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The Hypnotist's House

SUGAR PLUM FAIRY
Sshh, sshh, sshh, mammy's Sugar Plum Fairy. Sshh, sshh, sshh. Take mammy's hand
Shoosh now, enough of that fretting. It will be all right. Mammy's here, little Sugar Plum
Fairy. Take mammy's hand.

In my daddy's greenhouse there are tomatoes as big as the hams in the wee grocer's. A
man with big pointy ears came round to see my daddy and said,' Alisdair, you should
think about putting them in for the competition.' But my daddy just grunted. Like he
does when his glasses slip down his nose and he can't read his books. My daddy taught
me how to spell hydroponics. He said that it was a very important thing - and places like
the fruiterer's would soon be ashamed of themselves for kidding us that their berries were
proper-sized tomatoes.
My best place in the greenhouse is right at the back, by the paraffin stove and
next to the water tanks. I like the steam. It's nice on my skin. I sit on the stool, doing my
homework and swinging my legs. My socks keep falling down because my legs are so
skinny. The children at my new school tease me. They shout out:
Skinny malinky long legs. Big banana feet went to the pictures and couldnyfind a seat!

I hate my new school. When I asked mammy why I had to go there, she just
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sighed.
On my daddy's head is a lump as big as an egg. He keeps hitting it on the door
when he comes in the greenhouse. Then he swears and bangs up and down - and his face
goes in and out like an accordion. I keep quiet. My daddy has a really bad temper. When
he makes picture frames, he mutters all the time while he taps away with his hammer. He
says that people are too demanding, wanting this and that by last week. After he gets
his tea, he falls into the big chair and reads his paper, and if he sees something he doesn't
like, he shouts, 'Dolly, Dolly, what do you make of this?' Then he puts down the paper,
slides his glasses over his bony nose and falls asleep.
My daddy says that the worst thing in the world is injustice. That things should
be fair. Mammy says that's why he goes to his meeting every week and meets people like
himself, called communists. On a Thursday night he goes out. I like to stand at the
window and watch him climb on to his motor bike and roar up the street. He showed me
his little book. It said that Alisdair Greig had paid money to be a member of the
communist party. I thought that was why he put on his nice jacket and started to whistle
The Big Rock Candy Mountain when he went out, but he explained that it wasn't a party that there was serious talk about how people, ordinary people like him and me, can
change the world.
Mammy always waits up for him to come home. I hear them talking. He gets
excited and plays his harmonica. Sometimes she laughs when he tells his funny stories.
My daddy tells about when he lived in Canada. He talks about the freight trains and
running along the track to jump on them. When I'm big, I want to see the prairies and the
farms that he worked on when he was a boy.
My favourite stories, though, are when he talks about being hungry and poor and
sitting by the door in restaurants so that he could run out without paying. When he gets
2

to the bit where he's just about to run, I get all nervous and sticky.
'But, Robina, you must remember that this was during the Depression. Those
were real hard times - people were starving.'
I can say that I'm hungry, that my tummy is rumbling, but if I ever say that I'm
starving, I get told off.
Before we have our dinner we must say grace: 'Some hae meat, and canny eat. And
some hae nane that want it. But we hae meat and we can eat. So let the Lord be thank it!'
And I must never leave my food - even if I hate haggis - and know that herring is
cold and slimy, no matter how it tries to hide itself under the oatmeal.

My mammy is beautiful. She has curly red hair right down her back. Daddy calls her Rita
Hayworth. Sometimes, she lets me brush it before she twists it high up on her head. There
are all kinds of different smells in her hair. My granny bought me a kaleidoscope and
when I held it up to the light I could see Sweet Pea gardens but then I turned it and it
opened up like a big fan full of crazy lights, like my daddy's eyes when he drinks whisky.
Sometimes my mammy's hair smells of Lily of the Valley, but other times it smells of the
medicines in the hospital where she works.
The best thing is when she puts her makeup on. She draws her eyebrows with
brown pencil, then puts on her lipstick. It's pink, like the colour that's on Our Lady's
lips in the chapel. Before she goes out, mammy sits on her bed and rolls up her nylons.
Sometimes her nail catches on them and she'll say 'Damn!'- but then she'll look at me and
cross herself and look for the nail varnish to stop the ladder spreading. When she puts on
her shoes - the ones she bought in the town - and smooths down her skirt, she turns
this way and that way in the mirror. In the drawer in her room she has lots of stockings.
When she goes out I put them on, but they keep falling down my legs.
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I go to school on my own now. It's my first week, and I haven't told the other children
that I've come from the Catholic school. My new teacher is Miss McNeil. She has a
lovely smile. Daddy said she was a real humdinger when he saw her. There are boys in
my class. One of them chased me along the canal bank shouting 'String bean!' but I ran
and ran. Mammy says that I can fly like a linty and that I should be proud because my
grandad was a great athlete and that there's a book in the library about him. I asked niy
granny and she said that was right, that some people didn't need motorbikes to get
around, their legs were all the trams they needed.
My granny doesn't like my daddy. She says it's wrong that he's the same age as
her. That her daughter could have had her pick, without having to take up with an old man
- and a Protestant at that. My granny doesn't come to the house any more since she
complained about the cold, and my daddy said that she should walk up and down and
slap herself. He said that Catholics were good at it.
My best friend is Esther Jamieson. She has black shiny hair, like Popeye's girlfriend and
yellow teeth. Her daddy works in the cigarette factory and her house is full of smoke and
coughing. She's been my friend since I started school, but we don't go to the same one
now. On the first day at school, she showed me how to do Chinese burns and told me a
joke about two bars of soap - 'Can I feel your Palm-Olive?' - 'Not on your Life-Boy!'
She had a big bag of Soor Plooms and she shared them all with me. I gave her a bit of my
Waggon Wheel. I had no sweeties because I had spent my money lighting a candle for Our
Lady.
When Alex McKeown banged my head on the school gate, Esther ran straight into
the boys' toilets and punched him right in the stomach. She told him that Robina Greig

was her friend and that she'd be waiting for him if he ever touched me again.
Esther and I tell all our secrets. She told me that her big brother, Alex, was sent
away for lighting fires - in other people's houses. I told her how every Tuesday afternoon
my mammy picks me up from school and tells me to wait for her outside the shop in
Parliamentary road while she has -'a wee transaction.'
Ellen Cameron saw me from the bus and said that she saw me standing outside the
betting shop and that she was going to tell Father Kennedy. When Esther heard that, she
got Ellen outside the school and told her that she was going to tell about seeing her over
the graveyard wall, rubbing against Brian Cochran's thing.
Now that I'm at the new school, I don't see Esther as much. But I still see her on
Saturdays. She showed me a new place to go. It's a place where we can play on the sliding
stairs.
Yesterday, Miss McNeil sat on the desk in front of me. She looked round the class and
then down at me and smiled. It is a lovely smile. It goes with her shiny hair and eyes.
When I told my mammy about Miss McNeil's clothes, she said that a teacher was
obviously paid a lot more than a poor nurse on a maternity ward and that Miss McNeil
might not be up to a proper day's work.
Miss McNeil likes to cross her legs. They are quite fat, really. I know that she had
no problem keeping her stockings up. Her voice was soft as she leaned forward: Td like
to talk about Roman Catholicism this morning and I thought that maybe Robina could
bring in her rosary beads to show us.'
It felt like I was going to be sick. I felt it pushing up and nearly banging into the
shame that was on my face. And all the while Miss McNeil's lovely moon face was
smiling at me: There now, see how I've helped.

Then the hiss travelled all the way from the back of the class. It crept along the
rows, getting stronger and stronger, lashing up my neck and down my cardigan, 'Cat! Cat!
Catholic Cat!'
My mammy sighed when I told her.'Sshh, sshh, sshh, mammy's Sugar Plum Fairy.
Sshh, sshh, sshh. Take mammy's hand. Shoosh now. It will be all right.' She
squashed me up against her chest, and I could smell the medicine on her uniform.
My daddy says that the Catholic church is the richest religion in the world
because it has all the poor people on their knees, scraping for pennies to feed it with. He
says that worshipping statues is called idolatry and that is the really sinful thing.
I still go to chapel every morning before school, to pray to Our Lady that I might
go back to my old school. She stands down at the end, near the altar, waiting for me. I
creep by, with my head down, in case somebody sees me.
Sometimes I think that Our Lady looks more sad than usual. I suppose that's
because she knows all the secrets that everyone tells her - as well as those that they don't.
She holds the infant Jesus in her arms. He looks so peaceful. I know that I wouldn't cry if
I could hold him.
I don't know if mammy still goes to chapel. She doesn't talk about it since the big
row between her and daddy about me having to go to a new school.
Esther says that nobody will notice if we play on the sliding stairs. The shop is too busy
on a Saturday to worry about two little girls - especially one like me, Miss Goody Two
Shoes. Esther is allowed to wear what she wants. She can wear her sandshoes all the tune.
My favourite bit on the sliding stairs is near the bottom - when there are only six
stairs left and you can see right down into the basement and all the plants on the counters.
It feels like I'm flying down and over my daddy's greenhouse. It's hot but there aren't
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any tomatoes, just flowers. I like to smell all of them, but Esther gets fed up because she
wants to hear the records again.
Sometimes I get sad. There's a hidey hole in my bedroom that's just for me. I
think my mammy knows about it but she doesn't say. It's inside the big dolls' house that
my daddy made. If I take out the middle floor, I can sit inside and look out of the
windows. I don't have any furniture yet and my dolls are either too small or too big. So
there's lots of room if I sit still.
My favourite doll is Harvey, even though he's a bit babyish. He's a big rubber
rabbit. I really want a Barbie doll, but I have to wait till Santa comes next.
Yesterday morning mammy lay on my bed and stroked my hair. She told me I will have
a new baby brother or sister at Christmas. It must be a really small baby, because her
tummy doesn't look very big. Maybe it has big soft eyes and a little tongue sticking out
of its fat strawberry mouth. Like the one on the Woolworth's counter.
I was telling Our Lady about the new baby when I heard a swishing sound. I
peeked round and saw Father Kennedy walking with his head down. If I get caught, he
might shout that Robina Greig has no right to be in the Lord's house - like he did when I
went to confession and told him that I didn't take communion, and he shouted that I
would end up going to a Protestant school.
But the thing that scares me most is if Father Kennedy tells my daddy.
Esther says that she is fed up playing on the stairs. She wants to listen to records all the
time now. We had a row and I walked back on my own, all the way along Argyle Street.
But then I saw Esther standing at the bottom of my road, pulling her socks up. She gave
me one of her Soor Plooms and said that she'd see me next Saturday.
The kitchen door was open when I got home. I could hear voices. Daddy sounded
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cross. He kept saying 'Keep still!' Mammy said, 'Oh, Alisdair.' On the table was a big
picture frame that she was holding. Her hands kept shaking while daddy tapped the nail
harder with the hammer. She started to make little crying sounds. Daddy shouted 'Dolly!'
and brought down the hammer hard on the nail. But he missed and her hand was covered
in blood. She said, 'Oh, Alisdair.'
Now mammy wears a big bandage right round her hand and wrist. The doctor at
the hospital said that she was lucky - she could have lost the use of her hand. Daddy is
very quiet.
I have done something really bad. Our Lady didn't look at me when I told her. But it was
just lying there on the counter. I pushed it up my sleeve - it was that small. My heart
thumped right out of my chest, but I kept on walking. Esther followed me all the way,
trying to pull me back. When we got to George Square, I showed my new doll - a little
Chinese girl. She told me her name was Mae Lin. Esther just stood there, her mouth open
like a big bag of sherbet lemons.
Mae Lin said that she wants the top bedroom in the dolls' house. And she said that she
wants brothers and sisters - that a rabbit and a gollywog are no company for a little
Chinese girl. I told her that my daddy says that everybody is equal, no matter what colour
or where they come from. Mae Lin looked as if she was thinking about that, but then she
said it wasn't that the gollywog was a different colour or the rabbit was - well, a rabbit - it
was that they were giants compared to her. She might be just a doll, but she wanted
people her own size.
Esther said that if I was going to be a thief, I'd better do it properly. She said that
she would cause a fuss at the bottom of the counter. That way, the woman wouldn't
notice me filling my vanity case up with dolls. And, anyway, it was a different person in
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the toy department every Saturday. I said that Esther could have some dolls, but she said
that she might think about what records she wants instead.
Mae Lin says that that the house is getting too crowded. She doesn't mind sharing
her room with the Swiss maid or even that Russian peasant girl, but the American
cheerleader is noisy and keeps her awake at night. Mae Lin is the most fussy doll I have
ever had in my entire life. Maybe I should move her instead. But when I said that, she
wouldn't talk to me for the rest of the day.
Esther says that a life of crime suits me. Sometimes, though, I get really scared. A
woman said to her husband: 'Did you see what that wee girl was about to do?' I started
shaking so much that I nearly dropped the big baby doll that my hand was on. The
woman looked as if she would tell everybody that Robina Greig was a thief.
And saying my Hail Marys won't save me. I can't go to confession. Father
Kennedy would shout I'm for the big fire. Maybe if I stop now, pray extra hard to Our
Lady, I'll be forgiven. But I still want that baby doll, even though she won't fit in my
case.
Esther said that Alex told her that all the criminals have one big last job. The thing
to do is plan it so that you don't get caught.
Mammy's tummy is quite big. She says that I'm too heavy to sit on her knee now, but
I'm still her Sugar Plum Fairy. She brushed my hair and told me that it was beautiful, just
like - then she stopped and I knew that she meant just like my granny's. I think that she
was going to cry, and I put my ear to her tummy and said that I could hear the baby.
Belinda says that it doesn't matter if I stole her - that lying on that counter was worse
than being in the orphanage. All those people touching her! She is so grateful that I found
her. Her big blue eyes fill with tears when she looks at me, but then I tell her the story of
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how I rescued her and she smiles. 'Belinda,' I say, 'you were too fat for my vanity case,
so I had to slip you down the side of the counter and up my skirt. How I managed to
wiggle waggle my way to the door with you - a big china doll - between my legs, I'll never
know. But we made it.'
The dolls' house is full up. Mae Lin pushed her lip up when she saw Belinda. I
know what she was thinking: I'm not having that great big bag of tatties in here. But there
isn't any room for her. There are three dolls in each room and Belinda just won't fit.
So now I have my own baby, and she sleeps with me every night. I let her sleep
on the inside, because she gets scared that somebody will find her.
Mammy came into my room on Saturday morning and sat down on my bed. Her face
was serious. She said that she needed to talk to me. Daddy had gone to see a customer
and we should talk now.
'Now, Robina, I want to know where you got all those dolls from.'
My face went red when I said that Esther's daddy worked in a dolls' factory.
'If you don't tell me the truth, I'm going to go and see Mrs Jamieson.'
'But I am telling you the truth.'
'Robina, one last time - you know I'll have to tell your daddy - where did you get
those dolls?'
I turned my head away. Belinda was under the covers, pressing in. Don't tell.
Don't tell.
Mammy got up off the bed. My face was still turned to the wall. I heard her go to
the hallstand and take her coat down. It went all quiet. I started praying to Our Lady,
begging her to save me.
The door opened and then closed quietly. I jumped out of bed and ran to the
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window. She was crossing the road and walking past the wee grocers. In a couple of
minutes Mrs Jamieson would be telling her that I was a dirty thief, that it was all my fault
that her daughter was mixed up in this, but what did you expect from somebody who
didn't even go to confession?
Belinda felt the goose pimples on my arm and whispered it would be all right. Mr
Jamieson would laugh and say of course he worked in a dolls' factory. Mrs Jamieson
would give mammy a cup of tea, try to give her a cigarette. Mammy would shake her head
and Esther would bring the biscuit box to her. It was going to be all right. I gave myself a
Chinese burn. It stung like when I fell in the nettles by the canal. But it was going to be
all right.
When mammy came back, I was sitting in the kitchen. She told me to go straight
to bed and wait. She didn't say what for.
Daddy didn't sound angry. He just shouted my name. He was looking out of the window
in the living room. All he said was, 'Bring the dolls.'
I looked at mammy. She just sat, twisting her hanky.
'I said bring the dolls.' This time his voice was more quiet. I ran to get them.
'Mae Lin, don't stick your lip up,' I whispered, '...and Bernadette, daddy likes
curls -just wait till he sees you - he'll say you're a real humdinger. Lindy Lou...show him
how clever you are with that stick...he'11 laugh when he sees you throw it up in the air and
catch it.'
There were too many to carry all at once. I stood holding six of them. Daddy told
me to put them on the floor and bring the rest.
Bill listened when I told him that daddy liked Canadians. I patted his Mountie hat
and told him to smile.
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But my daddy didn't look at any of the dolls. He didn't look at me. All he said
was, 'You are never to play with Esther Jamieson again.'
He moved close to look at their faces, and I thought that he might see then how
you could love them. Mae Lin's face was turned away. He pulled it round so that he
could see her. He raised his hand and I thought he was going to slap me, but then I saw the
big claw hammer. I screamed and screamed - but he brought down the hammer on Mae
Lin's face and then Bernadette's and then Lindy Lou's. He went along the row hammering
out their faces and all the time I was screaming and crying 'No, daddy, no.' But his face
was like when he was working on an important job for a customer and he needed to take
his time. It was like that. All that was left was Bill's hat and some eyes looking up at me.
Then it was quiet. He stood there with the hammer in his hand.
I heard a voice say, 'There's one more.' My mammy's voice sounded strong. I had
forgotten that she was in the room. She got up out of the chair, dropped her hanky and
walked to the door.
'No!' I screamed and screamed. I ran to get Belinda, but she got there first, lifted
her high out of the bed and brought her back. She put her on the floor. Daddy swung the
hammer high and brought it down, crushing Belinda's head. Then he smashed her arms and
legs.
Sshh, sshh, sshh, Mammy's Sugar Plum Fairy. Sshh, sshh, sshh. Take mammy's hand
Your poor wee hand Shoosh now, enough of that fretting. It will be all right. It's dark in
here. But we 're safe. Just you and me - think of all the room we have now. No Mae Lin to
complain. Mammy's here, little Sugar Plum Fairy. Take mammy's hand.
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PENNIES FOR THE BLACK BABIES.

Last night I killed Sister Annunciata. No, that's no right, IMURR-DERR-ED her. I
DONE her in. It was planned, of course, so I knew just how to go about surprising her.
And I did. She didn't recognise me. I'm a big boy now, nothing left of that little wean that
the good Sister was intent upon beating the hell out of and humiliating as part of her daily
ablution.
'Now children, I was down the Barrows on Saturday and what should I see, but
some poor little children, yes some poor little Protestant children stealing from the
Barrows.'
I wore my badge of shame with honour, having just arrived from the Proddy
school two months before.
I put down my pen and said, 'Miss, Miss, how did you know they were
Protestants?'
Sister Annunciata looked down at me. I looked up, squinting at her right mean. If I
was in hell -1 might as well shovel on another lump of coal. It was a while before she said,
in a wee smarmy voice,
'Because Brian, they were still wearing their school jumpers.'
School jumpers - on a Saturday - c'mon! I winked round at the Teresas, the
Marys, the Philomenas, the Michaels and the Pauls. All of them stared right back.
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Then she started getting all gallus, swirling up and down the rows, sniffing the air
with her big nose.
'I think that someone has wet their knickers. Has someone wet their knickers?'
Stopping at my desk for effect. And I was insulted - knickers were for the Jessies.
I wore pants.
I waited until she walked back to her desk. Before she turned round, I shouted it:
'Wasn't me, Miss, I don't wear any - and the Pope told me he doesn't wear any
either!'
Philomena Wishart turned round in the front row and gasped. Then the only sound
was the ticking of the big wooden clock on the wall above Sister Annunciata. She stood
with her back to the class. I prayed to the devil that the clock would fall on her head and
knock her stone cold.
Still facing the wall, her massive shoulders swelling, she looked like a big black
cockroach. When she turned round, the whole class sighed. Her eyes smiled into mine as
she swirled up the row towards my desk.
Michael Doig, sitting next to Philomena Wishart, made a big 'Oh, you're in for it
now,' with his big fat lip hanging all over the place. I thought about jumping up and
sticking my finger right through his face and out the other end. Geraldine Allardyce
shouted 'Proddy dog' and Stephen McNulty nodded and said, 'Proddy dog.'
Sister Annunciata looked as if she was agreeing -1 expected her to whisper it:
Proddy dog. She still had a smile on her. But then her eyes tightened as she bent down.
Her breath hung over me like steaming dung. I backed away and put my fingers up to her
face in the sign of the cross, but she grabbed me by my ear and shouted - 'Out!'
I put my pen back in the inkwell real cool - and got up, giving Michael Doig a nip
when I passed him. He squealed 'Oh Sister, he hit me! He hit me!'
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'No, I didn't - but I soon will!' I laughed. He started bubbling. Sister Annunciata
let go of my ear and grabbed my arm. She lifted me off the ground - right off the ground.
Then I was really scared. I tried to grab her big wooden cross, but she slung me out in the
corridor and pushed me into the Blessed Virgin's alcove.
Taking out her big black belt, she swung it up over her head and said, 'Brian
Gillespie, I'm going to belt the hell out of you.'
My feet were stuck in cement. I couldn't move.
'Bring your hand up.'
Why didn't I say no? The belt must have had a magnet on it, for my hand moved
up into the air and stayed there until I fell shaking against the wall. And there I stayed,
while the Blessed Virgin looked down on me. I tried to catch her eye - but each time she
looked away. And then I saw she was smirking. In fact, the more I looked at her, I saw
how much she looked like Sister Annunciata. I touched the rosary hanging from her hand;
the pain shot up my arm and back down to my finger nails.
From the classroom came the sound of laughing, followed by silence. Then more
laughing. Sister Annunciata was talking in a low voice. The whole class burst out laughing.
With my good hand, I ripped the rosary and watched it fall down the side of the alcove.
She deserved it. Seeing her kneeling in piety hadn't softened my heart. She must have
been nearly seventy, but I knew it was her - that backside and those shoulders belonging
to a wrestler. The hair hadn't changed either. Still black - still dyeing it.
And the element of surprise was there all right, but she managed to wield some of
it. Creeping along on my belly behind her, I was astonished to see, on the sole of one of
her shoes, a Russel and Bromley sticker, saying £79.95. Did nuns go to Russel and
Bromley? Is that where all the charity boxes went with the signs that said 'Pennies for the
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Black Babies'- ? Outraged, I lunged for the hem of her skirt to pull it over her head,
intent upon grabbing the heavy crucifix to truss her up with.
'Hello! Hello! We are the Billy Boys!' I yelled, remembering the day the whole of
the Townhead turned out for the Walk. That was the day that Uncle Hughie allowed me
to beat the big drum all the way up the Glasgow High Street.
Except. The bloody crucifix broke. She managed to get free, and whirled round to
see me. The weird thing was that it didn't look like her, but I knew it was her. She was
like something out of the mirrors at the shows, bloated, distorted and breathing heavily.
Yet - no doubt about it - it was her, Sister Annunciata. Those same eyes, cold as icepoles,
looking at me. She began to breathe, a hoarseness that became louder, more insistent.
Shaking violently, I clamped my hands round her thick neck, squeezing shut my
eyes in terror.
'Look at me. Look at me. Look at me, Brian Gillespie!' she rasped.
I opened my eyes to look but she had gone, only a horrible wheezing remained and
the terrified eyes of Lyndsay staring at me. Fumbling by the radio for the ventolin, my
chest about to explode, I caught sight of myself in the wardrobe mirror. My eyes were
bulging out of my head. I took a puff of the Ventolin. And then another. I started coming
to. My heart stopped thudding. The Baby Ben said quarter to three. If only I could be
back in the dream. Anything had to be better than what was coming my way.
Lyndsay rocked backwards and forwards in the bed. I couldn't see her face, but
what I did see was her holding her crucifix on its gold chain - a wee gold chain. I could see
that it was broken. She was holding it like it was a baby.
It started:
'I've had enough of this, Brian. Jesus, I don't know what's going through your
mind, but I suggest that tomorrow, you get yourself along to Connolly, pronto and see if
16

he'll give you the tablets. Because I've had enough of living with a nutter.'
The look on her face told me that she meant it this time. Her hand went up to the
big red mark on her neck - and I felt ashamed. Sure, I knew she was Catholic when I
married her - but I didn't know that she was never out of the chapel, spending money on
this saint and that, reciting the catechism back to front, while she saved up her sins for
the next big Confession job.
Lyndsay threw herself round to the wall, and I breathed real cautious; I might be
getting off yet. I couldn't remember my Hail Marys - it was more likely to be deprivation
of conjugal rights for the next fortnight. But I wasn't getting off so lightly, because she
started up again. The rage in her voice walloped me round my ear:
'You haven't stopped once this week. How dare you criticise me for
spending money on shoes for my own brother's wedding when you've sat around for the
last six months pretending you're Neil Young. It's my money that pays the bills round
here. Don't forget it.'
The last was on a menacing hiss. I thought of the little gold cross, imagining myself
crawling along it, shoving the other guy off, stretching out and falling asleep.

17

NY 81

The room is small, with tired furniture and smudgy walls. It contains a single bed, dresser,
chair, table and a very large television. It is spartan, but at YMCA rates I am not
complaining. And I am in Manhattan.
Greenwich Village is so exciting. Tasting a bagel for the first time, I am surprised
by its chewiness. Drinking root beer, I am astounded by its familiarity. Bookstores
surround me, a reminder to buy the latest novel of the writer I will shortly interview. A
woman approaches. 'I'm sorry Ma'm...' she begins apologetically, '...but I am having a
financial problem and wonder if you could kindly loan me a dollar.' Loan? I stare at her,
seeing the shabbiness and look of despair. I think of my mother. Diving into my purse,
producing two dollars, I wave away her thanks, less successfully my embarrassment.
The subway ride back from Manhattan provides opportunity to think over this
first day. At the present rate of generosity, even the YMCA will be out of reach by this
time next week. Eagerly, I dip into the writer's novel and am struck again by the beauty
of the writing. Yet, there is also something trite in the characters. It feels disloyal; I have
loved this woman, gasping upon first reading of her work. How will I frame the questions
about this book for my dissertation?
The compartment door opens. Two people enter, both spectacularly good looking.
I gawk at the woman, a young Lauren Bacall who lounges against the open door, stopping
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it from closing. Puzzled, I look at the man. He meets my eyes and walks toward me. I am
alarmed. Gently stooping, he whispers, 'Excuse me, but my friend and I are suffering a
little financial embarrassment and I wonder...' Behind his head is an ad for pest control
Where They Check In But Don't Check Out!
I feel scared and mad. The madness has a hard pea of stubbornness. His breath is
on me and I balance upon it, knowing that what lies beneath is precarious. 'No,' the word
balloons up at him, my voice thinly Scottish. His face pushes into mine, 'Well, fuck you,
sister. Fuck you!' His companion laughs from the door and they both disappear into the
subway. The door slams shut. As we hurtle through the tunnel, I pick up the book which
has fallen on the floor. From the back cover the Great American Writer looks up at me.
Nobody speaks.
The man at the desk is unhelpful. 'Look lady, this is Nu Yawk, The whole of Nu Yawk
has a problem with roaches.' I stare at him. Those smudgy walls are testament to the
roach-squashing dexterity of previous occupants. My room is overrun. I feel sick. The
man senses a big production number coming up. He throws keys across the desk. 'Aw,
try the tenth floor. Maybe they're too tired to climb that far.'
It is the third night. Perhaps this is happiness: the room is bug free, the interview with the
Great American Writer is the day after tomorrow and I am about to cruise the Manhattan
boulevards in my finery. An attractive man yells in the lobby on my way into the
escalator 'Hey, you must be an actress! Come to dinner!' Joining in the grins of my
escalator companions, I forget to wince at the refrain, 'Gee, don't you just love this city,
no wonder they call it the Big Apple!' Yes, I tell myself, I am in Nu Yawk!
Fifth Avenue induces pain. I gaze at the wndows of Saks; what would it be like to
dress like this? Walking along the sidewalk, considering my life, I decide to skip over it
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and look up to see Ron Ryman, my American Lit tutor, coming towards me, Ron's earlymorning lectures are packed with students hysterical with laughter at his zany quips. He
now grins at my amazement
'Excuse me, but which part of Europe are you from?'
Up close, I see that this man is not Ron. Similar neat features, but with brown
eyes and an off-centre smile, '...it's just that Fifth Avenue is for the hookers after six.' I
am impressed by this fact, and the protective note in the voice. He tells me that he is a
photographer and that he lives on the East Side. He talks rapidly and is funny. I warm to
him. We go to an Irish bar where several people call 'Hey, Larry!' He waves, and I decide
that he is much better looking than Ron Ryman. He says what a great place the Bronx
Zoo is and how he'd like to show it to me.
The apartment is on the sixth floor. The man in the lobby looks briefly up,
'Evening, Mr Weinberg.' Larry responds with a smile, touching my arm affectionately. I
am so happy. When he says that he is going to fix us some drinks, I am ecstatic; I am in a
New York photographer's apartment and he is fixing us drinks. Billy Joel mourns from
the stereo, She's so good with her stiletto, you don't really mind the pain.
The rows of books are impressive; they must contain every book published on the
history of cinema. Larry also has an interest hi the photography of young ballerinas
whose prepubescent charms are the subject of two whole bookshelves. I look closely at
one of the pictures. Was I ever that slender, even at 13? Pulling my stomach in, I sit down
on the longest sofa I have ever seen.
The box of chocolates silently handed with the drink is crammed with perfectlyrolled joints. Lighting one, handing it to me, Larry moves to the other end of the sofa. I
have the sensation that I am in a solitary airport lounge. When I try to pass the joint
back, he waves it away, 'Later.' before asking, 'Say again, why are you here?'
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I say again, piqued that he has not remembered.
There is a long silence. Looking sideways along the sofa, I see puzzlement on the
pleasant face. 'You know, I wasn't bom rich. I grew up in the Bronx, but you ask anyone,
especially the Irish, and they'll tell you who brought the Bronx down. It was those
goddam fucking niggers.'
The man who has taken Ron's face looks angry now. Saying nothing, I carefully
place the joint in the ashtray.
He continues, as if musing to himself, '...but, you know I've always wanted to
make it with a black woman...I've asked my analyst about this thing about black men
being bigger than white men but he assured me that's just a myth - say - do you want to
make love?' He indicates a door behind the sofa.
Delicately, with what I hope is just the right amount of regret, I decline the offer.
The refusal is received amiably and I am suddenly, quite irrationally, grateful to him.
Another silence ensues. I am mentally filling it up with planning my exit when he speaks
softly,
'Uh huh , so you don't want to make love... you don't mind me jerking off?'
Perhaps I have heard this incorrectly. The muffled sounds from the end of the sofa
might indicate a nasal affliction. The New York City traffic department intervenes.
WALK! The sign slams into my head. I walk. Moving towards the door, feeling like I'm
stumbling up the down escalator, I open the door. The music follows me out, Honesty is
such a lonely word...
Nobody stops me. I am not going to be found floating face downwards in the East
River or my mangled body found sticking out of a garbage can. I run down the stairs, past
the man in reception and out into the street.
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42nd Street. 10am. Carnival of the damned. The sun beats down on the pavements. The
back of my neck is already burning. Disembodied voices rasp from doorways. 'Hey Lady,
you want some hash? You want coke? You want a man...you want a girl?' The cops walk
steadily, enormous batons by their sides. Something touches my leg, drags at me,
insistent. A new surface has grown on me these few days. My body feels stiff with it.
Tension uncoils through my arms, fingers and nails as I locate the arm of my assailant and
claw, cruelly twisting, pinching, intent upon shredding flesh. The cry - male? female?
follows my plunge into the subway's molten crush.
The train rattles past tattered billboards like the clattering of my thoughts. The
publishing house where the interview is to take place this afternoon is not that far from
the YMCA. My gut whines with each shuddering roll of the carriage as I consider the
person I will shortly meet. She is tough; interviewers become unctuous, appeasing in her
presence. There are options, I tell myself. Option number one - don't turn up, just have a
holiday. A holiday - here! The desperation in this thought stops me from proceeding to
option two. Peering through the smeared window, I think of the multitudes who have sat
here, touching the glass with their lips, their feet resting on a trough of sweet wrappers
and cigarette packets.
Two things strike me about the place I am in: the quiet and the angularity of everything.
My eyes are constantly drawn to some further point. The all-female working populace is
also surprising; blonde sentinels glide through the hush, dispatching people and files. One
approaches and smilingly., but silently, beckons me forward.
Quiet rolls into the voice of the woman I am with, easing over the contours of the
generous body, lingering in the fleshy folds of the neck, and up to the tight jowls where it
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resides awkwardly. I know right away that I am not to be lulled. The doyen of Black
American literature is polite, without warmth, and I am struck by our differences; age,
race, wealth, size. Even our voices are so different, hers deep, mine high. It becomes
apparent that something more than this divides us as the interview progresses. Palpable
hostility is in the room. Silence, laced with contempt, greets each question.
'Show me your anger.' Her sigh travels across the desk. 'But you know, it's such
a puzzling question - in white society, black equals angry. It's as if- oh, I don't know,
that it's somehow expected - give me your pain - lean accept it. But the black experience
is so much bigger than that.'
There is a glint in the eyes of the woman opposite. She continues to smile
steadily. The question was not about anger, yet she has translated it in a way which
reminds me of her latest characters, shaped by bias, leading one-dimensional lives. That
same lack of honesty is present in the coolly chic room with its ethnic artefacts.
The silence grows. There is a subtext which I can only guess. My voice arches,
hers bends. She smiles, I smart. I ask her a question about gender and she explains
tenderly, speaking slowly, patiently. I want to slap her. Shut her up in this room with
Larry V/einberg. Instead, the Great American Writer smiles hugely into my cheap camera
and I am ushered out.
The day lengthens, the temperature climbs. It is now heading for the nineties and the
humidity is oppressive. Night time blesses the 843 acres of Central Park. Somewhere in
all of this, Simon and Garfunkel are playing. I drift through a carpet of candles, while hip
New Yorkers offer their flames to each other. How I would like to share a candle with
someone. I feel so alone. The music rnocks self pity, Gee, but it's great to be back home!
This proclamation echoes through the maples, trailing my journey back to the park gates.
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Yeah, home is where I wanna be; only three more days. I hold the camera up to the pink
evening sky, clicking off the days: One. Two. Three.
The lights of Times Square blitz each other. They scream for attention. Broadway
is hungry, opening and swallowing greedily. She disgorges three people from a bar, two of
whom! recognise; the couple from the train. He approaches, 'Excuse rne Ma'm, but...' I
ran. I run, 120 pounds of thumping terror through the noise and confusion, running
towards the relative sanity of East 47th.
Finding my room key is easy. The handbag, suddenly spacious, reveals that my
camera is missing. Three more days. I hiss: One. Two. TJiree and slam the door behind rne.
Blearily pulling back the bed covers, I watch the roaches spill over each other. Blinded by
the light, they flee through the bedclothes. I scream. Opening drawers, 1 sob, seeing the
bodies weave through my clothes. The green digits on the bedside clock wink 12.10. Two
more days.
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ON THE ROCKS

Some people said that you could crack walnuts with her eyelids. Right now, Isabel's eyes
were boring through the living room window at me. She was mouthing something which I
couldn't make out, but it must have been important because she was minus her usual no
problem look.
Whatever it was that was rumpling my big sister's smugness was intriguing. It was
certainly appealing.
I took my time hoisting myself out of the chair and opening the door.
She stood on the doorstep and blurted it out: 'It's Boris. He's been found in the
lane - knocked down. I've taken him to the vets. They say he's dehydrated. I explained
that Eddie and Sal are in Turkey, that they're not back for another week. And that we
can't contact them.' Isabel looked accusingly at me. Instructions had been given about
rounding our neighbours up, to make sure that they left a number, but I had forgotten.
Caught in the full beam of Eddie's smile, I had assured him that no, I certainly didn't mind
the short notice, hoping that my eyes were conveying just how flexible I could be.
'What shall I do? They said he might have to be put down.'
Her voice quivered. Not through distress at the animal's predicament or ours.
Isabel relished the situation because the enormity of it fed her power. It also meant one
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less cat.
That my sister hated cats was only one of the many peculiar differences between
us. She thought of them as rodents which should be on the Rentokil hit list - even Mungo,
my beloved tortoiseshell. If you compiled a list of some of the things that Isabel hated,
you would find that many of the words began with me, indicative of her usual selfpreoccupation: mess, men, meddle, menopause, melancholy - a form of mental instability
in her books, melodrama, metabolism - this last, she blamed for her eyes.
Mess was number one on Isabel's list, closely followed by men who, she
believed, caused it. That her husband - 'The Fat Bastard' - as he became known in family
lore, should have died two years ago, without leaving her a big enough pension. That
he should have gone so quickly, without giving her a chance to berate him for being so
thoughtlessly ill, was a source of considerable resentment. And now, here she was, sharing
her home with someone responsible for causing emotional havoc and mess wherever she
went.
'Quit gaping, Me-la-nie, what am I supposed to do?'
I hated it when she did that - breaking up the syllables. My sister was only three
years older, but constantly sounded like some old biddy telling me off. You take the
responsibility, she was saying, it's your fault \ve 're in this situation. Three months ago I
was cat free, and didn 't even know the Comerons until you went and introduced yourself.

