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    Some things change and some things don’t. In my experience it’s never the things we expect. These streets have changed, the dark tarmac is less scarred, the once dull rain of London’s East End now silver against chrome and glass. And I’ve changed – I do this now. I find people love.

    They need it, as jobs vanish, accounts empty and passion is crunched in the rush to survive. It’s a calling, don’t think it isn’t. I know this because when they touch for the first time I feel the hit. Like a seventy-proof shot or the first pill of the day. The electric. The beautiful fuzz.

    The polaroid wouldn’t tell you anything. A woman in her early forties, dark-brown hair cut in a bob more fashionable than not, flat masculine face like a lifelong nun, but hey she’s got a smile that saves the day. Jeans and trainers, blouse and anorak. Social worker, religious pesterer, private detective. You don’t look at me twice in this city. But I’m the real deal. A Cupid. A god of love.

    I walk the streets of Bethnal Green, the soiled, boiled gutter of London, where all gets swept eventually. I grew up here, kissed here, lost my heart here. My father killed here. And now I sit on my bench and wait for the job to start. 

    He’s on his way, the latest on my list. I notice him from afar, two heads above the Bangladeshis, a head above the Somalis, bowed like a monk doing his liturgical rounds, in meditation, not prayer. Julius Miles breathes in numbers and spins out silken mathematics that swirl and settle around him like armour. His business, statistical summaries. If they were spells, this guy would be the High Wizard. And who am I to say such magic does not exist? I’m no Einstein. Numbers make me laugh. 

    It’s a spring day, which means low clouds over the tower blocks and yellow smears of daffodils ripped by kids or dogs from their half-dug council beds. 

    But Julius doesn’t see such artistry – he’s the Emperor of measurement, a professional statistician working for the Barts Health NHS Trust based at the Royal London Hospital, Whitechapel, East London. His face is simple, square. English. Spade of a nose. No beauty intrinsic in his features, but those dark, sad eyebrows draw us ladies to him. Broad shoulders, bowing calves like a butcher’s hams, trunk slouching forward to conceal his height. Six foot four. 1.93 metres. Size 13 shoes. 

    Julius has the big man’s desire for small women. But this giant is clumsy, except in his head. The pixies he’s attracted to he pushes away. Nervous jokes, clumsy quips intended to be witty, but they simply grate.

    “I like your cardigan, was it your grandmother’s?”

    “I find vegetarianism fascinating, is that why you’re short?”

    “You do know smoking doesn’t actually make you thinner?”

    A dinner party, a newly converted Queen Anne house five minutes from the hospital, eighteenth-century red-brick, Corian kitchen, French painted walls, Italian table, and a redhead, five two, finally turns to Julius.

    “So what do you do, Julian?”

    Usually he’d correct, chide even, but not her: he wants to squeeze her. “I’m the hospital’s statistical expert reporting to the Director of Corporate Services.”

    “Oh, I love experts. What, league tables, improved targets, that sort of thing?”

    “Exactly. I churn out numbers so the powers-that-be can argue about what they mean.”

    “Do you know what they mean?”

    “Sorry, no. I can’t afford to think about that, it’s not my job. I can’t give the figures meaning. I just collate the data. Nothing more.”

    At the end of the evening, Julius conspired to be next to her as she put on her coat. The connection can be instant, that mix of pheromones, perfume and visual mapping. Something told him that this configuration of circumstances – the presence of a petite, unsuccessful travel writer and a giant NHS statistician at a gathering of newly promoted doctors, his fragile state of intoxication that left him with just the right amount of testosterone in his bloodstream, the minute or so of general confusion as people hugged and bid goodbye, giving Julius a moment to speak without anyone else hearing him – would never occur again. He had to act. It was, from a statistical point of view, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

    “Do you have a phone number? I mean, of course you do, but could you give it to me?” 

    She smiled at him – and he forgot every equation he ever knew.

    “Oh, that’s sweet, but the thing is, I’ve got a boyfriend.”

    Julius knew this was a lie. Nine out of ten women who come alone to dinner parties wearing black bras and drink more than six glasses of wine are single. But he kept quiet as the door closed slowly behind her. 

    I open my journal. Thrill of empty white paper, let’s kick off the adventure. Each time is the same: I think it’s impossible to understand them, to categorize another soul. But I always get there in the end. 

    Julius Miles is straightforward. Just three words and he’s not even passed my bench yet. Who he is, what he is, what he will no longer be when I’m done with him.

    Big Lonely Rock. 

    A seventh wave must crash into him.

    He’s upon me now, looking to the pavement, avoid the gum, the dog do, the cracks. His eye on his watch, on his monthly record.

    Fastest Time Taken to Walk 2.1 Miles to Work in May: 28 minutes. 
Average Time Taken to Shower: 6 minutes.
Brush Teeth: 50 seconds. 
Apply Roll-on Deodorant: 7 seconds. 
Polish Shoes: 2 minutes with 30 seconds airing between polish, application and buff. 
Eat Crumpet with Honey Once Butter Has Melted: 45 seconds.


    
    
    
    
    
    In government circles it’s called “analysing performance indicators”. If the whole world is a machine, how can we speed it up?

    Here are a few of Julius Miles’s other statistics:

    Total Lifetime Relationships Longer than a Week – 7.
Total Sexual Relationships – 4.
Time since Last Sexual Relationship – 2.5 years. 


    
    
    I leave the walking to the man called Miles. I’m Felicity, so I catch the happy bus. The 66D takes me west along the “Roman Road”, so called because the Romans built it, legions of skirted men imposing cubits and digits on an Icenian world of devil-worship and roasted foxes. 

