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My desert-idand, al-time, top five most memorable split-ups, in chronologica order:

1) Alison Ashworth
2) Penny Hardwick
3) Jackie Allen

4) Charlie Nicholson
5) Sarah Kendrew

These were the ones that redly hurt. Can you see your name in that lot, Laura? | reckon you'd
sneak into the top ten, but there's no place for you in the top five; those places are reserved for
the kind of humiliations and heartbresks that you're just not @pable of ddivering. That probably
sounds cruder than it is meant to, but the fact is that we're too old to make each other miserable,
and that's a good thing, not a bad thing, so dont take your falure to make the lis persondly.
Those days are gone, and good fucking riddance to them; unhappiness redly meant something
back then. Now it's just a drag, like a cold or having no money. If you redly wanted to mess me
up, you should have got to me earlier.

1. Alison Ashworth (1972)

Most nights we used to mess around in the park around the corner from my house. | lived in
Hertfordshire, but 1 might just as wel have lived in any suburb in England: it was that sort of
suburb, and that sort of park — three minutes away from home, right across the road from alittle
row of shops (a VG supermarket, a newsagent, an off-license). There was nothing around that
could help you get your geographicad bearings, if the shops were open (and they closed at five-
thirty, and one o'clock on Thursdays, and dl day Sunday), you could go into the newsagent's and
look for alocal newspaper, but even that might not give you much of aclue.

We were twelve or thirteen, and had recently discovered irony — or at least, what | later
understood to be irony: we only alowed oursdves to play on the swings and the roundabout and
the other kids duff rugsing away in there if we could do it with a sort of sdf-conscious ironic
detachment. This involved ether an imitation of absentmindedness (whidling, or chatting, or
fiddling with a dgarette sub or a box of matches usudly did the trick) or a flirtation with danger,
s0 we jumped off the swings when they could go no higher, jumped on to the roundabout when it
would go no faster, hung on to the end of the swingboat until it reached an admog verticd
position. If you could somehow prove that these childish entertainments had the potentid to dash
your brains out, then playing on them became OK somehow.

We had no irony when it came to girls, though. There was just no time to develop it. One
moment they werent there, not in any form that interested us, anyway, and the next you couldnt
miss them; they were everywhere, dl over the place. One moment you wanted to clonk them on
the head for being your sister, or someone else's sster, and the next you wanted to . . . actudly,
we didnt know wha we wanted next, but it was something, something. Almost overnight, dl



these ssters (there was no other kind of girl, not yet) had become interesting, disturbing, even.

See, what did we have that was any different from what we'd had before? Squesaky voices, but
a squesky voice doesn't do much for you, redly — it makes you preposterous, not desirable. And
the sprouting pubic hairs were our secret, drictly between us and our Y-fronts, and it would be
years before a member of the opposite sex could verify that they were where they should be.
Girls, on the other hand, quite clearly had breasts, and, to accompany them, a new way of
waking: ams folded over the chest, a posture which smultaneously disguised and drew
atention to what had just happened. And then there was makeup and perfume, invariably cheap,
and inexpertly, sometimes even comicdly, applied, but gill a quite terrifying sign thet things hed
progressed without us, beyond us, behind our backs.

| started going out with one of them . . . no, that's not right, because | had absolutely no input
into the decison-making process And | cant say that she started going out with me, ether: it's
that phrase 'going out with' that's the problem, because it suggests some sort of parity and
equaity. What happened was that David Ashworth's sster Alison peded off from the femae
pack that gathered every night by the bench and adopted me, tucked me under her arm, and led
me away from the swingboat.

| can't remember now how she did this. | don't think | was even aware of it a the time,
because hdfway through our firg kiss my firg kiss | can recal feding utterly bewildered,
totdly unable to explan how Alison Ashworth and | had become o intimate. | wasn't even sure
how I'd ended up on her side of the park, avay from her brother and Mark Godfrey and the re<,
nor how we had separated from her crowd, nor why she tipped her face toward me so that | knew
| was supposed to put my mouth on hers. The whole episode defies any rationa explanation. But
al these things happened, and they happened again, most of them, the following evening, and the
evening after that.

What did | think | was doing? What did she think she was doing? When | want to kiss people
in that way now, with mouths and tongues and al tha, it's because | want other things too: sex,
Friday nights a the cinema, company and conversation, fused networks of family and friends,
Lemsips brought to me in bed when | am ill, anew pair of ears for my records and CDs, maybe a
little boy caled Jack and a little girl caled Holly or Maise, | haven't decided yet. But | didnt
want any of those things from Alison Ashworth. Not children, because we were children, and not
Friday nights at the pictures, because we went Saturday mornings, and not Lemsips, because my
mum did that, not even sex, especidly not sex, plesse God not sex, the filthie and most
terrifying invention of the early seventies.

So what was the significance of the snog? The truth is that there was no sgnificance; we were
just logt in the dark. One part imitation (people | had seen kissing by 1972: James Bond, Simon
Templar, Napoleon Solo, Barbara Windsor and Sid James or maybe Jm Dde, Else Tanner,
Omar Sharif and Julie Chrigie, Elvis, and lots of black-and-white people my mum wanted to
watch, dthough they never waggled their heads from side to dde) to one pat hormond davery
to one part peer group pressure (Kevin Bannister and Elizabeth Barnes had been & it for a couple
of weeks) to one part blind panic . . . there was no consciousness, no desire and no pleasure,
beyond an unfamiliar and moderately pleasant warmth in the gut. We were little animas, which
is not to imply tha by the end of the week we were tearing our tank tops off; just that,
metaphoricaly spesking, we had begun to sniff each other's bottoms, and we did not find the
odor entirely repellent.

But ligen, Laura On the fourth night of our rdationship | turned up in the park and Alison
was gtting on the bench with her am around Kevin Banniger, with Elizabeth Barnes nowhere in



sight. Nobody — not Alison, or Kevin, or me, or the sexudly uninitiated retards hanging off the
end of the swingboat sad anything a 4dl. | stung, and | blushed, and | suddenly forgot how to
walk without being aware of every single pat of my body. What to do? Where to go? | didn't
want to fight; | didnt want to gt there with the two of them; | didn't want to go home. So,
concentrating very hard on the empty No. 6 packets that marked out the path between the girls
and the boys, and not looking up or behind me or to either sde, | headed back toward the massed
ranks of the sngle maes hanging off the swing-boat. Hafway home, | made my only eror of
judgment: | stopped and looked a my watch, dthough for the life of me | don't know what | was
attempting to convey, or whom | was trying to kid. What sort of time, after dl, could make a
thirteen-year-old boy spin away from a girl and toward a playground, pams swesting, heart
racing, trying desperately not to cry? Certainly not four o'clock on alate September afternoon.

| scrounged afag off Mark Godfrey and went and sat on my own on the roundabott.

'Scrubber,’ spat Alison's brother David, and | smiled gratefully a him.

And that was that. Where had | gone wrong? First night: park, fag, snog. Second night: ditto.
Third night: ditto. Fourth night: chucked. OK, OK. Maybe | should have seen the sgns. Maybe |
was asking for it. Round about that second ditto | should have spotted that we were in a rut, that |
had dlowed things to fester to the extent that she was on the lookout for someone ese. But she
could have tried to tell me! She could a least have given me another couple of days to put things
right!

My relationship with Alison Ashworth had lasted sx hours (the two-hour gap between school
and Nationwide. times three), so | could hardly clam that I'd got used to having her around, that
| didn't know what to do with mysdlf. In fact, | can hardly recall anything about her at dl, now.

Long black hair? Maybe. Smdl? Smdler than me, certainly. Santed, dmost orientd eyes and
a dark complexion? That could have been her, or it could have been someone ese. Whatever.
But if we were doing this list in grief order, rather than chronologicad order, I'd put it right up
there a number two. It would be nice to think that as I've got older times have changed,
relaionships have become more sophidticated, femdes less crud, skins thicker, reactions
dharper, indincts more developed. But there dill seems to be an dement of tha evening in
everything that has happened to me since; dl my other romantic stories seem to be a scrambled
verson of that first one. Of course, | have never had to take that long walk again, and my ears
have not burned with quite the same fury, and | have never had to count the No. 6 packets in
order to avoid mocking eyes and floods of tears . . . not redly, not actudly, not as such. It just
fedsthat way, sometimes.

2. Penny Hardwick (1973)

Penny Hardwick was a nice girl, and, nowadays, I'm dl for nice girls, dthough then | wasnt so
sure. She had a nice mum and dad, and a nice house, detached, with a garden and a tree and a
fishpond, and a nice girl's haircut (she was blond, and she kept her hair a sort of sporty, clean,
wholesome, form-captain mid-length), and nice, amiling eyes, and a nice younger sster, who
smiled politdly when | rang the doorbell and kept out of the way when we wanted her to. She had
nice manne's — my mum loved her — and she aways got nice school reports. Penny was nice-
looking, and her top five recording artists were Carly Simon, Carole King, James Taylor, Cat
Stevens, and Elton John. Lots of people liked her. She was so nice, in fact, that she wouldnt let
me put my hand undernesth or even on top of her bra, and 0 | was finished with her, dthough
obvioudy | didn't tell her why. She cried, and | hated her for it, because she made me fedl bad.



| can imagine what sort of person Penny Hardwick became: a nice person. | know that she
went to college, did well, and landed a job as a radio producer for the BBC. | would guess that
she is bright, and serious-minded, maybe too much so, sometimes, and ambitious, but not in a
way that makes you want to vomit; she was a verson of dl these things when we went out, and
a another gage in my life | would have found dl these virtues datractive. Then, however, |
wasn't interested in qualities, just breasts, and she was therefore no good to me.

| would like to be able to tel you that we had long, interesting conversations, and that we
remaned firm friends throughout our teenage years — she would have made someone a lovey
friend — but | don't think we ever taked. We went to the pictures, to parties and to discos, and
we wrestled. We wredtled in her bedroom, and my bedroom, and her living room, and my living
room, and in bedrooms at parties, and in living rooms a parties, and in the summer we wrestled
on various plots of grass. We were wrestling over the sme old issue. Sometimes | got so bored
of trying to touch her breasts that | would try to touch her between her legs, a gesture that had a
sort of sdf-parodying wit about it: it was like trying to borrow a fiver, getting turned down, and
asking to borrow fifty quid instead.

These were the questions boys asked other boys a my school (a school that contained only
boys): 'Are you getting any?; 'Does she let you have any?; 'How much does she let you have?;
and s0 on. Sometimes the questions were derisory, and expected the answer 'No': "You're not
getting anything, are you?; 'You haven't even had a bit of tit, have you? Girls, meanwhile, had
to be content with the passive voice. Penny used the expression 'broken into”: 'l don't want to be
broken into yet,' she would explain patiently and maybe a little sadly (she seemed to understand
that one day — but not now — she would have to give in, and when it happened she wouldn't
like it) when she removed my hand from her chest for the one hundred thousandth time. Attack
and defense, invason and repulson . . . it was as if breasts were little pieces of property that had
been unlawfully annexed by the oppodte sex — they were rightfully ours and we wanted them
back.

Luckily, however, there were trators, fifth columnigs, in the opposng camp. Some boys
knew of other boys whose girlfriends would 'let’ them do anything, sometimes these girls were
supposed to have actively asssted in their own molestation. Nobody had ever heard of a girl who
had gone as far as undressng, or even removing or loosening undergarments, of course. That
would have been teking collaboration too far. As | understood it, these girls had smply
postioned themsdves in a way that encouraged access. 'She tucks her stomach in and
everything, Clive Stevens remarked agpprovingly of his brother's girlfriend; it took me nearly a
year to work out the import of this maneuver. No wonder | ill remember the stomach-tucker's
first name (Judith); there's a part of me that still wants to meet her.

Read any women's magazine and youll see the same complaint over and over agan: men —
those little boys ten or twenty or thirty years on — are hopeless in bed. They are not interested in
foreplay’; they have no desre to dimulate the erogenous zones of the opposite sex; they are
sfish, greedy, cdumsy, unsophigicated. These complaints, you can't help feding, are kind of
ironic. Back then, dl we wanted was foreplay, and girls werent interested. They didn't want to
be touched, caressed, stimulated, aroused; in fact, they used to thump us if we tried. It's not redly
very surprisng, then, that were not much good at dl that. We spent two or three long and
extremey formative years being told very forcibly not even to think about it. Between the ages
of fourteen and twenty-four, foreplay changes from being something that boys want to do and
girls don't, to something that women want and men can't be bothered with. (Or so they say. Me, |



like foreplay — mostly because the times when dl | wanted to do was touch are darmingly fresh
in my mind.) The perfect match, if you ask me, is between the Cosmo woman and the fourteen
year-old boy.

If somebody had asked me why | was so hell-bent on grabbing a piece of Penny Hardwick's
chest, | wouldn't have known what to say. And if somebody were to ask Penny why she was s0
hdll-bent on stopping me, I'll bet shed be stumped for an answer too. What was in it for me? |
wasn't asking for any sort of reciprocation, after al. Why didn't she want her erogenous zones
stimulated? | have no idea. All | know is tha you could, if you wanted to, find the answers to al
sorts of difficult questions buried in that terrible war-torn interregnum between the first pubic
hair and the first soiled Durex.

And in any case, maybe | didn't want to put my hand under Penny's bra as much as | thought.
Maybe other people wanted me to touch her more than | did. After a couple of months of
fighing on sofas dl over town with Penny, I'd had enough: | had admitted, unwisdy in
retrospect, to a friend that | wasn't getting anywhere, and my friend had told some other friends,
and | was the butt of a number of crud and unpleasant jokes. | gave Penny one lagt try, in my
bedroom while my mum and dad were a the town hal watching a loca dramatic society
interpretation of Toad of Toad Hall: | used a degree of force that would have outraged and
terrified an adult female, but got nowhere, and when | walked her home we hardly spoke.

| was offhand with her the next time we went out, and when she went to kiss me at the end of
the evening, | shrugged her off. 'What's the point? | asked her. ‘It never goes anywhere! The
time after that she asked whether | ill wanted to see her, and | looked the other way. We had
been going out for three months, which was as near to a permanent relaionship as you could get
in the fourth year. (Her mum and dad had even met my mum and dad. They liked each other.)
She cried, then, and | loathed her for making me fed guilty, and for making me finish with her.

| went out with a girl cdled Kim, who | knew for a fact had dready been invaded, and who (I
was correct in assuming) wouldn't object to being invaded again. Penny went out with Chris
Thomson from my class, a boy who had had more girlfriends than dl the rest of us put together. |
was out of my depth, and so was she. One morning, maybe three weeks after my last grapple
with Penny, Thomson came roaring into our form room. 'Oi, Heming, you spastic. Guess who |
knobbed last night?

| felt the room spin round.

"Y ou never got so much asahit of tit in three months, and | shagged her the first week!"

| believed him; everyone knew that he got whatever he wanted from whomever he saw. | had
been humiliated, beaten, outperformed; | fdt stupid, and smal, and much, much younger than
this unpleasant, overszed, big-mouthed moron. It shouldnt have mattered so much. Thomson
was in a league of his own when it came to matters of the lower body, and there were plenty of
little jerky cregps in 4b who had never so much as put ther am around a girl. Even my sde of
the debate, inaudible though it was, must have appeared impossbly sophidicated to them. |
wasn't losng that much face. But | ill couldn't understand what had happened. How had this
transformation in Penny been effected? How had Penny gone from being a girl who wouldn't do
anything to a girl who would do everything there was to do? Maybe it was best not to think about
it too hard; | didn't want to fed sorry for anybody €l se except me.

| expect Penny turned out al right, and | know | turned out al right, and | would suspect that
even Chris Thomson isn't the world's wors person. At leadt, it's hard to imagine him skidding
into his place of work, his bank or his insurance office or car showroom, chucking his briefcase
down and informing a colleague with raucous glee that he has 'knobbed sad colleague's wife. (It



is easy enough to imagine him knobbing the wife, however. He looked like a wife-knobber, even
then) Women who dissgpprove of men — and therés plenty to disapprove of — should
remember how we started out, and how far we have had to travel.

3. Jackie Allen (1975)

Jackie Allen was my friend Phil's girlfriend, and | pinched her off him, dowly, patiently, over a
period of months. It wasnit easy. It required a great ded of time, gpplication, and deception. Phil
and Jackie started going out together around the same time as Penny and | did, except they went
on and on: through the giggly, hormond fourth form, and the end-of-the-world 'O-levd and
school-leaving fifth, and on into the mock-adult sobriety of the lower sixth. They were our
golden couple, our Paul and Linda, our Newman and Woodward, living proof that in a faithless,
fickle world, it was possible to grow old, or a least older, without chopping and changing every
few weeks.

I'm not too sure why | wanted to fuck it al up for them, and for everyone who needed them to
go out together. You know when you see T-shirts piled up in a dothes shop, beautifully folded
and color-coded, and you buy one? It never looks the same when you taeke it home. It only
looked good in the shop, you redize too late, because it had its mates around it. Wdll, it was kind
of like that. 1 had hoped that if | went out with Jackie, then some of that eder-stateswoman
dignity would rub off on me, but of course without Phil, she didn't have any. (If that's what |
wanted, | should perhaps have looked for a way to go out with both of them, but that sort of thing
is hard enough to pull off when youre an adult; at seventeen it could be enough to get you stoned
to degth.)

Phil started working in a men's boutique on Saturdays, and | moved in. Those of us who didn't
work, or who, like me, worked after school but not on weekends, met on Saturday afternoons to
walk up and down High Street, spend too much time and too much money in Harlequin Records,
and ‘treat oursalves (we had somehow picked up our mothers vocabulary of postwar abstention)
to a filter coffee, which we regarded as the last word in French cool. Sometimes we cdled in to
see Phil; sometimes he let me use his daff discount. It didnt sop me from screwing his
girlfriend behind his back.

| knew, because both Alison and Penny had taught me, that busting up with someone could be
miserable, but | didn't know that getting off with someone could be miserable too. But Jackie and
| were miserable in a thrilling, grown-up way. We met in secret and phoned each other in secret
and had sex in secret and said things like 'What are we going to do? in secret and talked about
how nice it would be when we didn't have to do things in secret anymore. | never redly thought
about whether that was true or not. There wasn't time.

| tried not to run Phil down too much — | felt bad enough as it was, what with screwing his
girlfriend and dl. But it became unavoidable, because when Jackie expressed doubts about him, |
had to nurture those doubts as if they were tiny, Sckly kittens, until eventudly they became
surdy, hedthy grievances, with their own ca doors, which alowed them to wander in and out of
our conversation a will.

And then one night a a party | saw Phil and Jackie huddled together in a corner, and Phil was
obvioudy distressed, pale and near to tears, and then he went home, and the next morning $e
phoned up and asked if | wanted to go out for a wak, and we were away, and we weren't doing
things in secret anymore; and we lasted about three weeks.

Youd say that this was childish, Laura. You'd say that it is supid of me to compare Rob and



Jackie with Rob and Laura, who are in their mid-thirties, established, living together. Youd say
that adult adultery beats teenage adultery hands down, but you'd be wrong. | have been one point
of a triangle severd times since then, but tha firg point was the sharpest. Phil never spoke to me
again, our Saturday shopping crowd wouldnt have much to do with us either. My mum had a
phone cal from Phil's mum. School was, for afew weeks, uncomfortable.

Compare and contrast with what happens if | make that sort of mess now: | can go to different
pubs and clubs, leave the answering machine on, go out more, stay in more, fiddle around with
my socid compasses and drawv a new circle of friends (and anyway, my friends are never her
friends, whoever she might be), avoid dl contact with disgpproving parents. That sort of
anonymity was unavailable then, though. Y ou had to stand there and take it, whatever it was.

Wha perplexed me mogt of dl was the feding of flat disgppointment that overtook me when
Jackie cdled me that Sunday morning. | couldnt understand it. | had been plotting this capture
for months, and when capitulation came | fdt nothing — less than nothing, even. | couldnt tell
Jackie this, obvioudy, but on the other hand, | was quite unable to $ow the enthusiasm | felt she
needed, so | decided to have her name tattooed down my right arm.

| don't know. Scarring mysdf for life seemed much easier than having to tell Jackie that it had
al been a grotesque midtake, that I'd just been messing about; if | could show her the tattoo, my
peculiar logic ran, | wouldn't have to bother straining after words that were beyond me. | should
explain that | am not a tattoo kind of guy; | am, and was, nether rock'nroll go-to-hell decadent
or wredtling-team nuscular. But there was a disastrous fashion for them a our school around that
time, and | know for a fact tha seved men now in ther mid-thirties, accountants and
schoolteachers, personnd managers and computer programmers, have terrible messages (MUFC
KICK TOKILL, 'LYNYRD SKYNYRD') from that era burned into their flesh.

| was just going to have a discreet 'J 9 'R’ done on my upper am, but Victor the tattooist
wasn't having any of it.

'Which oneisshe?'J or 'R'?
"y
'‘And how long have you been seeing this'J bird, then?

| was frightened by the aggressve masculinity of the parlor — the other customers (who were
dl firmly wredling-team muscular, and seemed inexplicably amused to see me), the nude
women on the wadls, the lurid examples of sarvices offered, most of which were conveniently
located on Victor's forearms, even Victor's mildly offensive language.

'Long enough.’
'I'll fucking be the judge of that, not you.'

This struck me as an odd way to do business, but | decided to save this observation for another
time.

‘A couple of months.’
'And you're going to marry her, are you? Or have you knocked her up?
‘No. Neither.'
'S0 you're just going out? Y ou're not stuck with her?
'Y esh"
'And how did you meet her?
'She used to go out with afriend of mine!
'Did she now. And when did they break up?
‘Saturday.’
'Saturday.” He laughed like a drain. 'l don't want your mum in here moaning & me. Fuck off



out of it."
| fucked off out of it.

Victor was spot on, of course; in fact, | have often been tempted to seek him out when | have
been plagued by diseases of the heart. Hed be able to tell me in ten seconds whether someone
was worth a tattoo or not. But even after Phil and Jackie were ecdaticaly and tearfully reunited,
things didn't go back to the way they had been. Some of the girls a her school, and some of the
boys at ours, presumed that Jackie had been usng me to renegotiate the terms of her relationship
with Phil, and the Saturday shopping afternoons were never the same again. And we no longer
admired people who had gone out together for a long time; we were sarcastic about them, and
they were even sarcagtic about themsdlves. In a few short weeks, mock-marita status had ceased
to be something to aspire to, and had become a cause for scorn. At seventeen, we were becoming
as embittered and as unromantic as our parents.

See, Laura? You won't change everything around like Jackie could. It's happened too many
times, to both of us, well just go back to the friends and the pubs and the life we had before, and
leaveit at that, and nobody will notice the difference, probably.

4. Charlie Nicholson (1977-1979)

| met Charlie at tech: | was doing a media studies course, and she was studying design, and when
| first saw her | redized she was the sort of girl | had wanted to meet ever since I'd been old
enough to want to meet girls. She was tdl, with blond cropped har (she sad she knew some
people who were at St. Martin's with some friends of Johnny Rotten, but | was never introduced
to them), and she looked different and dramatic and exotic. Even her name seemed to me
dramatic and different and exotic, because up until then | had lived in a world where girls had
girls names, and not very interesting ones at that. She talked a lot, so that you didn't have those
terrible, strained slences that seemed to characterize most of my sixthrform dates, and when she
taked she sad remarkably interesting things — about her course, about my course, about music,
about films and books and palitics.

And she liked me. She liked me. She liked me. She liked me. Or at leadt, | think she did. | think
she did. Etc. | have never been entirdy sure what it is women like about me, but | know that
ardor heps (even | know how difficult it is to resst someone who finds you irresgtible), and |
was certainly ardent: | didnt make a nuisance of mysdf, not until the end, anyway, and | never
outstayed my welcome, not while there was gill a welcome to be outstayed; but | was kind and
sncere and thoughtful and devoted and | remembered things about her and | told her she was
beautiful and bought her little presents that usudly referred to a conversation we had had
recently. None of this was an effort, of course, and none of it was done with any sense of
cdculation: 1 found it easy to remember things about her, because | didn't think about anything
s, and | redly did think she was beautiful, and | would not have been able to prevent mysdf
from buying her little presents and | did not have to feign devotion. There was no effort
involved. So when one of Charlies friends, a girl cdled Kate, sad wigfully one lunchtime that
she wished she could find somebody like me, | was surprised and thrilled. Thrilled because
Charlie was ligening, and it didn't do me any harm, but surprised because al | had done was act
out of sdf-interest. And yet this was enough, it seemed, to turn me into someone desrable.
Weird.

And, anyway, by moving to London | had made it easer to be liked by girls. At home, most
people had known me, or my mum and dad — or had known somebody who knew me, or my



mum and dad — when | was little, and consequently 1'd dways had the uncomfortable feding
that my boyhood was about to be exposed to the world. How could you take a girl out for an
underage drink in a pub when you knew you had a scout uniform 4ill hanging in your closet?
Why would a girl want to kiss you if she knew (or knew somebody who knew) that just a few
years before, you had ingsted on sewing souvenir patches from the Norfolk Broads and Exmoor
on your anorak? There were pictures dl over my parents house of me with big ears and
disastrous clothes, dtting on tractors, clapping with glee as miniature trains drew into minigture
dations, and though later on, distressngly, girlfriends found these pictures cute, it dl seemed too
close for comfort then. It had only taken me six years to change from a tenyear-old to a sixteen+
year-old; surdy sx years wasn't long enough for a trandformation of that magnitude? When |
was Sixteen, that anorak with the patches on was just a couple of sizestoo small.

Charlie hadn't known me as a ten-year-old, however, and she didn't know anybody who knew
me, either. She knew me anly as a young adult. | was dready old enough to vote when | met her;
| was old enough to spend the night with her, the whole night, in her hal of resdence, and have
opinions, and buy her a drink in a pub, secure in the knowledge that my driving license with its
scrambled proof of age was in my pocket . . . and | was old enough to have a history. At home |
didnt have a higtory, just stuff that everybody aready knew, and that, therefore, wasn't worth
repesting.

But | Hill fdt a fraud. | was like al those people who suddenly shaved their heads and sad
they'd always been punks, they'd been punks before punk was even thought of: | felt as though |
was going to be found out a any moment, that somebody was going to burst into the college bar
brandishing one of the anorak photos and yelling, 'Rob used to be a boy! A litile lad!,' and
Charlie would see it and pack me in. It never occurred to me that she probably had a whole pile
of books about ponies and some ridiculous party dresses hidden away a her parents place in St
Albans. As far as | was concerned, she had been born with enormous earrings, drainpipe jeans,
and an incredibly sophigticated enthusasm for the works of some guy who used to splodge
orange paint around.

We went out for two years, and for every sngle minute | fdt as though | was sanding on a
dangeroudy narrow ledge. | couldnt ever get comfortable, if you know what | mean; there was
no room to sretch out and relax. | was depressed by the lack of flamboyance in my wardrobe. |
was fretful about my abilities as a lover. | couldn't understand what she saw in the orange-paint
guy, however many times she explained. | worried that | was never ever going to be adle to say
anything interesting or amusing to her aout anything a dl. | was intimidated by the other men
in her desgn course, and became convinced that she was going to go off with one of them. She
went off with one of them.

| logt the plot for a while then. And | logt the subplot, the script, the soundtrack, the intermission,
my popcorn, the credits, and the exit sgn. | hung around Charlies hdl of resdence until some
friends of hers caught me and threatened to give me a good kicking. | decided to kill Marco
(Marca!), the guy she went off with, and spent long hours in the middle of the night working out
how to do it, dthough whenever | bumped into him | just muttered a gregting and doped off. |
did a spot of shoplifting, the precise motivation for which escgpes me now. | took an overdose of
Vdium, and stuck a finger down my throat within a minute. | wrote endless leiters to her, some
of which | posted, and scripted endless conversations, none of which we had. And when | came
around, after a couple of months of darkness, | found to my surprise that | had flunked my course
and was working in Record and Tape Exchange in Camden.



Everything happened so fadt. | had kind of hoped that my adulthood would be long and mesaty
and indructive, but it adl took place in those two years, sometimes it seems as though everything
and everyone that have happened to me since were just minor distractions. Some people never
got over the gixties, or the war, or the night their band opened for the Rolling Stones a the
Marquee, and spend the rest of thelir days waking backwards, | never redly got over Charlie.
That was when the important Stuff, the tuff that defines me, went on.

Some of my favorite songs: 'Only Love Can Bresk Your Heart' by Nell Young; 'Last Night |
Dreamed That Somebody Loved M€ by the Smiths, 'Cdl M€ by Aretha Franklin; ‘| Don't Want
to Talk About It' by anybody. And then there's 'Love Hurts and "When Love Bresks Down' and
'How Can You Mend a Broken Heart' and The Speed of the Sound of Loneliness and 'She's
Gone and 'l Jugt Dont Know What to Do with Mysdf 'and . . . some of these songs | have
listened to around once a week, on average (three hundred times in the first month, every now
and again theregfter), snce | was Sxteen or nineteen or twenty-one. How can that not leave you
bruised somewhere? How can that not turn you into the sort of person liable to bresk into little
bits when your first love goes dl wrong? What came fire, the music or the misary? Did | ligen
to music because | was miserable? Or was | miserable because | listened to music? Do al those
records turn you into a melancholy person?

People worry about kids playing with guns, and teenagers watching violent videos, we ae
scared that some sort of culture of violence will teke them over. Nobody worries about kids
ligening to thousands, literaly thousands, of songs about broken hearts and regection and pain
and misery and loss. The unhappiest people | know, romantically speaking, are the ones who like
pop music the mogt; and | don't know whether pop music has caused this unhappiness, but |
know that they've been ligening to the sad songs longer than they've been living the unhappy
lives

Anyway. Heres how not to plan a career: (8) split up with girlfriend; (b) junk college; (c) go to
work in record shop; (d) stay in record shops for rest of life. You see those pictures of people in
Pompeii and you think, how weird: one quick game of dice after your tea and you're frozen, and
that's how people remember you for the next few thousand years. Suppose it was the first game
of dice youve ever played? Suppose you were only doing it to keep your friend Augustus
company? Suppose youd just a tha moment finished a brilliant poem or something? Wouldnt it
be annoying to be commemorated as a dice player? Sometimes | look a my shop (because |
haverit let the grass grow under my feet the last fourteen yearst About ten years ago | borrowed
the money to start my own!), and a my regular Saturday punters, and | know exactly how those
inhabitants of Pompeii mug fed, if they could fed anything (dthough the fact that they can't is
kind of the point of them). I'm stuck in this pose, this shop-managing pose, forever, because of a
few short weeks in 1979 when | went a bit potty for a while. It could be worse, | guess, | could
have waked into an amy recruting office, or the nearest abattoir. But even so, | fed as though |
mede a face and the wind changed, and now | have to go through life grimacing in this horrible
way. Eventudly | stopped pogting the letters, a few months after that | stopped writing them, too.
| ill fantasized about killing Marco, dthough the imagined deaths became swifter (I dlow him
a brief moment to regiger, and then BLAM!) — | didnt go in quite SO much for the sicko dow
duff. | darted deeping with people again, dthough every one of these affairs | regarded as a
fluke, a one-off, nothing likdy to dter my dismd sdf-perception. (And, like James Stewart in
Vertigo, | had developed a 'type: cropped blond hair, arty, dizzy, garrulous, which led to some
disastrous mistakes.) | stopped drinking so much, | stopped listening to song lyrics with quite the



same morbid fascinaion (for a while, | regarded just about any song in which somebody had lost
somebody dse as spookily relevant, which, as that covers the whole of pop musc, and as |
worked in a record shop, meant | felt pretty spooked more or less the whole time), | stopped
condructing the killer one-liners that left Charlie writhing on the floor with regret and <df-
loathing.

| made sure, however, that | was never in anything, work or reaionships, too deep: |
convinced mysdf that | might get the cdl from Charlie a any moment, and would therefore have
to legp into action. | was even unsure about opening my own shop, just in case Charlie wanted
me to go abroad with her and | wasn't able to move quickly enough; marriage, mortgages, and
fatherhood were out of the question. | was redigtic too: every now and again | updated Charlie's
life, imagining a whole series of disastrous events (She's living with Marco! They've bought a
place together! She's married him! She's pregnant! She's had a little girl!), just to keep mysdf on
my toes, events which required a whole series of readjusments and conversons to keep my
fantases dive. (Shell have nowhere to go when they litt Shell really have nowhere to go
when they split, and I'll have to support her financidly! Marriagell wake her up! Taking on
another man's kid will show her what a grest guy | am!) There was no news | couldn't handle
there was nothing she and Marco could do that would convince me that it wasnt dl just a stage
we were going through. They are together ill, for al | know, and, as of today, | am unattached

agan.
5. Sarah Kendrew (1984-1986)

The lesson | learned from the Charlie debacle is that you've got to punch your weight. Charlie
was out of my class too pretty, too smart, too witty, too much. What am 1? Average. A
middleweight. Not the brightest bloke in the world, but certainly not the dimmest: | have read
books like The Unbearable Lightness of Being and Love in the Time of Cholera, and understood
them, | think (they were about girls, right?), but 1 dont like them very much; my dl-time top five
favorite books are The Big Seep by Raymond Chandler, Red Dragon by Thomas Harris, Sweet
Soul Music by Peter Guranick, The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams, and, |
dont know, something by William Gibson, or Kurt Vonnegut. | read the Guardian and the
Observer, as wel as the New Musical Express and music glosses; | am not averse to going down
to Camden to watch subtitled films (top five subtitled films  Betty Blue, Subway, Tie Me Up! Tie
Me Down!, The Vanishing, Diva), dthough on the whole | prefer American films. (Top five
American films, and therefore the best films ever made: The Godfather, The Godfather Part II,
Taxi Driver, Goodfellas, and Reservoir Dogs.)

I'm OK-looking; in fact, if you put, say, Me Gibson on one end of the looks spectrum and,
say, Berky Edmonds from school, whose grotesque ugliness was legendary, on the dher, then |
reckon I'd be on Md's 9de, just. A girlfriend once told me that | looked a bit like Peter Gabrid,
and he's not too bad, is he? I'm average height, not dim, not fat, no unsghtly facia hair. | keep
mysdlf clean, wear jeans and Tshirts and a leather jacket more or less dl the time gpart from in
the summer, when | leave the leather jacket & home | vote Labour. | have a pile of classc
comedy videos — Monty Python, Fawlty Towers, Cheers, and so on. | can see what feminists are
on about, most of the time, but not the radica ones.

My genius, if | can cdl it that, is to combine a whole load of averageness into one compact
frame. I'd sy that there were millions like me, but there arent, redly: lots of blokes have
impeccable music taste but don't read, lots of blokes read but are redly fat, lots of blokes are



sympeathetic to feminism but have stupid beards, lots of blokes have a Woody Allen sense of
humor but look like Woody Allen. Lots of blokes drink too much, lots of blokes behave stupidly
when they drive cars, lots of blokes get into fights, or show off about money, or take drugs. |
don't do any of these things, redly; if | do OK with women, it's not because of the virtues | have,
but because of the shadows | don't have.

Even so, youve got to know when youre out of your depth. | was out of my depth with
Charlie; after her, | was determined never to get out of my depth again, and so for five years,
until I met Sarah, | just paddled around in the shallow end. Charlie and | didn't match. Marco and
Charlie matched; Sarah and | maiched. Sarah was average-dtractive (smdlish, dim, nice big
brown eyes, crooked teeth, shoulder-length dark hair that always seemed to need a cut no matter
how often she went to the hairdressar's), and she wore clothes that were the same as mine, more
or less. All-time top five favorite recording artists Madness, Eurythmics, Bob Dylan, Joni
Mitchell, Bob Marley. All-time top five favorite films National Velvet, Diva (hey!), Gandhi,
Missing, Wuthering Heights.

And she was sad, in the origind sense of the word. She had been dumped a couple of years
before by a sort of mae equivaent to Charlie, a guy cdled Michag who wanted to be something
a the BBC. (He never made it, the wanker, and each day we never saw him on TV or heard him
on the radio, something insde us rgoiced.) He was her moment, just as Charllie was mine, and
when they split, Sarah had sworn off men for a while, just as | had sworn off women. It made
sense to swear off together, to pool owr loathing of the opposite sex and get to share a bed with
someone a the same time. Our friends were al pared off, our careers seemed to have hardened
into permanence, we were frightened of being left done for the rest of our lives. Only people of a
certain digoogtion are frightened of being done for the rest of their lives a twenty-sx; we were
of that digpostion. Everything seemed much later than it was, and after a few months she moved
in with me.

We couldn't fill a room. | dont mean that we didn't have enough stuff: she had loads of books
(she was an English teacher), and | had thousands of records, and the flat is pretty poky anyway
— I've lived here for over ten years, and most days | fed like a cartoon dog in a kennel. | mean
that neither of us seemed loud enough, or powerful enough, so that when we were together, | was
conscious of how the only space we occupied was that taken up by our bodies. We couldn't
project the way some couples can.

Sometimes we tried, when we were out with people even quieter than we; we never taked
about why we suddenly became shriller and louder, but I'm sure we both knew that it happened.
We did it to compensate for the fact that life was going on esewhere, that somewhere Michadl
and Charlie were together, having a better time than we with people more glamorous than us, and
making a noise was a sort of defiant gesture, a futile but necessary lagt stand. (You can see this
everywhere you go: young, middle-class people whose lives are beginning to disappoint them
making too much noise in restaurants and clubs and wine bars. 'Look a me! I'm not as boring as
you think 1 am! | know how to have fun!" Tragic. I'm glad | learned to stay home and sulk.) Ours
was a mariage of convenience as cynicd and as mutuadly advantageous as any, and | redly
thought that | might spend my life with her. | wouldn't have minded. She was OK.

Theres ajoke | saw in a Stcom once — Man About the House, maybe? — aterribly unsound
joke, wherein a guy takes a redly fat girl with specs out for the evening, gets her drunk, and
makes a move on her when he takes her home. 'I'm not that kind of girl!" she shrieks. He looks at
her aghast. 'But . . . but you must be,' the bloke says. It made me laugh when | was sixteen, but |
didnt think about it again until Sarah told me she had met someone ese. 'But . . . but you can't



have' | wanted to splutter. | dont mean that Sarah was unfanciable — she wasn't, by any means,
and anyway, this other guy must have fancied her. | just mean that her meeting someone ese was
contrary to the whole spirit of our arangement. All we redly had in common (our shared
admiration of Diva did nat, if truth be told, last us much beyond the firs few months) was that
we had been dumped by people, and that on the whole we were agangt dumping — we were
fervent antidumpers. So how come | got dumped?

| was being unredidtic, of course. You run the risk of losing anyone who is worth spending
time with, unless you are so paranoid about loss that you choose someone unlosable, somebody
who could not possibly apped to anybody ese a dl. If you're going to go in for this uff a dl,
you have to live with the posshility that it won't work out, that somebody cdled Marco, say, or
in this case, Tom, is going to come aong and upset you. But | didnt see it like that a the time.
All | saw then was that I'd moved down a divison and that it ill hadn't worked out, and this
seemed a cause for agreat deal of misery and sef-pity.

And then | met you, Laura, and we lived together, and now you've moved out. But, you know,
youre not offering me anything new here; if you want to force your way onto the ligt, you'll have
to do better than this. I'm not as vulnerable as | was when Alison or Charlie dumped me, you
haven't changed the whole dructure of my daily life like Jackie did, you havent made me fed
bad about mysdf like Penny did (and theréds no way you can humiliate me, like Chris Thomson
did), and I'm more robust than | was when Sarah went — | know, despite dl the gloom and sdf-
doubt that bubbles up from the degp when you get dumped, that you did not represent my last
and best chance of ardationship. So, you know. Nicetry. Close, but no cigar. See you around.



now . ..



One

She leaves firg thing Monday morning with a hold-al and a carrier bag. It's sobering, redly, to
see how little she is taking with her, this woman who loves her things, her tegpots and her books
and her prints and the little sculpture she bought in India | look a the bag and think, Jesus, this
is how much she doesn't want to live with me.

We hug at the front door, and she's crying alittle.

'l don't redly know what I'm doing,’ she says.

I can see that,' | say, which is sort of a joke and sort of not. 'You don't have to go now. You
can stay until whenever.’

‘Thanks. But we've done the hard part now. | might aswdll, you know . . .
'Wdll, stay for tonight, then.'
But she just grimaces, and reaches for the door handle.

It's a dumsy exit. She hasn't got a free hand, but she tries to open the door anyway and cant,
s0 | do it for her, but I'm in the way, so | have to go through on to the landing to let her out, and
she has to prop the door open because | haven't got a key, and | have to squeeze back past her to
catch the door before it shuts behind her. And that'siit.

| regret to say that this great feding, part liberation and pat nervous excitement, enters me
somewhere around my toes and sweeps through me in a great wave. | have felt this before, and |
know it doesnt mean that much — confusingly, for example, it doesnt mean that I'm going to
fed ecdaticdly happy for the next few weeks. But | do know that | should work with it, enjoy it
whileit lagts.

This is how | commemorate my return to the Kingdom of the Single | st down in my chair,
the one that will say here with me, and pick bits of the suffing out of the am; | light a cigarette,
even though it is dill early and | dont redly fed like one, amply because | am now free to
smoke in the flat whenever | want, without rows; | wonder whether | have dready met the next
person | will deep with, or whether it will be someone currently unknown to me; | wonder what
she looks like, and whether well do it here, or a her place, and wha that place will be like |
decide to have a Chess Records logo painted on the Stting room wall. (There was a shop in
Camden that had them al, Chess, Stax, Motown, Trojan, stenciled onto the brickwork beside the
entrance, and it looked brilliant. Maybe | could get hold of the guy who did that and ask him to
do smdler versons here.) | fed OK. | fed good. | go to work.

My shop is cdled Championship Vinyl. | sdl punk, blues, soul, and R&B, a bit of ska, some
indie duff, some gxties pop, everything for the serious record collector, as the ironicdly old-
fashioned writing in the window says. Were in a quiet dreet in Holloway, carefully placed to
dtract the bare minimum of window-shoppers, theré's no reason to come here a al, unless you
live here, and the people that live here dont seem teribly interested in my Stff Little Fingers
white labd (twenty-five quid to you — | paid seventeen for it in 1986) or my mono copy of
Blonde on Blonde.

| get by because of the people who make a specid effort to shop here Saturdays — young
men, dways young men, with John Lennon specs and lesther jackets and armfuls of square



carier bags — and because of the mal order: | advertise in the back of the glossy rock
magazines, and get letters from young men, adways young men, in Manchester and Glasgow and
Ottowa, young men who seem to spend a disproportionate amount of their time looking for
deleted Smiths singles and 'ORIGINAL NOT RE-RELEASED' underlined Frank Zappa abums.
They're as close to being mad as makes no difference.

I'm late to work, and when | get there Dick is aready leaning againgt the door reading a book.
He's thirty-one years old, with long, greasy black hair; hes wearing a Sonic Youth T-shirt, a
black leather jacket that is trying manfully to suggest that it has seen better days, even though he
only bought it a year ago, and a Wadkman with a pair of ludicroudy large headphones which
obscure not only his ears but haf his face. The book is a paperback biography of Lou Reed. The
carrier bag by his feet — which redly has seen better days — advertises a violently fashionable
American independent record labdl; he went to a great ded of trouble to get hold of it, and he
gets very nervous when we go anywhere near it. He uses it to carry tapes around; he has heard
mogt of the music in the shop, and would rather bring new stuff to work — tapes from friends,
bootlegs he has ordered through the post — than wagte his time ligening to anything for a
second time. (‘Want to come to the pub for lunch, Dick? Barry or | ask him a couple of times a
week. He looks mournfully at his little stack of cassettes and sighs. 'I'd love to, but I've got dl
these to get through.)

'‘Good morning, Richard.

He fumbles nervoudy with the giant headphones, gets one side stuck around his ear, and the

other sdefals over one eye.

'Oh, hi. Hi, Rob.'

'Sorry I'm late.”

'No, no problem.’

‘Good weekend?

| unlock the shop as he scrabbles around for his stuff.

‘All right, yeah, OK. | found the firg Liquorice Comfits dbum in Camden. The one on
Testament of Y outh. It was never released here. Japanese import only.'

'Great.' | don't know what the fuck he's talking about.

'l tape it for you.'

‘Thanks!'

" 'Cos you liked their second one, you said. Pop, girls, etc. The one with Hattie Jacques on the
cover. You didn't see the cover, though. You just had the tape | did for you.'

I'm sure he did tgpe a Liquorice Comfits dbum for me, and I'm sure | said | liked it, too. My
flat isfull of tapes Dick has made me, most of which I've never played.

'How about you, anyway? Y our weekend? Any good? No good?

| cannot imagine what kind of conversaion wed have if | were to tdl Dick about my
weekend. He'd probably just crumble to dust if | explained that Laura had Ieft. Dick's not big on
that sort of thing; in fact, if | were ever to confess anything of a remotely persond nature — that
| had a mother and father, say, or that 1'd been to school when | was younger — | reckon held just
blush, and sammer, and ask if I'd heard the new Lemonheads album.

‘Somewhere in between. Good bits and bad bits!’

He nods. Thisis obvioudy the right answer.

The shop amédlls of stde smoke, damp, and plastic dust-covers, and it's narrow and dingy and
dirty and overcrowded, partly because that's what | wanted — this is what record shops should
look like, and only Phil Collinss fans bother with those that look as clean and wholesome as a



suburban Habitat, and partly because | can't get it together to clean or redecorate it.

There are browser racks on each sde, and a couple more in the window, and CDs and
cassttes on the walls in glass cases, and that's more or less the sze of it; it's just about big
enough, provided we dont get any customers, so most days it's just about big enough. The
stockroom at the back is bigger than the shop part in the front, but we have no stock, redly, just a
few piles of secondhand records that nobody can be bothered to price up, so the stockroom is
mastly for messing about in. I'm sick of the sight of the place, to be honest.

Some days I'm afrad I'll go berserk, rip the Elvis Cogselo mobile down from the celing,
throw the 'Country Artists (Made) A-K' rack out into the dreet, go off to work in a Virgin
Megastore, and never come back.