And she was doing that thing with her mouth. It looked as if her lips were being
lassoed and hauled down her throat.
'They'll have a fit if you put him down. They've had him for years. He must
have cost a fortune.'
The smirk on her face relayed her thoughts: that I should have an awareness of
money when I was always so overdrawn seemed incongruous. Of course, she would know
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about my finances: she worked in the village bank, the only bank for miles. It was a source
of shame that her sister should be so reckless. At least I didn't have the same surname.
'Right, then. I'll see you later.' She whirled round and headed back down the lane.
The vodka was behind the Baileys. I half-filled the glass, slung some ice in and
knocked it back neat. Feet up on the Past Times Georgian side-table, I sat clinking the ice
and looking round the living room, a shrine that nobody ever sat in, apart from me when
Isabel was out. The look in her eyes when she described poor Boris reminded me of her
face devouring the scandal magazines that lay piled beside her bed. Fiction had featured in
her life from an early age. Outwardly a model of convention, Isabel had been a convincing
liar as a child. Hysterical at any challenge to her notion of truth, she would clutch herself
around the middle, rocking backwards and forwards as if straightjacketed, wheezing out
her pain. Our parents whispered nervous asthmatic, which she brandished through
adolescence and right into adulthood.
The biggest fiction was yet to come: village life. Here, she continued her version of
the truth, joining the tight-lipped chorus of the virtuous. No wonder Hugh had made an
early exit; she had taken up God and flower-arranging in the same week, abandoning the
Tarot and her youthful habit of spinning the ouija glass while reciting the Lord's Prayer
backwards.
This little reverie came to an end when I remembered that it was my turn to do
the cleaning. My standards were inferior but tolerated because I did the gardening. Sighing,
I set to work, emptied bins, gathered up health magazines, newspapers and dead daffodils.
Dried old sticks. Spinsters. I hate daffodils.
It was one o'clock before the sound of the key alerted me. Drying up, I turned to see
Isabel's bony frame in the doorway of the kitchen. Her eyes flicked over me, around the
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room and back to the glass in my hand.
'They said it was unkind to keep it alive. It was suffering. You know^ow'// have
to tell them.'
I have this affliction. I giggle. Laughter cascades up and down my throat in the
most inappropriate circumstances. It has won me friends and enemies. While I giggled my
way through the menopause, high on HRT, my sister took to bed, fretting about her
discharge and clutching a bottle of Evening Primrose and a damp facecloth.
Isabel, who knew the workings of my face, stared hard at my mouth. I began to
twitch. My lip jerked upwards, I pulled it down. It tugged and tugged - and won. Starting
as a whinny, it cantered on, all the way to a full-scale gallop of horror.
'I can't.'
'You can. You will. They're due back Monday week. Don't forget that's when
I'm on my course. It doesn't finish until Wednesday. It's your turn now. Fve done more
than my bit.'
Being right. That's what mattered to her. Subtleties only barred the way to
complete moral victory. And she had done her bit. In spite of not liking cats, she had
sorted the problem in technical terms. If only I could so neatly dispose of the emotional
dimension. I had to find the language to convey to Eddie and Sal that Boris, their
surrogate child - no, delete surrogate - their child was at peace.
'Is there some kind of - uh - memento - ?'
'No. He hasn't been cremated yet.'
Relief. I would offer consolation to the mourners. Eddie was Irish. Perhaps a
wake.
'They said that we should wait until they came back, in case they decide on some
kind of service.'
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'So, where is he?'
'In the freezer.'
'The freezer - where?'
'In the garage.'
'Our old freezer in the garage?'
Isabel nodded. Her eyes conveyed the unpalatable truths: 1 .The Camerons'
beloved cat was dead. 2. He was in our freezer. 3.1 had to tell them.
The horror. The horror.
'Isabel, I don't think I can.'
'Who else is going to tell them, Me-la-nie? It's your responsibility. You were the
one who set up the arrangement in the first place. And now that Boris has gone, who's
going to look after Mungo if we both go away?'
I hadn't thought about this. 'I need a drink.'
'Is that wise?'
She was doing that thing with her mouth again.
Since the Christmas trip to Dusseldorf, Isabel had preached against the evils of
drink. While she harangued the airline rep for the flight delay, I was in a corner of the bar,
red faced, giggling appreciatively at thirty-five-year-old Ben, who, in a dim light, could be
mistaken for a young John Malkovich. Outraged, Isabel said she had to prise me off him.
When I told her that we had discovered we shared the same birthday, she unkindly
pointed out the twenty-year age gap.
She looked wearily at me: 'Just sort it out, Melanie. I'm going to lie down.'
Ten days before Eddie and Sal returned.
I could see them getting out of the cab: young, sunburnt, happy. Eddie would
carry the cases. Sal would open the door, calling 'Boris! Boris! Mummy and daddy are
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home!' Meanwhile, I would be cringing behind the curtain, trying to get the timing right,
waiting until I could get Eddie on his own.
Ten days. I had already wasted two minutes imagining the scenario.
There would need to be a lot of practice. First, I would have to compose my face.
That meant keeping my mouth straight - God, oh God. And I'd better keep my
eyes down, in case Eddie saw any questionable flicker. Then there were my shoulders. I
saw myself: Quasimodo, bent double, shoulders heaving, gasping that Boris was dead and
in the freezer.
I needed to work on my shoulders - weights or something. Why was I so slothful?
Why had I never learnt the Alexander Technique or yoga?
Posture would be important in conveying solemnity. More than this, Eddie
would see that my shoulders carried despair, that they understood the agony of
empty arms.
And I hadn't even thought about my voice. How much sadness could it convey when it was known to balloon out of sight hi stressful situations?
I stared at myself in the hall mirror and bent my head bent slightly to the left.
Eyes sorrowful, mouth composed, shoulders down, I sighed myself into it:
'Eddie, I'm really sorry to have to tell -'
It started. Oh, God, no. It was the word tell. Come away, come away with William
Tell, come away, come away. The song from the old television series was dancing around
my head.
Start again.
'Eddie, I'm afraid there's been an accident.'
This time there was no excuse. I started sniggering when I got to afraid.
I stepped up to the mirror and hissed, 'Smarten up.'
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The face that snarled back at me was familiar: those thick black eyebrows, the
broad nose - and was that the beginnings of a double chin? My sister was in the mirror,
still calling the shots.
From above, Isabel's voice demanded:
'What are you doing, Me-la-nie - are you talking to yourself? Oh, my head. Bring
me my facecloth.'
I trudged up the stairs, found the green cloth and dampened it, all the while
thinking about Boris.
'You know, you'll have to do something about that cat of yours,' she said
irritably, tilting her head back to drop the Flower Remedy onto her tongue. 'The
bathroom is filthy. I think he's going in the bath and peeing. You'll have to clean it up.'
Her fingers twisted the top back on to the bottle, which she placed on the bedside
cabinet. I watched her pick up her magazine, before asking, 'Is Boris wrapped in
something?'
Sighing, looking up from the pillow, she put down the article on Candidiasis, and
replied: 'Two Sainsbury's bags and a black bin liner with masking tape.'
So now, I had to tell my neighbours that their beloved's shroud was a rubbish
bag.

The day the Camerons were due back, I woke up feeling exhausted. From next door, came
the sound of a low moan. Fungal the Bogeywoman was chasing Isabel through her dreams.
I thought about the ordeal ahead.
The garage was a source of anxiety. Would Eddie expect me to pass him the cat?
How heavy was a dead cat? And if I dropped it on the garage floor - would it break?
Would Eddie stand, appalled, hearing Boris's bones splintering against concrete? There
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was no point in trying to broach it with Isabel; she would just tell me to get on with it.
Another difference between us was that, while my sister was a fearless unblocker
of drains and squasher of earwigs, I was squeamish, shivering at anything with a shadow.
Over-sensitive, our mother said.
I was the one responsible for giving Isabel nits when she was fourteen and going
out with Howard, her first boyfriend. Hair steeped hi nit lotion, she had cultivated an air
of mystery, and didn't let him get close for a fortnight.
The combination of the nit lotion and patchouli oil did it. Howard had sought the
company of Geraldine Graham, whose blonde hair hung bug-free to her shoulders.
I paid. Nightly, the nit comb was dragged through my curls by my grim-faced
sister. While I squealed, the crack of the comb told me who the true louse was. It was
nearly three months before Isabel spoke to me.
But I was no longer a child. Somehow, I would control myself, offer the proper air
of gravitas. Eddie would see that there had been no other choice. Some subtle apportioning
of blame would distance me from any responsibility, other than the compassionate telling.
He would see the burden I carried.
But I couldn't carry a dead cat. I hadn't been able to face checking the garage, but
what if Isabel's bike tripped me up and Boris sprang from my arms, pirouetted up to the
roof and back down with a seismic crack? No. Eddie would have to carry him. This
expectation would need to be conveyed.
There was something else I hadn't allowed myself to entertain: the spectre of Sal's
face. What if Eddie wasn't the one to hear the news? Perhaps he would rush to the door
with the cases while Sal lingered behind paying the cab driver, hanging on to what was left
of the holiday. Eddie might disappear inside, not to be seen for the rest of the evening.
Sal. She of the smiling face, the cheery wave, was given to tantrums that
32

resounded up and down the lane. Once a week, at least, shouts and screams were heard
from the Camerons' home. Doors were slammed and on more than one occasion Eddie had
been ejected, to be left hammering on the door, before taking off on his motorbike. How
might my temperamental neighbour react to my guilty eyes?
I watched Isabel drive off to the station. As soon as the old Skoda turned the
corner, my fatigue vanished. I made my way to the drinks cabinet. Refreshment would aid
tactical options.
She wouldn't return from her course until Wednesday. The Camerons were due
home in four hours. Standing in the stilling room, gulping the gin, I felt the sweat break
out on my face. The lack of air was unbearable, but the window, with its cheap aluminium
double glazing, jammed when I tried to push it up.
Holding the empty glass against my forehead, I stared at the scorched lawn,
thinking about the last time we had seriously fought - at our mother's funeral. My
suggestion of the old Celtic hymn had been scorned, Isabel had insisted upon 'The Lord Is
My Shepherd'. Succumbing to her annual bout of bronchitis, however, she was unable to
do the reading. This didn't stop her, on the morning of the funeral, jostling with me for
the hymn book. In the ensuing tussle, the book was torn.
During the service, what had begun as a slight clearing of the throat from Isabel
steadily developed. I was half-way through the reading when the hysteria began to build.
Our mother had been popular, and the church was packed. My breathing fought to keep
the nervous whinnying down, but couldn't. Soon I was joining Isabel, shuddering into my
Kleenex, praying that nobody except my sister would know that I was uncontrollably
laughing. I slunk back to my seat in shame. Isabel was comforted by the consoling arms of
our aunts, who looked wonderingly along the pew at me. Not the full shilling.
At five o'clock there was still no sign of the Camerons. I sat by the living room
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window, imagining Eddie's response to my troubled face.
'Oh, Jesus, how hard for you, Melanie, to be faced with this when Sally and I
were away.'
The soft Irish voice caressed me. I saw myself lying naked, purring blissfully in
my neighbour's arms. But the picture was marred by a faulty Dolby system. The purring
turned venomously insistent - and the cast included a large disabled cat limping towards
us.
The noise of a taxi coming up the lane alerted me. They were back.
Jumping out of the chair, smoothing my skirt, I stood behind the curtain, watching
Sal get out of the taxi with a pink basket. She paused, before striding up her driveway. She
shouted something over her shoulder to the tall figure who emerged from the cab, before
disappearing inside the house.
I sprinted up to where Eddie stood, surrounded by cases. He raised his hand and
shouted 'Cheers mate.' to the departing taxi, then turned to grin at my breathlesness, 'You
need a holiday, Melanie.'
Not wanting to see the horror hi his eyes while I stuttered out the demise of Boris,
I dropped my gaze to the yellow rose bush, hoping that shock would distract attention
from my mouth.
'Jesus, you're saying Boris is dead? But he was okay when we went away.'
Eddie's voice was strained. He alanced back nervouslv towards the house. From where I
stood, I could see the shape of Sal moving about the living room.
My voice was regretful. 'It's what Isabel thought best. She'd have told you
herself, but she had to go away on her Managing Change course. I'm really sorry, Eddie.
I'll leave it to you - perhaps you'd like to pick him up tomorrow - ?'
'No.' The voice was firm. Til bring him back now.'
34

The garage was the dark part of my sister's psyche. For someone so houseproud, the
squalid landscape was a revelation. The door swung open, revealing a catacomb littered
with yellowed newspapers, boxes of dirty bottles and empty paint cans, some with the
brushes stuck in them. It was eerily quiet. Eddie stood blinking as I nodded towards the
freezer standing tall in the corner. Lying across it, sentry guarding the tomb, was Isabel's
bike. The least I could do was move it. Beckoning to Eddie to follow, I picked my way
through, past the old car battery and the rusting barbecue.
Pushing the bike aside, I moved over to let him open the door. When he tried to
open it, he nearly toppled onto me. I put my hand out to steady him, saying 'Here, let
me.'
A Sumo wrestler was pulling hard on the other end of the freezer door. I yanked
the handle and almost fell over when the door opened - not from the exertion, but from the
stench that rose to greet me. It tore its way up my nostrils and into my mouth. On the
middle shelf, a black plastic bag dripped into a stagnant pool on the shelf below. The taste
of putrid flesh coated my tongue. As I began to heave, it hit me why I had been perplexed:
the familiar whirring of the freezer had been absent when I opened the garage door. Isabel
had forgotten to switch it on. But that didn't make sense. She must have known that
Boris would start to decompose.
Boris was in the freezer. The freezer hadn't been turned on. Boris was in an
advanced state of decay. Boris's owner was repeatedly muttering, 'Jesus, no.'
Hand on the wall, I felt my way back from the nightmare, but unable to block out
the foul smell that filled the garage. Mungo came purring towards me and wound himself
around my leg. I shuddered at the thought of him locked in this dark, dank place, and
shooed him away. Leaning against the garage wall, I breathed in deeply. Isabel had been
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truthful. The cat was in the freezer. She just hadn't bothered to switch the freezer on. It
was a mistake, she would say, an oversight, understandable given the amount of stress.
That my sister lied was nothing new. But this time her mendacity was harnessed to a
degree of malevolence that challenged even my understanding.
'Melanie, have you seen Eddie? I saw you talking to him - then he dumped the
cases and you both disappeared. What's going on?'
Sal's sharp eyes were searching my face. She pushed back her auburn fringe and
peered into the garage - 'Oh, here you are - what have you got there?'
Mumbling, I pushed past her, ran towards the back door and into the kitchen. The
bolt was stiff but finally it slipped into place. Back against the door, I slid down onto the
floor, listening to the voices in the garden grow louder.
Slats of light from the blind played on the worn lino, like sun through the bars of a
cell. While the Camerons rowed, I focussed on a wrinkled carrot wedged between the
cooker and the cupboard. The gate banged. Then there was only the tick of the wall clock.
I counted to twenty, before getting up stiffly, pulling down the blind and heading towards
the stairs.
They were still there, on the cabinet beside the neatly-made bed. Some of the
bottles were almost empty. But I had the perfect source for a top-up. I glanced towards
the bathroom, where there was a never-ending supply of golden drops. I saw Isabel's
hand squeezing the stopper as she administered the contents of the Flower Remedy bottle
onto her tongue. Something bordering on elation took hold of my soul.
The toilet bowl was more than dingy. She was right about one thing; the bathroom
-was filthy. The green face cloth was on the towel-rail. I lifted the toilet seat and began
rubbing around the rim, then set to work on the yellow trickle near the bath plughole.
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CHRISTMAS BOX

Thomas's mother stands in the utility room, thinking about what it means to be a mother.
She opens the refrigerator door and looks at the seasonal detritus: dejected still life of
mashed carrots, sprouts and the bowl of tinned chestnuts with the strip-lighting glaze. She
breathes over this mortuary, hearing the sigh escape through the fridge. Fridge of sighs.
Thomas's mother is drunk, her tongue soused hi wine and gin. She fears that
language will escape her, words become flat with apprehension. Her eyes settle on the
cranberry sauce and, dipping a finger into the bowl, feels herself sliding down into the
gelid depths.
Thomas plays with the television remote control. Peter Pan cries because he has lost his
shadow. Tinker Bell finds it for him. Peter tries to fit it back on, but he can't get it to
stick. He throws himself on the nursery floor, sobbing for his mother.
Thomas pushes the buttons, thinking of other Christmasses, when he has had his
mum to himself, before Andy climbed into the space that Thomas shared with his mum.
Together, they have built a castle that he can't invade. They wave and smile but, still,
Thomas is left outside.
Last night, when his mum and Andy went to bed, Thomas pulled out the big tin,
the one he found in the empty flats, from underneath his bunk. The Christmas box, his
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mum called it. She had smiled at the picture of the children in old fashioned clothes skating
on the pond. Thomas held the tin tightly to his chest and shut his eyes, letting his nails
find the grooves where the knife had scored cracks on the ice. He decided to keep a watch
on his mum's belly, just in case Andy decided to put something in there.
Thomas crept through to the living room. He pushed the switch on the fire and
listened for sounds from the bedroom. He opened the tin. In the little book at the top,
he read out the dates: first, there was the day his dad left home. Thomas had written
it and underlined it twice. Next, the date he moved to the new house. Then there was
when Mrs Robertson left and he had the new teacher. Thomas bit down on his finger
hard and stared at the blue flames of the fire. 28 September, the date he met mum's new
boyfriend, Andy, who grinned and said: 'Hello little man.' The next one was Andy's
birthday. The last date on the list - and the time - was when his mum got married.
Pulling back the lino tile, Thomas got through to the first chamber in the tin. His
secret army: six Action men, SAS crack troops, guarding the inner chamber. Ready and
willing to give their lives. He took them out and lay them on the floor, before peeling back
the final layer. A small metal shovel and three tins wrapped hi paper towel. He opened
each tin slowly, turning over stumps, stroking hands, arms, legs - and something special a head like a bit of pink cauliflower, stuck to a leg. Or was it the other way round?
There was that feeling hi his stomach and a throbbing in his throat. He never knew
whether he was going to be sick. His chest felt tight, as if the giant turkey that handed out
leaflets outside Iceland was sitting on him.
Inside his pyjamas' pocket, listening to his heartbeat, was the angel. Thomas
brought her out, looked into the pale eyes and kissed her face sadly. She would need to be
brave for what had to be done.
He lined up three of the action men along the wall by the fire. He took his time
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choosing.
Action Man Diver didn't look a baddy. He was too much of a hero to be selected.
Thomas thought of how Andy sometimes didn't let on about things. Like the night
Thomas drank the cider and threw up down the sink. Then, remembering his mum's
face when she looked at Andy, Thomas tightened his grip on Action Man Diver.
The sound of the television distracts Thomas. Peter Pan flies hand in hand with
Tinker Bell over the rooftops. Her laugh rings out while she tells Peter stories about the
Never Land.
Thomas's hand wavers on the remote control.
Action Man Air Surfer might have been a likely candidate. But he had already been
tested, when Thomas dropped him from the top floor of the empty flats next to the
school. Still he had survived intact, along with his parachute and surfboard. Thomas
studied the dark eyes under the mask: they were fixed on some far point beyond his
shoulder.
When he thought about what might give him the most satisfaction, Action Man
Street Roller's face slammed in front of him. He promised to shoot missiles from his
super fast blades - like Andy firing off the sarky jokes and tickling Thomas. His mum said
that Thomas must toughen up, that Andy just teased to be close to him. To be his pal.
Like Air Surfer, Street Roller wore a mask and hard hat Thomas wanted the eyes to close.
It would make it easier.
But, if anybody should have been punished, surely it should have been the
villains? There was Dr X. He promised to stop Action Man in his tracks, with his
metallic arms ready to launch the spiked ball. Thomas didn't want to meet him. Then
there was evil Tempest who fired light missiles.
But Thomas wanted the bad guys on his side.
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He made his choice. Street Roller was hustled forward. His companions watched
from the sidelines, black eyes staring. Street Roller was composed. Kick ass, guys. Street
Roller climbed the fireplace, moving steadily towards the fire.
Thomas helped him up, admiring the chin that stuck out Even when a prisoner,
Street Roller kept his eyes fixed on the horizon. / was born to command. Thomas
remembered Andy and the time he took him on the riverboat, pointing out all the pubs
along the Thames.
His Action Man watch, the one that Andy bought for his birthday, sounded the
signal to start. Thomas hardened his heart, pushed Street Roller's head near the fire's
flame. He wanted to see fear on Street Roller's face - see that arrogant eyebrow jump up
and down in terror. He jabbed the leg into the flame, held it steadily, watched the plastic
leak into the fire, onto the metal edge of the shovel.
The crust was easy to scrape off if he did it fast with the penknife. Thomas
squeezed the pink curls on the blade. A neat job. He bit his lip. After this one went in the
final chamber, there would be only one place left. He needed to take his time with the next
execution.
Thomas's mother stares at the refrigerator door, trying to remember why she is still in the
utility room She thinks about Christmas Day: Thomas's face when he saw the new
Action Man, how Andy licked his lips when he saw the port and chocolates. Thomas had
helped her dress the tree. Andy had given her money for new decorations. The snowman
had fascinated Thomas. He had held it against his face, as if to breathe it in. But it was
the angel who had been the real success. Introducing her to his new Action Man, solemnly
pressing their lips together, Thomas had smiled and stretched up to put the angel on top
of the tree.
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Then there was the meal: the set table, the candles, the new placemats, the
Christmas crackers. She checked the crackers for weight and approximation to the
pictures on the box. Thomas would have the playing cards and Andy, the keyring. She
brought food to the table, her eyes scanning the plates. Six roast potatoes and six sprouts
each. The supermarket had the prepacked variety, all the same size. Thomas made his
bogey man face at the mashed carrot and swede. Andy shouted 'Extra for me!'
The crocodile lies hi wait for Hook. Its jaws snap open and closed, like the sound of
Andy carving the turkey on Christmas day. He piled Thomas's plate high, pouring gravy
over the wings, drumsticks and thighs. All Thomas could see was a greasy mountain of
skin and bones. He looked at Andy's plate - noted the clean slices of white meat, heard
the whisper 'Breast is Best' - and saw Andy's hand pat his mum's bum. Thomas reached
down into the swamp on his plate for a leg and thigh and hungrily tore them apart.
There is rumbling from the sofa. Thomas surveys Andy's mouth stretching further
with each snore, the teeth bared like a dog running along the street. Thomas strokes the
buttons, those little knuckles of the remote control and looks at Andy's fingers still
holding the glass.
There is something up with the refrigerator. It has stopped sighing. And Thomas's mother
is sure that she heard something that sounded like a wheeze - as if the fridge was
contracting. Maybe it was a squeak - somewhere at the back. Behind Andy's beer
bottles? One of them has knocked over Thomas's chocolate trifle. Standing it up, she
notices a crack down the side of the tub. She pushes back a strand of dull blonde hair and,
closing the door, rests her head against the fridge. Her ear strains for the sound that she
heard a minute ago. But there is only the faint whirring of machinery and tick tock tick
tock coming from the television in the next room.
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A cup of tea, that's what she needs. There must have been something up with
the gin. She doesn't usually get like this after three. Andy had eagerly poured the last one.
He was trying to get her up the stairs, but Thomas blocked the way, sitting waiting for his
father to ring. He smirked when Andy stomped off to the living room.
She opens the fridge. Give it another couple of days and the shelves and the
compartments would start to empty. All that would be left then would be some bottles of
beer. The dairy compartment is full, but once it is emptied, she'll be able to fill it up again
with the rest of the cheese on the shelves. She reaches for the bottle of milk at the back.
She hears something between a squeak and a snigger.
This time she straightens up fast, starts pulling things off the shelves. She's
going to find whatever it is in her fridge that wants to ridicule her. She's going to let it
know that it can't mess with her. She's a mother. A wife. Respect. Her face is red.
She's nicely warm now. Opening the compartments, she pulls out the rubberised
cheddar, the limp iceberg, the leftover prawn cocktail.
There it goes again - a stifled squeak - no - suppressed laughter. And it's coming
from the salad compartment. She wrenches it open. A bowl of chipolatas snicker up at
her. She looks at the congealed pink skins, picks up the bowl and scrapes it into the bin.
Bottles of beer fill most of the top shelf. She takes out a Becks and peers
through the green glass. The contents are agitated. They bubble. Maybe that was where
the laughter was really coming from. The top on the bottle is tight. Like her. Forget about
the tea. She jerks the top off with the bottle opener. But when she peers inside, it's
disappointingly flat.
Battle cries pour from the living room. Those little men of his. Everywhere. She'll
be tripping over the new ones for the next couple of weeks. Swigging from the bottle, she
whispers: 'Up the revolution! Come on Budweisers! Attention! Don't let those Becks
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push you about Right you lot - get over there on that shelf where you belong. Go on!
Quick march! And don't try coming back in here to take over. Excuse me - women and
children over here! Make Way Please! Come on Thomas - quick - smallest first!' She
points the Budweiser at the Becks. 'Come on, you evil bastards. Bang! Bang! - Bang!
Bang! Bang!' Slish Slosh. Slish Sloshed.
One of the coloured balls has fallen from the tree. Thomas picks it up, admiring how
the light dances off it. He looks in and sees another world. It dazzles him - maybe that's
the snowman shining his torch - 'Come on in!' Thomas holds the ball higher, twirling it
between his fingers. Now he can see people. They're lying down. He squints - and sees
three Andys lying on three sofas.
Andy is still asleep. Thomas looks at the belly pushing up through the striped
shirt. Sees the button gasping through the hole hi the shirt, the black hah" sprouting and
the belt struggling to hold it all together.
Thomas puts the ball back on the tree. From the television comes the sound
of tick tock tick tock. The crocodile is following Captain Hook, who jerks his stump
angrily. Peter Pan and the lost boys cheer the crocodile, while Wendy hangs on to Peter's
arm. The crocodile comes closer, snapping at Hook.
Tick tock tick tock.
Andy's hand has fallen on his glass and knocked it over. A red stain spreads
over the carpet. His legs twitch, as if dribbling an invisible football. Thomas studies the
pink open mouth and the closed eyes. He turns back to the screen and sees Hook's stump
of an arm wave at him.
Tick tock tick tock.
Thomas's breathing is changing. He feels excited, but he doesn't know why. His
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breathing is going further away. He tries to drag it back; the snowman on its belly, heavy,
yet light. The inhaler is lying by the tree. He picks it up and shakes it. Breathe in, the
snowman whispers as it blows into his chest.
Thomas's mother comes into the room. She picks up the wrapping paper from the floor.
Thomas seems happy enough, fiddling with the alarm on his watch while Peter Pan flits
around the television screen. The asthma is improving. The new Action Man lies on the
floor, fists raised, black eyes staring up at the angel dangling by the cord twisted around
its neck. Thomas's mother lifts the angel up, admiring the gauze of the Renaissance
skirt; the feathered wings. She peers up the skirt and sees the label: Thank you
for purchasing this product.
Andy's eyes are closed, but his mouth is wide open. Soon he'll be awake, wanting
sandwiches.
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DAY OUT
All the tables were occupied. They made their way to the back of the compartment, Mel
propelling Claire along the aisle, his hand on her hip. 'Over here!' shouted a tall girl in a
camouflage shirt, pointing with a wine glass to two seats behind her.
Claire smiled at the girl and, dropping her bag on the floor, sat down by the
window. Uncomfortably aware of the thigh hard against hers, she edged away. When he
crooned 'Close to you', she thought about crying, then decided to be grateful. Mel's
obsession with corny songs and trivia might be irritating, but at least they had caught the
last train from Gare du Nord. The memory of Paris, with its suffocating heat was enough.
That and his glazed eyes, as he had sat in the restaurant, stumbling through his sexual
history since divorce. The resume had concluded with the revelation that the last one had
landed him with a bad case of thrush. Indifferent, Claire had gazed beyond his sorrowful
head, out into the Montparnasse street, while he recounted his life as a psychiatric nurse,
working the wards, desperately trying to stop scratching his dick.
She lifted the complimentary magazine from the rack hi front of her but found it
hard to focus. A movement across the aisle drew her attention to a table behind where a
middle-aged woman lay back, her eyes closed in exhaustion.
Swivelling her head, feeling her neck crunch and click, Claire dropped the magazine
and rummaged in her bag. Another migraine was starting, but her search for the pills was
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fruitless; they must have dropped from the hastily-zipped bag in the sprint for the train.
She felt for the pressure points at the base of her skull and pushed hard, thankful
that the seats in front provided shelter from curious eyes. No audience, except Mel
breathing alcohol. Cathy had described him as a boozer, but an amiable one. She had been
forthright, 'Come on, Claire. You spent two years looking after your mother. You could
wait forever for your idea of Mr Right. The meek don't inherit the earth. They stand at
the end of the queue. It's time you had some fun.'
This was the second date and Claire had to concede that her friend was right Mel
was unable to take anything seriously: he liked to drink; he liked to crack smutty jokes.
She pictured the mad, fleeing through the wards, away from Jim Davidson jokes and
itching genitals.
'Some day, eh?'
She pretended to sleep. But then something, she took it to be a knee, jutted into
her thigh. When she moved further away, he moved closer, mumbling into her hair:
'I could get tickets for the Hollies... it's the big reunion somewhere hi London.
Might be a laugh. What do you say?'
She didn't respond. He began to wheedle, 'You know...Under My Umbrella...Bus
Stop...'
'Mel, please,' Claire moaned, 'I've a bad head, I just want some peace.'
'Aw never mind then.' He moved restlessly. 'Want anything from the bar?'
He didn't wait for an answer, but got up, mumbling 'Excuse me, ladies,' as he
lurched past the table in front.
Someone nearby laughed. 'Don't fancy yours, Vee. I reckon he needs some hair.'
Escaping into sleep, Claire didn't hear the reply.
The seat beside her was still empty when she woke to the sound of shrieks.
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Looking at her watch, she realised that she had slept for over half-an-hour. A food trolley
had just gone by. The train had picked up speed. It was hot and her headache was worse;
she felt nauseous.
Glasses clinked.
'ToVee!'
The party in front of her was in full swing. A voice said, 'No, that doesn't count.
We agreed air crashes. C'mon.'
'I've another - what about that one in the Andes where they all scoffed each
other.'
'Oh, yuck, BIG YUCK. Trust you to think of that, Andrea.'
'That's three to me.'
'What's the total, Vee?'
'Four to you. Three to Andrea and none to me.'
'Bad luck, Vee. Never mind, let's do the train ones.'
'Paddington!'
'Yeah, that's obvious. God, I was only fifteen.'
Claire looked across the aisle to where an old West Indian couple sat, gripping
each other's hand. She remembered details of an aeroplane crash; the crossed severed
fingers found in the wreckage. Her palm was cool against her throbbing temple, but the
macabre image persisted.
She picked up her bag from the floor and placed it on the empty seat. Mel
had obviously found a drinking partner. Before collecting her car and driving back to
Bethnal Green, she would make sure he got in a cab at Waterloo. If she felt ill in the
morning she could use her flexi, have a couple of days off- one of the few perks of
working for the council. And her line-manager was accommodating; her own mother had
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died not that long ago.
Visualising sliding into bed, Claire sighed pleasurably, then started as a scream
came from a seat in front of her.
The tall girl in the camouflage shirt jumped up. Spreading her hands, laughing at
the ceiling, she clapped twice. 'Gross! Pure gross!' Her eyes met Claire's, before she
thudded back to her seat.
The sound of a magazine thrown down attracted Claire's attention to the seat
behind the old couple. Gazing at the the sunken face of the exhausted woman, she thought
of the hospital room: sister, brother, sister, brother crowding the bed, her mother's body a
splinter of bones, neck stretched like a crane, the flickering of moth skinned lids, the
gurgling of the tube.
'Yeah - there was a signal error. It crashed into another train.'
- 'Nah, it couldn't have been in the tunnel - I'd have remembered that -'
- 'It's true, it broke in two. They were stuck in the tunnel for three days.'
In the background somewhere there was the sound of a child crying, a slow, hard
sound, sore to the ear. Three days. The tune it took for the vigil at her mother's bed to
end. Death, settling easily upon the worn face, had quizzed the onlookers: are you still
here?
These thoughts were interrupted by the crying moving towards her. It came from
an Asian child, pretty in a swirl of tulle. Their eyes met, the child's huge, regarding her
steadily through the tears. Friend or foe? She moved towards the toilet door with her
mother.
Staring at the mother's hand on the child's shoulder, the pain behind Claire's eyes
welled. She forced back the tears and smiled over at the old couple, who gazed at the
child's departing back. Beyond them, hollow eyes looked out of the window's reflection,
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and Claire glanced away, sensing unwanted intimacy. At that moment, a bellow came from
the seat in front, 'Bollocks!'
Why didn't anyone object to the noise ? Her breathing erratic, Claire stood up,
swaying as the train tilted into a bend. Holding on to the back of the seat, she surveyed
the heads of the four girls played cards, before addressing the table, 'Look, do you mind, I
have a really bad migraine...! feel quite sick., .the thing is...all this talk of disaster is making
it worse. I really need to sleep.'
Sitting back down, savouring the startled silence, she let her breath out slowly. A
voice shrilled through the carriage, 'Well, my God, I hope she's happy now. How selfish
can you get? You poor thing. You poor thing. She's ruined your day, hasn't she? And we
were having such a lovely day. Oh, Vee, you poor thing.'
At the word 'selfish', heat flooded Claire's face. She stood up again. This time,
she looked at the vacant faces of the other three, before staring at the large girl with the
sneering mouth. 'If anyone's selfish, it's you and your friends, intent upon spoiling my
day and everyone else's on this train. Why don't you just keep the noise down?' She
heard the appeal hi this and added firmly, 'Is that too much to ask?'
Studying Claire's flushed face, the girl's upper lip rose further. She shrugged
exaggeratedly at her friends, who responded by sniggering. Claire sat back down, annoyed
by the lack of support from the other passengers.
She had just closed her eyes when the voice started up again.
'That takes the biscuit. That really does. She's come back - back to upset you.
Does she know what you're going through, Vee? Does she know? I think you should
show her. What do you think, Cat? Natalie? Should Vee show that miserable woman
what she's going through?'
A chorus of agreement was followed by a voice, indistinct at first, then stronger.
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'Yes... okay. Maybe I will. All right. I will.'
A dazed-looking girl stood up. Her hand went to her head, and Claire watched in
horror as she lifted her thick blonde hair from her scalp. There was a burst of applause
from her friends. 'You're - a - star, Vee! Eur - o - star!' The girl smiled vaguely; her hand
went to her pink scalp, while her other hand twirled the wig higher and higher like a
cheerleader. She made no eye contact with anyone and sat down to further clapping.
Head pounding, rummaging in her bag for a stray pill, Claire eventually gave up
and slumped against the seat. The voice continued:
'I hope she's satisfied now. She's absolutely evil, an evil woman. She can see what
you're going through - how bad the cancer is. She doesn't give a damn about your wig.
What an evil woman.'
As she pressed further into the window, Claire thought about going to another
carriage for the remainder of the journey. But finding an unoccupied seat was unlikely.
Her watch said that it was 7.40 p.m. - another hour and they would be at Waterloo, free
of the horror of the day. At this, she began to drift into oblivion, voices distant, the pain
bobbing nearby while she lay somewhere under a blue sky, sun upon her face.
Mel's whisky slur woke her. 'Did your ears pop? In the tunnel? Mine did.'
Claire struggled to sit up. 'I must have missed that bit. I was sleeping.' She
stared at the seat in front. 'That's one consolation, I suppose.'
'Prezzie.'
Blinking down at the table, she saw a squashed walnut tart and lump of brie
nudging each other on a cardboard tray.
'Not now, Mel. I feel sick.' She gestured towards the seats in front. 'I've had a
terrible time with that bunch of ghouls. All they've done is talk about disasters.' Claire
looked into his watery eyes. 'One of them's wearing a wig. She pulled it off and her friend
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said it was my fault -1 can't wait to get off this bloody train.'
The laugh was more of a wheeze. 'We've a few of those on the wards.' His voice
slid into thick intimacy as his hand squeezed her thigh. 'I'm just a sweet transvestite Rocky Horror Show - '74 - or '75 - ? They banned it in Singapore. Did you know that?'
Claire pushed the damp hand away.
'Aw, lighten up. Could be a case of alopecia.'
He picked up the magazine from the table and looked at the picture of smiling
crew members. 'This is the Captain of Your Ship' - who was that?' Shrugging, opening
the magazine, he read: '18 carriages...up to 766 passengers - 560 Standard Class and 206
First Class.' He whispered, 'Most of the trarmis and cross dressers go First Class. I went
on this course in Lewisham last year: 'Sexual Minorities and Awareness'.' Mel grinned,
breaking off a piece of the cake and thrusting it into his fleshy mouth. Til bet your pal hi
front is one.'
'I'm going to stand in the corridor.' Claire reached for her bag and stumbled over
his legs to the aisle. Darting a look to the table in front, she saw the girl called Vee, wig
reinstated, and her tall friend slumped towards each other, both asleep, while the others
peered into mirrors, applying makeup. Avoiding the curious glances of other passengers,
she made her way to the corridor. She remained there, ignoring any attempt to engage her
in conversation.
Ten minutes before arrival at Waterloo, the automatic door swished open to a
jubilant Mel. 'Reparata and the Delrons -1968!' In response to her blank look, he added,
'Captain of Your Ship'. Receiving no reply, he asked, 'Got everything?'
Claire ignored the question. 'I might not go in tomorrow, I'm really -' Her voice
trailed off as the other passengers began to spill into the corridor. A trolley case jabbed
her ankle. She turned to see a familiar looking shirt, with its splashes of brown and green.
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green. 'Let's talk when we get off,' she said.
At the terminal, she walked quickly, Mel lurching beside her, complaining,
' Where's the fire?' They emerged from the station into the yellow light of the city night.
Across the road at the taxi rank, a queue had already formed. A whoop of laughter
sprang from a dark huddle at the end. Recognising her tormentors from the train, Claire
gripped her parking ticket.
'You shouldn't have too long to wait.'
'I could take a sicky tomorrow.'
'Look Mel, I'm tired. My head still hurts. I'm going home on my own.'
'Aw don't be like that.'
Claire shrugged off the arm that crept around her shoulder. The action was more
vehement than she intended, and he stumbled from the pavement ahnost into the path of a
van which swerved to miss him Regaining his balance, he stood in the road.
'Just go, Mel, go over now. You won't have long to wait.'
His bemused face gazed after the van.
'The road's clear. Go on.'
Receiving no reply, she shouted, 'Cross the road. Mel. Please cross the road!'
From the other side of the road came a female chorus, 'Cross the road, Mel, cross
the fucking road!'
Claire watched Mel's bulky shape negotiate its way to the opposite side. Halfway, he turned and held up an imaginary phone. 'Later,' he called to her departing back.
Running for the carpark, the last thing she heard was, 'Is that your wife? Is that
your wife? My God, she must be evil.'
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SHOOTING SEAGULLS
Sam yawns as he turns the corner to the swimming pool. He looks over the flattened
sands of mid-morning Portobello, to the grey glass water where the gulls shriek and dine.
He glances up at the sullen sky, before nudging the sleeve of his jacket to look at his
watch. The digits blink 10:30. Precisely. Ten equals one, thirty equals three, one and three
equal four. Afottr (violent eruptions of feeling, possible earthquakes).
Shivering, Sam pulls his collar up and trudges up the steps to reception, where a
group of people stand hunched at the desk. From nearby comes a whine: 'That football
was only ten pounds.' Sam looks down and sees a kid with a sharp, tweaked nose,
scowling up at an embarrassed looking woman rummaging in her purse. Catching sight of
Sam's stare, the kid gives a full-beam smirk, before heading for the doors of the changing
room. Once there, he turns round and thrusts out his tongue. Noting the mother has her
back to him, Sam thrusts his fingers through his wiry hair, slams his right foot forward
and bares his teeth. The kid makes a run for it.
Coin in hand, teeth chattering, Sam stands in front of locker number one (all
powerful, original, God of the Old Testament). The coin sticks in the slot. Sam pushes
harder. It still won't go down. He looks at the door of locker number two (number of the
Devil: malicious, deceitful, cruel) before seizing the key of number three - what he was
born to be (talented, lucky, witty). He opens the door and stares at a pair of kid's trainers
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perched on a pile of grubby clothes. Number four, promising more violent eruptions
(indigestion and poverty) is open. Sam peers in before lunging for number five (clever,
versatile, lurid love-life). Ramming the coin in, he watches it torpedo through the slot and
down to the floor, where it disappears under a grill. He goes off in search of another coin.
The door of number five is closed when he returns, like that of number seven (magical,
profound). He shoves his bag into six (worthy, fussy, narrow of outlook).
Grasping little bastard, that kid, thinks Sam, feeling the heat from the shower surge
over his scalp. Wouldn't be surprised if his name added up to another one (all powerful
meaning unscrupulous and on the make). The world is full of rip-off bastards thinks Sam,
remembering bis stolen wallet. He rubs his misted watch. So much for 'Water Resistant.'
Vanished as soon as the guarantee ran out - just like the Indiglo night-light that comes on
when it feels like it.
Someone is singing 'White Christmas'. Shaking his hair free of water, Sam thinks,
wrong: one, it's the 28th December and, two: Shite Christmas, more like. A large bald
head, attached to a pink inflated body, emerges from the next cubicle. Trailing behind this
quivering mound, Sam glowers as 'White Christmas' is whistled all the way to the pool.
Halfway down the lane, a deluge comes over the rope and wallops Sam in the face.
Gasping, he looks to his left and makes out the figure of the kid darting ahead. He catches
up and shovels water back over the rope. As he does so, he notes the clock on the wall:
ten fifty two. Ten equals one, fifty equals five and added to the two that makes an eight
(determination, worldly success).
Perched high on her chair, the attendant frowns down through her purple fringe.
Sam hurries through the second length and spits out water: up down up down up down.
Every Tuesday night, Sam Cassells, dreamer, pessimist, Piscean with an Aquarian
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overload, sits opposite Rebecca Melee, in a brown room filled with photographs of old
men who look like Freud and Jung. Confessing to a craving for older women, Sam gazes at
Rebecca Melee's size eight bloaters in front of him and her bazookas under the floral
smock, and thinks how he would prefer to have Doctor Melfi leading him to
enlightenment. Although he has no desire to be Tony Soprano, Sam owns all the Sopranos
DVDs. Sometimes, Sam likes to watch Doctor Melfi, Tony's psychiatrist, sitting in her
office, crossing her legs, blinking silkily through her rimmed glasses, before he pushes the
pause button to commit an unmentionable act.
Yet, Doctor Melfi has reached out to him from the screen. It is she who has
caused him to ring the large brass bell at eight o'clock precisely, to climb up three flights
of stairs to flat number nine (initiation, spirituality, passion) and sit in long periods of
silence, watching Rebecca Melee listen to his obsessions while she gives considered sips
from what appears to be a glass of water. In spite of bis alleged fondness for older
women, Sam feels devoid of lust in the presence of Rebecca Melee.
As a child, Sam Cassells would listen to his middle-aged mother regale listeners
with the circumstances of his birth. A month in hospital. A whole month. And a face on
him like a pound of mince, red raw, always bawling if he didn 't get it on demand. Ended
tip so big I could have fed the rest of the ward.