    Julius likes the Romans, and not just because his father and grandfather were named after Emperors. He likes their arpents and yokes and sesters and scruples. He sees history as the struggle between calculating men of mathematics and reckless dream-sayers. Worships the scientist. 

    Even Julius would have to admit that in Bethnal Green arithmetic and geometry lost. The Romans’ beautifully straight road still intersects with the River Lea on its way to their garrison of Camulodunum, now site of the UK’s “finest roller-skating rink”, Colchester Rollerworld. But today it is flanked by examples of human beings waging war on sense and structure, a continuous mess of half-baked businesses and tax dodges, most surviving less than six months. “To Let” is the brand of the area. Smorgasbords of shopfronts and signs, buddleia and ragwort poking from rooftops amongst naked television aerials and half-attached satellite dishes – nothing consistent, nothing planned. 

    The bus coughs past the market stalls in the concrete square and on past the Golden Shoe Thai Restaurant, Hakan’s Supermarket, Tolga Supermarket, Tolga II Supermarket, Hassan Ali Hairdressers, Gentle Life Yoga Centre, Crockett’s Washing Machine Shop and Electrical Warehouse, and the London Buddhist Centre, housed as if the punchline to a music-hall joke in the red-bricked Victorian splendour of the former Bow Police Station.

    The bus disgorges most of its passengers at the traffic lights, and I hold my nose to avoid the stale belch of Bethnal Green Underground station, the breath from the depths, the gasp of the beast. I inhale again only as we pass Liby Gardens, where Large Girl in Headscarf Practises Free Throws on the lumpy basketball court. Beneath the bridge three fat Bangladeshi men sitting together on an orange sofa stare at my passing reflection, daring me to tell them nobody loves them.

    I get off on Whitechapel Road, where the street market is just beginning. Julius loves this place, but do not think it’s because of the chaotic splendour of the bright stalls brimming with gnarled foreign fruits and bulbous foreign vegetables, the pavement thronged with tiny Bangladeshi burqa mums and lofty Somali dames in chadors dragging reluctant offspring to purchase okra and peas and strange, bloody fish heads from the Indian subcontinent serenaded by battery beat boxes blaring Bangla and pirated expat Somali rap. No. Julius likes Whitechapel Market because it’s a pie chart of the world. Only one in six people on this stretch of road is white. Five sixths are brown or black. Welcome to your planet, Julius Miles will tell you. To your future.

    But there’s no time to linger like a tourist in my own city. I have work to do. I cross the road to the hospital, waiting until three stubble-chinned drunks scuttle clear of the revolving door, spinning round like ancient liars to eye me with disdain.

    Perhaps they think the manly girl in her new jeans and new Asics is a cop. More likely they sense somewhere deep in their shaking minds that I am not like them, not like any of these citizens of the world, except for maybe the other freaks and fallen angels hiding away in the forgotten rooms above the money-transfer offices and the sari shops, who glance out once a day at the building where they grew wings, in reverence and despair.

    I’m post-op, you see. Born male, but have become female, although even after three years of HRT I still have to shave. Electrolysis is not my friend.

    Don’t be surprised that I’m transsexual. Us minor gods are carefully selected. The Storks often resemble fat babies, the Money Spiders tend to have golden tans even in winter, and the Grim Reapers possess deathly teeth, full of cavities. There’s no need to overcomplicate things, I’m sure you’ll agree. Life these days is difficult enough. Us Cupids are nearly always transsexual. The job description requires intimate knowledge of both sexes. Hermaphrodites are also chosen, but have a reputation for being a little highly strung. 

    This East End hospital didn’t make me. I went west, with my father’s money, to where oil paintings guard you every metre of the corridors, and Kenny G’s Haydn serenades you on the way to the operating theatre. 

    The Royal London would like to be as modern as the West End hospital where Felicity found herself. But despite its New Labour extensions and future-proof blue-glass towers, it’s still the place where the Elephant Man was carved into little trunky bits, where the Ripper sent Catherine Eddowes’s kidney along with a letter addressed “From Hell”. There are still corridors where electrical entrails hang from gaping vents and damp walls peel like a leper’s back – a place where you start to feel that horror is not just something in the films.

    Room 717B lurks halfway down one such corridor. On the door is a sign that reads “Department of Diagnostic Statistical Research”, black Arial lettering on white. Julius likes the sign, but despises his office. Room 717B is small, cramped and airless. Too hot in summer, too hot in winter. Just a single medium-sized window that opens onto a puke-yellow wall; you can touch the brick without leaning out. 

    Inside the window, the office furnishings are shabby, fraying and forlorn. Every surface wants to be somewhere else – the white polystyrene ceiling panels loose and flapping in the air-conditioning breeze like sullen surrender flags, unfurling ferns of plastic veneer on the desktops curling away at the edges. The floor buckles in places as if mini-earthquakes occur each night. Lino bubbles towards the door, attempting to escape. And the walls are blistering, paint puckering damply beneath the small fog cloud puffed anxiously ceilingwards by Julius’s nine-gallon recirculating humidifier.

    The dampening and the blistering and the peeling scares Julius a little. As if Nature, with its viruses, bacteria and amoebas, is lurking just beneath the surface of every man-made object, microscopically multiplying and exhuming until it takes hold and rots everything within the smell of its spores. 

    Julius keeps his computer sealed in plastic. His printer and scanner and backup drives beneath Tupperware tubs purchased from the country’s largest DIY online retailers.

