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In a Blue Time

When the phone rings, who would you most like it to be?
And who would you hate it to be? Who is the first person
that comes into your mind, Roy liked to ask people, at that
moment?

The phone rang and Roy jumped. He had thought, during
supper in their new house, with most of their clothes and
books in boxes they were too weary to unpack, that it would
be pleasant to try their new bed early. He looked across the
table at Clara and hoped she’d let the phone run on to the
answering machine so he could tell who it was. He disliked
talking to his friends in front of her; she seemed to scrutinise

him., Somehow he had caused her to resent any life he might

have outside her.

She picked up the phone, saying Hallo” suspiciously.
Someone was speaking but didn’t require or merit a reply:
Roy mouthed at hey, Is it Munday? Is it him?’

She shook her head.

At last she said, ‘Oh God,’ and waved the receiver at Roy.

In the hall he was putting on his jacket.

*Are you going to him?*

‘He's in trouble.’

She said, ‘We're in trouble, and what will you do about
that?’

‘Go inside. You'll get cold standing there.’

She clung to him. ‘Will you be long?’

‘I'll get back as soon as I can. I'm exhausted. You should
go to bed.’

Thank you. Aren’t you going to kiss me?’

He put his mouth to hers, and she grunted. He said, ‘But I
don’t even want to go.’
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“You'd rather be anywhere else.”

At the gate he called, ‘If Munday rings, please take his
number. Say that otherwise I'll go to his office first thing
tomorrow morning.”

She knew this call from the producer Munday was
important to him, indeed to both of them. She nodded and
then waved.

It wouldn’t take him more than fifteen minutes to drive to
the house in Cheisea where his old friend Jimmy had been
staying the last few months. But Roy was tired, and parked
at the side of the road to think. To think! Apprehension and
dread swept through him.

Roy had met Jimmy in the mid-seventies in the back row of
their university class on Wittgenstein, Being four years older
than the other students, Jimmy appeared ironically knowing
compared to Roy’s first friends, who had just left school.
After lectures Jimmy never merely retired to the library witha
volume of Spinoza, or, as Roy did, go disappointedly home
and study, while dreaming of the adventures he might have,
were he less fearful. No - Jimmy did the college a favour by
popping in for an hour or so after kunch. Then he’d hang out
impressing some girls he was considering for his stage
adaptation of Remembrance of Things Past.

After he'd auditioned them at length, and as the sky
darkened over the river and the stream of commuters across
Blackfriars Bridge thinned, Jimmy would saunter forth into
the city’s pleasures. He knew the happenin’ cinemas, jazz
clubs, parties. Or, since he ran his own magazine, Blurred
Edges, he'd interview theatre directors, photographers,
tattooists and performance artists who, to Roy's surprise,
rarely refused. At that time students were still considered by
some people to be of consequence, and Jimmy would light a

joint, sit on the floor and let the recorder run. He would print
only the trifling parts of the tape — the gossip and requests
for drinks — satisfying his theory that what people were was
more interesting than their opinions.
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Tonight Jimmy had said he needed Roy more than he’d
ever needed him. Or rather, Jimmy's companions had
relayed that message. Jimmy himself hadn’t made it to the
phone or even to his feet. He was, nevertheless, audible in
the background.

On the doorstep Roy hesitated. Next morning he had a
critical breakfast meeting with Munday about the movie
Roy had written and was, after two years of preparation,
going to direct. He was also, for the first time, living with
Clara. This had been a sort of choice, but its consequences —
a child on the way — had somehow surprised them both.