At the age of thirty one, Sam Cassells' begging bowl eyes sought the milk of
motherly kindness in an assortment of hardened older women with rustling underwear,
whom he met in bars or late-night takeaways. At first, diverted from the menopause,
these women amusedly accepted his attentions. Later, less tolerant of his wet-mouthed
dreaminess, they would give him the heave-ho, some less charitably than others.
The answerphone message left by his last siren still clangs in Sam's ear: I'm fed up
with being with a fantasist, son. I need a man and your parallel reality doesn 'tfit the bill.

Ignoring the smidgeon of relief, Sam chose instead to palpate the abscess of
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despair - a rapidly intensifying condition - when he discovered that Doctor Melfi was
jammed inside the DVD player. Unsuccessful in prising her free and wounded by female
unavailability, he drunkenly fumbled through the telephone directory, searching for her
name. At nine o'clock, sprawled on the floor, he listened to the number he had rung echo
into the empty night.
The voice startled him, brash, insistent, 'Who is this?'
'I want Doctor Melfi.'
'Yes, this is she, Rebecca Melee. You wish to make an appointment?'
Sam flips over and kicks out. Above him, there is a movement on the glass roof. A seagull
walks backwards and forwards like a sentry. It squints down at him. Absurdly
embarrassed, Sam wants to cover up his whiteness from the beady eyes, shield his
nipples from mat inquisitorial beak. Then it is Rebecca Melee's face that he sees pressed
against the glass, her jowls stretching: The insinuations of the anima can completely
destroy a man!
Gasping, he stares up, but only the bird remains.
Shitting seagulls, thinks Sam, picturing the roof of his Punto. Shitting scavengers.
The city is full of them. Shooting seagulls - that would give great satisfaction. Pop! Pop!
Pop! His laugh soars up to the roof. The pool attendant stops picking her toenails and
narrows her eyes in his direction.
Up down up down up down. Sam looks over his shoulder as a familiar sound conies
up fast behind him. 'White Christmas' whistles past Sam's ear, just as a large plastic ball
descends on his head.
Disregarding the outstretched arms, he aims the ball perfectly at the kid's
forehead. With a cheery wave to the indignant, pinched face, Sam pushes through the
water, ripples of pleasure following him.
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But, just as the sky above him darkens, the memory of the twenty third of
December, a day of portent, bobs into consciousness. Sam's shoulders slump, his pace
slows. The day had started with Rebecca Melee stating she would not resume discussion
of his distorted anima until the seventh of January.
So far, Rebecca Melee has cost Sam four hundred and eighty pounds. Cheap at the
price for a Jungian. But not for a lab technician at the Western General. At the end of that
last session, she dreamily surveyed her empty glass: This weakness for mature -women is
no more than overidentification with the anima. These femme fatales are mere projections
ofyour repressedfemininity.
At nights, Sam falls into a slanting void of fragmented dreams, one in which images
tantalisingly glimpsed, appear to offer some long-awaited truth. But, like the shifting of
colour and shape beneath the slides he sits hunched over each day, these images are often
diffuse and inconclusive. It is only on waking, pressing the night light button on his watch
and gazing into the little turquoise pool, that something akin to clarity begins to surface
before he sinks back into sleep.
After seeing Rebecca Melee, Sam lugged his repressed femininity over to see his
ageing parents in Corstorphine. 'You won't be bringing your fancy woman then for
Christmas?' His mother's voice and the curve of his father's mouth told him he was a
subject of some concern and derision. An image of Rebecca Melee in a paper hat, sitting
down to Christmas dinner with his parents flashed into Sam's head. And then there was
the conversation: The little bugger wouldn 't let go - blowing them up like balloons with
those suckers of his.
The bird has flown off the roof. Sam has cramp in his legs. Rocking backwards and
forwards on his toes in the now near-empty pool, he surveys the blotched sky. Another
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reminder of the twenty third of December, when he took his parents' dog to to the park.
He and Fergus stood panting together at the top of the crags. Sam looked down to where
his car, flanked closely by two others, was parked. Puzzled, his hand went to his back
pocket. His wallet was hi the car.
Sam glares at the ceiling, Pop! Pop! Pop! He plunges back into the water. It had
taken him most of the afternoon to cancel the cards. The thieves had also made off with
his mobile. The building society chided him for negligence. The bank invited him in to
discuss his needs.
Up dawn up down up down. Ten more lengths. The 'Fitness In The City' poster,
hanging underneath the balcony, shows a male and female running side by side through the
park. Both faces are averted, but there is something familiar about the female figure,
encased hi lycra shorts, just ahead of her male companion. That outstretched arm, those
slender fingers could almost belong to Ms Karen Holdaway, fraud investigator and bank
employee, who had invited him into her office only four days before. Sam stops and leans
on the side of the pool as he considers the face of Ms Karen Holdaway: the angle of her
chin, a gaze so level it could have been daunting, the thoughtfuhiess in the grey eyes. The
badge proclaiming 'Ms Karen Holdaway' (a seven - oh, magic, magic Ms Holdaway). He
remembers the way her ringless fingers had caressed the mouse as she searched the screen
for any fraudulent transactions made in his name. The soft voice: Some people are just so
unfeeling. It happened to me only a couple of months ago. Lifted it straightfrom my bag.
Ms Karen Holdaway, rubbing her eyes before stretching across to the printer. My
glasses need changing, but there's never any time after I collect my boy.
Ms Karen Holdaway's plump rump leaning across the desk, the fall of her breasts
below the navy blue jacket as she plucks the sheet from the printer. It's a wonder I've
never seen you in the park. We're usually by one of the lochs on Saturday mornings,
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feeding the swans.
Replaying the scene, Sam leans weakly against the pool edge. He glances down at
his wrist to the still hazy face of his watch. The mist begins to shift. The black digits
emerge and the eyes of Rebecca Melee stare up, her voice in his ear: Jung said, when the
soul is heavy, take to the water.
He blinks. Rebecca Melee vanishes. He cups his hand over the watch and presses
the button. And there, once again, is his blue lagoon. And there, too, is a familiar rounded
figure; that of Ms Karen Holdaway moving with purposeful strokes between the digits
that wink at him: 12.00. Three.
It seems as if the pool, that vast amniotic tub, is filled with a new sense of
wonder. Sam gazes around. Catching the ball that flies over the rope, he marvels at how
lightly it balances on his fingers. A grin flips over his face as he flings the ball back. It
soars over the rope, into the hands of the kid. Up on her stool, the attendant smiles, her
head bathed in a halo of violet light. To her right, the clock, tinsel dangling, says twelve
o'clock. Three. Sam looks again at his watch: still 12:00 Three. Oh, perfect three, what he
was born to be (fortune, success, conquests in love). High noon. High time. Oh, Ms Karen
Holdaway, injuriously named. Hold-me-close. Undo those buttons. I'll forget about
shooting seagulls. Pop! Pop! Pop! Unpin that badge, that sweet namesake, let me swim
into your lane. Up down up down up down.
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CAVEAT EMPTOR

Kate looks at the back cover. The writer looks quizically at her. There is more than a hint
of amusement in the deep set eyes. See, he seems to say, your troubles lie in these desires
lingering unconfessed. The heat begins to edge into her face. Turning from his photograph,
she opens the book and is made languorous by the ease with which he slips in and out of
her mind. How he woos her. If the first chapter was a panegyric to the older woman, this
second is yet more insistent: youth is dismissed, a frippery. You are rendered more
beautiful by your years, he declares, your surroundings seep into oblivion against such
beauty. Your face cries out from the canvas; I am haunted by it.
'Ladies first.' Jack's voice, warm and relaxed, startles her. He passes the Scrabble
bag.
Kate sighs, closes her eyes and dips in. 'Okay. I've a D.'
'I've got a B. I start.' He rifles through the bag, takes seven letters and quickly
arranges them.
She looks at her letters. An even mix. The sound of splashing cuts across the
evening stillness. Two skinny boys, climbing from the pool, chase each other, weaving in
and out of the tables. Glancing at the board again, she sits back comfortably with the new
novel, knowing that Jack will want to gain ground after losing the previous evening.
Enough time to read a couple of chapters. This latest has hooked her from the start. The
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swimming has tired her. Wriggling her toes in the new shoes, sipping the Cava and feeling
it bubble against her teeth, she is like one of the characters in the story, bobbing along,
navigating emotional rocks.
The click clack of the letters distracts her. Brown fingers hover over the board.
Jack's eyes are narrowed, slanting at possibilities. She pictures him in his shop, turning
over fossils and minerals, explaining their history to the curious and those who wander in
out of the rain. The stone in his hand transmuted with eagerness. The face in front of him
transfixed by the sudden grin and soft voice. Did you know that these were 'dragon bones'
to the Chinese because oftheir medicinal value? And look at this -Icouldn 't believe my
luck when I managed to get a Woolly Mammoth tooth this size! My supplier is a Dutch
fisherman who gets them from the North Sea. This one is about 20,000 - 30,000 years old
- amazing, isn 't it?
. So involved is she hi imagining this scene, it takes a while to register discomfort;
something she was barely conscious of has become pain. Her feet, tightly wedged hi the
new shoes, ache desperately. The right foot puffs over the shoe. Wincing, easing it off
with the other foot, she watches Jack contemplating the board.
The thought of him discovering her swollen foot, chiding her female vanity, fills
her with irritation. She hears his calm voice. Feels his fingers stroking her feet. He would
look for the cream, insist upon annointing each toe, kneading the flesh above the foot, his
hand travelling up and over her thigh. All the while he would gently scold, his eyes and
mouth wet, seeking the weakness in her.
No. Wriggling her toes, she feels the sand beneath her feet on the stone floor and
glances at the first letter on the rack: C. She rearranges the others. CAP - capsicum1? Some
of the letters are missing. She looks down at the book, but her feet hurt. The events of the
previous day are on her mind, and it is the wide face of the girl in the shop that stares out
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from the page.
Cheap shoes. It was not even ethical considerations that had made her hesitate.
She might feel guilt from time to time, especially when joyously inhaling the smell of
leather shops. But, no, the most troubling thing was the lapse in aesthetic judgement.
Then there was the sticker: Other material. The bow was pretty, but the heel did
not fit properly and closer inspection revealed beads of glue, like congealed snot oozing
from the seam. It did not make sense; badly-made and cheap-looking. Where was the
excuse for handing over twenty pence, let alone twenty euros? She thinks about the
women who might wear this kind of shoe: young, hips thrust forward, toes out, scowling
at imagined flashbulbs as they paraded the streets of Magaluf.
And the proprietor. Kate grimaces as she prises the pistachio from its shell. Not
just bored, but flaunting it. No Ola here. The senorita was too busy with the nail clippers.
Such precision, not evident elsewhere in the dusty Palma shop, with its shelves of faded
shoes. No circling of the customer, tentative smile, promise of discount. The strange thing
was the lack of interest in her own shoes - when it was the first thing that women looked
for in each other. Eyes straight down to the toes, before any later appraisal of clothes,
jewellery or accompanying male. Revelation lay not in the size or shape of feet, but the
choice of covering. Shoes were a giveaway.
She would be too embarrassed to give these away. Reluctantly putting them back
on the shelf, making her way to the door, she had paused, before walking back and taking
them to the counter. When she waved aside the box, the girl produced a brown paper bag,
but Kate said no and pushed the shoes to the bottom of her basket.
She had forgotten about the basket and its contents. Later that night, waking to
sounds from the flat upstairs, she had tossed restlessly. Jack's breathing in her ear, she
had slipped back into sleep. She met the senorita again. This time, she came towards Kate
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smiling, the black eyes flashing. Head thrown back, the senorita circled the castanets
around her hips, slowly drawing them up to the red-stained mouth, Clack! Clack! Clack!
Kate saw that the castanets were clams. The Palma clams, which she had devoured, were
struggling in a sea of sangria. They set up a crazy rhythm of their own. The senorita
danced faster and faster. Cheap shoesl You want cheap shoes - come and getl She spun
round laughing and Kate found herself diving after her into an underwater cavern. Her
hands reached to touch the dark hair flowing like a blue river. But the senorita looped
around on her back, laughing and kicking. The light of the moon settled on the cheekbones
as she opened her arms wide to meet the sky.
It must be the heat. That, coupled with the proximity of so much flesh.
Coupled. Kate's fingers stroke the letters. Jack is frowning. She thinks of the
bodies on the beach, hands oiling thighs and breasts. Male hands resting proprietorially
on buttocks. Playful smacks. Biting. All the teasing of loveplay.
That and the book. He never disappoints her. She is sure if she met him, there
would be recognition; his eyes would signal acknowlegement: You were not even the one
that got away. It is simply this: I missed a life with you. She turns again to the back cover.
He looks directly at her. Shrewd, funny, older than she. Undeniably handsome. And how
he writes. Stealthily, he moves around her head, gently challenging assumptions, choosing
the chaste, the wanton, filching fantasy, shifting reality and unreality. Playing with her.
She stands naked. Revealed. She is one woman. All women. No wonder she runs from
sand to sea. She is on fire. Waves pound between her legs before she returns exhausted
each time to the sunbed.
It is a mistake to take him to the beach. Far better to start the biography. She is
losing touch with reality. What she needs is fact, the truth - not the seeking of it in his
philosophic banter. Her eyes rest on the red striped gourds hanging over the balcony like
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burnt bums. True Mallorcan reality.
'All right, here we go, Soak. Sixteen.' Jack winks at her.
Filling her glass, she feigns indignation. 'Are you implying I'm an old soak?'
'You're burnt. Didn't you put any lotion on?' His voice admonishes her while his
fingers caress her arm. You are not protecting yourself, he is saying. In spite of knowing
how you burn. How I care for you.
She looks again at her first three letters: Cap. Capsize. Before she met him she
would have laughed, made some smart comment, fearing dependency. Weakness.
Drowning. But he has caught her. Captivity. She struggles in his net of goodness,
thoughtfulness, concern. She is too tired to continue struggling. No longer sure whether
she still breathes. Capitulate. Maybe she'll give up and try something else. Shivering,
wrapping the cardigan around her shoulders, she considers the board.
'Here, let me.' His voice is eager. Kate pulls away from the outstretched hand and
will not meet his eyes, avoiding the wistfulness.
From the book, comes the whisper: There is always one who disappoints. One
who is disappointed. And who suffers the greater pain - the giver or the receiver of
disappointment?

'At least I haven't backed you into a corner. There's plenty of room.' He refers to
her tendency to work on the right hand side of the board. It is an ongoing wrangle. 'A nice
back rub might relax you. We could have an early night.'
She sets the letters out. Canasta. Fourteen.
'Canasta. That's a blast from the past,' Jack says slowly, smiling, 'Don't think
it's allowed. Proper name - did you play it as a child?'
Kate picks up the letters and looks at her glass. 'No, my parents did. This game
has run out of fizz. Have this, then: Cant. It's all a load of-'
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She dismisses the board and returns to the book. The writer starts to tease her
again, roaming amongst her thoughts, ruminating, rummaging. She offers herself up to his
photograph. He is amused. A man of vision who bends the rules - plays for fun, laughs at
convention. Who might ignore it if she swiped an extra letter or two from the bag. She
looks at his lips. Wonders about his tongue.
The sound of Jack lightly drumming bis fingers on the table intrudes.
'Ten. Useless.' He is irritated. 'Gilt.'
'Guilt?' Kate says. The book weighs heavily on her lap.
'Yes - you know, the souvenirs - all that religious stuff that you spend so much
time looking at.'
'Yes,' she says, swivelling the board, looking at his hands, smooth brown skin
without ridge or or wrinkle. Cuticles neatly pushed back. Young hands. Caring hands.
Jack forages in the bag, his fingers appraising each letter. Inside the body of this
thirty-five-year-old man, beats a powerful maternal pulse. She is his child. To be
cosseted, clucked over, chided.
'It's quiet for July. Not like last year.' He nods towards the pool.
'This is hopeless.' Kate says, scowling. 'But I have to do it because it's so easy.'
She places the letter F after the I. '# Ten. A doubler.'
Tables and chairs are noisily scraped along the floor of the upstairs balcony. She
looks at Jack. He makes a face.
'They're back,' she says.
Glancing at his watch, he says, 'They're early.'
A voice growls over the balcony. 'Where are my clean shirts?'
'What you asking me for?'
They look at each other. Kate mouths: one, two, three.
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'Because it's your bloody job to see to the laundry. Just like I'm the one who
drives you about.'
'Okay. Okay. I'll sort something out.'
Chairs are pushed back. A door is opened. Voices fade indoors.
Jack looks up from the table. 'Business as usual.'
A door bangs open. Heels tap out. High. Slingbacks. Ankles delicately balanced.
Legs, slender stems. The silver toe-ring. The varnish. Carmine. Why a bygone word?
These would be shoes to kick off. To be ostentatious in. And out of.
Kate arches her back, stretches her legs and immediately is hit by a spasm of
cramp. Grimacing, she rubs her leg . Not enough salt.
'And while you're at it, Big Boy - come and give me a fuck.'
Tm having a shower.'
'Come and get me.'
'What - out there?'
Feet thud across the balcony. Jack raises his eyebrows at Kate staring up at the
ceiling. He looks at his watch again: 'They're at it earlier than usual.'
Squeals from above.
'This is how you like it - isn't it?'
'C'mon Big Boy - try harder!'
'Look - there's that bloke down at the pool - the one I caught you eyeing up.'
'Who?'
'You know damn well. The smug ponce in the fake Raybans that you couldn't
keep your eyes off in the bar.'
Grunts. The gourds sway.
Kate tilts her chair back, looks up and sees bratwurst fingers clenching the
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balcony rail.
'Can he do it as good as me?'
'Don't be daft.'
'Well, can he?'
'How should I know!'
'But you'd like to try, wouldn't you?'
'Don't be daft!'
'Say you would - wouldn't you?'
'Okay then. If it suits you.'
'There. Jails and stove. Twenty. Waste of an S - bit early in the game.' Jack sits
back, disgruntled. 'Concentration lapse, thanks to those two.'
Kate stares at the board. 'All this time, you've been thinking up another word while those two have been providing the entertainment?'
'Hardly entertainment,' a smile crosses his mouth, 'the visual element is lacking,
though you managed to get some of the floorshow. Anyway, we've only been served the
first course. The mam event comes later when they have the bust up. But he should be
okay for a couple of hours. Now that he's had his rocks off.'
The wink is meant to reassure her. She's tired. Her ankles are swollen. 'Maybe
you'd like it if I was twenty years younger? Chasing you round the flat? Magaluf floosie,
pushing you against the balcony, demanding my umpteenth Cosmo orgasm?'
'Mmm.' He's teasing. His finger lightly circles the rim of his glass.
She wants more. 'Would that do it for you?'
Tow still do it for me.' He stretches out a foot and rubs it up and down her leg.
Still. The impermanence. The impertinence. The fifteen year age gap stretches
between them like an old elastic band, too tired to spring back into shape. This is how he
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sees her: old, saggy. How long before she catches him looking at her, quietly assessing her
shelf life? Better to be some old man's darling than some young man 'sfool.
She is a fool.
She is indignant. How long before he betrays her? Perhaps her rival is already lined
up. There she is: some teacher on a field trip, boss-eyed with adoration, while her nerdy
students loaf outside the shop. See how animated he is, expanding on his theories of
igneous geology. There they go, the pair of them, huddled over the counter: That was the
Triassic Period - surely? Listen to her cooing as he tenderly passes the glossopteris. Hear
how they laugh over some other fusty relic: her.
Kate knows that this unlikely picture is coloured by the wine. Yet, still, she is
angry with Jack, the young man with the red braces she had met in a jazz pub. Funny,
serious, solicitous, interrupting her marking to tell stories about sand sharks, he quickly
established himself in her life, bringing light to the dark cave that she had inhabited since
the death of her mother.
She could tuck his hair back, stroke his cheekbones. But there is no room for peace
in her heart as she looks at the head bent over the board. Each day he contrives ways of
deepening her dependency upon him. She needs him. The knowledge that she is
unreasonable merely goads her further. She remembers the red braces. Material strong
enough for a catapult.
'What I don't understand is how you have to be so competitive all the time. It's
really tiresome. And it spoils the game for me.'
It comes out wrong. She meant to be cool. To be disenchanted. It sounds like a
whine. On his face is a polite look of enquiry. He can be horribly polite. Let's consider
this, then, he is saying. Let's reason this. If it wasn't for the amusement in Jack's eyes,
she might feel sorry. So, he laughs at her. She wants him to be even younger. Make him
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put all the Scrabble pieces away. Send him to his room. No story. For once she would be
the adult, and he would know what it was like to be the child.
The balcony above is silent. Jack sighs. 'You can't get away from competition.
It's natural, Kate. You're not immune to it - what about when you put your lipstick on in
the morning? You compete all the time with other women.'
She is outraged by this banal response. He hasn't read The Female Eunuch, let
alone The Second Sex. Whippersnapper. But that confirms the gulf between them. If she
were to call him that she might become his grandmother.
Without looking, her fingers trace the cover of the book resting on her lap. She
searches for his face. What would he advise? The urge to see him overtakes. She looks
down. I am still here, he reassures her. But now, she thinks she sees impatience hi his
eyes. More than this - is there a hint of smugness?
How many women does he hold like this? How many others does she share him
with? All those women sighing over his books. In thrall, like a Busby Berkeley
production, encircling him, hands clasping each other, legs pointing towards him.
Quivering wild orchids, opening and closing, while he reclines drowsily on his stamen
pillow, fanned by this flutter of female attention.
'Kate? Maybe we should leave it for tonight, let's total the scores and go back to
it tomorrow.' Jack's voice is conciliatory. Her face is flushed. He knows she is wounded.
She knows he doesn't need the total. He has been steadily winning.
Shrugging, she turns away and looks down to the empty pool surrounded by
stacked tables.
'Kate?'
'Yes?' She keeps her voice neutral.
'It's just after nine. We could go out, find somewhere to eat. Or I could make an
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omelette, use up the peppers. You look tired.'
/
Old and tired. Fossil. Her back aches from too much swimming. Her vertebrae
shift and click. How long before curvature of the spine reduces her to an old crone,
scuttling along beside him? She sees him proprietorially taking her arm, pretending she is
an infirm relative.
Kate glares across the table. So this is all she is: a duty. To be discharged. She
reaches for the bottle and tilts it. Empty.
'There's another.' His voice is reassuring. The brown eyes show understanding,
goodness and mercy. Here, have your teat. He raises his hand towards the fridge, like
Jesus in supplication.
'I might go to bed. As you keep reminding me, I'm tired.'
'It's been along day. That doesn't mean I keep reminding you.' The
annoyance is there. He is defensive. Some finer tuning and he will be taut enough to forget
about politeness.
'Let's call it a day.' As she slides the letters into the bag, one falls on the floor.
Bending to pick it up, she sees the shoes lying on their side underneath the table
and nudges them towards her. One of the bows hangs loose. Gingerly feeling her swollen
ankle, she smiles ruefully: Caveat Emptor: Let the buyer beware.
She wants to overturn the scrabble board, hurl the letters against the sky. Wants to
weep, to shout: Soon I will be old! Even more dependent! And when exhaustion creeps
into my bones, like one ofyour creatures into its shell - what then? Where will you be? You
won't have any interest in the hollows of my cheeks. The bones that you 'II so lovingly
touch won't be mine. And when my gums shrink and my teeth hang like tusks - what then?
Their length won't interest you. You 'II be too busy fondling your shark teeth. And here,
I've found the letter I was looking for - it 'sanR- how about that! I could have used it
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from the start. What a -waste. CRAP. Funny I didn 't think about it.

