University to read English and Philosophy.


  Her parents paid for her flat on Brighton seafront, and for her car, although she hadnt asked them to. They also provided her with a generous allowance, which she spent on books,
  magazines and sushi, the only food she would eat. Annes first year was spent thinking about nothing, and her resulting dissertation  on the subject of zero  won her acclaim
  from everyone except her parents, who decided at the beginning of Annes second year to withdraw the flat and the car and the allowance, feeling that she had been overindulged.


  They had hoped that Anne would be forced into student life, but not being one to be forced into anything, Anne found a bed-sit, worked as a cleaner and read Sartre for a year. At the end of the
  year she staged her own suicide. Her thesis was a dossier of papers relating to her death: a diary of events leading up to it and the suicide note itself. Her stunt made national news. Her parents
  reinstated the flat, the car and the allowance, and organised therapy.


  In her third year, Anne read Baudrillard and listened to Radiohead. Shed never been into indie music before, preferring saccharine pop and seventies disco, but this was the year she
  discovered MTV. The new groups fascinated her, and their lyrics were like a kind of poetry: surreal, bubblegum poetry, as meaningless and alienating as anything shed ever encountered. For
  her third year project Anne invented a videogame called Life. She graduated with a First.


  Anne has never had a best friend or a boyfriend. Shes still a virgin.


  The trip to America was a last-ditch attempt by her parents to encourage her to get a life. But all she has done in the last two months is think about the end of the world. The aunt she was
  staying with had to go up to San Francisco to see a sick friend, so Anne was left in the house on her own. She ate lots of potato chips, cheese and alfalfa sandwiches and microwaveable french
  fries. She discovered chat shows: Geraldo, Ricki, Sally Jesse Raphael, Jerry Springer. And she didnt leave the house  except to visit the twenty-four-hour supermarket  at all
  during the two months she was there.


  The atmosphere on the plane changes as land appears below. The turbulence has gone and everyones relaxed.


  Looks like we might live after all, says the man next to Anne.


  Yeah. She smiles at him.


  I could have told you everything would be all right, says the old woman, waking up again.


  How? Anne asks.


  The cards. I did them this morning.


  Why didnt you tell me that before?


  You wouldnt have believed me. People only believe in predictions after theyve come true. Thats how Mother ended up on the Titanic. She didnt believe
  it was a bad week for travelling until the ship started going down.


  The man in the next seat presses a finger to his temple and twists it back and forth, implying the old woman is mad. Anne starts putting her walkman and her book in her rucksack.


  Anne has a McDonalds at Heathrow before taking the tube back to Islington.


  Her parents flat is empty when she arrives home; she remembers that they are still at the villa in Tuscany. A copy of the Guardian lies on the kitchen table, open at the Media
  Appointments section. On top of it is a note reminding Anne its time she found a job, and that her allowance runs out in September. Annes mother has already circled in red the jobs
  that she thinks would suit her daughter. They are all PR or charity related.


  Anne pours a glass of Coke and sits down with the paper. For some reason it is suddenly important that she finds a job from this paper. Today. Without meaning to be rebellious, she sets
  about looking for the most inappropriate job description, but in the end settles for the most vague: Bright Young Things wanted for big project.


  She doesnt apply for anything else.


  


  Jamie


  Some days there seem to be numbers everywhere. Jamie Grant hates numbers. They just cant leave him alone. He hates the number 42 bus, his home telephone number and his
  inside leg measurement. He once saw a programme where born-again Christians played with barcodes on consumer items, making the number 666 every time. They said consumerism was the work of the devil
  because you could turn barcodes into the number 666. Jamie laughed when he saw that. Christ, you can turn any number into 666 if you really want to. No, consumerism is not the problem; numbers
  are.


  In a lot of ways he is normal. His parents are divorced, but they both still love him. Last week he attended his first funeral, for a relative hed never met. Hes twenty-two and
  hes ordinary. Except for one thing. Hes just graduated from Cambridge University with a First in Pure Mathematics.