He couldn’t tum back. Jimmy’s was the voice Roy most
wanted to hear on the phone. Their friendship had survived
even the mid-eighties, that vital and chuming period when
everything had been forced forward with a remorseless
velocity. Roy had cancelled his debts to anyone whose
affection failed to yield interest. At that time, when Roy
lived alone, Jimmy would turri up late at night, just to talk.
This was welcome and unusual in Roy’s world, as they
didn't work together and there was no question of loss or
gain between them. Jimmy wasn't impressed by Roy’s
diligence. While Roy rushed between meetings Jirnmy was,
after all, idling in bars and the front of girls" shirts. But
though Jimmy disappeared for weeks ~ one time he was in
prison — when Roy had a free day, Jimmy was the person
Roy wanted to spend it with. The two of them would lurch
from pub to pub from lunchtime until midnight, Jaughing at
everything. He had no other friends like this, because there
are some conversations you can only have with certain
people. '

Roy pushed the door and cautiously made his way down
the uncarpeted stairs, grasping the banister with feeble
determination as, he realised, his father used to do. Someone
seemed to have been dawing at the wallpaper-with their
fingemnails. A freezing wind blew across the basement: a

" broken chair must have travelled through a window.




LOVE IN A BLUE TIME

There was Jimmy, then, on the floor, with a broken bottle
beside him. The only object intact was a yellowing photo-
graph of Keith Richards pinned to the wall.

Not that Jimmy would have been able to get into his bed.
It was occupied by a cloudy-faced middle-aged woman with
well-cut hair who, though appearing otherwise healthy, kept
nodding out. Cradled into her was a boy of around sixteen
with a sly scared look, naked apart from a Lacoste crocodile
tattooed onto his chest. Now and again the woman seemed
to achieve a dim consciousness and tried shoving him away,
but she couldn’t shift him.

Jimmy lay on the floor like a child in the playground, with
the foot of a bully on his chest. The foot belonged to Marco,
the owner of the house, a wealthy junkie with a blood-
stained white scarf tied around his threat. Another man,
Jake, stood beside them.

‘The cavalry’s arrived,’ Jake said to Marco, who lifted his
boot.

Jimmy’s eyes were shut. His twenty-one-year-old girl-
friend Kara, the daughter of a notable bohemian family, who
had been seeing Jimmy for a year, ran and kissed Roy
gratefully. She was accompanied by an equally young friend,
with vivid lips, leopard-skin hat and short skirt. If Roy
regretted coming, he particularly regretted his black velvet
jacket. Cut tight around the waist, it was long and shining
and flared out over the thighs. The designer, a friend for
whom Roy had shot a video, had said that ageing could only
improve it. But wherever he wore it, Roy understood now, it
sang of style and money, and made him look as if he had a job.

Kara and the girl took Roy to one side and explained that
Jimmy had been drinking. Kara had found him in Brompton
Cemetery with a smack dealer, though he daimed to have
given that up. This time she was definitely leaving him until
he sorted himself out.

“They’re animals,” murmured Jimmy.

Marco replaced his foot on his chest.
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The kid in the bed, who had now mounted the woman,
glared over his shoulder, saying to Jimmy, ‘What the fuck,
you don’t never sleep here no more. You got smarter people
to be with than us.’

Jimmy shouted, ‘It's my bed! And. stop fucking that
woman, she’s overdosing!’

There was nothing in the woman’s eyes.

Is she all right?’ Roy asked.

‘She still alive, the boy explained. My finger on her

U]Sﬁ.'
¥ Jimmy cried, “They stole my fucking booze and drunk it,
found my speed and took it, and stole my money and spent
it. 'm not having these bastards in my basement, they’re
bastards.”

Jake said to Roy: ‘Number one, he's evicted right now this
minute. He went berserk. Tried to punch us around, and
then tried to kill himself.’ '

Jimmy winked up at Roy. ‘Did I interrupt your evening,

" man? Were you talking about film concepts?’

For years Roy had made music videos and commercials,
and directed episodes of soap operas. Sometimes he taught
at the film school. He had also made a sixty-minute film for
the BBC, a story about a black girl singer. He had imagined
that this would be the start of something considerable, but
although the film received decent reviews, it had taken him
no further. In the mid-eighties he’d been considered for a
couple of features, but like most films, they’d fallen through.
He’d seen his contemporaries make films in Britain, move to
LA and buy houses with pools. An acquaintance had been
nominated for an Oscar.