The first shoe lands neatly by the table nearest the pool. It looks as if the heel has
come off. Its partner travels further, arcing widely before beginning the descent to the
middle of the water. It disappears, then surfaces, floating like the trace of a late-night
reveller. The pool light casts an intense glow on the water. Somewhere in its brilliant
depths, shoes discarded, the senorita glides.
The Scrabble board is closed. When the cardigan slips it is placed gently around
her shoulders. The book lies on the floor. He is still there hi the photograph. But now, she
can't be sure of the meaning in his eyes.
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LOST PROPERTY

The dregs. To be expected at the tail-end of the sale. The acrylics were still there, along
with some particularly nasty anaemic shades. Hands would have quickly passed over
them to get to the fuchsias, mauves and wine colours. All the decent scarves had gone. She
should have been faster off the mark.
The anger was starting again. She saw her face hi the mirror near the jewellery
counter and looked away hurriedly. Crimson. No. Magenta. Now that she had the contact
lenses, there was no escape from what the mirror told her. It said, 'You, Elspeth Munro,
are forty nine, with a red face and a backside hanging off you like tatties hi a string bag.
And your neck is beginning to shrivel like a piece of catgut.'
'Do you need any help, madam?' The girl behind the Clarins counter was smiling,
and Elspeth, a devore scarf hanging from her hand, replied absent-mindedly, 'Just looking.
Thanks.'
Maybe a handbag. Something big, but not too showy. Any label out of sight. A
bag that would say: I have depth and I don't need to advertise it. As she looked over
to the handbags, the scarf fell from Elspeth's hands. Bending to pick it up, there was a
flash of something at the back of the bottom shelf. She stretched out her arm and her hand
met something so wonderfully soft that her fingers lingered, stroking and kneading the
material.
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Grape. No. Damson. Elspeth walked over to the mirror, clutching the scarf. The
mirror no longer jeered; her auburn hair gleamed with undertones of plum. Her eyes
sparkled with aquamarine lights. As the merino wool caressed her cheek, she marvelled at
how her porous skin now looked as if she dunked herself in ass's milk on the hour. Ass.
She turned sideways and pulled it up. Maybe it wasn't that bad.
No sign of a sale ticket. But it was exquisite, and Elspeth knew she would pay any
price. The credit cards were ruled out and the account was well overdrawn. Until the
house was sold, she needed to be careful. She would have to nip over to the Building
Society.
The young woman at the counter looked down at the scarf and then up. 'Nice
colour,' she said, nodding. Elspeth smiled. The voice implied that not only did she,
Elspeth Munro, have a fine sense of the aesthetic, she also understood what would
naturally enhance her appearance.
Placing it carefully on the counter and pushing her bag, Hobbs (in the sale) back
over her shoulder, Elspeth looked into black-rimmed eyes, 'Yes,' she agreed, 'But I can't
see any price.'
'We'll soon sort that out. The price list for the sale should be somewhere around.'
The voice was confident.
'And I need to pop over to the Building Society - but I won't be long.'
The mascara blinked. 'No problem. None of the scarves are more than ten pounds.
I'll find the lists and it'll be in the bag in no time. Easy peasy.'
Only two tellers, and it wasn't even the lunch hour. She kept thinking about transferring
the account. Her lip curled; she was the one who had been transferred out. Hurrying along
Princes Street, she ignored the Big Issue seller's outstretched hand and the shout, 'That's
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okay, Lady, I'll get you on the way back!'
Her face tight against the wind, Elspeth thought about the changes of the last six
months, starting when Neil had told her what she had chosen to ignore. She had blurted,
'You didn't have to tell me - you didn't tell me about the others!'
The embarrassment in the grey eyes signalled departure. 'It's just that I love him.'
Eleven years of marriage. As if the ignominy of her husband falling for another
man wasn't enough, now that the flat was for sale, she would lose what had taken so long
to find. All because that little queen he shacked up with had his greedy eyes on a house hi
Grange.
Rushing in through the doors of the store, she collided with a tall man who put out
his hand and laughed, 'Steady on!' He winked over at the girls on the makeup counter,
who tittered approval. Elspeth removed his hand from her arm, thrust her bag over her
shoulder, and walked over to the scarves and gloves department.
No one at the counter. Studying the bags on the shelves, she heard a voice from
behind ask, 'Is there something you're looking for, madam?'
When she turned around, Elspeth saw a sales assistant, an anxious-looking
woman wearing a black jumper with a badge saying, 'Aileen'.
'I've come to collect the scarf.'
'Oh - you mean the purple one?' The woman regarded her with curiosity.
Elspeth said pleasantly, 'Damson. Yes, that's right. The girl said she would hold
on to it until I returned.'
The woman ducked her head under the counter and placed the scarf in front of her.
'I'm afraid it isn't possible to sell this, madam.'
Staring at the hand on the scarf, Elspeth demanded, 'What do you mean, 'not
possible'?'
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With a reverential bow, the woman picked a strand of hair from her sweater. Her
hand rested next to the badge, while she rocked her splayed, pink-varnished fingers
backwards and forwards. Her voice was hushed: 'This is Jaeger, madam. We don't stock
Jaeger.'
'But -' Elspeth looked at the woman - 'but it was on the shelf.'
From her right, hi the direction of the makeup counters, came an outburst of
laughter. She turned round to glare, and then back to the assistant, who said, 'I'm sorry,
madam, but someone obviously left it. It will have to go to Lost Property.' She added,
'It's so lovely. I'm sure they'll be back for it.'
Elspeth sat at the word processor, trying to think up a nippy headline. Not her job, but
the sub-editors were grateful and recommended her for the general stuff on home
improvement. Freelancing gave a lot of leeway: you could work when you needed to and
cry poverty when you wanted to. That was how it used to be. She sighed and looked out
the window at the bedraggled flowerbeds.
Now she worked as much as she could, which meant writing snappy features: Is a
period home for you? Could you be smitten? Elspeth banged the delete key. Her thoughts
wandered again to the scarf.
A week since she had seen it lying on the counter. It was probably in some fusty
drawer, or reclaimed by its owner, one of those she sometimes saw gliding past - face
from the seventies, ex-model, decked out hi Jaeger and Prada.
The phone rang. Reaching across to pick it up, she snagged her nail on the side of
the desk. The estate agent sounding apologetic and pleased with himself: a couple who
couldn't make Sunday's viewing were desperate to see the flat one evening next week Tuesday at eight?
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Elspeth frowned as she put down the phone. Filing the split nail, she mused about
the scarf. It must have been a mistake. But what if it had been deliberate? Some fly man or
fly woman on a heist, eye on the main chance, checking out the lie of the land. Or one of
those rich kids. You saw them in the stores, laughing into mobiles, trailing designer bags.
Easy-come-easy-go. Then again, Princes Street was still teeming with the tourists. It was
likely that one of them, festooned with cashmere from the Mile and exclaiming over the
sale scarves, had thrown off their own in the process. They were probably on the plane
home before remembering.
Elspeth took a pencil from the desk-tidy and chewed its rubber tip. A filthy habit,
he used to say. He could talk.
It wasn't very busy for mid-afternoon, but Thursday was late night. The office workers
would come in straight from work, ransack rails and race to the cubicles, before swinging
back out into Princes Street, to descend upon the cafes and bars.
She walked through the Perfumery department on the ground floor. In her hand
was one of the store's carrier bags, containing a copy of the Evening News and nothing
else. The sales assistants were laughing at the antics of a man in a dark suit, whose
voice insisted: 'I'm telling you - it's the truth.' It was the person who had banged into her
a week before.
Blood pounding in her ears, Elspeth stood on the escalator stairs, tucking her hair
under the beret. At the third floor, she straightened her tinted glasses and proceeded to
the curved desk with the sign, 'Customer Services.'
Two women sat at the desk. The younger one stared at her computer screen, while
the other unsmilingly asked, 'Can I help?'
Wistfully, Elspeth said, 'I hope so. I left my scarf somewhere in the store last
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week - and I wonder whether it's been handed in?'
'You'll have to do better than that.' The woman's voice was amused. She
looked sideways at her colleague, and Elspeth felt her face flush. 'Any idea what colour it
might be?'
'A kind of plum.'
'Plum. Would that be purple?'
'Whatever - it's a kind of mix. It's my sister's. I borrowed it and now I'm in
trouble for losing it.' Elspeth hoped the appeal in her voice masked the growing irritation.
Opening the small jotter on her desk, the woman flicked the pages. 'No. Nothing
here.'
'Are you sure - maybe it hasn't been entered in the book. Maybe -'
The younger woman looked up from the screen. 'Everything gets entered in the book.'
Shrugging, swivelling her chair over to a small filing cabinet, the other woman
pulled open the middle drawer and brought out a small bunch of keys. Breathing heavily,
she rose from the chair and made her way to the door behind her colleague. Elspeth felt a
flutter of excitement.
The voice from the cupboard was emphatic. 'Nothing. It hasn't been handed in.'
Just her luck. She stood on the escalator, looking down over the store, her eyes seeking
the handbags on the shelves. Something to cheer her up. The large rust coloured one,
more a Burnt Sienna, was still there, ideal for a Marrakesh-theme. Though that reddish
blue tone next to the acid green basket didn't Elspeth forgot to breathe. By the time she remembered, she was hovering hi front
of a nearby stand, pretending to study an evening bag. So it was still there. Pulling her
hat further down, she moved closer to the scarf neatly folded on a shelf.
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Marvelling again at the texture and colour of the wool, remembering the feel of it,
a pleasurable drowsiness stole over her.
'Excuse me, madam.' Elspeth gasped as a hand scooped up the scarf. A voice, loud
and familiar, said, 'What are we going to do with this, then?'
'It's only been a couple of days.' The assistant who had refused to sell the scarf
appeared from behind the jewellery counter. 'I don't know, Kenny, what do you think?'
The tannoy system interrupted the exchange: 'Would a member of the Display
team please go to Haberdashery. Display to Haberdashery, please.'
'Och, I'm away to display myself, ladies.' The man stood swinging the scarf.
Giggles of'Oh, Kenny!' following as he bounded towards the escalator stairs, the scarf
trailing from his hand.
A preening, screaming queen; the worst kind of Broughton totty. Her hand on the kettle,
Elspeth remembered the face: that big bony head with the sideburns trailing it, those
blubbery lips gleaming with smugness; it must be lip gloss. She should have recognised
him instantly. It was the lump who had collided with her in the doorway. Seeing red - her
face matched the scarf when she saw how he dangled it.
The pitta bread shot out of the toaster. She groaned. The bedroom window had
been closed all night. The flat could be stuffy, the central heating quirky. Opening the
kitchen window and leaning on the sill, she gazed at the garden before looking back at the
oak units and the detailed canopy of the fireplace. They had smiled at each other, Neil
resting his hand on the picture rail, smiling at the ornate ceiling cornice. His breath
nuzzling her neck, he had whispered, 'This will do Mr and Mrs Munro just fine.'
Justfine. From what she heard, Laughing Boy wasn't much use hi the kitchen, but
it wasn't his culinary skills that were of interest.
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Elspeth ignored the breakfast dishes and sat down at the word processor to write
the new homes article.
The first couple of paragraphs were easy. But an image of Kenny bending and
swooping like Isadora Duncan began to intrude, and Elspeth saw him trailing not just one
scarf, but several. Her fingers banged the keyboard.
Most of Monday was spent cleaning and recovering from Sunday's onslaught of
prospective buyers who had traipsed through the flat, out into the garden and back in,
leaving rooms muddied by their shoes.
It wasn't only the extra cleaning; the questions of these day-trippers were
repetitive: When was the heating system put in? When was the flat rewired? Was there a
central hearing maintenance contract? And what about planning permission for an
extension?
The dreich weather had been more enticement than deterrent. House viewing, an
indoor sport, was perfect for a Sunday afternoon. At two o'clock, people had strode up
the path to the front door, ready to escape the Edinburgh climate, eager to whisper
pronouncements on decor and taste and check room measurements against schedules.
By the time Tuesday arrived, Elspeth's mood had lightened. One more day before
the closing date and, apart from the evening's appointment, no more vie wings. Thanks to
the solicitor, communication with Neil was minimal. She sighed pleasurably as her
fingers sped over the word processor keys, seeing recalcitrant words slipping into line,
neatly arranging themselves on the screen.
The bell rang just before eight o'clock. The animated discussion stopped when she
opened the door. Standing blinking in the porch light, she heard a loud voice say, 'Hiya,
I'm Mr Young - call me Kenny - and this is Mr Henderson - otherwise known as Dougie.'
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Elspeth raised her hand to meet the larger one that was thrust out.
'Would you like a schedule?'
'I've got one here, thanks.' Dougie smiled, showing small, pointed teeth. His
bleached cropped hair contrasted well with the caramel background of the wall, while the
damson-coloured scarf wound tightly around his neck brought energy and spontaneity.
Her scarf.
Trying to still her rapid breathing, she addressed the zipped bag clutched across
Bougie's chest. 'It's probably best that I show you around first - then you can go on
your own.'
'It's nice and warm.' Dougie rubbed the bag. The ring on one of his stubby fingers
gleamed dully.
'Nice,' said Kenny, looking at the mosaic hall floor tiling.
'The window is divine.' Dougie gazed at the front door. 'I've started a stained
glass evening class.'
'He's keen on self improvement.' Kenny laughed and tugged at the scarf around
Dougie's neck. 'This hall isn't a bad size. Where we are is a bit cramped for his lordship
here - he's been on the pies.' He poked the smaller figure, who pulled away. When the
grandfather clock at the end of the hall chimed, Kenny stopped laughing. 'Right: that's it I'm having it - as long as the clock's included.'
Elspeth eyed him coldly. In her home. This joker had infiltrated her home. Not
only that, but his little chum was wearing her scarf.
They continued through the flat. Kenny shrugged off his leather jacket outside the
dining room. 'It's a bit hot - does the boiler have a timer control?'
'Yes, of course.' She continued, 'All fitted carpets and floor coverings are
included in the price. The drawing room curtains might be available by negotiation.'
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The master bedroom, with its window overlooking the garden and view of the city
skyline, was something that she and Neil had joked about. 'I want the view.' Compromise
had meant moving the bed.
'The garden is quite a feature of the property,' Elspeth said, 'I'm not a gardener,
but my husband used to -'
Too late. Kenny pounced, 'Is it just you selling it, then?'
She turned to look at him. 'No.'
'I'm sure I've seen you before.' His voice was eager. He wanted to ingratiate
himself, whittle down the extras. Get the curtains for free.
'I don't think so. It's difficult to see because it's late - but the view is quite
magnificent.'
She glanced back and saw Dougie stroking the satin duvet. Kenny shook his head
and shrugged at her.
'Perhaps you would like me to leave you to it.'
Twenty minutes later they were still in the flat. She had a headache and wanted rid
of them. Going to the kitchen for a glass of water, she glimpsed them canoodling in the
dining room. The scarf was wound round both their necks. Elspeth turned her back on the
jacket hanging over a kitchen chair and, filling a glass with water, she gulped back the pill.
'My mother gets those. Have you tried Feverfew?'
He must have crept into the room. Light-footed as well as light-fingered. Made for
display work. She saw his hard, toned body pacing the windows, saw him clutching the
mannequins as he danced with them. Whenever his ringers touched their genital area, he
would shudder and make jokes about fish. Everyone would laugh. And now, Laughing
Boy was implying that she was a similar age to his mother - when he must be in his late
thirties; at least.
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'I meant to ask what band the council tax is.'
'It's a G.'
'Ooh - what was that?' Kenny rolled his eyes as the room dimmed.
'It's the switch - the light sometimes flickers when you turn it down below a
certain point. It probably needs changing.' Elspeth looked at her watch.
'C'mon now, young man,' Kenny called, 'Have to get you home to bed!'
Air freshener in hand, she walked through the flat. Even the smell of a monumental fry up
was preferable to the reek of aftershave and tobacco hi every room. And the headache
persisted. He used to make her peppermint tea. Stop fussing, she could hear herself say
it. Her with her tea; him with his sweet tooth.
Waiting for the kettle to boil, her mind was preoccupied with the evening:
Edinburgh was a small place - but that he should turn up - the night before the closing
date. At least he would be unlikely to make an offer. It was doubtful that they could
afford it.
The kitchen was where she and Neil had spent the most time, always ending up
back here, watching the news. The Georgian mirror above the mantelpiece had been bis.
The thought of him and that bloody queen fawning over each other hi the mirror made her
head thump again. While the kettle clicked, she stared at the mantelpiece, her eyes
focussed on something to the right of the clock.
A bag. A brown zipped bag with something damson-coloured looped through its
handle. Elspeth ran to the fireplace and prised the material free. Her lips closed over
the scarf; a sharp, bitter-sweet odour filled her nostrils. The dry cleaners would remove
the smell of him. Going quickly to the dresser, she placed the scarf at the back of a
drawer.
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The bag, a large purse, bulged with importance. She scratched open the zip and
peered at the label inside: Firenze. Queenie obviously had good taste. Must be hard going
on his salary. She envisaged his reaction to the loss. For a moment, she felt something like
recognition.
The wallet was probably from a craft shop. Would crack easily - and had, by the
looks of it. Not the kind you wanted to show off. And only twenty pounds. Strange that
there were no credit cards. Just some photographs of both of them and people on a boat.
No cashpoint or cheque card. Likely a debt history. Moving from place to place, letters
following them around: We -would urge you to pay this account -failure to pay this -.
Dougie would whine. Kenny would laugh, regale the shop floor with his latest financial
trauma. Oh, Kenny.
The condom was expected. The fact that it was the only one. A token gesture.
Would be too far gone to remember to put it on. He'd be full of good intentions. Until
the next time.
The hunched shape was visible through the glass when the bell rang. Elspeth
opened the door with a look of polite enquiry.
'Dougie says he left his scarf and bag.' The voice was truculent.
She allowed a pause, before stepping aside. 'Why don't you come in?'
The ease with which he made his way through the flat was irritating. At the
doorway of the dining room, swallowing rapidly, he scanned the room, 'There's the bag!'
He strode to the mantelpiece. 'But where's the scarf?' He looked acoss the room, directly
into her eyes.
'I'm not sure I remember a scarf.' Elspeth's hands moved over the ship decanter
and plants on the crowded dresser. 'What colour did you say it was?'
'It was red,' Kenny muttered. 'Red.'
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'Maybe he dropped it in one of the other rooms.'
When they had searched each room in the flat, she asked, 'Was it a present?'
'I got it for him recently.' Kenny's hand pushed at the air, 'It was Jaeger, you
know. Jaeger.'
Elspeth rested her hand on his arm. 'I was going to make myself a cup of tea would you like one? Then you could look outside. People round here tend to be honest.'
Kenny's lips puckered like a pink rosette. Then he nodded. 'That's an idea. It
should be his lordship that's out looking, but he said he was missing Frazier. He bought
the video today.' He said, 'These young folk,' inviting the acknowledgement that this was
a club that he and Elspeth were excluded from.
He pulled out a chair, the one that used to be Neil's.
She asked, 'Earl Grey do? Sugar? Milk?'
'Earl Grey's fine. Milk please. Usually I take sweeteners, but sugar's okay. I've
developed a bit of a sweet tooth since Dougie moved in - blame him anyway!' The broad
hands were raised in surrender.
Sitting directly underneath the light, he could have been any age between thirty
and forty. His fingers lightly drummed the table.
'Bad habit. Trying to get in touch with my inner man.'
She smiled, 'You bite your nails.'
Passing the tea, she observed the wrists, unexpectedly slight for the large hands
and body. He lay back and surveyed the room. The grandfather clock chimed.
'Any idea how much you're expecting to get for it?'
'Did you mean the flat?' The casual tone didn't fool her. He probably pretended
to forget the bag.
'No, I didn't.'
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Elspeth stared at the solemn face across the table. 'What do you mean?'
'The clock.' Kenny's face cracked wide. 'Only kidding -1 meant the flat.'
Picking up her cup, she felt its warmth. 'It's hard to say when it's such a lottery.
The closing date is tomorrow. You'll need to move quickly.'
Td like to, but I think it's out of our league - the council tax is a bit steep. Even
with Dougie's job, it would be hard going. He's a high maintenance lad.'
'Oh.'
'Maybe if it was a fixed price, but with things the way they are.'
'I suppose it gives you some idea of price ranges.'
'That's right.' Kenny looked at his watch, 'It might be a good idea if I used your
toilet before I go.'
'It's second on the left.'
'I remember.'
The feet moved quietly along the hall. The bag was wedged Into one of the pockets
of the jacket draped over the chair. Like the legs that had sprawled under the table, the
jacket proclaimed the Divine Right of Kings, resting where it decreed. Listening for the
flush of the toilet, she visualised him sniffing the colognes.
She was holding her cup with both hands when the kitchen door opened.
'That must be cold.'
The voice from the doorway was reproachful, almost paternal. She nodded, 'It is,
but I've always liked cold tea. Must be a bit of a cold fish. Good luck with the househunting. I'll see you out.'
The news finished. War correspondents hustled off, competing with celebrity revelations.
Yawning, she pressed the remote control and watched the picture disappeared with a hiss
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Elspeth stretched luxuriously. Her fingers played with the material at her neck, before the
object lying on the table again attracted her scrutiny.
It might have been taken during the summer, in the park: Dougie lay on his
stomach, holding a blade of grass to his mouth, the earring just visible beneath his cap.
Kenny's expression was alert, challenging. She wondered who the photographer was.
It was blank on the back. That didn't surprise her, but some record, a date,
something tangible would have been preferable. Turning it over, scrutinising the two men
again, she heard the voice: 'I'm having it!'
Elspeth picked up the scissors from the table and sliced neatly through the middle
of the photograph. The light flickered hi the mirror as she cut the halves into minute
pieces. Let no man put asunder. This woman has, she thought. This woman has.
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THE LION IN THE GARDEN

Two months from now, Marcus will be dead. Alex stands, looking out over the garden,
running her hand along the receiver, carefully replacing it, before allowing her mind to pick
over the short conversation.
In three hours, Drew will return from school. He knows his father is ill. But not
this.
In two hours, she will listen to her client trying to distract himself from the
inevitability of growing old. Death is a certainty which he tries to evade. She will school
herself to track the feelings which accompany the words. If thoughts of Drew or Marcus
intrude, as they will, she will push them away. Alex tells herself that she can do this. She
will be cold. Her eyes will not flicker when Drew's sobs grow louder in her head,
threatening to spill into the session.
The curtain brushes the edge of her face. The starchy material is surprising hi its
familiarity. Pushing it aside, she moves closer to the bedroom window. Her gaze travels
the garden: the forsythia needs cutting and the badminton net needs tightening. A glove,
stuck on one of the poles, gestures with a thumbs-up sign.
A dream from many years ago comes into her head. She has her back to the woods.
She doesn't know who her partner is and, racket raised to serve, she pauses. Something is
behind her. There is no sound, but all her senses say that whatever it is, she needs to look.
87

Slowly, turning round, she sees it: a lion, magnificent, padding towards her in the sunlight.
It is smiling. She is too. She has always known it was there.
Why has she never pursued this dream? And why, when she has just learnt that
Marcus will die, does she bother to think about it? Perhaps this is shock. That's it.
Objectifying herself- a professional response: yes, this is shock. There are five stages of
terminal illness. And this is the First Stage: Denial and Isolation. Necessary to maintain
distance between herself and the pain.
But this is not right. Death should come cloaked, disguised in the night. This
finality deserves a sense of occasion, not mere information for an ex-wife from an exmother-in-law on a June day.
It was not always like this.
It's in the bag. She's just phoned. They 've drawn up the contract. I start a week on
Monday. Yes! Marry me.
I am married.
Marry me, Puss.

The acceleration to the Second Stage: Anger. Her lion no longer pads. It thrusts
forward, just as Marcus was unable to contain the anger and resentment festering his life.
Cancer cells will mince flesh from bone, strip words from tongue, render him finally
helpless.
He has always believed in his ^vulnerability. Perhaps that comes with the ability
to live fully in the present. No ruminations or unease over action. Supreme confidence.
The certainty remains. Only now it includes his death.
Her breath comes fast. He was good at leaving. He had left her as he had left every
other woman. Frances, her predecessor, was left holding his house keys dropped through
the letter box. Alex was left holding the baby. Marcus didn't see Drew for six months.

Let's start our family sooner, rather than later. Come on, Puss, say yes.
He is leaving again. The familiar twist in the gut. But this is about Drew. Only
now, Drew is twelve.
She leans against the wall, pushing, willing it to yield. But it is a solid force. She
sees Drew's three-month-old eyes following her around the room, up the walls, across the
ceiling and right into these, her middle years.
They won't ask her to write his obituary. Her lips curl. Then she remembers
this is real. Marcus is dying. The smile sets, her mouth is frozen, but her lip wobbles; it
pushes through the death mask. She steps back from the scream, before comprehending it
is her own voice.
His words. He who was so good with words. Give her the words to tell their son
that he is finally leaving.
Words. Twelve words. One for each week of Drew's life. The night she returned
home to the empty house. The note in the typewriter spelt it out.
The marriage is over. My solicitor -will be in touch -with you.

She needs to focus on calming herself. Closing her eyes, she inhales deeply. But
with each breath she sees her hands reaching into the flabby body, nails skewering lymph
glands, wrenching secondary growths, prising cancerous cells. This is not for Marcus, but
for Drew, who faces this final abandonment.
It hits fast. The hop from First Stage: Denial, on to Second Stage: Anger, the skip
to Stage Four: Depression - what happened to Third Stage: Bargaining? She sits on the
bed, looking dully around the room. He was good at bargaining. Didn't see any difference
between business and the emotional stuff. How long will it take for him to broker a deal
with whoever - but he doesn't believe in God. She is suddenly really angry. Can't he
believe in something, apart from that ego? Give himself some hope. She thinks of his
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response to her father dying, when she asked him to look after Drew: 'Do you realise how
you've fucked up my week?'
Now Marcus is dying. He has not only fucked up her week, but their son's life.
Now he is going to fuck up Drew even more than he already has. But maybe that hasn't
hit him yet in his hospital bed, as he lies there mourning his greatness. But don't worry all his old comrades will cite his morality and social justice.
Maybe if he's too weak to bargain, too stunned, a plea could be entered on his
behalf. But she always took responsibility for him. And here she is again. Only - what's
it going to be? What does he submit? Humanitarian? His tireless investigative work on
behalf of the underdog, while his wife and child languished on social security?
Libertarian? Freedom from censorship, maximisation of individual rights, while he sought
to exercise state power hi the home? How might he defend himself?
He'll try being angry with whoever he thinks responsible for this: in the beginning,
the Creator - his errant father, long dead, crucial model of absenteeism. Marcus would
skip that one and get on to her of the miserable, sunken mouth and breasts: mother, she
who saluted Aryan ideology. Then those women intent upon pinning his freedom,
thwarting his grand vision. Not forgetting the lesbian who stole his girlfriend in the final
year - fucked up his First.
Is there a theme of female culpability in this? That's okay, he will barricade
himself behind Stage One: Denial and Isolation. Numbness is a useful defence mechanism,
even though he would be eager to get to Stage Two: Anger will fortify him against any
self-doubt. He will be able to project it on to those silly nurses. Or even that damn
consultant who doesn't understand his importance.
She needs to be grown-up about this. Say he's finally made it out of Stage Two:
Anger. He is now on to Stage Three: Bargaining. Make the most of this one. It's only
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for a brief period. Okay, what does he have to swap? No - first - what will he want? He'll
want more. More life. More life without discomfort, without pain, without syringes,
scissors, forceps, morphine. He'll want to abandon the whole archive of pain. As readily
as he abandoned their shared history. Is that possible? What will he have to bargain
against time?
All the time hi the world. No. Time off for good behaviour? No. He doesn't want
time off, he'll want more time. And what might the good behaviour be? He can't take back
walking out on Drew. What might he swap? Body parts? His liver is done in - and his
kidneys. His heart is made of stone. Nobody would want that. She knows - his corneas.
Man of vision, they'd queue up for those.
But she forgets how squeamish he is. One of the few things they had in common.
He is unlikely to barter organs. Careful, time is running out. What can he offer?
Her watch says fifty minutes left before the client arrives. He is always on time.
Ten minutes to catch up on the notes, make sense of preoccupations, hold on to the
facts. These will stop her slipping into despair, bounding into rage. Stop her shouting out,
frightening the genial face.
She thought she'd dealt with it. Cut it out. Cut out the cancer in her. But all she'd
done was pack it more tightly away. Oh, God, how is she going to tell Drew?
Her fingers fret at the edges of a pillow. It's not he who needs to buy time, she
does. And what can she give in exchange? She'll stay home with Drew. Give up men. Let
her take it all back, unravel the years of contempt, unpick the bitterness. But those were
his. She tried to be friends. She should have tried harder.
He has the winning hand; elevated to sainthood, exempt from criticism. Here she is
crying- twelve years later. But she's crying for him when she should be crying for Drew.
She's crying for herself, too. Trudging to the window, she secures the curtain at
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one end of the rail. The sun has gone. The grass, brown fringed scrub, needs cutting. The
badminton net sags like a threadbare dishcloth. The amusement in Marcus's voice is in her
ear: It's gone home. As if home was the refuge of the useless or uninspired. The glove is a
sick joke with its thumb stuck up. It would appeal to him. Maybe he hides behind one of
the trees, smirking, watching for her reaction.
Damp air creeps into the room, like the dread that fills her. What is her part in
his downfall? What will they say: she was a bad sort. He died before his time. He was
good at making her feel guilty. She's even using the past tense when he is not dead. But he
has been dead to her for years. Now she see the horror of it. He's not going to lie down.
It's some bloody nightmare, with him jumping up, grinning. Like that money box he had,
the Sambo with big white teeth. She said how offensive it was. He laughed. He keeps on
laughing. She sees his teeth chattering. She hears him rattling and groaning. Like he did at
Drew's birth, when he ran out of the room.
The light is fading. Back to the window, she leans her hands on the sill. Maybe
that shadow in the corner is him, microphone in hand, interrogating victim and sinner
alike. Question number one: Do you know where your husband might be? The man from
the DHSS was kind. Assured her they would hunt him down. Question number two:
Why did my Dad leave? Was it because of me? Question number three: was there
somebody else? Some bint flashing her radical politics?
No. No. No.
It's too much. They expect me to handle all the redundancies. I might be Father of
the Chapel, but my own head is on the block. I'm fucked. Then there's Drew and you. I
just can't keep the show on the road any more. Can't do it, Puss.