  He has a girlfriend he doesnt love and a best friend who is too tall and as a result drinks too much. Jamie masturbates precisely (how he hates that word) twice a day  when he gets
  up and before he goes to bed. If Carla is around he does it in the bathroom, in secret, and then pretends to be too tired to do it with her. She doesnt mind. She doesnt really like
  sex, and anyway, she chose him as a husband, not a fuck. In Jamies circle thats fairly ordinary. No. In Carlas circle thats ordinary. Jamie remembers that he
  doesnt have a circle; he just orbits other peoples.


  As he cycles up Mill Road, Jamie plays his favourite game: listing all the things he could do that would really surprise everyone. He could get contact lenses to replace his swotty glasses;
  maybe green ones. Then, with his new green eyes he could start a band and become like Damon or Liam . . . no, definitely Damon. He could dump Carla and shag groupies. Perhaps go around the world.
  That would surprise everyone. Or maybe he could just get married, have kids and go on the dole. What he really doesnt want to be is a mathematician. Because thats what everyone
  expects.


  His favourite fantasy is to be a pilot and fly a plane. If everyone would get off his back, hed just fly his own plane around the world and have adventures. He imagines finding strange
  lands and looking for secrets, like Indiana Jones or Lara Croft. He likes Lara Croft. He likes pop music. He likes motorbikes. So why the hell does everyone see him as such a geek? Its those
  fucking numbers, thats why. Because he knows what they do. Because he can work out the square root of things. That makes him a geek. Whats the square root of everything? Nothing.


  In a worse mood than when he went out (to get rid of his mood), he returns and lets himself into the small terraced house he shares with Carla and Nick. He wishes theyd do something
  interesting. He always makes an effort to come home slightly earlier than he is expected, hoping he will find them fucking. The thought turns him on in a peculiar way. Not that hed really
  want to see Carla fucking Nick, just that it would set him free. If only he could hate them, he would be free. He could stop looking after Nick and dump Carla. All he needs is a reason.
  And tomorrow he will be twenty-three. Things will have to change.


  Hes bought the Guardian and a packet of Marlboro from the shop at the end of the road. He hasnt smoked since he was about ten. He goes up to his room and puts both items
  on the bed.


  His bedroom is the only room in the house with a TV. Carla never watches it because she prefers the radio, and Nick just reads, when hes in. Carla says that TV is for the working classes,
  to keep them entertained and to stop them having any revolutions. What stops this theory being interesting is that she actually thinks this is a good idea, and shes proud to be part of the
  class that makes TV, rather than the class that consumes it. God, he hates her. He checks his watch: six oclock. Shell be at choir practice right now.


  He flicks the TV to Sky One and watches The Simpsons. Its an episode hes seen before: Lisa falls in love with her teacher and nobody understands her. He cries during the
  scene when the teacher reads out a bit of Charlottes Web, Jamies favourite childhood book. He cries when the teacher leaves town at the end. This is another thing: he has to
  stop crying all the time.


  Carla comes in at about seven. Her choir practice is over and shes looking for an argument. She walks into Jamies room wearing M&S cream trousers and a cotton blouse. He wishes
  she would wear something nylon for once. Lycra, or whatever. For a moment he imagines her dressed in whores clothes: a mini skirt, high heels and a boob-tube. Is that right? They dont
  wear boob-tubes now, surely? Too seventies. Maybe just a little vest top with no bra. And shed have to swear. Not that this really turns him on  quite the contrary  but it
  cheapens her. And shes so fucking expensive that she really needs a price cut.


  While Jamies been thinking, shes been talking.


  Are you listening to me? she demands, her voice clipped and precious.


  Cunt, thinks Jamie. Are you listening to me, cunt?


  Sorry? he says.


  I thought we might go to that concert tomorrow.


  Did you?


  Its your birthday.


  Im aware of that.


  Its a recital.


  I thought so.


  Jamie stares at the TV screen. Dont be mean. Dont be mean. Give her another chance. Give her . . . a challenge.


  I want to go clubbing, he says.


  Sorry?


  Clubbing? Its what young people do.


  Its what plebs do. God, Jamie, whats got into you?


  He stays silent, watching the images on screen.


  Could you turn that thing off? she says, pissed off.