Dick puts a record on, some West Coast psycheddic thing, and makes us some coffee while |
go through the pogt; and then we drink the coffee; and then he tries to stuff some records into the
bulging, cresking browser iacks while | parcd up a couple of mail orders, and then | have a look
a the Guardian quick crossword while he reads some American import rock magazine; then he
has a look at the Guardian quick crossword while | read the American import magazine, and
before we know it, it's my turn to make the coffee.

At about hdf-past eeven, an Irish drunk caled Johnny stumbles in. He comes to see us about
three times a week, and his vidits have become choreographed and scripted routines that neither
he nor | would want to change. In a hogtile and unpredictable world, we rely on each other to
provide something to count on.

'Fuck off, Johnny," | tel him.

'So my money's no good to you? he says.

"Y ou haven't got any money. And we haven't got anything that you want to buy.'

This is his cue to launch into an enthusiagtic rendition of Danas 'All Kinds of Everything,
which is my cue to come out from behind the counter and lead him back toward the door, which
is his cue to hurl himsdf a one of the browser racks, which is my cue to open the door, loosen
his grip on the rack with the other, and push. We devised these moves a couple of years ago, 0
weve got them off pat now.

Johnny is our only prelunch customer. Thisisn't ajob for the wildly ambitious.

Bary doesnt show up until after lunch, which isn't unusud. Both Dick and Bary were employed
to work part-time, three days each, but shortly after I'd taken them on they both started turning
up every day, including Saturdays. | didn't know what to do about it — if they redly had
nowhere ese to go and nothing else to do, | didnt want to, you know, draw attention to it, in case
it prompted some sort of spiritud criss — 0 | upped their money a bit and left it at that. Barry
interpreted the pay rise as a Sgnd to cut his hours back, so | havent given him one since. That
was four years ago, and he's never said anything about it.

He comes into the shop humming a Clash riff. Actudly, 'humming' is the wrong word: hes
making that guitar noise thet dl little boys make, the one where you sick your lips out, clench
your teeth and go 'DA-DA!" Barry isthirty-three years old.

'‘Awlright boys? Hey, Dick, what's this music, man? It ginks' He makes a face and holds his
nose. 'Phwooar.’

Barry ntimidates Dick, to the extent that Dick rarely says a word when Barry is in the shop. |
only get involved when Bary is being redly offendgve, so | just watch Dick reach for the hi-fi on
the shelf above the counter and turn the cassette off.

"Thank fuck for that. You're like a child, Dick. You need watching dl the time. | dont know



why | should have to do it dl, though. Rob, didn't you notice what he was putting on? What are
you playing at, man?

He taks rdentlesdy, and more or less everything he says is gibberish. He taks a lot about
music, but dso a lot about books (Terry Pratchett and anything else which features mongers,
planets, and s0 on), and films, and women. Pop, girls, etc., as the Liquorice Comfits said. But his
conversation is Smply enumeration: if he has seen a good film, he will not describe the plot, or
how it made him fed, but where it ranks in his best-of-year ligt, his best-of-dl-time lig, his best-
of-decade liss — he thinks and taks in tens and fives, and as a consequence, Dick and | do too.
And he makes us write ligs as wdl, dl the time 'OK, guys Top five Dudin Hoffman films' Or
guitar solos, or records made by blind musicians, or Gerry and Sylvia Anderson shows (I don't
believe you've got Captain Scarlet at number one, Dick. The guy was immortad! What's fun about
that?), or sweets that come in jars (If ether of you have got Rhubarb and Custard in the top five,
I'm resigning now.").

Barry puts his hand into his leather jacket pocket, produces a tape, puts it in the machine, and
jacks up the volume. Within seconds the shop is shaking to the bass line of 'Waking on
Sunshine,' by Katrina and the Waves. It's February. It's cold. It's wet. Laura has gone. | don't
want to hear 'Walking on Sunshine." Somehow it doesn't fit my mood.

Turn it off, Barry.' | have to shout, like alifeboat captain in agde.

'lt won't go up any more.’

'l didn't say 'up,’ you fuckwit. | said 'off.""

He laughs, and walks through into the stockroom, shouting out the torn parts. 'Da DA! da da
dadada-dada-da-da-da'l turnit off mysdlf, and Barry comes back into the shop.

'What are you doing?

'l don't want to hear 'Walking on Sunshine!!"

"That's my new tape. My Monday morning tape. | made it last night, specidly.’

'Y eah, well, it's fucking Monday afternoon. Y ou should get out of bed earlier.’

'And you'd have let me play it this morning, would you?

‘No. But a least thisway I've got an excuse.'

'Don't you want something to cheer you up? Bring a bit of warmth to your miserable middle-
aged bones?

‘Nope.'

'What do you want to hear when you're pissed off then?

'l don't know. Not "'Walking on Sunshine,' for agtart.’

'OK, I'll wind it on.’

'What's next?

"'Little Latin Lupe Lu."'

| groan.

'Mitch Ryder and the Detroit Whedls? Dick asks.

'‘No. The Righteous Brothers! You can hear the defensveness in Barry's voice. He has
obvioudy never heard the Mitch Ryder version.

'Oh. Oh well. Never mind.' Dick woud never go o far as to tel Barry that he's messed up, but
the implication is dear.

'What? says Barry, bristling.

‘Nothing."

'No, come on. What's wrong with the Righteous Brothers?

'Nothing. | just prefer the other one,' says Dick mildly.



‘Bollocks!

'How can it be bollocks to state a preference? | ask.

'If it's the wrong preference, it's bollocks.’

Dick shrugs and smiles.

'What? What? What's that smug smile for?

‘Leave him done, Barry. It doesn't matter. We're not ligening to fucking ‘Little Latin Lupe LU
anyway, so giveit arest.

'Since when did this shop become afascist regime?

‘Since you brought that terrible tape in.’

‘All I'm trying to do is cheer us up. That's dl. Very sorry. Go and put some old sad bastard
music on, seeif | care’

'l don't want old sad bastard music on ether. | just want something | canignore.’

'Great. That's the fun thing about working in a record shop, isnt it? Playing things that you
don't want to ligen to. | thought this tape was going to be, you know, a talking point. | was going
to ask you for your top five records to play on a wet Monday morning and dl that, and youve
gone and ruined it.'

'Well do it next Monday.'

'What's the point of that?

And s0 on, and on, probably for the rest of my working life.

I'd like to do a top five records that make you fed nothing at dl; that way, Dick and Barry
would be doing me a favor. Me, I'll be playing the Beetles when | get home. Abbey Road,
probably, dthough I'll program the CD to skip over 'Something.' The Bestles were bubblegum
cards and Help a the Saturday morning cinema and toy pladic guitars and singing 'Ydlow
Submarine at the top of my voice in the back row of the coach on schoal trips. They beong to
me, not to me and Laura, or me and Charlie, or me and Alison Ashworth, and though they!l
make me fed something, they won't make me fed anything bad.



Two

| worried about what it would be like, coming back to the flat tonight, but it's fine the unrdiable
sense of wedl-being I've had since this morning is gill with me. And, anyway, it won't dways be
like this, with dl her things around. Shell clear it out soon, and the Marie Cdestid ar about the
place — the hdf-read Julian Barnes paperback on the bedside table and the knickers in the dirty
clothes basket — will vanish. (Women's knickers were a terrible disgppointment to me when |
embarked on my cohabiting career. | never redly recovered from the shock of discovering that
women do what we do: they save their best pairs for the nights when they know they are going to
deep with somebody. When you live with a woman, these faded, shrunken tatty M&S scraps
suddenly appear on radiators dl over the house, your lascivious schoolboy dreams of adulthood
as a time when you are surrounded by exatic lingerie for ever and ever amen . . . those dreams
crumbleto dust.)

| clear away the evidence of last night's traumas — the spare duvet on the sofa, the baled-up
paper hankies, the coffee mugs with dog-ends floating in the cold, oily-looking dregs, and then |
put the Besatles on, and then when I've lisened to Abbey Road and the firg few tracks of
Revolver, | open the bottle of white wine that Laura brought home last week, sit down and watch
the Brookside omnibusthat | taped.

In the same way that nuns end up having ther periods a the same time, Lauras mum and my
mum have mysterioudy ended up synchronizing their weekly phone cdls. Mineringsfird.

'Hello, love, it'sme!

'Hi.

'Everything dl right?

'Not bad.’

'What sort of week have you had?

'Oh, you know.'

'How's the shop doing?

'So-s0. Up and down." Up and down would be great. Up and down would imply that some
days are better than others, that customers came and went. This has not been the case, frankly.

"Your dad and | are very worried about this recesson.’

'Yeah. You said.

'You're lucky Lauras doing so well. If it wasn't for her, | don't think either of us would ever
ot off to deep.’

She's gone, Mum. She's thrown me to the wolves. The bitch has fucked off and left me . . .
Nope. Can't do it. This does not seem to be the right time for bad news.

'Heaven knows she's got enough on her plate without having to worry about a shop full of
bloomin' old pop records. . .

How can one describe the way people born before 1940 say the word 'pop? | have been
ligening to my parents sneering one-syllable exploson — heads forward, idiotic look on ther
faces (because pop fans ae idiots) for the time it takes them to spit the word out — for well over
two decades.



". .. I'm surprised she doesn't make you sell up and get a proper job. It's a wonder she's hung
on aslong as she has. | would have |eft you to get on with it years ago.'

Hold on, Rob. Don't let her get to you. Don't rise to the bait. Dont . . . ah, fuck it.

'Wdll, she has left me to get on with it now, so that should cheer you up.’

'"Where's she gone?

'l don't bloody know. Just . . . gone. Moved out. Disappeared.’

There is a long, long slence. The slence is 0 long, in fact, that | can watch the whole of a
row between Jmmy and Jackie Corkhill without hearing so much as a long-suffering sgh down
the receiver.

'Hullo? Anybody there?

And now | can hear something — the sound of my mother crying softly. Wha is it with
mothers? What's happening here? As an adult, you know that as life goes on, you're going to
gpend more and more time looking after the person who started out looking after you, that's par
for the course; but my mum and | swapped roles when | was about nine. Anything bad that has
happened to me in the last couple of decades — detentions, bad exam marks, getting thumped,
getting bunged from college, splitting up with girlfriends — has ended up like this, with Mum
visbly or audibly upset. It would have been better for both of us if | had moved to Audrdia
when | was fifteen, phoned home once a week and reported a sequence of fictitious mgor
triumphs. Mog fifteenryear-olds would find it tough, living on their own, on the other sde of the
world, with no money and no friends and no family and no job and no qudificaions, but not me.
It would have been a piece of piss compared to listening to this stuff week after week.

Its . . . wdll, it's not fair. 'Snot fair. It's never been fair. Since | left home, al she's done is
moan, worry, and send cuttings from the loca newspaper describing the minor successes of old
school friends. Is that good parenting? Not in my book. | want sympethy, understanding, advice,
and money, and not necessarily in that order, but these are dien concepts in Canning Close.

I'm dl right, if that's what's upsetting you.'

| know that's not what's upsetting her.

"Y ou know that's not what's upsetting me."

'Wdll, it bloody well should be, shouldn't it? Shouldn't it? Mum, I've just been dumped. I'm not
feding so good. And not so bad, either — the Bedtles, hdf a bottle of Chardonnay, and
Brookside have dl done ther suff — but I'm not tdling her that. 'l can't ded with me, let done
you.'

'l knew this would happen.’

'Wdll, if you knew it would happen, what are you so cut up about?

'What are you going to do, Rob?

I'm going to drink the rest of a bottle of wine in front of the box. Then I'm going to bed. Then
I'll get up and go to work.'

'And after that?

'Meset anice girl, and have children.’

Thisistheright answer.

'If only it was that easy.’

Itis, | promise. Next time | spesk to you, I'll have it sorted.’

Shel's dmogt smiling. | can hear it. I'm beginning to see some light at the end of the long, dark
telephonic tunnd.

'But what did Laura say? Do you know why she's gone?

'Not redly.’



'Wdll, | do.'
Thisis momentarily darming until | understand what she's on about.
'[t's nothing to do with marriage, Mum, if that's what you mean.’
'So you say. I'd like to hear her side of it.'
Cool it. Don't let her ... Don'trise. . . ah, fuckiit.
'Mum, how many more times, for Christ's sake? Laura didn't want to get married. She's not
that sort of girl. To coin a phrase. That's not what happens now.’
'l don't know what does happen now. Apart from you meet someone, you move in together,
she goes. Y ou meet someone, you move in together, she goes!'
Fair point, | guess.
'Shut up, Mum.'

Mrs. Lydon rings afew minutes later.

'Hello, Rob. It's Janet."

'Hello, Mrs. L.

'How are you?

'Fine. You?

'Fine, thanks.'

'‘And Ken?

Lauras dad isnt too clever — he has angina, and had to retire from work early.

'Not too bad. Up and down. Y ou know. Is Laurathere?

Interesting. She hasn't phoned home. Some indication of guilt, maybe?

'Shel's not, I'm afraid. She'sround at Liz's. Shall | get her to give you aring?

'If she's not too late back.’

'No problem.’

And that's the last time we will ever speak, probably. 'No problem’: the last words | ever say to
somebody | have been reasonably close to before our lives take different directions. Weird, eh?
You spend Chrisgmas a somebody's house, you worry about their operations, you give them
hugs and kisses and flowers, you see them in their dressng gown . . . and then, bang, that's it.
Gone forever. And sooner or later there will ke another mum, another Chrismas, more varicose
veins. They're al the same. Only the addresses, and the colors of the dressing gown, change.



Three

I'm in the back of the shop, trying to tidy it up a bit, when | overhear a conversation between
Bary and a cusomer, mae, middie-aged, from the sound of him, and certainly not hip in any
way whatsoever.

'I'm looking for a record for my daughter. For her birthday. 'l Just Caled to Say | Love You.'
Have you got it?

'Oh, yeah,' says Barry. ' '‘Course welve got it.'

I know for a fact that the only Stevie Wonder single we have a the moment is 'Don't Drive
Drunk’; weve had it for donkey's years and have never managed to get rid of it, even at Sty
pence. What's he playing at?

| go out the font to see what's going on. Barry is danding there, smiling a him; the guy looks
abit flustered.

'‘Could | have it then? He hdf gmiles with rdief, as if he were a litle boy who has
remembered to say ‘please’ a the very last minute.

‘No, I'msorry, but you cant.’

The customer, older than | first thought and wearing a cloth cap and a dirty beige raincoat,
gtands rooted to the spot; | didn't want to come into this noisy dark hel-hole in the first place,
you can see him thinking, and now I'm being messed about.

'Why not?

'Sorry? Barry's playing Nell Young, and Neil hasjust this second gone dectric.

'Why not?

‘Because it's sentimentd, tacky crap, that's why not. Do we look like the sort of shop that sdls
fucking 'l Just Called to Say | Love You,' eh? Now, be off with you, and don't waste our time.'

The old guy turns round and walks out, and Barry chuckles merrily.

‘Thanks alot, Barry.'

'What's up?

'Y ou just drove afucking customer away, that's what's up.'

'We didn't have what he wanted. | was just having some fun, and | never cost you a penny.’

"That's not the point.’

'Oh, so what's the point, then?

"The point is, | don't want you taking to anyone who comes in here like that ever again.'

'Why not? Y ou think that silly old duffer was going to become aregular?

'No, but . . . lisgten Barry, the shop isn't doing so well. | know we used to take the piss out of
anyone who asked for anything we didn't like, but it's got to stop.’

‘Bollocks. If wed had the record, | would have sold it to him, and you'd be fifty pee or a quid
better off, and you'd never have seen him again. Big fucking dedl .’

'What harm has he ever done you?

"Y ou know what harm he's done me. He offended me with histerrible taste’

It wasn't even histerrible tagte. It was his daughter's!

"You're going soft in your old age, Rob. There was a time when you'd have chased him out of
the shop and up the road.’



He's right; there was. It feds like along time ago now. | just can't muster that sort of anger any
more,

Tuesday night | reorganize my record collection; | often do this at periods of emotiond dress.
There are some people who would find this a pretty dull way to spend an evening, but I'm not
one of them. This is my life, and it's nice to be able to wade in it, immerse your ams in it, touch
it.

When Laura was here | had the records arranged dphabeticaly; before that | had them filed in
chronologica order, beginning with Robert Johnson, and ending with, 1 dont know, Wham!, or
somebody African, or whatever dse | was ligening to when Laura and | met. Tonight, though, |
fancy something different, so | try to remember the order |1 bought them in: that way | hope to
write my own autobiography, without having to do anything like pick up a pen. | pull the records
off the shdves put them in piles dl over the stting room floor, look for Revolver, and go on
from there; and when I've finished, I'm flushed with a sense of sdf, because this, after dl, is who
| am. | like being able to see how | got from Deep Purple to Howlin' Walf in twenty-five moves,
| am no longer paned by the memory of lisgening to 'Sexud Heding dl the way through a
period of enforced cdibacy, or embarrassed by the reminder of forming a rock club at school, so
that | and my fdlow fifth-formers could get together and talk about Ziggy Stardust and Tommy.

But whet | redly like is the feding of security | get from my new filing system; | have mede
mysdf more conplicated than | redly am. | have a couple of thousand records, and you have to
be me — or, a the very leadt, a doctor of Flemingology — to know how to find any of them. If |
want to play, say, Blue by Joni Mitchell, 1 have to remember tha | bought it for someone in the
autumn of 1983, and thought better of giving it to her, for reasons | dont redly want to go into.
Will, you don't know any of that, so youre knackered, redly, aren't you? You'd have to ask me
to dig it out for you, and for some reason | find this enormoudy comforting.

A weird thing happens on Wednesday. Johnny comes in, sings 'All Kinds of Everything,' tries to
grab a handful of dbum covers. And were doing our little dance out of the shop when he twists
away from me, looks up and says, 'Are you married?

'I'm not, Johnny, no. Y ou?

He laughs into my armpit, a terrifying, maniacad chuckle that smdls of drink and tobacco and

vomit and ends in an explosion of phlegm.

"You think I'd bein thisfucking sateif | had awife?

| dont say anything — | just concentrate on tangoing him toward the door — but Johnny's
blunt, sad sdf-appraisal has attracted Barry's attention — maybe he's gill cross because | told
him off yederday — and he leans over the counter. ‘It doesn't fep, Johnny. Rob's got a lovely
woman a home, and look a him. Hes in a terrible way. Bad harcut. Zits. Terrible swester.
Awful socks. The only difference between you and him, Johnny, is that you dont have to pay
rent on a shop every week.'

| get this sort of guff from Barry dl the time. Today, though, | cant take it and | give him a
look that is supposed to shut him up, but which he interprets as an invitation to abuse me further.

‘Rob, I'm doing this for your own good. That's the worst swester 1've ever seen. | have never
seen a swegter that bad worn by anybody I'm on spesking terms with. It's a disgrace to the human
race. David Coleman wouldn't wear that on A Question of Sport. John Noakes would have had it
arrested for fashion crimes. Va Doonican would take onelook at that and . . .

| hurl Johnny out onto the pavement, dam the door shut, race across the shop floor, pick Barry



up by the lgpels of his brown suede jacket, and tdl him that if | have to ligen to one more word
of his usdess pahetic, meaningless babble again in my entire life | will kill him. When | let him
go I'm shaking with anger.

Dick comes out from the stockroom and hops up and down.

'Hey, guys,' he whispers. 'Hey.'

'What are you, some kind of fucking idiot? Barry asks me. 'If this jacket's torn, pa, youre
gonnapay big.' That'swhat he says, 'pay big.' Jesus. And then he ssomps out of the shop.

| go and St down on the stepladder in the stockroom, and Dick hoversin the doorway.

‘Areyou dl right?

Yeah. I'm sorry.' | take the easy way out. 'Look, Dick, | havent got a lovely woman a home,
She'sgone. And if we ever see Barry again, perhaps you could tell him that.'

'Of course | will, Rob. No problem. No problem at al. I'll tell him next time | see him," Dick
says.

| don't say anything. | just nod.

I've . . . I've got some other stuff to tell him, anyway, 0 it's no problem. Il just tell him
about, you know, Laura, when | tell him the other Stuff,’ Dick says.

'Fine!

Tl start with your news before | tdl him mine, obvioudy. Mine isnt much, redly, just about
someone playing a the Harry Lauder tomorrow night. So I'll tell him before that. Good news and
bad news, kind of thing, Dick says.

He laughs nervoudy. 'Or rather, bad news and good news, because he likes this person playing
a the Harry Lauder.' A look of horror crosses his face. '| mean, he liked Laura too, | didn't mean
that. And helikesyou. It'sjustthat . . . "

| tell him that | know what he meant, and ask him to make me a cup of coffee.

'Sure. Course. Raob, look. Do you want to . . . have a chat about it, kind of thing?

For a moment, I'm admost tempted: a heart-to-heart with Dick would be a once-in-a-lifeime
experience. But | tell him theré's nothing to say, and for a moment | thought he was going to hug
me.



Four

The three of us go to the Harry Lauder. Things are cool with Barry now; Dick filled him in when
he came back to the shop, and the two of them are doing their best to look after me. Barry has
made me an eaborately annotated compilation tape, and Dick now rephrases his questions four
or five times ingead of the usud two or three. And they more or less indsted that | came to this
gig with them.

It's an enormous pub, the Lauder, with cellings so high tha the cigarette smoke gathers above
your head like a cartoon cloud. It's tatty, and drafty, and the benches have had the suffing
dashed out of them, and the daff are surly, and the regular dientde are either terifying or
unconscious, and the toilets are wet and smelly, and there's nothing to eat in the evening, and the
wine is hilarioudy bad, and the bitter is fizzy and much too cold; in other words, it's a run-of-the-
mill north London pub. We don't come fere that often, even though it's only up the road, because
the bands that usudly play here are the kind of abysma second-divison punk group youd pay
haf your wages not to listen to. Occasondly, though, like tonight, they stick on some obscure
American folk/country atist, someone with a cult following which could arive together in the
same car. The pub's nearly a third full, which is pretty good, and when we wak in Bary points
out Andy Kershaw and a guy who writes for Time Out. Thisis as buzzy asthe Lauder ever gets.

The woman we have come to see is cdled Marie LaSdle; she's got a couple of solo records
out on an independent label, and once had one of her songs covered by Nanci Griffith. Dick says
Marie lives here now; he read somewhere that she finds England more open to the kind of musc
she makes, which means, presumably, that were chearfully indifferent rather then actively
hodtile. There are a lot of sngle men here, not Sngle as in unmarried, but single as in no friends.
In this sort of company the three of us — me morose and monosyllabic, Dick nervy and shy,
Bary solicitoudy sdf-censoring — condtitute awild and massive office outing.

There's no support, just a crappy PA system sgquelching out tasteful country-rock, and people
gand around cradling ther pints and reading the handbills that were thrugt a them on the way in.
Marie LaSdle comes onstage (as it were — there is a little platform and a couple of microphones
a few yards in front of us) a nine by five pagt nine, to my intense irritation and embarrassment,
I'm in tears, and the fed-nothing world that I've been living in for the last few days has vanished.

There are many songs that I've been trying to avoid since Laura went, but the song that Marie
LaSalle opens with, the song that makes me cry, is not one of them. The song that makes me cry
has never made me cry before; in fact, the song that makes me cry used to make me puke. When
it was a hit, | was a college, and Charlie and | used to roll our eyes and stick aur fingers down
our throats when somebody — invarigbly a geography student, or a girl training to be a primary
school teacher (and | don't see how you can be accused of snobbishness if al you are doing is
dating the plain, smple truth), put it on the jukebox in the bar. The song that makes me cry is
Marie LaSalle's verson of Peter Frampton's '‘Baby, | Love Y our Way.'

Imagine danding with Barry, and Dick, in his Lemon-heads T-shirt, and listening to a cover
verson of a Peter Frampton song, and blubbering! Peter Frampton! 'Show Me the Way'! That
perm! That stupid bag thing he used to blow into, which made his guitar sound like Donad
Duck! Frampton Comes Alive, top of the American rock charts for something like seven hundred



and twenty years, and bought, presumably, by every brain-dead, coke-addled airhead in L.A.! |
understand that | was in dire need of symptoms to help me understand that | have been deeply
traumatized by recent events, but did they have to be this extreme? Couldn't God have settled for
something just mildly avful — an old Diana Ross hit, say, or an Elton John origina?

And it doesn't stop there. As a result of Marie LaSdle's cover verson of '‘Baby, | Love Your
Way' (I know I'm not supposed to like that song, but | do,' she says with a cheeky smile when
she's finished), | find mysdf in two gpparently contredictory dates &) | suddenly miss Laura
with a passon that has been entirdy absent for the last four days, and b) | fdl in love with Marie
Ladle.

These things happen. They happen to men, a any rate. Or to this particular man. Sometimes.
It's difficult to explan why or how you can find yoursdf pulled in two different directions at
once, and obvioudy a certan amount of dreamy irrationdity is a prerequiste. But there's a logic
to it, too. Marie is pretty, in that nearly cross-eyed American way — she looks like a dightly
plumper, post-Partridge Family, pre-L.A. Law Susan Dey — and if you were going to develop a
spontaneous and pointless crush on somebody, you could do a lot worse. (One Saturday
morning, | woke up, switched on the TV, and found mysdf amitten with Sarah Greene from
Going Live, a devotion | kept very quiet about a the time) And she's charming, as far as | can
tell, and not without talent: once she has got Peter Frampton out of her system, she sticks to her
own songs, and they're good, affecting and funny and delicate. All my life | have wanted to go to
bed with — no, have a rdaionship with — a musician: I'd want her to write songs a home, and
ask me what | thought of them, and maybe include one of our private jokes in the lyrics, and
thank me in the deeve notes, maybe even include a picture of me on the indde cover, in the
background somewhere, and | could watch her play live from the back, in the wings (athough I'd
look a bit of a berk at the Lauder, where there are no wings. I'd be standing on my own, in full
view of everybody).

The Marie bit is easy enough to understand, then. The Laura thing takes a bit more explaining,
but what it is, think, is this sentimentd music has this grest way of taking you back somewhere
a the same time tha it takes you forward, so you fed nostagic and hopeful dl a the same time.
Marie's the hopeful, forward part of it — maybe not her, necessarily, but somebody like her,
somebody who can turn things around for me. (Exactly that: | aways think that women are going
to save me, lead me through to a better life, that they can change and redeem me) And Lauras
the backward part, the last person | loved, and when | hear those sweet, sticky acoustic guitar
chords, | reinvent our time together, and, before I know it, were in the car trying to sing the
harmonies on 'Love Hurts and getting it wrong and laughing. We never did that in red life. We
never sang in the car, and we certtanly never laughed when we got something wrong. This is
why | shouldn't be listening to pop music a the moment.

Tonight, it redly doesnt matter either way. Marie could come up to me as | was leaving and
ask if 1 wanted to go for smething to edt; or | could get home, and Laura would be stting there,
dpping tea and wating nervoudy for absolution. Both of these daydreams sound equdly
attractive, and either would make me very happy.

Marie takes a bresk after an hour or so. She dts on the stage and swigs from a bottle of
Budweiser, and some guy comes out with a box of cassettes and puts them on the stage beside
her. They're £5.99, but they havent got any pennies, so redly they're six quid. We dl buy one
from her, and to our horror she speaksto us.

"Y ou enjoying yoursalves?



We nod.
'Good, 'cause I'm enjoying mysdlf.’
'‘Good,' | say, and that seems to be the best | can do for the moment.
I've only got a tenner, so | stand there twiddling my thumbs while the guy fishes around for
four-pound coins.
"You livein London now, isthat right? | ask her.
"Yup. Not far from here, actudly.’
'You likeit? Barry asks. Good one. | wouldn't have thought of that.
'It's OK. Hey, you guys might be the sort © know. Are there any good record shops up around
here, or do | have to go into the West End?
What's the use of taking offense? We are the sort of guys who would know about record
shops. That's what we look like, and that's what we are.
Barry and Dick dmogt fal over in their haste to explain.
'He's got one!'
'He's got one!'
'In Holloway!'
‘Just up the Seven Sisters Road!’
‘Championship Vinyl!
'We work there!’
‘Youd loveit!'
‘Comein!'
She laughs a the ondaught of enthusiasm.
'What d'you sl?
'Bit of everything good. Blues, country, vintage soul, new wave. . ."
'Sounds great.'
Somebody else wants to talk to her, so she amiles nicdly at us and turns round. We go back to
where we were standing.
'What did you tell her about the shop for? | ask the others.
'l didnt know it was classfied information,” says Barry. 'I mean, | know we dont have any
customers, but | thought that was a bad thing, not, like, a business strategy.’
'She won't spend any money.'
'No, course not. That's why she was asking if we knew any good record shops. She just wants
to come in and waste our time.'
| know I'm being stupid, but | don't want her coming to my shop. If she came into my shop, |
might redly get to like her, and then I'd be waiting for her to come in dl the time, and then when
she did come in I'd be nervous and stupid, and probably end up asking her out for a drink in
some cack-handed roundabout way, and ether she wouldnt catich my drift, and I'd fed like an
idiot, or shed turn me down flat, and I'd fed like an idiot. And on the way home &fter the gig,
I'm dready wondering whether shelll come tomorrow, and whether it will mean anything if she
does, and if it does mean something, then which one of us it will mean something to, athough
Barry is probably a nongtarter.
Fuck. | hate dl this stuff. How old do you have to get before it stops?

When | get home there are two answering machine messages, one from Laurds friend Liz and
onefrom Laura They go likethis:



1) Rob, it's Liz. Just phoning up to see, well, to see if youre OK. Give us a
ring sometime. Um . . . I'm not taking Sides. Yet. Lots of love, bye.

2) Hi, it's me. There are a couple of things | need. Can you cal me a work in
the morning? Thanks.

Mad people could read al sorts of things into either of these cdls; sane people would come to
the concluson that the fird cdler is warm and affectionate, and that the second doesn't give a

shit. I'm not mad.



Five

| cdl Laura firg thing. | fed sck, diding the number, and even sicker when the receptionist puts
me through. She used to know who | am, but now there's nothing in her voice at dl. Laura wants
to come around on Saturday afternoon, when I'm a work, to pick up some more underwear, and
that's fine by me; we should have stopped there, but | try to have a different sort of conversation,
and she doesn't like it because she's a work, but | persst, and she hangs up on me in tears. And |
fed likeajerk, but | couldn't stcop mysdf. | never can.

| wonder what shéd say, if she knew that | was Ssmultaneoudy uptight about Marie coming
into the shop? Laura and | have just had a phone cdl in which | suggested that shed fucked up
my life and, for the duration of the cdl, | believed it. But now — and | can do this with no trace
of bemusement or sdf-dissatisfaction — I'm worrying about what to wear, and whether | ook
better stubbly or cleanshaven, and about what music | should play in the shop today.

Sometimes it seems as though the only way a man can judge his own niceness, his own
decency, is by looking a his rdationships with women, or rather, with prospective or current
sexud partners. It's easy enough to be nice to your mates. You can buy them a drink, make them
a tape, ring them up to see if they're OK . . . there are any number of quick and painless methods
of turning yoursdf into a Good Bloke. When it comes to girlfriends, though, it's much trickier to
be consgently honorable. One moment youre ticking aong, cleaning the toilet bowl, and
expressing your fedings and doing al the other things that a modern chap is supposed to do; the
next, youre manipulating and sulking and double-deding and fibbing with the best of them. |
can't work it out.

| phone Liz early afternoon. She's nice to me. She says how sorry she is, what a good couple
she thought we made, that | have done Laura good, given her a center, brought her out of hersdf,
dlowed her to have fun, turned her into a nicer, cdmer, more relaxed person, given her an
interest in something other than work. Liz doesn't use these words, as such, I'm interpreting. But
this is what she means, | think, when she says we made a good couple. She asks how | am, and
whether I'm looking after mysdf; she tdls me that she doesnt think much of this lan guy. We
arrange to meet for adrink sometime next week. | hang up.

Which fucking lan guy?

Marie comes into the shop shortly afterward. All three of us are there. I'm playing her tape,
and when | see her wak in | try to turn it off before she notices, but I'm not quick enough, o |
end up turning it off just as she begins to say something about it, and then turning it back on
agan, then blushing. She laughs. | go to the stockroom and dont come out. Barry and Dick sl
her seventy quid's worth of cassettes.

Which fucking lan guy?

Bary explodes into the stockroom. 'Were only on the guest list for Marie's gig a the White
Lion, that'sdl. All three of us!

In the lagt hdf-hour, | have humilisted mysdf in front of somebody I'm interested in, and
found out, | think, that my ex was having an affar. | dont want to know about the guest lig at
the White Lion.

‘That's redlly, redly great, Barry. The guest lig a the White Lion! All we've got to do is get to



Putney and back and weve saved ourselves a fiver each. What it is to have influentid friends,
eh?
'We can go in your car.’
It's not my car, is it? It's Lauras. Lauras got it. So were two hours on the tube, or we get a
minicab, which'll cost us, ooh, afiver each. Fucking grest.’
Barry gives a what-canyou-do-with-this-guy shrug and waks out. | fed bad, but | don't say
anything to him.

| don't know anybody cdled lan. Laura doesn't know anybody caled lan. We've been together
three years and I've never heard her mention an lan. Theré's no lan a her office. She hasn't got
any friends cdled lan, and she hasn't got any girlfriends with boyfriends cdled lan. | won't say
that she has never met anyone caled lan in the whole of her life — there must have been one a
college, dthough she went to an dl-girls school — but | am amost certain that since 1989 she
has been living in an lanless universe.

And this certitude, this lan-atheism, lagts until | gt home. On the windowslll where we put the
pogt, just ingde the commund front door, there are three letters amidst the takeout menus and the
minicab cards. a bill for me, a bank statement for Laura . . . and a TV license reminder for Mr. 1.
Raymond (Ray to his friends and, more pertinently, to his neighbors), the guy who until about
gx weeks ago lived updairs.

I'm shaking when | get into the flat, and | fed dck. | know it's him; | knew it was him the
moment | saw the letter. | remember Laura going up to see him a couple of times; | remember
Laura . . . not flirting, exactly, but certainly flicking her har more often, and grinning more
inandly, than seemed to be drictly necessary when he came down for a drink last Chrigmas. He
would be just her type — little-boy-log, right-on, caring, just enough mdancholy in his soul to
make him appear interesting. | never liked him much then, and | fucking hate him now.

How long? How often? The last time | spoke to Ray — lan — the night before he moved . . .
was something going on then? Did she sneek updars on nights when | was out? Do John and
Méeanie, the couple in the ground-floor flat, know anything about this? | spend a long time
looking for the change-of-address card he gave us, but it's gone, ominoudy and dgnificantly —
unless | chucked it, in which case drike the ominous sgnificance. (Wha would | do if | found it?
Give him aring? Drop round, and see if he's got company?)

I'm darting to remember things now: his dungarees his mudc (African, Latin, Bulgarian,
whatever fucking world music fad was trendy that week); his hystericd, nervous, nerve-jangling
laugh; the terrible cooking smdls that used to pollute the stairway; the vistors that used to dtay
too late and drink too much and leave too noidly. | cant remember anything good about him at
dl.

| manage to block out the worst, most painful, most disurbing memory until 1 go to bed, when
| hear the woman who lives up there now stomping around and banging wardrobe doors. This is
the very worg thing, the thing that would bring anybody (any man?) in my postion out in the
coldest and clammiest of sweats. we used to listen to him having sex. We could hear the noises
he made; we could hear the noises she made (and there were two or three different partners in the
time the three of us — the four of us, if you count whoever was in Ray's bed — were separated
by afew square meters of cresking floorboard and flaking plaster).

'He goes on long enough,’ | said one night, when we were both lying avake, saring a the
cealling. 'l should be so lucky," said Laura. This was a joke. We laughed. Ha, ha, we went. Ha, ha,
ha I'm not laughing now. Never has a joke filled me with such nausea and paranoia and



insecurity and self-pity and dread and doubt.

When a woman leaves a man, and the man is unhappy (and yes, findly, after dl the numbness
and the slly optimism and the who-cares shrug of the shoulders, | am unhappy — dthough |
would 4ill like to be included somewhere in the cover shot of Mari€s next dbum) . . . is this
what it's dl about? Sometimes | think so, and sometimes | don't. | went through this period, after
the Charlie and Marco thing, of imagining them together, at it, and Charli€'s face contorted with
apassion that | was never able to provoke.

| should say, even though | do not fed like saying it (I want to run mysdf down, fed sorry for
mysdlf, ceebrate my inadequacies — that's what you do at times like these), that | think things
were OK in That Department. | think. But in my fearful imaginings Charlie was as asandoned
and as noisy as any character in a porn film. She was Marco's plaything, she responded to his
every touch with shrieks of orgasmic delight. No woman in the hisory of the world had better
sex than the sex Charlie had with Marco in my head.

But that was nothing. That had no basis in redity at dl. For dl | know, Marco and Charlie
never even consummated their relationship and Charlie has spent the intervening decade trying
— but faling miserably — to recapture the quiet, undemondrative ecstasy of the nights that we
gpent together. 1 know, however, that lan was something of a demon lover; so does Laura |
could hear it dl; so could Laura In truth, it pissed me off; | thought it pissed her off, too. Now
I'm not so sure. Isthis why she went? Because she wanted a bit of what was happening upstairs?

| don't redly know why it matters so much. lan could be better at talking than me, or cooking,
or working, or housework, or saving money, or eaning money, or spending money, or
understanding books or films, he could be nicer than me, better-looking, more inteligent,
cleaner, more generous-spirited, more helpful, a better human being in any way you care to
mention . . . and | wouldnt mind. Redly. | accept and understand that you can't be good at
everything, and | am tragicdly unskilled in some very important aress. But sex is different;
knowing that a successor is better in bed isimpossble to take, and | don't know why.

I know enough to know that this is daft. | know, for example, that the best sex | have ever had
was not important; the best sex | have ever had was with a girl cdled Rose, whom | dept with
just four times. It wasn't enough (the good sex, | mean, not the four times, which were nore than
enough). She drove me mad, and | drove her mad, and the fact that we had the knack of being
able to come a the same time (and this, it seems to me, is what people mean when they tak
about good s=x, no matter what Dr. Ruth tells you about sharing and congderation and pillow
tak and variety and positions and handcuffs) counted for nothing.

So what is it that sckens me so much about ‘'lan’ and Laura? Why do | care so much about
how long he can go on for and how long | could go on for and what noises she made with me and
what noises she makes with him? Jug, | guess, this in the end: that | Hill hear Chris Thomson,
the Neanderthd, testosterone-crazed, fourth-year adulterer, cdling me a spadic and teling me he
has knobbed my girlfriend. And that voice still makes me fed bad.

During the night, | have one of those dreams that arent redly dreams at dl, just stuff about
Laura fucking Ray, and Marco fucking Charlie, and I'm pleased to wake up in the middle of the
night, because it means stopping the dream. But the pleasure only lasts a few seconds and then
everything dnks in: that somewhere Laura redly is fucking Ray (maybe not exactly now,
because it's 3:56 am., dthough with his gamina — his inability to climax, haha — you never
know), and I'm here, in this supid little flat, on my own, and I'm thirty-five years old, and | own
a tiny faling busness, and my friends don't seem to be friends a dl but people whose phone



numbers | havent logt. And if | went back to deep and dept for forty years and woke up without
any teeth to the sound of Meody Radio in an old peoples home, | wouldn't worry that much,
because the worgt of life, i.e, the rest of it, would be over. And | wouldn't even have had to kill
mysdf.

It's only just beginning to occur to me that it's important to have something going on
somewhere, a work or a home, otherwise youre just clinging on. If | lived in Bosnia, then not
having a girlfriend wouldnt seem like the most important thing in the world, but here in Crouch
End it does. You need as much bdlast as possble to stop you from floating away; you need
people around you, things going on, otherwise life is like some film where the money ran out,
and there are no sets, or locations, or supporting actors, and it's just one bloke on his own saring
into the camera with nothing to do and nobody to spesk to, and who'd believe in this character
then? I've got to get more stuff, more clutter, more detail in here, because a the moment I'm in
danger of fdling off the edge.

'Have you got any soul? a woman asks the next afternoon. That depends, | fed like saying; some
days yes, some days no. A few days ago | was right out; now I've got loads, too much, more than
| can handle. | wish | could spread it a bit more evenly, | want to tell her, get a better balance, but
| cant seem to get it sorted. | can see she wouldn't be interested in my internal stock control
problems though, so I smply point to where | keep the soul | have, right by the exit, just next to
the blues.



Six

Exactly one week after Laura has gone, | get a cdl from a woman in Wood Green who has some
gngles she thinks | might be interested in. | normaly don't bother with house clearance, but this
woman seems to know what she's taking about: she mutters about white labels and picture
deeves and dl sorts of other things tha suggest were not just taking about hdf a dozen
scratched Electric Light Orchestra records that her son left behind when he moved out.

Her house is enormous, the sort of place that seems to have meandered to Wood Green from
another part of London, and she's not very nice. She's mid-to-late forties, with a dodgy tan and a
suspicioudy taut-looking face; and though she's wearing jeans and a T-shirt, the jeans have the
name of an Itdian where the name of Mr. Wrangler or Mr. Levi should be, and the T-shirt has a
lot of jewery stuck to the front of it, arranged in the shape of a CND sign.

She doesn't amile, or offer me a cup of coffee, or ask me whether | found the place OK despite
the freezing, driving rain that prevented me from seeing my A-Z in front of my face. She just
shows me into a dudy off the hal, turns the light on, and points out the sngles — there are
hundreds of them, dl in cusommade wooden boxes — on the top shdf, and leaves me to get on
withit.

There are no books on the shelves that line the walls, just dbums, CDs, cassetes, and hi-fi
equipment; the cassettes have little numbered tickers on them, aways a sign of a serious person.
There are a couple of guitars leaning againg the walls, and some sort of computer that looks as
though it might be able to do something musicd if you were that way inclined.

I climb up on a char and gart pulling the singles boxes down. There are seven or eight in al,
and, though | try not to look at what's in them as | put them on the floor, | catch a glimpse of the
firg one in the lagt box: it's a James Brown single on King, thirty years old, and | begin to prickle
with anticipation.

When | gart going through them properly, | can see draightaway that it's the haul I've dways
dreamed of finding, ever snce | began collecting records. There ae fan-dub-only Besdtles
gngles and the firg haf-dozen Who sngles, and Elvis originds from the early Sxties, and loads
of rare blues and soul singles, and . . . there's a copy of ‘God Save the Queen' by the Sex Pistols
on A&M! | have never even seen one of these! | have never even seen anyone who's seen onel
And oh no oh no oh God — 'You Left the Water Running' by Otis Redding, released seven years
after his death, withdrawn immediately by hiswidow because she didn't . . .

'What dyou reckon? Shes leaning againg the door frame, ams folded, hdf amiling a
whatever ridiculous face I'm making.

It'sthe best collection I've ever seen.' | have no idea what to offer her. This lot must be worth
at least Six or seven grand, and she knows it. Where am | going to get that kind of money from?

'Give me fifty quid and you can take every one avay with you today.'

| look a her. Were now officidly in Joke Fantasy Land, where little old ladies pay good
money to persuade you to cart off their Chippendde furniture. Except | am not deding with a
little old lady, and she knows perfectly well that what she has here is worth a lot more than fifty
quid. What's going on?

'Are these stolen?



She laughs 'Wouldn't redly be worth my while, would it, lugging dl this lot through
someone's window for fifty quid? No, they belong to my husband.’

'And you're not getting on too well with him & the moment?

'He's in Spain with a twenty-three-year-old. A friend of my daughter's. He had the fucking
cheek to phone up and ask to borrow some money and | refused, so he asked me to sdl his
gngles collection and send him a check for whatever | got, minus ten percent commisson.
Which reminds me. Can you make sure you give me a five pound note? | want to frame it and
put it on the wal.’

"They must have taken him along time to get together.’

'Years. This collection is as close as he has ever come to an achievement.’

'Does he work?

'He cdlls himself a musician, but . . . ' She scowls her disbdief and contempt. 'He just sponges
off me and stsaround on hisfat arse staring at record labels!

Imegine coming home and finding your Elvis singles and your James Brown singles and your
Chuck Berry sngles flogged off for nothing out of sheer spite. What would you do? What would
you say?

'Look, can't | pay you properly? You don't have to tell him what you got. You could send the
forty-five quid anyway, and blow the rest. Or giveit to charity. Or something.'

"That wasn't part of the dedl. | want to be poisonous but fair.'

I'm sorry, but it'sjust . . . | don't want any part of this.'

'Suit yoursdlf. There are plenty of otherswho will.'

'Yeah, | know. That's why I'm trying to find a compromise. What about fifteen hundred?
They're probably worth four timesthat."

'Sixty.’

‘Thirteen.’

‘Seventy-five'

'Eleven. That's my lowest offer.’

'And | won't take a penny more than ninety. Were both smiling now. It's hard to imagine
another st of circumstances that could result in thiskind of negotiation.

'He could afford to come home then, you see, and that's the last thing | want.'

I'm sorry, but | think you'd better talk to someone else” When | get back to the shop I'm going
to burst into tears and cry like ababy for amonth, but | can't bring mysdf to do it to this guy.

'Fine'

| stand up to go, and then get back on my knees: | just want one lagt, lingering look.

'Can | buy this Otis Redding sngle off you?

‘Sure. Ten pee’

'Oh, come on. Let me give you atenner for this, and you can give the rest away for dl | care!’

'OK. Because you took the trouble to come up here. And because you've got principles. But
that'sit. I'm not selling them to you one by one'’

So | go to Wood Green and | come back with a mint-condition "You Left the Water Running,’
which | pick up for a tenner. That's not a bad morning's work. Barry and Dick will be impressed.
But if they ever find out about Elvis and James Brown and Jary Lee Lewis and the Pistols and
the Bestles and the redt, they will suffer immediate and possibly dangerous traumatic shock, and
| will have to counsdl them, and . . .

How come | ended up sding with the bad guy, the man who's Ieft his wife and taken himsdlf
off to Span with some nymphette? Why can't | bring mysdf to fed whaever it is his wife is



feding? Maybe | should go home ad flog Lauras sculpture to someone who wants to smash it
to pieces and use it for scrgp; maybe that would do me some good. But | know | won't. All | can
see is that guy's face when he gets his pathetic check through the mail, and | can't help but fed
desperatdy, painfully sorry for him.