She sees his hands striking the air, his restless figure pacing backwards and
forwards. The voice holds despair and something else - frantic need for survival at any
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cost. She needs to confront him.
Drew's bedroom floor is strewn with lego; she picks her way through, noting the
painstaking assembly of the pirate ship on the bed. In front of the mirror, above the bed,
the Dream Catcher hangs, a cradle dressed with feathers and beads. On the shelf below,
is the castle with its drawbridge down. A blue teeshirt lies twisted on the floor. Alex
crouches, holding it to her, breathing in the young animal smell.
The pinboard is a mosaic of tickets and photographs. Next to the press pass are
tickets for a U2 conceit and an Arsenal match. Clutching the teeshirt, she thinks of
Drew's excitement, only six months before; the rows over the neglected homework. The
guilt is starting again: parental worry about academic success - or envy that she couldn't
enter this Boys Own world?
Most of the photographs show Marcus relaxed. He grins up at the camera, fixing
guy ropes, clowning as he waves the griddle over the fire or in more serious, instructive
mood, pointing towards the horizon. Her fingers grip the corners of a photograph showing
an orange tent - the same one that they curled up in all those years ago.
The nausea is worse. Lunch irrelevant. Her stomach is bound to rumble through
the session with the client He will look at her with concern, ask how she is, winking
conspiratorially when she leads him back to why he has come to see her. Perhaps today
she will reverse the seats and roles. She will unburden herself and watch alarm spread
over the bemused face.
Straightening the pinboard, Alex hears the late night typing, sees the thin fingers,
nails neatly bitten, splayed over the keys. She listens for the pause, the sound of the
carriage swinging back, and releases her breath.
Just give me a minute. This is going out tomorrow. The bitch keeps sending back
my stories - and she hasn 't given me any to-camera work in over a month.
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Her mouth is sour; on her tongue, the Polish vodka she swigged the night he ran
off, twelve years ago.
The most recent photograph shows not the playful father, but that other Marcus;
the large, unsmiling man sitting at a desk. He had put on weight. Fat cat in his newspaper
office. A copy of The Telegraph lies on the desk. Beside him stands Drew, smiling
awkwardly. The scene is stately. Father and son, aware of the occasion, squaring up to
the camera.
The cup next to the newspaper says: 'Number One Dad.' The numbers game. He
was good at that. Especially when it came to the maintenance. Number one. That was
him. God of the Old Testament. And his name, apt for one born not to be king, but
emperor. Her misfortune was to see into the soul of Caligula. 'Little Boots.' With his
size eleven Doc Martens.
She prises the tack from the photograph and stares at his face; when he looked in
the mirror, what did he see? The body had grown slack, like his politics. The heavy jowls
made the leonine head more pronounced. The slate green eyes had dulled with the years of
joints and junk living. The one constant - the Rizlas, the match hovering over the hash, the
long, slow drag, the burning throat. The distancing of pain and uncertainty. Safety in
illusion. That was what he dealt in.
Yet she only need look at Drew to get that catch in her throat In his very
otherness there is a closeness that Marcus, with his need of a clone, can't achieve. Look at
their son. See the awe on his face. In admiration lies his father's sorrow; it is the distance
between himself and every other human being.
She pins the photograph back on the board. The morning after Drew's birth she
had painfully inched her way to the ward toilet, needing to check her reflection in the
mirror, to see if it changed the eyes - like they said. It was true; underneath the exhaustion
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was something different and indefinable.
The knowledge of Marcus's impending death - how has this changed her? Pushing
aside the Dream Catcher, she peers at her face in the mirror . The lines aren't deep for a
forty-two-year-old. The plumpness of youth is gone, but the skin is smooth. She's seen
those women who have given way to misery: the nightly howling, the hollow eyes.
She's doing it again. What's up with her? Standing admiring the view - when her
son's father is dying. Drew will soon be home. She needs to find words. Words. Marcus
was - is so good with words. Give her his words.
Blowing upon the glass, she wills him to emerge from the ether. The mist clears
and her face looks questioningly out.
The clock in the counselling room says it is almost half past three. Too long fixed
in the past. But how does she get to Fifth Stage: Acceptance? How long before she can let
go? How does Marcus get to this fifth stage? There he is hi his hospital bed, shouting into
the telephone, raging at incompetent minions, ordering his world. He would laugh at
acceptance, view it as cowardly. Yet the harder he struggles to avoid it, the less chance he
has of reaching this final stage and be able to die peacefully.
He has two months. How long will it take their son to accept that he no longer
has a father?
The box of tissues rest on the arm of the client's chair. Alex leans over, takes one
and carefully wipes her eyes. She combs her hair with her fingers, pulls it back tightly and
secures it with the clip. Closing her eyes, concentrating, she breathes in deeply, holds it,
then exhales. That's it. Establish the rhythm. Relax the muscles in the face and neck.
Progressively relax all the muscles in the body. Feel the calmness. Feel the confidence.
Know that calmness, relaxation and confidence will remain. When ready, slowly, silently,
count from five to one. Open eyes.
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The client's file is lying next to the appointments diary on the table. Glancing at
the clock, she reaches across, finds the page and begins reading.
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WHERE THE BLUEBIRD SINGS
He sits by the window, his fingers playing with the dial of the telephone as the soft felt of
dusk slips over the tenement roofs. A drunk, stumbling from the Easter Road pub
opposite, falls into the mouth of a dark stairhead. Tapping out an ancient rhythm,
listening to the flow of traffic, he watches another night fold in on itself.
Give it another half hour. Sometimes she is a few minutes late taking her break.
Then it is one of the others he gets, maybe Alice, Gallus Alice. Her with her okey dokey
drawl. He never liked that on a woman. Okey dokey. He sees her there, sitting at the
switchboard, the wires crossing one other like the veins up her legs, the bag of knitting
next to the feet bulging out of the shoes. She puffs on the cigarette, swears softly when
she realises it has gone out, reaches for the lighter with its monogrammed A. She teases
the men, makes up fancy names. 'Why, honey,' she says in a sassy voice as she snaps the
lighter shut, 'it's really Alexis.'
The smell of stovies wafts in on the breeze. Leaning out of the window, he looks
up to the crags. Like your chin against the world. So she used to tell him.
He goes to the fridge. It is empty. A wife should at least get the messages before
she walks out. Okey dokey.
Shapes flicker at one of the windows opposite. A lamp is switched on. He puts down his
glass on the table, picks up the phone and dials. It is answered quickly this time. 'Regina
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General.' There is a chorus of, 'Just transferring' and 'That ward is busy, ma'am' hi the
background.
'Kathleen. Is that you?'
Silence contains recognition.
'It's me, lan. lan Gilray.'
'Oh.'
The blue eyes are troubled, but underneath the wariness there is curiosity. He has
decided they are blue. She hasn't described herself; this is only the third call. But there is
compassion and humour in the quiet voice. It is enough.
'I thought this would be a good time to phone. It was good to talk the other night.
Helped with the sleep. I hope you don't think I'm imposing on you, Kathleen.'
'Well...'
'Because I wouldn't like to do that. You have your job and all, and it must be
strange, some old guy phoning you from Scotland late at night.'
'Well...' She lowers her voice. 'I quite like the talk, it does get lonely. But it might
be a bit difficult after my break when it's busy and Alice can't cope, or if the supervisor
comes in. It's your phone bill. As long as you understand when I have to put you on
hold.'
'That's okay, Kathleen. I've been on hold for most of my life. Just let me know
you're still there.'
'She hasn't made contact, lan?' The soft Canadian voice neatly poses the
question.
Cradling the phone against his shoulder, he reaches for the glass and takes a sip of
the drink. 'No. She's staying at her sister's. She can stay there.'
A sigh travels down the line. 'That's how I felt when Robert went. It goes - but
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you had - did you say thirty - thirty years together?'
'Aye. Almost thirty years. But she -'
'Regina General. Hold, please. Just transferring you .'
He tips the glass, feels the vodka hit the back of his throat.
'Sorry, it's starting to get busy again. Alice gave me one of her looks. The
consultants do the late rounds at this time and people ring up for them. My job is to fend
them off. You were saying something about your wife?'
'Caput. It's okay. I was thinking there must have been some changes since I was
last there.'
Her laugh is a low, sweet sound. 'Well, it was opened in 1920, so it was still fairly
new, even in the thirties. But I guess medical procedures have sharpened up since your
time...'
The voice trails off. She's embarrassed. Unsure whether it is okay to make light of
it. Probably been on some disability awareness course. That is the big thing these days,
not treating people as if they were cans of beans. Emphasis on ability, not disability.
Sometimes that gets in the way, folk pussyfooting around, afraid of offending. But she is
sensitive. He likes that. He thinks of the youthful Margaret adjusting the straps of his
arm, her hair tickling his face, before she stood back to appraise.
'Well, when they amputated it, I wasn't tied to the table, though I could have
done with the drink thrown in. At eighteen, I thought I was a man, with my baccy and my
papers, working the farms, hopping on and off the trams, always on the move.'
'You were so young.' The utterance of that simple statement causes him to
rejoice. He wants to look into the blue eyes, ask, Can I take you home, Kathleen?
'Aye. I was. My mother died when I was twelve. I started to run away. My sister
had died the year before. I was the youngest. Bit of a wild wee boy.' There is something
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like a sniffle. 'You okay?'
'It's an allergy. Working in this place for the past five years, and my health has
never been worse.'
'And what about you, Kathleen? Were you a wild wee lassie?'
There is a snuffly sound. He sees her wrinkling her nose, smiling.
'Oh, I wish. But I married at eighteen. Aaron was my sweetheart. It's just that we
weren't so sweet on each other a couple of years later.'
'I thought you said it was Robert you were married to?'
'Second one.'
The picture needs adjustment. The hesitancy is imagined. He has a vision of a
long line of Margarets, Alices and Kathleens laughing over their shoulders at him, clipclopping off to the dancing. Middle-aged women squeezed into too-tight skirts, quarter
bottles in their handbags, eyeing an array of roughnecks. His question comes out
disinterested. 'Bit boring, was he?'
There is a new prim tone. 'It wasn't like that. Aaron left me for the Early Bird
waitress.' Her laugh fractures the silence that follows this. 'The worm also left three kids
behind. That was the hardest part. Then I had the good fortune to meet Robert. He got on
fine with the kids. We all got on fine until Robert got a blood disorder and went into
hospital to die. Jesus, I was mad at him for nearly two years. Then I got mad at Aaron all
over again. Crazy.'
Aaach. Men. Women. Men and women. What is the use. He is tired. Sixty eight
years old and still the sleep won't come. And the arthritis is getting worse. This bloody
climate - you don't stand a chance. Insomniac. That's what he is. Sounds like maniac.
'Pile o' Bones,' he says, remembering the old plaque in the town.
'What did you say?'
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'Pile o' Bones - the name of the old site before it was renamed Regina.'
'Oh, that.'
'Makes sense, seeing I left a few of mine behind.'
'lan!'
'It's okay, Kathleen, I'm noted for my strange humour.'
'You said you were here in the thirties. Did you see the riot - hi 1935? My uncle
was there. He said that over 2,000 men were on the march that day. We were told at
school that only one person died, but my uncle said it was more.'
Photographs of the relief camp workers, embroiled in violent skirmishes with the
city police, flash into his head. He thinks of the reports of mounties charging from all
directions at citizens and strikers. It occurs to him to lie to her; better to be another
communist refusing to be crushed by Bennett's Iron heel than reveal he had been subjected
to the ignominy of chance.
Reluctantly, he abandons the heroic vision. 'I'd headed further north by then. It
•was desperate. There was no welfare, just government projects that paid five dollars a
month for knocking your pan out. I used to deliver milk pails. The handles cut my hand and I couldn't switch them to the other one. The prairie winds left you red raw. The dust
grated the skin off, stripped out the tonsils. I couldn't breathe.'
He hears a shutter pulled down in the street. Outside the pub men spill from the
doorway, loiter on the pavement. 'All I wanted was the chance to work. I'd left
Edinburgh as a boy, excited, imagining a new life. You know how it goes...
the buzzing of the bees and the cigarette trees...
and the lemonade springs -where the bluebird sings...'

They laugh. The line begins to crackle and her voice is strained, 'I must go. Alice
is rolling her eyes again. Sorry. I'm on days until Friday. Then I'm off.'
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'I could phone back in a couple of hours.'
'I have to go.'
He starts to say something - he's not sure what - but the line is dead.
It is just after eleven. It will be four o'clock there. Replacing the receiver, he looks at the
wallpaper that Margaret helped him put up just a couple of months ago. It was easier to
paint over the old paper, he told her, but she wanted new stuff.
For a while, he listens to the sounds from the flat above. Their television is loud.
That and the wee one racing back and forwards. He doesn't know the new woman, just
that she is on her own. At first Margaret had been alert to any sound, convinced that the
door upstairs would be open to an assortment of male feet. But apart from old Mrs
McKechnie's home help, few visitors made their way to the top floor. He wanted
Margaret to have words about the television, but she'd called him an old mooch, always
complaining, stuck in the past. She said the lassie was nice; she'd spoken to her once or
twice on the stairs. It was easier to focus discontent upon the television than own the real
source of his unease, namely the boy who was fond of climbing over the old wash-houses
onto the dykes. 'It's not safe the way that wee one climbs,' he insisted.
Once the doorbell rang when he was dressing. Hurriedly putting on a shirt, he had
opened the door. The lad stood regarding the plastic arm hanging from the short sleeve.
'My ball is on your window ledge.'
Surprised by eyes dark as peat from the burn that ran down the side of the plots,
he had joked, braced his muscle, swung the arm up. 'Okay, boss.'
The lad moved his gaze beyond him to the hallstand. It was only when he went to
collect the ball that he realised he had forgotten to click the hand on to the arm.
He tells no one about the late night calls. A week after Margaret left, he caught the
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tail end of the news about some royal visiting the new wing of a hospital. Hearing the
name Regina, he was at first perplexed, then stunned that the hospital was still there. That
he should seek contact seems natural to him, although he knows that others would see it
differently.
'That Gilray' they would say, 'finally flipped.'
He has one friend from working at the sawmills, a man he sees twice, sometimes
three times a year. These meetings take place in a pub, where they sit watching football.
Although he has no interest in the game, he enjoys the animation on his friend's face; the
condemnation and admiration hurled at the screen hi equal measures.
He had once received an abrupt invitation to have his tea at his friend's house. In
the car, reading a card with the 'Motorist's Prayer', a curious envy had insinuated itself;
the picture of the Virgin Mary, hands clasped, begging God's blessings to travel safely
near and far, seemed to offer a certainty, which his parents' divided religions had not. It
was also a reminder of another existence, something independent of public houses and
television screens.
The woman standing hi the corner of the kitchen turned and gave a curt nod hi his
direction, before resuming her work at the cooker. He saw the grey streaked hair secured
with a large comb and registered the stiffness in the shoulders and arms handling pans.
The precision with which she addressed him told him he was there on sufferance,
confirmed during the uneasy meal that followed.
In his youth he had been more gregarious. Others had never been away from the
door. After the accident, 'the tragedy' his father wrote, he had withdrawn, discovered it
was easy to believe hi the continued existence of his arm if he kept away from those who
noted only subtraction. But he began to be aware that his white freckled arm was still
with him. He felt it. It was only when he looked in the mirror that it avoided him: the
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jacket sleeve slack against his body, the cuff tucked into the pocket.
Gradually, he began to ignore his reflection. It was not that he shunned it for its
refusal to acknowledge the ongoing life of his arm or its rebuke for his carelessness; it was
more the discovery of his own agility. His left hand, the one that once had held a razor,
straightened a tie and swept a comb through his hair, now coached his right hand in these
things. And his young right hand, bitten through from frostbite and the wire on the milk
pails, could still pull the elastic of a lassie's knickers aside after the dances on a Saturday
night.
Eight years after the accident, when he was 26, he received the letter informing him
he was to be fitted for an artificial limb. He felt blind fury, with the doctors, reminding
him of his deficiency, with the hospital department that had taken so long to impose
rather than offer, with the friend he never saw again, with his slow, sad mother. And
finally, he understood, when he woke in the terror of the night, the real cause of this fury
was the confirmation that he had lost part of himself.
Behind the bedroom door the arm hangs over the old kimono, as if clinging to her
absence. The stump had protested at the hinges and brown leather straps; swelling and
shrugging off each new fitting. This one, the third one, has stayed the course for seven
years, yielding to the weals, embracing the thick scars. Altogether, he has had five arms,
counting the one that has survived.
Down in the street a dog urinates outside the off licence. Raising a leg, it leans
forward, concentrating, then, swivelling like a scrawny ballerina, leaves a yellow trickle
against the wall. A pale moon hangs in the sky. He is stiff and cold. And tired. Heaving
himself from the chair, closing the window, he moves towards the bedroom.
The luminous dial on the travel alarm points to nearly two o'clock when he opens
his eyes. Maybe she will want the clock, but going off to her sister's doesn't constitute
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much in the way of travelling. Then he notes a remarkable thing: his stomach has woken
up. For the first time since she walked out, he wants to eat.
The fridge isn't empty after all. He retrieves a hunk of Gouda from the back,
scrapes off the mould and wolfs the cheese down with half a dozen cream crackers. Sitting
by the window, chomping into the night, he listens to the far-off wail of a siren, watching
a plane flash across the sky while lights blink on and off in the windows of the tenements.
She is just back from the cafeteria when he calls. Her voice is faint. He comments on it.
'I need something to keep me awake. The shifts are hard. But you could maybe try
something from the doctor, just short-term to get you over it.'
Til stick to the knock-out drops. The drink helps. Is it okay to talk, Kathleen?'
'For a while, the visiting has finished. It tends to be quieter about now - but you
can't always tell, depends on the Emergency Department and Trauma Team. Sometimes a
real case rolls in, then there are people screaming for equipment and lab results. There's
always somebody demanding something. I think they forget I'm real.'
People with needs greater than his. Their entitlement talcing precedence. He thinks
of his morose father and his big-boned mother, one bairn dead, the other maimed.
The question startles him, 'You've never mentioned any family, lan - apart from
Margaret.'
'None. Margaret never wanted any. I was all the family she needed. She was
emphatic about that.'
'Even so, you must have been very understanding. Most men want kids.'
She sounds puzzled and sleepy. He sees her lying next to him on the pillow.
Nothing carnal. Just the company.
'My wife would tell you I'm far from understanding. Maybe it suited her, me
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having the one arm. It wasn't that I was helpless, but the notion of me being somehow
reduced was an attractive one. Probably thought I would need her.'
He hears the satisfaction in his voice as he explains Margaret's reasons for staying.
If only he could believe her reasons for going. 'It's hard. Almost thirty years together.
Some nights I've sat here, feeling like having a greet. The hardest bit is the not knowing if
she'll come back. All I said was the soup was a wee bit salty. That started it. "Nothing is
ever right for you!" she shouted. "Nothing."'
Trembling, she looked around the kitchen. 'We even had the chance to buy this
house, but you couldn't take the anxiety - all that debt, you said. We've been stuck here
these years - throwing money at the factor when we could have had a bungalow by now.'
He flinched from the bitterness in the thin face. 'You might think your life is over,
but mine isn't,' she said. 'I can change my life.'
When he half shuts his eyes the reflection is still there on the blank television
screen; her slight body lying on the sofa, engrossed in the soaps, long into the night; the
flick of ash, the only sign of movement. 'Change! She's nearly sixty!' Twisting the
telephone cord around his fingers, he whispers, 'But I didn't ask for one at nearly
seventy.'
At the significance of this, he is overwhelmed, cannot stop the roaring in his
ears nor the tightening in his throat, but he manages to subdue the stinging in his eyes.
'Are you there - are you still there, Kathleen?'
'Maybe try talking, really talking to her.' The voice is flat. 'At least you'll know
you tried. She'll have had time to think - hold on, lan. Just transferring you; no,
ma'am, that line is busy and somebody's already holding. It's hotting up again, lan what I meant to say was that she's probably missing you and too proud to say it.'
The muscles in his leg ache. He rubs it with the heel of the other and winces. They
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are - he is out of aspirin. 'Aye, I miss her,' he says, 'but it's nothing compared to being a
wee boy of twelve and losing your mother or a boy of eighteen and waking up without
your arm.'
Silence creeps in like the haar. 'Are you there - are you there, Kathleen?' There is
something like a rustle of acknowledgement. He continues, 'I never told you what it was
like. Sandy was my friend. We worked the farms, chased the same girls. Then the work
dried up and we rode the rails, looking for more.'
The phone digs into his shoulder as he fumbles in his pocket for the handkerchief.
He is dribbling. Chin, rough as sandpaper, covered in slaver. He wipes it. The day after
his eighteenth birthday they were white to the gills. They'd been drinking with a guy from
British Columbia. It had been Sandy's idea to head there. Grab the train, he'd said. Make
it to the relief camps by Friday. There wouldn't be any work, but at least they'd get some
heat.
'The day it happened we just made it as the train came in. I jumped first. But I
didn't time it right and lost my balance and slipped under the wheel. For the first and last
time in my life, I went out like a light.'
He leans into the hardness of the chair, his fingers clawing the telephone cord,
twisting, turning, twisting, turning. 'I never saw it again. My arm, I mean. The last thing I
saw was somebody else's. It was brown. I never saw mine again.'
If he could open the door in his chest, release the thing that tangles his breath. It
comes out a croak 'Just like I never saw Sandy again.' Squeezing the cord, bunching it, he
watches his fingernails turn from white to red to white to red.
Water drips nearby. He leans out on the wet ledge. The city sleeps while rain falls
softly. His eyes travel the slicked-out road, along the empty street, up to the shuttered
theatre of closed windows and up to the rooftops. The crags are still there when he turns
107

his head to the right. Leaning further on the sill, he exhales slowly into the night, drizzle
settling on his face like another skin.
In the distance, clattering through the silence, is the sound of wheels racing over
cobbles. As the van approaches London Road, the traffic lights change.
The van waits.
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MEAL DEAL

It was hot. We went to the beach.
We walked, arm in arm, past the sign that said: Hamburgers, Piercings,
Candyfloss. The dog ran ahead of us, vaulting sand dunes.
I want your energy, I thought, looking at the dog.
I said, 'I want some of that'
'What?' My husband Joe wrinkled his eyes, scanned the horizon.
'His energy. I want it. He could have my M.E. while I ran about doing twice as
much as I do now.'
'That's how you got M.E.'
'That's right,' I said, nettled.
'He might only want to drink Badoit,' Joe pointed out.
'I might want his Bonios, refuse to wear clothes, fart in public and salivate over
strangers.'
'Mmh.' Joe's hand slipped onto my hip. He pictured me on all fours with nothing
on but a dog collar. I could tell.
'Some more energy. That's all I want,' I said.
As a child, my favourite film was Dr Zhivago. Watching the screen, dad on one side of
me, mum on the other, I knew that I was destined for extraordinary things. When I grew
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up I would recline on a sled pulled by a team of huskies. I would find love caught in the
fire of revolution. With a name like Misky, conjured up by an excitable mother and
whiskey-blitzed father, this was surely my due.
As an adult, a succession of married men marched in and out of my life while I
stood on the sidelines waving like a wilted cheerleader.
At thirty, the revolution was spent. 'Between you and me, think it's ME.'
Doctor Bright said, prescribing a sabbatical from the emotions.
It was the fault of my feckless, film-obsessed parents. Not for obliterating
themselves and their ancient Saab on the way home from the Harlesden Odeon one week
before my A-level exams, but for bestowing such a risible name: Hey Misky! Let's get
risky! Hey Frisky Misky! It was why I attracted pleasure seekers. A name like Morag
would have secured a future minus unsettling dreams in which wives, bread knives
between teeth, crept towards my bedroom window.
Until illness took hold, my days were spent unravelling the ponderous phrases
and philosophical forays of self-opinionated French lawyers. Translation was lonely
work, bolstered by enough mugs of caffeine and packets of biscuits to feed a nation of IBS
sufferers. But crouching by my desk and shivering by the radiator in July I was thankful I
worked from home, as muscle fatigue and memory loss rapidly set in.
'Ah, the cardinal symptoms of M.E.,' Doctor Bright said, hands clasped under his
chin. 'Find peace within.'
Seeking to reconnect with my inner self, I embarked upon 'A Journey of Self
Discovery', a Saturday workshop run by Onya, a Mancunian with a racking cough.
Here I met Joe, the only man in the group. Married, I decided when I paired with
him during the 'Sculpting Your Feelings' exercise.
At one o'clock we were in the pub. Joe pushed his empty glass around the table,
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'I don't want to be an estate agent. I get lost. The clients have gone by the time I turn up.'
Joe, who bore no resemblance to Omar Sharif - more a sideburned Sergeant Troy,
said I looked like Julie Christie. 'Something about the nose.'
I flicked my newly-highlighted hair back from my eyes and saw him glance at
his watch. 'I have to nip home,' he said.
'Oh, is that the time?' I said.
'Margot will be mad I didn't go back.'
Wearing my 'I'm still interested, but don't mess with me' look, I saw his face
redden.
Til tell Onya you'll be late.'
'Come with me - meet Margot.'
I pasted on a smile.
'She's a German shepherd,' he said. 'Bit like a husky. You'll like her.'
I did. I Eked Joe more. We didn't return to the group. It was crap, we agreed from
our respective pillows three hours later. Sprawled across the bottom of the bed, Margot
growled in agreement.
We had been married less than a year when Margot died in a car accident.
How Joe wept. He wept, then railed at the Scientologist standing on the doorstep
waving the book, The Road Ahead. Joe wept as he leaned against the closed door of the
dresser where Margot's ashes rested in the Classic Cloisonne urn.
He began to dribble his food and clutch Margot's hairy blanket as he muttered
himself to sleep.
'Margot, Margot.'
'Time for another,' I announced after three months of this.
Ill

Ignoring the stricken face in front of me, I continued, 'A young one. Margot was
fat.'
From the dresser came a rumble.
'You couldn't keep up,' Joe said.
'The M.E. is improving. All down to my new-found stability, Doctor Bright said.'
Something aproximating to smugness crept over my husband's face.
'Some male bonding; a dog, that's what you need,' I said.
Jason had form. An escapologist and marauder of fridges, the dog home said. The large
head and wiry frame were attributed to labrador and collie parentage. The half-shut eye,
the result of a brawl with another inmate, gave him a Robert Mitchum look.
'Narrative power, that's what he has,' Joe said as the dog surveyed the street,
paws splayed over the window sill, lurching from side to side like a drunken pianist.
Still an estate agent, Joe was now a part-time postmodernist given to statements
such as 'Pets traverse human and animal boundaries.' He was studying creative writing
and wrestling with his first term essay, a rewriting of the birth of Jesus from the point of
view of the animals in the manger.
'Name change,' Joe said.
'At least he's had the op,' I said.
'Flynn?' Joe said.
'That's Oi-rish.'
'Kevin? - that's Sarf London, my son.'
' Rin Tin Tin?'
'He's not a German shepherd.' There was a huffed silence.
'Tim?'

112

Joe patted the dog's head, 'Tim. Your name is Tim. Don't forget.'
A week later the dog had gone when we returned from the supermarket.
I picked up the name tag lying by the living room window.
'He's left home,' Joe said. 'It's the rejection of socially constructed identity.'
'At least he hasn't nicked anything,' I said.
We trawled the streets. We knocked on doors. We put a sign up in the post office.
Nobody had seen a dog matching Tim's description.
On Sunday evening we had exhausted the bereavement cycle and two bottles of
Shiraz when the letterbox rattled like maracas. Joe opened the door and Tim fell into his
arms, collar askew, one eye swollen like a belligerent fighter.
'He smells like rotten eggs,' I said, holding my nose with one hand, fanning him
away with the other.
'He's covered in dust,' Joe said. 'He's been up the dump.'
'You were starving.' Lying on my stomach, my nose to his snout, I stared into the dog's
open eye. 'That's why you ran off. You were desperate for more food.'
The Ms dilated.
'This way, you get to eat as much as you like.'
The eye snapped shut. I considered prising it open with the pencil lying under the
desk.
'All I want is a little energy. Think how restless you get - you're too thin. You'd
be able to relax more - wake up when you want food.'
A low growl emitted from the dog's mouth.
I frowned. 'Don't be awkward, Tim. You're part Labrador - you're supposed to
be biddable - it says it in the dog books.' My voice grew coaxing, 'Forget that stuff about
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Labradors putting on weight. The Bourbon Creams you've had to forego, the syrup
sponges, the pasta - let's face it Tim, if you can't have nookie, you might as well stuff
yourself.'
The eyelids quivered.
'Only a little,' I whispered, lifting a velvet ear and sniffing the inside. 'You've
been deprived too long.'
A scrap of toast, a glistening marmite star falling to earth under the kitchen table, a river of
chocolate seeping from the milkshake carton by the bin, a carrier bag containing the
remains of last night's Korma.
By the end of the week the bait had been accepted. Watching the bony head
thrusting into the bowl and the blonde tail shaking like a fan dancer as the lasagne
vanished, I knew that Tun's culinary horizons had extended beyond Good Boy Meaty
Treats.
His preference was for ketchup-splattered ready-made meals, which he knocked
back with enormous bowls of milk. He appraised the shopping with an expert snout. He
nodded approval at this of corned beef and casseroles with dumplings. Jowls sagged in
disbelief if he excavated Linda McCartney sausages or quorn mince.
Between jaunts to the kitchen and slurping his genitals, he lay on the beanbag
surveying my movements. If he wanted a walk, he bounded up to the door of the flat and
barked loudly four times. It sounded like 'Get a move on' - a stiff-lipped Bogart aside
crossed with gruff canine delivery.
It didn't seem odd that we communicated in this way; I heard everything through a
tinnitus fog. 'Those neurotransmitters getting the wires crossed,' Doctor Bright would
say.
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But so far, the deal was one-sided. It was time to collect.
On Monday morning I waited until Joe's feet had reached the bottom step and
the outside door had slammed. I dragged a chair across to the beanbag and addressed the
slumped figure.
'A little, that's all I need. You won't even notice.'
The good eye twitched.
Voice righteous, I continued, 'That wasted energy - one walk during the day!
When Joe has viewings, you have to wait till ten o'clock. If I had more energy, you'd get
to the park twice a day - at least. And you'd eat proper food.' Sadness crept in. 'Joe said
we need a holiday at Christmas - he said the dog home has boarders. What fun to tell your
old chums about your new life.'
There was a gargling noise. The dog reared up and knocked me off the chair.
'Steady on,' I protested, pinned to the floor by the paws clamping my shoulders.
Indignation welled in his yellow eye - the other had jammed with shock. I ignored the
needle of remorse. 'It's only for a week.'
A humming like a small dynamo came from his head which was a furnace against
mine. The tingling in my fingers surged up my arms, along my shoulders and down my
back. Warmth flooded my body. Breathing rapidly, I clasped the dog's head. When I let
go a spark arced across the air. Like windows thrown open to the sky, his eyes looked
into and beyond me. His pulse seemed to say, 'Okay.' It seemed to say, 'Okay.'
'He keeps doing that.'
'What's that?' I said. Tim stood on a rock nearby. He appeared to be gnawing his
lip in vexation.
Joe laughed, 'Forgetting where he put the stick - look at him - he's playiag^with
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the convention of forms - he's abandoned the plot. It must be catching.'
'What's that?'
'M.E. - it must be catching.'
'Hope not!' I shouted, bounding over to the clump of grass where the stick lay.
Brandishing it aloft, raising it higher each time the dog tried to snatch it, I whispered,
'C'mon dozy, it's steak and kidney tonight.'
I sat on the bus and blinked at streets stubbled with bin bags and dog mess. Scratching my
legs, I tried to remember what I needed to buy apart from steak for the evening meal. My
nostrils twitched and dilated. My mouth filled with saliva. I rummaged in my pocket for a
tissue to wipe the drool spilling onto my chin.
Joe had dinner in the college canteen on Wednesdays, while Tim and I ate in front
of the television. The routine involved placing a trough of food on the floor and watching
him hoover up the contents like a coke fiend before he wiped the bowl with a paw big as a
baguette. He then lay on the sofa, legs in the air, burping like a bon viveur.
The bowl had to be empty at least an hour before I was allowed to hug him and
collect the energy for the week. Whether this was to aid digestion or avoid disrupting
Coronation Street, wasn't clear. Unlike Joe, prone to dissecting plot and character,
scoffing at fodder for the masses, Tim, paws on my lap, kept his attention rapt upon the
screen, grunting when I ventured a comment, sighing as the theme tune came to a close.
A snarl of hunger came from my stomach. The body on the seat next to me shifted
slightly. My legs were itching again. Rubbing my calves together, I felt bristles shoot
through my tights like little arrows colliding with each other. 'Watch out - Birnham Wood
approaching!' Joe had cackled as he scraped his toes along my legs in bed. More razors.
That was it.
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Mouth slack, Tim stood in front of the television screen. The England versus Italy
football match had begun. He paced the living room like a sentry, before butting the
empty bowl which landed upside down on the table. I shouted 'Foul!' He yawned and
retreated to the bean bag.
'It's not my fault Coronation Street was cancelled!' I shouted from the desk,
lifting a Collins Robert as if to throw it.'Bad dog!' His eyes disappeared under brows
forming a V. I pointed at him, 'Very bad dog.'
'All a question of balance.' Doctor Blight's pronouncements weren't translating
into reality. It had been six months since the deal and while I had become thin, nervy,
'interesting', the category occupied by neurotics and malcontents, Tim was rebellious,
loaded with guile. He strutted the flat, smirking at the accusations batted back and forth:
'You've spoilt him.' 'No, you have - he doesn't know he's a dog.'
Meanwhile, like a hoary old servant bent double with platters laden with delicacies
soon to be shovelled up by my master, I was deprived of retainer, bereft of energy.
Steak and chips, lashings of brown sauce. That's what I'd cooked him for dinner.
And he'd had my chocolate mousse.
'Breach of agreement.' Voice saluting the ceiling, I stood up and stretched long and
mean.
The week started as usual. More stamina meant more clients. When the phone rang, I
jumped to attention. High on adrenaline, I circled the flat, frying pan in one hand, receiver
pinned to my ear, tossing target dates and omelettes with deadly precision.
By Wednesday, flagging, my face a Vesuvius of hormonal craters, I sat on the sofa,
squeezing pimples and rubbing my freezing arms. Tun, back on the regulation diet, lay in
the corner brooding, only moving if it was time for a walk, or Joe arrived home.
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By Friday, prostrate on the sofa, I rang Joe's mobile. It was switched off. I rang
my voicemail. You have no new messages. A beadle lived in my mailbox. Another
message? Another glass of wine? You want more? I thought about complaining to the
telephone company. Where did they get these voices oozing piety and incredulity?
'Yes, MORE!' The shout, like the mobile slipping from my hand, fell into silence.
Tim flicked a speculative glance. 'Here's looking at you kid,' I said. He turned to face the
wall, covering his head with his paws, shutting out my feeble grin. The whole world had
switched off. That included me, trapped by my exhausted, aching body.
Slide deeper into exhaustion or fight back. That was the choice. My eyes never left
the figure on the beanbag. I waited. I waited until the twitching legs and soft moan gave
the signal; Tun was dreaming.
There was no room for remorse in my heart as I moved over the carpet. I was
going to take what was mine, enough to last a lifetime.
A growl sounded when I was not far from the cushion. Heart thudding, one foot
off the ground, I felt a trickle of sweat above my upper lip. The hesitation was a mistake.
It was Jake La Morta in Raging Bull who jumped to meet me, spinning with incredible
lightness, eyes narrowed to an ochre gleam. Willing Scorsese to shout 'CUT!' I jabbed at
the dog's body but he lunged, biting me on the shoulder and I toppled backwards,
followed by a spray of spittle. I lay probing my bruised skin, while he leant on the back
of the sofa, mouth stretched in a cavernous yellow grin. 'You can't put me down!'
He was prowling the kitchen when I opened my eyes. I could hear him opening cupboards
and nosing around the fridge. Rather than risk confrontation, I decided to wait until Joe
came home. Friday was his half day. Shakily I got to my feet and stood swaying for a
moment before going to the window. Joe's blue Beetle was parked outside the post office.
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I was still staring at the street when the key turned in the lock 'Hi, Joe,' I said.
'Word is the post office is about to close,' Joe said.
'They didn't stay long,' I said. 'Must have been hard to settle.'
He sat down heavily on the sofa. 'Come here you,' Joe said.
The sofa creaked. I turned round and began howling with laughter, gripping the
window ledge, rocking back and forth. 'How did he get that lot on?' I spluttered.
Wearing one of my blouses and a pair of my trousers, Tim resembled an averagesized woman lolling with her legs over Joe's lap.
Joe laughed. Tim pursed his mouth, regarding me from under heavily-lidded eyes.
'He's wearing my makeup - and that's my best blouse!' My voice was hoarse.
Tim gave a considered belch, raised an arm and glanced at the watch on his wrist.
'You gave that to me for my birthday - he'll break it!' I protested, staring at my
own arms, bare of everything except hair. Smooth yellow hair - like that covering the rest
of my body. Instead of hands, I saw webbed toes sprouting horny discoloured nails. I
tried to stand up, but flopped onto the floor. I managed to jump a couple of times. There
was laughter from the sofa. I tried to talk, but my tongue was in the way, rolling in my
mouth. A maddening itch had started in my ear. Raising a leg, I scratched, marvelling at
my dexterity. Something nipped my stomach. Swivelling my head, neatly incising the site
with my teeth, I raised my gaze to meet a hairy protuberance between my back legs.
'Wha-a-at-P
What's all that growling?' Joe paused in stroking Tim's hair. 'He has a few tales in
him. Narrative force, that's what he has.'
'He could have some Great Dane in him,' Tim said, staring at my backside, as his
red-tipped fingers massaged the inside of Joe's thigh. 'Might be an idea to cut back on the
food.' Tim winked down at me, 'He's still a bit frisky.'
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THE HYPNOTIST'S HOUSE

1 Getting To Know You

Jen's toilet is nice, a bit like her. Small, friendly and clean. I know she is clean, because I
stood right up close to her, could smell her hair; apple shampoo. Nice. There are pictures
of cats on the walls, fat ones and scrawny ones. I never liked cats. The way they look at
you, as if they know something you don't. Slinky little bastards. And they smell. I like
the soap she uses, the same one each time I come. Peachy. The kind that doesn't seem to
shrink either. I tried to get it once in the supermarket and ended up with the wrong one three licks and it was gone. I can see Jen standing here, washing her hands, drying them
carefully on this towel, maybe looking in the mirror, checking her lipstick. I've thought
about asking her about the soap, but it's a bit ....I mean it's obvious, isn't it? Maybe if I
was one of the others, spot of marriage trouble, work stress -1 could casually introduce it.
But Jen knows why I am here.