  He doesnt move. He doesnt want to hurt her, but he cant help it. On reflection, she probably isnt hurt, just confused. He wonders how you would actually hurt Carla.
  She sighs and leaves the room, slamming the door behind her. Jamie still doesnt move.


  Later, he hears her on the telephone, talking to some other public school bimbo.


  Hes just changed so much. Pause for commiseration. The other girl probably asks for details, over-stressing at least one word in every sentence. They all do it.


  Hes been playing computer games and watching TV. Maybe the friend tells her thats normal. Yes, I know, but all the time? And hes so
  distant. Earlier on he said he wanted to go clubbing. She giggles conspiratorially. I know. It could be quite good fun, I suppose. But I think he
  wants to do it seriously. Last week he told me he wanted to go to a rock concert. Sorry? Blah, I think.


  Another pause.


  Blah, thats right.


  Shes trying to say Blur but she cant even manage that.


  Jamies got a copy of The Face hidden under the bed. He pulls it out and looks at the clothes and the people. Maybe this is what he could have been, had he not been so bright. He
  hates that word. Its what people have always said about him, from his junior school  in the days when he still had an accent  to his grammar school. Jamie, hes so
  bright. And they always sighed at the end of the sentence, as if his brightness made them tired, because it was just too dazzling.


  As far as everyone here is concerned, his background is just a blip, an aberration. Hes bright and hes escaped.


  Well, now he wants to go back.


  He remembers loving his primary school and all his friends. But just before the Eleven Plus he was put in a special class, with the other bright boys and girls. They were taught by the
  headmaster and kept out of ordinary classes. From that moment, Jamies best friend, Mark, and girlfriend, Gemma, disappeared from his life. At the time he didnt even notice.


  Last summer he spent his holidays in Taunton with his mother and her new boyfriend. Walking around his home town was a surreal experience. Sometimes, in the bank or in the record shop,
  hed see a familiar face, but not be able to give it a name. Hed tried to track down Mark and Gemma once and found theyd got married  to each other. They hadnt
  invited him to the wedding. Why would they? He was never really one of them. While Gemma and Mark struggled with long division, he was doing algebra with the headmaster. He was just too fucking
  bright.


  The people in The Face look like theyre on drugs. They look like theyre having fun in their dressed-down clothes; in their avant-garde photo shoots.
  Could he have been like that? Maybe he would have been if it wasnt for the numbers. Maybe he could still be something interesting, even with the stupid numbers. With all his numbers
  hed be qualified to deal drugs, maybe; 28 grams in an ounce, 3.5 in an eighth. Thats how they sell drugs, isnt it? He doesnt really know. But the people in this magazine
  arent that. Theyre artists and pop stars and underground rebels. Theyre not the losers that Carla and her friends think they are. Theyre probably just really nice
  people.


  He looks at his clothes: chinos from The Gap; white T-shirt bought by his mother about five years ago. Its greyed in the wash. Is that good or bad? He has a lot to learn. Worse, he has a
  lot to unlearn. He pulls one of the Marlboros out of the packet and lights it. He remembers smoking years ago in Taunton town centre, with Gemma breathing cold smoke in his ear, telling him she
  would always love him.


  Picking up his newspaper and the rest of the cigarettes, he struts out of the bedroom and down the stairs. Carla wrinkles her nose as soon as she sees him and places her small white hand over
  the telephone receiver.


  God, Jamie, what are you doing? she half-says, half-mouths.


  Im going down the pub.


  Sorry?


  You heard.


  She rolls her eyes and speaks into the receiver. Ill call you back.


  Jamie stands defiant, enjoying the smoke.


  Are you dumbing down? asks Carla eventually.


  Dumbing down?


  Yes.


  Dumbing down?


  Thats what I said.


  Jamie laughs. Where did you get that from?


  She flicks her fringe to one side. The Telegraph Magazine.


  You havent got a clue, have you?


  Me? Jamie, you need help.


  Whatever.


  The pub is brown and quiet. Jamie hasnt been in here before, but he likes the calm, contemplative atmosphere of men with nowhere to go. He orders a pint and sits on his
  own at a table near the dartboard. What Jamie needs, what he really needs, is to strike out on his own. His degree is over and he has no reason to stay in Cambridge. Just because they all want him
  to be a mathematician doesnt mean he has to be one. Anyway, its only his ex-tutors and Carla who really care.