It would be nice to report that life is full of exotic incidents like this, but it isnt. Dick tgpes me
the firg Liquorice Comfits dbum, as promised; Jmmy and Jackie Corkhill stop arguing,
temporarily; Laurds mum doesnt ring, but my mum does. She thinks Laura might be more
interested in me if | did some evening classes. We agree to differ or, & any rate, | hang up on
her. And Dick, Barry, and | go by minicab to the White Lion to see Marie, and our names are
indeed on the guest ligt. The ride cogts exactly fifteen quid, but that doesn't include the tip, and
bitter is two pounds a pint. The White Lion is smdler than the Hary Lauder, so it's hdf full
rather than two-thirds empty, and it's much nicer, too, and thereés even a support act, some
terrible locd singer-songwriter for whom the world ended just after Tea for the Tillerman' by
Cat Stevens, not with a bang but awimp.

The good news 1) | don't cry during '‘Baby, | Love Your Way," dthough | do fed dightly sick.
2) We get a mention: 'Is that Barry and Dick and Rob | see down there? Nice to see you, fdlas!
And then she says to the audience, 'Have you ever been to their shop? Championship Vinyl in
north London? You redly should.' And people turn round to look at us, and we look at each
other sheepishly, and Bary is on the verge of giggling with excitement, the idiot. 3) | ill want
to be on an dbum cover somewhere, despite the fact that | was violently sick when | got to work
this morning because I'd been up hdf the night smoking roll-ups made with dog-ends and
drinking banana liqueur and missng Laura (Is that good news? Maybe it's bad news, definite,
find proof that I'm mad, but it's good news in that | ill have an ambition of sorts and that
Meody Radio isnot my only vison of the future.)

The bad news: 1) Marie brings someone out to sing with her for her encore. A bloke. Someone
who shares her microphone with her with an intimacy | don't like, and sings harmony on ‘Love
Hurts, and looks a her while he's doing so in a way that suggests that he's ahead of me in the
queue for the abum shoot. Marie Hill looks like Susan Dey, and this guy, she introduces him as
‘T-Bone Taylor, the bext-kept secret in Texas, looks like a prettier verson of Daryl Hdl of Hall
and Oates, if you can imagine such a creature. He's got long blond hair, and cheekbones, and he's
well over nine feet tal, but he's got muscles too (heé's wearing a denim waistcoat and no shirt)
and a voice that makes that man who does the Guinness adverts sound soppy, a voice so deep
that it ssemsto land with athud on the stage and roll toward us like a cannonball.

| know my sexud confidence is not high a the moment, and | know tha women are not
necessrily interesed in long blond hair, cheekbones, and height; that sometimes they are
looking for shortish dark hair, no cheekbones and width, but even so! Look a them! Susan Dey
and Dayl Hdl! Entwining the naked mdody lines from 'Love Hurts! Mingling ther <diva,
damog! Just as wdl | wore my favorite shirt when she came into the shop the other day,
otherwise | wouldn't have stood a chance.

Thereisno other bad news. That'sit.

When the gig finishes | pick my jacket up off the floor and gart to go.

Itsonly haf-ten,’ Barry says. 'Let's get another onein.’

'You can if you want. I'm going back.' | don't want to have a drink with someone called T
Bone, but | get the feding tha this is exactly what Bary would like to do. | get the feding that
having a drink with someone cdled T-Bone could be the high point of Barry's decade. ‘I don't



want to muck your evening up. | just don't fed like staying.
'Not even for half an hour?
'Not redly.’
'Hold on a minute, then. I've got to take apiss!'
'Me too,' Dick says.
When they're gone, | get out quickly, and hail a black cab. It's brilliant, being depressed; you
can behave as badly asyou like.

Is it so wrong, wanting to be & home with your record collection? It's not like collecting records
is Ike collecting stamps, or beermats, or antique thimbles. Theres a whole world in here, a nicer,
dirtier, more violent, more peaceful, more colorful, deezier, more dangerous, more loving world
than the world | live in; there is higory, and geography, and poetry, and countless other things |
should have studied at school, including music.

When | get home (twenty quid, Putney to Crouch End, and no tip) | make mysdf a cup of tea,
plug in the headphones, and plow through every angry song about women by Bob Dylan and
Elvis Cogdlo | own, and when I've got through those, | sick on a Neil Young live abum until |
have a head ringing with feedback, and when [I've finished with Nell Young | go to bed and dare
a the cdling, which is no longer the dreamy, neutrd activity it once was. It was a joke, wasn't it,
dl that Marie suff? | was kidding mysdf that there was something | could go on to, an easy,
seamless trangtion to be made. | can see tha now. | can see everything once it's dready
happened — I'm very good at the past. It's the present | can't understand.

| get to work late, and Dick has dready taken a message from Liz. I'm to ring her & work,
urgently. | have no intention of ringing her a work. She wants to canced our drink this evening,
and | know why, and I'm not going to let her. Shelll have to cance to my face.

| get Dick to ring her back and tell her that held forgotten | wouldn't be in al day — I've gone
to a record far in Colchester and I'm coming back specidly for a date this evening. No, Dick
doesn't have a number. No, Dick doesn't think I'll be ringing the shop. | don't answer the phone
for the rest of the day, just in case she tries to catch me out.

Weve aranged to meet in Camden, in a quiet Youngs pub on Parkway. I'm early, but I've got
a Time Out with me, so | gt in a corner with my pint and some cashews and work out which
films1'd seeif | had anyone to go with.

The date with Liz doesn't take long. | see her sscomping toward my table — she's nice, Liz, but
she's huge, and when she's angry, like she is now, she's pretty scary — and | try a smile, but | can
Seeit's not going to work, because she's too far gone to be brought back like that.

'You're a fucking arsehole, Rob, she says, and then she turns around and walks out, and the
people a the next table stare a me. | blush, stare a the Time Out and take a big pull on my pint
in the hope that the glass will obscure my reddening face.

She'sright, of course. | am afucking arsehole.



Seven

For a couple of years, at the end of the eighties, | was a DJ a a club in Kentish Town, and it was
there | met Laura. It wasn't much of a club, just a room above a pub, redly, but for a sx-month
period it was popular with a certain London cronmd — the admog fashiongble, right-on, black
501s-and-DMs-crowd that used to move in herds from the market to the Town and Country to
Dingwalls to the Electric Balroom to the Camden Plaza. | was a good DJ, | think. At any rate,
people seemed happy, they danced, stayed late, asked me where they could buy some of the
records | played, and came back week after week. We caled it the Groucho Club, because of
Groucho Marx's thing about not wanting to join any club that would have him as a member; later
on we found out that there was another Groucho Club somewhere in the West End, but nobody
seemed to get confused about which was which. (Top five floor-fillers a the Groucho,
incidentdly: ‘It's a Good Feding' by Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, 'No Blow No Show' by
Bobby Bland; 'Mr. Big Stuff' by Jean Knight; The Love You Save by the Jackson Five, The
Ghetto' by Donny Hathaway.)

And | loved, loved doing it. To look down on a roomful of heads al bobbing away to the
mugc you have chosen is an uplifting thing, and for that sx-month period when the club was
popular, | was as happy as | have ever been. It was the only time | have ever redly had a sense of
momentum, athough later | could see that it was a fdse momentum, because it didn't belong to
me a 4dl, but to the music. anyone playing his favorite dance records very loud in a crowded
place, to people who had paid to hear them, would have fdt exactly the same thing. Dance
music, &fter dl, is supposed to have momentum — | just got confused.

Anyway, | met Lauraright in the middle of that period, in the summer of '87. She reckons she
had been to the club three or four times before | noticed her, and that could well be rignt — she's
gndl, and skinny, and pretty, in a sort of Sheena Easton pre-Hollywood makeover way
(athough she looked tougher than Sheena Easton with her radica lawyer spiky hair and her
boots and her scary pde blue eyes), but there were prettier women there, and when you're
looking on in that idle kind of way, it's the prettiest ones you look at. So, on this third or fourth
time, she came up to my little rostrum thing and spoke to me, and | liked her draightaway: she
asked me to play a record that | redly loved (‘Got to Get You off My Mind' by Solomon Burke,
if anyone cares), but which had cleared the floor whenever I'd tried it.

'Were you here when | played it before?

'Y egh.”

'Well, you saw what happened. They were adl about to go home!'

It's a three-minute single, and I'd had to take it off after aout a minute and a hdf. | played
'‘Holiday' by Madonna ingtead; | used modern stuff every now and again, a times of criss, just
like people who bdieve in homeopathy have to use conventiond medicine sometimes, even
though they dispprove of it.

"They won't thistime.’

'How do you know that?

'Because | brought half of thislot here, and I'll make sure they dance.’

So | played it, and sure enough Laura and her mates flooded the dance floor, but one by one



they dl drifted off again, shaking ther heads and laughing. It is a hard song to dance to; it's a
mid-tempo R&B thing, and the intro sort of stops and dtarts. Laura stuck with it, and though |
wanted to see whether shed struggle gamely through to the end, | got nervous when people
weren't dancing, o | put The Love You Save on quick.

She wouldn't dance to the Jackson Five, and she marched over to me, but she was grinning and
sad she wouldn't ask again. She just wanted to know where she could buy the record. | sad if
she came next week |'d have a tape for her, and she looked redlly pleased.

| spent hours putting that cassette together. To me, making a tape is like writing a letter —
therés a lot of erasng and rethinking and darting again, and | wanted it to be a good one,
because . . . to be honest, because | hadn't met anyone as promising as Laura since I'd started the
DJing, and meeting promising women was patly what the DJing was supposed to be about. A
good compilation tape, like bresking up, is hard to do. You've got to kick off with a corker, to
hold the attention (I started with 'Got to Get You off My Mind," but then redized that she might
not get any further than track one, sde one if | ddivered wha she wanted Sraightaway, o |
buried it in the middle of sde two), and then you've got to up it a notch, or coadl it a notch, and
you cant have white musc and black music together, unless the white music sounds like black
music, and you can't have two tracks by the same artist sde by sSde, unless youve done the
wholething in pairs, and . . . oh, there are loads of rules.

Anyway, | worked and worked at this one, and I've till got a couple of early demons knocking
around the flat, prototype tapes | changed my mind about when | was checking them through.
And on Friday night, club night, | produced it from my jacket pocket when she came over to me,
and we went on from there. It was a good beginning.

Laura was, is, a lawyer, dthough when | met her she was a different kind of lawyer from the
one she is now: then, she worked for a legd ad firm fence, | guess, the clubbing and the black
leather motorcycle jacket). Now, she works for a City law firm (hence, | guess, the restaurants
and the expensve suits and the disgppearance of the spiky haircut and a previoudy unreveded
taste for weary sarcasm) not because she underwent any kind of politica conversion, but because
she was made redundant and couldn't find any legd ad work. She had to take a job that pad
about forty-five grand a year because she couldn't find one that paid under twenty; she said that
this was dl you need to know about Thatcherism, and | suppose she had a point. She changed
when she got the new job. She was dways intense, but, before, the intensity had somewhere to
go: she could worry about tenants rights, and dum landlords, and kids living in places without
running water. Now she's just intense about work — how much she has, the pressure she's under,
how shes doing, what the partners think of her, that kind of suff. And when sheé's not being
intense about work, she's being intense about why she shouldn't be intense about work, or this
kind of work, anyway.

Sometimes — not so often recently — | could do something or say something that adlowed her
to escgpe from hersdf, and that's when we worked best; she complains frequently about my
rdentlesstrividity,’ but it has its uses.

| never had any wild crush on her, and that used to worry me about the long-term future: |
used to think — and given the way we ended up, maybe | ill do — that dl relationships need
the kind of violent shove that a crush brings, just to get you sarted and to push you over the
humps. And then, when the energy from that shove has gone and you come to something
gpproaching a hdt, you have a look around and see what you've got. It could be something
completely different, it could be something roughly the same, but gentler and camer, or it could
be nothing at dl.



With Laura, | changed my mind about that whole process for a while. There weren't any
deepless nights or losses of appetite o agonizing waits for the phone to ring for ether of us But
we just carried on regardless, anyway, and, because there was no steam to lose, we never had to
have that look around to see what we'd got, because what we'd got was the same as what wed
adways had. She didn't make me miserable, or anxious, or ill a ease, and when we went to bed |
didn't panic and let mysdlf down, if you know what | mean, and | think you do.

We went out a lot, and she came to the club every week, and when she logt the lease on her
flat in Archway she moved in, and everything was good, and stayed that way for years and years.
If | was being obtuse, I'd say tha money changed everything: when she switched jobs she
suddenly had loads, and when | lost the club work, and the recesson seemed to make the shop
suddenly invisble to passers-by, | had none. Of course things like that complicate life, and there
are dl kinds of readjusments to think about, baitles to fight and lines to draw. But redly, it
wasn't the money. It was me. Like Liz sad, I'm an arsehole.

The night before Liz and | were supposed to have a drink in Camden, Liz and Laura met up
somewhere for something to eet, and Liz had a go a& Laura about lan, and Laura wasn't planning
on saying anything in her own defense, because that would have meant assaulting me, and she
has a powerful and sometimes ill-advised sense of loydty. (I, for example, would not have been
able to restrain mysdf.) But Liz pushed it too far, and Laura sngpped, and dl these things about
me poured out in a torrent, and then they both cried, and Liz gpologized between fifty and one
hundred times for spesking out of turn. So the following day Liz snapped, tried to phone me and
then marched into the pub and cdled me names. | don't know any of his for sure, of course. |
have had no contact a dl with Laura and only a brief and unhappy meeting with Liz. But, even
S0, one does not need a sophigicated understanding of the characters in question to guess this
much.

| do not know what, precisdly, Laura said, but she would have reveded at least two, maybe even
al four, of the following pieces of informetion:

1) That | dept with somebody & se while she was pregnant.

2) That my affair contributed directly to her terminating the pregnancy.

3) That, after her abortion, | borrowed a large sum of money from her and
have not yet repaid any of it.

4) That, shortly before she left, | told her | was unhappy in the relationship, and |
was kind of sort of maybe looking around for someone ese.

Did | do and say these things? Yes, | did. Are there any mitigating circumstances? Not redly,
unless any circumgtances (in other words, context) can be regarded as mitigating. And before
you judge, athough you have probably aready done s0, go away and write down the worst four
things that you have done to your partner, even if — epeddly if — your partner doesn't know
about them. Don't dress these things up, or try to explain them; just write them down, in a lig, in
the plainest language possible. Finished? OK, so who's the arsehole now?



Eight

'Where the fuck have you been? | ask Barry when he turns up for work on Saturday morning. |
havent seen him since we went to Mari€'s gig a the White Lion — no phone cdls, no apologies,
nothing.

"Where the fuck have | been? Where the fuck have | been? God, you're an arsehole,’ Barry says
by way of an explanation. 'I'm sorry, Rob. | know things arent going so well for you and you
have problems and stuff, but, you know. We spent fucking hours looking for you the other night.'

'Hours? More than one hour? At least two? | left at hdf-ten, so you abandoned the search at
haf-twelve, right? Y ou must have waked from Putney to Wapping.'

'Don't be asmartarse.’

One day, maybe not in the next few weeks, but certainly in the conceivable future, somebody
will be able to refer to me without using the word ar se somewhere in the sentence.

'OK, sorry. But I'll bet you looked for ten minutes, and then had a drink with Marie and
thingy. T-Bone!'

| hate cdling hm T-Bone. It sets my teeth on edge, like when you have to ask for a Big Heagp
Buffdo Billburger, when dl you want is a quarter-pounder, or a Just Like Mom Used to Make,
when dl you want is a piece of apple pie.

"That's not the point.’

'Did you have agood time?

'It was great. T-Bone's played on two Guy Clark abums and a Jmmie Dde Gilmore abum.’

'Far out.'

'Oh, fuck off."

I'm glad it's Saturday because we're reasonably busy, and Barry and | don't have to find much
to say to each other. When Dick's making a cup of coffee and I'm looking for an old Shirley
Brown gngle in the stockroom, he tels me that FBon€'s played on two Guy Clark abums and a
Jmmie Dae Gilmore abum.

'‘And do you know what? He's a redly nice guy,' he adds, astonished that someone who has
reeched these dizzying heights is capable of exchanging a few civil words in a pub. But that's
about it as far as staff interaction goes. There are too many other people to talk to.

Even though we get a lot of people into the shop, only a smal percentage of them buy
anything. The best cusomers are the ones who just have to buy a record on a Saturday, even if
theres nothing they redly want; unless they go home dutching a fla, square carier bag, they
fed uncomfortable.

You can spot the vinyl addicts because after a while they get fed up with the rack they are
flicking through, march over to a completely different section of the shop, pull a deeve out from
the middle somewhere, and come over to the counter; this is because they have been making a
lig of possble purchases in ther head (If | don't find anything in the next five minutes, thet
blues compilation | saw haf an hour ago will have to do), and suddenly sicken themseaves with
the amount of time they have wasted looking for something they don't redly want. 1 know that
feding well (these are my people, and | understand them better than | understand anybody in the
world): it is a prickly, clammy, panicky sensation, and you go out of the shop eding. You wak



much more quickly afterward, trying to recapture the part of the day that has escaped, and quite
often you have the urge to read the international section of a newspaper, or go to see a Peter
Greenaway film, to consume something solid and meaty which will lie on top of the cotton
candy worthlessness clogging up your head.

The other people | like are the ones who are being driven to find a tune that has been troubling
them, digracting them, a tune that they can hear in ther bresth when they run for a bus, or in the
rhythm of ther windshidd wipers when they're driving home from work. Sometimes something
banad and obvious is respongble for the digtraction: they have heard it on the radio, or a a club.
But sometimes it has come to them as if by magic. Sometimes it has come to them because the
sun was out, and they saw someone who looked nice, and they suddenly found themselves
humming a snatch of a song they havent heard for fifteen or twenty years, once, a guy came in
because he had dreamed a record, the whole thing, melody, title, and artis. And when | found it
for him (it was an old reggae thing, 'Happy Go Lucky Girl' by the Paragons), and it was more or
less exactly as it had gppeared to him in his deep, the look on his face made me fed as though |
was not a man who ran a record shop, but a midwife, or a painter, someone whose life is
routingly transcendenta.

You can redly see what Dick and Barry are for on Saturdays. Dick is as patient and as
enthusiagtic and as gentle as a primary-school teacher: he sdls people records they didn't know
they wanted because he knows intuitively what they should buy. He chats, then puts something
on the record deck, and soon they're handing over fivers dmogt digractedly as if that's what
theyd come in for in the fird place Bary, meanwhile, smply bulldozes customers into
submisson. He rubbishes them because they don't own the firg Jesus and Mary Chan dbum,
and they buy it, and he laughs a them because they don't own Blonde on Blonde, so they buy
that, and he explodes in disbeief when they tel him that they have never heard of Ann Peebles,
and then they buy something of hers, too. At around four o'clock most Saturday afternoons, just
when | make us dl a cup of tea, | have a little glow on, maybe because this is after dl my work,
and it's going OK, maybe because I'm proud of us, of the way that, though our talents are small
and peculiar, we use them to their best advantage.

So when | come to close the shop, and we're getting ready to go out for a drink as we do every
Saturday, we are al happy together again; we have a fund of goodwill which we will spend over
the next few empty days, and which will have completdy run out by Friday lunchtime. We are
0 happy, in fact, that between throwing the cusomers out and leaving for the day, we list our
top five Elvis Cogtdlo songs (I go for ‘Alison,’ 'Little Triggers' 'Man Out of Time' 'King Horse,
and a bootleg Merseybest-style verson of 'Everyday | Write the Book' I've got on a bootleg tape
somewhere, the obscurity of the last cleverly counteracting the obviousness of the fird, |
thought, and thus preempting scorn from Barry) and, after the sulks and rows of the last week, it
feds good to think about things like this again.

But when we wak out of the shop, Laurds waiting there for me, leaning againg the srip of
wall that separates us from the shoe shop next door, and | remember that it's not supposed to be a
fed-good period of my life,



Nine

The money is easy to explain: she had it, | didnt, and she wanted to give it to me. This was when
shed been in the new job a few months and her sdary was sarting to pile up in the bank a bit.
She lent me five grand; if she hadnt, | would have gone under. | have never pad her back
because I've never been able to, and the fact that she's moved out and is seeing somebody ese
doesn't make me five grand richer. The other day on the phone, when | gave her a hard time and
told her shed fucked my life up, she said something about tie money, something about whether
I'd start paying her back in ingtdlments, and | said I'd pay her back a a pound a week for the
next hundred years. That's when she hung up.

So that's the money. The stuff | told her about being unhappy in the reationship, about haf
looking around for someone dse she pushed me into saying it. She tricked me into saying it.
That sounds feeble, but she did. We were having a dtate-of-the-nation conversation and she sad,
quite matter-of-factly, that we were in a pretty unhappy phase a the moment, and | agreed; she
asked whether | ever thought about meeting somebody else, and | denied it, and she laughed, and
sad that people in our pogtion were dways thinking about meeting somebody dse. So | asked if
she was dways thinking about meeting somebody else, and she said of course, so | admitted that
| did daydream about it sometimes. At the time | thought it was a let's-be-grown-up-about-lifés-
imperfectability sort of conversation, an abdtract, adult anadyss, now | see that we were redly
talking about her and lan, and that she suckered me into absolving her. It was a snesky lawyer's
trick, and | fdll for it, because she's much smarter than me,

| didn't know she was pregnant, of course | didn't. She hadn't told me because she knew | was
seeing somebody ese. (She knew | was seeing somebody ese because I'd told her. We thought
we were being grown-up, but we were being preposteroudy naive, childish even, to think that
one or the other of us could get up to no good, and own up to the misdemeanor, while we were
living together.) | didnt find out until ages afterward: we were going through a good period and |
made some joke about having kids and she burgt into tears. So | made her tdl me what it was all
about, and she did, after which | had a brief and ill-advised bout of noisy sef-righteousness (the
usud duff — my child, too, what right did she have, blah blah) before her disbeief and
contempt shut me up.

'You didn't look a very good long-term bet at the time,' she sid. 'l didnt like you very much,
ether. | didnt want to have a baby by you. | didnt want to think about some awful visting-rights
relaionship that Stretched way on into the future. And | didnt want to be a single mother. It
wasn't avery hard decision to make. There wasn't any point in consulting you abot it."

These were dl far points. In fact, if I'd got pregnant by me at the time, | would have had an
abortion for exactly the same reasons. | couldn't think of anything to say.

Later on the same evening, after I'd rethought the whole pregnancy thing usng the new
information | had a my disposd, | asked her why she had stuck with it.
She thought for along time.
‘Because I'd never stuck at anything before, and 1I'd made a promise to mysdf when we Sarted



seeing each other that I'd make it through at least one bad patch, just to see what happened. So |
did. And you were s0 pathetically sorry about thet idiotic Rose woman . . . | — Rose, the four-
bonk, smultaneous orgasm, pain-inthe-arse girl, the girl 1 was seeing when Laura was pregnant
— ' ... that you were very nice to me for quite a long time, and that was just what | needed. We
go quite deep, Rab, if only because weve been together a reasonable length of time. And | didn't
want to knock it al over and start again unless | redlly had to. So."

And why had | stuck with it? Not for reasons as noble and as adult as that. (Is there anything
more adult than dicking with a rdationship tha's fdling gpat in the hope that you can put it
right? I've never done that in my life) | suck with it because, suddenly, right a the end of the
Rose thing, | found mysdf redly dtracted to Laura again; it was like | needed Rosie to spice
Laura up a bit. And | thought I'd blown it (I didn't know then that she was experimenting with
goicism). | could see her losing interest in me, so | worked like mad to get that interest back, and
when | got it back, | logt interest in her dl over again. That sort of thing happens to me a lot, |
find. | don't know how to sort it out. And that more or less brings us up to date. When the whole
sorry tae comes out in a great big lump like that, even the most shortsghted jerk, even the most
Hf-dduding and sHf-pitying of jilted, wounded lovers can see that there is some cause and
effect going on here, that abortions and Rose and lan and money dl belong to, deserve each
other.

Dick and Barry ask us if we want to go with them to the pub for a quick one, but it's hard to
imagine us dl gtting round a table laughing about the customer who confused Albert King with
Albert Collins (He didn't even twig when he was looking at the record for scratches and he saw
the Stax label,” Barry told us, sheking his head a the previoudy unsuspected depths of human
ignorance), and | politely decline. | presume that were going back to the flat, so | wak toward
the bus stop, but Laura tugs me on the arm and whedls around to look for a cab.

I'll pay. It wouldn't be much fun on the twenty-nine, would it?

Fair point. The conversation we need to have is best conducted without a conductor — and
without dogs, kids, and fat people with huge John Lewis bags.

Weé're pretty quiet in the cab. It's only a ten-minute ride from the Seven Sisters Road to Crouch
End, but the journey is so uncomfortable and intense and unhappy that | fed I'll remember it for
the rex of my life. It's raining, and the fluorescent lights make patterns on our faces, the taxi
driver asks us if weve had a good day, and we grunt, and he dams the partition shut behind him.
Laura stares out of the window, and | snesk the odd look at her, trying to see if the last week has
made any difference in her face. She's had her hair cut, same as usud, very short, Sixties short,
like Mia Farrow, except — and I'm not just being creepy — she's better suited to this sort of cut
than Mia. It's because her hair is s0 dark, nearly black, that when it's short her eyes seem to take
up mogt of her face. She's not wearing any makeup, and | reckon this is for my berefit. It's an
easy way of showing me that she's careworn, distracted, too miserable for fripperies. There's a
nice symmetry here: when | gave her that tape with the Solomon Burke song on it, dl those years
ago, she was wearing loads of makeup, much more than she was used to wearing, and much
more than she had worn the previous week, and | knew, or hoped, that this was for my benefit,
too. So you get loads a the beginning, to show that things are good, positive, exciting, and none
at the end, to show that things are desperate. Neet, eh?

(But later, just as were turning the corner into my road, and I'm beginning to panic about the
pan and difficulty of the impending conversation, | see a woman on her own, Saturday-night-
smart, off to meet somebody somewhere, friends, or a lover. And when | was living with Laura, |



missed . . . what? Maybe | missed somebody traveling on a bus or tube or cab, going out of thier
way, to meet me, maybe dressed up a little, maybe wearing more makeup than usua, maybe even
dightly nervous, when | was younger, the knowledge that | was responsible for any of this, even
the bus ride, made me fed patheticdly grateful. When youre with someone permanently, you
don't get that: if Laura wanted to see me, she only had to turn her head, or wak from the
bathroom to the bedroom, and she never bothered to dress up for the trip. And when she came
home, she came home because she lived in my flat, not because we were lovers, and when we
went out, she sometimes dressed up and sometimes didn't, depending on where we were going,
but again, it was nothing whatsoever to do with me. Anyway, dl this is by way of saying that the
woman | saw out of the cab window inspired me and consoled me, momentarily: maybe | am not
too old to provoke a trip from one part of London to ancother, and if | ever do have another date,
and | arange to meet that date in, say, Idington, and she has to come dl the way from Stoke
Newington, a journey of some three to four miles | will thank her from the bottom of my
wretched thirty-five-year-old heart.)

Laura pays the cabbie and | unlock the front door, put the timer light on, and usher her insde.
She stops and goes through the post on the windowsil, just through force of habit, 1 guess, but of
course she gets hersdf in difficulties immediady: as shes shuffling through the envelopes, she
comes across lan's TV license reminder, and she hestates, just for a second, but long enough to
remove any last remaining trace of doubt from my mind, and | fed sck.

"You can take it with you if you want,’ | say, but | can't look at her, and she doesn't look a me.
'Save me having to redirect it." But she just puts it back in the pile, and then puts the pile back
among the takeaway menus and minicab cards on the windowsll, and darts waking up the
dairs.

When we get into the flat, it's weird seeing her there. But what's particularly odd is how she
tries to avoid doing the things that she used to do, you can see her checking hersdlf. She takes her
coat off; she used to chuck it over one of the chairs, but she doesn't want to do that tonight. She
gands there holding it for a little while, and | take it off her and chuck it over one of the chars.
She dtarts to go into the kitchen, ether to put the kettle on or to pour hersdf a glass of wine, so |
ask her, politely, whether shed like a cup of tea, and she asks me, politdy, whether there's
anything stronger, and when | say that therés a hdf-empty bottle of wine in the fridge, she
manages not to say that there was awhole one when she left, and she bought it. Anyway, it's not
hers any more, or it's not the same bottle, or something. And when she sts down, she chooses the
chair nearest the stereo — my chair — rather than the one nearest the TV — her chair.

'Have you done them yet? She nods toward the shelves full of dbums.

'What? | know what, of course.

"The Great Reorganization.' | can hear the capitd letters.

'Oh. Yes. The other night.' | dont want to tell her that | did it the evening after she'd gone, but
she gives an irritating little, well-fancy-that smile anyway.

'What? | say. 'What's that supposed to mean?

'Nothing. Just, you know. Didn't take you long.’

'Don't you think there are more important things to talk about than my record collection?

'Yes, | do, Rob. I've dways thought that.'

I'm supposed to have the mord high ground here (she's the one who's been deeping with the
neighbours, after dl), but | can't even get out of base camp.

'Where have you been staying for the last week?

'l think you know thet,' she says quietly.



'Had to work it out for mysdlf, though, didn't I?

| fed dck again, redly sck. | don't know how it shows on my face, but suddenly Laura loses
it alittle: she lookstired, and sad, and she stares hard straight ahead to stop herself from crying.

I'm sorry. | made some bad decisions. | haven't been very fair to you. That's why | came to the
shop this evening, because | thought it was time to be brave.'

'Are you scared now?

'Yes, of course | am. | fed terrible. Thisisredly hard, you know.'

‘Good.’

Silence. | don't know what to say. There are loads of things | want to ask, but they are dl
questions | don't redly want answered: when did you dart seeing lan, and was it because of the,
you know, the ceiling noise thing, and is it better (What? shéd ask; Everything, I'd say), and is
this redly definitdy it, or just some sort of phase, and, this is how feeble I'm becoming, have you
missed me a dl even one bit, do you love me, do you love him, do you want to end up with him,
do you want to have babieswith him, and isit better, isit better. ISIT BETTER?

'Isit because of my job?

Where did that one come from? Of course it's not because of my fucking job. Why did | ask
that?

'Oh, Rob, of courseit isn't.'

That's why | asked that. Because | fet sorry for mysdf, and | wanted some sort of chesp
consolation: | wanted to hear 'Of course it isn't' said with a tender dismissveness, wheress if Id
asked her the Big Question, | might have got an embarrassed denid, or an embarrassed slence,
or an embarrassed confesson, and | didn't want any of them.

Is that what you think? That I've left you because you're not grand enough for me? Give me
some credit, please’ But again, she says it nicely, in a tone of voice | recognize from a long time
ago.

'l don't know. It's one of the things | thought of .

'What were the others?

‘Just the obvious stuff.’

'What's the obvious stuff?

'l don't know.'

'So it's not that obvious, then.’

'‘No.'

Slence again.

'Isit working out with lan?

'Oh, come on, Rob. Don't be childish.’

'Why isthat childish? Y ou're living with the bloke. | just wanted to know how it was going.'

I'm not living with him. I've just been staying with him for a few days until 1 work out what
I'm doing. Look, this has nothing to do with anyone ese. Y ou know that, don't you?

They dways say that. They dways, aways say that it's nothing to do with anyone ese. I'll bet
you any money that if Cdia Johnson had run off with Trevor Howard a the end of Brief
Encounter, she would have told her husband that it was nothing to do with anyone ese. It's the
firsd law of romantic trauma. | make a rather repulsve and ingppropriatdy comic snorting noise
to express my dishdief, and Laura nearly laughs, but thinks better of it.

I left because we werent redly getting on, or even taking, very much, and I'm a an age
where | want to sort mysdf out, and | couldn't see that ever happening with you, mostly because
you seem incgpable of sorting yoursdf out. And | was sort of interested in someone dse, and



then that went further than it should have done, s0 it seemed like a good time to go. But I've no
idea what will happen with Ian in the long run. Probably nothing. Maybe youll grow up a bit and
well put things right. Maybe I'll never see ether of you ever again. | dont know. All | do know
isthat it's not agood time to be living here!’

More slence. Why are people — let's face it, women — like this? It doesn't pay to think this
way, with al this mess and doubt and gray, smudged lines where there should be a crisp, sharp
picture. | agree that you need to meet somebody new in order to dispense with the old — you
have to be incredibly brave and adult to pack something in just because it isnt working very
well. But you can't go about it al hafheartedly, like Laura is doing now. When | started seeing
Rose the smultaneous orgasm woman, | wasit like this, as far as | was concerned, she was a
serious prospect, the woman who was going to lead me painlesdy out of one reationship and
into another, and the fact that it didn't happen like that that she was a disaster area, was just bad
luck. At least there was a clear battle-plan in my head, and there was none of this irritating oh
Rob-1-need-time Suff.

‘But you haven't definitely decided to pack me in? Therés ill a chance that well get back
together?

'l don't know.'

'Wdll, if youdon't know, that must mean there's a chance.’

'l don't know if theré's a chance.’

Jesus.

‘That's what I'm saying. That if you don't know theres a chance, there must be a chance,
mustn't there? It's like, if someone was in hospital, and he was serioudy ill, and the doctor sad, |
dont know if he's got a chance of survival or not, then that doesn't mean the patient's definitely
going to die, does it? It means he might live. Even if it's only aremote possibility.'

'l suppose so0.'

'So we have a chance of getting back together again.’

'Oh, Rob, shut up.’

'l just want to know where | stand. What chance | have.'

'l dont bloody know what bloody fucking chance you have. I'm trying to tell you that I'm
confused, that | haven't been happy for ages, that we got oursaves into a terrible mess, that 1've
been seeing someone ese. These are the important things:!

I guess. But if you could just tell me roughly, it would help.'

'OK, OK. We have a nine percent chance of getting back together. Does that clarify the
gtuation? She's so sick of this, so near to burdting, that her eyes are clenched tight shut and she's
gpesking in afurious, poisonous whisper.

'You'rejust being stupid now.’

I know, somewhere in me, that it's not her that's being stupid. | understand, on one leve, that
she doesn't know, that everything's up in the ar. But that's no use to me. You know the worst
thing about being rgected? The lack of control. If | could only control the when and how of
being dumped by somebody, then it wouldn't seem as bad. But then, of course, it wouldn't be
rgection, would it? It would be by mutua consent. It would be musicd differences. | would be
leaving to pursue a s0lo career. | know how unbelievably and patheticdly childish it is to push
and push like this for some degree of probability, but it's the only thing | can do to grab any sort
of control back from her.

When | saw Laura outside the shop | knew absolutely, without any question at al, that 1 wanted



her again. But that's probably because she's the one doing the rgecting. If | can get her to
concede that there is a chance well patch things up, that makes things easer for me: if | dont
have to go around feding hurt, and powerless, and miserable, | can cope without her. In other
words, I'm unhappy because she doesn't want me; if | can convince mysdlf that she does want me
a bit, then I'll be OK again, because then | won't want her, and | can get on with looking for
someone else.

Laura is wearing an expression | have come to know well in recent months, a look that denotes
both infinite patience and hopeless frudration. It doesn't fed good to know that she has invented
this look just for me. She never needed it before. She sighs, and puts her head on her hand, and
dares at thewall.

'OK, it could be that we sort things out. There may be a chance of that happening. | would say
not a good chance, but a chance.’

'Great.'
'No, Rob, it's not great. Nothing's great. Everything's shit.’
‘But it won't be, you'll see'’

She shakes her head, apparently in disbelief. 'I'm too tired for this now. | know I'm asking a
lot, but will you go back to the pub and have a drink with the others while I'm sorting some stuff
out? | need to be able to think while I'm doing it, and | can't think with you here.’

'No problem. If | can ask one question.’

'OK. One'!’

"It sounds stupid.’

'Never mind.'

"You wont likeit.'

‘Just. .. just ask it

'Isit better?

'[swhat better? Is what better than what?

'Wl. Sex, | guess. Is sex with him better?

‘Jesus Chrigt, Rob. Isthat realy what's bothering you?

'Of courseitis!'

"You redly think it would make a difference either way?

'l don't know." And | don't.

"Well, the answer isthat | don't know either. We haven't doneit yet.'

Yes

‘Never?

'No. | havent fdt likeit.'

'But not even before, when he was living upstairs?

'Oh, thanks alot. No. | was living with you then, remember?

| fed abit embarrassed and | don't say anything.

'We've dept together but we havent made love. Not yet. But I'll tell you one thing. The
deeping together is better.'

Yed Yed Thisis fantagtic news! Mr. Sixty-Minute Man hasn't even clocked on yet! | kiss her
on the cheek and go to the pub to meet Dick and Barry. | fed like a new man, dthough not very
much like aNew Man. | fed so much better, in fact, thet | go straight out and deep with Marie,



Ten

FACT: Over three million men in this country have dept with ten or more women. And do they
al look like Richad Gere? Are they dl as rich as Croesus, as chaming as Clak Gable as
preposteroudy endowed as Errol Flynn, as witty as Oscar Wilde? Nope. It's nothing to do with
any of that. Maybe haf a dozen or so of that three million have one or more of these atributes,
but that ill leaves . . . wdl, three million, give or take hdf a dozen. And they're just blokes.
We're just blokes, because I, even |, am a member of the exclusve three million dub. Ten is not
0 many if youre unmaried and in your mid-thirties. Ten partners in a couple of decades of
sexud activity is actudly pretty feeble, if you think about it: one partner every two years, and if
any of those partners was a one-night stand, and that one-night sand came in the middle of a
two-year drought, then youre not in trouble exactly, but youre hardly the Number One Lurve
Man in your paticular podd didrict. Ten isnt a lot, not for the thirtysomething bacheor.
Twenty isnt a lot, if you look & it that way. Anything over thirty, | reckon, and you're entitled to
gppear on an Oprah about promiscuity.

Marie is my seventeenth lover. 'How does he do it? you ask yoursdves. 'He wears bad
sweaters, he gives his ex-girlfriend a hard time, he's grumpy, he's broke, he hangs out with the
Musica Moron Twins, and yet he gets to go to bed with an American recording artiss who looks
like Susan Dey. What's going on?

Firg off, let's not get carried away here. Yes, she's a recording artist, but she records with the
ironicaly titled Blackpool-based Hit Records, and it's the type of record contract where you el
your own tapes during the interval of your own show in London's prestigious Sir Harry Lauder
nightspot. And if | know Susan Dey, and dfter a rdationship that has endured for over twenty
years | fed | do, | reckon shed be the firgt to admit that looking like Susan Dey in L.A. Law is
not the same as looking like, say, Vivien Leigh in Gone With the Wind.

But yes, even 0, the night with Marie is my mgor sexud triumph, my bonkus mirabilis. And
do you know how it comes about? Because | ask questions. That's it. That's my secret. If
someone wanted to know how to get off with seventeen women, or more, no less, that's what I'd
tell them: ask questions. It works precisay because that isn't how you're supposed to do it, if you
ligen to the collective mde wisdom. There are Hill enough of the old-style, big-mouthed, sef-
opinionated egomaniacs around to make someone like me appear refreshingly different; Marie
even says something like that to me halfway through the evening . . .

| had no idea that Marie and T-Bone were going to be in the pub with Dick and Barry, who
had gpparently promised them a red English Saturday night out — pub, curry, night bus, and dl
the trimmings. But I'm happy to see them, both of them; I'm redly up &fter the triumph with
Laura, and seeing as Marie has only ever seen me tongue-tied and grumpy, she must wonder
what has happened. Let her wonder. It's not often that | get the chance to be enigmatic and
perplexing.

They're gtting round a table, drinking pints of bitter. Marie shuffles dong to let me st down,
and the moment she does that I'm lost, gone, away. It's the Saturday-night-date woman | saw
through the window of the cab who has set me off, | think. | see Maries shuffle dong the seat as
a miniaure but meaningful romantic accommodation: hey, shes doing this for mel Pethetic, |



know, but immediatdy | sart to worry that Barry or Dick — let's face it — Barry, has told her
about where | was and what | was doing. Because if she knows about Laura, and about the split,
and about me getting uptight, then shéll lose interest and, as she had no interest in the first place,
that would put me into aminusinterest stuation. I'd bein the red, interest-wise.

Barry and Dick are asking T-Bone about Guy Clark; Maries ligening, but then she turns to me
and asks me, conspiratoridly, if everything went dl right. Bastard Barry big-mouith.

| shrug.

'She just wanted to pick some stuff up. No big ded.’

'God, | hate that time. That picking-up-stuff time. | just went through that before | came here.
You know that song cdled 'Patsy Cline Times Two' | play? That's about me and my ex dividing
up our record collections!'

It'sagreat song.’

"Thank you.'

'And you wrote it just before you came here?

'l wrote it on the way here. The words, anyway. I'd had the tune for a while, but | didn't know
whét to do with it until | thought of thetitle!

It begins to dawn on me that T-Bone, if | may Cuisinart my foodstuffs, isared herring.

'Is that why you came to London in the first place? Because of, you know, dividing up your
record collection and stuff?

Yup.! She shrugs, then thinks, and then laughs, because the affirmative has told the entire
gtory, and there's nothing else to say, but she tries anyway.

'Yup. He broke my heart, and suddenly | didn't want to be in Austin anymore, so | cdled F
Bone, and he fixed up a couple of gigs and an gpartment for me, and here | am.’

'Y ou share a place with T-Bone?

She laughs again, a big snorty laugh, right into her beer. 'No way! T-Bone wouldn't want to
share a place with me. I'd cramp his syle. And | wouldnt want to ligen to dl that Suff
happening on the other side of the bedroom wall. I'm way too unattached for that.’

She's dngle. I'm dngle. I'm a sngle man taking to an dtractive sngle woman who may or
may not have just confessed to fedings of sexud frugtration. Oh my God.

A while back, when Dick and Barry and | agreed that what redly matters is what you like, not
what you are like, Barry proposed the idea of a questionnaire for prospective partners, a two- or
three-page  multiple-choice document that covered al the music/film/TV/book bases It was
intended @) to dispense with awkward conversation, and b) to prevent a chap from legping into
bed with someone who might, at a later date, turn out to have every Julio Iglesias record ever
made. It amused us a the time, dthough Barry, being Barry, went one stage further: he compiled
the questionnaire and presented it to some poor woman he was interested in, and she hit him with
it. But there was an important and essentid truth contained in the idea, and the truth was that
these things matter, and it's no good pretending that any reationship has a future if your record
collections disagree violently, or if your favorite films wouldn't even spesk to esch other if they
met a a party.

If I'd given Maie a quedionnaire, she wouldnt have hit me with it. She would have
understood the vdidity of the exercises We have one of those conversations where everything
clicks, meshes, corresponds, locks, where even our pauses, even our punctuation marks, seem to
be nodding in agreement. Nanci Griffith and Kurt VVonnegut, the Cowboy Junkies and hip-hop,
My Life as a Dog and A Fish Called Wanda, Pee-Wee Herman and Wayne's World, sports and
Mexican food (yes, yes, yes, no, yes, no, no, yes, no, yes) . . . You remember that kid's game,



Mousetrgp? That ludicrous machine you had to build, where silver bdls went down chutes, and
little men went up ladders, and one thing knocked into another to set off something ese, until in
the end the cage fdl onto the mouse and trgpped it? The evening goes with that sort of
breathtaking joke precison, where you can kind of see what's supposed to happen but you can't
believeit's ever going to get there, even though afterwards it seems obvious.

When | begin to get the feding hat were having a good time, | give her chances to get away:
when there's a silence | dart to listen to FBone teling Barry what Guy Clak is redly like in red
life as a human being, but Marie sets us back down a private road each time. And when we move
from the pub to the curry house, | dow down to the back of the group, so that she can leave me
behind if she wants, but she dows down with me. And in the curry house | St down firg, so she
can choose where she wants to be, and she chooses the place next to me. It's only a the end of
the evening that | make anything that could be interpreted as a move: | tdl Marie that it makes
sense for the two of us to share a cab. It's more or less true anyway, because T-Boneis Saying in
Camden and both Dick and Barry live in the East End, so it's not like I've redrawn the entire A-Z
for my own purposes. And it's not like I've told her that it makes sense for me to stay the night at
her place, ather, if she doesn't want any further company, dl she has to do is get out of the cab,
try to shove a fiver & me, and wave me on my way. But when we get to her place, she asks me if
| want to bresk into her duty free, and | find that | do. So.

So. Her place is very much like my place, a boxy firg-floor flat in a north London three-story
house. In fact, it's so much like my place tha it's depressing. Is it redly as easy as this to
gpproximate my life? One quick phone cdl to a friend and that's it? It's taken me a decade or
more to put down roots even as shdlow as these. The acoudtics are dl wrong, though; there are
no books, theres no wall of records, and theré's very little furniture, just a sofa and an armchair.
Theres no hi-fi, just a little audiocassette and a few tgpes, some of which she bought from us.
And, thrillingly, there are two guitars leaning againgt the wall.

She goes into the kitchen, which is actudly in the living room but distinguishable because the
carpet stops and the lino begins, and gets some ice and a couple of glasses (she doesn't ask meiif
| want ice, but this is the firg bum note she's played al evening, so | don't fed like complaining)
and dts down next to me on the sofa. | ask her questions about Austin, about the clubs and the
people there; | dso ask her loads of questions about her ex, and she taks well about him. She
describes the set-up and her knock-back with wisdom and honesty and a dry, sdlf-deprecating
humor, and | can see why her songs are as good as they are. | don't talk well about Laura, or, at
leadt, | don't talk with the same sort of depth. | cut corners and trim edges and widen the margins
and speak in big letters to make it dl look a bit more detailed than it redly is, so she gets to hear
a bit about lan (dthough she doesn't get to hear the noises | heard), and a bit about Lauras work,
but nothing about abortions or money or pan-inthe-arse Smultaneous orgasm women. It feds,
even to me, like I'm being intimate: 1 spesk quietly, dowly, thoughtfully, | express regret, | say
nice things about Laura, | hint & a degp ocean of mdancholy just below the surface. But it's dl
bollocks, redly, a cartoon sketch of a decent, senstive guy which does the trick because | am in
a pogtion to invent my own redlity and because — | think — Marie has aready decided she Ikes
me.

| have completely forgotten how to do the next bit, even though I'm never sure whether there's
going to be a next bit. I remember the juvenile stuff, where you put your am aong the sofa and
lee it drop onto her shoulder, or press your leg againg hers, | remember the mock-tough adult
uff | used to try when | was in my mid-twenties, where | looked someone in the eye and asked
if they wanted to stay the night. But none of that seems gppropriate anymore. What do you do



when you're old enough b know better? In the end — and if you'd wanted to place a bet, you
would have got pretty short odds on this one — it's a dumsy callison sanding up in the middle
of the living room. | get up to go to the loo, she says shell show me, we bump into each cher, |
grab, wekiss, and I'm back in the land of sexua neuross.