Jen likes Colin. Some clients are easier than others. Okay, not everyone comes with a
Booker prize story - and it is not always a truly empathic experience; it grows. But with
Colin, she was struck by how intelligent his eyes were, sensitive, shielding. That first
session, he was enormously frank, detailing his activities and working backwards. A
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professional client, could make his own connections, with a neat little summary founding
it off. When he told her about his mother dying when he was eight and then finding out
that his aunt was really his mother. And then she died when he was nine - well, Jen felt so
sad. Colin's eyes flicked away from hers when he talked about his first big sexual memory
- on a bus - standing next to a woman who may or may not have known the effect she was
having on his twelve year old body. She knew he was excited telling her about this; she
felt the urgency, the shame, the excitement. She was sad, but also pleased that he could
tell her about it during that first session.
She is aware of the effect she has upon him, his detachment a thin veneer. Colin
has several women in his life, none of whom know each other. And none of them know
Colin.

Don't know why I'm twenty minutes early this week. I could knock on the door, but
think better of it. It wouldn't be right. She doesn't usually see anybody before me - but
she might be embarrassed, feel caught out, maybe still wearing her apron, talk about
'boundaries' again. She's keen on that, first time she told me straight, no phoning after
nine. I just nodded, wishing she wouldn't wear those horrible leggings, wondering if she
shaves her legs. I'll bet she does. So I sit hi the car, thinking about what I'm going to say,
what I'm going to tell Jen about me. Should I tell her about Frankie? Then, one of her
wormy cats creeps by and I think of the tune when a woman, quite nice she was, ran up
to me screaming. Turned out she'd run over a cat, her own cat. It lay there, its belly inside
out, but still moved its head. I thought I was going to be sick, but she pushed me hi the car
and made me drive over the bloody thing again, screaming non stop. I couldn't even drive
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then, but she made me do it. Strangers in the night.

At weekends, Jen likes all the family to have breakfast together round the big table that
her grandmother passed on to her.
The truth is that Jen never knew her grandmother. Family feuding saw to that and the table - well, that was from a junk shop down New Cross before they moved to
this village. But Jen likes to think of this other grandmother who would have wanted her
to have a sense of family history. Jen has an air of responsibility, which, like the table,
she has not inherited. After all, she is the youngest sibling in her family and entitled to a
degree of waywardness. But the truth is that Jen has never felt any urge to rebel. Yet she
also feels the unfairness of this; she doesn't believe that what you've never had you don't
miss. You can - if your imagination is strong enough.
And the truth is that breakfast time for the Lawrie family is usually a tense affair.
Saturday mornings, the week's grievances are aired: 'You must have put my good blouse
in with the coloured wash.' 'I told you not to throw it out.' 'No, it's your turn to take
him to the vet -1 went last time.' The squat teapot, once Jen's pride and joy, now leaks.
The chipped spout dribbles onto the table. Gemma, lunging for the cornflakes, knocks the
jam over. 'Careful!' Alan uses not a weekend voice, but his usual sharp, fast, cutting
through faculty meetings, relaying bad news, let's get it over with voice. Gemma retaliates
by draining the semi-skimmed, leaving only skimmed milk for her father - 'cow's piss' is
how she describes it. Jen, agile at deflecting hostilities, doesn't. She smiles instead,
wondering what it would be like to live on her own - a regular fantasy. She sees her
daughter and husband, suitcases in hand, walking down the garden path, away into other
lives. As ever, guilt colours this picture. There is still so much work to be done on herself.
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Perhaps she should start by ridding herself of the guilt.

'I feel funny about change. When I was a kid, well I had too much change. Most of the
time I felt I was on and off a roundabout: "Here's your aunty Doreen, Colin. She's going
to look after you. Say hello, c'mon now... Uncle Jim says you can stay with him for the
week, but only if you're a good lad, mind. None of that sulking. Your face might stay like
that for the rest of your life. Aw, Colin, don't be a big baby...'"
'I can see why it felt like a roundabout...! feel quite dizzy listening to you...'
'Yeah and it was always temporary. Nothing lasted. I was shunted from one to the
other until I was eleven.'
'What happened then?'
'I just refused to go anywhere. Said I was staying put and that's how it was until
my dad died when I was fourteen and I went to stay with Aunty Doreen.'
I feel depressed telling Jen about this and see the question coming.
'How are you feeling?'
'Depressed.'
I also feel mad at Jen. Don't know why. She's trying her best, asks the same as
the others. Trouble is, I'm not out of touch with my feelings - they crucify me, every
bloody day.
'It must be hard, quite scary, thinking about getting close to people when it all
feels so temporary.'
'Yeah, well lots of people feel like that.'
'That's true, but it doesn't make it any easier for you."
'No.'
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She does make me laugh, Jen my little love. Her face has gone all pink and she
looks serious business. I think about telling her about Aunty Doreen's apron, but she tells
me we've reached the end of the session, so I'll have to store it up for another time.

When she first started seeing Colin, well she felt quite nervous. Serves her right, for
whinging about the number of eating disorders coming her way. This was when every
other call was from a bulimic. When Colin announced in his South London accent that he
was a Peeping Tom, then rolled the word voyeur round his tongue like a great wodge of
chocolate, her immediate thought was, But you don't look like one. Her idea of a Peeping
Tom was a Beryl Cook postcard, where meek little men move warily through the big bad
female world. Colin's lumbering bulk seemed out of place in this. And his Sinatra
obsession was obvious - and ludicrous. All that machismo stuff - the posturing - all those
old songs. When she pictured him in his uniform, lurching through train compartments,
shouting, 'Tickets please!' she wanted to laugh. She also felt nervous; he was so unlike
anyone she had ever met. But then she thought: / can go with this. He was obviously
testing to see how she would react. It was lucky her 'Internal Supervisor' was so strong
because when she reviewed the session later, it alerted her to the fact that she was seeing
him in terms of issues, as a case, rather than a person. And Colin didn't seem to fit the
bill; his arousal was more about proximity to others going about their daily business rather
than looking at others undressing or in the nude. She thought about him a lot - but at that
stage she was not even sure that he would return.

I don't know...when I thought about that first time with Jen... I wasn't sure that I'd go
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back. For a start, I had to get past those two fleabags prowling round outside. Then there
was Jen herself. It was weird, but I felt as if she knew me. When I told her about the
woman on the bus, about being squeezed up against her bum, I mean she had her coat
pulled tight. It was really rough scratchy stuff and I couldn't really feel her bum but I
could still see the shape of it and she was looking down smiling at me as if to say, 'I know
what's in your mind, you dirty little bugger' - and me with what felt like a ten foot hard
on. I told Jen about the wet. She had a kind of plastic scarf on. They used to call them
rainmates. I think my aunty, I mean my mum, used to wear one. Anyhow, this woman
kept laughing down at me and each time she laughed, her bum would jiggle up and down
and her scarf was shaking all this wet over my face. It just made it worse - because I got
so excited that I got this big wet patch right through my trousers. Right through my
school trousers. It went on her coat. I was scared, really scared and it ended up I jumped
off at the lights and had to run about two miles home to clean up before my paper job.
Old Coatgrieves was a bastard. Took the money off if you were late or as much as a paper
short. Anyhow, Jen listened all the while, then said,
'You seem to be saying, Colin, that standing close to this woman was really
sexually exciting for you. From what you've said, it was also really embarrassing.'
It was like, what's the big deal? Like she understood. When I told Lisa - this other
one I used to see - the same thing, she said, as cool as you like:
'Are you saying you get turned on by water dripping on to your face?' It made me
sound like a right pervert. But I still haven't told Jen about the apron.

As an advocate of self-care, Jen would be expected to practise what she preaches. Space,
emotional and physical, is what she craves. Where better to get this than the local
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swimming pool? Each Tuesday and Friday afternoon she joins the regulars, intent upon
toughing it out with the school children for their share of the cordoned lanes.
It would be misleading to think of the water delivering peace, constant and
welcoming, for, like the ocean swell, the pool is subject to mood, excitement and the
temperament of those who create waves rather than ride them. At times like this, Jen
might appear especially animated. See her go, see her streak through the water, agile,
supple, somersault with the greatest of ease, bowing to ringside admirers, lumpen
proletariat in lycra.
Jen throws her head back and sees Colin smiling at her with his lop-sided grin.
Her eyes sting and, narrowing them, she squeezes out the chlorine. When she
opens them again, he has gone. An illusion. Up, down, up, down, up, mouth closed,
mouth open. Breathe, Jen, breathe.
Watch closely. What do you see? Density, intensity, framed by ripple - perhaps
an apparition? Another illusion? Is there desperation in Jen? Does she seek to shrug off
that dark mean shape streaking after her, through the hordes of hissing, spitting children?
Having trained herself to hide murderous thoughts, yet, she entertains fantastic images of
quelling the gudgeons; a slap here and there, enough to make sure they stay out of her
way. There are times when some child cuts across Jen's lane and she takes revenge with a
sharp kick, turning back with a warm smile.

'... and if it hadn't been for my Aunty Dory, I'd have hopped off long ago. Casey was
such a bastard. He made it clear that he didn't want me around right from the start. And
the feeling was mutual. My dad had just died and I just went right into myself. It felt
safer that way. When I went to their house Aunty Dory was really nice. And she was
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pretty. She gave me a cuddle. I remember feeling right embarassed. Just stood there like a
great big lump while she squashed me up against her. She had a lovely smell my aunty. I
found out it was Lily of the Valley. I used to buy it for her on her birthday. She rubbed
my back and said "I'm going to polish you up, Colin." I looked up and saw Casey. He
was standing in the doorway behind her and his eyes looked pure evil. That was the start
of it.'
'She seems a very warm person, your aunty. I liked what she said about polishing
you up. It feels as if she liked the idea of looking after you. Perhaps your uncle Casey
was jealous?'
'Yeah. I don't know why. I mean my aunty had a great big heart. It wasn't as if he
was going short or anything. But he was mean to me. The only tunes he was in a good
mood was when he was having his card games, usually on a Friday night once a fortnight.
Then that was a different story. He'd get Aunty Dory a quarter bottle of gin and a bottle
of Teachers for him and his mates. They'd all sit round the table in the living room. It was
dead quiet. You'd hear if Aunty Dory as much as dropped a kirby-grip. She didn't join
in, just sat in the corner watching. Sometimes she got up to empty the ashtrays or bring hi
glasses. I was only ever allowed to sit up because I helped with the coats and jackets.
Casey felt the big man, having us sit there...his little team. Mind you, it was exciting
seeing all the money piled high in the middle of the table...all these big serious men sitting
around all tensed up. You never knew what might happen.'
'What could happen?'
'Well, for a start, Casey was so mental, the faster the bottle went down, the faster
his temper went up. When he was winning he was in a really good mood, but if he started
losing he'd start singing in this real menacing way... "I've got you under my skin." Then
he'd eyeball somebody, making little sarky remarks about him to the rest of the squad.
127

One time he just got up and lifted this guy up into the air, opened the front door and
threw him down the stairs. There was a terrible crash then dead quiet. Aunty Dory looked
sick. All of a sudden we heard the guy's voice saying "My fag, where's my fag - I've lost
my fag!" We all burst out laughing, even Aunty Dory.'
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2: Home On The Range

Clouds move across Jen as she walks slowly home. She looks up and sees the trees frisk
the dark sky. Winter has moved in. The house is damp. Mould settles in comers. The lino
in the kitchen ripples. Alan seethes through rooms, shouting for information, asking where
his glasses are. Music spills down the stairs, fragments of words blowing into comers,
whisking out and up, joining with Gemma's raucous voice.
Jen longs for peace, retreat from thought and movement. But the daily schedule
forbids this. She sighs, thinking about the four o'clock appointment: Mr Abstract
Intellectual, intent upon rationalising every comment. And that first session: the quizzical
look, the pondering of qualifications. Egghead. She could crack him, make three omlettes and still the scepticism would run.
It is still there when she turns into the lane; her house. One in a row of thirties
semis, fields on one side of it and backing onto woodland. 'Jewel in the crown' the estate
agent's blurb said. The hypnotist's house, the neighbours think as they glance over to the
shuttered windows. In a small village like this, Jen knows she's cousin to a witch. People
are friendly enough, but when she's plumping up the sofa and emptying the bin of sodden
tissue, they're sitting on the 8.10 train to Cannon Street engrossed in the Telegraph and
Daily Mail.
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Then Jen, key in the door, smiles as she remembers the eight o'clock appointment:
Prima donna, diva, inner child. Rapunzel locks tossed carelessly, the arched eyebrow,
pouting painted mouth - the preening for paparazzi who may hide behind the consulting
room sofa. The cry, 'Just knock me out, Jen! Right out of this misery!' The persona,
entertainer's mask transacting with the world. Yet, Jen has love in her heart for this
woman who brings her magic so freely, who shares her dreams so splendidly.
A new rhythm eases Jen. She looks around and notices the snowdrops underneath
the bush; how joyous the birds sound. Her lens on the world, so readily darkened, now
lightens. There is a feeling which sometimes verges on acceptance.

The banging woke me up. I edged the door open and saw Mr D's pug face a couple of
inches from mine. He pointed at the mat and nudged the parcel with his toe 'Delivery!'
I snatched the parcel and shut the door. Leaning against it, I could hear him wheezing his
way back to his pit.
The box was the same as usual. The stamp was different, though. The last one had
shown some guy jumping over a pole. This one had a picture of fields and a big sky. My
heart was racing. A mailing from mother, all the way from Minneapolis. My 'Sweet
Kentucky Maid' had arrived. Lavender blue, (dilly, dilly: bib, lace trimmings, size large.)
And just in time for Mother's Day. Set the table for two!
A snigger came from across the hall. I wouldn't be surprised if he was telling Mrs
D what was hi the parcel. He's the jealous kind -1 can tell by the way he eyeballs me. I
must look hi my prime to him. He's definitely gone off, just like Mrs D's cooking. I'm
getting fed up with her trying to get into my room. 'Honestly, Mr Reilly it wouldn't be
any trouble and I wouldn't disturb anything. I'd dust round... I'm sure it would help
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your allergy, stop you sneezing. I know it's hard on you, working those shifts, not
knowing where you are...no extra charge...'
Nosy old bint. Nice though. Five years I've been here and she's still trying to get
inside. It's not as if I don't dust the place, I'm very particular about that. Very. I reckon
she wants to see inside my wardrobe. I suppose it's her wardrobe, but that doesn't give
her the right to poke about, does it? The thought of her touching my things...it's not
right...might even put me off. I reckon it's that bloody wardrobe door that does it.
Squeaks every time I open it, then I hear their bed creak through the wall. Maybe he's
drilled a hole to watch me through.

If you were to ask Jen what her favourite place in the house is, she would say, without
having to think about it, the kitchen. And if that sounds, well, rather predictable or little
womanly, you can forget it. The kitchen is Jen's terrain. It all comes down to choice, you
see, for in that little ten feet by eight feet, she orchestrates the senses, choosing what she
wants to hear on the radio, what she wants to smell, whether herb or spice. Even touch,
which might be the feel of the coffee plunger pressing against her palm, or the newspaper
crackling between her fingers as she perches on the high stool.
Now and again, there is threat of invasion and Jen, the dreamer, is roused to
defence. Red-faced, hormonally charged, she advances towards the intruder, all the while
speaking in exaggeratedly articulate tones. Sometimes this works and, apart from parting
shots or the slammed kitchen door, Jen knows she has succesfully defended her sanctuary
and preserved her sanity.
But even fortresses are not impenetrable and there are times when she knows that
she must perform some act of serfdom befitting a wife and mother, which may involve
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listening to Gemma's homework or listening to Alan's latest tirade about his Head of
Department.
Tonight has got off to a bad start. Jen has hardly been back five minutes when
Alan arrives home early and dumps his briefcase on the floor, complaining about his new
timetable. He opens the letter from his health care company to find that his health plan
has rocketed way beyond the annual increase. He fulminates, citing incompetence, whilst
swigging back considerably more red wine than the amount recommended for heart
maintenance. Jen turns from slicing tomatoes, pale as old men's gums, and spots the
reason for the increase; now 45, her husband is in the upper age category. She takes the
letter says, and says soothingly:
'Look ....it says here that people who are older and frailer can now undergo new
surgical techniques....why there's something called a Spinal Disectomy...' Jen hugs him,
'Only kidding, darling.'

'Casey couldn't keep his hands off her. She'd be peeling the potatoes and he'd be right up
behind, pestering her. His hands would creep into the big pocket on the front of her pinny
and he'd be feeling her up. It was disgusting, glued to her, like some old dog in heat. It
didn't stop if anybody was there either. It just seemed to excite him more. He did it a lot
if I was in the kitchen, swinging her round, crooning into her ear, "Cos I don't have a
wooden heart." She'd go all soft and daft, giggling "Stop it, James Casey, stop it." I hated
hearing her say that, because I know she didn't mean it. He was a right creep. He did
nothing for Aunty Dory, said he was in business, buying and selling, but there was
always something up with the stuff he brought back - chipped cups, tins without labels,
leaking packets. I used to pray every night that he would die soon. You probably think
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that's evil, but it was him that was evil. I mostly said it in my head.
'Took up the cigarettes when I was fifteen. Thought I could give it up when I
wanted. Still think that. One day I was in the house on my own, desperate for a smoke,
when I remembered that Aunty Dory sometimes kept bits of woodbine in the pocket of
her old pinny. It was hanging up by the door and I fished around in the pocket. I didn't
find any though. The pocket was empty, save for a pear drop and a hanky. I could smell
her smell. It was a mix of the tobacco, Lily of the Valley and the pear drops. She was
always eating those. A wonder she had any teeth left. I remember thinking that. Then
something funny happened. It was as if I was thirsty and a bit tired. And I didn't know
what it was about. All I know was it felt good but I couldn't think what it was. It's like
when I get an itch and I go to scratch it, but it isn't there any more - and I don't even
know if it was there in the first place. I was still holding the apron and I pressed it up to
my face and all the smells were stuck together, I couldn't sort out which was which. The
apron was rough on my skin, a kind of prickly feeling, good though, and I started rubbing
it round, harder and harder. "I'm going to polish you up, Colin." I could hear Aunty
Dory saying it to me. I wanted it around me, I wanted to crawl right inside it, wrap round
me - like the stripy pole outside the barber shop, I used to imagine hiding hi there, not
having to come out. The apron felt part of me, like another skin. It was then that I realised
what that sleepy thirsty thing was. I was happy and I didn't know it because I wasn't
used to it. Thinking about that got me really excited, because I knew how to get that safe
feeling back any time I wanted. A bit like Aladdin's lamp - rub it and see!'
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3 We Three

All my life Frankie's looked after me. Jen doesn't know how much of a team we are. I'd
like to introduce them to each other. Frankie would say she was a real class act. That Ava
dame would have bit the dust.
It must get lonely for Jen, sitting listening to one complaint after the other. I don't
like to think about that - all those other bums sitting on my chair going on non stop. I
reckon I'm a bit of company for her - at least I tell her stories. Not like that jerk she lives
with. I saw him again last week coming out of the station. He looks like his voice - mouth
all turned down, great big flat feet. Suit man. I'll bet he stomps all over her dreams. "Now
you know that we can't do that. What would people think?' Frankie says the guy's got
something to hide, says we should cruise the neighbourhood, tail him.
Wore my Saturday best under my coat last week, don't think Jen spotted it would she say anything, anyway?
'Now see here, Colin - we need to talk about this apron problem of yours'...No CUT! - 'Say that's a fetching number, that must be the genuine article, 50s at least,
mmh... wonder if that would fit me...maybe I could try? Why, Colin, it fits like a dream,
perhaps I could borrow it? I'll give it back, I promise, might have some of my perfume...
but you could always wash it....you might want to borrow mine in the meantime...'
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Frankie wasn't too proud to wear the apron, Shake those cocktails! What a guy he'd have seen that 8.50 jerk off: 'You give me the ticket, pal. The queue was too long to
wait. How much? Do I look like a lottery winner? Back in your box!'
'Bite your tongue, buddy,' Frankie told me. And that's hard for a guy like him, a
fighter, used to punching his way out. 'Not worth it kid - the only thing you're
punching today is that ticket. Look at you - sweating like a pervert in a playground. Keep
cool, hand it over. Mind the gap! Look sharp.'
It's lucky if I get to eat my sandwiches before two o'clock. Mon. to Wed. cheese
and pickle. Thurs. and Fri., egg mayonnaise, courtesy of Mrs D. Wouldn't be surprised if
that creepy husband didn't spit hi them. Frankie bumped into him last week when Mr D.
was waiting outside the toilet. Frankie tilted his hat and Mr D. ran back into his room.
Frankie said it nearly gave him a complex. He said I should move in with Jen.

There is something different about the supermarket trolley. Gemma's Crunchy Nut
Cornflakes and muesli bars are still there. (And don't try getting the store ones, they 're
rubbish). Jen stares at Alan's Butcher's Best sausages. (We 'II have these again with a bit
of rump andfried onion next time).
And there's something she meant to get. What is it? And what are those doing in
the trolley - the tins of corned beef lying on top of the cartons of orange juice. Where did
they come from? And five tubs of pot noodles? Jen grimaces and looks around before
depositing them on a shelf filled with toilet rolls. And why are they getting through so
many of those? It's not as if Gemma needs to stuff her bra. But she is always blowing her
nose. The bins are piled high with crumpled bits of loo roll, whereas Alan insists on
snorting into nothing but M&S linen. What is it about men and then- hankies? Jen takes a
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fifty per cent extra free pack of loo rolls off the shelf. All those mounds of dried mucus and what was it like before the advent of the washing machine? All those poor women,
elbow deep in rivers of phlegm. Hearing a sneeze nearby, Jen frowns over the toilet rolls
in the direction of the next aisle.
The checkout is quiet for a Friday morning. There is only one person ahead of her
in the queue; she should be out in twenty minutes or so. Back by about one. Quick
sandwich and ready for the appointments. Hypnosis at two o'clock, followed by a
counselling client - Colin - at three thirty. Jen glances at the basket in front and the gold
signet ring on the little finger of the hand resting on the basket. Hidden sexual urges; that
ring's a sure indicator. She studies the grey coiffured hair just touching the collar of the
leather jacket, glancing away quickly as its owner turns round. He openly appraises her
trolley, while she smiles vaguely into the distance.
Emptying the basket of lemongrass, rice noodles and a bottle of Pouilly Fume, he
holds each aloft, before depositing it on the conveyor belt. The last item, a large piece of
knotted root ginger, so obviously resembles male genitalia that Jen, gazing in astonishment
at this display of vulgarity, nearly bursts out laughing before composing herself and
gazing over to the Customer Enquiry desk.
The lad at the till chews his bottom lip and surveys the lemongrass and ginger. His
acne-pitted face reddens as he puts down his price lists and looks up.
'Spices. Ingredients for Thai cookery.' Mr Trendy turns to smile at Jen. His gaze
travels back to the till. 'Not that you're likely to know. You look more of a fish and chips
man.' He smiles at Jen, before producing his wallet and slapping a blue credit card on the
counter.
Another middle-aged male specimen. Desperate for approval, probably a couple of
marriages behind him. He's trawled the dating agencies and ads, flexed the muscles and
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credit cards - and still getting nowhere. Spends his time telling his golf chums just how
selfish women are. Says it used to be you gave them a good rogering, slapped their
backsides and straight in the kitchen with them. Now it's dinner out, then finger out;
twenty minutes of foreplay before you're allowed to get anything else out.
Tabasco. That's what she meant to get. Adie and Derek will be round tomorrow
night. But a queue has formed behind her. She needs the loo again. And who is that
familiar looking figure lumbering towards the gents? Jen peers into the distance. An
irritated cough sounds nearby. Unloading her trolley, she notes the reappearance of the
corned beef, beans and pot noodles. Some joker must have replaced them. Bloody kids.
And she forgot the icecream.

Where does professional detachment end and voyeurism begin? Jen wants Colin to tell her
all of his story. Neither his peeping activities, long travails in birdwatcher guise, what he
calls his 'horny thologist' look, or lonely mastubatory fantasies back in his bedsit hold her
attention. No, it is the bridge between the past and the present on which Aunt Dory
walks with Casey stumbling along.
Also on this bridge is Colin, looking and sounding more alive with each step that
he takes towards them. When Jen comments on this, he pauses and says simply,
'I loved my Aunty Dory. The best time was when Casey was ill and went into a
convalescence home for six whole weeks. I was just about to turn fourteen. It was summer
and we didn't go back to school until September. The house was really different without
him. It sounded different, less thrashing about, and Aunty Dory looking really soft and
humming all the tune. Even Milly, our canary, sang more. I used to look after her, get her
millet and clean the cage. Casey detested her. The poor bird got used to having the cover
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over her cage if she opened her beak when he was around. The house looked different as
well, brighter. I was used to watching out for his shadow. That was his speciality,
creeping up on you, giving you a fright and jeering.
'It wasn't just the house that was different. That summer I grew another two
inches. Aunty Dory stood on my feet to reach up and touch the top of my head. She
couldn't and we both had a right laugh. As I was such a big man she said, it was tune to
tell my fortune properly. She was good at the cards and had taught me some of it. She
started hunting for them but couldn't find any - and we must have had about three or four
packs in the house. It turned out that Casey had taken them all, probably out of spite
because her and I had started playing together. He was still having his games in the ward and still winning. She bought a new pack. I was pleased because it was just ours and his
grubby paws hadn't touched them. She shuffled and split them into four packs and turned
up the top card of each. I saw that I had a pair of Jacks, an ace and seven of diamonds.
This meant trouble with someone, not just an argument but bigtime disaster, and I knew
right away who that meant. Aunty Dory tried to soften it, saying it was just a bit of fun.
She was like that - a real Queen of Hearts - but I knew it was for real. She was good.
People paid her and what she said always came true.'
'If Aunty Dory was the Queen of Hearts, what was Casey?'
'A dirty big black Spade - no the Jack of Clubs - because all he cared about was
money and spending it as fast as he got it, not his own, just other people's.'
'And you - what might you be?'
Colin looks put out, perplexed. She thinks he might say the Joker 'Probably the Ace of Spades, that's the disappointment card and that's all I've
ever been.'
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and she loved you.'
'Yeah, well she loved everybody. I remember the time -'
'Is that useful for you?'
'What?'
He looks puzzled and wary. So many times Colin skates away from the subject, a
useful defence. But today, she is not going to be so easily hooked by his story-telling. It is
important that he owns Aunt Dory's love.
'Whenever I remind you that you have been loved, that people have loved you hi
return, you change the subject.'
In the silence that follows this challenge, Colin looks pained, studying his tightlylaced shoes. Five minutes left until the end of the session. Jen hangs on with the silence.
'She went away. Not at first. Not so you'd know. Bit by bit. Her eyes left first,
then her arms, until there was just nothing left.'
Colin has closed off. Having gone so far across the bridge, he does not want to
come back. She wants more but he looks far away. As storyteller, Colin finds refuge. Can
she get beyond the mask of impartial narrator?
*

'Get wise. She thinks you're still a kid.'
Frankie had the habit of turning up when there was food about. He sat on the edge
of the bed and loosened his tie as he watched me pour water over the noodles.
'Whad'ya think she says about you hi those notes of hers?'
I stirred the noodles with the fork. I'd often wondered about that.
Tilting his hat, Frankie clicked his fingers and crooned, Cos he's got personality...
His face went serious. He kept his eyes on the fork. 'She could do with some
disorder.' He threw his hat at the ceiling, laughing when it landed on top of the wardrobe.
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'Do you think it's fair that the broad gets inside your head, without letting you get close
to her? Always keeping one step ahead.'
When I offered the noodles, Frankie laughed. He searched his jacket pocket and
brought out a packet of Lucky Strike. I shook my head when he held one out.
'Still trying to give up, huh?'
I twisted the noodles round the fork, while he continued, 'She thinks you're a little
boy in love with his mom. D'ya remember that first session? Said she liked to work hi
an equal way.' Spreading across the bed, hands behind his head, he laughed. 'That's okay,
kid, let her sit on top. At least your needs will be open. Like her legs, when she finally
realise what's been missing. Sitting opposite you with those sad eyes, winding you up.'
His voice softened, his eyes narrowed. 'And here, we must end.' Tell her you
prefer happy endings. Tell her,' "Come on, Jen, let's take it a bit further. What if I say
No! push you over the sofa - and consider your end?'' '
I stared at the empty pot. Frankie tapped his cigarette packet. 'Tell her: "Tune for
a spring clean. Throw out all those words. Wonder. Perhaps. Maybe. Let's get rid of
uncertainty, Jen." Tell her the only wonder you want to hear from her is when she
realises just how big your dick can get. Tell her Frankie would laugh: Ava never wore
leggings. Tell her that's a detail worth remembering.'

Jen knows that you're wondering what on earth she's doing even contemplating letting
someone like Colin over the doorstep, let alone helping him. As a matter of fact, he goes
round the back. But that's beside the point. And spare her the heavy parental voice. She
has enough of that from her counselling supervisor, fond of groaning, 'Wrong setting, Jen,
wrong setting. He should be seen elsewhere.' Then there's her heavy internalised parent:
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'Jen, get a grip! The ad says Counselling and Hypnotherapy for anxiety/stress/
relationship...but out-and-out perversion?' But Colin is a nice man, thinks Jen. So what if
he's into aprons? Most men have their fantasies - want to play maid? Then wear an
apron. Maybe you like nanny? A big part of nanny's charm is her pinny. Okay - she
knows - it's a bit more than a little fetish. He likes to watch. But we're not talking about
the usual genre of Peeping Tom, getting off on bits of black lace and glimpsed flesh
through the bedroom window. Colin likes to watch people doing ordinary things. Did she
say people? Yes...she meant women. And, yes, invasion of privacy is a big thing. But she
really does think she is helping Colin with his fear of intimacy. Apart from one missed
session, he has turned up every time. And, it's been nearly four months since that first
session - that must say something about the level of trust that has developed - not to
mention the quality of the therapeutic relationship.
Doesn't she get frightened? Yes, well she did at first. But apart from that time he
didn't turn up, he hasn't put a foot wrong. Dangerous? She doesn't think so, he may be
deeply unhappy, but she certainly doesn't think he'd hurt anyone. No, she's not sure
whether he snoops around the neighbourhood. She's never seen him - but then she
probably wouldn't, she's so short-sighted and probably wouldn't notice. She's seen him
glance in the kitchen window on his way to the counselling room, but most people are
tempted to do that. It's only natural, isn't it - to wonder what someone's life is like? No,
she certainly doesn't think Colin is dangerous. His life has been plain awful - and it's a
wonder he hasn't ended up more disturbed than he is. Yes, she is defensive. And yes, she
must get round to sorting out glasses for herself.
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4 They Can't Take That Away From Me
The alarm clock didn't go off. By the time I reached Grove Park, it was already ten past
nine. The queue filled the waiting room. Some moron was jumping up and down thumping
the ticket machine in the corner.
The desk guy, Eric, a right little power merchant, squinted in my direction. 'The
machine's empty.'
'Like my shooter by the time I've finished. Don't worry, kid, I've got his number
- he's a special constable at the weekends - right?' Standing behind Eric's chair, Frankie
began to stagger around the room as if he had a machine gun. Shouting, 'You can kiss my
ass!' he aimed the gun at Eric's head. A guy in the queue laughed. Eric turned round and
gave me a dirty look.
'Supervisor wants you.'
I ignored him and signed in. I looked at the duty sheet and thought of Jen standing
beside me. I wrote Jen Lawrie next to my name. I put a line through Lawrie and wrote
Reilly. Then I scored it out and wrote Jennifer Reilly. You can kiss the bride.
I'd just started on the duty statement when the office door opened and Morrison,
the supervisor, stuck his head out. 'Mr Reilly!'
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'Ah dinnae feel yer filfillin yer potential,' he said, sitting behind the desk, hiding
his bandy legs as I stood listening to him go on about competence assurance, minimum
personal qualities and mental capabilities. Each time there was a pause I nodded, just like
Jen did when she was thinking.
Morrison's eyebrows hung over his weasely face. 'Ye see, Mr Reilly, the auld
guard's a gaunner. Competence assurance is noo the name of the game.' He leaned across
the desk, 'The job entails a wee bit more than watching oor a thermos flask an a copy of
the Daily Sport.'
I mumbled something and made for the door.
'An Ah want those picturess off the wall. They dinnae match the am-be-yonce
Customer care, Mr Reilly. Standards. That's whit it's aboot.' He paused, I waited. 'Ye
can start by filling that bloody machine.'