  He browses the Appointments section of the newspaper, looking for something to get him out of all this. Something far away  further than London, if possible. Hes not qualified for
  any of the creative, arty jobs hed really like. But then he sees something that intrigues him. Bright Young Things wanted for big project. The address is in Edinburgh. Bingo. He
  sends an SAE on the way home, scared that hell lose his nerve otherwise. He doesnt tell anyone that hes applied, because when he disappears, he doesnt want anyone to
  know where hes gone.


  


  Thea


  Push it back in, dear.


  Sorry?


  Push it back in.


  Thea considers the situation. Shes in a small toilet in an old peoples home, with an old woman, Mabel Wells, bent over and waiting to be wiped. Blocking her way to the door is a
  big wheelchair, reminding her of her previous dilemma: how to actually get the woman on the toilet. She has never taken anyone to the toilet before; never even pushed a wheelchair. Her whole right
  side still hurts from being squashed against the wall by the substantial weight of the old lady, after the struggle to get her out of the chair. Now Mabel is balanced precariously, leaning on
  Theas left shoulder, and there is a big red turnip-shaped thing hanging out of her anus. It looks like an internal organ.


  Thea sweats, steadying herself on the silver hand-rail.


  Push it back in, dear.


  Mabel has a voice like a witch.


  Push it back in?


  Yes, thats right, Veronica.


  Its, um, Thea.


  Mabel squints, wiggling her large bottom.


  The-a, she says, pretending to struggle with the word. What a peculiar name.


  Thea doesnt say anything.


  Are you new?


  Yes.


  I like Veronica.


  Im sure you do. Shes back on tomorrow morning.


  Mabel shifts her hand on Theas shoulder, grunts, and says, Its a prolapse, dear.


  What, you mean thats your bowel?


  Yes.


  And youre sure I should push it back in?


  Yes, dear.


  Wont it hurt?


  Just get on with it. Theres a horrible draft.


  Thea scans the room for some plastic gloves. Those things are like gold dust in here, although its supposedly Rule 1: Always Use Gloves. But there are none. Taking a deep breath,
  she leans over and gets behind Mabel, scanning the prolapse briefly. After counting to three in her head (a habit picked up as a child as a strategy for pulling off plasters), she cups it in her
  right hand and pushes. It glows purple and wobbles around like a jelly. Its like trying to push a jelly through a straw.


  It wont go, she says.


  Push harder, dear. It wont hurt me.


  Yeah, thinks Thea, but what if it explodes? She says nothing and pushes harder. Eventually it sucks itself back up. Thea wipes the perspiration from her head with her left
  hand.


  Now take me back, squeaks Mabel impatiently. Big Break is on.


  You just finished watching it.


  Really? She sighs. Oh dear.


  The day room is full at this time of the evening. The TV is on, but not many people are watching it. The current programme is some kind of thriller, the sort that is shown in
  two parts over a weekend. On screen a young woman walks down an alleyway, unaware of the man following her. He catches up and pushes her against the wall, pressing a knife to her throat. You
  cant see his face. Thea turns away; the scene makes her uncomfortable. Shed change the channel, but Rule 17 says that the TV must always stay on BBC1, except for half an hour on each
  weekday when the old people watch Countdown.


  Thea wonders why she doesnt find the day room depressing. Normal people find this kind of thing depressing. Her problem, or perhaps her advantage, is that she sees things through a camera
  in her head. And because her camera is objective, things are neither happy nor sad, they just are. She assesses the material in this room. Over in the corner is an old lady, senile, with only one
  breast. These facts should be introduced by a voiceover, Thea decides, mentally storyboarding the scene for her imaginary documentary: Almost Dead.


  The woman is supposed to be doing a jigsaw, but shes trying to eat one of the pieces. The jigsaw was her daughters idea. She visited earlier, but has gone now. Theas camera
  zooms in on the chunky wooden piece as the woman forces it into her mouth. Its too big for a child to swallow, but the woman has a greater chance of managing it. Her false teeth are on the
  table next to her, and Thea mentally edits in a shot of them before cutting back to the woman as she begins to chew, her mouth full of gums and wood.