Now at last his own movie was in place, apart from a
third of the money and therefore the essential signed
contracts and final go-ahead, which were imminent. In the
past week Munday had been to LA and New York. He had
been told that with a project of this quality he wouldn't have
trouble raising the money.
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Kara said, ‘I expect Roy was doing some hard work.’ She

to him. "He’s too much. Bye-bye, Jimmy, I love you.” |

While she bent down and kissed Jimmy, and he rubbed
his hand between her legs, Roy looked at the pichure of Keith
Richards and considered how he’d longed for the uncon-
trolled life, seeking only pleasure and avoiding the ponder-
ous difficulties of keeping everything together He
wondered if that was what he still wanted, or if he were
still capable of it.

When Kara had gone, Roy stood over limmy and asked,

‘What d'you want me to do?”

‘Quote the lyrics of “Tumblin’ Dice”.’

The girl in the hat touched Roy’s arm. ‘We're going
clubbing. Aren’t you taking Jimmy to your place tonight?”

‘What? Is that the idea?’

- He tells everyone you're his best friend. He can't stay
here” The girl went on. ‘I'm Candy. Jimmy said you work
with Munday.”

‘That's right.’ '

‘What are you doing with him, a promo?’

From the floor Jimmy threw up his protracted cackle.

Roy said, I'm going to direct a feature I've written.’

“Can I work on it with you?” she asked. ‘Il do anything.’

"You’d better ring me to discuss it,” he said.

Jimmy called, ‘How’s the pregnant wife?’

‘Fine.”

"And that young girl who liked to sit on your face?’

Roy made a sign at Candy and led her into an unlit room
next door. He cut out some coke, turned to the waiting girl
and kissed her against the wall, smelling this stranger and
running his hands over her. She inhaled her line, but before
heouulddisposeofhisandholdheragain,shehadgone.

Marco and Jake had carted Jimmy out, stashed him in
Roy’s car and instructed him to fuck off for good.

Roy drove Jimmy along the King’s Road. As always now,
Jimmy was dressed for outdoors, in sweaters, boots and
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heavy coat. In contrast, Roy’s colleagues dressed in hg%\t
clothes and would never inadvertently enter the open air:
when they wanted weather they would fly to a place that
had the right kind. An over-ripe gut?:er odour r?se from
Jimmy, and Roy noticed the dusty imprint of Man::o s foot on
his chest. Jimmy pulled a pair of black lace-trimmed panties
from his pocket and sniffed at them like a duchess mourning
e rtunity, Roy decided, to use on Jimmy
is was an , "

son'lgso‘:ﬁte h:npel:t) directniess he had been pracl:‘osing at
work. Surely it would be instructive‘ and improving for
Jimmy to survive without constant assistance. Besides, Roy
couldn’t be sucked into another emotional maelstrom.

He said, ‘Isn’t there anywhere you can go?’

‘What for?* said fimmy.

“To rest, To sleep. At night” .

“To sleep? Oh I see. It's okay. Leave me on the corner.

I didn’t mean that.”

Tve slept out before.’ »

‘I meant you've usually got someone. Some girl.

‘Sometimes I stay with Candy.’

R Y

Jﬂsaid,ﬂouﬁkedhu;yeah?[’ﬂtryandma;;g;
something, Did I tell you she likes to stand on her head

1 7

hﬁl‘yf shoulcloperl have mentioned it to Clara on the phone.’

“It's a very convenient position for cunnilingus.”

“Particularly at our age when unusual postures can be a
strain,” added Roy. )

Jimmy put his hand in Roy’s hair. "You're going grey, you
know.’

w

%m'm not. Isn't that strange?’ Jimmy musted a few
seconds. ‘But I can’t stay with her. Kara wouldn’t like it.

‘What about your ts?