Listening to the kettle click off, Jen relaxes. Apart from the three o'clock appointment, no
more clients until the evening. That last one, a taxi driver who said he wanted to quit
smoking, had been tricky. Sitting up five minutes into the hypnosis, he had fixed his quick
little eyes upon her and shouted, 'You're not hitting the spot!' That he wanted to blame
his failure on everything and everyone but himself was apparent from the start of the
session, when he had implied his attendance was only to pacify his non-smoking wife.
Jen chews her pen. Major theme of the session: the taxi, that carapace the client
peers out from, symbolises his inner versus external reality. The taxi driver may control
his inner space, but the outer space is so vast that he is unable to exercise control over it.
Instead of owning his part in the anxieties fuelling his forty a day habit, the construction
of his external reality, he resists responsibility. 'No wonder the blood pressure is raised 143

the wife's a nag, the kids are always after more money; the triple bypass means time
away from work and the boss is never off my case.'
Jen pours water over the teabag. Her mouth twitches. She's hit the spot. In spite
of emphasising the gulf between stage hypnosis and hypnotherapy (no party tricks -you
-won't be jumping about doingfunny things, it's just a basic tool of relaxation, an altered
state of conscious awareness, that's all) people still confuse her with Paul Daniels and
Paul McKenna. The combination of wizard and guru is a potent one. Let Jen take out the
badness, transform you into a non-smoking, non-drinking, svelte non-fornicator,
interested only in abstinence and passing exams.
Jen drops two sugars into the cup. Latest research shows that it's smoking, rather
than sugar that's the cause of gum disease.
Colin seems disinclined to begin. There is a flatness about him. More than this, misery is
palpable. For a moment, seeing him glance at the tissues on the table, she thinks that he
may be about to cry, but then indignation fills the room.
'I have to take my pictures down. Nine years I've been there and I've made that
office like a home. People comment on my pictures. I've even had some bring photos
in. Once somebody left a book about Frankie on the counter. Not that I read much of it,
Frankie hadn't authorised it - it said it was unauthorised on the cover and it was probably
full of lies - the usual sort of rubbish, that he was a violent hoodlum, Mafia thug with a
real attitude problem. It probably said that he couldn't even sing. I didn't bother reading
it, just cut some of the photos out. Now all my pictures need to come down and Eric will
put more pictures of steam engines up. I feel like leaving, telling them where to shove their
steam engines.'
Colin's shoulders droop further. Jen wants to cuddle him. There, there, Colin. It
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will be all right.

Greedy girl. I saw that. Finger right round the saucepan and straight in the mouth. What is
it? Custard? I bet you like the skin. Maybe it's a cheese sauce - you know that's my
favourite, macaroni cheese. I'll bet yours is really nice.
It's just as nice up here. Nothing but trees. Lots of cover. I'm a bit nearer than you
think. Fancy joining me? We'd be real cosy. Nobody ever sees me here. But I see them.
Peek-a-boo!
You've done it again, it wouldn't surprise me if you had your tongue in there next.
What's that you said? You're hungry? Looks more like greed, my girl. And stop playing
with your hair, it'll end up a right mess, think where your finger has been. I don't know,
the state of this kitchen. You need to get your nose out of that book and get on with that
pile of dishes. What is it anyway? More of that psychobabble? C'mon, own up. It's one
of those slushy books that you women read.
You looked special yesterday. I could tell you were excited about seeing me. I like
it when you wear your hair up. The way you closed the blinds and breathed in tight. You
were lacing yourself up, holding yourself back in case I saw how much you like me. You
gave me that smile. But you saw how upset I was about the job. Then I realised just how
much you care.
It's nice that we've started doing the shopping together. That's what people do in
relationships, isn't it? That was thoughtful, leaving me that Waitrose receipt outside your
door. You wanted me know where you went, didn't you? Dinner at eight?
I could have punched that guy's lights out when he started pestering you in the
queue. He thought he could muscle in, take you away. Frankie said you gave the come-on.
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Said he saw it in your eyes - you liked to wind the guys up. He warned me emotional
turmoil was bad for my career. Said I'd end up slicing turkey for Bernard Matthews. But
he said the guy needed to be set straight. He spotted the keyring the tosser had. He
figured he would have a Jag. It was Frankie who tracked it down in the carpark and let the
air out of his tyres.
Now why don't you come up here? I'll show you something to brighten the
darkest night. Wait till you see my Infra-red illuminator. If you're a good girl, I'll let you
hold my binoculars. They're called Night Detective. That's me. They've got all-glass
lenses. State of the art. Real special.
What's that you're doing now? Put that tin down! No more biscuits for you,
don't think I haven't noticed how you're beginning to bulge a bit in those leggings, mind
you I like a bit of pork on women, maybe it was apple sauce in that pan, eh? Having a
stretch now? That's lovely. Pity there isn't room for the two of us on that stool. What
you need is a little bench. I could cuddle up, shut my eyes and lick your ringer and guess
what it was. I'll bet I'd get it right each time. I'd even let you readme one of those
yucky stories. And when it came to my turn, my finger would feel your tongue and say
hello to each tooth in turn, all those little jaggy teeth. There would be a special hello to
that shy one at the end, the big round gold one. I'll come round the same time next week.
No matter how they tossed the dice, it had to be. Big mistake of Frankie's career,
not singing that one, so happy together...
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5 Puttin' on the Ritz
Of course, Jen knows that Colin doesn't tell her everything. People don't do they?
Voyeurs have their pride, after all. She thinks most of it is bravado, anyway. In fact, she
wouldn't be surprised if he's still a virgin. He's hinted at it.
And she knows that a woman, for Colin, is a frightening figure - not only does she
arouse his desire, she inhibits his erection. That's where the fetish comes in - in this case
his aprons provide the sexual stimulus. Children often have something that serves as a
sexual stimulus but most discard it for a real person. Colin, however, needs something to
rely upon to provide his erection. That way he feels reassured of his potency and is able
to overcome fear about being faced by a woman.
But the most interesting aspect of asking Colin to consider his values was Jen's
realisation of how hers had changed. For if you were to ask her what were her values, she
would probably say physical and emotional space, followed by family - which inevitably
causes conflict. It seems that people want more and more of Jen. Sometimes she feels like
shutting up shop and disappearing.
When Jen asks people what they value, they look at her blankly - as if the word
is something associated with supermarket slogans. And when she asks people what has
meaning in their lives, what would they fight for, it's surprising how many of them start
to twitch. Those who have the most difficulty La thinking about what motivates them are
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the ones who return the following week without having written anything. 'Not done my
homework, Jen.' The men smile sheepishly. 'Didn't find the time.' The women sniff.
Jen knows that happiness and fulfilment can mean very different things to
different people. Values may be heavily invested with meaning for some, but remain
concepts for others. But if people don't know what they value and how they view the
world - how can they begin to formulate standards and be true to them? Helping people
explore their abilities and find direction. The dilemma posed by individuality versus the
universal. This is all part of Jen's work.
And well, yes, she knows that she sounds serious. Life is a serious business.
Isolation, the malaise of the 21st century: more and more people on their own. Trundling
along supermarket highways, eyes darting away from each other. And she knows the
statistics, the facts: it's the men that are less happy, less healthy when single.
Take Colin. Problems with intimacy. There he is in his bedsit. Comes home, shuts
himself away from anyone. Yet all the time he's playing with himself, he is imagining
himself melting into another.
This is the dilemma: Colin is a hungry soul, desperate for the mother's embrace
yet terrified of it. He desires union but fears annihilation. Some men bed-hop in quest of
the eternal mother. The world is full of seducers abandoning women. Terrified of being
trapped, yet seeking to ensnare with seduction techniques. See them set the scene,
declaring their feminine side, their empathy with women, while their callous behaviour
demonstrates otherwise.
Not Colin. He controls people and situations by not surrendering himself to
infantile emotions.
But enough of psychology. Back to values. Surprisingly, Colin is one of those
who does his homework.
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He pushes the piece of paper towards her and Jen, mindful of the importance of
people owning their values, gently passes it back.
Unsurprisingly, the list that he reads out is short. Five, not in any particular order.
The first is to do with space, which she realises is high on her own list. The second is
Aunty Dory. He shows Jen a photograph of himself with his arm awkwardly around
Dory. Looking at the young Colin, Jen wants to rock him. This sometimes happens with
clients, particularly male. Perhaps because she has never had a son. Of course, it is
counter-transference. But all the same, there, there, Colin.
The third doesn't surprise her. But it does when he pulls them from his pocket
and brandishes them. He brings them up to his face and grins at her. Small and lightweight,
the binoculars are at the top end of the price range, he informs her - and optically superb.
And weightwise, he assures her, they are easy to handle. Jen passes them back, noting
how animated he is - and noticing the paisley patterned material - some kind of smock? dipping under his coat.
If that photograph has touched Jen, she is unprepared for number four. When
Colin pushes the business card towards her, it takes some time to register that it is her
own. She holds it carefully, and remembers the song: 'A Frog He Came A Courting.'
Colin's final value is his rail pass. His face looms out of the dark photograph like
one of Frankie's henchmen. Jen smiles, 'Ticket to Ride?' 'Not one of his,' he frowns, his
hand out for the card.

I wouldn't have gone hi if I hadn't seen the sign in the window. Today only: All Garments
One Pound. Never mind the pound - garments! Hosiery! Corsets! Surgical support elastic stockings! Suspenders! Nylons!
149

I couldn't believe my luck. Here I was in that charity shop down by Catford
Depot - and the last time I'd had a find like this was two years ago when I got two sixties
numbers from Brick Lane. I'm a connoisseur, I can spot something a mile off- and I was
standing only two feet away from what looked like a genuine fifties pinny, complete with
bib! The old trout hi the shop brought it out from the back, held it up and shouted:
'Working in this place gives you an insight into human nature. I tell you, they want
something for nothing these days.'
She looked in my direction and laughed: 'And the things they bring in; we're fast
becoming the dumping ground for all their filthy old cast-offs. The men are the worst.
What I've seen on the trousers we get convinces me most men aren't potty trained.'
She must have spotted that I was the only bloke in there, because she came over to
me and held it up. I could see that it didn't have those horrible fasteners, but side-ties. She
dropped it in the bin by the till, stuck her hairy face up to mine and whispered : 'And it's
not always the men. The things I've pulled out of those bags. Incontinence pads, sanitary
towels - we even had a soiled nappy once. It's a wonder we don't get the lurgy.'
Patting her fat belly, she walked off, shouting: 'Doreen, save me a bit of that
apple slice, will you? I've been a very good girl all week and I deserve something nice.'
I looked around, before picking it up and putting it in my carrier bag. Then I just
walked out. 'That's it kid,' Frankie whispered.
Now here it was. Lying on my bed. Crumpled and stained. I held up the bib and
sniffed. Custard. Sniffed again. Parley's rusks? And what about that greenish looking
mark round about the right tit?
She's stirring the jam, goosberry, with the big wooden spoon. It's so hot. Her
forehead is damp, and her hair is winding its way loose. Itfalls over her face. She reaches
up to push it back. Angel hair. Look how she bends over the saucepan. I'm somewhere
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underneath - and those tits are swinging in my face. Double D, babee, double D! There
goes my tongue out for every last drop. Now she brings the spoon up to her mouth - and
from those sweet trembling lips a little pink tongue darts. See how her mouth closes gently
over the spoon. She nods approval. Oh, my mistress is pleased! A tiny trickle from the
spoon reaches the bib - and lands dead centre of her right tit! I rub my tongue over it and
feel the swelling...oh... such magnificence... I

Well, I left that out, didn't I? All that stuff that Jen asked me about values. Sure, I
meant what I said, but I left out the most important. And I nearly told her. Nearly
showed her it. Thing is, if I'd opened my coat, it wouldn't have been 'Mother's in the
Kitchen', the Saturday night special that hit her. What would she have said then? 'Oh,
Colin, you must be so uncomfortable. God, it's so swollen. You poor man. You don't
mind if I kiss it better? My lips might be a bit softer than my hand. You poor man. Come
here.'
I wish I'd told her. She might understand then. The thing is, Jen knows we're
meant to be together. She's just trying to hide it. And I know what she would say.
'Colin, don't you understand, I'm not running fromj/ow, I'm running from us?
And I was less interested in values, than what Jen told me at the end of the
session. She'll soon be going on holiday.
A holiday? I saw them lying on a sunbed, saw them playing kissy kissy.
What about my issues?
She didn't say that it was with him. I knew she needed a break - but with him?
Exactly how much fun could she have? What was I supposed to do for two whole weeks?
Who was going to be there for me?
But perhaps I'll have a little holiday of my own.
'That's it, kid,' Frankie said. We waved goodbye to Jen and got hi the car. Gonna
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take a sentimental journey.. .Frankie winked and straightened his bow tie, 'And you won't
need the tour guide.'

The air is cooler. Addie switches on the patio heater. Derek, wearing a plastic apron
adorned with massive breasts and suspender belt, pulls off his chefs hat and smiles round
the table.The affable host role, the need to be centre stage, conies naturally to Derek.
Addie, his long-suffering girlfriend, says, 'Anyone like anything else?'
Jen shakes her head
'Later,' Derek says.
The warmth from the barbecue is on the back of Jen's neck. Sipping her wine, she
gazes at her husband and friends. The knowledge that Gemma is staying overnight with
her friend, Chloe, adds to her feeling of well-being.
Alan scrutinises the apron's pink nipples. Then he is watching Jen, knowing he is
being observed. Her gaze leaves his and travels around the faces of their friends, alighting
on the jug on the window-sill above Addie's head. Wooden spoons crammed next to
spatulas, whisks and something that might be a garlic press; evidence of someone who
takes food and its industry seriously.
With his gelled blonde hair sticking up, Derek is the cock crowing as he regales the
table with his new marketing initiatives aimed at menopausal women. Listening to his
friend and colleague, Alan's flushed face conveys his irritation that Derek has found
favour with Geraldine, their Head of Department. Known as the Fat Controller, Geraldine
has relegated Alan to the task of co-ordinating training and publicity events; he is more
and more like a hired hand, while Derek basks in the glow of the principal's favour.
Men cavorting, performing for each other, shuttling back and forth on life's tank
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engine. Jen strokes the stem of her wine glass. There Derek goes, hands on the wheel,
smiling from ear to ear. Chuh chuh! She tips her head back and notes Alan's scowl
magnified through the glass. Jen sighs. He's lost his specs. He's searching for his ticket.
Will he be allowed to stay on the tank engine? Now, boys and girls, who is this coming
along the aisle? Tickets please! Why, it's Colin! Yes, Colin, hunched so that he doesn't
bang his head on the ceiling. But wait a moment, who is that glaring through the window?
That's right - it's the Fat Controller! And who is this with the trolley - oh what a cute
apron - goodness, can that be Colin again?
'What were you saying earlier?' Derek scans Alan's red face.
'What? Oh - something about keeping in touch with the target market, not letting
them forget the range of solutions on offer...'
Addie has disappeared into the house. Jen pushes back her chair and heads
towards the kitchen. There is the sound of doors opening and banging shut, coffee cups
colliding and teaspoons rattling. Addie is signalling that it is the last act and departure is
now imminent.
Alan is wearing Derek's chefs hat when Jen comes back to the garden. Derek is
insisting that they open another bottle of red and Alan smiles up at her, knowing that she
is now the driver. A picture of Colin wearing Aunty Dory's pinny slides into Jen's mind,
before she resolutely visualises her hand pushing the drawer marked 'Colin' closed.

Switching off the bedside lamp, Jen lies back, listening to the sound of fireworks from the
other side of the woods. Someone is having a party. Alan's bony feet move stealthily
nearer and Jen allows him to rest them on hers. Another firework goes off.
'When is Gemma due back?'
Jen knows what the next question is. Gazing over to the window, she answers,
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'Not till tomorrow night.'
'What about the homework?'
'Did most of it before she left.'
In fact, before she left, Gemma had arrived home from school and spent an hour
applying makeup, then slopped orange juice across the kitchen floor and breezed out the
door into Chloe's mother's car. Jen knows that the homework is still in the bag under her
daughter's bed.
'You sound tired,' says Jen.
I'm perfectly compos mentis, unlike old Del Boy; he was the one out of it.'
'Your voice is slurred,' Jen says.
'Not me.' The duvet rises slightly as Alan puffs up his chest. 'Meet Marketing
Man.'
Jen's feels her nightdress eased off her shoulder and hears the whisper, 'Time for
the quality assurance test.'
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6 Never Gonna Dance

Might as well disclose something a bit delicate. It's so delicate that Jen feels embarrassed
owning it. She sometimes wonders if people look at her and know.
What could give Jen's secret away? Maybe her clothes - what might they say
about her? That, rather than the all time-consuming business of trundling around all those
little bijou places the well-dressed adorn, rather than be subjected to the scrutiny of their
disdainful assistants, she shops in a large department store that caters for the averagesized woman.
It's the subject of knickers that vexes her: high leg, low leg, bikinis, midis, minis,
strings, full briefs, high legs - light control or firm control? And then there's the question
of floral or fashion colours - what are those, anyway? And that's before she even makes
it to the tights section, let alone up the stairs to any of the other departments.
Maybe it's her voice that's the indicator: quite a homely one; no thrilling notes, no
amateur dramatics or hint of an exotic accent, just a level-pitched Kent girl guiding you
towards somnolence with a ifyou are good, mummy will tell you a story intonation.
Jen's voice is a constant source of anxiety - whoever heard of a mute
hypnotherapist? Forget that stuff about a big fat watch or piercing eyes - the people who
go in for those kind of antics still probably call their clients 'subjects', as a means of
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masking uncertainty and at worst, shaky qualifications; those who are eager to enlarge
your breasts (and their wallets) or transport you back to 11th century Nantes to reclaim
your former existence.
It's the voice that sets it going, that well-stocked larder of gentle persuasion (your
eyelids are becoming heavier and heavier) and good old repetition (you're going to listen
very carefully to what I'm telling you, yes very carefully) People need something positive
to listen to, that's where the affirmations come in (it's you who is in control, you 'II dispute
the idea that everything will go out of control - because it's you who is in control -yes,
you.)
Is that it?
Sorry?
Is that it - the big secret?
Well, no. It's not really a secret, anyway. Nobody has asked her. It's nothing
shocking. She hasn't committed some awful crime - although she did find a twenty pound
note once and picked it up. It was lying on the ground in the middle of a marquee at some
festival or other. If she'd handed it to the staff, they'd have pocketed it. Bit embarrassing,
really, because she discovered it was a fake - quite obviously so! People must have been
laughing as they stepped over it. There's probably some awful student video of her
bending to pick it up, then getting all confused and pretending to leaf through nearby
magazines.
No. She wouldn't say she's being evasive
Okay. Jen Lawrie has never felt or experienced passion. The physical kind, the
mental kind. She remains untouched by any strong emotion. There. It's out. Big breath
now. That's better.
The clothes thing doesn't hold sway either. Jen thinks of the lap dancer who
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hasn't had sex in two years, who sits on Jen's sofa looking like an extra for Mary
Poppins. It's frequently the apparently sensible and serious who are the keenest to rip
off their clothes. All those matronly types with the scary shoulder-pads and little men
pogo-sticking their way through the female population.
Romantic passion leads to madness. Jen knows that. Think of her friend, Bridget.
Soon as she turned fifty, she left Arnold and ran off with a bloke from the Salsa class.
Last seen practising the quickstep, waltz, tango and mambo in the Waitrose car park,
forever trapped on the CCTV screen (we didn't have time to do the cha cha cha as the cab
arrived early).
The old joke about therapists not going to the theatre because they experience it
every working day holds truth. All that raw emotion. Jen shudders. It's not just a learned
response, the need to recapture early attachment - that of the child to his parents, but a
kind of existential yearning for self-transcendence, to achieve emotional fusion with
another. Far better to get a dog, eager to bestow the status of god or goddess upon you.
And just think how our psychological states and attitudes influence our body. Joy
and delirium? Red faces, anxiety pumping up the blood pressure; all those unwelcome
psychosomatic responses. Those luminous faces, exalted beyond the mere mortal,
blinding her with conviction, radiating the counselling room with desire (we 've never felt
this way; it feels so right; we 've discovered we're both Leos; we 're talking about spending
Christmas together).
A cheerful heart is a good medicine, but a downcast spirit dries up the bones - now
which proverb is that? Then the pounding of the sofa, the big slump, eyes emptied,
parched watering holes in arid shrivelled faces. Throats wrung with despair. (He says I
shouldn't get so heavy, he can't leave until the youngest starts secondary).
But what about love - first love - falling in love - surely Jen Lawrie, counsellor, has
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experienced that?
It's the 'falling' bit she doesn't like the sound of. She prefers to stay upright,
thank you. But of course Jen is capable of love - and indeed loves. In fact, she married her
first love. The way it works for her, love is a gradual condition which can deepen into a
practical arrangement - two flats an expense converted to one.
And the addition of 'counsellor' wasn't really necessary. Quite judgemental.
Punitive superego, she'd say: like a good teacher must never get cross; a good nurse must
always be kind and caring ; a good bus driver should never feel tired - and so on. Who are
these paragons? Mortals - just like counsellors. Surely you don't expect her to have
encountered every problem? Just because she has never experienced passion, it doesn't
mean that she is detached from others. On the contrary, her imagination and empathy
well equip her for the job - and it's not as if she's chortling away to herself, examining the
writhings of these hapless victims under the microscope; her curiosity is simply to aid
understanding of their predicaments.
Look, there are potatoes to be peeled. Gemma will soon be back, complaining
about her new form tutor - that's a good half hour's worth. At least Alan, at another
course review meeting, is eating in the canteen. And she musn't forget that the counselling
room, that haven of tranquility, needs hoovering and the bin emptying of any sodden
tissue, at least maintaining the appearance of therapeutic monogomy for the next client.
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7 Here's Looking at You
I didn't want the car to be seen. I parked near the gate on the other side of the woods from
Jen's house and made my way up the path, keeping my head down, on the look out for
the dog walkers and their rats on strings - the yappy ones that hang on to your ankles. It
had stopped raining, but the grass was still wet. I'd have to wipe my shoes in case she
clocked where I'd been.
A shaft of blue showed through the the trees at the top of the hill when I stopped
to catch my breath. I felt nervous and excited. It was always like this when I came here.
Nothing better than a walk to get the juices flowing - that's what Casey said before he'd
disappear with one of his tarts.
The late shift didn't start until three. My appointment with Jen was at one, and it
was just before twelve. I followed the path round and looked over the ridge, down to her
house. There it was, glinting white in the sun: the White House - Frankie told me he got
invited to the real one; said he danced with the First Lady.
Frankie had become argumentative lately, criticising what I wore, what I ate everything about me was wrong in his eyes.
'You need a lifestyle, kid,' he said the last time he came round. 'Clarity, that's
what you need. Forget about her.' One minute he told me I had to pursue my relationship
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with Jen, then he said I should get rid of her.
There's a gate at the bottom of her garden; it opens into the woods. Sometimes,
before I go to sleep, I see her coming to meet me here in the dark. I see her lifting the latch
on the gate.
Her nightdress flows out behind her as she runs up the hill, pushing the bats away
from her hair. The screech-owl echoes her cry. She stumbles towards me, her eyes shining
in the darkness: 'Frankie! Frankie!' she pants. I cup her face between my hands, then
kneel to hold her feet. 'You 've lost your shoes,' I say. She sighs softly, 'Oh, that's so
good.' I massage her calves. Round and round we go, all the way, right up to the
Mulberry bush dripping its juice.
'How much longer do you expect me to go on like this? 'Frankie,' she gasps, her
hands pulling at my hair. She leans against the tree while my mouth plays with her. She
moans, 'I'm cold, always cold I need your heat.' I raise myself up and clutch her to me.
She rests her head against 'Country Denim' - it 'sfrom the Classic Pinafore Range. Then
her lips are on mine and her tongue is in my mouth and Gently, she removes my handfrom her breast. 7 have to go,' she says. 'He's
waiting.'

I screwed my eyes tight against the binoculars and pressed my body against the
fence. The back door of Jen's house opened and she came out with a fat woman. They
stood talking. The woman waddled off, and I watched Jen kneeling by the pond.
The mobile made me jump. The binoculars thudded against my parka. I turned to
see where the noise was coming from and heard a bloke's voice say, 'Leave it.' I scanned
the trees, but couldn't see them. Then I knew; they were in the shelter, a hut made of
branches that the kids play in.
Breathing lightly, I climbed the slope to my left. I cursed when a branch snapped
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under my foot as I crept nearer. They were bound to hear. But the only answer was the
wood pigeons cooing. Then I was at the back of the hut, kneeling on the grass, and I didn't
need the binoculars for what I could see through the branches: about fifteen, maybe less,
she was wearing a school blazer and a skirt half-way up her arse - and, blow me, the size
of it, you could have stuck a couple of suitcases in there. I couldn't see her face. Her hair
was covering it as she lay on her side. She had undone the zip on his jeans and little Miss
Naughty's fingers were stuck in the pie. All the while she was saying, 'No, Scan, no.' A
right little tease. He was skinny with a nose like a parrot's beak. He kept saying, 'Why
not?' But I was less interested in him than her as I crouched there, wondering where I'd
heard her voice.
Then he told me. 'Go on, Gemma, nobody will know. I won't come -1 promise.'
So Jen's daughter was rolling in the hay. I'd seen her in the distance, sulky face, all
tits and bum, not my type. I like them mature. Lines don't bother me, crow's feet, stretch
marks, I'd have them all. Next thing she'll be up the spout, causing grief to her mother. I
thought of Jen weeping, blaming herself, having to take care of the brat because there was
nobody else.
I could storm in there, kick their little house down, but she might recognise me,
and I didn't want that.
The next minute he'd got his todger out and rolled on top of her. They were both
squealing and there were bits falling off the hut. She was still shouting 'No!' They must
have heard in Lewisham High Street.
I backed off and made my way back to the car. By the time I got there it was
raining again.
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Trailing a twig through the water, watching a newt dart between the dead leaves, Jen
remembers the scream emanating from the garden halfway during the last session. In spite
of the noise from the toad, the tranquility of the woman lying on the sofa hadn't been
interrupted.
It was where she thought it would be: on the patio, eyes bulging upon eternity, its
mottled skin ripped. Vie was a skilful hunter and Jen, mindful of her client's sensibilities,
had neatly flicked the cat's prey under the acacia with her foot.
If only life's difficulties could be so neatly sidestepped. Troubled, Jen thinks of
her petulant daughter and increasingly irascible husband before contemplating the client
who has just left.
'Mostly fluid retention.' Puffy fingers stubbing at her smock at the start of her
first session, some months before, the woman had continued, 'Might be a bit fond of the
carbs, but don't smoke and hardly drink - well, maybe once a week.' Observing the
shapeless body, the pasty face and dehydrated skin, Jen had smiled into the apologetic
eyes. Mostly gin - hi an attempt to top up yawning emptiness and expunge self-loathing.
Two months later and the woman is steadily gaming weight. Make sure the
professional liability assurance is up to date, Jen reminds herself, as she contemplates the
heaving chest. A hearse in the driveway is bad for business.
No matter how many tunes she trundles out you have less need...less reason...and
less desire to eat as much food...until resistance is overcome and the client can scream: 'I
need to puff myself up to hide the ugliness inside me.' Until the warty old toad can spring
from her mouth, trip the light fantastic down the balconies of flesh suspended from her
chin, puff its throat like a big balloon, and force out the cry: 'I was invisible to my
parents. And I still hide from everyone in this great big tent I wear,' - until then the self162

sabotage of gluttony and alcoholism will continue.
The duckweed is strangling the pond. There's no time to clear it; in ten minutes
Colin will arrive.

'It was Milly who warned me. Until then she'd been going cheep cheep cheep and then
she stopped. 'Cat got your tongue, Milly?' I turned round and there he was, leaning
against the door with a wall-to-wall smirk. My stomach was hurtling down a pit shaft.
He'd caught me. Well and truly. It had to happen, because I'd been taking more risks,
wearing it before she was almost out the door. But the things Casey saw that day told him
that he'd been right all along -1 was a right litle perv and deserved all I got. There I was,
wearing Dory's pinny with my trousers round my ankles and a face to meet the angels.
'The smirk rose up to meet the evil in his eyes. He spoke quietly. "Thought I'd
catch you. You're a bit of a poof, aren't you?"
'Milly had been quiet till then, but it must have been the pleasant tone hi his voice
that lulled her, for she started to cheep cheep cheep. Casey shoved his hand through the
cage door and squeezed her neck. When he pulled it out, I saw the feathers sticking to it. I
couldn't say anything, I was too scared and I hated myself for that. Milly was dead and
what for? Spite, that was what for. I wanted to put the cover over the cage but I was too
terrified in case those same hands ground themselves around my neck.
'He saw the look on my face and loved it. When I was twelve, the school took
us to this place - modern art they called it. The whole two rooms were full of guys with
twisted faces, lego mouths grinning, one eye up in the ceiling, the other running for the
bus. That was just how Casey looked that day.
"You've caused a lot of trouble in this house. And it's about tune you learnt a
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lesson - or maybe two."
'The wink and grin that went with this were part of the hard man routine. He
watched all the American cop shows and modelled himself on them hi front of the mirror.
But who was I to sneer? My trousers were round my ankles. I started to pull them up,
but he said softly "Leave them be." And I don't know why I didn't struggle - it isn't as if
he had a knife or anything. But I kept them there and listened to him telling me to sit
down in Dory's old chair under Milly's cage. I had to lumber over, watching him take out
Dory's washing rope from the drawer under the sink. I sat there while he tied me up and I
did think about trying to make a run for it - but what was the point? I was fourteen, and
I'd seen what he could do to grown men twice my size.
'So I sat with my trousers still round my ankles, waiting in that chair for Dory to
come home. I wasn't going to make the paper round and Coatgrieves would probably sack
me, that was the least of my worries. Milly was dead above me and as if to prove it, a
feather floated down on to my chin. It tickled and I tried to ignore it but it got worse until
I thought I was going to scream but I wouldn't give him the satisfaction because all the
time he was keeping up a steady talk while he wound the rope round me. I knew that
Dory would be back at quarter to six. She'd head straight for the kitchen and shout
"Where's that cup of tea, then!"
'But I wouldn't be able to get up to make it. Not this time.
'Shouting "So long sucker!" Casey slammed the door behind him and whistled his
way towards the Five Bells, his usual Friday haunt.
'I sat thinking about Dory's face. Milly lay dead and here I was, practically naked,
tied to a chair. Casey had gone, but I knew he would slink back for the entertainment.
'What could I say to Dory? Any minute now she would come through the door
shouting "C'mon Colin, where's my tea?"
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'She was late that night. Only ten minutes, but enough for me to break into a
sweat.
'The key turned in the door, but instead of shouting out, Dory kept quiet. She
dropped her bags in the hall, before opening the kitchen door. Standing in the doorway,
she stared at the cage while she talked. It was obvious that Casey had got to her; I was
just like her brother, she said. A schizo. It was the end of the line. I'd have to go into a
home because no other relative would have me.'
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8 Hang On To Me