  What the hell is she doing? demands Matron, sweeping into the room.


  Sorry? says Thea, pausing her imaginary camera.


  Matron is a devout Christian, and Rule 5 is that no one must blaspheme in the residential home at any time. So far today she has said God twice, and hell three times.
  Now she briskly walks over to the woman with the jigsaw and rips the wooden piece out of her mouth. The woman starts to moo like a cow. Camera back on, Thea pans from the mooing woman to Matron,
  whos walking back towards her, waving the square of wet jigsaw.


  This, she hisses, could kill her. Where did she get it?


  Her daughter.


  Stupid bloody woman. Jesus Christ. Blasphemy six, seven and eight. Although, does bloody count?


  Thea focuses on the piece of wood as it dances in front of her face. Its a fragment of Thomas the Tank Engine, his little furnace and chimney.


  Cut from swearing matron to CU on jigsaw piece.


  Are you listening to me? says Matron tiredly.


  Of course. What should I do next?


  Have they all been toiletted?


  Yes, Thea lies.


  Very good. Just keep an eye on them, then. See if they need anything  but dont give them anything to eat or drink because then theyll all have to go again,
  and the night girls wont be happy if they have to toilet them twice. Ill come round with the medication in about half an hour.


  OK.


  As soon as Matron leaves the room they start complaining. One woman wants a biscuit, another wants sherry. The other part-time girl, Louise, comes bustling around from the laundry room and
  explains to Thea that the old people only have sherry at twelve forty-five on weekdays. Thea composes a shot around Louise. Shes about seventeen, plain like a scone, and fat.


  You coming for a fag? she asks.


  Yeah, Thea says. As they leave the room she notices a puddle forming under the chair of one of the old people. She turns her head guiltily and pretends she hasnt seen it.
  They walk along the dim corridor to the staff room. Brenda and Lucy are already there, with a pot of tea and fags on the go.


  How are you getting on? Brenda asks Thea as they sit down.


  OK, says Thea, lighting a cigarette.


  Youre a student, arent you? asks Lucy.


  Just finished my degree.


  Where were you?


  Bristol.


  And now youre living in Brighton?


  Yeah. Im staying with my foster parents for a bit while . . .


  My Lukes just got a place at university, interrupts Brenda proudly.


  Really? says Lucy. You must be so pleased.


  Yeah, well, my Bill still wants him to go in the army like he did.


  What does Luke want to do? Lucy asks.


  He wants to be a DJ.


  Thats cool, Thea says.


  Not when hes living under my roof, Brenda snorts.


  Lucy pulls a magazine out of her bag and flicks through it. She starts talking to Brenda about some plate she wants to buy and hang on her wall. Then Brenda takes out her false teeth and talks
  about denture cream. Thea composes a shot or two around them, but they are unsatisfactory subjects. There are a few old Sunday supplements and a couple of newspapers on the table. Thea picks up the
  last Mondays Guardian and opens it to the job section.


  By the time Thea leaves the nursing home its gone eight. That means theres only a couple of hours before Leisure 2000 shuts. This is the arcade in which Thea has
  spent all of her free time since she finished university. She used to hang around in here sometimes as a child, addicted to Space Invaders. Now shell shoot anything that moves, fly anything
  that flies and stalk dinosaurs until the arcade closes. She loves the hazy hours away from everything; they feel stolen, and therefore delicious. Its like the feeling of having a big jar of
  sweets and being able to eat them all, or perhaps the feeling you get before you have bad sex. You know youll feel sick afterwards, but it doesnt stop you doing it. The thing is, as
  long as Theas sitting in a miniature cockpit or standing behind a big gun, shes not making films, and although it makes her hate herself, she cant really help it. Its
  all the fault of that Cardiff MA admission person.