Why is falure the firg thing | think of when | find mysdf in this sort of Stuation? Why can't |
jus enjoy mysdf? But if you have to ask the quedtion, then you know youre lost: sdf-
consciousness is a man's worst enemy. Already I'm wondering whether sheé's as aware of my
erection as | am, and if she is what she feds about it; but | can't even maintain that worry, let
adone anything else, because so many other worries are crowding it out, and the next stage looks
intimidatingly difficult, unfathomably terrifying, abosolutely impossible.

Look a dl the things tha can go wrong for men. Theés the nothing-happening-at-dl
problem, the too-much-happening-too-soon problem, the disma-droop-after-a-promisng-
beginning problem; therds the Sze-doesn't-matter-except-in-my-case problem, the failing-to-
ddiver-the-goods problem . . . and wha do women have to worry about? A handful of cdlulite?
Join the club. A spot of I-wonder-how-1-rank? Ditto.

I'm happy to be a bloke, | think, but sometimes I'm not happy being a bloke in the late-
twentieth century. Sometimes 1'd rather be my dad. He never had to worry about delivering the
goods, because he never knew that there were any goods to deliver; he never had to worry about
how he ranked in my mother's dl-time hot one hundred, because he was firgt and last on the lis.
Wouldn' it be greet if you could talk about this sort of thing to your father?

One day, maybe, I'll try. 'Dad, did you ever have to worry about the femde orgasm in ether its
cliitord or its (possbly mythicd) vagind form? Do you, in fact, know what the femade orgasm
is? What about the G-gpot? What did 'good in bed” mean in 1955, if it meant anything a al?
When was ord sex imported to Britain? Do you envy me my sex life, or does it dl look like
terribly hard work to you? Did you ever fret about how long you could keep going for, or didn't
you think about that sort of thing then? Aren't you glad that youve never had to buy vegetarian
cookery books as the first small step on the road to getting ingde someone's knickers? Aren't you
glad that youve never had the "You might be right-on but do you clean the toilet? conversation?
Arent you relieved that you've been spared the perils of childbirth that dl modern men have to
face? (And what would he say, | wonder, if he were not tongue-tied by his class and his sex and
his diffidence? Probably something like, 'Son, stop whining. The good fuck wasn't even invented
inmy day, and however many toilets you clean and vegetarian recipes you have to read, you dill
have more fun than we were ever dlowed." And hedd be right, too.)

This is the sort of sex education | never had — the one that dedls in G spots and the like. No
one ever told me about anything that meattered, about how to teke your trousers off with dignity
or what to say to someone when you can't get an erection or what 'good in bed' meant in 1975 or
1985, never mind 1955. Get this no one ever told me about semen even, just sperm, and there's a
crucid difference. As far as | could tdl, these microscopic tadpole things just legped invishbly
out of the end of your whatst, and so when, on the occason of my firs . . . well, never you
mind. But this dissstroudy partid grasp of the made sex organs caused distress and
embarrassment and shame until one afternoon in a Wimpy Bar, a school friend, gpropos of
nothing, remarked that the sdliva he had left in his glass of Wimpy cola ‘looked like spunk,” an
enigmdtic observation that had me puzzling feverishly for an entire weekend, dthough a the
time, of course, | tittered knowingly. It is difficult to dare a foreign matter floating on the top of
a glass of cola and from this minimad information work out the miracle of life itsdf, but that is



what | had to do, and | did it, too.

Anyway. We stand up and kiss, and then we st down and kiss, and haf of me is teling mysdf
not to worry, and the other haf is feding pleased with mysdf, and these two haves make a
whole and leave no room for the here and now, for any pleasure or lugt, so then | start wondering
whether | have ever enjoyed this suff, the physicd sensation rather than the fact of it, or whether
it's just something | fed | ought to do, and when this everie is over | find that were no longer
kissng but hugging, and I'm daring a the back of the sofa. Marie pushes me away 0 that she
can have a look a me and, rather than let her see me gazing blankly into space, | squeeze my
eyes tight shut, which gts me out of the immediate hole but which in the long run is probably a
mistake, because it makes it look as though | have spent most of my life waiting for this moment,
and that will ether scare her rigid or make her assume some things that she shouldn't.

"You OK? she says.
| nod. 'Y ou?
'For now. But | wouldn't beif | thought this was the end of the evening.'

When | was seventeen, | used to lie awake a night hoping that women would say things like
that to me; now, it just brings back the panic.

I'm sureit isn't.

'‘Good. In that case I'll fix us something else to drink. You gicking to the whiskey, or you
want a coffee?

| gtick to the whiskey, so I'll have an excuse if nothing happens, or if things happen too
quickly, or if blah blah blah.

'You know, | redly thought you hated me,' she says. "You'd never said more than two words to
me before this evening, and they were real crotchety words!'

'Isthat why you were interested?

"Yeah, kind of, | guess.’

"That's not the right answer.'

'No, but . . . if aguy'skind of weird with me, | want to find out what's going on, you know?
'And you know now?

'Nope. Do you?

Yep.

‘Nope.'

We laugh merrily; maybe if | just keep laughing, I'll be adle to postpone the moment. She tdls
me that she thought | was cute, a word that no one has ever previoudy used in connection with
me, and soulful, by which I think she means that | dont say much and | dways look vaguely
pissed off. | tel her that | think she's beautiful, which | sort of do, and tdented, which | definitely
do. And we tak like this for a while, congratulating oursdves on our good fortune and each
other for our good taste, which is the way these post-kiss pre-sex conversations dways go, in my
experience; and I'm grateful for every supid word of it, because it buys metime.

I've never had the sexud heebie-jeehies this bad before. | used to get nervous, sure, but | was
never in any doubt that | wanted to go through with it; now, it seems more than enough to know
that 1 can if | want to, and if there was a way of chedting, of circumnavigating the next bit —
getting Marie to Sgn some sort of affidavit which said I'd spent the night, for example — 1'd take
it. It's hard to imagine, in fact, thet the thrill of actudly doing it will be any greater than the thrill
of finding mysdf in a position to do it, but then maybe sex has dways been like that for me.
Maybe | never redly enjoyed the naked part of sex, just the dinner, coffee and get-away-that's-
aso-my-favorite-Hitchcock-film-too part of sex, as long as it's a sexua preamble, and not just a



purposdless chat, and . . .

Who am | kidding? I'm just trying to make mysdf fed better. | used to love sex, dl of it, the
naked parts and the clothed parts and, on a good day, with a fair wind, when | hadn't had too
much to drink and 1 wasnt too tired and | was just at the right stage of the relationship (not too
soon, when | had the firgt-night nerves, and not too late, when | had the not-this-routine-again
blues), | was OK &t it. (By which | mean what exactly? Dunno. No complaints, | guess, but then
there never are in polite company, are there?) The trouble is that it's been years since I've done
anything like this. What if she laughs? What if | get my sweater stuck round my head? It does
happen with this swester. For some reason the neck hole has shrunk but nothing ese, ether that
or my head has got fat a a faster rate than the rest of me — and if I'd known this morning thet . .
- ayway.

'I've got to go,' | say. | have no idea that I'm going to say this, but when | hear the words they
make perfect sense. But of course! What a fantadtic ideal Just go home! You don't have to have
sex if you don't want to! What a grown-up!

Marie looks a me. 'When | said before that | hoped it wasn't the end of the evening, | was, you
know . . . taking about breskfast and stuff. | wasn't talking about another whiskey and another
ten minutes of shoating the shit. I'd like it if you could stay the night.’

'Oh,' | say lamely. 'Oh. Right.'

‘Jesus, S0 much for delicacy. Next time | ask a guy to say the night when I'm here, I'll do it the
American way. | thought you English were supposed to be the masters of understatement, and
beeting around the bush, and dl thet jazz.'

'We use it, but we don't understand it when other people useit.'

"Y ou understand me now? I'd rather stop there, before | have to say something redlly crude.’

'No, that's fine. | just thought | should, you know, clear things up.’

'So they're clear?

'Yeah.!'

'And you'l stay?

v eah.!

'‘Good.'

It takes genius to do what | have just done. | had the chance of going and | blew it; in the
process | showed mysdf incgpable of conducting a courtship with any kind of sophidtication
whatsoever. She uses a nice sexy line to ask me to stay the night, and | lead her to believe that it
sled right over my head, thus turning mysdf into the kind of person she wouldn't have wanted
to deep with in the firg place. Brilliant.

But miraculoudy there are no more hiccups. We have the Durex conversation, asin | tdl her |
havent brought anything with me and she laughs and says that shed be appdled if | had and
anyway she has something in her bag. We both know what were taking about and why, but we
don't eaborate any further. (You don't need to, do you? If you ask someone for a loo-roll, you
don't have to have a conversation about what you're going to do with it.) And then she picks up
her drink, grabs me by the hand, and takes me into the bedroom.

Bad news: there's a bathroom interlude. | hate bathroom interludes, dl that "You can use the
green toothbrush and the pink towd' suff. Don't get me wrong: persond hygiene is of the utmost
importance, and people who don't clean their teeth are shortsghted and very slly, and | wouldn't
let a child of mine, etc., and so on. But, you know, can't we take some time out every now and
again? We're supposed to be in the grip of a passon that neither of us can @ntrol here, so how
come she can find time to think about Neutrogena and carrot moisturizer and cotton balls and the



res of it? On the whole, | prefer women who are prepared to bresk the habit of hdf a lifetime in
your honor, and, in any case, bathroom interludes do nothing for a chap's nerves, or for his
enthusasm, if you catch my drift. I'm paticulaly disgppointed to learn tha Marie is an
interluder, because | thought shed be a little more bohemian, what with the recording contract
and dl; | thought sex would be a little dirtier, literdly and figuratively. Once weére in the
bedroom she disgppears sraightaway, and I'm left cooling my hedls and worrying about whether
I'm supposed to get undressed or not.

See, if | get undressed and she then offers me the green toothbrush, I'm sunk: that means ether
the long nude wak to the bathroom, and I'm just not ready for that yet, or going fully clothed and
getting your swester stuck over your head afterwards. (To refuse the green toothbrush is smply
not on, for obvious reasons) It's dl right for her, of course; she can avoid dl this. She can come
in wearing an extralage Sing T-shirt which she then dips off while I'm out of the room; she's
given nothing away and I'm a humiliated wreck. But then | lemember that I'm wearing a pair of
reasonably snazzy boxers (a present from Laura) and a cleanish white Fshirt, so | can go for the
underwear-inrbed option, a not unreasonable compromise. When Marie comes back I'm
browsing through her John Irving paperback with as much cool as| can manage.

And then | go to the bathroom, and clean my teeth; and then | come back; and then we make
love and then we tdk for a bit; and then we turn the light out, and that's it. I'm not going into dl
that other stuff, the who-did-what-to-whom stuff. You know '‘Behind Closed Doors by Charlie
Rich? That's one of my favorite songs.

You're entitled to know some things, | suppose. You're entitled to know that | didn't let mysdf
down, that none of the mgor problems afflicted me, that | didn't deliver the goods but Marie sad
she had a nice time anyway, and | bdieved her; and youre entitled to know that |1 had a nice
time, too, and that a some point or other along the way | remembered what it is | like about sex:
what | like about sex is that | can lose mysdf in it entirdy. Sex, in fact, is the most absorbing
activity | have discovered in adulthood. When | was a child | used to fed this way about al sorts
of things — Meccano, The Jungle Book, Biggles, The Man from U.N.C.L.E., the ABC Minors.. .
. | could forget where | was, the time of day, who | was with. Sex is the only thing I've found like
that as a grown-up, give or take the odd film: books are no longer like that once you're out of
your teens, and I've cetanly never found it in my work. All the horrible pre-sex <df-
consciousness drains out of me, and | forget where | am, the time of day . . . and yes, | forget
who I'm with, for the time being. Sex is about the only grown-up thing | know how to do; it's
weird, then, thet it's the only thing that can make me fed like aten-year-old.

| wake up around dawn, and | have the same feding | had the other night, the night | caught on
about Laura and Ray: that I've got no bdlast, nothing to weigh me down, and if |1 dont hang on,
I'll just float away. | like Marie a lot, she's funny and smart and pretty and talented, but who the
hell is she? | don't mean tha philosophicdly. | just mean, | don't know her from Eve, so what am
| doing in her bed? Surely there's a better, safer, more friendly place for me than this? But | know
there isnt, not a the moment, and that scares merigid.
| get up, find my snazzy boxers and my T-shirt, go into the living room, fumble in my jacket

pocket for my fags and st in the dark smoking. After a little while Marie gets up, too, and Sts
down next to me,

"Y ou sitting here wondering what you're doing?

'No. I'm just, you know . . ."

"'Costhat'swhy I'm gtting here, if it helps'



'l thought 1'd woken you up.'

'l an't even been to deep yet.'

'S0 you've been wondering for alot longer than me. Worked anything out?

‘Bits. I've worked out that | was red londy, and | went and jumped into bed with the first
person who'd have me. And I've aso worked out that | wes lucky it was you, and not somebody
mean, or boring, or crazy.'

I'm not mean, anyway. And you wouldn't have gone to bed with anyone who was any of those
things!'

'I'm not so sure about that. |'ve had abad week.'

'What's happened?

'Nothing's happened. I've had abad week in my heed, isal.

Before we dept together, there was a least some pretense that it was something we both
wanted to do, that it was the hedthy, srong beginning of an exciting new reationship. Now al
the pretense seems to have gone, and we're left to face the fact that were stting here because we
don't know anybody else we could be gtting with.

'l don't care if you've got the blues’ Marie says. 'It's OK. And | wasn't fooled by you acting al
cool about . . . what's her name?

‘Laura.’

'Laura, right. But people are dlowed to fed horny and fucked-up a the same time. You
shouldnt fed embarrassed about it. | don't. Why should we be denied basic human rights just
because we've messed up our relationships?

I'm beginning to fed more embarrassed about the conversation than about anything weve just
done. Horny? They redly use that word? Jesus. All my life I've wanted to go to bed with an
American, and now | have, and I'm beginning to see why people dont do it more often. Apart
from Americans, that is, who probably go to bed with Americans dl thetime,

'Y ou think sex isabasic human right?

"Y ou bet. And I'm not going to let that asshole stand between me and a fuck.'

| try not to think about the peculiar anatomical diagram she has just drawn. And | dso decide
not to point out that though sex may well be a basc human right, it's kind of hard to indst on that
right if you keep on bugting up with the people you want to have sex with.

'Which arsehole?

She soits out the name of a farly wel-known American singer-songwriter, someone you
might have heard of.

'He's the one you had to split the Patsy Cline records with?

She nods, and | can't control my enthusiasm.

"That's amazing!'

'What, that you've dept with someone who's dept with . . . * (Here she repesats the name of the
farly wdl-known American sSnger-songwriter, whom | shal hereefter refer to as Steve)

She's right! Exactly that! Exactly thet! I've dept with someone who's dept with . . . Stevel
(That sentence sounds stupid without his red name in it. Like, I've danced with a man who
danced with a girl who danced with . . . Bob. But just imagine the name of someone, not really
famous, but quite famous, Lyle Lovett, say, dthough | should point out, for legd reasons, tha
it's not him, and you'l get theidea)

'Don't be daft, Marie. I'm not that crass. | just meant, you know, it's amazing that someone
who wrote — ' (and here | name Steve's greatest hit, a drippy and revoltingly senditive balad)
'should be such a bastard.' I'm very pleased with this explanation for my amazement. Not only



doesit get me out of ahole, but it's both sharp and relevant.

‘That song's about his ex, you know, the one before me. It felt red good lisening to him sing
that night after night, | can tdll you.'

This is great. This is how | imagined it would be, going out with someone who had a recording
contract.

'And then | wrote 'Patsy Cline Times Two, and hées probably writing something about me
writing a song about al that, and she's probably writing a song about having a song written about
her,and. ..’

"That's how it goes. We dl do that.'

'Y ou all write songs about each other?

‘No, but .. ."

It would take too long to explain about Marco and Charlie, and how they wrote Sarah, in a
way, because without Marco and Charlie there would have been no Sarah, and how Sarah and
her ex, the one who wanted to be someone a the BBC, how they wrote me, and how Rose the
pan-inthe-arse amultaneous orgasm girl and | wrote lan. It's just that none of us had the wit or
the tdent to make them into songs. We made them into life, which is much messer, and more
time-consuming, and leaves nothing for anybody to whistle.

Marie stands up. 'I'm about to do something terrible, so please forgive me' She waks over to
her audiocassette, gects one tape, rummages around, and then puts in another, and the two of us
gt in the dark and ligten to the songs of Marie LaSdle. | think | can understand why, too; | think
if 1 were homesick and lost and unsure of what | was playing &, I'd do the same. Fulfilling work
is a great thing at times like these. What am | supposed to do? Go and unlock the shop and walk
around it?

'Is this gross or what? she says after a little while. 'It's kind of like masturbation or something,
listening to mysdlf for pleasure. How dyou fed about that, Rob? Three hours after we made love
and I'm dready jerking off.’

| wish she hadn't said that. It kind of spoiled the moment.

We get back to deep, in the end, and we wake up late, and | look and perhaps even smdll a bit
grottier than she might have wanted, in an ided world, and she's friendly but digant; 1 get the
feding that lagt night is unlikely to be repeated. We go out for breskfast, to a place that is full of
young couples who have spent the night together, and though we don't ook out of place, | know
we are. everybody else seems happy and comfortable and established, not nervy, and new and
sad, and Marie and | read our newspapers with an intensity that is designed to cut out any further
intimacy. It's only afterwards that we redly set oursdves apart from the rest, though: a quick and
rueful peck on the cheek, and | have the rest of Sunday to myself, whether | want it or not.

What went wrong? Nothing and everything. Nothing: we had a nice evening, we had sex that
humiliated neither of us, we even had a predawn conversation that | and maybe she will
remember for ages and ages. Everything: al that stupid business when | couldn't decide whether
| was going home or not, and in the process giving her the impresson that | was a hdfwit; the
way that we got on brilliantly and then had nothing much to say to each other; the manner of our
parting; the fact that I'm no nearer to appearing in the record deeve notes than | was before | met
her. It's not a case of the glass being hdf full or haf empty; more that we tipped a whole half-
pint into an empty pint pot. | had to see how much was there, though, and now | know.



Eleven

All my life I've hated Sundays, for the obvious British reasons (Song of Praise, closed shops,
congeding gravy that you dont want to go near but no one's going to let you escape from) and
the obvious international reasons as well, but this Sunday is a corker. There are loads of things |
could do; I've got tapes to make and videos to watch and phone cals to return. But | don't want
to do any of them. | get back to the flat a one; by two, things have got so bad that | decide to go
home — home home, Mum and Dad home, congeding gravy and Songs of Praise home. It was
waking up in the middle of the night and wondering where | belonged tha did it: 1 don't belong
at home, and | don't want to belong at home, but at least home is somewhere | know.

Home home is near Waiford, a bus ride away from the Metropolitan Line dtation. It was a terrible
place to grow up, | suppose, but | didn't redly mind. Until | was thirteen or o, it was just a place
where | could ride my bike; between thirteen and seventeen a place where | could meet girls
And | moved when | was eighteen, so | only spent a year seeing the place for what it was — a
suburban shit hole — and hating it. My mum and dad moved about ten years ago, when my mum
reluctantly accepted that | had gone and wasn't coming back, but they only moved around the
corner, to atwo-bedroom semi, and they kept their phone number and their friends and their life.

In Bruce Springsteen songs, you can ether stay and rot, or you can escape and burn. That's
OK; he's a songwriter, after dl, and he needs smple choices like tha in his songs. But nobody
ever writes about how it is possble to escape and rot — how escagpes can go off at haf-cock,
how you can leave the suburbs for the city but end up living a limp suburban life anyway. Thet's
what happened to me; that's what happens to most people.

They're OK, if you like that sort of thing, which | don't. My dad is a bit dim but something of a
know-al, which is a pretty fata combination; you can tdl from his slly, fussy beard that he's
going to be the sort who doesn't talk much sense and wont listen to any reason. My mum is just a
mum, which is an unforgivable thing to say in any circumstance, except this one. She worries,
she gives me a hard time about the shop, she gives me a hard time about my childiessness. | wish
| wanted to see them more, but | don't, and when I've got nothing else to fed bad about, | fed
bad about that.

They'll be pleased to see me this afternoon, dthough my heart snks when | see that fucking
Genevieve is on TV this aternoon. (My dead's top five films. Genevieve, The Cruel Sea, Zulu,
Oh! Mr. Porter, which he thinks is hilarious, and The Guns of Navarone. My mum's top five
films Genevieve, Gone With the Wind, The Way We Were, Funny Girl, and Seven Brides for
Seven Brothers, You get the idea, anyway, and youll get an even better idea when | tdl you that
going to the cinema is a waste of money, according to them, because sooner or later the films end
up on televison.)

When | get there, the joke's on me they're not in. I've come a million stops on the Metropolitan
Line on a Sunday dfternoon, I've waited eight years for a bus, fucking Genevieve is on the
fucking tdevison, and they're not here. They didnt even cdl to let me know they wouldnt be
here, not that | caled to let them know | was coming. If | was at dl prone to sdf-pity, which |



am, | would fed bad about the terrible irony of finding your parents out when, findly, you need
them.

But just as I'm about to head back to the bus stop, my mum opens the window of the house
opposite and yellsat me.

'Rob! Robert! Comein!

I've never met the people across the road, but it soon becomes obvious that I'm in a minority of

one: the houseis packed.
'What's the occasion?
'Wine tagting.'
‘Not Dad's homemade?

‘No. Proper wine. This afternoon, it's Augtraian. We dl chip in and a man comes and explains
itdl.

'l didn't know you were interested in wine.'
'Oh, yes. And your dad lovesit.'

Of course he does. He must be terrible to work with the morning after a wine-tasting sesson:
not because of the reek of stale booze, or the bloodshot eyes, or the crabby behavior, but because
of dl the facts he has swdlowed. Hed spend haf the day teling people things they didnt want to
know. He's over on the other sde of the room, taking to a man in a suit — the visting expert,
presumably — who has a desperate look in his eye. Dad sees me, and mimes shock, but he won't
bresk off the conversation.

The room is full of people I don't recognize. I've missed the part where the guy taks and hands
out samples; I've arived during the part where wine tasting becomes wine drinking and, though
every now and agan | spot someone swilling the wine around in ther mouth and taking
bollocks, mostly they're just pouring the stuff down their necks as fagt as they can. | wasnt
expecting this. | came for an afternoon of slent misary, not wild partying; the one thing | wanted
from the afternoon was incontrovertible proof that my life may be grim and empty, but not as
grim and empty as life in Watford. Wrong again. Nothing works, as Caweazle used to say. Life
in Watford is grim, yes but grim and full. What right do parents have to go to parties on Sunday
afternoons for no reason at al?

'‘Genevieve ison the tdly this afternoon, Mum.'
'l know. Were taping it."

'When did you get aVCR?

‘Months ago."

'Y ou never told me.’

'Y ou never asked.'

I's that what I'm supposed to do every week? AsK you whether you've bought any consumer
durables?

A huge lady wearing what gppears to be ayellow kaftan glides towards us.
'Y ou must be Robert.'
'Rob, yeah. Hi.'

I'm Yvonne. Your host. Hostess!" She laughs insandly, for no discernible reason. | want to see

Kenneth More. 'Y ou're the one who works in the music industry, am | right?

| look at my mum, and shelooks away. ‘Not really, no. | own arecord shop.'

'Oh, wel. Same thing, more or less' She laughs again, and though it would be consoling to
think that sheisdrunk, | fear that thisis not the case.

'l guess s0. And the woman who develops your photos a Boots worksin the film industry.’



'Would you like my keys, Rob? Y ou can go home and put the kettle on.’
'Sure. Heaven forbid that | should be alowed to stay here and have fun.'

Yvonne mutters something and glides off. My mum's too pleased to see me to give me a hard
time, but even s0 | fed abit ashamed of mysdif.

'Perhaps it's time | had a cup of tea, anyway.' She goes over to thank Yvonne, who looks at
me, cocks her head on one sde, and makes a sad face; Mum's obvioudy tdling her about Laura
as an explanation for my rudeness. | don't care. Maybe Y vonne will invite me to the next sesson.

We go home and watch the rest of Genevieve.

My dad comes back maybe an hour later. He's drunk.

'Were dl going to the pictures,’ he says.

Thisistoo much.

"Y ou don't approve of the pictures, Dad.'

'l don't approve of the rubbish you go to waich. | approve of nice well-made films British
films'

'What's on? my mum asks him.

'‘Howard's End. It's the follow-up to A Roomwith a View.'

'Oh, lovely,” my mum says. 'Is anyone else going from across the road?

'Only Yvonne and Brian. But get amove on. It sartsin hdf an hour.'

'I'd better be going back,’ | say. | have exchanged hardly a word with ether of them al
afternoon.

'Y ou're going nowhere," my dad says. 'Y ou're coming with us. My treet.'

It's not the money, Dad. It's Merchant and fucking Ivory. 'It's the time. I'm working
tomorrow.'

'Don't be so feeble, man. Youll Hill be in bed by deven. Itll do you good. Buck you up. Take
your mind off things' This is the firgt reference to the fact that | have things off which my mind
needs taking.

And, anyway, he's wrong. Going to the pictures aged thirty-five with your mum and dad and
ther insane friends does not take your mind off things, | discover. It very much puts your mind
on things While were waiting for Yvonne and Brian to purchase the entire contents of the
PicknMix counter, | have a terrible, chilling, bone-shaking experience: the most pathetic man in
the world gives me a amile of recognition. The Mog Pathetic Man In The World has huge horre
rimmed spectacles and buckteeth; he's wearing a dirty fawn anorak and brown cord trousers
which have been rubbed smooth at the knee; he, too, is being taken to see Howard's End by his
parents, despite the fact that hes in his lae twenties And he gives me this terible little smile
because he has spotted a kindred spirit. It disturbs me so much that | can't concentrate on Emma
Thompson and Vanessa and the ret, and by the time | rdly, it's too late and the story's too far on
down the road for me to catch up. In the end, a bookcase falls on someone's head.

| would go s0 far as to say tha TMPMITW's amile has become one of my dl-time top-five
low points, the other four of which temporarily escape me. | know I'm not as pathetic as the most
pathetic man in the world (Did he spend last night in an American recording artist's bed? | very
much doubt it.); the point is that the difference between us is not immediaidy obvious to him,
and | can see why. This, redly, 5 the bottom line, the chief atraction of the opposite sex for al
of us, old and young, men and women: we need someone to save us from the sympathetic smiles
in the Sunday-night cinema queue, someone who can sop us from fdling down into the pit
where he permanently single live with ther mums and dads. I'm not going back there agan; I'd
rather stay in for therest of my life than atract that kind of attention.



Twelve

During the week, | think about Marie, and | think about The Most Peathetic Man In The World,
and | think, a Barry's command, about my dl-time top five episodes of Cheers. 1) The one
where Cliff found a potato that looked like Richard Nixon. 2) The one where John Cleese offered
Sam and Diane counsding sessons. 3) The one where they thought that the chief of gaff of the
U.S. amed forces, played by the red-life admira guy, had stolen Rebeccas earrings. 4) The one
where Sam got a job as a sports presenter on TV. 5) The one where Woody sang his stupid song
about Kelly. (Barry sad | was wrong about four of the five, that | had no sense of humor, and
that he was going to ask Channd 4 to scramble my reception between nine-thirty and ten every
Friday night because | was an undeserving and ungppreciative viewer.) But | don't think about
anything Laura said that Saturday night until Wednesday, when | come home to find a message
from her. It's nothing much, a request for a copy of a hill in our household file, but the sound of
her voice makes me redize that there are some things we taked about that should have upset me
but somehow didntt.

Fra of dl, — actudly, firsg of dl and lagt of dl — this business about not deeping with lan.
How do | know shé's tdling the truth? She could have been deeping with him for weeks, months,
for dl | know. And anyway, she only sad that she hasnt dept with him yet, and she said that on
Saturday, five days ago. Five dayd She could have dept with him five times since then! (She
could have dept with him twenty times since then, but you know what | mean.) And even if she
hasn't, she was definitdy threatening to. What does 'yet' mean, after dl? 'l haven't seen Resevoir
Dogs yet.' What does that mean? It means you're going to go, doesn't it?

‘Barry, if | wereto say to you that | haven't seen Reservoir Dogs yet, what would that mean?

Barry looks a me.

‘Just . . . come on, what would it mean to you? That sentence? 'l haven't seen Reservoir Dogs
yet?'

To me, it would mean that you're a liar. Either that or you've gone potty. You saw it twice.
Once with Laura, once with me and Dick. We had that conversation about who killed Mr. Pink
or whatever fucking color he was.'

'Yeah, yeah, | know. But say | hadn't seen it and | said to you, ‘| haven't seen Reservoir Dogs
yet,' what would you think?

'I'd think, you're asick man. And I'd fed sorry for you.'

'No, but would you think, from that one sentence, that | was going to seeit?

'I'd hope you were, yeah, otherwise | would have to say that you're not afriend of mine.'

'No, but —'

I'm sorry, Rob, but I'm gruggling here. | don't understand any part of this conversation.
You're aking me what I'd think if you told me that you hadn't seen a film tha you've seen. What
am | supposed to say?

‘Judt ligentome. If | saidtoyou —*

'— 'l haven't seen Reservoir Dogs yet,' yeah, yeah, | hear you — '

'Would you . . . would you get the impression that | wanted to seeit?

'Wdll . . . you couldn't have been desperate, otherwise you'd have aready gone.’



'Exactly. We went firgt night, didn't we?

'But the word yet' . . . yeah, I'd get the impression that you wanted to see it. Otherwise you'd
say you didn't fancy it much.’

'But in your opinion, would | definitely go?

'How am | supposed to know that? You might get run over by a bus, or go blind, or anything.
You might go off the idea You might be broke. You might just get sick of people telling you
you've redly got to go.’

| don't like the sound of that. "Why would they care?

‘Because it's a brilliant film. It's funny, and violent, and it's got Harvey Ketd and Tim Roth in
it, and everything. And a cracking sound track.'

Maybe there's no comparison between lan deeping with Laura and Reservoir Dogs after dl.
lan hasn't gt Harvey Keitd and Tim Roth in him. And lan’'s not funny. Or violent. And he's got
a crgp sound track, judging from what we used to hear through the celling. I've taken this as far
asit will go. But it doesn't stop me worrying about the 'yet.'

| cdl Lauraat work.

'Oh, hi, Rob," she says, like I'm a friend she's pleased to hear from (1. I'm not a friend. 2. She's
not pleased to hear from me. Apart from that . . . ) 'How's it going?

I'm not Ietting her get away with this we- used-to- go-out- but- everything's- OK - now Suff.

'Bad, thanks." She sighs.
'Can we meet? Therére some things you said the other night that | wanted to go over.'
'l don't want . .. I'm not ready to talk about it dl again yet.'

'So what am | supposed to do in the meantime? | know how I'm sounding — whiny, whingey,
bitter — but | don't seem to be able to stop mysdif.

‘Jug . . . live your life. You can't hang around waiting for me to tell you why | don't want to
See you anymore.

'So what happened to us maybe getting back together?

'l don't know.'

'‘Because the other night you sad that might happen.’ I'm getting nowhere fast here, and |
know she's not in the right frame of mind to grant any concessions, but | push it anyway.

'l said nothing of the kind.'

'You did! You did' You sad there was a chance! That's the same as 'might!" Jesus. This is
truly pitiful.

'Rob, I'm at work. Well tak when . . .’

If you dont want me to cdl you a work, maybe you should give me your home number. I'm
sorry, Laura, but I'm not going to put the phone down until you've agreed to meet up for a drink.
| don't see why things should be on your terms dl the time!’

She gives a short, bitter laugh. 'OK, OK, OK, OK, OK, OK. Tomorrow night? Come down
and get me at the office." She sounds utterly defeated.

"Tomorrow night? Friday? You're not busy? Fine. Great. Itll be nice to see you." But I'm not
sure she hears the positive, conciliatory, sincere bit at the end. She's hung up by then.



Thirteen

Were messing around at work, the three of us, getting ready to go home and rubbishing each
other's five best side one track ones of dl time (mine 'Janie Jones,' the Clash, from The Clash;
‘Thunder Road,’ Bruce Springsteen, from Born to Run; 'Smdls Like Teen Spirit, Nirvana, from
Nevermind; 'Let's Get It On," Marvin Gay, from Let's Get It On; 'Return of the Grievous Angel,
Gram Parsons, from Grievous Angel. Barry: 'Couldn't you make it any more obvious than that?
What about the Beatles? What about the Rolling Stones? What about the fucking . . . fucking . . .
Beethoven? Track one side one of the Fifth Symphony? You shouldn't be alowed to run a record
shop." And then we have the argument about whether he's a snob obscurantist, are the Fire
Engines who appear on Barry's lidt, redly better than Marvin Gaye, who does not?, or whether
I'm a boring old middle-of-the-road fat) And then Dick says, for the fird time ever in his
Championship Vinyl career, gpat from maybe when hes gone somewhere miles away to see
some ludicrous band, 'l can't make the pub tonight, guys.’

There's a mock-stunned Slence.

'Don't mess about, Dick,' says Barry eventudly.

Dick sort of amiles, embarrassed. 'No, redly. I'm not coming.'

I'm warning you,' says Barry. 'Unless there's an adequate explandtion | shal have to give you
the Weedy Wet of the Week award.'

Dick doesn't say anything.

'‘Come on. Who are you going to see?

He dtill doen't say anything.

'Dick, have you pulled?

Slence.

'l don't bdieve it says Barry. 'Where is the justice in this world? Where is it? Justicel Where
are you? Dick's out on a hot date, Rob's shagging Marie LaSdle, and the best-looking and most
intelligent of the lot of them isn't getting anything a dl."

He's not just trying it on. Thereés no little Sdeways glance to see if he's hit the mark, no
hestation to see if 1 want to interject; he knows, and | fed both crushed and smug at the same
time.

'How did you know about that?

'Oh, come an, Rob. What do you take us for? I'm more bothered about Dick's date. How did
this happen, Dick? What rational explanaion can there possbly be? OK, OK. Sunday night you
were in, because you made me that Creation Bsdes tape. | was with you Monday night and last
night, which leaves.. . . Tueday!'

Dick doesn't say anything.

"Where were you Tuesday?

‘Just a agig with some friends!

Weas it that obvious? | guess a hit, on Saturday night, but Barry had no way of knowing that
anything had actually happened.

'Well, what sort of gig isit where you just walk in and meet someone?

'l didn't just walk in and meet her. She came with the friends | met there!’



'And you're going to meet her again tonight?

'Yes!'

'‘Name?

‘Anna.’

'Has she only got hdf a name? Eh? Anna who? Anna Neagle? Anna Green Gables? Anna
Conda? Come on.’

'‘AnnaMoss!

'‘AnnaMoss. Mossy. The Moss Woman.'

I've heard him do this to women before, and I'm not sure why | don't like it. | talked about it to
Laura once, because he tried it with her; some stupid pun on her surname, | cant remember what
it was now. Lie-down, lied-on, something. And | hated him doing it. | wanted her to be Laura, to
have a nice, pretty, girl's name that | could dream about when | fdt like being dreamy. | didn't
want him turning her into a bloke. Laura, of course, thought | was being a bit dodgy, thought |
was trying to keep girls fluffy and slly and girly; she sad | didnt want to think of them in the
same way that | thought about my mates. She was right, of course — | don't. But that's not the
point. Barry doesn't do this to strike a blow for equality: he does it because he's being spiteful,
because he wants to puncture any sense of romantic wel-being that Laura or Anna or whoever
might have created in us. He's sharp, Barry. Sharp and nasty. He understands the power that girls
names have, and he doesnt likeit.

'sshedl green and furry?

This sarted out joky — Barry as demon counsd for the prosecution, Dick as defendant — but
now those roles have darted to harden. Dick looks guilty as dl hel, and dl he's done is meet
someone.

‘Leaveit, Barry,' | tell him.

'Oh, yeah, you would say that, wouldn't you? You two have got to gick together now.
Shaggers United, eh?

| try to be patient with him. *Are you coming to the pub or what?

'No. Bollocks!'

'Fair enough.’

Bary leaves, Dick is now feding guilty, not because hes met someone, but because | have
nobody to drink with.

'l suppose I've got time for a quick one.'

'Don't worry about it, Dick. It's not your fault that Barry's ajerk. Y ou have anice evening.’

He flashes me alook of red gratitude, and it breaks your heart.

| fed as though | have been having conversations like this dl my life. None of us is young
anymore, but what has just taken place could have happened when | was sixteen, or twenty, or
twenty-five. We got to adolescence and just stopped dead; we drew up the map then and left the
boundaries exactly as they were. And why does it bother Barry so much that Dick is seeing
someone? Because he doesnt want a smile from a man with buckteeth and an anorak in the
cinema queue, that's why; he's worried about how his life is turning out, and he's londy, and
lonely people are the bitterest of them dll.



Fourteen

Ever snce I've had the shop, weve been trying to flog a record by a group cdled the Sid James
Experience. Usudly we get rid of suff we can't shift — reduce it to 10p, or throw it away — but
Barry loves this dbum (he's got two copies of his own, just in case somebody borrows one and
fals to return it), and he says it's rare, and that someday well make somebody very happy. It's
become a hit of a joke, redly. Regular customers ask after its hedth, and give it a friendly pat
when they're browsing, and sometimes they bring the deeve up to the counter as if they're going
to buy it, and then say 'Just kidding!" and puit it back where they found it.

Anyway, on Friday morning, this guy I've never seen before darts flicking through the 'British
Pop SZ section, lets out a gagp of amazement and rushes up to the counter, clutching the deeve
to his chest as if he's afrad someone will snatch it from him. And then he gets out his wallet and
pays for it, seven quid, just like that, no attempt to haggle, no recognition of the sgnificance of
what he is doing. | let Bary serve him — it's his moment — and Dick and | watch every move,
holding our breath; it's like someone has waked in, tipped petrol over himsdlf, and produced a
box of matches from his pockel. We don't exhde until hes druck the maich and set himsdf
dight, and when he's gone we laugh and laugh and laugh. It gives us dl drength: if someone can
just wak in and buy the Sid James Experience abum, then surdy anything good can happen at

any time,

Lauras changed even since | last saw her. Partly it's the makeup: she's wearing it for work, and it
makes her look less siressed-out, less tired, in control. But it's more than that, too. Something
else has happened, maybe something red, or maybe something in her head. Whatever it is, you
can see that she thinks she's started out on some new stage in her life. She hasn't. I'm not going to
let her.

We go to a bar near her work — not a pub, a bar, with pictures of basebal players on the wall,
and a food menu chaked up on a noticeboard, and a conspicuous lack of hand-pumps, and
people in suits drinking American beer from the bottle. It's not crowded, and we gt in a booth
near the back on our own.

And then shes graight in with the 'So, how are you? as if I'm nobody very much. | mumble
something, and | know that I'm not going to be able to contral it, I'm going to come too quickly,
then it's, bang, 'Have you dept with him yet? and it'sdl over.

'Isthat why you wanted to see me?

'l guess!'

'Oh, Rob.'

| just want to ask the question again, Sraightaway; | want an answer, | don't want 'Oh, Rob,’
and a pitying dare.

'What do you want meto say?

'l want you to say that you haven', and for your answer to be the truth.’

'l can't do that." She can't look at me when she's saying it, either.

She darts to say something ese, but | don't hear it; I'm out in the sreet, pushing through al
those suits and raincoats, angry and sick and on my way home to some more loud, angry records



that will make me fed better.

The next morning the guy who bought the Sid James Experience adbum comes in to exchange it.
He saysit's not what he thought it was.

'What did you think it was? | ask him.

I don't know," he says. 'Something else" He shrugs, and looks at the three of us in turn. We are

al saring a him, crushed, aghast; he looks embarrassed.

'Have you listened to dl of it? Barry asks.

'l took it off halfway through the second sde. Didnt likeiit.'

'‘Go home and try it again,’ Barry says desperately. ‘It'll grow on you. It'sagrower.’

The guy shakes his head hdplesdy. Hes made up his mind. He chooses a secondhand
Madness CD, and | put the Sd James Experience back in the rack.

Lauracdlsin the afternoon.

'You must have known it would happen,’ she says 'You couldnt have been entirdy
unprepared. Like you said, I've been living with the guy. We were bound to get around to it
sometime.’ She gives a nervous and, to my way of thinking, highly ingppropriate laugh.

'‘And, anyway, | keep trying to tdl you, that's not redly the point, is it? The point is, we got
oursalvesinto an awful mess!

| want to hang up, but people only hang up to get called back again, and why should Laura call
me back? No reason at al.

'Are you dill there? What are you thinking?

I'm thinking: I've had a bath with this person (just one, years ago, but, you know, a bath's a
bath), and I'm already beginning to find it hard to remember what she looks like. I'm thinking: |
wish this stage were over, and we could go on to the next stage, the stage where you look in the
paper and see that Scent of a Woman is on TV, and you say to yoursdf, Oh, | saw tha with
Laura I'm thinking: am | supposed to fight, and what do | fight with, and whom am | fighting?

‘Nothing.'

'We can meset for another drink if you like. So | can explain better. | owe you that much.'

That much.

'How much would be too much?

‘Sorry?

‘Nothing. Look, I've got to go. | work too, you know.'

'Will you cdl me?

'l haven't got your number.’

'Y ou know you can cal me at work. And welll arrange to meet and talk properly.’

'OK.!

'Promise?

'Yeah.'

‘Because | don't want this to be the last conversation we have. | know what you're like.”

But she doesn't know what I'm like a dl: | cal her dl the time. | cal her later that afternoon,
when Barry has gone out to get something to et and Dick is busy sorting out some mail-order
suff out the back. | cdl her after six, when Bary and Dick have gone. When | get home, | cal
Directory Enquiries and get lan's new number, and | cal about seven times, and hang up every
time he answers, eventudly, Laura guesses what's going on and picks up the phone hersdf. | call
her the following morning, and twice that afternoon, and | cal her from the pub that evening.



And after the pub | go around to lan’s place, just to see what it looks like from the outsde. (It's
just another north London three-story house, dthough I've no idea which gory is his, and there
are no lights on in any of them, anyway.) I've got nothing ese to do. In short, I've logt it again,
just likel logt it with Charlie, al those years ago.

There are men who cdl, and men who don't cdl, and I'd much, much rather be one of the latter.
They are proper men, the sort of men that women have in mind when they moan about us. It's a
safe, solid, meaningless stereotype: the man who appears not b give a shit, who gets ditched and
maybe dts in the pub on his own for a couple of evenings, and then gets on with things and
though next time around he trusts even less than he did, he hasnt made a fool of himsdf, or
frightened anybody, and this week I've done both of those things. One day Lauras sorry and
guilty, and the next sheé's scared and angry, and | am entirely respongble for the transformation,
and it hasn't done me any good at dl. I'd stop if | could, but | don't seem to have any choice in
the matter: it's dl | think about, al the time. 'l know what you're like,' Laura said, and she does,
kind of: she knows that I'm someone who doesn't redly bother, who has friends he hasn't seen
for years, who no longer speaks to anybody that he has ever dept with. But she doesn't know
how you have to work at that.

| want to see them now: Alison Ashworth, who ditched me after three miserable evenings in the
park. Penny, who wouldn't let me touch her and who then went straight out and had sex with that
bagard Chris Thomson. Jackie, attractive only while she was going out with one of my best
friends. Sarah, with whom | formed an dliance agang dl the dumpers in the world and who
then went and dumped me anyway. And Charlie. Especidly Charlie, because | have her to thank
for everything: my great job, my sexud sdf-confidence, the works. | want to be a well-rounded
human being with none of these knotty lumps of rage and guilt and sdf-disgust. What do | want
to do when | see them? | don't know. Just talk. Ask them how they are and whether they have
forgiven me for messng them around, when | have messed them around, and tell them that |
have forgiven them for messng me around, when they have messed me around. Wouldn't that be
great? If | saw dl of them in turn and there were no hard fedings left, just soft, squidgy fedings,
Brie rather than old hard Parmesan, I'd fed clean, and cam, and ready to Sart again.

Bruce Springsteen's dways doing it in his songs. Maybe not aways, but he's done it. You
know that one 'Bobby Jean,’ off Born in the USA? Anyway, he phones this girl up but she's |eft
town years before and he's pissed off that he didn't know about it, because he wanted to say
good-bye, and tell her that he missed her, and to wish her good luck. And then one of those sax
solos comes in, and you get goose pimples, if you like sax solos. And Bruce Springsteen. Well,
I'd like my life to be like a Bruce Springsteen song. Just once. | know I'm not born to run, | know
that the Seven Sisters Road is nothing like Thunder Road, but feelings can't be so different, can
they? I'd like to phone al those people up and say good luck, and good-bye, and then they'd fed
good and I'd feel good. We'd adl fedl good. That would be good. Gresat even.



Fifteen

I'm introduced to Anna. Dick brings her to the pub on a night when Barry isnt around. She's
sndl, quiet, polite, axioudy friendly, and Dick obvioudy adores her. He wants my approvd
and | can give it eadly, loads of it. Why would | want Dick to be unhappy? | wouldn't. | want
him to be as happy as anybody has ever been. | want him to show the rest of us that it is possble
to maintain areationship and alarge record collection Smultaneoudy.