He took his time. I'd parked outside the college and stood waiting in the carpark since half
past four, but it wasn't until after five that Jen's husband came out of the main building
and stood at the top of the stairs. There was a woman with him, not bad looking - all
teeth, flashing them at him. She said something and he nodded. A young bloke carrying a
pile of books shouted his name, ran up the stairs and asked him something. Lover Boy
looked narked, pointed to his watch and the bloke went off. The woman laughed.
I could have him. There he was, doing the dirty on Jen, thinking he was safe. 'Ease
up, hot nuts,' Frankie hissed from the back seat. 'Slug it out later. You don't need the
audience. Think. You have the advantage. The guy doesn't even know what you look
like.'
I hid behind a tree watching them walk across the carpark to a black Saab. The
woman get into the driver's seat.
It was true what Frankie said - he didn't know what I looked like. There was
another advantage; I didn't have a permit for the carpark. I'd had to park on the hill
leading down from the college. By the time the lovebirds got through the barrier, I'd be
behind the wheel waiting for them.
Keeping the engine low, I looked in the wing mirror and saw the Saab drawing
close. Her window was open. Robbie Williams was singing It Was A Very Good Year.
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Suddenly Frankie was jumping up and down. He thrust his hat back and yanked off his
tie. The car was rocking as if we were in the dodgems. I thought we were going to roll
down the hill.
'That jumped-up cabaret singer records my numbers and packs them out. Me forced to listen to a two-bit session guy, a no-hoper.' His face purple, Frankie jabbed my
arm. 'Thinks he's a singer - get after that fat dancer!'
The traffic was heavy; they were still at the bottom of the hill. By the time they
turned left, a queue had formed behind me. I pulled out and followed them to New Cross,
where she took a sharp right into Queen's Road and started heading for Greenwich. I
turned the steering wheel hard. A horn blasted and Frankie gave the finger. Then a van cut
in, and I lost them.
Frankie started singing Ain 't That A Kick In The Head as we raced along New
Cross Road. I joined in, but stopped when the muttering became louder. I looked in the
mirror; Frankie was jerking his neck and punching the roof of the car, Tm gonna dump
him on his fanny!'
I began to sweat. Frankie's eyes were bulging. He screamed, Tm gonna clip the
guy!' The way he was twisting his neck, he'd end up breaking it.
He calmed down after a while. Apart from the occasional growl, it was quiet. We
were still stuck behind the van, but then it turned off Greenwich High Road and I caught
up with the Saab at the lights. Lover Boy was holding up a CD and she was laughing. The
music was still blasting. The snarling in the back seat got louder. I shut the window fast,
in case Frankie got out and nutted them.
It started to rain, a few splats on the windscreen, then heavier. We headed up
Greenwich Hill, towards Blackheath. The traffic was crawling and we kept stopping. I
was desperate for a smoke, but remembered the packet was in my jacket on the back seat.
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There was a rustling and the sound of a match being struck. Frankie's eyes met mine in
the mirror. He took a drag and laughed, 'I can read your mind, kid.'
I leaned back and held a hand up and he put the cigarette between my fingers.
We followed the heath, curving round the one-way system, passing them as they
parked behind the church. I knew where they were heading - Bojangles, one of those
places where they stand around drinking Shat-au du pap. I'd park once they'd gone in.
'You got lucky, there's still a space,' Frankie said when we came back. 'Move it then we go in.'
We got out of the car and Frankie nodded across the road. I looked over and saw
right through the window of Bojangles. Lover Boy was standing at the bar, pointing his
finger at the waitress.
'We'll take the side door. Surprise them.'
By the time we got inside and made our way to the bar, they were nowhere to be
seen. We stood at the bar for a while before I spotted them in one of the corner alcoves. I
nudged Frankie, but he was staring at a menu he had picked up from a table next to the
bar.
'They got pomodoro,' he said, gripping the menu with one hand and my arm with
the other. 'Look - and prosciutto. D' ya think the bread is fresh?'
Maybe we should keep it low key, I said, wondering if he expected me to pay.
A grin spread over his face, 'Don't worry kid, I got bucks falling outa my ass.'
'This is England, Frankie, they only take pounds.'
But Frankie wasn't listening. He kept staring at the menu.
'Get the gasoline, kid.'
I looked at him blankly.
'A drink - get me a Jack Daniel's.'
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I turned round to the bar. The waitress shut the till and came towards me. Her face
had the bad smell look. When I asked for a pint of Sam Smith's, she shook her head and
smirked when I asked for a Budweiser and the Jack Daniel's. As I handed over the
money, Frankie poked me in the back. 'And a Bloody Mary. Then we nail that streak of
piss.'
I asked for the Bloody Mary. The waitress snatched the change back. She rammed
the vodka into the glass, threw in tomato juice, slopped it round and slammed it onto the
bar.
I went to hand the drinks to Frankie, but he'd disappeared.
'You'll need a tray,' the waitress said, her lip halfway up her nose as she looked at
the glasses in my hands.
The alcove was empty; the lovebirds had flown while we'd been talking. Frankie
must have been tailing them. I walked over to the corner and put the tray on the table. I
sat down and stared at the drinks lined up in front of me.
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9 Frankie Goes to Lewisham
I'll bet she tells him about her clients, lies in bed giggling, telling him his bedtime stories.
He's probably given me a nickname. How's Peeping Colin? She pretends to be shocked,
all the while loving it, begging him not to ask any more. That's the thing - run out ofyour
own secrets and start ferreting out other people's. But I don't really think Jen talks about
me. It's more likely him wanting to know my business.
I could have him. He's taking her away. Two whole weeks away from me.
Last night Frankie came round while I was getting ready for work. He appeared
behind me, grinning as I stood starkers in front of the wardrobe mirror. 'Getting an
expensive habit, kid,' he nodded towards the Sunday Special that was hanging on the
wardrobe. I'd just taken it off: Mother's in the Kitchen, gingham wrap-around, pockets
with bows. Not an original, mail order, but nice enough. Frankie glanced down at the
trimmings. 'Cover yourself up, kid, then we'll talk business.'
He had a proposition. 'Mutuality, that's what it's about. Don't call it back
scratching. That monkey business don't appeal to me. Let me be straight.' He sat on the
edge of the bed and pushed his hat off his face. His ears stuck out. 'You got a nice set-up
here. The old lady is real custard pie. Sure, the guy needs a work-out, but that can be
arranged. I need your room for a couple of days. Your girlfriend can put you up while
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she's out of town. By the time I've completed business, you'll be looking at a whole
stable of them fancy numbers.' Frankie jerked his head in the direction of the Sunday
Special. 'Some with the broads still in them.' He looked me over and added, 'If you like.'
Frankie living here. I stuttered that it might be a bit cramped. 'There's only one
toilet and we'll be sharing it with Mr and Mrs D.'
Frankie's face showed his disappointment. 'Wrong attitude, kid. Who's the"we"?
There might be two of us in this relationship, but one of us is taking a breather. You better
arrange your accommodation, Friday to Sunday. The old lady can stay, but the John
might have to take a walk.'
Clicking his fingers, humming softly, Frankie stood by the window, looking out
into the street. 'Shame we lost them the other day, kid. They needed me in Vegas.' He
turned and threw a grin. 'Hey, I've heard you sing my numbers. We should spend some
time in the studio together. Whad'ya say?' He peered into the night. 'Where can I get me
some scallopine and scungilli? Say what's the cuisine round here like anyway - does the
old dame knows how to make sausage gnocchi?'
I blinked. Frankie staying here in my room. Frankie wanting us to record a song
together. I saw us hi the studio, heads close, holding the mic. The accommodation was
already booked. Maybe I'll phone her, tell her to shake down the duvet.
'Don't worrry kid, I'll sort out any excitement about you being late.' Frankie said
he was coming to work with me. He sat in the passenger seat, whistling at women at
every bus stop from Lewisham to Grove Park. We were stuck at the traffic lights at
Catford Broadway when a big Jamaican bloke ran up and smacked the car roof. 'Babylon!
White tripe, you think the darker the berry the sweeter the juice?'
I mouthed 'It wasn't me,' at him, but Frankie shouted 'Bang!' and pointed a finger
at the car window. The guy grabbed the door handle. We shot through the lights; the
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scream tore after us. 'You insult my woman, mudda bloodclat!'
Morrison was by the filing cabinets. I ran to my locker. He waved a file in my
direction and shouted, 'Mr Reilly - ma office!'
Hands flat on the desk, he scowled up. 'Yer no puttin in the oors.' He tapped his
nails on the file. They were yellow and cracked, like bits of old toenails stuck together.
Sitting in the corner, Frankie tilted his hat, cupped a hand to his ear and leaned forward.
He clicked his fingers and ran them through the air. Any minute he'd sing a number. I
mouthed 'sshh' and the voice across the desk became louder.
'Yer late aw the time noo. It disnae matter whit the shift is. Ye'll have to leg it in
faster. It's no jist that, when ye are here, it's as if yer in another world. Twice this week
ye hivnae filled that machine. Jist as Ah have a duty tae maintain staff competence, Ah
also have a responsibility tae develop it. Yer doon fur revenue control training.' He leaned
across the desk. 'An' there's an inspection coming up. If ye dinnae move yer erse, yer
shelf life will be considerably reduced. Ye comprehend?' Opening the file, he went on,
'Accordin' tae ma calculations, ye'v got three oors owing. Ah want them completed by
the end o' the week.' He added, 'That's tomorrow.'
The smell of dandruff and Black Label hung outside the door. At the counter, Eric
swivelled in his chair and sneered.
Frankie studied Eric's shoes. 'Those are his sandwiches in the fridge - the cheddar
and onion?' Rolling up his sleeves, Frankie slapped me on the back and said, 'They could
do with some added ingredients. Let's get to work.'
How to get out of the extra work was the only thing I could think as I put my
stuff in the locker. The 7.50 to Charing Cross was busier than usual. I turned my back on
Frankie waving from the platform. Straightening my machine, I pressed the button at the
side of the compartment door. My heart was sore as I shouted 'Tickets please!' I'd have.
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to caihcel my afternoon appointment with Jen. She'd look at the clock and back to her
watch, before realising that she'd been stood up. I bent to pick up a lemonade can lying
by a briefcase. What if she didn't give me an appointment tomorrow? She went on
holiday on Saturday. We'd be separated for weeks. Crushing the can, I threw it back onto
the floor and glared at the startled faces in front of me.
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10 In the Blue of the Evening

Jen walks to the postbox, reviewing the day's trough of despair. The 10.00 am, a final
session, was a straightforward case of disenchantment; existential ennui - an essential
phase for the 25 plus in this area. Fitting start to a day soured with impossibilities. A day
when Gemma, complaining she was sick, mooched around the house and managed to flush
the loo above the counselling room each tune a client paused. Then there was Alan's
contempt for his boss, more and more voluble, expressed during two not-so-furtive
lunchtime telephone conversations. A day of cancellations and silent calls. A dismal day.
But tomorrow is the start of the holiday. Jen tosses her hair. She prances along the
lane. Ole! Not a problem in sight. There she is, lipsticked, clutching her new handbag at
the airport, her id raring to go. Then she sees herself on the plane, sandwiched between
husband and daughter, proffering and placating for the duration of the two-hour flight to
Palma. Jen's hair slides limply over her face.
The problems aren't over. Rescheduling Colin's appointment for this evening will
be viewed unfavourably by her family, who will resent any disruption to the start of the
holiday. But Colin had sounded so upset. She thought about phoning him when he missed
yesterday's session, then remembered he had no telephone in his Lewisham digs. Digs.
His dated slang, suitable for someone inhabiting a restricted world. He had surprised
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her by calling from London Bridge. Something about work, he said; that's why he missed
the session. It had been difficult to make out much, but the agitation was apparent as his
low voice strained against the background din.
Addie's birthday card lands with a neat plop in the empty box. Colin's
accommodation doesn't sound much bigger than this postbox. He has described his room
in detail. Jen knows he wishes her there, has imagined her there. She thinks about
how he travels to their appointment hi his Nissan Micra, his ungainly body spilling over
the driver's seat, like his feet in the too-tight shoes. Colin manages to make his world look
cluttered just by his existence. Poor Colin, life early on has been squeezed from him and
he continues in the narrowness of his existence to squeeze himself out of life.

Jen's voice went all funny when she heard me on the phone. I could tell she was anxious
when I told her about the extra hours I had to do. She and Dory could have sat all night
swapping worries. Just the thought ofyou, the very thought ofyou Friday night. My little Jen night.
'Get that,' Frankie whispered in my ear when she opened the door. She was
wearing a skirt. A long droopy thing with blue flowers on it. Jen was wearing a skirt and
smiling at me.
This was it, the signal. In with a chance, I was in a trance. Her elbow rested on the
cushion that she keeps the hankies under. Touching, that. Not wanting to reach across to
the box, show how upset she gets when people tell her horrible things. She put the lamp
on. That's nice. We could have been sitting in our living room, having a chat about the
day.
Before she got down to business, I thought I'd ask how she was. She laughed and
175

said, 'That's my line.'
It's nice that she laughed. She'll need to store them up for when she finds out
about that daughter of hers in the woods.
Jen always gave me a choice: 'Colin, how would you like to start? It may be that
something has stayed with you since the last session, something you want to follow up.
Or it may be that there is something that happened during the week that you want to
discuss.'
I told her about work, that I didn't want to learn how to deal with anti-social
behaviour. They needed more transport police. I'd probably have to wear a pointy hat
and grow a moustache, I said. Then I remembered the policeman's hat and truncheon
Aunty Dory gave me one Christmas.
Jen asked if I'd been thinking about Dory and I nodded. I was about to tell her
how Casey died, when there was a movement behind her. Leaning on the back of her chair,
wearing a Tuxedo and bow tie, Frankie blew a kiss at her head and whispered, 'Let's take
it nice and easy.'
Jen leaned forward. 'You seem far away, Colin. It's always hard...'
Frankie grinned and nodded. He rolled his eyes at the ceiling, while Jen waited for
an answer.
Cat got your tongue, Colin? Aunty Dory's voice was in my head. Once I'd said
what I wanted to say right out loud and frightened myself so much that I was off work for
a week. Mrs D thought I had laryngitis.
My mouth was tight. I glared at Frankie. I wanted to tell her, tell her.
But I knew, looking at Jen's face, that if I did ever say it she would leave, just like
Dory, all those years ago.
So I told her the story of how Casey came home blind drunk, fell over the paraffin
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heater and set not just himself alight, but the house as well.
The heater was second-hand. Dory had given him the money for a new one, but
he'd spent it on drink. It was another month before he produced something that had come
off a skip. It took Dory two days to get the grease off.
The way Casey treated that heater, you'd think it was some kind of pet. He talked
to it, rubbed its belly when he refilled it. He was always slopping paraffin onto the floor.
When Dory complained, he said she was getting on his wick. He stored the paraffin in
cans hi the shed. If the flame was low, he'd whisper, 'Hungry again?' His days were
spent drinking and gambling. If he didn't come home, he'd tell Dory he'd missed the bus
and had to kip at somebody's place. Then he'd go into a big number about how tired he
was, been forced to sleep on a lumpy sofa - all because she kept him so short he didn't
have the money for a taxi. I never told my aunty about his girlfriends, tarts with red hair,
hanging onto him as they fell out of the pub.
But I didn't want to think about Casey - or even my Aunty Dory. All I could
think of as I looked at the blue flowers was that Jen was leaving me tomorrow morning
and she said she wouldn't be able to see me for nearly three weeks.
But perhaps I'll have a little holiday of my own.
'That's it, kid,' Frankie said as we got in the car after seeing Jen. Gonna take a
sentimental journey...He winked and straightened his bow tie, 'And you won't need the
tour guide.'
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11 Let's Get Away From It All

Jen wakes up laughing. The figure beside her stirs, mumbles something, and pulls the
duvet away. The clock says it is almost quarter to four. Jen nearly starts laughing again as
she recollects the dream, which included the spectacle of a 1950s spiv, with brylcreemed
hair, black drainpipes, brothel creepers and best of all, a 1950s ticket machine, dangling
around his neck.
Where on earth did that come from? Jen peers into the darkness. Usually it's the
tail-end of something sinister that wakes her: a whiff of impending doom, an archetypal
image or two - and this wasn't the usual grainy black and white still, but a full-blown
Technicolor extravaganza. She thinks of the spiv's face: the yellow skin and eyes, a
magnificent ochre - like the cheese on the ratatouille they had for supper.
It must be a bit more than the side-effects of indigestion - what's the emotional
significance of such a bizarre dream? It's not as if she had felt any anxiety: no racing heart,
rapid breathing. And the language: Tickets please. Not particularly illuminating! Could it
be something to do with that last session with Colin, when he had complained about his
new revenue control duties? Jen feels a tinge of remorse. Odd as he might be, Colin could
hardly be thought of as a ghoul.
She remembers more of the dream, her eyes widening: she hadn't a ticket and when
she asked the collector for one, he looked stupidly down at the rusted relic hanging around
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his neck and insisted, in a high-pitched whining voice, that she must have one to be on the
train.
Shivering now, she remembers the skin, like oily chamois leather and the two front
teeth hooked over each other. She starts as a snore erupts on the adjoining pillow, then is
relieved at this proof of another human presence and glances softly at the shape next to
her, before remembering the hideous cranking noise and the emaciated hands pulling the
lever on the ticket machine. The ghoul repeatedly tried until a scrap of pink paper
tentatively protruded. He clawed at the ticket, which responded by tearing in half. It
wasn't the sight of both pieces swirling towards the floor that stayed with her; it was the
awful bubbling sound coming from the ticket collector's throat as he clasped the machine
and backed away from her.
Jen breathes hard into the darkness. Not much to laugh about in the dream. Death
is there, in all its decaying decadence - and what about the sexual element - that machine
with its pink emissions! Definitely something about delivering the goods, a case of
performance anxiety. It must be more than worrying whether she's packed enough stuff
or if the Ell 1 is up to date. She needs to sort out the confusion in her life. She needs a
holiday. From today.
It's four thirty. A scalpel of light shows at the top of the curtains. In three hours'
time, Alan's alarm will beep-beep. And six hours after that they will be on their way to
Gatwick for the five o'clock Pakna flight.

I pulled open the string on the duffel bag, wondering if I should take the hat lying on the
bed. It was a brown, short-brimmed trilby. Frankie must have been here while I was on
night shift. I'd found an empty packet of his Lucky Strike in the bin. Palm Springs was
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too hot, he complained whenever I saw him. Lewisham suited him.
I fixed the hat on my head, tilted it to the right, and gazed at myself in the
wardrobe mirror. I'd seen a photo of Frankie in rehearsal, hunched over the piano, holding
a cup in his left hand, while his right hand skimmed the keys. I picked up a mug and
stared at my hands in the mirror. It was all wrong. Mine were twice as big as Frankie's
hands - and I didn't wear a wedding ring. I hurled the mug at the wall. It fell onto the bed.
A yellow stain spread over the pillow.
'Don't let it spoil the vacation.' He must have been there all the time. He stooped
towards the pillow and I saw that Frankie was bald on top. I'd never see him without his
hat. Funny, that. He gave me a crooked smile and passed the mug. Slowly taking the hat
off, I held it out but he shook his head, 'Keep it, kid.'
Happy ever after. Jen would realise her mistake and we'd soon be together. I put
the hat on my head and said, 'Do you, Jennifer Lawrie, take Colin Reilly to be your
lawful wedded husband?' Standing next to me, the best man, Francis Albert Sinatra looked
solemnly out of the wardrobe mirror. Then he slapped me on the back and loosened his
tie. 'Now let's kiss the bride,' he said.

The late August sun smiles wanly on the Lawrie family standing in the driveway of their
home, preparing to depart for their holiday. Jen looks up at the house and sees Gemma's
bedroom window is open.
'There's nothing worth nicking,' is the response when Jen requests that her
daughter close the window. Noting her father's set mouth, Gemma heads back to the
house and knocks over a milk bottle. It clatters off the step. Scowling, she bends to picks
it up.
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Alan puts his laptop in the boot and shouts, 'Don't be so clumsy!'
The door is slammed and a sigh, one of many that morning, escapes from Jen's
mouth. She keeps her voice low. 'Try not to antagonise her. You know she's self
conscious about her weight. It's a difficult age.'
'Every woman's excuse.' Slamming the boot, Alan looks at his watch, 'By the
time we hit the motorway, it'll be time to come back.' He stares up at the window. 'Come
on, Pansy Potter!'
I could rewind this, Jen thinks, take my case from the car and walk backwards up
the path, I could walk backwards into the hall, backwards up the stairs and fall backwards
into bed. And there I'd lie until I felt like getting up. Maybe mid afternoon. Then I'd open
the bottle of Pinot Grigio and get pleasantly drunk. Then I might phone up Addie and ask
her to come round, to help with the second bottle. Then we'd get unpleasantly drunk and
indulge in a little male-baiting.
The front door slams again. Gemma thrusts her way down the path. Jen, realising
that she doesn't know how to unlock a door without turning round, laughs wildly. Her
husband, leaning on the car bonnet while he reads the map, looks up and gives her a
questioning stare.
'Have you told the cattery when we come back?'
'Addie's going to collect them for us.'

I waited until it was dark. Most of the houses had their curtains drawn by the time I came
down from the woods. There was a light on next door to her. The old bloke must have still
been up. Keeping close to the fence, I made my way down Jen's garden to where I knew
she left the key. I'd watched the girl go there for it. Funny that somebody like Jen would
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leave a key lying about. But it was there by the rockery, under a statue of a little boy
without any clothes on. Disgusting, that.
I turned the key in the lock and stepped over the doorstep right into my Jen's
kitchen. Rear entry. From the outside it looks small, but once inside I could see that
it's quite big.
I closed the curtains. The side of her house looks onto fields. I hid there when I
watched her. It wasn't likely that there would be more of me about, but I didn't want to
take any chances.
When I turned round, wonders, oh wonders, hanging directly opposite me was a
blue check apron. The apron that my Jen wears. Trembling, I took it down from the hook
and buried my face in it. I could smell her on it. I kissed the sacred cloth, raised it before
me and bent my head through the cord.
She couldn't wait. Somewhere underneath, she was licking me, teasing me with her
mouth. Her hand cupped my balls. My dick started rising. I could hear her gasping,
'Frankie, Frankie,' while that arse of hers shuddered out in front. And - no leggings - but a
sequined Ava special. My little Jen had dressed for me. And for dinner. But the greedy
girl was spilling the remains of it down her party frock.
Her eagerness posed a bit of a problem. It was soaked. While I sponged it down at
the sink, I thought about how I would spend the rest of my visit. Funny how familiar the
kitchen felt. But I knew what it was. I had come home.
There was a calendar on the wall by the kitchen door. Next to today's date it said
'Valldemossa.' At the bottom of the page it had one word, 'Return.'
I went into the hall and upstairs. The fifth step creaked. I logged that for future
reference. When I got to the top, I wasn't prepared for what I saw. There they were in a
photograph, the two of them canoodling. He was all over her like a cheap suit - nuzzling
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her neck, while she just smiled straight at me from behind the glass. Betrayed. I wanted to
punch his lights out. He had that same smug look he has when he comes out of the
station.
I pushed open the door at the top and straight away I knew. She has this smell
and it was right there in the room. I looked at the bed, picked up her pillow and buried my
face in it. My Jen. Above the bed was a picture of a little boy sitting beside a pond with
his mum. His hand was pushing a little boat and I could imagine Jen and me on it, just
drifting away. There she was, looking up at the sky, laughing at one of my jokes, her head
buried in my shoulder. She couldn't stop giggling.
That's the thing about Jen. She always laughs at my jokes. Just like Dory did.
The drawer stuck when I opened it. I held it at both ends and pushed up. My
hands cupping her breasts. It sighed as it opened. Jen, you are revealed: a 34b
genuine romantic. Funny...! thought you were bigger than that. But lace, lace, lace. I buried
my nose up to the hilt. Silk, silk, silk.
She knew I was teasing, 'Come to bed, Frankie, please,' she whispered. Trembling,
I undressed, unlaced my shoes, pulled back the duvet and got hi the bed. Her face was wet
as she clung to me. Thrusting her hips against mine, insisting that I was the man for her and that jerk of a husband was a mistake. I revelled in it. I'd an idea she's be able to do
some fancy work with those legs of hers. I was not disappointed. 'Oh, Frankie, fill me
up,' she breathed, her tongue in my ear, while her legs wound themselves around me and
her hand went where no woman had gone before.
I slept. I don't know how long for, with my little Jen in my arms, her breath on
my shoulder. From time to time she moaned, 'Frankie, Frankie, is it really you?'
She wouldn't let go. Insatiable. I had no rest Her mouth was clamped to mine. She
begged. She moaned, Now, Frankie, please. Now. I want all of you. I can take it. Please.
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Her mouth opened. Her legs opened. I was swallowed whole.
Suddenly the lights went on. I blinked. There was a loud ringing. His voice tore her
from me. Her legs disappeared from my shoulders. I was in danger of losing my deposit.
His voice thundered over us: 'It's Alan here...if you want to leave a message...'
The duvet pressed down like a coffin lid. Pushing it back, I jumped out of the bed.
I was shaking. My little Jen had bewitched me. It was the answerphone and the lamp
must have been on some kind of timer.
From under the covers, she giggled. Til get you, my girl,' I said. Til be back.'
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12 Somethin' Stupid

It was ten past nine when we pulled in. Twenty five minutes of hell. That's what it had
been. And another nine hours to go before the end of the shift. The compartments were
heaving with people shouting about being late. The First Class lot, the ones with the
Season Tickets, were the worst, demanding refunds and complaint forms because their
seats were taken. The driver, Eddy, made an announcement about the delay - some
obstruction on the line. A guy shouted 'Blood on the tracks!' They all cheered and
laughed when the same tosser threw his coffee over me. All over my trousers. All over my
uniform trousers. 'Sorry, mate,' he said with a grin.
By the time we got to Charing Cross I was ready to tear the poxy uniform off. But
I'd get the boot if I said I was sick again. I couldn't afford that. I already owed Mrs D two
months' rent and I'd just ordered the new season's special, 'Tea Anyone?' as well as
another 'Lavender and Roses'.
I was shoved towards the barrier by the crowd behind me and pushed back by the
ones in front trying to get on the tram. Elbowing my way through, I thought about
walking out of the station and into the Strand, just going anywhere I liked without ever
having to go inside another train station.
'What, Colin, never everT Aunty Dory always teased when I was being stubborn.
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If I started walking now, it would take nearly a day to get to where Jen lives.
Knowing she wasn't there made me feel empty, like the house. She's in a place called
Valldemossa. It means Valley of the Mimosa. That's nice. I bought a Majorcan guide book
in the station. It's full of pictures of old buildings and smiley people riding about in
carriages. I can see us walking in the sun, Jen and me. She has that dreamy look she gets. I
hold out some pink flowers to her and she laughs. But I've still got my flowers. Then I
see the shadow next to her. He's putting flowers in her hair. My nails dig into my hands.
I'm clawing and ripping the petals. They fall and land in a big pink mash at my feet.

Perched on the end of the bed, Frankie fingered his monogrammed cufflinks and looked
around the room. 'Christ, kid, how do you survive this place? It smells bad.'
He fished in his pocket and brought out a packet of Lucky Strikes. 'I know what's
on your mind. You'll land your ass in jail if you go there again.' He lit a cigarette and
tossed the match at the window. It flickered past the curtains and hit the carpet. 'How
soon before you get caught?' Frankie said. 'You gotta make up your mind if she's worth
it. What's so special about this one, anyway? See if she'd still be interested if you didn't
hand over the money. That's what they're all after kid, the money. Find yourself a hooker
that does discount.'
I sat up. Frankie's voice softened, 'But it ain't only that. This one comes with
comph'cations. When old Daddy Bear finds you're flouncing around with Mommy Bear,
he's gonna feel mighty sore. And I've seen the guy; he'd flatten you with that bag he
hauls around. You gotta get her out of your system. Go see some of those other broads
you know. Forget about soulmates. Cellmates - that's what coming up.'
He put his arm around my shoulder. 'Don't think I don't know how hard it is,
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Romeo. Goddam it, I've been working out, pushing up the daisies for the last ten years
and still my muscles go patsy when I think of how me and her danced in the flames.' His
throat hoarse, Frankie continued, 'I lost that broad and I lost my voice, me - the greatest
song-and-dance man ever.' His blue eyes bored into mine,' She blew me away. Can you
believe it? You gotta make up your mind. It's ultimatum time. Tell her - he goes or I go.'
The key was where I'd left it. I sniffed the night air and smiled up at the stars twinkling
hello. The back door creaked when I opened it. You'd think he'd fix it. The trick is to lift
it slightly.
The kitchen was the same when I shone the Mag-lite around. The apron was on
the hook, but I left it for later; there was more important business to attend to. Go out of
kitchen, turn left and open door into living room, walk to the back of room. Draw curtains
back and open French windows into conservatory. Just like that.
Except the door was locked. And there was no sign of a key. I switched the light
on. The blinds were drawn, so I wouldn't be seen. They key wasn't in the pots on the
mantelpiece, or on any of the bookshelves. I looked under the cushions. I slid my hand
along the curtain rail, but it wasn't there either. I looked in the drawer in the desk next to
the mantelpiece and found a key. But it was too big when I tried to put it in the lock.
My nose started burning and there was a big lump hi my throat. My eyes stung like the
time 'Peek-a-boo' arrived and I couldn't even get it over my head. Six weeks I'd waited
and they'd sent me a kid's apron. I went back to the desk. It was full of broken pencils
and empty notebooks and an old photograph of a big white poodle outside some posh
house.
The clock made me jump. It sounded like Big Ben. It chimed ten times. Funny
that. I was used to hearing it from the other side of the door. And here I was, touching it 187

and anything else that I wanted to in the room.
There was still no sign of the key when I searched behind and underneath the
clock. I looked down at the fire, one of those fancy gas ones with fake coal, and thought of
Jen gazing into it. Aunty Dory always had paraffin heaters. For a moment, as I crouched
in front of Jen's fire, it felt as if the three of us were together.
I was still looking at the fireplace when I heard the whisper: 'In the grate, stoopid,
look in the grate. 1
And there it was. I blew the ash off it and made for the door. It fitted the lock
perfectly.
'You get to keep the glass slipper, Cinders,' Frankie said.
I couldn't put the lamp on in case I was spotted. It wasn't likely that anyone
would be in the woods at this time; and the old guy next door was probably in bed, but I
didn't want to chance being seen. Keeping the torch low, I shone it around the room.
What I needed was on the bottom shelf of the bookcase next to the sofa.
The index file was full of cards. I took out five of them, all with my name. I've
never seen her writing, funny that. I shone the Mag-lite on the first. The date said 10th
April. Next to 'core issues' it said attachment and loss/separation anxiety/obsessive
patterns/ boundaries.
It felt good, sitting there on the sofa, thinking of Jen picturing my face and what
I've said. I felt close to her.
Who's been sitting in Mummy Bear's chair then? I always thought it looked
comfy, squashy, just like Jen's bum. But it felt hard, maybe that's why she always looks
so serious. Or maybe it's something else.
Now, Jen, I wonder if you can tell me when the misery first started?
The first time ever you saw his face. That was a nice song. I wonder why Frankie
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never sang it. You've just given me a great idea, Jen. Now, you were saying...you didn't
realise how miserable you were until you met someone else. Can you tell me a bit about
this person, Jen? When did you first meet him?
It's engraved on your heart, you're saying. 10th April is your anniversary.
Perhaps you can tell me a little bit more about this special person, for example where did
you meet him?
Right here in this room? Are you saying he's a client? Oh, naughty Jen, what
happened to boundaries?
It's okay. Here, have one of the hankies. Cry me a river. Have the whole box...
This might be difficult, but it would help if you told me something about what
you think might happen when you are in this room with him.
Now you're saying that each tune you see him you want to throw yourself on top
of him, rip his shirt open, pull his boxers off...I think you might need to reconsider the
detail, Jen, real men wear Y fronts, you know - just like Superman.
But maybe you can tell me a bit more about this person who provokes such a
strong reaction...tell me something about the chemistryHe is stunningly handsome in his uniform. He can tell you everything you need to
know about train timetables and railway tickets. He makes you laugh. Yet he still manages
to be so modest in spite of all this? You're saying he brings out the maternal? Is there
anything else that maybe you haven't mentioned about this obvious God? Ah, I knew
there had to be more; it's okay, you can whisper it...you want to wear his apron.
'Another thing -'
Kneeling by the sofa, Frankie was shaking me awake. The birds were making a
right racket. I had fallen asleep while she went on about how we had to be careful, that I
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musn't wear aftershave, it drove her crazy and he might smell it. Shivering, I sat up and
blinked. Frankie's white shirt and red braces matched his bloodshot eyes.
- 'how do you think I liked it when she was fooling around with Artie Shaw?'
Frankie's eyes blazed into mine. 'I should have slapped that bastard.' Hooking his fingers
through the braces, he twanged them loudly. 'Slap! Slap! Slap! Slap!' He jumped to his
feet and threw himself down on Jen's chair. The birds stopped singing when he pulled his
hat over his face. The only sound was the rain beating against the glass roof.
The living room was cold. I pressed the button at the side of the fire and watched
the flames dance up. Funny things, fires. Nothing to beat a coal one. You don't get the
smell with the fake ones. Even paraffin smells better than nothing.
Crouching in front of the fire, warming my hands, I glanced up at the bookshelves.
Jen had lots of books, mostly counselling stuff. There was one called The Man Who
Mistook His Wife For A Hat. Maybe it was Jen lying on my bed, instead of Frankie's hat.
She'd written her name and the date inside the book: 'Jen Lawrie, 2001.' I put it back on
the shelf. The one next to it was called Sons, Mothers And Other Lovers. That's
disgusting. 'To Jen from Alan' it said inside. The blood rushed to my ears. It was as if
he'd punched me on the head. I nearly ripped the pages up.
There was a thump in the hall. I gripped the book and stared at the living room
door. Maybe it was one of her cats. Funny that I hadn't seen them about the place.
Maybe I should hide. But where? I could go behind the couch in the counselling room, but
I didn't want to wake Frankie.
Instead, I crept to the door and pushed it open. The cause of the noise, a
newspaper, lay on the mat. It was The Observer. That's nice. She probably thinks of me
when she reads it.
I went back to the shelves and slid the book back in its place. Sitting on the carpet
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by the fire, I saw Dory's face when she read me stories.
Aunty Dory liked her books. She waited until Casey went to the pub before she
got one out. There was one called Gone With The Wind. The voices she put on made me
laugh. The people were all la-dee-dah. The one I liked the most was mammy, a big black
woman who ran about squealing 'It ain't fittin', it just ain't fittin'!' Jen would suit
'Alabama maid.' It has a bib shaped like a heart. The stitching on the frills is really neat
Sometimes Dory would be this woman Scarlett, flick her hair and blink nineteen to the
dozen. 'Well Fiddle dee dee!' Dory said before she fell asleep in the chair with a fag in her
hand. I'd stub it out, but not before I'd have a couple of puffs.
After Casey lied about Millie and what I'd been doing with the apron, Aunty
Dory avoided my eyes. She and Casey had separate rooms since he spent half the week
elsewhere. She started going to bed early, saying she had a headache. I knew she was
reading because there was a pile of books in her room. Dory wouldn't let me finish when I
tried to tell her the truth. 'No, Colin, no. I can't take any more,' she'd say, putting her
hands to her head.
'O/z, the -weather outside is frightful, but the fire is so delightful...'

Frankie put an arm around me. I hadn't heard him come into the room.
'Nice touch, kid, providing a warm welcome for them when they get back.' He
laughed, opened his cigarette packet and tapped it. 'You never did tell her about that other
little housewarming venture, eh?' He struck a match and, cupping his hand around the
flame, lit a cigarette. He shook the match and blew smoke at the ceiling.
I didn't look at his eyes.
'It's okay, kid, we're a team, remember?' Frankie said softly. 'It was an accident.
Here - have one.' He held out the cigarette packet.
Frankie steadied my hand as he lit the cigarette for me.
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'You didn't take the rap. The guy took it. Just like I didn't take it for burning
those hotel rooms.' He drew hard on his cigarette and stared into the fire. 'It was after
Ava. Boy, I was still carrying the torch.'
He sat beside me in front of the fire. There was the sound of a car engine starting.
The clock struck eight. I was due in Grove Park by ten.
Frankie flicked his cigarette. It fell with a hiss onto the fake coals. His black patent
shoes gleamed in the firelight. He bent forward and laced one up. His voice was gruff.
'Mistakes happen. You took out a contract on the guy. She went with him. You weren't
to know she was in the room with him when you tipped that heater over.'
My teeth clattered like Sammy Davis tapping out a routine. Frankie was inside
my head, bringing out all the stuff I'd kept quiet about. I wanted him to shut up, but he
kept saying it wasn't my fault, blaming Dory for going back with Casey.
He swung me round to face him. The cigarette slipped from my fingers. 'What
about you, kid, you didn't stand a chance - no time for packing while that carpet was
burning. Opening night at Caesars couldn't get me screams like that. Boy, you really
brought the house down.'
He gripped my shoulders. The look in his eyes scorched my throat. 'You were the
one homeless again. Those guys with their little red engines weren't exactly Brooklyn
firefighters. It was all over by the time they turned up. You tried to save her.'
When I pulled away, his voice tightened with rage. 'You've walked through the
fire for this dame. She could have met you halfway. Now look at you - a no-hoper from
Hoboken.'
Then he was on his feet pleading. 'You gotta do something. There I was, stuck five
thousand miles away while Ava was in Spain blowing some bulfighter. How do you think
I felt?'
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I thought of the photo at the top of the stairs. His smug face. Her shiny eyes.
Leaning on the mantelpiece, Frankie struck a match. He stared at it, then grinned
and tossed it at the curtains. His hand was cold in mine as he pulled me to my feet. I felt
something in my hand. It was the matchbox. It was full when I opened it. I lit two. Singing
One For My Baby, Frankie sounded like the young Frankie. I held out the matches. He
took one and aimed it like a dart towards the bookshelves. And one more for the road I
sang, as mine landed on a cushion and Frankie laughed at me through the smoke.

Harriet's house is nice. The door has a knocker that look's like a lion's head. I like that.
Makes me feel brave every time I go there. Don't know why. It's not as if she's
unwelcoming or anything. Harriet swung a crystal. She told me that indecision was the
problem. Harriet looks a bit like a lion, with her frizzy hair and big head. Aunty Dory
would have liked her. Frankie says he's relieved. He says Harriet isn't interested in things
like sexual betrayal. He says she's straight down the line. I have so much to say to
Harriet. It makes me feel warm thinking about it. I don't see so much of Frankie these
days now that he's busy shooting pictures. He's thinking of getting married again. He
says he's finally over the Ava thing. But he's going to catch up with me soon, relive old
times.
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