  The thing is, until the Cardiff interview, Thea had never failed at anything in her entire life. She was one of those ten-grade-A GCSE girls, whose picture appeared in the local paper alongside
  snaps of Abby and Nicky, school friends she doesnt see any more. After GCSEs, Thea stayed at the girls grammar school she already attended and took three A levels. She got two As and
  a U. The U was contested and later Thea was given a third A. By that time it was too late to take up the university place shed been offered, so she went travelling for a few months. Then,
  eventually, she did do the course she wanted, with most of her classmates a year younger than her and lacking any of the experience shed gained from travelling. When she returned from
  university with VD and a First, she had nothing to do for the summer except sit in the arcade and play games. She even succeeded at the games she played; that was part of their allure. She always
  took top score, always finished right to the credits.


  Cardiff was the only thing she ever failed. The MA was full by the time she applied.


  


  Bryn


  The Guardian is on the dashboard of the MG, along with the Sun, the Daily Mail and Loot. The guy behind the wheel doesnt touch them,
  doesnt move, because if he moves he will be seen. He cant be seen. He smokes slowly, his arm propped on the window frame. The car smells sweet with skunk weed, smoke melting out of
  the open window.


  Number 37 looks quiet today, like yesterday, but shes got to come out some time, right? Doesnt she need milk, or fags, or whatever? Bryn could do without this today, but Tank needs
  his cash this afternoon. Jesus. It shouldnt be this fucking difficult. Wait for her to come our snap, snap, snap, and go home. Out of this gyppo council estate.


  The radios on low, playing a remix of Inner Citys Good Life. The tune lifts in the wrong place and goes all Latino. The original never did that. Bryn presses the button
  for the local station. An old Whitney Houston tune. Sorted.


  The early August sun trips in the window, hotter than yesterday. Whitneys singing about her married lover, about waiting for him to come round and fuck her. Outside the car a couple of
  blokes from the pub walk past, then Tanks mate Gilbert, on his own with his kid. Hes probably had his kid down the pub again, giving it blowbacks in the garden to send it to sleep.
  Someone should tell Social Services, but they never will. Around here, child abuse is a conspiracy. Everyone does it. You dont tell.


  Bryn looks away. Gilberts the local fuck-up. He got put into care when he was twelve after getting in with a local paedophile ring, giving the old men blow-jobs for Mars Bars. All the
  other kids called him Cadbury, old enough to make up the nickname, but too young to bother with the fact that Cadbury never made Mars Bars. At fifteen, Gilbert got kicked out of care and moved in
  with some bloke called Tracey. When Gilbert didnt pay the rent, Tracey threatened  seriously  to saw off Gilberts head with one of his chainsaws, so he went and worked
  on some fishing boat.


  When he came back he blew all his savings on a bet down the pub. Then Tank put him in touch with some Bosnian bloke whose sister wanted British nationality and Gilbert married her. He got paid
  five hundred for the wedding and was due another five hundred for the divorce. But before the divorce could come through, Gilbert got busted by the Home Office. About five minutes after the man in
  the suit had knocked on the door, a journalist from the Sun turned up. No one knew how theyd all found out about Gilbert.


  No one except Bryn.


  Gilbert was inside for two years after some other stuff was taken into consideration, but Bryn didnt feel bad.


  Bryns always been pretty shit at everything, but hes good with a camera. When he was twenty, he did a BTEC National Diploma in photography at the South-East Essex College. After
  that he went to London to try to get a job in the music press, but he didnt have any contacts and no one wanted to know him. He came back to Southend and now he deals drugs, trying to get
  the odd bit of freelance photography work on the side. Every so often he supplies his contact at the Sun with stories, like the one about Tanks housing benefit scam, but it never
  goes any further. They usually pay him for the tip-off and send one of their own photographers, without even looking at Bryns shots. The job hes doing now is for a man he met down the
  pub. Bryn doesnt know why he wants pictures of Fiona.


  He sits and waits. Nothing.


  At about four he packs it in and goes round to Tanks.


  Bryn, my man, says Tank, holding out his fist as a welcome, pretending to be black. His fingers still have the letters l o v e and h a t e tattooed on
  them from when he was whatever he was before he decided he was black. Tank is about forty, has three kids he never sees (Ketamine, Jasmine and Marley), and long dreadlocks, which are naturally
  blond. Hes wearing beige combats, a black short-sleeved shirt with a Japanese pattern on it, and Adidas sandals. Bryn isnt sure about the sandals.