    The only personal items Julius permits in Room 717B are a bumper sticker on the noticeboard that he purchased in Arizona which reads “Drink coffee and do stupid things faster with more energy” and a plant that his mother gave him when his last girlfriend left him three years ago. Hoping to drown it, to over-water it to death, he soaks it every day using a catheter linked to the tap that one of the Urology guys rigged up for him. Yet the yucca is thriving. Some plants are like that. Some people too in my experience. Try to hurt them and they feel alive. Nurses and doctors and orderlies hurry past the door to 717B and its sign because they can’t quite believe that anyone could be working eight hours a day five days a week dissecting statistics. As if those who carry out such abstract work in a hospital might in fact be part-machine themselves.

    You and I would rather stack shelves, but Julius Miles does not find his job boring. As far as I can tell, he loves his work. He collates data from the different hospital departments weekly, and in some cases daily. He processes the figures, comparing them to historical data from each department, and to data from other London, UK and European hospitals, not to mention the government’s ever-changing national target figures. 

    Numbers. Order. Sense. An island of reason in an ocean of mess. 

    Julius has much to clean up. Billions of numbers sting through his Dell PowerEdge servers. The NHS is the biggest single employer in Europe, fifth biggest in the world after the US Defence Department, the Chinese Military, Walmart and McDonalds. 1.2 million people on its payroll even after government cutbacks. If it were a country, the UK’s National Health Service would be the thirty-third biggest economy in the world. And the grumpiest.

    Julius lays out multilevel Poisson regression models explaining lengths of stay over time and across surgical firms and trusts within the Strategic Health Authority whilst adjusting for patient variables such as co-morbidities.  He includes control charts for each trust illustrating the variation over time, even though his boss, Richard Lovall, Director of Corporate Services, usually moves Julius’s detailed and statistically rigorous work to an appendix, asking instead for over simplified multicoloured pie charts. Richard Lovall likes pie charts, simple mystical wheels that he can wave at people, the chief executives, the politicians and disgruntled patients’ representatives with their ill-fitting twinsets and weight-watcher eyes. Richard calls Julius “invaluable” and “a sterling asset to the Trust’s management team”, although Julius suspects that he’s just being nice because Lovall is clumsy like Julius, and is usually nice to everyone, as his name suggests.

    He was less nice when he explained that the Department of Diagnostic Statistical Research was being considered for closure under the Trust “Restructuring Plan”.

    “Wouldn’t be redundancy, Julius. No, nothing like it.”

    “But you’d be firing me…”

    “And you’d be picked up by any number of companies, whom the Trust would then approach to hire you out to do exactly the same job you’re doing now, for more money but without the pension noose around our neck. Think of it as a transfer. Moving house. Changing lanes.”

    Julius doesn’t want to leave the hospital. Despite its yellowing worktops and peeling walls, he doesn’t want to leave Room 717B. He knows it’s a hiding place, but nobody blamed Anne Frank for wanting to stay put. He is afraid that the Trust will kill his job in the next round of firings. 

    Seriously Depressed Man Considers Making Up Figures to Render Himself Invaluable.

    I heard him first two weeks ago. No sound that you could detect, no sob, no shiver: the long-term lonely are hardened against expressing their pain, they know the hard way that after a tipping point tears make sadness worse, not better.

    We’re sniffer dogs. Coal-mine canaries. Cupids feel the pulse of a heart that yearns, vibrations on wind and water. Sometimes it’s just a taste on the tip of the tongue, burnt metal. 

    The nights hurt him most. Upright on his queen-sized bed, two in the morning, three, four, five o’clock. Shadows tilting around walls, big lump of man as rigid as a dial around which the empty room turns. Blames himself, the list concise, damning. His vital statistics. Cowardly. Graceless. Arrogant. Even despises himself sometimes, hurts the palms of his hands with his fingernails. Prays to something to be lighter, warmer, gentler. Julius stands at the window bathing in the low groan of the city that’s alive despite the devil’s hour, placing his arms around his thick chest, fingertips tapping his back. He hugs himself. Closes his eyes. Imagines his fingers drumming his back are a woman’s touch.

    A quick fix, why wouldn’t he be?

    I might be still a little woozy from the cocktail of oestradiol, progesterone and Spironolactone, my perception most likely fuzzed by hormones and hope and the odd benzo, let’s not kid ourselves, to massage the post-op pain. But I give myself a couple of weeks, tops. 

    I’ll hang around the lifts on Staircase C, notebook in hand. Lunch from the Marrakesh Café, back of the managerial block, two customers behind him. Maybe use the clipboard, stroll the linoleum outside Room 717B noting paintwork, loose electrical sockets, window locks ill-installed. Nobody will question me, nobody will look twice. I’ve done this too long to be noticed. 

    And at 5.30 p.m., not a minute before, I’ll follow him home and start to plan his future. 

    Don’t worry, Julius Miles. The path of love is never straight, but mostly it is true.
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    I cannot choose the ones you fall in love with any more than I can change the direction of the wind or the length of your feet or nose. Bows and arrows are for Hallmark Cards, as no doubt you suspected.

    What solidifies attraction into love, sometimes instantly like lava hitting water, sometimes over months and years, tectonic plates shifting, is a sap none of us can tame. I am merely the gardener, pruning, dead-heading, planting to ensure the garden flourishes and renews. The mechanics of plant botany and biochemistry are mysteries I have no interest in unpicking.

    In my experience, which is vast, the clumsier the initial meeting the better the chance of success. If it works, it does so in six words or less.

    He was left-wing, felt right.
In the morning, she cooked porridge.
Surfed Facebook hit her wave.
Fell in love picked ourselves up.
Drank to lose myself found her.
Forgot myself he didn’t.