’I’mwerfor{y!mdﬁng,meymakemehkemy
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shoes off! They weep when they see me! They - *

Jimmy’s parents were political refugees from Eastern
Europe wl‘w’d suffered badly in the war, left their families
and lived in Britain since 1949. They’d expected, in this cit);
full of people who lived elsewhere in their minds, {o be able
to return home, but they never could. Britain hadn’t
;ngaged them, they If'axely spoke the language. Meanwhile
hﬂm\y fell in love with pop. When he played the blues on

planol'ns.pa:entshaditlockedinmegardenshed
Jimmy and his parents had never understood one another.
buthehadmnainedasmoﬂessastheyhadee;
eVen acquiring a permanent flat,
HewasrummaginginhispockelsWherehekepthis
phone Inumbe.rs on fomn pieces of cigarette packet and
rggged tube tickets. “You remember when I brought that
girl round one afternoon — *
"{';: eighteen-year-old?
i wanted your advice on getting into the media
fucked her on the table in front of me. o
;hedj media got into her.’
eed. Can you remember what you
pretended to be, and what you said?’ T e
‘What did [ say?’
‘It was your happiest moment.’
‘It was a laugh.’
‘One of our best”
‘One of many.’
;hay slapped hands,
mmmy said, ‘The next day she left me.’
‘Sensible girl.” Yo e
' ‘We'd exploited .her. She had a soul which you were
g’“&f"?&"‘ to.” Jimmy reached over and stroked Roy's
ce. ‘T just wanted to say, I love you, man, even if yo
bastard.” youstea
Jimmy started clapping to the musi reviv
‘ ic. He could revi
quickly as a child. Nevertheless, Roy determined to ben?a::
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of his friend’s manipulations; this was how Jimmy had
survived since leaving university without ever working. For
years women had fallen at Jimmy’s feet; now he collapsed at
theirs. Yet even as he descended they liked him as much.
Many were convinced of his lost genius, which had been
perfectly preserved for years, by procrastination. Jimuny got
away with things; he didn’t earn what he received. This was
delicious but also a provocation, mocking justice.

Roy had pondered all this, not without incomprehension
and envy, until he grasped how much Jimmy gave the
women. Alcoholism, unhappiness, failure, ill-health, he
showered them with despair, and guiltlessly extracted as
much concern as they might proffer. They admired, Roy
guessed, his having made a darkness to inhabit. Not
everyone was brave enough to fall so far out of the light. To
Roy it also demonstrated how many women still saw
sacrifice as their purpose.

Friendship was the recurring idea in Roy’s mind. He
recalled some remarks of Montaigne. ‘If I were pressed to
say why I love him, I feel that my only reply could be,
"hecause it was he, because it was 1”.” Also, ‘Friendship is
enjoyed even as it is desired; it is bred, nourished and
increased only by enjoyment, since it is a spiritual thing and
the soul is purified by its practice.” However, Montaigne
had said nothing about the friend staying with you, as
Jimmy seemed set on doing; or about dealing with someone
who couldn’t believe that, given the choice, anyone would
rather be sober than drunk, and that once someone had
started drinking they would not stop voluntarily before
passing out — the only way of going to sleep that Jimmy
found natural.

Roy no longer had any clue what social or political
obligations he had, nor much idea where such duties could
come from. At university he'd been a charged conscience,
acquiring dozens of attitudes wholesale, which, over the
years, he had let drop, rather as people stopped wearing
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certain clothes one by one and started wear:
they :‘aansformed ti-l?mselves without deciding to. S
Roy dntsettledmanyoftheworldshe

Tonight, what love did this Iyi csedyameed
| > ying, drunken, raggedy-arsed
"Hey.” Roy noticed that
the panpeed Jimmy’s fingers were tightening
‘Stop.”
‘Now?’ Roy said,
Yest
Jimmy was already ciamber;
o] w erng out of the car and i
anoffhoenoeafewstepsaway He wasn't sober but he |

way. ..’
Roy turned to Jimm
) ¥ s my money.”
s nothing to you, is it?”
‘That doesn’t make it yours.’