'Has she got afriend for me? | ask Dick.

Normdly, of course, | wouldn't refer to Anna in the third person while she's stting with us,
but | have an excuse my quedtion is both endorsement and dlusion, and Dick smiles happily in
recognition.

‘Richard Thompson,' he explains to Anna 'It's a song off a Richard Thompson abum. 'l Want
to See the Bright Lights Tonight,’ isnt it, Rob?

'Richard Thompson,” Anna repedts, in a voice which suggests that over the last few days she
has had to absorb a lot of information very quickly. 'Now, which one was he? Dick's been trying
to educate me.’

'l dont think weve got up to him yet; says Dick. 'Anyway, he's a folk/rock singer and
England's finest eectric guitaris. Would you say that's right, Rob? He asks the question
nervoudy; if Barry were here, hed take great pleasure in shooting Dick down &t this point.

"That's right, Dick,' | reassure him. Dick nods with relief and satisfaction.

'Annas a Smple Minds fan,' Dick confides, emboldened by his Richard Thompson success.

'Oh, right! | dont know what to say. This in our universe, is a staggering piece of
information. We hate Smple Minds. They were number one in our Top Five Bands or Mudcians
Who Will Have to Be Shot Come the Mudcd Revolution. (Michad Bolton, U2, Bryan Adams,
and, surprise surprise, Genesis were tucked in behind them. Barry wanted to shoot the Bestles,
but | pointed out that someone had aready done it.) It is as hard for me to understand how he has
ended up with a Smple Minds fan as it would be to fathom how he had pared off with one of
the royd family, or a member of the shadow cabinet: it's not the aitraction that baffles so much
as how on earth they got together in the first place.

‘But | think she's beginning to understand why she shouldn't be. Aren't you?

‘Maybe. A hit. They smile a each other. It'skind of creepy, if you think about it.

It's Liz who stops me phoning Laura al the time. She takes me to the Ship and gives me a good
taking-to.

"You'reredly upsetting her,’ she says. 'And him.'

'Oh, like | redlly care about him.'

'Wéll, you should.'

'Why?

‘Because . . . because dl youre doing is forming a little unit, them againg you. Before you
darted dl this, there was no unit. There were just three people in a mess. And now they've got
something in common, and you don't want to make it any worse.’

'‘And why are you so bothered? | thought | was an arse-hole!’



'Y eah, well, sois he. HE's an even bigger arsehole, and he hasn't done anything wrong yet.'

'Why is he anarsehole?

'Y ou know why he's an arsehole.’

'How do you know | know why he's an arsehole?

'Because Lauratold me.’

'You had a conversation about what | thought was wrong with her new boyfriend? How did
you get onto that?

'We went the long way round.’

‘Take me there the quick way.'

Y ou wont likeit.'

‘Comeon, Liz'

'OK. She told me that when you used to take the piss out of lan, when you were living in the
flat . . . that was when she decided she was going off you.'

'You have to take the piss out of someone like that, dont you? That Leo Sayer haircut and
those dungarees, and the stupid laugh and the wanky right-on politicsand the.. . ."

Liz laughs. 'Laurawasn't exaggerating, then. Y ou're not keen, are you?

'l can't fucking stand the guy.'

'No, neither can |. For exactly the same reasons.’

'So what's she on about, then?

'She said that your little lan outbursts showed her how . . . sour was the word she used . . . how
sour you've become. She said that she loved you for your enthusasm and your warmth, and it
was dl draning away. You stopped making her laugh and you Sarted depressing the hell out of
her. And now you're scaring her aswell. She could cdl the police, you know, if she wanted.'

The police. Jesus. One moment you're dancing round the kitchen to Bob Wills and the Texas
Playboys (Hey! | made her laugh then, and that was only a few months ago!), and the next she
wants to get you locked up. | don't say anything for ages. | cant think of anything to say thet
doesn't sound sour. 'What have | got to fed warm about? | want to ask her. 'Wheres the
enthusasm going to come from? How can you make someone laugh when they want to st the
police on you?

‘But why do you keep caling her dl the time? Why do you want her back so badly?
'Why do you think?

'l don't know. Laura doesn't know either.’

'Wdll, if she doesn't know, what's the point?

Theres dways a point. Even if the point is to avoid this sort of mess next time, that's ill a
point.'

‘Next time. Y ou think ther€lll be a next time?

'‘Come on, Rob. Don't be so pathetic. And you've just asked three questions to avoid answering
my one.'

'Which was the one?

'Ha, ha. I've seen men like you in Doris Day films, but | never thought they existed in red life’
She puts on a dumb, deep, American voice. 'The men who can't commit, who can't say 'l love
you' even when they want to, who dart to cough and splutter and change the subject. But here
you are. A living, breathing specimen. Incredible’

I know the films she's taking about, and they're stupid. Those men dont exist. Saying 'l love
you' is easy, a piece of piss, and more or less every man | know does it dl the time. I've acted as
though | havent been able to say it a couple of times, athough I'm not sure why. Maybe because



| wanted to lend the moment that sort of corny Doris Day romance, make it more memorable
than it otherwise would have been. You know, youre with someone, and you dat to say
something, and then you stop, and she goes 'What? and you go ‘Nothing,” and she goes, 'Please
say it and you go, ‘No, itll sound stupid,” and then she makes you pit it out, even though youd
been intending to say it dl dong, and she thinks it's al the more vauable for being hard-won.
Maybe she knew dl the time that you were messing about, but she doesnt mind, anyway. It's like
a quote: it's the nearest any of us gets to being in the movies, those few days when you decide
that you like somebody enough to tel her that you love her, and you dont want to muck it up
with aglob of dour, straightforward, no-nonsense sncerity.

But I'm not going to put Liz graight. I'm not going to tell her that dl this is a way of regaining
control, that 1 dont know if | love Laura or not but I'm never going to find out while shes living
with someone dse; I'd rather Liz thought | was one of those and, tongue-tied, and devoted

clicheswho eventudly seesthe light. | guessit won't do me any harm, in the long run.



Sixteen

| sart a the beginning, with Alison. | ask my mum to look up her parents in the locad phone
book, and | takeit from there.
'Isthat Mrs. Ashworth?

It is" Mrs. Ashworth and | were never introduced. We never redly got to the meet-the-parents
gtage during our Six-hour relationship.

I'm an old friend of Alison's, and 1'd like to get in touch with her again.'
'Y ou want her addressin Augtrdia?

If ... if that's where she lives, yeah.' | won't be forgiving Alison in a hurry. In fact, it will take
me weeks: weeks to get around to writing a letter, weeks for areply.

She gives me her daughter's address, and | ask what Alison's doing out there; it turns out that
she's married to someone with a building business, and she's a nurse, and they have two children,
both girls, and blah blah. | manage to resst asking whether she ever mentions me a al. You can
only take sdf-absorption so far. And then | ask about David, and he's in London working for a
firm of accountants, and he's married, and he's got two girls as wdl, and can't anybody in the
family produce boys? Even Alison's cousn has just had a little girl! | express disbdief in dl the
right places.

'How did you know Alison?
'l was her firgt boyfriend.’

There's a slence, and for a moment | worry that for the last twenty years | have been held

responsible in the Ash-worth house for some sort of sexud crime | did not commit.
'She married her firg boyfriend. Kevin. She's Alison Bannigter.'

She married Kevin Bannigter. | was ousted by forces beyond my control. This is tremendous.
What chance did | stand againgt fate? No chance at dl. It was nothing to do with me, or any
failings on my part, and | can fed the Alison Ashworth scar hedling over as we speak.

'If that'swhat she's saying, she'saliar.’ Thisis meant to be ajoke, but it comes out al wrong.
'l beg your pardon?

'No, serioudy, joking apart, ha ha, | went out with her before Kevin did. Only for a week or so'
— | have to up it a bit, because if | told the truth, shed think | was mad — 'But they al count,
don't they? A snog's a snog, after dl, ha ha' I'm not going to be written out of history like this. |
played my part. | did my bit.

'What did you say your name was?
'Rob. Baobby. Bob. Robert. Robert Zimmerman.' Fucking hell.

'Well, Robert, I'll tel her you cdled, when | spesk to her. But I'm not sure shéll remember
you.'

She's right, of course. Shelll remember the evening she got off with Kevin, but she wont
remember the evening before. It's probably only me who remembers the evening before. | guess |
should have forgotten about it ages ago, but forgetting isn't something I'm very good at.

This man comes into the shop to buy the Firebal XL theme tune for his wife's birthday (and I've
got one, an origina, and it's his for a tenner). And he's maybe two or three years younger than



me, but he's wdl-spoken, and he's wearing a suit, and he's dangling his car keys, and for some
reason these three things make me fed maybe two decades younger than him, twenty or so to his
fortysomething. And | suddenly have this burning desire to find out what he thinks of me. | dont
give in to it, of course (‘There's your change, there's your record, now come on, be honest, you
think I'm a waster, don't you?), but | think about it for ages afterwards, what 1 must look like to
him.

| mean, he's married, which is a scary thing, and he's got the sort of car keys tha you jangle
confidently, so he's obvioudy got, like, a BMW or a Batmobile or something flash, and he does
work which requires a suit, and to my untutored eye it looks like an expensve suit. I'm a hit
smarter than usua today — I've got my newish black denims on, as opposed to my ancient blue
ones, and I'm wearing a long-deeved polo shirt thing that | actualy went to the trouble of ironing
— but even 0 I'm patently not a grown-up man in a grown-up job. Do | want to be like him?
Not redly, | dont think. But | find mysdf worrying away a that stuff about pop music agan,
whether | like it because I'm unhappy, or whether I'm unhappy because | like it. It would help me
to know whether this guy has ever taken it serioudy, whether he has ever sat surrounded by
thousands and thousands of songs about . . . about . . . (say it, man, say it) . . . well, about love. |
would guess that he hasn't. | would aso guess Douglas Hurd hasn't, and the guy at the Bank of
England hasn't; nor has David Owen or Nicholas Witchell or Kate Adie or loads of other famous
people that | should be able to name, probably, but can't, because they never played for Booker T
and the MG's. These people look as though they wouldn't have had the time to lisgen to the first
dde of Al Green's Greatest Hits, let done dl his other suff (ten dbums on the Hi label done,
athough only nine of them were produced by Willie Mitchdl); they're too busy fixing base rates
and trying to bring peace to wha was formerly Yugodavia to ligen to 'Sha La La (Make Me
Happy).

So they might have the jump on me when it comes to accepted notions of seriousness
(athough as everyone knows, Al Green Explores Your Mind is as serious as life gets), but |
ought to have the edge on them when it comes to matters of the heart. 'Kate,' |1 should be able to
say, it's dl very well dashing off to war zones. But what are you going to do about the only thing
that redly matters? You know what I'm taking about, baby." And then | could give her dl the
emotional advice | gleaned from the College of Muscd Knowledge. It hasn't worked out like
that, though. | don't know anything about Kate Adie's love life, but it cant be in a worse date
than mine, can it? I've soent nearly thirty years listening to people singing about broken hearts,
and hasit helped me any? Has it fuck.

So maybe what | said before, about how listening to too many records messes your lifeup . . .
maybe therés something in it after dl. David Owen, heé's married, right? He's teken care of dl
that, and now he's a big-shot diplomat. The guy who came into the shop with the suit and the car
keys, he's married, too, and now he's, | don't know, a businesman. Me, I'm unmarried — at the
moment as unmarried as it's possble to be — and I'm the owner of a falling record shop. It
seems to me that if you place musc (and books, probably, and films, and plays, and anything
that makes you fed) a the center of your being, then you can't afford to sort out your love life,
gart to think of it as the finished product. Youve got to pick at it, keep it dive and in turmail,
you've got to pick at it and unrave it until it al comes gpart and you're compelled to gart dl over
agan. Maybe we dl live life a too high a pitch, those of us who absorb emotiond things dl day,
and as a consequence we can never fed merdy content: we have to be unhappy, or ecdaticaly,
head-over-heds happy, and those dates are difficult to achieve within a stable, solid rdationship.
Maybe Al Green isdirectly responsible for more than | ever realized.



See, records have helped me to fdl in love, no question. | hear something new, with a chord
change that melts my guts, and before | know it I'm looking for someone, and before | know it
I've found her. | fdl in love with Rode the smultaneous orgasm woman after I'd falen in love
with a Cowboy Junkies song: | played it and played it and played it, and it made me dreamy, and
| needed someone to dream about, and | found her, and . . . well, there was trouble.



Seventeen

She's easy. | don't mean, you know, easy (if | meart that, | wouldn't have to meet up with her and
talk about knobbing and Chris Thomson, because | would have knobbed her first and he wouldn't
have been able to shoot his mouth off in the classsoom that morning); | mean she's easy to track
down. My mum sees her mum quite often, and a while back Mum gave me her phone number
and told me to get in touch, and Penny's mum gave her mine, and nether of us did anything
about it, but | kept the number anyway. And she's surprised to hear from me — there's a long
computer-memory dlence while she tries to make sense of the name, and then a little laugh of
recognition — but not, | think, displeased, and we arrange to go to a film together, some Chinese
thing that she hasto see for work, and to est afterwards.

The flm's OK, better than | thought it would be — it's about this woman who's sent off to live
with this guy, and he's dready got loads of wives, so it's about how he gets on with her rivds,
and it dl goes horribly wrong. Of course. But Penny's got one of these specid film critic pens
that have a light in the end of them (even though shes not a film citic, jus a BBC radio
journalist) and people keep looking round at her and nudging each other, and | fed a bit of a berk
gtting there with her. (I have to say, dthough it is ungdlant, tha she looks funny, anyway, even
without the specid film critic pen: she adways was a girl for sengble dothes, but what she's
wearing tonight — a big flora dress, a beige raincoat — pushes sensble over the edge toward
death. 'What's that cool guy in the leather jacket doing with Virginia Bottomley's dder dster?
the audience is thinking. Probably.)

We go to this Itdian place she knows, and they know her, too, and they do vulgar things with
the pepper grinder that seem to amuse her. It's often the way that people who take their work
serioudy laugh a supid jokes it's as if they are under-humored and, as a consequence, suffer
from premaiure laugh-gaculation. But she's OK, redly. She's a good sort, a good sport, and it's
easy to tak about Chris Thomson and knobbing. | just launch into it, with no real explanation.

| try to tdl the story in a lighthearted, sdf-deprecatory way (it's about me, not him and her),
but she's appaled, redly disgusted: she puts her knife and fork down and looks away, and | can
seethat she's close to tears.

‘Bagtard,’ she says. 'l wish you hadn't told me that.'

'I'm sorry. | just thought, you know, long time ago and al that.'

'Wdll, it obvioudy doesn't seem that long ago to you.'

Fair point.

'No. But | just thought | wasweird.'

'Why this sudden need to tell me about it, anyway?

| shrug. 'Dunno. Just . . ."

And then | show her that, on the contrary, | do know: | tel her about Laura and lan (athough |
don't tell her about Marie or money or abortions or pain-inthe-arse Rose) and about Charlie,
maybe more about Charlie than she wants to know; and | try to explain to her that | fed like the
Rgection Man, and that Charlie wanted to deep with Marco and not me, and Laura wanted to
deep with lan and not me, and Alison Ashworth, even dl those years ago, wanted to snog with
Kevin Bannisger and not me (dthough | do share with her my recent discovery about the



invincibility of fate), and that as she, Penny, wanted to deep with Chris Thomson and not me,
perhaps she would be able to help me understand why it kept happening, why | was apparently
doomed to be |eft.

And she tells me, with great force, with venom, frankly spesking, about what she remembers
that she was mad about me, that she wanted to degp with me, one day, but not when she was
gxteen, and that when | packed her in — "When you packed me in," she repedats, furioudy,
'because | was, to use your charming expression, 'tight,’ | cried and cried, and | hated you. And
then that little shitbag asked me out, and | was too tired to fight him off, and it wasn't rape,
because | sad OK, but it wasn't far off. And | didnt have sex with anyone dse until after
university because | hated it so much. And now you want to have a chat about rejection. Well,

fuck you, Rob."
So that's another one | don't have to worry about. | should have done this years ago.



Eighteen

Sdlotaped to the indde of the shop door is a handwritten notice, yellowed and faded with age. It
reads as follows:

HIP YOUNG SINGERS WANTED (BASS, DRUMS
GUITAR) FOR NEW BAND. MUST BE INTO REM,
PRIMAL SCREAM, FANCLUB ETC. CONTACT BARRY
IN THE SHOP.

The advertissment used to end with the intimidating postscript 'NO SLACKERS PLEASE/,
but after a disgppointing response during the first couple of years of the recruitment drive, Barry
decided that dackers were welcome after dl, to no noticeable effect; perhaps they couldn't get it
together to wak from the door to the counter. A while back, a guy with a set of drums made
inquiries, and though this minimdigt vocd/drums two-piece did rehearse a few times (no tapes
aurvive, sadly), Barry eventualy and perhagps wisdly decided that he needed a fuller sound.

Since then, though, nothing . . . until today. Dick sees him firg, he nudges me, and we waich
fascinated as this guy Sares at the notice, dthough when he turns round to see which of us might
be Bary, we quickly get on with what we were doing. He's neither hip, nor young — he looks
more like a Status Quo roadie than a Smash Hits cover star hopeful. He has long, lank dark hair
tied back in a ponytall and a somach that has wriggled over his bdt to give itsef a bit more
room. Eventually he comes up to the counter and gestures back toward the door.

'Isthis Barry geezer around?

T'll get him for you.'

| go into the stockroom, where Barry is having alie-down.

'O, Barry. There's someone come to see you about your ad.'

'What ad?

'For the band.’

He opens his eyes and looks a me. "Fuck off.’

'Serioudy. He wants to talk to you.'

He getsto hisfeet and walks through to the shop.

'Y eah?

'Y ou put that ad up?

That'sright."

'What can you play?

‘Nothing." Barry's dl-consuming desire to play a Madison Square Garden has never driven
him to do anything as mundane as learn an instrument.

'But you can Sing, right?

'Y egh"

'We're looking for asinger.’

'What sort of stuff are you into?

"Yesh, the kind of suff you, you know, mentioned. But we want to be a bit more experimenta



than that. We want to retain our pop sensibilities, but kind of stretch them a bit.'
God hep us.
‘Sounds great.

'We haven't got any gigs or anything. Weve only just got together. For a laugh, like. But well

see how we go, yeah?
'Fine'

The Quo roadie jots down an address, shakes Barry's hand, and leaves. Dick and | gape at his
back view, just in case he sdf-combusts, or disappears, or sprouts angel's wings, Barry just tucks
the address into his jeans pocket and looks for a record to put on, as if what has just happened —
a myserious sranger waking in and granting him one of his dearest wishes — were not the kind
of little miracle that mogt of uswait for in van.

'What? he says. 'What's up with you two? It's just a poxy little garage band. Nothing specid.’

Jackie lives in Pinner, not far from where we grew up, with my friend Phil, of course. When |
cadl her, she knows who | am draightavay, presumably because I'm the only Other Man in her
whole life, and a first she sounds guarded, suspicious, as if | want to go through the whole thing
agan. | tdl her that my mum and dad are OK, that | have my own shop, that I'm not married and
have no children, a which point the suspicion turns to sympathy, and maybe a touch of guilt (Is
this my fault? you can hear her thinking. Did his love life just stop dead in 1975, when | got back
together with Phil?); she tdls me that they have two children and a smal house, that they both
work, and that she never went to college, just as she feared she wouldn't. To end the brief silence
that occurs after this resume, she invites me to their house for supper, and in the brief slence that
occurs after the invitation, | accept.

Jackie has gray dresks in her hair but otherwise dill looks pretty and friendly and sensible and
al the other things she usad to be | kiss her and offer Phil my hand. Phil is now a man, with a
moustache and shirtdeeves and a bad patch and a loosened tie, but he makes a big show of
pausing before he returns the gesture — he wants me to redize that this is a symbolic moment,
that he is forgiving me for my misdemeanors of al those years ago. Jesus, | think, it's supposed
to be dephants that never forget, not British Telecom customer service people. But then, what
am | doing here, if not to meddle around with things that most people would have forgotten
about years ago?

Jackie and Phil are the mogt boring people in the southeast of England, possibly because
they've been married too long, and therefore have nothing to tak about, gpart from how long
they've been married. In the end, | am reduced to asking them, in a joky sort of way, for the
secret of their success; | was only saving time, because | think they would have told me anyway.

'If you've found the right person, you've found the right person, it doesnt maiter how old you
are.’ (Phil)

'You have to work at relationships. You can't just wak out on them every time something goes
wrong.' (Jackie)

"That's right. It would have been easy to pack it in and start al over again with someone dse
who's swept you off your feet, but then you're dill going to get to the stage when you're going to
have to work &t the new one." (Phil)

"There aren't too many candlelit dinners and second honeymoons, | can tdl you. Were beyond
al that. Were good friends more than anything.' (Jackie)

You can't just jJump into bed with the first person you fancy and hope that you don't damage
your marriage, no matter what people think.' (Phil)



‘The trouble with young people today is . . . ' No. Just kidding. But they're . . . evangelical
about what they have, as if I've come up from north London to arest them for beng
monogamous. | haven't, but they're right in thinking thet it's a crime where | come from: it's
agang the law because were dl cynics and romantics, sometimes smultaneoudy, and marriage,
withits cliches and its steady low-watt glow, is as unwelcome to us as garlic isto avampire.

I'm at home, making a tape of some old singles, when the phone goes.

'Hi. Isthat Rob?

| recognize the voice as belonging to someone | don't like, but | don't get any further than that.
Thisislan. Ray.’

| don't say anything.

'l thought maybe we should have a chat? Sort a couple of things out?

This is . . . something . . . gone mad. Blank gone mad. You know when people use that

expresson to communicate the fact that something OK has got right out of control? This is
democracy gone mad." Well, | want to use that expresson, but I'm not sure what the something
is. North London? Life? The nineties? | dont know. All 1 do know is that in a decent, sane
society, lan wouldn't be ringing me up to sort a couple of things out. Nor would | be ringing him
up to sort a couple of things out. I'd be sorting him out, and if he wants to be eating dungarees for
awesk, he's going the right way about it.

'What needs sorting out? I'm so angry my voice is shaky, like it used to be when | was on the
verge of afight at school, and consequently | don't sound angry at al: | sound scared.

'‘Come on, Rob. My relaionship with Laura has obvioudy disturbed you a grest ded .’
'Funnily enough | haven't been too thrilled about it." Sharp and clear.

‘Were not talking joky understatement here, Rob. Were taking harassment. Ten phone cdls a

night, hanging around outsde my house. . ."
Fucking hell. How did he see that?

Yeah, well, I've stopped dl that now." Sharp and clear has gone, now I'm sort of mumbling,
like amad guilty person.

'We've noticed, and were glad. But, you know . . . how are we going to make the peace here?
We want to make things easier for you. What can we do? Obvioudy | know how speciad Laura
is, and | know things can't be good for you at the moment. I'd hate it if | lost her. But I'd like to
think that if she decided she didn't want to see me anymore, I'd respect that decison. D'you see
what I'm saying?

v egh’
'Good. So how shdl we leave it then?

‘Dunno.” And then | put the phone down, not on a smart, crushing one-liner, or after a raging
torrent of abuse, but on a'dunno.’ That's taught him alesson he won't forget.

HIM: Good. So how shal we leaveit then?
ME I've dready l€ft it, you pathetic little twerp. Liz is quite right about you. [Sams receiver
down.]

HIM: Good. So how shall we leave it then?

ME: We wont leave it, lan. Or a least, | won't. I'd change your phone number, if | were you.
I'd change your address. One day soon you'll look back on one vigt to the house and ten
phone calls a night as a golden age. Watch your step, boy. [Sams receiver down.]



HIM: But I'd like to think that if she decided she didn't want to see me anymore, 1'd respect that
decison.

ME: If she decided she didn't want to see you anymore, I'd respect that decision. I'd respect
her. Her friends would respect her. Everybody would cheer. The world would be a better
place.

HIM: Thisislan. Ray.
ME:  Fuck off. [Samsreceiver down.]

Oh, well.

Oh wadll, nothing. | should have sad any of those things | should have used a least one
obscenity. | should certainly have threstened him with violence. | shouldn't have hung up on a
‘dunno.’ These things are going to eat away at me and eat away a me and I'm going to drop dead
of cancer or heart disease or something. And | shake and shake, and | rewrite the script in my
head until it's 100 per cent proof poison, and none of it helpsat dl.



Nineteen

Sarah 4ill sends me Chrismas cards with her address and phone number on them. (She doesn't
write it out: she uses those crappy little stickers) They never say anything dse, apart from
'Happy Xmasl Love, Sarah,’ in her big round schoolteacher's handwriting. | send her equdly
blank ones back. | noticed a wuple of years ago that the address had changed; | also noticed that
it had changed from a Whole Number, Something Street to a number with a letter after it, and not
even a'b," which can Hill denote a house, but a 'c’ or a 'd, which can only denote a flat. | didn't
think much about it a the time, but now it seems fantly ominous. To me it suggests that the
Whole Number, Something Street belonged to Tom, and that Tom isn't around anymore. Smug?
Me?

She looks the same — a hit thinner, maybe (Penny was a lot fatter, but then she's doubled her
age snce | last saw her; Sarah had only gone from thirty to thirty-five, and that's not lifeés most
fattening journey), but she's gl peering out from under her bangs. We go out for a pizza, and it's
depressng how big a dedl this is for her: not the act of eating pizza itsdf, but the dateness of the
evening. Tom has gone, and gone in a farly spectacular fashion. Get this. he told her, not that he
was unhappy in the rdaionship, not that he had met someone else he wanted to see, not that he
was seeing someone else, but that he was getting married to someone ese. Classic, eh? You've
got to laugh, redly, but I manage not to. It's one of those hard-luck dtories that seem to reflect
badly on the victims, somehow, s0 | shake my head at the cruel mysteries of the universe instead.

Shelooks at her wine. 'l can't believe | left you for him,' she says. 'Mad.'

| don't want to hear this. | don't want her rgecting the rgection; | want her to explain it so that
| can absolve her. | shrug. 'Probably seemed like agood idea a the time!’

'Probably. | can't remember why, though.'

| could end up having sex here, and the prospect doesn't appal me. What better way to
exorcise rgection demons than to screw the person who reected you? But you wouldnt just be
degping with a person: you'd be deeping with a whole sad sngle-person culture. If we went to
her place thered be a cat, and the cat would jump on the bed a a crucid point, and we'd have to
break off while she shooed it out and shut it in the kitchen. And wed probably have to listen to
her Eurythmics records, and thereéd be nothing to drink. And theréd be none of those Marie
LaSdle hey-women-can-get-horny-too shrugs, thered be phone cals and embarrassment and
regret. So I'm not going to deep with Sarah unless a some point during the evening | see quite
cearly that it's her or nothing for the rest of my life, and | can't see that sort of vison descending
on me tonight: that's how we ended up going out in the firs place. That's why she left me for
Tom. She made a calculation, worked out the odds, made a solid each-way bet and went. That
she wants another go says more about me, and about her, than cash ever can: she's thirty-five
and shes tdling hersdf that life isnt going to offer her any more than what she has here this
evening, a pizza and an old boyfriend she didnt like that much in the firgt place. That's a pretty
grim conclusion, but it's not difficult to see how she got there.

Oh, we know, both of us, tha it shouldnt matter, that theré's more to life than pairing off, that
the media is to blame, blah blah blah. But it's hard to see that, sometimes, on a Sunday morning,
when youre maybe ten hours from going down to the pub for a dink and the first conversation



of the day.

| haven't got the heart for the rgection conversation. There are no hard fedlings here, and I'm
glad that she ditched me, and not the other way around. | aready fed guilty enough as it is. We
tak about films a bit — she loved Dances with Wolves, but she didnt like the sound of
Reservoir Dogs — and work, and a bit more about Tom, and a bit about Laura, dthough | just
tell her that we're going through a rough patch. And she asks me back, but | don't go, and we
agree that welve had anice time, and that well do it again soon. Thereés only Charlie left now.



Twenty

'How's the experimenting going? Are you ill stretching your pop sensbilities?

Barry glowers at me. He hates talking about the band.

'Yeah. Arethey redly into the same sort of stuff asyou, Barry? asks Dick innocently.

'Were not 'into tuff,' Dick. We play songs. Our songs.'

'Right,’ says Dick. 'Sorry.'

'Oh, bollocks, Barry,’ | say. 'What do your songs sound like? The Begtles? Nirvana? Papa
Abraham and the Smurfs?

"Y ou probably wouldn't be familiar with our immediate influences’ Barry says.

Try me.

"They're mostly German.'

'What, Kraftwerk and that?

He looks a me pityingly. 'Er, hardly.’

'Who, then?

"Y ou wouldn't have heard of them, Rob, so just shut up.’

‘Just name one.’

'No.'

'Give ustheinitid |etters, then.'

‘No.'

"Y ou haven't got a fucking clue, have you?

He stomps out of the shop.

| know thisis everybody's answer to everything and I'm sorry, but if ever a chap needed to get

lad, it's Barry.

She's dill living in London. | get her phone number and address from Directory Enquiries —
she lives in Ladbroke Grove, of course. | cdl, but | hold the receiver aout an inch away from
the phone, so that | can hang up quick if anyone answers. Someone answers. | hang up. | try
again, about five minutes later, dthough this time | hold the receiver a little nearer to my ear, and
| can hear tha a machine, not a person, is answering. | gill hang up, though. I'm not ready to
hear her voice yet. The third time, | listen to her message; the fourth time, | leave one of my own.
It's incredible, redlly, to think that & any time over the last decade | could have dbne this: she has
come to assume such an importance | fed she should be living on Mars, so that attempts to
communicate with her would cogt millions of pounds and take light-years to reach her. She's an
extraterrestrid, a ghost, a myth, not a person with an answering machine and a rugting wok and a
two-zone travel pass.

She sounds older, | guess, and a little bit posher — London has sucked the life out of her
Brigtol burr — but it's obvioudy her. She doesnt say whether she's living with anyone, not that |
was expecting a message giving details of her current romantic Stuation, but she doesnt say, you
know, 'Neither Charlie nor Marco can come to the phone right now, or anything like that. Just,
‘Therés no one here, please leave a message dfter the bleep.’ | leave my name, incuding
surname, and my phone number, and stuff about long time no see, etc.



| dont hear anything back from her. A couple of days later | try again, and | say the same
guff. Still nothing. Now this is more like it, if you're talking about reection: someone who won't
even return your phone messages a decade after she rejected you.

Marie comes into the shop.
'Hi, guys.’
Dick and Barry disgppear, conspicuoudy and embarrassingly.
' Bye, guys,' she says after they're gone, and shrugs.
She peers at me. 'Y ou avoiding me, boy? she asks, mock-angry.
'No.'
She frowns and cocks her head to one side.
'Honest. How could I, when | don't know where you've been the last few days?
'Wéll, are you embarrassed, then?
'Oh, God yes.'
She laughs. 'No need.'

This, it seems, is what you get for desping with an American, dl this up-front goodwill. You
wouldnt catch a decent British woman marching in here after a one-night stand. We understand
that these things are, on the whole, best forgotten. But | suppose Marie wants to tak about it,
explore what went wrong; there's probably some group-counseling workshop she wants us to go
to, with lots of other couples who spent a misguided one-off Saturday night together. Well
probably have to take our clothes off and reenact what happened, and I'll get my sweater stuck
round my head.

'l was wondering if you wanted to come see T-Bone play tonight.’

Of course | don't. We can't speak anymore, don't you understand, woman? We had sex, and
that was the end of it. Tha's the law in this country. If you dont like it, go back to where you
came from.

'Y eah. Gresat.'
'Do you know a place cdled Stoke Newington? He's playing there. The Weavers Arms?
'l know it." | could just not turn up, | suppose, but | know I'll be there.

And we have a nice time. She's right to be American about it: just because weve been to bed
together doesn't mean we have to hate each other. We enjoy FBone's set, and Marie sngswith
him for his encore (and when she goes up onstage, people look at the place where she was
ganding, and then they look at the person next to the place where she was standing, and | quite
like that). And then the three of us go back to hers for a dink, and we talk about London and
Audtin and records, but not about sex in generd or the other night in particular, as if it were just
something we did, like going to the curry house, which dso requires no examindion or
elaboration. And then | go home, and Marie gives me a nice kiss, and on the way back | fed as

though therés one relaionship, just one, that is OK redly, a little smooth spot | can fed proud
of.

Charlie phones, in the end; she's gpologetic about not having caled sooner, but she's keen away,
in the States, on business. | try to make out like | know how it is, but | don't, of course — I've
been to Brighton on business, and to Redditch, and to Norwich, even, but I've never been to the
States.

'So, how are you? she asks, and for a moment, jus a moment but even so, | fed like doing a
misery number on her: 'Not very good, thanks, Charlie, but don't let that worry you. You just fly



out to the States, on business, never mind me' To my eternd credit, however, | restrain mysdf
and pretend that in the twelve years since we last spoke | have managed to live life as a fully
functioning human being.

'Fine, thanks.'

'‘Good. I'm glad. You arefine, and you deserve to befine!

Something's wrong, somewhere, but | can't put my finger on it.

'How areyou?

'‘Good. Great. Work's good, nice friends, nice flat, you know. Coallege dl ssems a long time
ago, now. You remember when we used to St in the bar, wondering how life would turn out for
us?

Nope.

‘Wl . . . I'm really happy with mine, and I'm glad you're happy with yours'

| didn't say | was happy with my life. | sad that | was fine, as in no colds, no recent traffic
accidents, no suspended prison sentences, but never mind.

'Have you got, you know, kids and stuff, like everybody ese?

'‘No. | could have had them if I'd wanted them, of course, but | didnt want them. I'm too
young, and they'retoo. . ."

'Y oung?
'Wdll, yes, young, obvioudy, she laughs nervoudy, as if I'm an idiot, which maybe | am, but
not in the way she thinks — 'but too . . . | don't know, time-consuming, | guessis the expresson
I'm looking for.'

I'm not making any of this up. This is how she talks, as if nobody has ever had a conversation
about this in the entire history of the world.

'Oh, right. | see what you mean.’

| just took the piss out of Charlie. Charlie! Charlie Nicholson! This is weird. Most days, for
the last dozen or so years, | have thought about Charlie and attributed to her, or a least to our
breakup, most things that have gone wrong for me. Like: | wouldn't have packed in college |
wouldn't have gone to work in Record and Tape; | wouldn't be saddied with this shop; | wouldn't
have had an unsatisfactory persond life. This is the woman who broke my heart, ruined my life,
this woman is dngle-handedly responsble for my poverty and directionlessness and falure, the
woman | dreamed about regularly for a good five years, and I'm sending her up. I've got to
admire mysdf, redly. I've got to take my own hat off and say to mysdf, 'Rob, you're one cool
character.’

'‘Anyway, are you in or out, Rob?

'I'm sorry? It is comforting to hear that she gill says things that only she can understand. |
used to like it, and to envy it; | could never think of anything to say that sounded remotely
strange.

'‘No, I'm sorry. It'sjust . . . | find these long-lost boyfriend cdls rather unnerving. There's been
agpate of them, recently. Do you remember that guy Marco | went out with after you?

‘Um.. . Yeah, | think s0." | know what's coming, and | don't believe it. All that painful fantasy,
the marriage and the kids, years and years of it, and she probably ended up packing him in six
months after | last saw her.

'Well, he cdled a few months back, and | didnt redly know what to say to him. | think he was
going through, you know, some kind of wha-does-it-dl-mean thing, and he wanted to see me,
and talk about stuff, and what have you, and | wasn't redly up for it. Do dl men go through this?

'l haven't heard of it before!’



'It'sjust the ones | pick, then. | didnt mean. . ."

'No, no, that's OK. It must seem a bit funny, me ringing up out of the blue. | just thought, you
know . . ." 1 don't know, so | don't see why she should. '‘But what does'Are you in or out’ mean?

‘It means, | don't know, are we pas or aren't we? Because if we are, fine, and if were naot, |
don't see the point of messng about on the phone. Do you want to come to dinner Saturday? I'm
having some friends over and | need a spare man. Are you a spare man?

l..."What'sthe point?'Y es, a the moment.'
'So are you in or out?
I'min.

'‘Good. My friend Clara is coming, and she hasn't got a chap, and she's right up your Strest.
Eight o'clockish?

And that's it. Now | can put my finger on what's wrong: Charlie is awful. She didn't use to be
awful, but something bad has happened to her, and she says terrible, stupid things and has no
gpparent sense of humor whatsoever. What would Bruce Springsteen make of Charlie?

| tell Liz about lan phoning me up, and she says it's outrageous, and that Laura will be appaled,
which cheers me up no end. And | tdl her aout Alison and Penny and Sarah and Jackie, and
about the dupid little flashlight-pen ting, and about Charlie and how sheld just come back from
the States on business, and Liz says that she's just about to go to the States on business, and I'm
amusingly sdirica a her expense, but she doesn't laugh.

'How come you hate women who have better jobs than you, Rob?

She's like this sometimes, Liz. She's OK, but, you know, she's one of those paranoid feminids
who see evil in everything you say.

'What are you on about now?

'You hate this woman who took a little flashlight-pen into the cinema, which seems a perfectly
reasonable thing to do if you want to write in the dark. And you hate the fact that . . . Charlie? . .
. Charlie went to the States — | mean, maybe she didn't want to go to the States. | know | don't.
And you didnt like Laura wearing clothes that she had no choice about wearing when she
changed jobs, and now I'm benesth contempt because I've got to fly to Chicago, tadk to some
men in ahotd conference room for eight hours, and then fly home again .. ."

'Wdll, I'm sexigt, aren't 1? Is that the right answer?
You just have to smile and take it, otherwise it would drive you mad.



Twenty-one

When Charlie opens the door, my heart snks she looks beautiful. She ill has the short, blond
hair, but the cut is alot more expensve now, and she's aging in a redly degant way — around
her eyes there are fant, friendly, sexy crow's-feet which make her look like Sylvia Sms, and
she's wearing a sdf-conscioudy grown-up black cocktail dress (dthough it probably only seems
sdf-conscious to me because as far as I'm concerned she's only just stepped out of a pair of
baggy jeans and a Teevison T-shirt). Straghtaway | gart to worry that I'm going to fal for her
again, and Il make a fool of mysdf, and it's dl going to end in pan, humiligion, and sdf-
loathing, just as it did before. She kisses me, hugs me, tels me | don't look any different and that
it's great to see me, and then she points me to a room where | can leave my jacket. It's her
bedroom (arty, of course, with a huge abgiract painting on one wal and what looks like a rug on
another); |1 have a sudden panic when I'm in there. The other coats on the bed are expensive, and
for amoment | entertain the idea of going through the pockets and then doing a runner.

But | want to see Clara, Charlie's friend, who's right up my street. | want to see her because |
don't know where my dreet is, | dont even know which part of town it's in, which city, which
country, so maybe shéll enable me to get my bearings. And it'll be interesting, too, to see what
dreet Charlie thinks | live on, whether it's the Old Kent Road or Park Lane. (Five women who
don't live on my dreet, as far as | know, but would be very welcome if they ever decided to
move into the area: the Holly Hunter of Broadcast News; the Meg Ryan of Seepless in Seattle; a
woman doctor | saw on the telly once, who had lots of long frizzy hair and carved up a Tory MP
in a debate about embryos, athough | dont know her name and I've never been able to find a
pinup of her; Kaharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Sory;, Vderie Harper in the TV series
Roda. These are women who talk back, women with a mind of their own, women with sngp and
crackle and pop . . . but they are dso women who seem to need the love of a good man. | could
rescue them. | could redeem them. They could make me laugh, and | could make them laugh,
maybe, on a good day, and we could stay in and watch one of their films or TV programs or
embryo debates on video and adopt disadvantaged children together and the whole family could
play soccer in Centrd Park.)

When | wdk into the gtting room, | can see immediately that I'm doomed to die a long, dow,
suffocating death. There's a man wearing a sort of brick red jacket and another man in a carefully
rumpled linen suit and Charlie in her cocktall dress and another woman wearing fluorescent
leggings and a dazzling white dlk blouse and another woman wearing those trousers that ook
like a dress but which arent. Isn't. Whatever. And the moment | see them | want to cry, not only
through terror, but through sheer envy: Why isn't my life like this?

Both of the women who are not Charlie are beautiful, not pretty, not attractive, not appealing,
beautiful — and to my panicking, blinking, twitching eye virtudly indisinguishable miles of
dark hair, thousands of huge earrings, yards of red lips, hundreds of white teeth. The one wearing
the white slk blouse shuffles dong Charli€s enormous sofa, which is made of glass, or lead, or
gold — some intimidating, un-sofa like materid, anyway — and smiles & me; Charlie interrupts



the others ('Guys, guys . . . ") and introduces me to the rest of the party. Claras on the sofa with
me, as it were, ha ha, Nick's in the brick red jacket, Barney's in the linen sut, Emmds in the
trousers that look like a dress. If these people were ever up my dreet, I'd have to barricade
mysdf ingdetheflat.

'We were just taking about what weld cal a dog if we had one' says Charlie. 'Emmas got a
Labrador called Dizzy, dfter Dizzy Gillespie!

'Oh, right,’ | say. 'I'm not very keen on dogs."

None of them says anything for a while; theré's not much they can say, redly, about my lack
of enthusiasm for dogs.

'Isthat Sze of flat, or childhood fear, or the smdll, or . . . 7 asks Clara, very swestly.

'l dunno. I'mjust. .. "I shrug hopelesdly, ‘you know, not very keen.'

They amile pdlitely.

As it turns out, this is my mgor contribution to the evening's conversation, and later on | find
mysdf recdling the line wigtfully as bdonging to a Golden Age of Wit. I'd even use it again if |
could, but the rest of the topics for discusson dont give me the chance — | havent seen the
films or the plays they've seen, and | haven't been to the places they've visted. | find out that
Clara works in publishing, and Nick's in PR; | find out too that Emma lives in Clgpham. Anna
finds out that | live in Crouch End, and Clara finds out that | own a record shop. Emma has read
Wild Swans, Charlie hasn't, but would very much like to, and may even borrow Emmas copy.
Barney has been skiing recently. | could probably remember a couple of other things if | had to.
For most of the evening, however, | st there like a pudding, feding like a child who's been
dlowed to stay up late for a specid treat. We eat stuff |1 don't know about, and ether Nick or
Barney comments on each bottle of wine we drink apart from the one | brought.

The difference between these people and me is that they finished college and | didn't (they
didnt split up with Charlie and | did); as a consequence, they have smart jobs and | have a
scruffy job, they are rich and | am poor, they are sdf-confident and | am incontinent, they do not
smoke and | do, they have opinions and | have ligs. Could | tdl them anything about which
journey isthe worst for jet lag? No.

Could they tdl me the origind lineup of the Wailers? No.

They probably couldn't even tdl me the lead singer's name.

But they're not bad people. I'm not a class warrior, and anyway, they're not particularly posh
— they probably have mothers and fathers just outsde Watford or its equivdent, too. Do | want
some of what they've got? You bet. | want their opinions, | want ther money, | want ther
clothes, 1 want ther ability to tak about dogs names without any hint of embarrassment. | want
to go back to 1979 and start al over again.

It doesn't help that Charlie taks bollocks al night; she doesn't listen to anyone, she tries too
hard to go off at obtuse angles, she puts on al sorts of unrecognizable and ingppropriate accents.
| would like to say that these are dl new mannerisms, but they're not; they were there before,
years ago. The not listening | once mistook for strength of character, the obtuseness | misread as
mysery, the accents | saw as glamour and drama. How had | managed to edit dl this out in the
intervening years? How had | managed to turn her into the answer to al the world's problems?

| stick the evening out, even though I'm not worth the sofa space for most of it, and | outstay
Clara and Nick and Barney and Emma When they've gone, | redlize that | spent the whole time
drinking instead of speaking, and as a consequence | can no longer focus properly.

I'mright, aren't I? Charlie asks. 'She'sjust your type.'

| shrug. 'She's everybody's type.’ | hedp mysdf to some more coffee. I'm drunk, and it seems



like agood ideajust to launch in. ‘Charlie, why did you pack me in for Marco?

Shelooks a me hard. 'l knew it.'

'What?

'You are going through one of those what-does-it-dl-mean things' She says ‘what-does-it-dl-
mean' in an American accent and furrows her brow.

| cannot tell alie. 'l am, actudly, yes. Yes, indeed. Very much so."

She laughs, a me, | think, not with me, and then plays with one of her rings.

'Y ou can say what you like,' | tdl her, generoudy.

It's dl kind of a bit logt in the . . . in the dense migts of time now." She says 'dense migts of
time in an lrish accent, for no apparent reason, and waves her hand around in front of her face,
presumably to indicate the densty of the mig. ‘It wasn't that | fancied Marco more, because |
used to find you every bit as attractive as him." (Pause) 'It's just that he knew he was nice-
looking, and you didnt, and that made a difference, somehow. You used to act as though | was a
bit peculiar for wanting to spend time with you, and that got kind of tiring, if you know what |
mean. Your sdf-image started to rub off on me, and | ended up thinking | was peculiar. And |
knew you were kind, and thoughtful, and you made me laugh, and | loved the way you got
consumed by the things you loved, but . . . Marco seemed a bit more, | don't know, glamorous?
More sure of himsdf, more in with the in-crowd? (Pause) 'Less hard work, ‘cause | felt | was
dragging you round a bit." (Pause)) 'A bit sunnier, and a bit sparkier.’ (Pause)) 'l don't know. You
know what people are like a that age. They make very superficia judgments.’

Where's the supeficid? | was, and therefore am, dim, gloomy, a drag, unfashionable,
unfanciable, and awkward. This doesnt seem like superficid to me. These aren't flesh wounds.
These are life-threatening thrusts into the interna organs.

'Do you find that hurtful? He was awally, if that's any consolation.'