    I knew from an early age why I was here. The tubby ten-year-old boy with an interest in soft furnishings and a talent for whispers by schoolyard walls prodded many an ardent Andrew into the arms of a bashful Belinda. The football boys beat me up, of course, but they all came round eventually, by the canal, stammering clumsy apologies and grunting their desires. I learnt early that you can never tell who someone’s going to go for. The star centre forward had no interest in the big-bosomed captain of the netball team, saving confused hopes for the mousy clarinettist with lisp and specs. Which meant, symmetrically, that the chess team substitute had eyes only for Whitney the wanton Wing Attack. 

    It surprised me. How easy it was to be a high priest of love. If the wall is going to tumble, the smallest of nudges will set up the fall. Job satisfaction is high. Most of us love our work.

    Early evening in the well-heeled East End enclave of Bow, half a mile from the diesel guts of Bethnal Green. Warm breeze from the south, pink clouds, geese labouring homewards to the marshes beyond the Olympic Park. I like this patch. Neat streets, rows of three-storey Victorian townhouses built as speculative subdivisions in the East London real-estate boom of the 1860s by lawyer Joseph Rogers and builder William Bruty, men of exactitude and dispassion, except when it came to making money. Slap-them-up-quick Billy, cash-in-quicker Joey. So the world turns. 

    First keys handed to butchers and tea dealers, Victoria’s fresh-faced merchant class, sweeping up the five steps to new front doors with puffed-out cheeks and toothless old folks, pregnant daughters hanging to their coat-tails. Whole families marching to the entrepreneurial drum. By the 1930s the same houses carved up, partition walls, beds stacked like shelving, brimming with mewlers, pukers, scullery maids, schoolteachers, dockers frying stolen halibut in the hallways. 

    Today, just one soul sits in silence at number 42 Woodstock Road. Radio 4 on every floor, spraying house plants. Deaf to the chaotic ghosts of former inhabitants that scream and shout and screw and fling cake and shit and sing and smash and drink and die around him. My Julius.

    But this fine evening I’m not interested in him. Action speaks louder than words, to do is to be. On the corner of sleepy Woodstock Road and the architectural potpourri of Roman Road is a small shop. First a scalemaker’s, next a jeweller, then a pawnbroker’s, it has since 1972 carried the same sign on the façade, painted black with perfect gold lettering, the pride of Uncle Gus, his delight, his life’s work. Domus Decorus. The only Roman remnant on the Roman Road, a Latin incantation that locals born in the last forty years nod at knowingly as they pass.

    “Means ‘Bewtiful ’Ouse’ in Latin…”

    At first glance, you cannot tell what the shop sells. At second glance, you cannot tell that it is a shop. Wooden chairs of different ages, sizes and makeshiftness hang above the door, two missing seats. Leather coats, fur wraps, men’s jackets from cheap high-street stores, dresses of polyester and sequins dangle on either side of the entrance like costumes from some forgotten Eighties play. The two large windows, at right angles to one another, door in between, exist as frames to precarious stacks of gnarled footstools, rows of grimacing Toby mugs, broken 1960s chrome lamps, teak sideboards, metal trestles, a stuffed eagle (missing one leg), a small chaise longue (missing one leg), vases that might be Ming or Marks & Spencer, chipped plates from at least five different Royal Weddings (one of them Swedish), hunting horns, old copies of the Guinness Book of Records and at least six different sizes of grandfather clock, the hour and minute hands at six different angles as if delineating the time zones of a demented mind. 

    It could be an art installation by a Turner Prize nominee. Or the home of a hoarding monkey. But it is a shop, owned by Julius Miles, inherited through the will of his Uncle Gus. Julius rents out the shop space and has crossed its threshold only three times since he became its owner, five years ago next month. 

    The business is listed under “Antiques” in the Yellow Pages, on various internet search engines. But scroll down the Google page and you’re a click away from discussion threads that are not inclined to extol the virtues of Domus Decorus.

    This is NOT an antiques shop! Junk Junk Junk!!! Imitation Royal Dalton and plastic Presley memorabilia. Junk Junk Junk!!!
Do not believe Feiner’s London 2010. It is definitely not “worth the trip to the East End to this lovely eclectic emporium, run by an ancient but effervescent antiquarian who seems to know more about English history than any Oxford Professor”. No antiquarian, just a lippy cow with dubious piercings. Update your guidebook, Feiner’s!
Bought an “authentic Eames-style office chair” from Domus Decorus. At home realized there was an Ikea label that someone had tried to peel off. B**ch running the place refused to take it back. AVOID. TYPICAL ROMAN ROAD RIP-OFF MERCHANTS!


    
    
    The mishmash of objects and furniture makes Julius feel physically sick. He sees it as a symptom of mental illness and walks the other direction from his house, taking a detour just to avoid the shop, past the screaming six-year-olds at the primary school round the corner onto Merryweather Road, to get to Roman Road. Same dogleg, an extra 425 metres give or take, on his return each evening. He thinks about selling up, but sees his uncle sitting in his armchair outside the shop on hot summer’s days, reading Proust or Goethe, and cannot bring himself to part with the place.

    I like the façade of Domus Decorus. Looks like every object in someone’s life has been thrown from a car speeding towards Essex and landed against the walls and windows. A shop overstuffed, under-loved and overpriced. A tangle of creativity representing that wholly human greed for amassing what-shall-we-call-it… stuff. It thrills me. Says how far from the jungle we have come.

    I’m across the street, no need to hide, can of super-strength White Ace in hand, just another cider-touting dropout in a London full of such folk. Tomorrow it might be the fluorescent vest. Dark fleece with Housing Association logo. A simple laminated name badge, plastic clip, 55 p. There’s no end of labels in the modern world designed to make us anonymous.