Who cares whose it is? 1 .
‘ ? He needs .
...onyerway. ..’ it more than us,

‘He's not our responsibilty.
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Jimmy looked at Roy curiously. “What makes you say
that? He's pitiful’
Roy noticed two more derelicts shuffling forward. Further
up the street others had gathered, anticipating generosity.
‘. ..onyerway...
Roy pulled Jimmy into the car and locked the doors from
inside.
Along from Roy’s house, lounging by a wall with up-to-
something looks on their faces, were two white boys who
occupied a nearby basement. The police were often outside,
and their mother begging them to take them away; but the
authorities could do nothing until the lads were older. Most
mornings when Roy went out to get his Independent he
walked across glass where cars had been broken into.
Several times he had greeted the boys. They nodded at him
now; one day he would refuse his fear and speak properly.
He didn't like to think there was anyone it was impossible to
contact in some way, but he didn't know where to begin. -
Meanwhile he could hardly see out of his house for the bars
and latticed slats. Beside his bed he kept a knife and
hammer, and was mindful of not turning over too strenu-
ously for fear of whacking the red alarm buiton adjacent to
his pillow. :

"This the new house? Looks comfortable,” said Jimmy.
“You didn't invite me to the house-warming, but Clara’s
gonna be delighted to see me now. Wished I owned a couple
of suitcases so I could stand at the door and tell her I'm here
for a while.

‘Don’t make too much noise.’

Roy led Jimmy into the living room. Then he ran upstairs,
opened the bedroom door and listened to Clara breathing in
the darkness. He had wanted to fuck her that night. When
the phone rang he was initiating the painstaking prepara-
tory work. It was essential not to offend her in any way since
a thumbs-down was easy, and agreeable, to her. He had
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been sitting close by her and sending, telepathically - his

preferred method of communicat
on - lovi
messages. As they rarely touched one an-:ntlme(;vlIlgtuEiermii.‘cn.u:,uahl
a;mnsfnkedBmtte ilzhysma.l contact - his hand in her hal'.rgra oul Iy’
. Bu id mana ta

3ok Dut, he hc;.lcl ge to touch her without a setlfablf
litﬂe-thjs,l:w:r pts,hepersuadedhertopullherskirt y
e o madehlmfeelasifhehadmchedme g,
thjs" gast-heh\ewsuccesswasapossibﬂi T i
oy In mind he would rush upstairs to bed chang]ty‘ 'Bentc:mlg

py)amassoasnottoalarmherwithunoo;remdﬂesh He

lected i .
;‘?i-l WSheLto ;1.311 like lc!ck the back door or empty thy
ey ous diplomacy would be i, ve.
TVOH'lermsehw © he would observeher"ﬂdrenmg watthed
v .wmg:twouldbeorﬂymomtsbefoas?hewat;hed
m];:l-;ebltch’sfatame. e Henail were
her::}xiﬁhd]{adwdonﬂwmdofmebedm'
the comr i su Onathroatpashl'leanddlscuss' AN
to havmgtl-lefrontofﬂ-lehousempomted His d ine

IN A BLUE TIME

inor offences. He could, with pleasure, have taped over
mouth.

In all this there must have been, despite their efforts, a
ifying pleasure, for next morning she liked to hold him,
d wanted to be kissed.

{ Roy could only dlose the door now. Before returning to

y he went into the room next door. Clara had bought a

ing table on which lay pairs of mittens, baby boots,

itle red hats, cardigans smaller than handkerchiefs. The
ins were printed with airborne elephants; on the wall

s a picture of a farmyard.

What had he done? She puzzled him still. Never had a
oman pursued him as passionately as Clara over the past

¢ years. Not a day would pass, at the beginning, when she

idn’t send him flowers and books, invite him to concerts
and the cinema, or cook for him. Perhaps she had been
attempting, by example, to kindle in him the romantic
feeling she herself desired. He had accepted it like a pasha.
At other times he’d attempted to brush her away, and had

{always kept other women. He saw now what a jejune

protest that was. Her love had been an onslaught. She
wanted a family. He, who liked to plan everything, but had
really only known what sort of work he sought, had
compliedmorderboseew}atmightoccur.ﬂehadbem
easily overrun; the child was coming; it gave him vertigo.
He was tugging at a mattress leaning against the wall.