It's not, redlly, but | didn't want consolation. | wanted the works, and | got it, too. None of
Alison Ashworth's kismet here; none of Sarah's rewriting of history, and no reminder that I'd got
dl the rgection duff the wrong way round, like | did about Penny. Just a perfectly clear
explanation of why some people have it and some people dont. Later on, in the back of a
minicab, | redize that dl Chalie has done is rephrase my own fedings aout my genius for
being normd; maybe that particular tdent — my only one, as it hgopens — was overrated
ayway.



Twenty-two

The band is going to play agig, and he wantsto put a poster up in the shop.

'No. Fuck off.’

‘Thanks for your support, Rob. | redly appreciateit.’

'l thought we had a rule about posters for crap bands.’

'Y eah, for people who come in off the street begging us. All the losers!’

‘Like . . . let's see. Suede, you turned down. The Auteurs. St. Etienne. Losers like that, you
mean?

'What's dl this | turned them down'? It was your rule.’

'Yeah, but you loved it, didn't you? It gave you great pleasure to tell al those poor kids to take
arunning jump.’

‘Well, | was wrong, wasn't 1? Oh, come on, Rob. We need the regulars from here, otherwise
therell be nobody.'

'OK, what's the name of the band? If it's any good, you can put a poster up.'

He thrusts a poster a me, just the name of the band, with some squiggly design.

"Barrytown.' '‘Barrytown'? Fucking hell. Is there no end to your arrogance?

'It's not because of me. It's the Stedy Dan song. And it was in The Commitments. '

'Yeah, but come on, Barry. You can't be caled Barry and sing in a group cdled Barrytown. It
just sounds. . .

"They were fucking called that before | came dong, OK? It wasn't my idea’

"That's why you got the gig, isn't it?

Barry of Barrytown says nothing.

Tan'tit?

"That was one of the reasons why they asked me origindly, yes. But . . .

Brilliant! Fucking brilliant! They only asked you to sing because of your name! Of course you
can have a poster up, Barry. | want as many people to know as possible. Not in the window, OK?
Y ou can gtick it above the browser racks over there.’

'How many tickets can | put you down for?

| hold my sides and laugh mirthlesdy. 'Ha, haha. Ho, ho ho. Stop, Barry, you're killing me.”

"Y ou're not even coming?

'Of course I'm not coming. Do | look like a man whod want to lisen to some terrible
experimentd racket played in ®me horrible north London pub? Where is it? | look at the podter.
"The fucking Harry Lauder! Hal'

'So much for mates, then. Y ou're abitter bastard, Rob, you know that?

Sour. Bitter. Everyone seemsto agree that | don't taste very nice.

‘Bitter? Because I'm not in Barrytown? | hoped it wasn't that obvious. And you've been grest
to Dick about Anna, haven't you? Redlly made her fed apart of the Championship Vinyl family.’

I'd forgotten that |1 have been wishing nothing but everlasting happiness to Dick and Anna.
How does that fit in with my sourness, en? What's bitter about that?

That Anna stuff was just a bit of fun. She's al right. It's just . . . it's not my fault that you're
fucking up left, right, and center.’



'Oh, and you'd be first in the queue to see me play, wouldn't you?
'Not first, maybe. But I'd be there!

'Is Dick going?

"'Course. And Anna. And Marie and T-Bone.'

Is the world redly that generous-spirited? | had no idea.

| guess you could see it as hitterness, if you wanted to. | don't think of mysdlf as bitter, but | have
disgppointed mysdf; | thought | was going to turn out to be worth a bit more than this, and
maybe that disgppointment comes out al wrong. It's not just the work; it's not just the thirty-five-
and-single thing, dthough none of this helps. It's. . . oh, | don't know. Have you ever looked a a
picture of yoursdf when you were a kid? Or pictures of famous people when they were kids? It
seems to me that they can ether make you happy or sad. Thereés a lovely picture of Paul
McCartney as a little boy, and the firg time | saw it, it made me fed good: dl that tdent, al thet
money, dl those years of blissed-out domedticity, a rock-solid marriage and lovely kids, and he
doesn't even know it yet. But then there are others — JFK and dl the rock deaths and fuckups,
people who went mad, people who came off the rals people who murdered, who made
themsdves or other people miserable in ways too numerous to mention, and you think, stop right
there! Thisisasgood asit getd!

Over the last couple of years, the photos of me when | was a kid, the ones that | never wanted
old girlfriends to see . . . wdl, they've dated to give me a little pang of something, not
unhappiness, exactly, but some kind of quiet, deep regret. Theré's one of me in a cowboy hat,
pointing a gun a the camera trying to look like a cowboy but faling, and |1 can hardly bring
myself to look a it now. Laura thought it was sweet (she used that word! Swest, the opposte of
sour!) and pinned it up in the kitchen, but I've put it back in a drawer. | keegp wanting to
gpologize to the little guy: 'I'm sorry, I've let you down. | was the person who was supposed to
look after you, but | blew it: | made wrong decisions at bad times, and | turned you into me!'

See, he would have wanted to see Barry's band; he wouldnt have worried too much about
lan's dungarees or Penny's flashlight-pen (he would have loved Penny's flashlight-pen) or
Charlie's trips to the States. He wouldn't have understood, in fact, why | was so down on dl of
them. If he could be here now, if he could jump out of that photo and into this shop, hed run
graight out of the door and back to 1967 asfadt as hislittle legs would carry him.



Twenty-three

Findly, a month or so after she's Ieft, Laura comes to move her suff out. Theres no red
argument about what belongs to whom; the good records are mine, the good furniture, most of
the cooking stuff, and the hardback books are hers. The only thing I've done is to sort out a
whole pile of records and a few CDs | gave her as presents, stuff that 1 wanted but thought shed
like, and which have somehow ended up being filed avay in my collection. I've been redly
scrupulous about it: she wouldn't have remembered haf of these, and | could have got away with
it, but I've pulled out every single one.
| was scared she was going to bring lan round, but she doesn't. In fact, she's obvioudy
uncomfortable about the fact that he rang.
'Forget it.'
'He had no right to do that, and | told him 0.
‘Areyou Hill together?
She looks a me to see if I'm joking, and then gives a little hard-luck grimace that actudly isn't
too attractive, if you think about it.
'Going dl right?
'l don't redly want to talk about it, to be honest.’
‘That bad, eh?
'Y ou know what | mean.’
She's borrowed her dad's Volvo Edtate for the weekend, and we fill every inch of it; she comes
back insde for acup of teawhen we're done.
It'sadump, isn't it? | say. | can see her looking round the flat, staring at the dusty, discolored
gpaces her things have left on thewdll, so | fed | have to preempt criticiam.
'Please do it up, Rob. It wouldn't cost you much, and it would make you fed better.’
I'll bet you can't remember what you were doing here now, can you?
'Yes, | can. | was here because | wanted to be with you.'
'No, | meant, you know . . . how much are you on now? Forty-five? Fifty? And you lived in
this poky little hole in Crouch End.’
"You know | didnt mind. And it's not asif Ray's place is any better.’
'I'm sorry, but can we get this straight? What is his name, 1an or Ray? What do you cal him?
'Ray. | hate lan.’
‘Right. Just so's | know. Anyway, what's lan's place like? Childish, but it makes me happy.
Laura puts on her pained, goicd face. I've seen that one afew times, | can tdl you.
'Small. Smdller than here. But nester, and less cluttered.”
‘That's 'cause he's only got about ten records. CDs!'
'And that makes him an awful person, doesiit?
'In my book, yes. Barry, Dick, and | decided that you can't be a serious person if you have —
‘Less than five hundred. Yes, | know. You've told me many, many times before. | disagree. |
think it's possible to be a serious person even if you have no records whatsoever.'
'LikeKate Adie’
She looks at me, frowns, and opens her mouth, her way of indicating that I'm potty. 'Do you



know for afact that Kate Adi€'s got no records whatsoever?
'Wedl, not none. She's probably got a couple. Pavarotti and stuff. Maybe some Tracy
Chapman, and a copy of Bob Dylan's Greatest Hits, and two or three Bestles abums.’

She darts to laugh. | waan't joking, to be honest, but if she thinks I'm funny then | prepared to
act like | was.

'‘And I'll bet she was one of the people a parties who used to go 'Woooh!' to the fade-out of
'‘Brown Sugar.""

‘Thereis no greater crime than that, as far as you're concerned, isthere?

The only thing thet runs it close is snging adong to the chorus of 'Hi Ho Silver Lining,' a the

top of your voice.'

'l used to do that."

'You didnt.’

The joking has stopped now, and | look at her appalled. She roars.

'You believed me! You bdieved me You mugt think I'm cagpable of anything." She laughs
again, catches hersdf having a good time, and stops.

| give her the cue. This is where you're supposed to say that you haven't laughed this much in
ages, and then you see the error of your ways.

She makes a so-what face. 'You make me laugh much more than Ray does, if tha's what
you're getting at.’
| give amock-smug smile, but I'm not feding mock-smug. I'm feding the red thing.

‘But it doesn't make any difference to anything, Rob. Redly. We could laugh until 1 had to be
taken away in an ambulance, but it doesnt mean I'm going to unload the car and move dl my
stuff back in. I dready knew you could make me laugh. It's everything else | don't know about.’

'‘Why don't you just admit thet lan’s an arsehole and have done with it? It would make you fed
better.’

'Have you been talking to Liz?
'Why? Does she think hel's an arsehole too? That's interesting.’
'Don't spail it, Rob. Welve got on well today. Let'sleaveit at that.'

| pull out the stack of records and CDs that I've sorted out for her. Thereés The Nightfly by
Donadd Fagen, because shed never heard it, and some blues compilation samplers | decided she
ought to have, and a couple of jazz-dance things | bought for her when she darted going to a
jazz-dance class, dthough it turned out to be a different and frankly much crappier form of jazz-
dance, and a couple of country things, in my vain atempt to change her mind about country, and

She doesn't want any of it. '‘But they're yours.'

‘They're not redly, though, are they? | know you bought them for me, and that was redly
sweet of you, but that was when you were trying to turn me into you. | can't take them. | know
they'd just gt around staring a me, ad I'd fed embarrassed by them, and . . . they dont fit in
with the rest of what's mine, do you understand? That Sting record you bought me . . . that was a
present for me. | like Sting and you hate him. But the rest of this stuff . . . ' She picks up the blues
sampler. 'Who the hell's Little Walter? Or Junior Wells? | don't know these people. | .. ."

'OK, OK. | get the picture.’

I'm sorry to go on about it. But, | don't know, there's a lesson in here somewhere, and | want
to make sureyou get it.'

'l getit. You like Sting but you don't like Junior Wells, because you've never heard of him.'

'Y ou're being ddliberately obtuse.'



'l am, actudly, yes.'
She gets up to go.

'Well, think about it.'
And later on, | think, wha for? What's the point of thinking about it? If | ever have another

relationship, I'll buy her, whoever she is duff that she ought to like but doesn't know about;
that's what new boyfriends are for. And hopefully 1 won't borrow money off her, or have an
dfair, and she wont need to have an abortion, or run awvay with the neighbors, and then there
won't be anything to think about. Laura didn't run off with Ray because | bought her CDs she
wasn't that keen on, and to pretend otherwise is just . . . just . . . psychowank. If she thinks that,
then sheés missng the Brazilian ran foret for the twigs If | cant buy specidly priced
compilation dbums for new girlfriends, then | might as wel give up, because I'm not sure that |

know how to do anything dse.



Twenty-four

| enjoy my birthday, but today | dont fed so good about it. Birthdays should be suspended in
years like this one: there should be a law, of man if not of naure, that you are only alowed to
age when things are ticking aong nicdy. What c | want to be thirty-six for now? | don'. It's not
convenient. Rob Fleming's life is frozen a the moment, and he refuses to get any older. Please
retain dl cards, cakes, and presents for use on another occasion.

Actudly, that seems to be what people have done. Sod's law decrees that my birthday should
fdl on a Sunday this year, s cards and presents are not forthcoming; | didnt get anything
Saurday, ether. | wasn't expecting anything from Dick or Barry, dthough | told them in the pub
after work, and they looked guilty, and bought me a drink, and promised me dl sorts of things
(well, compilation tapes, anyway); but | never remember their birthdays — you dont, do you,
unless you are of the femae persuason — so a tantrum would not be particularly appropriate in
this case. But Laura? Reatives? Friends? (Nobody you know, but | do have some, and | do see
them sometimes, and one or two of them do know when my birthday is) Godparents? Anyone
edse a dl? | did get a card from my mum and a P.S. from my dad, but parents don't count; if you
don't even get acard from your folks, then you're redly in trouble.

On the moming of the day itsdf | spend much too much time fanteszing about some
enormous surprise party organized by Laura, maybe, with the hdp of my mum and dad, who
could have provided her with the addresses and phone numbers of some of the people she
wouldnt know about; | even find mysdf irritated by their not having told me about it. Suppose |
just took mysdf off to the pictures for a solitary birthday treaet without letting them know? Then
where would they be, en? They'd dl be hiding in some cupboard somewhere while |1 was
watching a Godfather triple-hill a the Scda That'd serve them right. | decide not to tel them
where I'm going; I'll leave them squashed up in the dark, cramped and ill-tempered. ('l thought
you were going to ring him? 'l told you | didn't have time,' etc.) After a couple of cups of coffee,
however, | redize that this sort of thinking is not profitable, thet it is, in fact, likdy to drive me
potty, and | decide to arrange something positive instead.

Like what?

Go to the video shop for a gart, and rent loads of things I've been saving up for just such a
dismd occason as this Naked Gun 2 Y%, Terminator 2, Robocop 2. And then ring up a couple of
people to see if they want a drink tonight. Not Dick and Barry. Marie maybe, or people | havent
seen for a long time. And then watch one or two of the videos, drink some beer, and eat some
crisps, maybe even some Kettle Chips. Sounds good. Sounds like the sort of birthday a brand-
new thirty-Sx-year-old should have. (Actudly, it is the only sort of birthday a brand-new thirty-
gx-year-old could have, the sort of thirty-gx-year-old with no wife, family, girlfriend, or money,
anyway. Kettle Chipsl Fuck off!)

You thought there was going to be nothing left in the video shop, didnt you? You thought | cut
such a tragic figure that I'd be reduced to watching some Whoopi Goldberg comedy-thriller
which never got a cinematic release in this country. But no! They're dl there, and | walk out with
al the rubbish | want tucked under my arm. It's just turned twelve, so | can buy some beer; | go



home, pop a can, draw the curtains to keep out the March sunshine, and watch Naked Gun 2v3?,
which turns out to be pretty funny.

My mum cdls just as I'm putting Robocop 2 into the machine, and again, I'm disappointed that
it isn't someone dse. If you can't get a phone cal from your mum on your birthday, then youre
redly in trouble.

She's nice to me, though. She's sympathetic about me spending the day on my own, even
though she must be hurt that 1'd rather spend the day on my own than spend it with her and Dad.
(D'you want to come to the pictures this evening with your father and Yvonne and Brian? she
asks me. 'No,’ | tdl her. That's dl. Just 'No." Redrained or what?) She cant redly think of
anything to say after tha. It must be hard for parents, | guess, when they see tha things arent
working out for their children, but that their children can no longer be reached by the old parenta
routes, because those roads are now much too long. She darts to talk about other birthdays,
birthdays where | was ill because | ate too many nutella sandwiches or drank too many rainbow
cocktalls, but these were at least pukes conceived in happiness, and her taking about them
doesn't cheer me up much, and | stop her. And then she gtarts on a whiny, how-come-you've-got-
yoursdlf-into-this-mess speech, which | know is a result of her powerlessness and panic, but it's
my day today, such as it is, and I'm not prepared to listen to that either. She's OK about me
shutting her up, though: because she 4ill trests me like a child, birthdays are times when | am
alowed to behave like one.

Laura rings in the middle of Robocop 2, from a callbox. This is very interesting, but maybe now
is not the time to tak about why — not with Laura, anyway. Maybe later, with Liz or someone,
but not now. Thisis obvious to anyone but a complete idiot.

'Why are you ringing from a callbox?

'‘Am |? she says. Not the smoothest answer. 'Did you have to put money or a card into a dot to
ek to me? Is there a horrible smell of urine? If the answer to ether of these questions is yes,
itsacdlbox. Why are you ringing from a calbox?

"To wish you a happy birthday. I'm sorry | forgot to send you a card.’

I didntmean...'

'l wasjust on my way home, and | .. ."

'Why didn't you wait till you got back?

'What's the point of me saying anything? Y ou think you know the answer anyway.'

'I'd just like it confirmed.’

'Are you having agood day?

'Not bad. Naked Gun 2% very funny. Robocop 2: not as good as the first one. So far, anyway.'
'Y ou're watching videos?

'l am.’

'‘On your own?

'Y ep. Want to come round? I've till got Terminator 2 to see.’

'| can't. I've got to get back.’

‘Right."

'‘Anyway.'

'How's your dad?

'He's not too bad, at the moment, thanks for asking.’

'‘Good.'

'Have anice day, OK? Do something good with it. Don't waste dl day in front of the TV.'



‘Right."
'‘Come on, Rob. It's not my fault you're in on your own. I'm not the only person you know.

And | am thinking of you, it'snot like I've just jumped ship.’

‘Tel lan | sad hi, OK?

Very funny.'

I meanit.

'l know you do. Very funny.’

Got her. He doesn't want her to phone, and she's not going to tell him she has. Coadl.

I'm a a bit of aloss after Terminator 2. It's not four o'clock yet, and even though I've plowed my
way through three great crgp videos and the best part of a six-pack, | gill cannot shake the
fedling that I'm not having much of a birthday. There are papers to read, and compilation tapes to
make, but, you know. | pick up the phone ingtead, and dart to organize my own surprise party in
the pub. | shdl gather a few people together, try to forget | caled them, take mysdf off to the
Crown or the Queen's Head around eight for a quiet pint, and get my back dapped raw by well-
wishers | never expected to see therein amillion years.

It's harder than | thought, though. London, en? You might as well ask people if they'd like to take
a year off and trave around the world with you as ask them if they'd like to nip out for a quick
drink later on: later on means later on in the month, or the year, or the nineties, but never later on
the same day. Tonight? they dl go, dl these people | haven't spoken to for months, ex-
colleagues or old college friends, or people I've met through e-colleagues or old college friends.
'Later on tonight?" They're aghadt, they're baffled, they're kind of amused, but most of dl they
just cant believe it. Someones phoning up and suggesting a drink tonight, out of the blue, no
Flofax to hand, no ligs of dtenative daes, no lengthy consultation with a patner?
Preposterous.

But a couple of them show signs of weakness, and | exploit that weskness mercilesdy. It's not
an ooh-1-shouldn't-redly-but- I-quite-fancy-a-pint sort of weekness, it's an inability-to-say-no sort
of weekness. They dont want to go out tonight, but they can hear the desperation, and they
cannot find it in themsaves to respond with the necessary firmness.

Dan Maskdl (red firg name Adrian, but it had to be done) is the firgt to crack. HE's married,
with a kid, and he lives in Houndow, and it's a Sunday night, but I'm not going to let him off the
hook.

'Hello, Dan? It's Rob.'
'Hello, mate' (Genuine pleasure at this point, which is something, | suppose.)
'How are you?

So | tdl him how | am, and then | explain the sad Stuation, sorry it's too last-minute, bit of a
cock-up on the arrangement front (I manage to ress telling him therés been a bit of a cock-up
on the life front generdly), be nice to see him anyway, and so on and so forth, and | can hear the
hestation in his voice. And then — Adrian's a big music fan, which is how | met him at college,
and why we kept in touch afterwards — | stedl atrump card and play it.

'Have you heard of Marie LaSdle? She's avery good folky country kind of singer.'
He hasnt, not surprisingly, but | can tell that he's interested.

'Wdll, anyway, shes a . . . wdl, a friend, and shell be coming aong, so . . . she's great, and
she'sworth meeting, and . . . | don't know if . . ."

It's just about enough. To spesk frankly with you, Adrian's a bit of an idiot, which is why |



thought Marie might be an enticement. Why do | want to spend my birthday drinking with an
idiot? That's along story, most of which you aready know.

Steven Buitler lives in north London, doesn't have a wife, and doesn't have tha many friends
either. So why can't he come out tonight? He's dready rented his video, that's why.

'Fucking hdl, Steve!
'Well, you should have cdled me earlier. I've only just come back from the shop.’
'Why don't you watch it now?

‘No. I'm a bit funny about watching videos before my tea. It's like you're just watching for the
sake of it, do you know what | mean? And every one you watch in the daytime, that's one less
you can watch at night."

'How d'you work that out?
"'Cause you're wasting them, aren't you?
'Watch it another time, then.’

'Oh, yeah. I've got so much money | can give two pounds to the bloke in the video shop every
night.

'I'm not asking you to do it every night. I'm. . . Look, I'll give you the two quid, al right?
'l dunno. Are you sure?

I'm sure, and there we have it. Dan Maskell and Steve Butler. They don't know each other,
they won't like each other, and they have nothing in common apart from a dight overlgp in ther
record collections (Dan's not very interested in black music, Steve's not very interested in white
music, they both have a few jazz dbums). And Dan's expecting to see Marie, but Mari€'s not
expecting to see Dan, nor does she even know of his existence. Should be a cracking night out.

Marie's got a phone now, and Barry has her number, and she's happy that | called, and more than
happy to come out for a drink, and if she knew it was my birthday shed probably explode with
joy, but for some reason | decide not to tell her. | don't have to sdll the evening to her, which is
just as well, because | don't think I'd be able to give it away. She's got to do something dse firg,
however, 0 there's an agonizing hour or so aone with Steve and Dan. | tak to Dan about rock
music, while Steve stares at somebody getting lucky on the fruit maching, and | tak to Steve
about soul music, while Dan does that trick with a beer mat which only te truly irritating person
knows. And then we al tak about jazz, and then theres some pretty desultory what-do-you-do
kind of suff, and then we run out of petrol dtogether, and we dl watch the guy who's getting
lucky on the fruit machine,

Marie and T-Bone and a very blond, very glamorous, and very young woman, aso American,
findly turn up around quarter to ten, so there's only forty-five minutes of drinking time left. | ask
them what they want to drink, but Marie doesn't know, and comes up to the bar with me to have
alook a what they've got.

'l see what you mean about T-Bone's sex life,' | say as were waliting.

She raises her eyes to the cailing. 'Isn't she something se? And you know what? That's the
ugliest woman he's ever dated.’

'I'm glad you could come.’

"The pleasure is ours. Who are those guys?

'Dan and Steve. I've known them for years. They're a bit dull, I'm afraid, but | have to see them
sometimes.’

'Duck noires, right?

‘Sorry?



I cal 'em duck noires. Sort of a mixture of lame duck and béte noire. People you don't want to
see but kinda fed you should.'

Duck noires. Bang on. And | had to fucking beg mine, pay mine, to come out for a drink on
my birthday.

| never think these things through, ever. 'Happy birthday, Rob, says Steve when | put his drink
down in front of him. Marie atempts to give me a look, of surprise, | would guess, but adso of
deepest sympathy and bottomless understanding, but | won't return it.

It's a pretty bad evening. When | was a kid, my granny used to spend Boxing Day afternoon
with a friend's granny; my mum and dad would drink with Adrian's mum and dad, and I'd play
with Adrian, and the two old codgers would gt in front of the TV exchanging pleasantries. The
catch wes that they were both dedf, but it didn't redly matter: they were happy enough with their
verson of a conversation, which had the same gaps and nods and smiles as everyone dses
conversation, but none of the connections. | haven't thought about that for years, but | remember
it tonight.

Steve annoys me throughout: he has this trick of waiting until the conversation is in full flow,
and then muttering something in my ear when I'm atempting ether to tak or to ligen to
somebody ese. So | can either ignore him and appear rude, or answer him, involve everyone ese
in what I'm saying, and change their direction entirely. And once he's got everyone taking about
soul, or Star Trek (he goes to conventions and things), or greet bitters of the north of England (he
goes to conventions and things), subjects nobody else knows anything about, we go through the
whole process dl over again. Dan yawns a lot, Marie is patient, FBone is tetchy, and his date,
Suzie, is postively gppdled. What is she doing in a gotty pub with these guys? She has no idea
Nether have 1. Maybe Suzie and | should disgppear off somewhere more intimate, and leave
these losers to get on with it. | could take you through the whole evening, but you wouldn't enjoy
it much, 0 I'll let you off with adull but entirely representative sample:

MARIE: ... just unbdievable, | mean, red animals. | was singing 'Love Hurts and this guy
shouted out, 'Not the way | do it, baby,” and then he was sick dl the way down his T-shirt, and he
didn't move a muscle. Just dood there shouting a the stage and laughing with his buddies.
[Laughs.] Y ou were there, weren't you, T-Bone?

T-BONE: | guess.

MARIE: T-Bone dreams of fans as suave as that, don't you? The places he plays, you haveto . . .
[Inaudible due to interruption from. . . |

STEVE: [Whispering in my ear] They've brought The Baron out on video now, you know. Six
episodes. D'you remember the theme music?

ME: No. | don't. [Laughter from Marie, T-Bone, Dan] Sorry, Marie, | missed that. You have to
do what?

MARIE: | was saying, this place that T-Boneand me. . .

STEVE: It wasbrilliant. Der-der-DER! Der-der-der DER!

DAN: | recognize that. Man in a suitcase?

STEVE: No. The Baron. 'S out on video.

MARIE: The Baron? Who was in that?

DAN: Steve Forrest.

MARIE: | think we used to get that. Was that the one where the guy [Inaudible due to
interruption from. . . ]

STEVE: [Whispering in my ear] D'you ever read Voices from the Shadows? Soul megazine?



Brilliant. Steve Davis ownsiit, you know. The snooker player.
[Suzie makes a face at T-Bone. T-Bone looks at his watch. |

Etc.

Never again will this combination of people be seated around a table; it just couldnt possbly
happen, and it shows. | thought the numbers would provide a feding of security and comfort, but
they haven't. | don't redly know any of these people, not even the one I've dept with, and for the
fird time gnce | Flit up with Laura | redly fed like dumping onto the floor and bawling my
eyes out. I'm homesick.

It's supposed to be women who alow themselves to become isolated by relationships. they
end up seeing more of the guy's friends, and doing more of the guy's things (poor Anna, trying to
remember who Richard Thompson is, and being shown the error of her Smple Minded ways),
and when they're ditched, or when they ditch, they find they've floated too far away from friends
they last saw properly three or four years before. And before Laura, that was what life was like
for me and my partners too, most of them.

But Laura . . . | don't know what happened. | liked her crowd, Liz and the others who used to
come down to the Groucho. And for some reason — comparative career success, | guess, and the
corresponding postponements that brings — her crowd were more single and more flexible than
mine. So for the firgt time ever | played the woman's role, and threw my lot in with the person |
was seeing. It wasnt that she didnt like my friends (not friends like Dick and Barry and Steve
and Dan, but proper friends, the sort of people | have dlowed mysdf to lose). It was just that she
liked hers more, and wanted me to like them, and | did. | liked them more than | liked my own
and, before | knew it (I never knew it, redly, until it was too late), my relationship was what
gave me ny sense of location. And if you lose your sense of location, you get homesick. Stands
to reason.

So now what? It feds as though I've come to the end of the line. | dont mean that in the
American rock'nroll suicide sense; | mean it in the English Thomas the Tank Engine sense. I've
run out of puff, and come to agentle hdt in the middle of nowhere.

"These people are your friends? Marie asks me the next day when she takes me for a post-
birthday crispy bacon and avocado sandwich.

'It's not that bad. There were only two of them.’

Shelooks a meto seeif I'mjoking. When she laughs, it's clear that | am.

'But it was your birthday.'

'Wdll. You know.'

'Your birthday. And that's the best you can do?

'Say it was your birthday today, and you wanted to go out for a drink tonight. Who would you
invite? Dick and Bary? T-Bone? Me? Were not your bestest friends in the whole world, are
we?

'‘Come on, Rob. I'm not even in my own country. I'm thousands of miles from home'’

My point exactly.

| watch the couples that come into the shop, and the couples | see in pubs, and on buses, and
through windows. Some of them, the ones that talk and touch and laugh and inquire a lot, are
obvioudy new, and they dont count: like most people, I'm OK at being haf of a new couple. It's
the more established, quieter couples, the ones who have started to go through life back-to-back
or Sde-to-9de, rather than face-to-face, that interest me.



There's not much you can decipher in their faces, iedly. There's not much that sets them gpart
from sngle people; try dividing people you wak past into one of life's four categories — happily
coupled, unhappily coupled, single, and desperate — and youll find you won't be adle to do it.
Or rather, you could do it, but you would have no confidence in your choices. This seems
incredible to me. The mogt important thing in life, and you cant tel whether people have it or
not. Surdy this is wrong? Surely people who are happy should look happy, a dl times, no matter
how much money they have or how uncomfortable their shoes are or how little their child is
deeping; and people who are doing OK but have 4ill not found their soul mate should look, |
dont know, wdl but anxious, like Billy Crysd in When Harry Met Sally; and people who are
desperate should wear something, a ydlow ribbon maybe, which would dlow them to be
identified by amilarly desperate people. When | am no longer desperate, when | have got dl this
sorted out, | promise you here and now that | will never ever complain again about how the shop
is doing, or about the soullessness of modern pop musc, or the stingy fillings you get in the
sandwich bar up the road (£1.60 for egg mayonnaise and crispy bacon, and none of us have ever
had more tan four pieces of crigoy bacon in a whole round yet) or anything a dl. | will beam
bestifically a al times, just from sheer relief.

Nothing much, by which | mean even less than usud, happens for a couple of weeks. | find a
copy of 'All Kinds of Everything in a junk shop near the flat, and buy it for fifteen pence, and
give it to Johnny next time |1 see him, on the proviso that he fuck off and leave us done forever.
He comes in the next day complaining that it's scratched and demanding his money back.
Barrytown make a triumphant debut a the Harry Lauder, and rock the place off its foundations,
and the buzz is incredible, and there are loads of people there who look like A&R men, and they
go absolutdly menta, and honestly Rob, you should have been there (Marie just laughs, when |
ask her about it, and says that everyone has to sart somewhere). Dick tries to get me to make up
a foursome with him, Anna, and a friend of Annds who's twenty-one, but | don't go; we see
Marie play a a folk club in Farringdon, and | think about Laura a lot more than | think about
Marie during the sad songs, even though Marie dedicates a song to ‘the guys a Championship
Vinyl'; 1 go for a drink with Liz and she bitches about Ray the whole evening, which is gredt;
and then Lauras dad dies, and everything changes.



Twenty-five

| hear about it on the same morning she does. | ring her number from the shop, intending just to
leave a message on her maching; it's eesier that way, and | only wanted to tell her about some ex-
colleague who left a message for her on our machine My meachine. Her machine, actudly, if
were taking legd ownership. Anyway. | wasn't expecting Laura to pick up the phone, but she
does, and she sounds as though she's speaking from the bottom of the sea Her voice is muffled,
and low, and flat, and coated from first syllable to last in snot.

'Cor dear oh dear, that's a cold and a haf. | hope you're in bed with a hot book and a good
water bottle. It's Rob, by the way.'

She doesn't say anything.

‘Laura? It's Rob.’

Siill nothing.

‘Areyou dl right?'

And then aterrible moment.

'Piggty,’ she says, dthough thefirg syllablesjust anoise, redly, so 'pig' is an educated guess.

'‘Don't worry about that, | say. 'Just get into bed and forget about it. Worry about it when
you're better.'

'Pig'sdied,’ she says.

'Who the fuck's Pig?

Thistime | can hear her. 'My dad's died,’ she sobs. 'My dad, my dad.’

And then she hangs up.

| think about people dying dl the time, but they're dways people connected with me. I've
thought about how | would fed if Laura died, and how Laura would fed if | died, and how I'd
fed if my mum or dad died, but | never thought about Lauras mum or dad dying. | wouldn',
would 1? And even though he was ill for the entire duration of my reationship with Laura, it
never redly bothered me: it was more like, my dad's got a beard, Lauras dad's got angina. |
never thought it would actudly lead to anything. Now he's gone, of course, | wish . . . what?
What do | wish? That I'd been nicer to him? | was perfectly nice to him, the few times we met.
That wed been closer? He was my common-law father-in-law, and we were very different, and
he was sick, and . . . we were as close as we needed to be. You're supposed to wish things when
people die, to fill yoursdf full of regrets to give yoursdf a hard time for dl your mistakes and
omissons, and I'm doing dl that as best | can. It's just that | cant find any mistakes and
omissons. He was my ex-girlfriend's dad, you know? What am | supposed to fed?

"You dl right? says Barry, when he sees me staring into space. 'Who were you talking to?

‘Laura Her dad's died.’

'Oh, right. Bad one' And then he wanders off to the post office with a pile of mail orders
under his am. See? From Laura, to me, to Bary: from grief, to confuson, to a flegting, mild
interest. If you want to find a way to extract death's sting, then Barry's your man. For a moment
it feds strange that these two people, one who is so maddened by pain that she can hardly speak,
the other who can hardly find the curiosity to shrug, should know each other; strange that I'm the
link between them, strange that they live in the same place a the same time, even. But Ken was



Barry's boss's ex-girlfriend's dad. What is he supposed to fed?

Laura calls back an hour or so later. | wasn't expecting her to.
I'm sorry,’ she says. It's dill hard to make out what she's saying, what with the snot and the
tears and the tone and the volume.
'No, no.'
Then she criesfor awhile. | don't say anything until shes a bit quieter.
'When are you going home?
'Inaminute. When | get it together.'
'Can | do anything?

'‘No." And then, after a sob, 'No' again, as if she's redized properly that there's nothing anybody
can do for her, and maybe this is the firs time she's ever found hersdf in that Stuation. | know |
never have. Everything that's ever gone wrong for me could have been rescued by the wave of a
bank manager's wand, or by a girlfriend's sudden change of mind, or by some qudity —
determingtion, sdf-awareness, reslience — that | might have found within mysdf, if I'd looked
hard enough. | dont want to have to cope with the sort of unhappiness Lauras feding, not ever.
If people have to die, | don't want them dying near me. My mum and dad won't die near me, I've
made bloody sure of that. When they go, I'll hardly fed athing.

The next day she cdls agan.
‘'Mum wants you to come to the funerd.'
‘Me?

'My dad liked you. Apparently. And Mum never told him we'd split, because he wasn't up to it
and . .. oh, | don't know. | don't redly understand it, and | can't be bothered to argue. | think she
thinks helll be able to see what's going on. It's like . . . ' She makes a strange noise which | redize
iSs a manic giggle 'Her atitude is that hés been through so much, what with dying and
everything, that she doesn't want to upset him any more than she hasto.’

| knew that Ken liked me, but | could never redly work out why, apart from once he was
looking for the origind London cast recording of My Fair Lady, and | saw a copy a a record
far, and sent it to him. See where random acts of kindness get you? To fucking funerds, that's
where.

‘Do you want me there?
'l don't care. Aslong as you don't expect me to hold your hand.’
'sRay going?
'No, Ray's not going.'
'Why not?
‘Because he hasn't been invited, OK?
'l don't mind, you know, if that's what you want.'
'Oh, that's so sweet of you, Rob. It's your day, after al.’
Jesus.
'Look, are you coming or not?
'Yes, of course!'
'LiZll give you alift. She knows where to go and everything.'
'Fine. How are you?
'l haven't got time to chat, Rob. I've got too much to do.’
‘Sure. I'll see you Friday.' | put the phone down before she can say anything, to let her know



I'm hurt, and then | want to phone her back and apologize, but | know | mustnt. It's like you can
never do the right thing by someone if youve stopped deeping with them. You can't see a way
back, or through, or round, however hard you try.

There aren't redly any pop songs about desth — not good ones, anyway. Maybe that's why | like
pop musc, and why | find classcd mudc a bit creepy. There was that Elton John instrumentd,
'Song for Guy,' but, you know, it was just a plinky-plonky piano thing that would serve you just
aswell a the airport as a your funerd.

'OK, guys, best five pop songs about degth.’ ‘Magic,' says Barry. 'A Lauras Dad Tribute List.
OK, OK. 'Leader of the Pack,’ The bloke dies on his motorbike, doesn't he? And then there's
'Dead Man's Curve by Jan and Dean, and ‘Terry,' by Twinkle. Ummm . . . that Bobby Goldsboro
one, you know, 'And Honey, | Miss You . .. "' He gngs it off-key, even more so than he would
have done normdly, and Dick laughs 'And what about Tell Laura | Love Her.' That'd bring the
house down.' I'm glad that Laura isnt here to see how much amusement her father's death has
afforded us.

'l was trying to think of serious songs. Y ou know, something that shows a bit of repect.’

'What, youre doing the DJing a the funera, are you? Ouch. Bad job. Stll, the Bobby
Goldshoro could be one of the smoochers. You know, when people need a breather. Laurds
mum could sng it' He dngs the same ling, off-key again, but this time in a fasetto voice to
show that the Snger isawoman.

'Fuck off, Barry.'

'I've dready worked out what I'm having a mine. 'One Step Beyond,' by Madness. 'Y ou Can't
Always Get What Y ou Warnt."'

‘Just ‘causeit'sin The Big Chill.'

'l haven't seen he Big Chill, have 1?

"You lying bastard. Y ou saw it in a Lawrence Kasdan double bill with Body Heat.'

'Oh, yeah. But I'd forgotten about that, honestly. | wasn't just nicking theidea.'

'Not much.’

And so on.

| try again later.

"'Abraham, Martin, and John," * says Dick.

"That's quite anice one!'

'What was Lauras dad's name?

‘Ken.'

"'Abraham, Martin, John, and Ken." Nah, | can't see

'Fuck off.’

‘Black Sabbath? Nirvana? They're dl into death.’

Thusis Ken's passng mourned a Championship Vinyl.

| have thought about the stuff 1 want played & my funerd, dthough | could never lig it to
anyone, because they'd die laughing. 'One Love by Bob Marley; 'Many Rivers to Cross by
Jmmy Cliff; 'Angd’ by Aretha Franklin. And I've dways had this fantasy that someone beautiful
and tearful will ingst on "Youre the Best Thing That Ever Happened to M€ ty Gladys Knight,
but | cant imagine who tha beautiful, tearful person will be. But that's my funerd, as they say,
and | can afford to be generous and sentimental about it. It doesn't ater the point that Barry
made, even if he didn't know he was making it: we have about seven squillion hours worth of



recorded music in here, and theres hardly a minute of it that describes the way Lauras feding
NOw.

I've got one suit, dark gray, last worn a a wedding three years ago. It doesnt fit too well now, in
all the obvious places, but itll have to do. | iron my white shirt and find a tie that isnt made of
leather and doesn't have saxophones al over it, and wait for Liz to come and pick me up. |
havent got anything to take with me — the cards in the newsagent's were dl vile. They looked
like the sort of thing the Addams Family would send to each other on ther birthdays. | wish I'd
been to a funerd before. One of my grandfathers died before | was born, and the other when |
was vey little both my grandmothers are il dive, if you can cdl it that, but | never see them.
Ore lives in a home, the other lives with Aunty Eileen, my dad's sster. And when they do die it
will hardly be the end of the world. Just, you know, wow, stop press, extremey ancient person
dies. And though I've got friends who have friends who've died — a gay guy tha Laura was a
college with got Aids, a mate of my mate Paul was killed in a motorbike crash, and loads of them
have logt parents — it's something I've dways managed to put off. Now | can see that it's
something I'll be doing for the rest of my life. Two grans, Mum and Dad, aunts and uncles, and,
unless I'm the firg person in my immediate circle to go, loads of people my age, eventudly —
maybe even sooner than eventudly, given that one or two of them are bound to cop it before
they're supposed to. Once | dart to think about it, it seems terribly oppressive, as though I'll be
going to three or four a week for the next forty years, and | won't have the time or the inclination
to do anything else. How do people cope? Do you have to go? What happens if you refuse on the
grounds of it being just too fucking grim? (I'm sorry for you and everything, Laura, but it's not
redlly my scene, you know?) | don't think | can bear to get any older than | dready am, and |
begin to develop a grudging admiration for my parents, just because they've been to scores of
funerals and have never redly moaned about it, not to me, anyway. Perhaps they just don't have
the imagination to see that funeras are actudly even more depressing than they look.

If I'm honest, I'm only going because it might do me some good in the long run. Can you get
off with your ex-girlfriend a her father's funerd? | wouldn't have thought so. But you never
know.

'So the vicar says nice things, and then, what, we al troop outside and they bury him?
Liz istadking me through it.
'It'sat acrematorium.’
"Y ou're having me on.'
'Of course I'm not having you on, you fool.'
‘A crematorium? Jesus.’
'What difference doesit make?
'Well, none, but . . . Jesus.' | wasn't prepared for this.
'Wheat's the matter?
'l don't know, but . . . bloody hell.’
She sighs. 'Do you want me to drop you off at atube ation?
'No, of course not.'
'Shut up, then.'
'l just don't want to pass out, that's al. If | pass out because of lack of preparation, it'll be your
fault.
'What a pathetic specimen you are. You know that nobody actively enjoys these things, don't



you? You know that were dl going to find this morning terribly upsetting? It's not just you. I've
been to one cremation in my life and | hated it. And even if I'd been to a hundred it wouldn't be
any easier. Stop being such ababy.'

'Why isn't Ray going, do you think?

'Wasnt invited. Nobody in the family knows him. Ken was fond of you, and Jo thinks you're
great.’ Jo is Laurds sgter, and | think she's greet. She's like Laura to look at, but she hasn't got
the sharp suits, or the sharp tongue, or any of the'A’ levels and degrees.

'Nothing more than that?

'Ken didn't die for your benefit, you know. It's like everyone's a supporting actor in the film of
your life story.’

Of course. Isn't that how it works for everybody?

'Y our dad died, didn't he?

'Yes. A long time ago. When | was eighteen.’

'Did it affect you? Terrible. Stupid. 'For ages? Saved. Just.

'It till does.’

'How?

| don't know. | till miss him, and think about him. Tak to him, sometimes!’

'What do you say?

That's between me and him."! But she says it gently, with a little smile. 'He knows more about
me now that he's dead than he ever did when he was dive!’

'And whose fault's that?

'His. He was Stereotype Dad, you know, too busy, too tired. | used to fed bad about it, after
hed gone, but in the end | redized that | was jus a little girl, and quite a good little girl, too. It
was up to him, not me!'

This is great. I'm going to cultivate friendships with people who have dead parents, or dead
friends, or dead patners. They're the mogt interesting people in the world. And they're
accessble, too! Theyre dl around us Even if astronauts or former Bestles or shipwreck
survivors did have more to offer — which | doubt — you never get to meet them anyway. People
who know dead people, as Barbra Streisand might have sung but didn't, are the luckiest people in
the world.

'Was he cremated?

'Why does it matter?

I dunno. Just interested. Because you said you'd been to one cremation, and | was wondering,
you know . .."

'I'd give Laura a couple of days before you start pumping her with questions like this. It's not
the kind of life experience that lends itsdlf to idle chatter.’

"That's your way of telling me to shut up, right?

'Right."

Fair enough.

The crematorium is in the middle of nowhere, and we leave the car in a huge, dmost empty car
park and wak over to the buildings, which are new and horrible, too bright, not serious enough.
You can't imagine that they're going to burn people in here; you can imagine, however, some iffy
happy-dappy new reigious group meeting for a sng-song once a week. | wouldn't have my old
man buried here. | reckon I'd need some help from the atmosphere to get a redly good head of
grief going, and | wouldn't get it from al this exposed brickwork and stripped pine.



It's a three-chapd multiplex. There is even a 9gn on the wadl telling you what's on in each, and at
what time:

CHAPEL 1. 11:30 MR EBARKER
CHAPEL 2. 12:.00 MR K LYDON
CHAPEL 3. 12:00 —

Good news in Chapd 3, at least. Cremation canceled. Reports of death exaggerated, ha ha We
gt down in the reception area and wait while the place garts to fill up. Liz nods to a couple of
people, but | don't know them; | try to think of mer's names beginning with 'E.' I'm hoping that
an old person is getting the treatment in Chapel 1, because if and when we see the mourners
come out, | don't want them to be too distressed. Eric. Ernie. Ebenezer. Ethered. Ezra We're dl
right. Were laughing. Wdl, not laughing, exactly, but whoever it is is a@ least four hundred years
old, and no one will be grieving too much in those circumsgances, will they? Ewan. Edmund.
Edward. Bollocks. Could be any age.

No on€e's crying in the reception area yet, lut there are a few people on the edge, and you can
see they're going to go over it before the morning is over. They are dl middle-aged, and they
know the ropes. They tak quietly, sheke hands, give wan smiles, kiss, sometimes, and then, for
no reason | can see, and | fed hopelessly out of my depth, lost, ignorant, they stand, and troop
through the door marked CHAPEL 2.

It's dark in there, at lesdt, S0 it's easer to get into the mood. The coffin is up & the front, dightly
rased off the floor, but | cant work out what it's resting on; Laura, Jo, and Janet Lydon are in the
first row, ganding very close, with a couple of men | dont know besde them. We sing a hymn,
pray, therés a brief and unsatisfactory address from the vicar, some stuff from his book, and
another hymn, and then there's this sudden, heart-gopping danking of machinery and the coffin
disgppears dowly through the floor. And as it does so, therés a howl from in front of us a
terrible, terrible noise that | don't want to hear: | can only just tel that it's Laurds voice, but |
know that it is, and at that moment | want to go to her and offer to become a different person, to
remove dl trace of what is me, as long as she will let me look after her and try to make her fed
better.

When we get out into the light, people crowd around Laura and Jo and Janet, and hug them; |
want to do the same, but | don't see how | can. But Laura sees Liz and me hovering on the fringe
of the group, and comes to us, and thanks us for coming, and holds s both for a long time, and
when she lets go of me | fed that | dont need to offer to become a different person: it has

happened already.



Twenty-9x

It's eesier in the house. You can fed that the wordt is over, and there's a tired cadm in the room,
like the tired cam you get in your ssomach when you've been sck. You even hear people taking
about other guff, dthough it's dl big suff — work, children, life. Nobody's talking about their
Volvo's fue consumption, or the names they'd choose for dogs. Liz and | get ourselves a drink
and stand with our backs againgt a bookcase, right in the far corner away from the door, and we
talk occasondly, but mostly we watch people.