    I down the cider, don’t get me wrong. She’s no saint this nun-face, 500 ml of White Ace will kick-start any evening. A drink built for comfort, not joy. The small rage in my belly as the last gulp hits, I toss the can on top of the dirty Chinese takeaway boxes outside the dirty Chinese takeaway and cross the road to the shop door, fifteen minutes before closing. 

    Pause at the tsunami-detritus window, a pair of beaten Clarks shoes for £60, a CD player £40. My eyes linger on two small pottery clogs, a KLM freebie from a business-class flight Gus took to Buenos Aires in 1982. Single blue windmill on each toe, birds flapping across empty skies above Arnhem fields. Flights of fancy.

    “How much are the clogs?” I ask.

    “What clogs?”

    The voice of a smoker, a drinker, sexier for it. From behind a phalanx of porcelain dolls, their heads inches from a line of hanging baskets, spider plants raining downwards onto the dolls’ unruly hair, Planet of the Plants. “What clogs are you talking about?”

    “The pottery ones, in the window.”

    Silence. Then a clatter of books and magazines cascading to the floor.

    “Shit.”

    And she emerges. The first on my list of Julius Miles’s possible maidens. 

    Daisy Perkins, thirty-nine years old, 5”5’, fifty-five kilos, butter curls, jammy lips, breasts like beacons. Black camisole beneath unbuttoned blouse, you can’t help staring because they’re there to stare at. Daisy ran the shop for Gus during his latter years, Gus said they were close; how close Julius tries not to contemplate. 

    Daisy has leased Domus Decorus from Julius since he inherited the freehold. Lives at number 40, next door to him, claims it’s happenstance not a provocation, the rental came up at the right time. Thinks herself bohemian, loves art but has no artistry, craves taste but has none of her own. Beautiful limpet. Daisy between roses.

    “Oh, those clogs. Ten quid.”

    “I’ll liberate them from you for five.”

    Her look, hand on haunch, haughty and naughty. Hot black eyes. Lips painted for action. Three years ago she would have parted those lips, shoulders back, chest out. When I was a man. Got a feeling Daisy likes men. Loves them infrequently. Needs and uses them. Seductive to all, but few trust her. Has no strength, lets anything go. Except her son, Arnold. Daisy loves Arnold like the best idea she ever had. I’m surprised there’s no picture of him in the shop except in her wallet, but people are strange when it comes to kids. Flaunt them like BMW convertibles. Or conceal them from the marketplace like a secret belief in the Church of Scientology. 

    “Sorry. Ten’s the price.”

    She doesn’t like me. Disdains women, I sense, despite the row of feminist classics on the shelf above her desk. Defines herself by beating them to it. Makes Daisy feel big when she belittles another sow.

    “Is there someone else I can talk to?”

    “Does this look like Comet Electrical Warehouse? It’s my shop.”

    “Do you own it?”

    “Yes.”

    “I thought it was rented.”

    Cocks her head to one side, curls bounce. “Who are you, Companies House?”

    “Maybe I should talk to your landlord. Julius might give me a deal…”

    Black eyes cool. Arms cross over cleavage, that shop’s shut for now. 

    “You’re a friend of his? Of Julius Miles?”

    “No. Met him once. Told me about the shop. Was in the area, thought I’d check it out.”

    She doesn’t believe me. She’s trouble, Daisy; Gus liked trouble. Maybe Julius needs trouble. I find it happens often that we need what we don’t want. 

    “Eight quid. Since you and Jules are such good friends.”

    “I don’t like your manners,” I remark politely. 

    “I’ll not sleep tonight for the worry.”

    “Is Julius single?”

    “You want a tilt at him? Good luck with that…” Her laugh an exhalation of Benson & Hedges.

    “He’s solid. Something to hold on to.”

    “Big men don’t all have big ones. Trust me, darling.”

    “I don’t trust you. Yet I think I’d trust Julius, despite his pedantry. Do you see the difference?”

    “Yeah well, it’s been a delight, Mother Superior.” She turns, heading back to the desk, steps over the slide of books scattered across the rug without picking them up. Can still see me in the mirror behind her chair, of course. Black eyes darting. My job begun. The picture of Julius in her head is different now, however slight the shift. It works like this – the desire of others breeds desire in those uncertain of their own aesthetic. 

    “Thanks. Like your shop, despite what they all say.”

    She doesn’t rise to it. Disappears beneath the line of protective dolls, her Foreign Legion. I exit, just a jerk of hand, who could tell, slipping the clogs into my pocket. If she saw me steal them, she doesn’t say. 

    You see that I know what I’m doing, don’t you? The Private Dick with no dick never starts a job without a full bag of ideas. A couple of days on the scent usually does it. The preliminaries, sketch out the list. I knew all I needed to about Daisy Perkins before I set foot in there. Follow and sweep, ask and you shall be told, keep it simple, amicable, non-intrusive. Whether it’s this age of reality TV or just low-down human cattiness, never underestimate how much someone will say about you to a complete stranger if she knows how to ask. And I know how to ask. Don’t think I don’t.

    The other possibles:

    Awa Yasin, twenty-three years old, 5”2’, forty-seven kilos. Pretty little doll, nursery assistant and Arnold’s nanny when the boy isn’t in school. Hopeless with numbers, confuses corner-shop change, no plan, no boyfriend, no fear. Gets people like some Paddies get horses, understands their tick, their tock, their terrors and hopes. Laughs like tropical rain. Born in Somalia, arrived at Heathrow before her first teeth. A dark button. 