  They walk into Tanks sitting room, where an audience of seven people watches as Bryn explains to Tank why he hasnt got the money today and negotiates another half-ounce bag of weed
  for the time being. Afterwards, Tank takes out his special bag and gives Bryn a spliffs worth of some draw thats supposed to taste a bit like chocolate. Its solid, though,
  which Bryn doesnt smoke that often, and cant sell down the Reggae Club either. He thanks Tank and checks his weed. It looks unfamiliar. Tank explains that its Purple Sensi from
  Amsterdam, where they grow it under ultra-violet. He shows everyone the big purple buds, then goes on about female flowers and all that shit. Bryns heard it before. Everyones heard it
  before.


  Theres some porn film playing on the TV. Next to the TV is a stack of VCRs, all recording the porn film. If you ask Tank hell tell you how hes not into porn and
  disrespecting women, which is a load of shit. But still, the pirating gear isnt his. It belongs to Wilf, the bloke from upstairs. The others start talking about the latest drug-bust on the
  house. Some of them were here on the day it took place so theyre comparing stories, like war veterans. Tank goes back into the kitchen.


  On the TV screen a Japanese girl is taking her clothes off for a much older man. She looks about thirteen. All the girls in the room are deliberately not watching. Mad Mike is
  looking, and Bryn, but thats all. Bryns not embarrassed. This counts as work, for two reasons. Firstly, because its only a matter of time before he lets the Sun know
  about Wilf, and also, because Bryn is interested in pictures. Its his job. And if the pictures move, he isnt bothered.


  He finishes skinning up his joint and sparks it up, passing it straight to a girl hes never seen before. This is the way it always is. You come round Tanks to score, and then you
  have to stay and have a spliff. If you didnt, Tank would bitch to all the others who come round, and tell them how youre rude or disrespectful or whatever that weeks word for
  cunt is. Tank would make an example of you and go on about how you only use him for his contacts, his cheap drugs and free entry to Unos on the seafront. Yeah, right. But youve still
  got to play the game.


  Hey, Bryn, calls Tank from the kitchen.


  The Japanese girl lies down on a small bed. The older man climbs on top of her.


  What? Bryn calls back.


  Come in here, mate. Ive got something for you.


  Yeah, coming.


  He walks slowly into the kitchen. Tanks got his big mirror out on the work surface. Theres a line of white powder on it and the remains of one that Tanks obviously just
  done. Hes shaking his head a little, his Medusa hair snaking over his shoulders.


  Nice, he splutters. Top gear, mate.


  Charlie? says Bryn.


  Here, Tank says, handing him a rolled up twenty.


  Cheers, says Bryn. He hovers over the line, noting the way Tank has left it fat in the middle. He wants to smooth it out a bit, play with it, like you do. But that would be
  disrespectful. This is a gift. Aware that he owes Tank money, he says, Are you sure?


  Fucking hell, man, its only a bit of charlie. Anyway, Im road-testing it for Colombian Pete.


  Colombian Pete is from Birmingham.


  Anyway, adds Tank, were brothers, man. I know you appreciate this. You know the score. I wouldnt get it out in there, he gestures towards the
  sitting room, with all those vultures. Thats why theyre here. Sitting around waiting for free samples. That blonde birds been here for a week.


  Bryn leans down and snorts the line.


  You fucked her then?


  Tank laughs. Oral.


  Bryn laughs. Yeah, mate.


  His throat is bitter with the taste of the powder. He recalls the time that Tank, wanting to impress Colombian Pete, stitched up Gilbert and put him in casualty. Hed come around uninvited
  and kept caning all Tanks charlie, taking when it wasnt offered, and so on. When Gilbert went for a piss, Tank set out a line of Ajax. When he came back he said hed reserved it
  especially for him. That was the week before Tank became a Rastafarian.


  By the time Bryn leaves its almost seven. He nips in the pub for a half and then round to his mums for a sandwich, which he cant eat. Shes still on at him to get a
  proper job. He promises to check out all the job supplements she got him. Tells her theyre in the car.