It feds good to be in this room, even though the reasons for being here aren't so good. The
Lydons have a large Victorian house, and it's old and tatty and full of things — furniture,
pantings, ornaments, plants — which dont go together but which have obvioudy been chosen
with care and taste. The room were in has a huge, werd family portrait on the wal above the
fireplace, done when the girls were about ten and eight. They are wearing wha look like
bridesmaids dresses, standing sdlf-conscioudy besde Ken; thereés a dog, Allegro, Allie, who
died before | came aong, n front of them and partidly obscuring them. He has his paws up on
Ken's midriff, and Ken is ruffling the dog's fur and smiling. Janet is sanding a little behind and
goat from the other three, watching her husband. The whole family are much thinner (and
splotchier, but that's the painting for you) than they are in red life. It's modern art, and bright and
fun, and obvioudy done by someone who knew what they were about (Laura told me that the
woman who did it has had exhibitions and al sorts), but it fas to take its chances with a stuffed
otter, which is on the mantelpiece underneath, and the sort of dark old furniture that 1 hate. Oh,
and theré's a hammock in one corner, loaded down with cushions, and a huge bank of new black
h-fi guff in another corner, Ken's mogt treasured possession, despite the paintings and the
antiques. It's dl a mess, but youd have to love the family that lived here, because youd just
know that they were interesting and kind and gentle. | redlize now that | enjoyed being a fart of
this family, and though | used to moan about coming here for weekends or Sunday afternoons, |
was never bored once. Jo comes up to us after a few minutes, and kisses both of us, and thanks
us for coming.

'How are you? Liz asks, but it's the 'How are you' that has an emphasis on the ‘are; which
makes the question sound meaningful and sympathetic. Jo shrugs.

'I'm all right. | suppose. And Mum's not too bad, but Laura. . . | dunno.’

'She's had a pretty rough few weeks dready, without this' says Liz, and | fed a little surge of
something like pride That was me. | made her fed like that. Me and a couple of others, anyway,
including Laura hersdf, but never mind. I'd forgotten that | could make her fed anything and,
anyway, it's odd to be reminded of your emotiond power in the middie of a funerd which, in my
limited experience, iswhen you lose sense of it dtogether.

'Shell be OK,' says Liz decisvdy. 'But it's hard, when you're putting dl your effort into one
bit of your life, to suddenly find that it's the wrong bit." She glances at me, suddenly embarrassed,
or guilty, or something.

'Don't mind me," | tell them. 'Redlly. No problem. Just pretend you're talking about somebody
ese' | meant it kindly, honest | did. | was smply trying to say that if they wanted to tak about
Lauras love life, any aspect of it, then | wouldn't mind, not today, of al days.



Jo amiles, but Liz gives me a look. 'We are taking about somebody else. Laura Laura and

Ray, redly.
That's not fair, Liz.'
'Oh? She raises an eyebrow, asif I'm being insubordinate.

'And don't fucking say 'Oh' like that." A couple of people look round when | use the 'f'-word,
and Jo puts her hand on my arm. | shake it off. Suddenly, I'm raging and | don't know how to
cam down. It seems like I've spent the whole of the last few weeks with someone's hand on my
am: | can't gpeak to Laura because she lives with somebody ese and she cdls from phone boxes
and she pretends she doesn't, and | can't speak to Liz because she knows about the money and the
abortion and me seeing someone else, and | can't spesk to Barry and Dick because they're Barry
and Dick, and | can't speak to my friends because | don't speak to my friends, and | can't spesk
now because Lauras father has died, and | just have to take it because otherwise I'm a bad guy,
with the emphasis on guy, sdf-centered, blind, and stupid. Well, I'm fucking not, not dl the time,
anyway, and | know this isn't the right place to say so — I'm not that daft — but when am |
alowed to?

I'm sorry, Jo. I'm redly sorry.” I'm back to the funera murmur now, even though | fed like
screaming. ‘But you know, Liz . . . | can dther gtick up for mysdf sometimes or | can believe
anything you say about me and end up hating mysdf every minute of the day. And maybe you
think | should, but it's not much of alife, you know?

Liz shrugs.

"That's not good enough, Liz. You're dead wrong, and if you don't know it, then you're dimmer

than | thought.'

She sghstheatricaly, and then sees the look on my face.

‘Maybe I've been alittle unfair. But isthisredly the time?

'Only because it's never the time. We can't go on gpologizing al our lives, you know.'

'If by ‘'we' you are referring to men, then | have to say that just the once would do.'

I'm not going to wak out of Lauras dad's funerd in a sulk. I'm not going to wak out of
Lauras dad's funerd inasulk. I'm just not.

| walk out of Lauras dad's funerd in asulk.

The Lydons live a few miles out of the nearest town, which is Amersham, and | dont know
which way the nearest town is anyway. | wak round the corner, and round another corner, and
come to some kind of main road, and see a bus stop, but it's not the sort of bus stop that fills you
with confidence: therés nobody waiting, and nothing much there — a row of large detached
houses on one sde of the road, a playing fidd on the other. | wait there for a while, freezing in
my suit, but just as I've worked out that it's the sort of bus stop that requires the investment of a
few days, rather than a few minutes, | see a familiar green Volkswagen up the road. It's Laura,
and she's come looking for me.

Without thinking, | jump over the wal that separates one of the detached houses from the
pavement, and lie flat in somebody's flower bed. It's wet. But I'd rather get soaked to the skin
than have Laura go mentd a me for disgppearing, so | day there for as long as is humanly
possble. Every time | think | have got to the bottom, | find a new way to sink even lower, but |
know that this is the worst, and that whatever happens to me from now on, however poor or
dupid or sngle | get, these few minutes will remain with me as a shining cautionary beacon. 'Is
it better than lying facedown in a flower bed after Laurds dad's funerd? | shal ask mysdf when
the baliffs come into the shop, or when the next Laura runs off with the next Ray, and the



answer will aways, dwaysbe'Yes!

When | cant take it anymore, when my white shirt is tranducent and my jacket stresked with
mud and I'm getting stabbing pains — cramps, or rheumatism, or arthritis, who knows? — in my
legs, | stand up and brush mysdf off; and then Laura, who has obvioudy been dtting in her car
by the bus stop dl thistime, winds down her window and tells me to get in.

Wha happened to me during the funerd was something like this | saw, for the firg time, how
scared | am of dying, and of other people dying, and how this fear has prevented me from doing
dl sorts of things like giving up smoking (because if you take degth too serioudy or not
serioudy enough, as | have been doing up till now, then what's the point?), and thinking about
my life, especidly my job, in a way that contains a concept of the future (oo scary, because the
future ends in death). But most of dl it has prevented me from gicking with a relationship,
because if you gick with a rdationship, and your life becomes dependent on that person's life,
and then they die, as they are bound to do, unless there are exceptiond circumstances, eg., they
are a character from a science-fiction novd . . . well, you're up the creek without a paddle, aren't
you? It's OK if | die fird, | guess, but having to die before someone dse dies isn't a necessity that
cheers me up much: how do | know when she's going to die? Could be run over by a bus
tomorrow, as the saying goes, which means | have to throw mysdf under a bus today. When |
saw Janet Lydon's face at the crematorium . . . how can you be that brave? Now what does she
do? To me, it makes more sense to hop from woman to woman until you're too old to do it
anymore, and then you live adone and die done and what's s0 terrible about that, when you look
a the dternatives? There were some nights with Laura when 1I'd kind of nestle into her back in
bed when she was adeep, and I'd be filled with this enormous, nameless terror, except now |
have a name for it: Brian. Ha, ha. OK, not realy a name, but | could see where it came from, and
why | wanted to deep with Rose the pan-inthe-arse smultaneous orgasm woman, and if that
sounds feeble and sdf-sarving a the same time — oh, right! He degps with other women
because he has afear of death! — well, I'm sorry, but that's the way things are.

When | nestled into Lauras back in the night, | was afrad because | didn't want to lose her,
and we aways lose someone, or they lose us, in the end. I'd rather not take the risk. 1'd rather not
come home from work one day in ten or twenty years time to be faced with a pae, frightened
woman saying that shed been shitting blood — I'm sorry, I'm sorry, but this is what happens to
people — and then we go to the doctor and then the doctor says it's inoperable and then . . . |
wouldn't have the guts, you know? I'd probably just teke off, live in a different city under an
assumed name, and Laura would check in to the hospitd to die and they'd say, 'lsn't your partner
coming to vist? and shéd say, 'No, when he found out about the cancer he left me' Great guy!
‘Cancer? Sorry, that's not for me! | don't like it!" Best not put yoursdf in that postion. Best leave
it dl done.

So where does this get me? The logic of it dl is that | play a percentage game. I'm thirty-9x
now, right? And let's say that most fatd diseases — cancer, heart disease, whatever — hit you
after the age of fifty. You might be unlucky, and snuff it early, but the fifty-plus age group get
more than ther far share of bad stuff happening to them. So to play safe, you stop then: a
relationship every couple of years for the next fourteen years, and then get out, stop dead, give it
up. It makes sense. Will | explain this to whomever I'm seeing? Maybe. It's fairer, probably. And
less emotiona, somehow, than the usud mess that ends relationships. "'You're going to die, so
theré's not much point in us carying on, is there? It's pefectly acceptable if someones
emigrating, or returning to their own country, to stop a relationship on the grounds that any



further involvement would be too painful, so why not desth? The separaion that death entails
has got to be more panful than the separation of emigration, surey? | mean, with emigration,
you can aways go with her. You can dways say to yoursdf, 'Oh, fuck it, I'll pack it dl in and go
and be a mwboy in Texastea-picker in Indig’ etc. You can't do that with the big D, though, can
you? Unless you take the Romeo route, and if you think about it . . .

'l thought you were going to liein that flower bed dl afternoon.’

'Eh? Oh. Ha ha. No. Ha' Assumed nonchadance is tougher than it looks in this sort of
gtuation, dthough lying in a sranger's flower bed to hide from your ex-girlfriend on the day that
her dad is buried — burned — is probably not a sort, a genre of Stuation at dl, more a one-off,
nongeneric thing.

'Y ou're soaking.'

‘Mmm'

‘Youreaso anidiot.’

There will be other battles. Therés not much point in fighting this one, when dl the evidence
IS congpiring againgt me,

I can see why you say that. Look, I'm sorry. | redly am. The last thing | wanted was . . . that's
why | went, because . . . | logt it, and | didn't want to blow my top in there, and . . . look, Laura,
the reason | dept with Rose and mucked everything up was because | was scared that you'd die.
Or | was scared of you dying. Or whatever. And | know what that sounds like, but . . . ' It dl
dries up as easly asit popped out, and | just Stare a her with my mouth open.

'Wdll, | will die. Nothing much has changed on that score!’

'No, no, | undersand completely, and I'm not expecting you to tel me anything different. | just
wanted you to know, that'sal.'

‘Thank you. | appreciateit.’

Shel's making no move to sart the car.

'| can't reciprocate.’

'How do you mean?

'l didn't deep with Ray because | was scared of you dying. | dept with Ray because | was sick
of you, and | needed something to get me out of it.'

'Oh, sure, no, | understand. Look, | don't want to take up any more of your time. You get back,
and I'll wait here for abus.’

'l don't want to go back. I've thrown awaobbler too.'

'Oh. Right. Great. | mean, not grest, but, you know.'

The rain garts again, and she puts the windscreen wipers on S0 that we can see not very much
out of the window.

'Who upset you?

'‘Nobody. | just don't fed old enough. | want someone to look after me because my dad's died,
and ther€'s no one there who can, so when Liz told me you'd disappeared, | used it as an excuse

to get out.'
'Were aright pair, aren't we?
'Who upset you?
'Oh. Nobody. Well, Liz. Shewas . . . ' | can't think of the adult expresson, so | use the one

closest to hand. 'She was picking on me.’
Laura snorts. 'She was picking on you, and you're snesking out on her.'
"That's about the Sze of it.'



She gives a short, mirthless laugh. ‘It's no wonder were dl in such a mess, is it? Were like
Tom Hanks in Big. Little boys and girls trgpped in adult bodies and forced to get on with it. And
it's much worse in a red life, because it's not just snogging and bunk beds, is it? Therés dl this
as wedl." She gestures through the windscreen at the fiedld and the bus stop and a man waking his
dog, but I know what she means. 'I'll tdl you something, Rob. Walking out of that funerd was
the worgt thing I've ever done, and aso the most exhilarating. | can't tell you how good and bad |
fdt. Yes| can: | fdt like abaked Alaska’

It's not like you waked out of the funerd, anyway. You waked out of the party thing. That's
different.’

‘But my mum, and Jo, and . . . they'll never forget it. | don't care, though. I've thought so much
about him and talked so much about him, and now our house is full of people who want to give
me time and opportunity to think and talk about him some more, and | just wanted to scream.’

'He'd understand.’

‘D'you think? I'm not sure | would. I'd want people to stay to the bitter end. That'd be the least

they could do.'

'Y our dad was nicer than you, though.'

'He was, wasn't he?

'About five or Sx times as nice’

'Don't push your luck.'

‘Sorry.

We watch a man trying to light a cigarette while holding a dog lead, a newspaper, and an
umbrela It can't be done, but he won't give up.

"When are you going to go back, actudly?

'l don't know. Sometime. Later. Listen, Rob, would you deep with me?

'What?

1 just fed like | want sex. | want to fed something else gpart from misery and guilt. It's either
that or I go home and put my hand in the fire. Unless you want to stub cigarettes out on my arm.’

Laura isn't like this. Laura is a lawyer by professon and a lawyer by nature, and now she's
behaving as though she's after a supporting role in aHarvey Keitd movie.

'I've only got acouple left. I'm saving them for later.
'It'l have to be the sex, then.'

'But where? And what about Ray? And what about . . . ' | want to say 'everything." What about
everything?
'WEIl haveto do it in the car. I'll drive us somewhere!
She drives us somewhere.

| know what youre saying: You're a pathetic fantasist, Fleming, you wish, in your dreams, etc.
But | would never in a million years use anything that has hagppened to me today as the basis for
any kind of sexud fantasy. I'm wet, for a start, and though | appreciate that the state of wetness
has any number of sexud connotations, it would be tough for even the most determined pervert
to get himsdf worked up about my sort of wetness, which involves cold, irritation (my suit
trousers are unlined, and my legs are being rubbed raw), bad smels (none of the magor perfume
makers has ever tried to capture the scent of wet trousers, for obvious reasons), and there are bits
of foliage hanging off me. And I've never had any ambition to do it in a car (my fantases have
adways, dways involved beds) and the funerd may have had a funny effect on the daughter of
the deceased, but for me it's been a bit of a downer, quite frankly, and I'm not too sure how | fed
about sex with Laura when she's living with someone dse (is he better is he better is he better?),



and anyway . . .

She stops the car, and | redlize weve been bumping aong for the last minute or two of the
journey.

'Dad used to bring us here when we were kids!'

WEe're by the side of along, utted dirt road that leads up to a large house. There's a jungle of
long grass and bushes on one side of the road, and a row of trees on the other; were on the tree
sde, pointing toward the house, tilting into the road.

It used to be a little private prep school, but they went bust years ago, and it's sat empty ever
snce!’

'What did he bring you here for?

‘Just a walk. In the summer there were blackberries, and in the autumn there were chestnuts.
Thisisaprivate road, so it made it more exciting.

Jesus. I'm glad | know nothing about psychotherapy, about Jung and Freud and that lot. If |
did, I'd probably be extremdy frightened by now: the woman who wants to have sex in the place
where she used to go for walks with her dead dad is probably very dangerous indeed.

It's stopped raining, but the drips from the trees are bouncing off the roof, and the wind is
knocking hell out of the branches, so every now and again large chunks of foliage fadl on us as
wdll.

'Do you want to get in the back? Laura asks, in a flat, distracted voice, as if were about to
pick someone else up.

'l guess 0. | guess that would be easier.’

She's parked too close to the trees, so she hasto clamber out my side.

‘Jugt shift dl that stuff on to the back shelf.'

There's an AZ, a couple of empty cassette cases, an opened bag of Opa Fruits, and a handful
of candy wrappers. | take my time getting them out of the way.

'I knew there was a good reason for putting on a skirt this morning,” she says as she gets in.
She leans over and kisses me on the mouth, tongues and everything, and | can fed some interest
despite mysdf.

‘Just stay there! She makes some adjustments to her dress and Sits on top of me. 'Hdlo. It
doesn't seem s0 long ago hat | looked a you from here’ She amiles a me, kisses me again,
reaches underneath her for my fly. And then there's foreplay and stuff, and then — | don't know
why — | remember something you're supposed to remember but only rarely do.

"You know withRay . . .

'Oh, Rob, we're not going to go through that again.’

'No, no. It'snot . . . areyou till on the pill?

'Yes, of course. There's nothing to worry about.’

'l didn't meanthat. | mean . . . wasthat dl you used?

She doesn't say anything, and then she startsto cry.

'Look, we can do other things,' | say. 'Or we can go into town and get something.’

I'm not crying because we can't do it,’ she says. ‘It's not that. It's just thet . . . | lived with you.
You were my partner just a few weeks ago. And now youre worried | might kill you, and you're
entitled to worry. Isn't that a terrible thing? Isn't that sad? She shakes her head and sobs, and
climbs off me, and we gt there Sde by Sde in the backsest saying nothing, just wetching the
drips crawl down the windows.

Later, | wonder whether | was redly worried about where Ray has been. Is he bisexud, or an
intravenous drug user? | doubt it. (He wouldnt have the guts for ether.) Has he ever dept with



an intravenous drug user, or has he ever dept with someone who's dept with a bisexua male? |
have no idea, and that ignorance gives me every right to ingst on protection. But in truth it was
the symbolism that interested me more than the fear. | wanted to hurt her, on this day of al days,
just because it's the firgt time since she left that I've been able to.

We drive to a pub, a twee litle mock-country place that serves nice beer and expensve
sandwiches and gt in a corner and talk. | buy some more fags and she smokes haf of them or,
rather, she lights one, takes a drag or two, grimaces, stubs it out and then five minutes later takes
another. She stubs them out with such violence that they cannot be salvaged, and when she does
it I can't concentrate on what she's saying, because I'm too busy watching my fags disappesr.
Eventualy she notices and says shelll buy me some more and | fed mean.

We tdk about her dad, modtly, or rather, what life will be like without him. And then we tak
about what life will be lke generdly without dads, and whether it's the thing that makes you fed
grown-up, findly. (Laura thinks not, on the evidence available to date) | dont want to tak about
this stuff, of course: | want to talk about Ray and me and whether well ever come as close to
having sex agan and whether the warmth and intimacy of this conversation means anything, but
| manage to hold myself back.

And then, just as | have begun to accept that none of this is going to be about me me me, she
gghs, and dumps lack againg her char, and says, haf smiling, haf despairing, 'I'm too tired not
to go out with you.'

There's a kind of double negative here — 'too tired' is a negative because it's not very positive
— and it takes me awhile to work out what she means.

'So, hold on: if you had a bit more energy, wed stay split. But as it is, what with you being
wiped out, you'd like usto get back together.'

She nods. 'Everything's too hard. Maybe another time | would have had the guts to be on my
own, but not now | havent.’

'What about Ray?
'Ray's a dissster. | don't know what that was al about, redly, except sometimes you need
someone to lob into the middle of a bad relationship like a hand grenade, and blow it dl gpart.’

I'd like to talk, in some detail, about dl the ways in which Ray is a disagter; in fact, I'd like to
make a list on the back of abeermat and keep it forever. Maybe another time.

'‘And now you'e out of the bad relationship, and you have blown it dl gpart, you want to be
back init, and put it back together again.’

'Yes. | know none of this is very romantic, and there will be romantic bits at some stage, I'm
sure. But | need to be with someone, and | need to be with someone | know and get on with OK,
and you've made it clear that you want me back, so. . ."'

And wouldn't you know it? Suddenly | fed panicky, and sick, and | want to get record label
logos painted on my wadls and deep with American recording artigts. | take Lauras hand and
kiss her on the cheek.

There's a terrible scene back at the house, of course. Mrs Lydon is in tears, and Jo is angry, and
the few guedts that are left dare into therr drinks and don't say anything. Laura takes her mum
through to the kitchen and shuts the door, and | stand in he gtting room with Jo, shrugging my
shoulders and shaking my head and raisng my eyebrows and shifting from foot to foot and doing
anything dse | can think of to suggest embarrassment, sympathy, disgpprova, and misfortune.
When my eyebrows are sore, and | have nearly shaken my head off its hinges, and | have waked



the best part of a mile on the spot, Laura emerges from the kitchen in a state and tugs me by the
am.
'We're going home,' she says, and that is how our relationship resumesits course.



Twenty-seven
Five conversations:

1. (Third day, out for a curry, Laura paying.)

T'll bet you did. I'll bet you sat there, five minutes after I'd gone, smoking afag,” — she dways
emphasizes the word, to show that she disgpproves — 'and thinking to yoursdf, cor, this is dl
right, I can cope with this. And then you sat and thought up some stupid idea for the flat . . . |
know, | know, you were going to get some guy to paint record label logos on the wall before |
moved in, werent you? I'll bet you sat there, samoking a fag, and thinking, | wonder if I've ill

got that guy's phone number?
| look away so she can't see me smile, but it's no use. 'God, I'm so right, aren't 17 I'm so right |
can't believe it. And then — hold on, hold on — ' she puts her fingers to her temples, as if she's

recaving the images into her bran — 'and then you thought, plenty more fish in the sea, been
feding like a bit of new for ages, and then you stuck something on the hi-fi, and everything was
right in your pathetic little world.
'And then what?
'And then you went to work, and you didn't say anything to Dick or Barry, and you were fine
until Liz let the cat out of the bag, and then you became suicidal.’
'And then | dept with someone ese!
She doesn't hear me.
'When you were fucking around with that prat Ray, | was screwing an American Singer-
songwriter who looks like Susan Dey out of L.A. Law.'
She 4ill doesn't her me. She just bregks off a bit of pgpadum and dips it in the mango
chutney.
'‘And | was dl right. Not too bad. Quite good, in fact.’
No reaction. Maybe | should try again, this time out loud, with my voice ingtead of the ingde
of my head.
"You know it dl, don't you?
She shrugs, and smiles, and makes her smug face.

2. (Seventh day, bed, afterward.)
'Y ou don't redly expect meto tell you.'
'Why not?

'Because what purpose would it serve? | could describe every second of every time, and there
weren't that many of them, and youd be hurt, but you ill wouldnt undersand the firgt thing
about anything that mattered.’

'l don't care. | just want to know.'
'Want to know what?
'What it waslike.!
She huffs. "It was like sex. What else could it be like?
Even this answer | find hurtful. 1 had hoped it wouldn't be like sex at dl; | had hoped that it



would be like something much more boring or unpleasant, instead.

'Wasiit like good sex or wasiit like bad sex?

'What's the difference?

'Y ou know the difference.’

'l never asked you how your extracurricular activities went.'

'Yes, you did. | remember. 'Have anicetime, dear? '

It was a rhetorical question. Look, were OK now. Weve just had a nice time. Let's leave it at
that.'

'OK, OK. But the nice time weve just had . . . was it nicer, as nice, or less nice than the nice
times you were having a couple of weeks ago?

She doesn't say anything.

'Oh, come on, Laura. Just say anything. Fib, if you want. It'd make me fed better, and it'd stop
me asking you questions.’

'l was going to fib, and now | can't, because you'd know | was fibbing.'

'Why would you want to fib, anyway?

"To make you fed better.’

And so it goes. | want to know (except, of course, | don't want to know) about multiple
orgasms and ten times a night and blow jobs and postions that I've never even heard of, but |
haven't the courage to ask, and she would never tell me. | know they've done it, and that's bad
enough; dl I can hope for now is damage limitation. | want her to say that it was dull, that it was
bog-gandard, lie-back-and-think-of-Rob sort of sex, that Meg Ryan had more fun in the
delicatessen than Laura had at Ray's place. Is that too much to ask?

She props herself up on an dbow and kisses me on the chest. 'Look, Raob. It happened. It was
good that it happened in lots of ways, because we were going nowhere, and now we might be
going somewhere. And if grest sex was as important as you think it is, and if I'd had great sex,
then we wouldn't be lying here now. And that's my last word on the subject, OK?

'OK." There could have been worse last words, dthough | know she's not saying anything
much.

'l wish your peniswas as big as his, though.'

This, it would gppear, judging from the length and volume of the ensuing snorts, giggles,
guffaws, and roars, is the funniest joke Laura has ever made in her life, the funniest joke tha
anyone has ever made, in fact, in the entire history of the world. It is an example, | presume, of
the famous feminist sense of humor. Hilarious or what?

3. (Driving down to her mum's, second weekend, lisening to a compilation tgpe she has made
that features Smply Red and Genesis and Art Garfunkd singing ‘Bright Eyes.)

'l don't care. You can make dl the faces you want. That's one thing that's changing around
here. My car. My car stereo. My compilation tape. On the way to see my parents.’

We let the § hang in the air, watch it try to crawl back where it came from, and then forget it.
| give it a moment before | return to fight possbly the bitterest of al the bitter battles between
men and women.

'How can you like Art Garfunkd and Solomon Burke? It's like saying you support the Isradlis
and the Palegtinians!

It's not like saying that a dl, actudly, Rob. Art Garfunked and Solomon Burke make pop
records, the lgadis and the Pdedtinians dont. Art Garfunkd and Solomon Burke are not
engaged in a hitter territorid dispute, the Israglis and the Pdedinians are. Art Garfunked and



Solomon Burke. . .

'OK, OK.But. .."

'And who says | like Solomon Burke, anyway?

Thisistoo much.

'Solomon Burke! 'Got to Get You off My Mind! That's our song! Solomon Burke is
responsible for our entire relationship!’

'Isthat right? Do you have his phone number?1'd like aword with him.’

‘But don't you remember?

'l remember the song. | just couldn't remember who sang it.'

| shake my head in disbdlief.

'Seg, this is the sort of moment when men just want to give up. Can you redly not see the
difference between 'Bright Eyes and 'Got to Get Y ou off My Mind?

'Y es, of course. One's about rabbits and the other has a brass band playing onit.’
‘A brass band! A brass band! It'sahorn section! Fucking hel.'

'Whatever. | can see why you prefer Solomon to Art. | understand, redly | do. And if | was
asked to say which of the two was better, I'd go for Solomon every time. He's authentic, and
black, and legendary, and al that sort of thing. But | like ‘Bright Eyes' | think it's gt a pretty
tune, and beyond that, | don't redly care. There are so many other things to worry about. | know
| sound like your mum, but they're only pop records, and if one's better than the other, well, who
cares, redly, gpart from you and Barry and Dick? To me, it's like arguing the difference between
McDondd's and Burger King. I'm sure there must be one, but who can be bothered to find out
what it is?

The terrible thing is, of course, that | dready know the difference, that | have complicated ad
informed views on the subject. But if | start going on about BK Brailers versus Quarter Pounders
with Cheese, we will both fed that | have somehow proved her point, so | don't bother.

But the argument carries on, goes around corners, crosses the road, turns back on itsdf, and
eventualy ends up somewhere neither of us has ever been before — at least, not sober, and not
during daylight hours.

'You used to care more about things like Solomon Burke than you do now,' | tell her. 'When |
first met you, and | made you that tape, you were redly enthused. You sad — and | quote — It
was s0 good that it made you ashamed of your record collection.'

‘Shameless, wasn't 1?7

'What does that mean?

'Wdl, | fancied you. You were a DJ, and | thought you were groovy, and | didn't have a
boyfriend, and | wanted one.’

'S0 you weren't interested in the music at dl?

'Wdll, yes. A bit. And more so then than | am now. That's life, though, isn't it?

‘But you see . . . That's all there is of me. There it anything e If you've logt interest in
that, you've lost interest in everything. What's the point of us?

"You redly bdieve that?

'Yes. Look a me. Look at the flat. What else has it got, apart from records and CDs and
tapes?

'And do you likeit that way?

| shrug. 'Not redly.’

"That's the point of us. Y ou have potentid. I'm here to bring it out."

'Potential as what?



'‘As a human being. You have dl the basc ingredients. Youre redly very likable, when you
put your mind to it. You make people laugh, when you can be bothered, and youre kind, and
when you decide you like someone then that person feels as though she's the center of the whole
world, and that's a very sexy feding. It'sjust that most of the time you can't be bothered.’

'No," isal | can think of to say.

You just . . . you just don't do anything. You get lost in your head, and you St around thinking
indead of getting on with something, and most of the time you think rubbish. You aways seem
to misswhat's redly happening.’

"This is the second Smply Red song on this tape. One's unforgivable. Two's a war crime. Can
| fast-forward? | fast-forward without waiting for a reply. | sop on some terrible post-Motown
Diana Ross thing, and | groan. Laura plows on regardless.

'Do you know that expression, "Time on his hands and himself on his mind? That's you.'

'So what should | be doing?

I dont know. Something. Working. Seeing people. Running a scout troop, or running a club
even. Something more than waiting for life to change and keeping your options open. Youd keep
your options open for the rest of your life, if you could. Youll be lying on your desthbed, dying
of some smoking-related disease, and youll be thinking, 'Well, a least I've kept my options
open. At leest | never ended up doing something | couldn't back out of." And dl the time you're
kesping your options open, youre closng them off. Youre thirty-sx and you dont have
children. So when are you going to have them? When youre forty? Fifty? Say you're forty, and
say your kid doesn't want kids until he's thirty-ax. That means you'd have to live much longer
than your dlotted three-score years and ten just to catch so much as a glimpse of your
grandchild. See how you're denying yoursdf things?

'So it dl boils down to that.

'What?

'Have kids or we split up. The oldest threat in the book.’

'Fuck off, Rob. That's not what I'm saying to you. | don't care whether you want kids or not. |
do, I know that, but | dont know whether | want them with you, and | don't know whether you
want them at dl. I've got to sort that out for myself. I'm just trying to wake you up. I'm just trying
to show you tha youve lived hdf your life, but for dl youve got to show for it you might as
well be nineteen, and I'm not talking about money or property or furniture.”

| know she's not. She's talking about detall, clutter, the stuff that stops you floating away.

'It's easy for you to say that, isn't it, Mzzzz. Hot Shot City Lawyer. It's not my fault that the
shop isn't doing very well.

‘Jesus Chrigt.' She changes gears with an impressive violence, and doesn't speak to me for a
while. | know we nearly got somewhere; | know that if | had any guts | would tell her that she
was right, and wise, and that | needed and loved her, and | would have asked her to marry me or
something. It's just that, you know, | want to keep my options open, and anyway, there's no time,
because she hasn't finished with me yet.

'Do you know what redlly annoys me?

'Y eah. All the stuff you just told me. About the way | kegp my options open and dl that.'

‘Apart from that.'

'Fucking hell.'

1 can tel you exactly — exactly — what's wrong with you and what you should be doing
about it, and you couldn't even begin to do the same for me. Could you?

'Yeah.!'



‘Go on, then.’

'Y ou're fed up with your job.’

'And that's what's wrong with me, isit?

‘Moreor less!

'See? Y ou haven't got aclue!

'Give me a chance. Weve only just started living together again. I'll probably spot something
elsein acouple of weeks!

‘But I'm not even fed up with my job. | quite enjoy it, in fact.'

"You're just saying that to make melook stupid.'

'‘No, I'm not. | enjoy my work. It's stimulating, | like the people | work with, I've got used to
the money . . . but | dont like liking it. It confuses me. I'm not who | wanted to be when | grew
up.’
'Who did you want to be?

‘Not some woman in a siit, with a secretary and haf an eye on a partnership. | wanted to be a
legd-ad lawyer with a DJ boyfriend, and it'sdl going wrong.'

'So find yourself a DJ. What do you want me to do about it?

'l don't want you to do anything about it. | just want you to see that I'm not entirely defined by
my relationship with you. | want you to see that just because were getting sorted out, it doesn't
mean that I'm getting sorted out. I've got other doubts and worries and ambitions. | don't know
what kind d life | want, and | don't know what sort of house | want to live in, and the amount of
money I'll be making in two or three years frigntensme, and . . .

'Why couldn't you have just come out with it in the first place? How am | supposed to guess?
Wheat's the big secret?

‘There's no secret. I'm smply pointing out that what happens to us isn't the whole story. That |
continue to exist even when we're not together.’

| would have worked that out for mysdf, in the end. | would have seen that just because | go
al fuzzy around the edges when | don't have a partner, it doesn't mean that everybody €l se does.

4. (In front of the TV, the following evening.)

'...somewherenice. Italy. The States. The West Indies, even.’

'Excdlent idea. Whet I'll do is, tomorrow I'll get hold of a box full of mint Elvis Predey 78s
on Sun, and I'll pay for it that way.' | remember the Wood Green lady with the errant husband
and the amazing singles collection, and fed a quick pang of regret.

'l presume that's some kind of sarcastic male record collector joke."

'Y ou know how broke | am.'

'You know I'll pay for you. Even though you ill owe me money. What's the point of me
doing thisjob if I have to spend my holiday in atent on the Ide of Wight?

'Oh yegh, and where am | going to find the money for haf atent?

We watch Jack Duckworth trying to hide a fifty-pound note he won on the horses from Vera

It doesn't matter, you know, about the money. | don't care how little you earn. I'd like you to
be happier in your work, but beyond that you can do what you like!'

‘But it wasn't supposed to be like this. When | met you we were the same people, and now
we'renot, and . . .

'How were we the same people?

"You were the sort o person that came to the Groucho, and | was the sort of person that played
the records. Y ou wore legther jackets and T-shirts, and so did I. And | ill do, and you don't.’



‘Because I'm not allowed to. | do during the evenings:'

I'm trying to find a different way of saying that were not the same people we used to be, that
weve grown gpart, blah blah blah, but the effort is beyond me.

"'We're not the same people we used to be. Weve grown apart.'’

'Why are you putting on thet slly voice?

'It's supposed to indicate inverted commeas. | was trying to find a new way of saying it. Like
you tried to find new way of saying that either we have babies or split up.’

Iddno...'

"Just joking."

'So we should pack it in? Is that what youre arguing? Because if you are, I'm going to run out
of patience.’

'No, but . . .

‘But what?

‘But why doesn't it matter that we're not the same people we used to be?

'Hrg, | fed | should point out that you are entirely blameless.’

"Thank you.'

'You are exactly the same person you used to be. You haven't changed so much as a pair of
socks in the years I've known you. If weve grown gpart, then I'm the one who's done the
growing. And dl I've doneis changed jobs.'

'And hairstyles and clothes and attitude and friendsand . . .

"That's not fair, Rob. You know | couldnt go to work with my hair al spiked. And | can afford
to go out shopping more now. And I've met a couple of people | like over the last year or so.
Which leaves dtitude.’

'Y ou're tougher.'

'More confident, maybe.'

'Harder.'

‘Less neuratic. Are you intending to stay the same for the rest of your life? Same friends, or
lack of them? Same job? Same atitude?

I'mdl right.’

'Yeah, you're dl right. But youre not perfect, and you're certainly not happy. So what happens
if you get happy, and yes | know that's the title of an Elvis Cogtello abum, | used the reference
deliberately to catch your attention, do you take me for a complete idiot? Should we split up
then, because I'm used to you being miserable? What happens if you, | dont know, if you dart
your own record label and it's a success? Time for anew girlfriend?

'Y ou're being stupid.’

'How? Show me the difference between you running a record label and me moving from legd
adtothe City.'

| can't think of one.

‘All I'm saying is thet if you believe in a long-term monogamous relaionship & dl, then you
have to adlow for things happening to people, and you have to dlow for things not happening to
people. Otherwise what's the use?

'‘No use' | say it mock-meekly, but | am cowed — by her intdligence, and her ferocity, and
the way she'sadwaysright. Or at least, she's dways right enough to shut me up.

5. (In bed, sort of beforehand and sort of during, if you see what | mean, two nights later.)
'l don't know. I'm sorry. | think it's because | fed insecure.’



I'm sorry, Rab, but | don't believe that for a moment. | think it's because you're hdf-cut. When
we've had this sort of trouble before, it's usualy been because of that.'

‘Not this time. This time is because of insecurity.’ | have trouble with the word insecurity,
which in my rendition loses its second 'i". The migpronunciation doesn't strengthen my case.

"What would you say you're insecure about?

| let out a short, mirthless 'Hal," a textbook demondtration of the art of the hollow laugh.

I'm il none the wiser.!

"I'm too tired to split up with you." All that. And Ray, and you seem . . . cross with me dl the
time. Angry that I'm so hopeless!’

'Are we giving up on this? She's referring to the love-making, rather than the conversation or
the relationship.

'l spose!’ I roll off her, and lie on the bed with an arm around her, looking at the ceiling.

I know. I'm sorry, Rob. | haven't been very . . . | havent redly given the impresson that this is
something | want to do.’

'And why's that, do you think?

‘Hold on. | want to try to explain this properly. OK. | thought that we were bound by one
ample little cord, our relationship, and if | cut it then that would be that. So | cut it, but tha
wasn't that. There wasn't just one cord, there were hundreds, thousands, everywhere | turned —
Jo going quiet when | said wed split up, and me feding funny on your birthday, and me feding
funny . . . not during sex with Ray, but afterwards, and | felt sick when | played a tape you'd

made me that was in the car, and | kept wondering how you were and . . . ch, millions of things.
And then you were more upset than | thought you'd be, and that made it harder . . . and then on
the day of the funerd . . . it was me that wanted you to be there, not my mum. I mean, she was

quite pleased, | think, but it never occurred to me to ask Ray, and that's when | felt tired. | wasnt
prepared to do al that work. It wasn't worth it, just to be shot of you.' She laughs alittle.

"Thisisthe niceway of saying it?

"Y ou know I'm not very good a dushy stuff.’ She kisses me on the shoulder.

You hear that? She's not very good a dushy stuff? That, to me, is a problem, as it would be to
any mae who heard Dusty Springfidd singing The Look of Love a an impressonable age
That was what | thought it was dl going to be like when | was married (I cdled it ‘married’ then
— | cdl it 'settled’ or 'sorted’ now). | thought there was going to be this sexy woman with a sexy
voice and lots of sexy eye makeup whose devotion to me shone from every pore. And there is
such a thing as the look of love — Dusty didn't lead us up the garden path entirdly — it's just that
the look of love isnt what | expected it to be. It's not huge eyes dmost burging with longing
dtuated somewhere in the middle of a double bed with the covers turned down invitingly; it's
just as likely to be the look of benevolent indulgence that a mother gives a toddler, or a look of
amused exasperation, even a look of pained concern. But the Dusty Springfield look of love?
Forget it. As mythicd asthe exotic underwear.

Women get it wrong when they complain about media images of women. Men understand that
not everyone has Bardot's breasts, or Jamie Lee Curtiss neck, or Cindy Crawford's bottom, and
we dont mind a dl. Obvioudy wed take Kim Basinger over Hattie Jacques, just as women
would take Keanu Reeves over Bernard Manning, but it's not the body that's important, it's the
level of abasement. We worked out very quickly that Bond girls were out of our league, but the
redization that women don't ever look at us the way Ursula Andress looked at Sean Connery, or
even in the way that Doris Day looked at Rock Hudson, was much dower to arive, for most of
us. Inmy case, I'm not at al surethat it ever did.



I'm beginning to get used to the idea that Laura might be the person | spend my life with, |
think (or a least, I'm beginning to get used to the idea that I'm so miserable without her that it's
not worth thinking about dternatives). But it's much harder to get used to the idea that my little-
boy notion of romance, of nédigés and candléit dinners a home and long, smoldering glances,
had no basis in redity at dl. Tha's what women ought to get dl steamed up about; that's why we

can't function properly in a reationship. It's not the cdlulite a the crow's feet. It'sthe . . . the. ..
the disrespect.



Twenty-eight

Only two weeks in, after a lot of taking and a lot of sex and a tolerable amount of arguing, we
go for dinner with Lauras friends Paul and Miranda This might not sound very exciting to you,
but it's a redly big ded to me: it's a vote of confidence, an endorsement, a Sgn to the world that
I'm going to be around for a few months at least. Laura and | have never seen eye-to-eye about
Paul and Miranda, not that I've ever met either of them. Laura and Paul joined the law firm
around the same time, and they got on well, so when she (and I) were asked round, | refused to
go. | didnt like the sound of him, or Lauras enthusasm for him, dthough when | heard tha there
was a Miranda | could see | was being stupid, so | made up a load of other stuff. | said that he
sounded typica of the sort of people she was going to be meeting dl the time now that she had
this flash new job, and | was being left behind, and she got cross, so | upped the ante and
prefaced his name with the words 'this and 'wanker' whenever 1 mentioned him, and | attributed
to him a hoity-toity voice and a whole set of interests and atitudes he probably hasn't got, and
then Laura got really cross and went on her own. And having cdled him a wanker so many
times, | fdt that Paul and | had got off on the wrong foot, and when Laura invited them round to
ours | went out until two in the morning just to make sure | didn't bump into them, even though
they've got a kid and | knew they'd be gone by hdf-past eeven. So when Laura said wed been
invited again, | knew it was a big dedl, not only because she was prepared to give it another go,
but because it meant shed been saying stuff about our living together again, and the stuff shed
been saying couldn't have been dl bad.

As we dand on the doorstep of their house (nothing swanky, a three-bedroom terraced in
Kensd Green), | fiddle with the fly button on my 501s, a nervous habit that Laura srongly
disapproves of, for perhagps understandable reasons. But tonight she looks a me and smiles, and
gives my hand (my other hand, the one tha isn't scrabbling franticaly a my groin) a quick
squeeze, and before | know it were in the house amid a flurry of smiles and kisses and
introductions.

Paul is tal and good-looking, with long (untrendy, can't-be-bothered-to-have-it-cut, computer-
nerdy long, as opposed to hardressery long) dark hair and a shadow that's nearer six-thirty then
five oclock. Hes wearing a par of old brown cords and a Body Shop T-shirt depicting
something green, a lizard or a tree or a vegetable or something. | wish a few of the buttons on my
fly were undone, just so | wouldnt fed overdressed. Miranda, like Laura, is wearing a baggy
jumper and leggings, and a par of pretty cool rimless specs, and she's blond and round and
pretty, not quite Roseanne Barr round, but round enough for you to notice straightawvay. So I'm
not intimidated by the clothes, or by the house, or the people, and anyway, the people are so nice
to me that for a moment | dmost fed a bit weepy: it's obvious to even the most insecure that
Paul and Miranda are delighted that | am here, either because they have decided that | am a Good
Thing, or because Laura has told them that she is happy with the way things are (and if I've got it
al wrong, and they're just acting, then who cares anyway, when the actors are this good?).

There isnt any wha-would-you-cdl-your-dog stuff, partly because everyone knows what
everyone does (Miranda is an English lecturer a an FE college), and partly because the evening
isn't like that for a moment. They ask about Lauras dad, and Laura tells them about the funerd,



or a least some of it, and dso some suff | didnt know — like, she says she fet a little thrill,
momentarily, before dl the pan and the grief and everything hit her — 'Like, God, this is the
most grown-up thing that's ever happened to me.’

And Miranda taks a bit about her mum dying, and Paul and | ask questions about that, and
Paul and Miranda ask questions about my mum and dad, and then it al somehow moves on from
there to aspirations, and what we want, and what were not happy about, and . . . | don't know. It
sounds stupid to say it, but despite what were taking about, | edly enjoy mysdf — | don't fed
afrad of anybody, and whatever | say people take serioudy, and | catch Laura looking fondly a
me from time to time, which hdps morde. It's not like anyone says any one thing that's
memorable, or wise, or acute; it's nore a mood thing. For the firg time in my life | fdt as though
I'm in an episode of thirty something rather than an episode of . . . of . . . of some sitcom that
hasn't been made yet about three guys who work in a record shop and talk about sandwich
fillings and sax solos dl day, and | love it. And | know thirtysometing is soppy and clichéd and
American and naff, | can see that. But when you're gtting in a one-bedroom flat in Crouch End
and your busness is going down the toilet and your girlfriend's gone off with the guy from the
flaa upgars, a daring role in a red-life episode of thirtysometing, with al the kids and
marriages and jobs and barbecues and k.d. lang CDs that this implies, seems more than one could
possbly ask of life.

The fird time | had a crush on anyone was four or five years before Alison Ashworth came
adong. We were on holiday in Cornwall, and a couple of honeymooners had the next breskfast
table to us, and we got taking to them, and | fdl in love with both of them. It wasn't one or the
other, it was the unit. (And now that | come to think about it, it was maybe these two as much as
Dugsty Springfidd that gave me unredidic expectations about relaionships) | think that each
was trying, as newlyweds sometimes do, to show that they were brilliant with kids, tha hed
make a brilliant dad and shed make a fantastic mum, and | got the benefit of it: they took me
svimming and rock-pooling, and they bought me Sky Rays, and when they left | was
heartbroken.

It's kind of like thet tonight, with Paul and Miranda | fdl in love with both of them — with
what they have, and the way they treat each other, and the way they make me fed as if | am the
new center of their world. | think they're great, and | want to see them twice a week every week
for therest of my life.

Only right at the end of the evening do | redlize that I've been set up. Mirandas upgars with
ther little boy; Paul's gone to see whether thereés any ropy holiday liqueurs moldering in the
back of a cupboard anywhere, so that we can stoke up the log-fire glow we dl have in our
stomachs.

'Go and look at their records,’ says Laura.

'l don't have to. | am capable of surviving without turning my nose up a other peoplé€'s record

collections, you know.'
'Please. | want you to.'

So | wander over to the shdf, and turn my head to one side and squint, and sure enough, it's a
disagter areg, the sort of CD collection that is so poisonoudy awful that it should be put in a sed
case and shipped off to some Third World waste dump. They're dl there: Tina Turner, Billy Jod,
Kate Bush, Pink Floyd, Smply Red, the Beatles, of course, Mike Oldfiedd (Tubular Bells | and
I1), Meat Loaf . . . | don't have much time to examine the vinyl, but | see a couple of Eagles
records, and | catch a glimpse of what looks suspicioudy like a Barbara Dickson abum.



Paul comes back into the room.

'l shouldn't think you approve of many of those, do you?

'Oh, | don't know. They were agood band, the Bestles.'