    Rukshana Begum, thirty-five years old, 5”3’, 5”5’ in her heels that she takes off only when sleeping, showering or having sex (always when sleeping, usually whilst showering or having sex). Costing and Income Accountant at the Barts Health NHS Trust. Dreams of acceptance. Pretty-ish, Bangladeshi-ish, Easy-ish. Prides herself on her temper, which she has to fake most of the time.

    Nadia Florescu, twenty-seven years old, 5”2’, sixty-five kilos. Cleaning Supervisor for Managerial Offices, Royal London Hospital. Broad as tall, muscle not fat. High-school weightlifter in Romania, petty criminal in Bucharest but merely to fund the train ticket west. Part-time degree at East London University in Multimedia Design Technology. Hold on to her coat tails, Nadia’s heading places. A workhorse with a heart the size of a horse.

    Gwendolyn Lank BA, MA, PhD, Cantab, thirty-two years old, 5”8’, fifty-five kilos, Julius’s first girlfriend, now lecturer in French Literature at University College London. Shaved head, stick insect in tweed, hips like a rentboy, breasts no bigger than profiteroles. Uncle Gus’s favourite, which is why his nephew clung to her long after she shook him off. Her passion is French Surrealist poetry of the 1920s. Julius the mathematician hung off her every sigh. “Leave everything! Leave Dada! Leave your wife! Leave your mistress! Leave your hopes and fears! Leave your children in the woods! Leave the substance for the shadow! Leave your easy life! Leave what you are given for the future! Set off on the road!” Barren, infertile, fruitless, lank like her name. Mother given diethylstilbestrol during pregnancy, Gwendolyn given reproductive-tract abnormalities whilst in the womb. Vaginal adenosis, she will tell you, more than once. Who better for Julius than a passionate geek whose favourite word is vagina?

    Richard Lovall, thirty-eight years old, 5”10’, eighty-seven kilos, Director of Corporate Services, Barts Health NHS Trust. Sings in a choir at weekends, Handel and Bach, not show tunes. A hugger not a kisser. First wife died of breast cancer at thirty-two; Lovall moved into the health service from KPMG six months later. Second wife the second-best friend of the first. Large hands that knead needlessly, ancestors probably bakers on one side or the other. Receding tight-curled hair, a badly shorn sheep, but this Richard sees himself as a Lionheart. 

    Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think Julius is gay, but I’ve screwed up before, lack of preparation. No sense in making that mistake twice. Blame it, if you want, on the HRT, back when I was a little distracted. Now I cover all the bases.

    Not much point in hanging around tonight. A Tuesday evening. He won’t be going out. Here is the routine of Julius Miles: 

    7 p.m. dinner in front of Channel Four news, Tesco’s Finest Beef Stroganoff, sparkling spring water and an apple, Cox’s orange pippin. Wash the plate, the glass. Dry both, place back on the table for breakfast, add teacup, cutlery. Mix the tea leaves, three parts Earl Grey, a part Darjeeling, a part Lapsang. Fill the kettle for the morning, halfway between the three- and four-cup level. Iron two shirts. Open gas bill, compare the same quarter’s usage with previous three years, pay gas bill online. Check broadband download and upload speed on the Speedtest website, record the results on the Speedtest forum. 


    The lonely plan their time. 

    Elsewhere on Woodstock Road I hear laughter, howling children, shouting lovers, edgy guitar music, classical symphonies, chatter of dinner parties. The professional couples, straight and otherwise, graphic designers, writers, property lawyers, minor bankers and major secretaries from Canary Wharf proud to be living in a Conservation Area because it conserves the level of their investment. Houses pushing £700K with the Olympic bounce. Gentrify, gentrify, the estate agents’ love call.

    Julius’s Uncle Gus despised the Conservation bunch, painted the front of number 42 pink one year, railings purple, front door day-glo orange. Sat on his steps in a wizard’s hat pointing a hazel branch at the bespectacled council frump in denim jacket and skirt, at the suited council blimp, threatened to turn them into toadstools, who wants the first hit? Hung his brother’s medical-school skeleton from the streetlamp, had schoolkids throw conkers through the pelvic cavities. Played Tchaikovsky from a record player on his roof. Spent July and some of August entirely naked, even to water his window boxes.

    Augustus Miles purchased number 42 Woodstock Road in 1948 from Florence Swaby, who was born in the house three years after her parents bought it from William Bruty in 1865. Uncle Gus paid the eighty-year-old £5,000 cash, profit received from the sale of a small Mondrian sketch at Sotheby’s. Gus vague as to the drawing’s provenance – “the War, old boy”, outskirts of Paris somewhere near Vincennes, grateful flophouse madam or German Infantry Captain, depending on the day and audience. 

    Uncle Gus, the sparkler, the genie in the dull old bottle of the family, Julius’s father’s older brother, invited warmly to birthdays, reunions and Christmas on the understanding that he would never show up. 

    Julius was five when he made his first visit thirty miles from St Albans to Gus’s East End, father fussing over seat belts, and suddenly there’s a face in the glass, blocking out the sun, a nose – or is it an aubergine squashed almost flat against the window of the Ford Escort Estate. White moustache and teeth rich with pipe smoke. 

    “Bienvenue, chère famille!”

    Loved children, Gus the bachelor king. Loved Julius most of all. Quiet, myopic Julius, a starer, a blinker, a big clumsy owl amongst day birds. Gus practically hugged him out of his car seat – “This must be joyous Julius!” – bore him up the steps, legs dangling, Julius’s face deep in an armpit that smelt of tobacco and sweat and rose-petal water. Aubergine swinging down into view again as Julius landed on the carpet, multicoloured light from the stained glass in the top of the door bathing the hallway as in a medieval chapel, eyes following nose, so blue, so sharp, Julius had to blink.