  At the Reggae Club, Bernies DJing, playing all his old dancehall tunes. Drum and bass hasnt happened in Bernies world. Its all straight Cutty Ranks and Daddy Freddy;
  no unnecessary remixes. Daddy Freddys singing We are the champions, and a couple of girls are trying to move their hips on the dancefloor but looking ridiculous, like
  theyve barely graduated from the youth club. Bernies skinning up on one of his massive speakers. Bryn goes over and sorts him out with his weed and then leaves. All this shit does his
  head in.


  He goes down to the seafront and hangs around one of the arcades waiting for a bloke to show up. After that he goes in the White Horse, which has three fruit machines. Bryn sticks all
  Bernies money in one of them without really noticing what hes doing. A girl he fucked a couple of weeks ago comes over. Shes wearing cheap perfume and a white T-shirt Bryn
  recognises; its his.


  All right? she says, leaning against the fruit machine.


  Bryn nods at her. He can see her mate sitting at the bar, watching. These girls always come in twos, he realises. A fat one and the one you fuck. He tries to remember what she was like, but he
  cant. On the machine, hes just got two cherries.


  Remember me? she says. My names Julie. We slept together.


  Yeah. Hes distracted by the possibility of a third cherry. Give us a minute.


  OK. Do you want a drink?


  Yeah, if youre buying.


  A pint of lager? She smiles, like shes clever because she knows what he drinks.


  Nah. Get us a vodka and lime.


  Her smile thins. OK.


  He sticks his last quid in the machine and waits while Julie stands at the bar, trying to get served. Eventually she comes back with his green drink. He downs it in one and checks his watch.


  Ive got to go down the Reggae Club, he says.


  Thought youd just been there.


  Are you stalking me or something?


  Dont flatter yourself. I had to see Cliff. Saw you walk in as I was going out.


  Cliff? The student dealer.


  She nods. Do you want to see what I got?


  You what? says Bryn, but its too late. Shes pulling a small white wrap out of her pocket and opening it. She places it on the fruit machine. The powder inside is
  baby-gro pink: speed. Theres not much there. Maybe a tenners worth.


  Shit. Get that off there.


  She moves it on to the windowsill. Everyone can still see.


  Do you want a dab? she offers.


  Bryn stares at her. Shes got blonde hair with a couple of red streaks in it, and blue eyes. He still cant remember what she was like. Shes about eighteen or nineteen. Maybe
  shes a student. He cant remember.


  Put it away, he urges.


  She scowls. All right, keep your pants on. Im just going to have a dab. In full view of the barman and just about anyone whos looking, she licks her finger and
  presses it into the powder. Then she sticks it in her mouth, trying not to make a face with the bitterness. Bryn wonders if shes trying to impress him. As far as he can remember, she
  wasnt into powder a couple of weeks ago, just spliff.


  Im going to have to go in a minute, he says.


  Where?


  The Reggae Club. I told you.


  Ill walk over there with you if you want.


  What about your mate?


  Shell be all right.


  Fat Girl smiles and winks at her friend as Bryn pulls on his jacket.


  Why do you want to go to the Reggae Club if youve already been there? he asks.


  Why do you?


  Ive got to go and see Bernie. Whove you got to see?


  No one. I just want to have a little chat.


  He sighs. Come on then.


  Outside, its started to rain.


  All is not well at the Reggae Club. Theres been a bust, and everyones in the street outside, waiting for the police to go away.


  Bernies kicking a stone across the road.


  Fucking Babylon, he moans.


  Bryn laughs. Wheres your weed, mate?


  On the floor in there where I dropped it.


  You going back in to get it?


  Yeah. When this lot PISS OFF, he says, raising his voice as a policeman walks past. A police dog stops to sniff Julie and she strokes and pets it before the policeman calls it to
  heel.


  Whos this? asks Bernie.


  Julie. Look, Im going back down the seafront. Its a bit dodgy here.


  Check you later then.


  Julies still hanging around.


  Where are you going now? she asks, as they set off.


  Seafront.


  Is this all you do?


  What?


  Walk backwards and forwards like this?


  Bryn looks at his feet. Pretty much.


  


End of sample
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