He laughs. "Were not very up on things, I'm afraid. Well have to come into the shop, and you
can put usright.’

'Each to hisown, | say.'

Laura looks a me. 'I've never heard you say it before. | thought 'each to his own' was the kind

of sentiment that'd be enough to get you hung in the brave new Fleming world.'

| manage a crooked smile, and hold out my brandy glass for some ancient Drambuie out of a
gticky bottle.

'You did that ddiberately,’ | say to her on the way home. 'You knew dl dong I'd like them. It
was atrick.-'

'Yeah. | tricked you into meeting some people youd think were great. | conned you into
having anice evening.'
"Y ou know what | mean.’

‘Everybody's faith needs testing from time to time. | thought it would be amusing to introduce
you to someone with a Tina Turner dbum, and then see whether you Hill fdt the same!”

I'm sure | do. Or a least, I'm sure | will. But tonight, | have to confess (but only to mysdf,
obvioudy) that maybe, given the right st of peculiar, freskish, probably unrepesatable
circumstances, it's not what you like but what you're like that's important. I'm not going to be the
one who explains to Barry how this might happen, though.



Twenty-nine

| take Laurato see Marie; she loves her.

‘But she's brilliant!" she says. 'Why don't more people know about her? Why isnt the pub
packed?

| find this pretty ironic, as I've spent our entire relationship trying to make her listen to people
who should be famous but aren't, though | don't bother pointing this out.

'You need pretty good taste to see how great she is, | suppose, and most people haven't got
that.'

'And she's been to the shop?

Yeah. | dept with her. Pretty cool, en?

'Y eah. | served her in the shop. Pretty cool, eh?

‘Starfucker." She clgps the back of the hand that's holding the haf of Guinness when Marie
finishes a song. 'Why don't you get her to play in the shop? A persond appearance? You've never
done one of those before!

'l haven't been in a pogtion to before.’

'Why not? It would be fun. She probably wouldn't even need amike.'

If she needed a mike in Championship Vinyl, shed have some kind of mgor voca cord
disorder.’

'‘And you'd probably sell afew of her tapes, and probably a couple of extra things besides. And
you could get it put into the Time Out gigslig.'

'Ooer, Lady Macheth. Cam down and listen to the music.” Marie's singing a ballad about some
uncle who died, and one or two of the people look round when Lauras excitement gets the better
of her.

But | like the sound of it. A persona appearance! Like at HMV! (Do people sign cassettes? |
suppose they must do.) And maybe if the Marie one goes well, then other people would want to
do it — bands maybe, and if it's true about Bob Dylan buying a house in north London . . . well,
why not? | know that pop superstars don't often do in-store appearances to help flog secondhand
copies of their back-catalogue, but if 1 could get shot of that mono copy of Blonde on Blonde at
an inflated price, 1'd go haves with him. Maybe even sixty-forty, if he threw in asgnature.

And from a smdl, one-off acoudic event like Bob Dylan & Championship Vinyl (with a
limitec-edition live abum, maybe? Could be some tricky contractua duff to ded with, but
nothing impossible, | wouldn't have thought), it's easy to see bigger, better, brighter days ahead.
Maybe | could reopen the Rainbow? It's only down the road, and nobody else wants it. And |
could launch it with a charity one-off, maybe a reenactment of Eric Clapton's Rainbow Concert .

We s0 to see Marie in the interva, when she's sdlling her tapes.
'Oh, hiii! | saw Rob out there with someone, and | hoped it might be you,' she says to Laura,
with abig samile,
| was so busy with al the promotion stuff going on in my head that | forgot to be nervous
about Laura and Marie face to face (Two Women. One Man. Any fool could see there was going
to be trouble, etc.), and dready | have some explaining to do. | served Marie in the $op a couple



of times, according to me. On what bass, then, was Marie hoping that Laura is Laura? (‘Thet'll
be five pounds ningty-nine, please. Oh, my girlfriend's got a wadlet like that. My ex-girlfriend,
actudly. I'd redly like you to meset her, but weve split up.)
Lauralooks suitably mystified, but plows on.
'l love your songs. And the way you dsing them." She colors dightly, and shakes her head
impetiently.
I'm glad you did. Rob was right. You are specid.' (‘There's four pounds and a penny change.
My ex-girlfriend's specid.)
I didn't redize you two were such pas' says Laura, with more acidity than is good for my
somach.
'Oh, Rob's been a good friend to me since I've been here. And Dick and Barry. They've made
me fed red welcome!’
'Wed better et Marie sdl her tapes, Laura.’
‘Marie, will you do a PA in Rob's shop?
Marie laughs. She laughs, and doesn't reply. We stand there foolishly.
'Y ou're kidding me, right?
‘Not redly. On a Saturday afternoon, when the shop's busy. You could stand on the counter.’
This last embdlishment is Laura's own, and | Stare & her.
Marie shrugs. 'OK. But | get to keep any money | make from the tapes.’
‘Sure’ Laura again. I'm gill staring a her from before, so | have to content mysdf with staring
a her even harder.
"Thanks, it was nice to meet you.'
We go back to where we were standing.
'See? she says. 'Easy.’

Occasiondly, during the first few weeks of Laurds return, | try to work out what life is like now:
whether it's better or worse, how my fedings for Laura have changed, if they have, whether I'm
happier than | was, how near | am to getting itchy feet again, whether Laurds any different, what
it's like living with her. The answers are easy — better, kind of, yes, not very near, not redlly,
quite nice — but aso unsatisfying, because | know they're not answers that come from down
deep. But somehow, ther€'s less time to think since she came back. We're too busy taking, or
working, or having sex (there's a lot of sex a the moment, much of it initiated by me as a way of
banishing insecurity), or edting, or going to the pictures. Maybe | should stop doing these things,
s0 as | can work it al out properly, because | know these are important times. But then again,
maybe | shouldnt, maybe this is how it's done. Maybe this is how people manage to have
relationships.

'Oh, gresat. You never asked usto play here, did you?

Bary. Idiot. | might have known hed find something in Mari€s imminet in-store
performance to moan about.

'Didn't 1?1 thought | did, and you said no.’

'How are we ever going to get going if even our friends won't give us abresk.

'Rob let you put the poster up, Barry. Be fair.’ This is quite assartive for Dick, but there is
something in him that doesn't like the idea of Barry's band anyway. For him, | think, a band is
too much like action, and not enough like fandom.

'Oh, fucking grest. Big fucking dedl. A poger.’



'How would a band fit in here? I'd have to buy the shop next door, and I'm not prepared to do
that just s0's you can make aterrible racket one Saturday afternoon.’

'We could have done an acoustic set.'

'Oh, right. Kraftwerk unplugged. That'd be nice!'

This gets alaugh from Dick, and Barry looks round a him angrily.

'Shut up, jerk. | told you, were not doing the German stuff anymore.’

'What would be the point? What do you have to sdl? Have you ever made a record? No? Well,
there you are, then.'

So forceful is my logic that Bary has to content himsdf with somping around for five
minutes, and then gitting on the counter with his head buried in an old copy of Hot Press. Every
now and again he says something feeble — 'Just because you've shagged her, for example, and,
'How can you run a record shop when you have no interest in music a dl? But mostly he's qui€t,
logt in contemplation of what might have been had | given Barrytown the opportunity to play live
in Championship Vinyl.

It's a dupid little thing, this gig. All it will be, after dl, is haf a dozen songs played on an
acoudtic guitar in front of haf a dozen people. What depresses me is how much I'm looking
forward to it, and how much I've enjoyed the pitiful amount of preparation (a few poders, a
couple of phone cdls to try and get hold of some tapes) it has involved. What if I'm about to
become dissatisfied with my lot? What do | do then? The notion that the amount of . . . of life |
have on my plate won't be enough to fill me up darms me. | thought we were supposed to ditch
anything superfluous and get by on the rest, and that doesn't appear to bethe case at all.

The big day itsdf goes by in a blur, like it must have done for Bob Geldof a Live Aid. Maie
turns up, and loads of people turn up to watch her (the shop's packed, and though she doesn't
stand on the counter to play, she does have to stand behind it, on a couple of crates we found for
her), and they clap, and a the end, some of them buy tapes and a few of them buy other stuff
they see in the shop; my expenses came to about ten pounds, and | sdl thirty or forty quids
worth of stock, 0 I'm laughing. Chuckling. Smiling broadly, anyway.

Marie flogs the stuff for me. She plays aout a dozen songs, only haf of which are her own;
before she darts, she spends some time rummaging through the browsing racks checking that
I've got dl the cover versons she was intending to play, and writing down the names and the
prices of the adbums they come from. If | haven't got it, she crosses the song off her st lis and
chooses one | do have.

This is a song by Emmylou Harris caled 'Boulder to Birmingham, ' she announces. ‘It's on
the dbum Pieces of the Sky, which Rob is sling this afternoon for the unbelievable price of five
pounds and ninety-nine pence, and you can find it right over there in the 'Country Artigs —
(Femde)' section.' This is a song by Butch Hancock cdled . . . ' And at the end, when people
want to buy the songs but have forgotten the names, Marie is there to help them out. She's grest,
and when she gngs, | wish that | werent living with Laura, and that my night with Marie hed
gone better than it did. Maybe next time, if there is a next time, | won't fed so miserable about
Laura going, and then things might be different with Marie, and . . . but I'm dways going to fed
miserable about Laura going. That's what I've learned. So | should be happy that she's staying,
right? That's how it should work, right? And that's how it does work. Kind of. When | don't think
about it too hard.

It could be argued that my little event is, on its own terms, more successful than Live Aid, at
leest from the technicd point of view. There are no glitches, no technicad fuck-ups (dthough



admittedly it would be hard to see what could go wrong, gpart from a broken guitar string, or
Marie fdling over), and only one untoward incident: two songs in, a familiar voice emerges from
the back of the shop, right next to the door.

'Will you play 'All Kinds of Everything?

'l ' don't know that,' says Marie swesetly. '‘But if | did, I'd Sng it for you.'

'Y ou don't know it?

‘Nope.'

"You don't know it?'

'‘Nope again.’

"Jesus, woman, it won the Eurovision Song Contest.’

‘Then | guess I'm pretty ignorant, huh? | promise that the next time | play live here, Il have

learned it.'

'l ' should fuckin' hope so.’

And then | push through to the door, and Johnny and | do our little dance, and | shove him out.
But it's not like Paul McCartney's microphone conking out during ‘Let It Be,' isit?

'l had a terrific time' says Marie afterwards. 'l didn't think it would work, but it did. And we al
made money! That dways makes me fed good.'

| don't feel good, not now that it's dl over. For an afternoon | was working in a place that other
people wanted to come to, and that made a difference to me — | fdt, | fet, | fet, go on say i,
mor e of a man, afeding both shocking and comforting.

Men don't work in quiet, deserted side Streets in Holloway: they work in the City or the West
End, or in factories, or down mines, or in daions or arports or offices. They work in places
where other people work, and they have to fight to get there, and perhaps as a consequence they
do not get the feding that red life is going on esewhere. | don't even fed as if I'm the center of
my own world, so how am | supposed to fed as though I'm the center of anyone ese's? When the
last person has been ushered out of this place, and | lock the door behind him, | suddenly fed
panicky. | know I'm going to have to do something about the shop — let it go, burn it down,
whatever — and find mysdf a career.



Thirty

But look:

My fivedream jobs:

1.

NME journdist, 1976-1979
Get to meet the Clash, Sex Pigtals, Chrisse Hynde, Danny Baker, etc. Get loads of free
records — good ones, too. Go on to host my own quiz show or something.

Producer, Atlantic Records, 1964-1971 (approx.)
Get to meet Aretha, Wilson Pickett, Solomon Burke, eic. Get loads of free records
(probably) — good ones, too. Make piles of money.

Any kind of musician (apart from classca or rap)
Speaks for itsdf. But I'd have settled just for being one of the Memphis Horns — I'm not
asking to be Hendrix or Jagger or Otis Redding.

FIm director.
Again, any kind, dthough preferably not German or silent.

Architect.

A surprise entry a number 5, | know, but | used to be quite good at technica drawing at
school.

And that's it. It's not even as though this list is my top five, dther: there isn't a number sx or
seven that | had to omit because of the limitations of the exercise. To be honest, I'm not even that
bothered about being an architect, | just thought that if | falled to come up with five, it would
look abit feeble.

It was Lauras idea for me to make a ligt, and | couldn't think of a sensble one, s0 | made a

dupid one. | wasnt going to show it to her, but something got to me — <Hf-pity, envy,
something — and | do anyway.

She doesn't react.

'It's got to be architecture, then, hasn't it?

'l guess!’

'Seven years training.

| shrug.

'Are you prepared for that?

‘Not redly.’

'No, | didn't think so."

'I'm not sure | redlly want to be an architect.’

'So youve got a lig here of five things youd do if qudificaions and time and history and



salary were no object, and one of them you're not bothered about.’
'Wdll, | did put it at number five!
'Youd redly rather have been a journdigt for the NME, than, say, a Sixteenth-century explorer,
or king of France?
'‘God, yes!'
She shakes her head.
'What would you put down, then?
'Hundreds of things. A playwright. A balet dancer. A muscian, yes but dso a panter or a
univergity don or anovelist or agreat chef.'
‘A chef?
'Yes. I'd love to have thet sort of talent. Wouldn't you?
'Wouldn't mind. | wouldn't want to work evenings, though.' | wouldnt, either.
"Then you might just aswell stay at the shop.’
'How d'you work that out?
"Wouldn't you rather do that than be an architect?
'l suppose.’
'Wdll, there you are then. It comes in a number five in your list of dream jobs, and as the other
four are entirdly impractica, you're better off where you are.’

| dont tel Dick and Bary tha I'm thinking of packing it in. But | do ask them for ther five
dream jobs.

‘Are you alowed to subdivide? Barry asks.

'How d'you mean?

‘Like, does saxophonist and pianist count as two jobs?

'l should think so.'

There's slence in the shop; for a few moments it has become a primary school classroom
during a quiet drawing period. Bics are sucked, crossings out are made, brows are furrowed, and
| look over shoulders.

'And what about bass guitarist and lead guitarist?

'l don't know. Just the one, | should think.'

'What, so Keith Richards had the same job as Bill Wyman, according to you?

'l didn't say they'vegot . . ."

‘Someone should have told them that. One of them could have saved himsdlf alot of trouble’

'What about, say, film reviewer and album reviewer? says Dick.

'‘Onejob.’

‘Brilliant. Thet frees me up for other things'

'Oh yeah? Like?

'Ranist and saxophonig, for agtart. And I've still got two places [ ft.’

And s0 on, and on. But the point is, my own list wasn't freskish. It could have been made by
anybody. Just about anybody. Anybody who works here, anyway. Nobody asks how to spdll
'solicitor.” Nobody wants to know whether ‘vet' and 'doctor' count as two choices. Both of them
arelogt, away, off in recording studios and dressing rooms and Holiday Inn bars.



Thirty-one

Laura and | go to see my mum and dad, and it feds sort of officid, like were announcing
something. | think that feding comes from them rather than from us. My mum's wearing a dress,
and my dad doesnt buzz around doing things to his stupid and vile homemade wine, and nor
does he reach for the TV remote control; he sts down in a chair and ligens and asks questions,
ad in a dim light he would ressmble an ordinary human being having a conversation with
guests.

It's eesier to have parents if you've got a girlfriend. 1 don't know why this is true, but it is. My
mum and dad like me more when | have someone, and they seem more comforteble; it's as if
Laura becomes a sort of human microphone, somebody we speak into to make ourselves heard.

'Have you been watching Inspector Morse?' Laura asks, gpropos of nothing.

'No," says my dad. 'They're repeats, aren't they? Weve got them on video from the first time
aound.' See, this is typicd of my dad. It's not enough for him to say that he never watches
repeats, that he's the firs on the block; he has to add an unnecessry and mendacious
embd lishment.

'You didn't have a video the firgt time around,’ | point out, not unreasonably. My dad pretends
he hasn't heard.

'What did you say that for? | ask him. He winks a Laura, as if sheés in on a paticularly
impenetrable family joke. She smiles back. Whose family isit, anyway?

"Y ou can buy them in the shops,” he says. 'Ready-made ones.’

'l know that. But you haven't got any, have you?

My dad pretends he hasn't heard and, at this point, if it had been just the three of us, we would
have had a row. | would have told him tha he was mentd and/or a liar; my mother would have
told me not to make mountains out of molehills, etc., and | would have asked her whether she
had to ligten to this stuff al day, and we would have taken it on from there.

When Laurds here, though . . . | wouldn't go S0 far as to say she actively likes my parents, but
she certainly thinks that parents generdly are a good thing, and that therefore ther little quirks
and idiocies are there to be loved, not exposed. She treats my father's fibs and boasts and non
sequiturs as waves, giant breakers, and she surfs over them with skill and plessure.

They're redly expensive, though, aren't they, those ready-made ones? she says. 'l bought Rob
a couple of things on video for his birthday a few years ago, and they came to nearly twenty-five
pounds!'

Thisis dilamdess suff. She doesn't think twenty-five pounds is a lot of money, but she knows
they will, and my mum duly gives a loud, terified, twenty-five-quid shriek. And then were off
onto the prices of things — chocolates, houses, anything we can think of, redly — and my dad's
outrageous lies are forgotten.

And while were washing up, more or |ess the same thing hgppens with my mum.

I'm glad you're back to sort him out, she says. 'God knows what the flat would look like if he
had to look after himsdif.'

This redly fucks me off, @ because I'd told her not to mention Lauras recent absence, b)
because you dont tel any woman, but especidly not Laura, that one of her mgor taents is



looking after me, and ) I'm the tidier one of the two of us, and the flat was actualy cleaner
during her absence.

'l didn't know you'd been letting yoursdlf in to examine the state of our kitchen, Mum.'

'l don't need to, thanks al the same. | know what you're like.'

"You knew what | was like when | was eighteen. You don't know what I'm like now, bad luck.'
Where did that 'bad luck’ — childish, taunting, petulant — come from? Oh, | know where, redly.
It came from straight out of 1973.

'He's much tidier than me' says Laura, smply and gravey. I've heard this sentence about ten
times, with exactly the same intonation, ever snce | was forced to bring Laura here for the first
time.

'Oh, heésagood lad, redly. | just wish hedd sort himsdf out.’

'He will." And they both look a me fondly. So, yes, I've been rubbished and patronized and
worried over, but therds a glow in the kitchen now, genuine three-way affection, where
previoudy there might have been smply mutua antagoniam, ending with my mum's tears and
me damming the door. | do prefer it thisway, realy; I'm happy Lauras here.



Thirty-two

Fly pogers. I'm for them. The only cregtive idea | have ever had in my life was for an exhibition
of fly poster photographs. It would take two or three decades to get enough stuff, but it would
look redly good when it was finished. There are important historicd documents on the window
of the boarded-up shop opposite mine: posters advertisng a Frank Bruno fight, and an Anti-Nazi
raly, and the new Prince single, and a West Indian comedian, and loads of gigs, and in a couple
of weeks they will be gone, covered over by the shifting sands of time, or at least, an advert for
the new U2 dbum. You get a sense of the spirit of the age, right? (I'll let you into a secret: |
actudly darted on the project. In 1988 | took about three pictures on my Insamatic of an empty
shop on the Holloway Road, but then they let the shop, and | kind of logt enthusasm. The photos
came out OK — OKish, anyway — but no one's going to let you exhibit three photos, are they?)

Anyway, every now and then | tet mysdf: | dare a the shop-front to make sure that I've
heard of the bands with gigs coming up, but the sad truth is that I'm losing touch. | used to know
everyone, every single name, however dupid, whatever the sze of the venue the band was
playing. And then, three or four years ago, when | stopped devouring every single word in the
music papers, | began to notice that | no longer recognized the names playing some of the pubs
and smdler clubs, last year, there were a couple of bands playing a the Forum who meant
abolutdy nothing to me. The Forum! A fifteen-hundred-capacity venue! One thousand five
hundred people going to see a band I'd never heard of! The firg time it happened | was depressed
for the entire evening, probably because | made the mistake of confessng my ignorance to Dick
and Barry. (Bary dmost exploded with derison; Dick stared into his drink, too embarrassed for
me even to meet my eye))

Anyway, agan. I'm doing my spot-check (Prince is there, a least, so | don't score nul points
— one day I'm going to score nul points, and then Il hang mysdf) and | notice a familiar-
looking poster. '‘BY POPULAR DEMAND!" it says THE RETURN OF THE GROUCHO
CLUB!" And then, undernegth, 'EVERY FRIDAY FROM 20TH JULY, THE DOG AND
PHEASANT." | stand there looking at it for ages, with my mouth open. It's the same size and
color as ours used to be, and they've even had the cheek to copy our design and our logo — the
Groucho Marx glasses and moustache in e second ‘0" of 'Groucho,” and the cigar coming out of
the bumcrack (that's probably not the correct technical term, but that's what we used to cal it) in
the b’ at the end of 'club.’

On our old pogters, there used to be a line at the bottom ligting the type of music | played; |
used to stick the name of the brilliant, gifted DJ a the end, in the doomed hope of creating a cult
following for him. You can't see the bottom of this one because some band has plastered a load
of little flyers over it; so | ped them off, and there it is 'STAX ATLANTIC MOTOWN R&B
SKA MERSEYBEAT AND THE OCCASIONAL MADONNA SINGLE — DANCE MUSIC
FOR OLD PEOPLE — DJROB FLEMING." It'sniceto seeI'm till doing it after dl these years.

What's going on? There are only three possbilities, redly: @) this poster has been there since
1986, and fly poster archaeologists have just discovered it; b) | decided to restart the club, got the
posters done, put them up, and then suffered a pretty comprehensve attack of amnesa c)
someone else has decided to restart the club for me. | reckon that explanation 'c' is the best bet,



and go home to wait for Laura.

'It's a late birthday present. | had the idea when | was living with Ray, and it was such a good one
that 1 was redly annoyed that we weren't together anymore. Maybe that's why | came back. Are
you pleased? she says. She's been out with a couple of people for a drink after work, and she's a
bit soiffy.
I hadn't thought about it before, but | am pleased. Nervous and daunted — al those records to
dig out, dl that equipment to get hold of — but pleased. Thrilled, redly.
'You had no right,’ | tell her. 'Supposing . . . ' What?
'Supposing | was doing something that couldn't be canceled?
'What do you ever do that can't be canceled?
That's not the point.' | don't know why | have to be like this dl stern and sulky and what-
business-is-it-of-yours. | should be burgting into tears of love and gratitude, not sulking.
She sighs, dumps back on the sofa, and kicks her shoes off.
'Wdll, tough. Youredoing it.'
'Maybe.'
One day, when something like this happens, I'm just going to go, thanks, that's greet, how
thoughtful, I'm redly looking forward to it. Not yet, though.

"Y ou know we're doing a set in the middle? says Barry.
'Like fuck you are.'
'Laurasaid we could. If | helped out with the posters and dl that.'
‘Jesus. Y ou're not going to take her up on it?
"'Course we are.’
'I'll give you ten percent of the door if you don't play.’
'We're getting that anyway.'
'What's she fucking playing at? OK, twenty percent.’
'‘No. We need the gig.'
'One hundred and ten percent. That's my fina offer.’
He laughs.
I'm not kidding. If we get one hundred people paying a fiver a throw, Il give you five
hundred and fifty pounds. That's how much it means to me not to hear you play.’
'We're not as bad as you think, Rob.’
'You couldn't be. Look, Barry. Theres going to be people from Lauras work there, people
who own dogs and babies and Tina Turner dbums. How are you going to cope with them?
'How are they going to cope with us, more like. We're not caled Barrytown anymore, by the
way. They got sick of the Barry/Barrytown thing. We're caled SDM. Sonic Death Monkey.'
"'Sonic Death Monkey."'
'What do you think? Dick likesit.'
‘Barry, youre over thirty years old. You owe it to yoursef and to your friends and to your
mum and dad not to sing in a group called Sonic Death Monkey.'
'l owe it to mysdf to go out on the edge, Rob, and this group redly does go out on the edge.
Over it, infact.'
'Y oull be going fucking right over it if you come anywhere near me next Friday night."
‘That's what we want. Reaction. And if Lauras bourgeois bwyer friends can't take it, then fuck
‘em. Let 'em riot, we can handle it. Well be ready.” He gives what he fondly imagines to be a



demonic, drug-crazed chuckle.

Some people would rdish dl this. They'd make an anecdote out of it, they'd be getting the
phrasing right in their heads even as the pub was being torn gpart, even as weeping lawyers with
bleeding eardrums were heading for the exits. | am not one of those people. | just gather it dl up
into a hard bal of nervous anxiety and put it in my gut, somewhere between the belly button and
the arsehole, for safe kegping. Even Laura doesn't seem to be that worried.

It's only the firs one. And I've told them they can't go on for longer than haf an hour. And
OK, you might lose a couple of my friends, but they won't be able to get baby-sitters every week,
anyway.'

'I've got to pay a deposit, you know. Aswell asthe renta on the room.’
‘That's dl taken care of .

And jus that one little sentence sats something off in me. | suddenly fed choked up. It's not
the money, it's the way she's thought of everything: one morning | woke up to find her going
through my sngles, pulling out things that she remembered me playing and putting them into the
little carrying cases that | used to use and put away in a cupboard somewhere years ago. She
knew | needed a kick up the backside. She dso knew how happy | was when | used to do this;
and from whichever angle | examine it, it dill looks as though shes done it because she loves
me.

| cave in to something that has been eating away & me for a while, and put my arms around
her.

'I'm sorry I've been a bit of ajerk. | do appreciate what you've done for me, and | know you've
done it for the best possible reasons, and | do love you, even though | act as though | don't.’

"That's OK. Y ou seem 0 cross dl the time, though.'
'l know. | don't get mysdlf.’

But if | had to take a wild guess, I'd say that I'm cross because | know I'm stuck, and | don't
like it. It would be nicer, in some ways, if | wasnt so bound to her; it would be nicer if those
sweet posshilities, that dreamy anticipation you have when youre fifteen or twenty or twenty-
five, even, and you know that the most perfect person in the world might wak into your shop or
office or friend's paty a any moment . . . it would be nicer if dl that were dill around
somewhere, in a back pocket or a bottom drawer. Buit it's dl gone, | think, and that's enough to
make anyone cross. Lauraiswho | am now, and it's no good pretending otherwise.



Thirty-three

| meet Caodline when she comes to interview me for her newspaper, and | fdl for her
draightaway, no messng, while she's a the bar in the pub waiting to buy me a drink. It's a hot
day — the firg of the yer — we go and st a a trestle table outsde and watch the traffic — and
she's pink cheeked and wearing a deeveless, shapeess summer dress with clumpy boots, and for
some reason the ouitfit looks realy good on her. But | think | would have gone for anyone today.
The wesather makes me fed as though I've logt dl the dead nerve-ends that were stopping me
from feding and, anyway, how can you fal to fdl in love with someone who wants to interview
you for a newspaper?

She writes for the Tufnell Parker, one of those free magazines full of advertissments that
people shove through your door and you shove into the rubbish bin. Actudly, she's a student, —
she's doing a journdism course, and she's on work experience. And, actualy, she says her editor
it sure whether helll want the piece, because he's never heard of the shop or the club, and
Holloway is right on the borderline of his parish, or congituency, or caichment area, or whatever
it is. But Caroline used to come to the club in the old days, and loved it, and wanted to give us a
plug.

'l shouldn't havelet you in,' | say. Y ou must only have been about sixteen.’

'Dear me,' she says, and | can't see why until | think about what I've just said. | didnt mean it
as a pathetic chat-up line, or indeed any sort of a dat-up ling | just meant that if she's a sudent
now, she must have been a school then, even though she looks as though she's in her late
twenties or early thirtiess When | find out that she's a mature student and she worked as a
secretary for some left-wing publishing company, | try to correct the impresson | must have
given without whiting it out dtogether, if you see what | mean, and | make a bit of ahash of it.

'When | sad that thing about not letting you in, | didnt mean you look young. You don't.
Jesus. 'You don't look old, ether. You just look as old as you are’ Fucking hdl. What if she's
forty-five? 'Wdl, you do. A bit younger, maybe, but not a lot. Not too much. Jugt right. I'd
forgotten about mature students, you see’ I'd rather be a smoothy dimebdl than a blundering,
semi- coherent, gushing twit any day of the week.

Within minutes, however, I'm looking back fondly on those gushing twit days they seem
infinitely preferable to my next incarnetion, Seaze Man.

"Y ou must have an enormous record collection,” Caroline says.

'Yeah,' | say. ‘Do you want to come round and see it?

| meant it' | meant it! | thought maybe they'd want a picture of me danding by it or
something! But when Caroline looks a me over the top of her sunglasses, | rewind and listen to
what | said, and let out an audible groan of despair. At least that makes her laugh.

'I'm not usudly like this, honest.'

'Don't worry. | don't think helll et me do one of those Guar dian-type profiles, anyway.'

"That wasn't why | wasworried.'

It'sOK, redly.’

It's dl forgotten, though, with her next quedion. All my life | have been wating for this
moment, and when it comes| can hardly believeit: | fed unprepared, caught short.



'What are your five favorite records of al time? she says.

'Pardon?

'What are your dl-time top five records? Your desart idand discs, minus — how many?
Three?

'Minus three what?

It'seight on Desert Idand Discs, isnt it? So eéght minus five isthree, right?

'Y eah. Plus three, though. Not minus three!

'No, | just sad . . . anyway. Your dl-time top five records.’

'What, in the club, or at home?

'Is there a difference?

'OF COURSE . . . ' Too ghill. | pretend I've got something in my throat, clear it, and dart
again. 'Wdl, yeah, a bit. Therés my top five dance records of dl time, and then theres my top
five records of dl time. See, one of my favorite-ever records is 'Sin City' by the Flying Burrito
Brothers, but | wouldn't play that a the club. It's a country-rock balad. Everyone would go
home!'

‘Never mind. Any five. So four more!

'What d'you mean, four more?

'Wdll, if one of them isthis'Sin City' thing, that leaves four more.’

'‘NO!I' Thistime | make no attempt to disguise the panic. 'l didnt say it was in my top fivel |
just said it was one of my favorites! 1t might turn out to be number sSix or seven!’

I'm making a bit of a fool of mysdf, but | cant help it: this is too important, and |'ve waited
for it too long. But where have they gone, al these records I've had in my head for years, just in
case Roy Plomley or Michadl Parkinson or Sue Lawley or whoever used to do My Top Twelve on
Radio One contacted me and asked me in as a late and admittedly unknown replacement for
someone famous? For some reason | can think of hardly any record at al gpart from 'Respect,
and that's definitely not my favorite Aretha song.

‘Can | go home and work it out and let you know? In aweek or so?

'Look, if you can't think of anything, it doesn't matter. I'll do one. My five favorites from the
old Groucho Club or something.’

Shell do one Shéll rob me of my one and only chance to make a ligt for publication in a
magazing | dont think so!

'Oh, I'm sure | can manage something.’

'A Horse with No Name." 'Beep Beep.' 'Ma Baker.' 'My Boomerang Won't Come Back." My

heed is suddenly flooded with the titles of terrible records, and I'm amost hyperventilating.
'OK, put 'Sin City' down." There must be one other good record in the entire history of pop.
''Baby Let's Play House!'
'Who's that by?
‘ElvisPredey.’
'Oh. Of course!’
'And . . ." Aretha Think Aretha.
"'Think' by Aretha. Franklin.'
Boring, but it'll do. Three down. Two left. Come on, Rob.
"'Louie, Loui€ by the Kingsmen. 'Little Red Corvette by Prince!
'Fine. That's great."
Isthat it?
'Wdll, | wouldn't mind aquick chat, if you've got time.’



‘Sure. But isthat it for thelig?

"That's five. Do you want to change anything?
'Did | say 'Stir It Up? Bob Marley?

‘No.'

'I'd better have that in.'

'What do you want to leave out?

'Prince.’

'No problem.’

'And I'll have 'Angd’ ingteed of Think.""

‘Right." She looks at her watch. 'I'd better ask you a couple of questions before | get back. Why
did you want to sart it up again?

It was a friend's idea redlly." A friend. Pathetic. 'She organized it without telling me, as a sort
of birthday present. I'd better have a James Brown in there, too, | think. 'Papa’s Got a Brand New
Bag.' Ingead of the Elvis!

| watch her carefully while she does the necessary crossing out and writing in.

‘Nicefriend.

'Y egh"

'What's her name?

‘Unm.. .. Laura'

‘Surname?

‘Just . . . Lydon.'

'And that motto, 'Dance Music for Old People." Isthat yours?
‘Laurds.

'What doesit mean?

'Look, I'm sorry about this, but I'd like 'Family Affair' by Sy and the Family Stone in there.
Instead of 'Sin City."'

She crosses out and scribbles again.
"'Dance Music for Old People?

'Oh, you know . . . alot of people aren't too old for clubs, but they're too old for acid jazz and
garage and ambient and dl that. They want to hear a bit of Motown and vintage funk and Stax
and a bit of new stuff and so on al jumbled together, and theré's nowhere for them.’

'Fair enough. That'll do me, | think." She drains her orange juice. 'Cheers. I'm looking forward
to next Friday. | used to love the music you played.

I'll make you atape, if you want.'
'Would you? Redly? | could have my own Groucho Club a home!’
'No problem. | love making tapes.'

| know that I'll do it, tonight, probably, and | dso know that when I'm peding the wrapper off

the cassette box and press the pause button, it will fed like a betrayd.

| don't believeit,’ says Laurawhen | tell her about Caroline. 'How could you?
'What?
'Ever gnce I've known you youve told me that ‘Let's Get It On' by Marvin Gaye was the
greatest record of dl time, and now it doesn't even make your top five!'
'Shit. Fuck. Bollocks. | knew I'd. . ."
'‘And what happened to Al Green? And the Clash? And Chuck Berry? And that man we had
the argument about? Solomon somebody?



Jesus.

| cal Caroline the next morning. She's not there. | leave a message. She doesn't call back. | ring
agan. | leave another message. It's getting kind of embarrassng, but theres no way 'Let's Get It
On' isnt going in tha top five The third time | try | get through to her, and she sounds
embarrassed but gpologetic, and when she redizes that I'm only cdling to change the lig she
relaxes.

'OK. Definitive top five. Number one, 'Let's Get It On,' by Marvin Gaye. Number two, This Is
the House That Jack Built, by Aretha Franklin. Number three, 'Back in the USA, by Chuck
Berry. Number four, 'White Man in the Hammeramith Pdais’ by the Clash. And the last one, last
but not least, ha ha, 'So Tired of Being Alone,' by Al Green.’

'l can't changeit again, you know. That'sit.’
'Fine'

‘But | was thinking that maybe it would make sense to do your five favorite club records. The

editor likes the story, by the way, the Laura stuff.’
'Oh.’
'Isit possible to get aquick list of floor-fillers off you, or isthat too much to ask?

'No. | know what they are' | spell it dl out for her (dthough when the article appears it says
'In the Ghetto, like the Elvis song, a mistake that Barry pretendsis due to my ignorance).

'I've nearly finished your tape.’

'Have you? That's redlly sweet of you.'

'Shdl | send it to you? Or do you fancy adrink?

'Umm . . . A drink would be gredt. I'd like to buy you one to thank you.'
‘Great.'

Tapes, eh? They work every time.

'Who's it for? Laura asks when she sees me fiddling around with fades and running orders and
levels.

'Oh, just that woman who interviewed me for the free paper. Carol? Caroline? Something like
that. She said it would be easier, you know, if she had a fed for the kind of music we play.’ But |
cant say it without blushing and garing intently a the cassette deck, and | know she doesnt
redlly believe me. She of al people knows what compilation tapes represent.

The day before I'm supposed to be meeting Caroline for a drink, | develop dl the textbook
symptoms of a crush: nervous somach, long periods spent daydreaming, an inability to
remember what she looks like. | can bring back the dress and the boots, and | can see her bangs,
but her face is a blank, and | fill it in with some anonymous rent-a-cracker details — pouty red
lips, even though it was her wdl-scrubbed English cdever-girl look that atracted me to her in the
fird place; dmond-shaped eyes, even though she was wearing sunglasses most of the time; pae,
perfect skin, even though | know she's quite freckly. When | meet her | know therell be an initid
twinge of disgppointment — this is what dl that internd fuss was about? — and then I'll find
something to get excited about again: the fact tha shes turned up a dl, a sexy voice
intelligence, wit, something. And between the second and the third meeting a whole new st of
myths will be born.

This time, something different happens, though. It's the daydreaming that does it. I'm doing
the usud thing — imagining in tiny detail the entire course of the rdaionship, from fird kiss, to



bed, to moving in together, to getting married (in the past | have even organized the track ligting
of the party tapes), to how pretty shell look when she's pregnant, to names of children — until
suddenly | redlize that therés nothing left to actudly, like, happen. I've done it dl, lived through
the whole reationship in my head. I've watched the film on fast-forward; 1 know the whole plat,
the ending, dl the good bit. Now I've got to rewind and watch it al over agan in red time, and
wherésthefun in that?

And fucking . . . when's it al going to fucking sop? I'm going to jump from rock to rock for
the resx of my life until there aren't any rocks left? I'm going to run each time | get itchy feet?
Because | get them about once a quarter, dong with the utilities bills More than that, even,
during British Summer Time. I've been thinking with my guts snce | was fourteen years old, and
frankly spesking, between you and me, | have come to the concluson that my guts have shit for
brains.

| know what's wrong with Laura. What's wrong with Laura is that I'll never see her for the firgt
or second or third time again. I'll never spend two or three days in a sweat trying to remember
what she looks like, never again will | get to a pub hadf an hour early to meet her, daring a the
same aticle in a magazine and looking a my waich every thirty seconds, never again will
thinking about her set something off in me like 'Let's Get It On' sets something off in me. And
aure, | love her and like her and have good conversations, nice sex and intense rows with her,
and she looks after me and worries about me and arranges the Groucho for me, but what does dl
that count for, when someone with bare arms, a nice smile, and a pair of Doc Martens comes into
the shop and says she wants to interview me? Nothing, that's what, but maybe it should count for
ahbit more.

Fuck it. I'll post the fucking tape. Probably.



Thirty-four

She's a quater of an hour late, which means I've been in the pub staring at the same article in a
megazine for forty-five minutes. She's gpologetic, dthough not enthusiastically apologetic,
consdering; but | don't say anything to her about it. Today's not the right day.

'Chears,’ she says, and clinks her spritzer againgt my bottle of Sol. Some of her makeup has
sweated off in the heat of the day, and her cheeks are pink; she looks lovely. This is a nice
urprise.’

| don't say anything. I'm too nervous.

'Are you worried about tomorrow night?

'Not redly." | concentrate on shoving the bit of lime down the neck of the bottle.
'Are you going to talk to me, or shdl | get my paper out?

'I'm going to talk to you.'

'Right."

| swish the beer around S0 itll get redlly lime-y.

'What are you going to talk to me about?

'I'm going to tak to you about whether you want to get married or not. To me!'
She laughs alot. 'Ha haha. Hoo hoo hoo.'

I meanit!

'l know.'

'Oh, well thanks a fucking bunch.'

'Oh, I'm sorry. But two days ago you were in love with that woman who interviewed you for

the local paper, weren't you?

'Not in love exactly, but . . .

'Well, forgive meif | don't fed that you're the world's safest bet.

'Would you marry meif | was?

'No, | shouldn't think s0.'

‘Right. OK, then. Shdll we go home?

'Don't sulk. What's brought al this on?

'l don't know.'

'Very persuasive!

'Are you persuadable?

‘No. | don't think so. I'm just curious about how one goes from making tapes for one person to

marriage proposals to another in two days. Fair enough?

'Fair enough.’

'So?

'I'mjust Sck of thinking about it dl thetime!

‘All what?

"This stuff. Love and marriage. | want to think about something e

'I've changed my mind. That's the most romantic thing I've ever heard. | do. | will.'

'Shut up. I'm only trying to explain.’

‘Sorry. Carry on.'



'See, I've dways been afrad of marriage because of, you know, bal and chan, | want my
freedom, dl that. But when | was thinking about that stupid girl | suddenly saw it was the
opposite: that if you got married to someone you know you love, and you sort yoursdf out, it
frees you up for other things. | know you don't know how you fed about me, but | do know how
| fed about you. | know | want to stay with you and | keep pretending otherwise, to mysdf and
you, and we just limp on and on. K's like we sSgn a new contract every few weeks or so, and |
don't want that anymore. And | know that if we got married I'd take it serioudy, and | wouldnt
want to mess about.’

'And you can make a decison about it just like that, can you? In cold blood, bang bang, if | do
that, then thiswill happen? I'm not sure that it works like that."

‘But it does, you see. Just because it's a rdationship, and it's based on soppy stuff, it doesn't
mean you cant make intellectud decigons about it. Sometimes you just have to, otherwise youll
never get anywhere. That's where I've been going wrong. I've been letting the wesather and my
somach muscles and a great chord change in a Pretenders single make up my mind for me, and |
want to do it for mysdf.’

'‘Maybe.'

'What d'you mean, maybe?

' mean, maybe you'e right. But that doesn't help me, does it? Youre dways like this. You
work something out and everyone ese has to fdl into line. Were you redly expecting me to say
yes?

'Dunno. Didn' think about it, redly. It was the asking that was the important thing."

'Wéll, you've asked." But she says it sweetly, as if she knows that what I've asked is a nice
thing, that it has some sort of meaning, even though she's not interested. "Thank you.'



Thirty-five

Before the band comes on, everything's brilliant. It used to take a bit of time to warm people up,
but tonight they're up for it draightaway. This is partly because most of the crowd here tonight
are a few years older than they were a few years ago, if you see what | mean — in other words,
this is exactly the same lot, not their 1994 equivadents — and they don't want to wait until haf-
twelve or one before they get going: they're too tired for that now, and anyway, some of them
have © go home to reieve baby-dtters. But mostly it's because there's a red party aimosphere, a
genuine make-hay-while-the-sun-shines air of cdebration, as though this were a wedding
reception or a birthday party, rather than a club that will be here next week and maybe even the
week after that.

But | have to say that I'm fucking good, that | haven't lost any of the old magic. One sequence
— the OJays (Back Stabbers), Harold Mdvin and the Bluenotes (‘Satisfaction Guaranteed),
Madonna (‘Holiday'), "The Ghetto' (which gets a cheer, as if it's my song rather than Donny
Hathaway's) and 'Nelson Mandela by the Specias — has them begging for mercy. And then it's
time for the band.

I've been told to introduce them; Barry has even written down what I'm supposed to say:
‘Ladies and gentlemen, be afraid. Be very afraid. Here comes . . . SONIC DEATH MONKEY!
But bollocks to that, and in the end | just sort of mumble the name of the group into the
microphone.

They're wearing suits and skinny ties, and when they plug in theré's a terrible feedback whine
which for a moment | fear is their opening number. But Sonic Desth Monkey are no longer what
they once were. They are no longer, in fact, Sonic Death Monkey.

'We're not called Sonic Death Monkey anymore, Barry says when he gets to the mike. 'We
might be on the verge of becoming the Futuristics, but we haven't decided yet. Tonight, though,

we're Backbeat. One two three . . . WELL SHAKE IT UP BABY . . . "' And they launch into
Twigt and Shout,’ note perfect, and everyone in the place goes mad.
And Barry can sing.

They play 'Route 66 and 'Long Tdl Sdly' and 'Money' and ‘Do You Love Me? and they
encore with 'In the Midnight Hour' and 'La Bamba' Every song, in short, is naff and
recognizeble, and guaranteed to please a crowd of thirty-somethings who think that hip-hop is
something their children do in musc-and-movement classes. The crowd is so pleased, in fact,
that they St out the songs | have lined up to get them going again after Sonic Desth Monkey has
frightened and confused them.

'What was dl that about? | ask Barry when he comes up to the deck, sweaty and haf dead and
pleased with himsdlf.

'Wasthat dl right?

"It was better than what | was expecting.

'Laura said we coud only play if we learned some proper songs for the evening. But we loved
it. The boys are taking about packing up the pop dar thing and playing a Slver wedding
anniversaries.!

'How dyou fed about that?



‘All right, yeah. | was beginning to wonder about our musica direction, anyway. I'd rather see

people dancing to 'Long Tal Saly' than running for the exit with their hands over their ears!
"Y ou enjoying the club?
'It's OK. Bit, you know, populist for my taste,' he says. HE's not joking.

The rest of the evening is like the end of a film. The entire cast is dancing: Dick with Anna
(hes sort of ganding gill and shuffling, Anna is holding his hands and attempting to get him to
let go a bit), Marie with T-Bone (Marie is drunk, T-Bone's looking over her shoulder a someone,
— Caolinel — tha hes obvioudy interested in), Laura with Liz (who's taking animatedly and
goparently angrily about something).

| play 'Got to Get You off My Mind' by Solomon Burke, and everyone has a @, just out of
duty, even though only the best dancers would be able to make something of it, and nobody in
the room could clam to be among the best dancers, or even among the most average. When
Laura hears the opening bars she spins round and grins and nekes severa thumbs-up sgns, and |
dat to compile in my head a compilation tape for her, something that's full of stuff she's heard
of, and full of suff shed play. Tonight, for the first time ever, | can sort of see how it's done.



‘Reading High Fidelity is like listening to a great single. You know
it's wonderful from the minute it goes on, and as soon as it's over
you want to hear it again because it makes you feel young, and
grown-up, and puts a stupid grin on your face all at the same time.
If this book was a record, we would be calling it an instant classic.
Because that's what it is’ Suzanne Moore, Guardian

‘Leaves you believing not only in the redemptive power of music
but above all the redemptive power of love. Funny and wise, sweet
and true’ Mick Brown, Independent

‘The most frequent response to High Fidelity is “Oh God, | know
people just like that!" his characters are truly archetypes, culled
from sources and brilliantly reconstituted so that they evoke facets
of many, many different friends and relationships'

Elizabeth Young, Guardian

‘Very funny and extremely cleverly observed’
William Leith, Mail on Sunday

‘Funny, compulsive and contemporary' John Williams, GQ

‘Brilliant ... a very funny and concise explanation of why men
are as we are’ Harry Enfield, Independent on Sunday
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