    “Bonjour petit ange. I’m your Uncle Gus, and I’m here to make a fuss…”

    Julius’s father was unable to resist a frown, seeing in Augustus’s flamboyant embrace of his son the sunny older brother’s familiar admonishment of the wintry middle brother: “Nouse not rules Claude, you’re suffocating the swain”.

    Gus died five years ago. Buying rambutan, durian and dragon fruit from the Star Night Supermarket and Video on Mare Street in Hackney, whistling The Dream of Gerontius as he stepped out between two white vans unpacking rice, straight into a number 38 Routemaster on the day before the hop-on-off bus was withdrawn from service.

    “Rouse thee, my fainting soul, and play the man;
And through such waning span 
Of life and thought as still has to be trod,
Prepare to meet thy God.”


    Julius snipped out the short paragraph in the Times, still stuck to his fridge half a decade on. “Pensioner Killed on Routemaster’s Last Journey”. Hopes Gus is happy with the epitaph.

    Julius didn’t attend the funeral. Preferred instead to install the new server at work, a second Samsung monitor, numbers flickering across the two screens in a perfect digital ballet. Shortly afterwards, a phone call from his father, choking back tears. “I leave number 42 to my nephew. The shop also.”

    Everyone told him to sell the old house, cash in, cash in. An albatross, his mother called it, around your windpipe. Father was less categorical, sensed the hole in his son’s thirty-five-year-old heart, the same shape a secret in his own. Went with him to Gus’s solicitors in Mayfair, permitted no noses to look down in Julius’s direction. 

    They came to Woodstock Road together. Father and son ascending the steps to number 42, Julius nervous, clumsy, dropping the keys at the door, two grown men bumping heads as they crouched simultaneously to retrieve them from the worn “Welcome” mat. Smiling at one another. Both remember that moment as the beginning of the beginning, the warming between them that continues to this day. One of the many magics of Uncle Gus.

    Julius unlocked the duck-egg door, stepped into the shadows. Pausing to smell the stale air of the hallway, his Uncle Gus distilled. Father behind him but nostrils just as wide. Ever noticed how scent can be as loud as a sound…

    They ascended, descended stairs, both startling at a creak of a board outside Gus’s bedroom. Remained in doorways, never crossing the threshold. His father’s fingers lacing through a beam of late afternoon sun, touching the dust.

    “Like a museum already,” he said to Julius. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

    Julius nodded. Didn’t know how to say no. Went downstairs at his father’s bidding to make tea, as Nephew had done for Uncle most Sunday afternoons since that first one in 1978. The kettle boiled, but Julius could not move, staring at the open tin of Darjeeling. Two floors above him Claudius stripped the bed of the sheets his dead brother had slept in, plucking a single white hair from the pillow. Placing brand-new cotton across sagging mattress, pausing only to wipe his eyes. 

    “He’d understand if you don’t want to”, his father’s last words on the doorstep as night crept along the street. “I’d understand…”

    Julius shook his head. “I’m at home here, Dad.” Hadn’t meant it as a rebuke. His father smiled to tell him he had not taken it so.

    So Julius lives in the museum of Gus. 1888 Steinway upright. Ewer and basin from J.H. Weatherby & Sons, Tunstall, 1891. Antique Rabat carpet from Morocco, 1750. Stanley Spencer sketch of Augustus Miles, 1946. A battered tuba, a Chippendale bureau, a huge brass cooking pot hand-hammered in Mombasa, six empty birdcages, one of them gilded. Bang & Olufsen BeoGram 4000 record player, BeoMaster 4400 Amplifier, and BeoVox 5700 Passive loudspeakers all purchased in 1972. 789 records, classical, jazz and the Rolling Stones. Everything Mick and Keith recorded between 1963 and 1982.

    Books on shelves, shelves on books, stacked up walls and in corners, spines like saplings and redwoods felled by storms. First editions amongst airport thrillers and racier detective pulp, the oldest a Wuthering Heights from 1847, the same as one that sold at Bonhams for £11,400 three weeks after Julius moved into the house. 

    A gold mine. And he’d not even looked in the attic. Sat and scrutinized every object over and over, not touching, never touching. Their beauty was strange and opaque, but he looked and found in each a number, a date of manufacture, a product code, a series classification. The numbers helped, the only sense he could take from the jumble of beautiful things, it helped him breathe more easily. Took his digital Minolta through every room, the dark house lit by artilleries of flashes, all night long. Cataloguing every item, every fork, every glass, every ladle. 

    Sent Claudius the photographs and a short letter. Anything you want, Daddy. Father’s reply by return: Will come and see. The two men staring once more at the Aladdin’s cave, each willing the other to rob it. But neither moving a muscle. 

    “He’d understand,” said Julius. Father nodded, hand to chin, like father like son. Took just one bowl, crude pottery that Claudius had fashioned at school in 1939, ten weeks before their father was killed crossing the road from his doctor’s surgery. A statistic of the War. In the last three months of 1938, 2,494 people were killed on Britain’s roads. A year later, three months after war was declared, this rose to 4,133, thanks to the blackout. One victim, Julius’s grandfather, Dr Felix Miles, aged thirty-nine, the age Julius is now. Another statistic, if you want to see it that way.

    Daisy Perkins lusted after the contents of Gus’s house after he died. Enquired on a weekly basis, if only to infuriate Julius. “Anything you want to let fly? Twenty per cent commission, I’ll get you top coin!”

    Julius tries to purge the treasure trove each spring. One or two artefacts make their way to the front door, where they remain hopefully for several days before retracing their steps to the creases in the carpet, the light circles on the dark wood shelves, the bright clean squares on the grey walls where they live. Return to where you belong.

    The only things Julius binned at the outset were the domestic electrical appliances – fridge, toaster, kettle, television, radio. Gus never bought for the technology but for the look, whereas Julius values performance, environmental ratings, hard facts, data. Has subscriptions to three separate consumer-report websites. Cross-references, compiling his own database that collates the number of stars a device or appliance is granted by his Holy Trinity of advice sites. Thinks wistfully from time to time of setting up his own meta-website to report on the consumer reporters. 

    This boy needs a girl. A woman’s eye. Gus knew beauty but not when to stop. I’m a poet but I have learnt restraint. I’d give Julius five minutes to list every item in the house he recalls by memory, stopwatch the fool. Then sell all that slips his mind. 

    I might take something from the collection for myself, the gilded birdcage perhaps, a little something to remember Julius by. Budgies, or a parakeet called Nelson, I’m thinking. Yes, I’ve been through the house one morning while he was at work, why wouldn’t I? Ask any cop, a credit card unlocks most residential front doors. For everything else there’s Mastercard. 

    Relax. I’m no creeper. Mine is vital work.

    *  *  *

    The morning is wet. May drizzle, none finer. I’m late, past eight thirty, steaming at myself, must have forgotten to set the alarm. Nursery opens at ten to nine, time to check out the little Somali, what was her name? Anorak pockets empty, no journal. More steam. It’s Friday 13th – I could have, should have stayed in bed.

    I’m looking for the girl from the tower block, the one who child-minds Daisy Perkins’s son. The boy’s name foggy too, my brain like the air today – soft.

    Julius exits his house, locks the front door behind him, walks down the five steps of his house and up the five steps to next door. Number 40. The house Daisy rents from ageing Mrs Eaves. In his hand, an opened envelope, Thames Water logo prominent. He seems agitated. I suspect Daisy Perkins has failed to pay her water bill. I suspect Julius is angry. I suspect he is going to give her a piece of his mind. 

    I watch, intrigued to map for my charts the anger boiling within him – I imagine that his fury at a missed payment, an ignored deadline, could be volcanic. The big man hesitates, hand over chin, reciting Pi to fifty decimal places, I can almost hear his whisper. 

    “3.14159 26535 89793 23846 26433 83279 50288 41971 69399 37510…” 

    Take out my journal, jot a quick note. 

    Could Daisy Perkins be the diameter to his circumference? 

    He goes to knock, hard, manfully, the landlord of a commercial property confronting his wayward tenant. The door swings open. Unlocked.

    “Hello?”

    Julius stands, puzzled, on the threshold. Scent of coffee and flowers from within. He steps onto the brown and sky-blue Victorian tiles, a geometric pattern of triangles and swirls.

    “Daisy?”

    He almost collapses over her, grabs the banister to stop his fall. Daisy Perkins is lying, asleep on the floor. She is stark naked. 

    Julius stares despite himself. He stares at her body, eyes delineating the curves of her hips and breasts. He looks at her belly and below and is surprised to see that her pubic hair is dark, unlike her hair. 

    Tattoos. Humming bird. A scimitar. Chinese characters, something about rebirth…

    To his left, a noise. Through the half-open doorway into the lounge Julius sees a small boy climbing out of a cupboard under the well-stocked bookshelves. The boy blinks as if a creature emerging from below ground – Daisy’s son, Arnold. Three, almost four.

    Arnold stares at Julius. Julius looks back at the boy and thinks that he does not look like an Arnold. Arnolds are old and Jewish or Austrian or both. 

    Julius shivers. Something about the small boy unsettles him deeply. Arnold has turned and is standing over the prone form of his mother on the tiled floor. 

    “Wake up, Mummy,” he admonishes. “Silly sausage. Time for school.”

    As Julius watches to see if the boy’s prodding succeeds in waking his sleeping mother, he notices something that will change his life for ever. Daisy Perkins is lying in a pool of blood. Time accelerates, the room closes in at the speed of light. Julius reaches out, touches her neck, but it is cold stone. No jolt, no quiver. Dead cold.

    He cannot breathe. As if sharing her state. Staring as much at the boy who is now crouched, tickling the blood on the floor, marvelling at the redness between his fingers. 

    Julius does not hear the footsteps behind him. No one can blame Arnold’s child-minder for jumping to conclusions. She sees only her employer lying naked in a pool of blood and a large thirty-nine-year-old man stooped over her with his great fist clenching, unclenching by her throat.

    Had Julius seen Awa Yasin before she saw him, he would have cried out: “Stop! Only three per cent of all deaths in the UK each year are due to accidental or violent causes, approximately 16,000 out of a total of 533,500, and only 700 or so are murders! Think about it, there is merely a 0.1312% or one in 762 chance that you’ve stumbled across a killing!”

    But he does not see her, so he has no chance to explain the probabilities involved. Instead, Awa Yasin reaches in her bag, whips out a can of Mace and sprays it into Julius Miles’s face. She jabs him fiercely in the stomach and kicks him hard between the legs.

    As Julius falls backwards from the house, his head striking the last step obliquely, causing him to pass out like the giant from a beanstalk in front of several children and parents on their way to the primary school at the end of the road, the last thought that flickers through his brain before it clouds up for a while is that this is exactly the sort of misunderstanding that occurs when people are not in possession of the correct statistics.
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