Jimmy would be cosy here, pethaps too cosy, reflected Roy,

going downstairs without it.

Jimmy was lying with his feet on the sofa. Beside him he
had arranged a beer, a glass and a bottle of Jack Daniels
taken from the drinks cupboard. He was lighting a cigarette
{ from the matches Roy had collected from the Royalton and
{ the Odeon, smart New York restaurants, and kept to impress

people.
There was no note from Clara about Munday, and no

message on the machine.
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Roy said, “All right, pal?’ He decided he loved his
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geles or Paris, or when he'd be back. He was ‘raish-.g

envied his easy complacency, and was glad to have oney’. Because it had been on his mind, Roy aslfed seven
here. . Je if they could recall the name of Harry Lime’s English
Jimmyt said, ‘Got everything I need.” f[ielI:d in The Third Man. But only two of them had seen the
bo;r;lfte? it easy with the Jack. What about the botile film and neither could remember. 4 cleared £ other
> . to do. He ha ea a year of o
Don't start gef; There was nothing

¢ queenie. 1 didn't want to break ; to make this film. The previous night had sapped him,
them straight away. So - here we aretogetl-magam;]- :;d}(le felt only as if he’d taken a sweet narcotic. Today he
presented his glass. What the fuck?

orries. Soon he'd be hearing from
Yeah, what the fucky should have few w .
Fuck everything!’ Ml—le dyn:fted around Covent Garden, where, since the mid-
']'i‘fk * eighties, he rarely ventured without buying. Hisl;p:;ents ha:if
rest of the Jack went and : but their attitude to money had been, j
the vodka the next g ﬂ'leywerehalfway not been badly off bu

ou want something think whether you really neecl it and if
You can do without it. Well, he could do without most
marijuana i i height of the decade money had
i Ke. Thev rrrec. things, if pushed. But at the height
vinisdtom Toke. must have gushed through his account. If he drank champagne rather
hung:ry.AﬂersmaS.hinginthﬁnofbakedbeamWith_

. i d took taxis from one end of
than beer, if he used cocaine an .

hammer and Spraying the walls, Roy climbed gn Jimmy] soho to the other five times a day, l_t b.arely dented the
shoulders ¢ buff the mottled ceiling with 5 cushion balance. It had been a poetic multiplication; the more he

mfhﬂ.ls h;tinlimm)"smouﬂltocalml&mdom made the more he admir edlﬂsoiﬁ\ﬁfé- iali
w tﬁmeﬂlehvoof&emSh‘ippedmorder He had loved that ﬁme.memmmmm*mm' Sm,
dem(?nsh'ate the frldnhad Moonstomp or whether he prarcing  individualism, self-indulgence and cynicism
H;m;agmeddﬁlenne:ghbourbangmgonmewaﬁand&m appealed to him as nothing had for ten years. Pretence was

front door,

tradition, decency and the lip-service paid to equahty,
socialist holiness, talk of ‘principie’, student <5loihes, f:anumst
absurdities, and arguments defending regimes - ‘flawed

; in the Patisserie Valerie, In
busmess,gefﬁngupeaﬂyhad

. ‘ i e . le to
! becomesohabltua]ﬂlatif,b experiments’ ~ that his friends wouldnt have been ab i
mistake, he woke up after seven, he panicked, foar; g li live under for five minutes: such pieties were trampled with
had left without him, a Nietzschean pitilessness. It was galvanising, )
re ten he was at Munday’s office wi ething absurdly expensive - a suit,
with Home G, i here teams of girls He would see som g

Ppeared o be| computers, cameras, cars, apartmnents ~ and dare M??e:fug
. 5 a :s the vast| byy it, simply to discover what the consequences

od  iden wheter Rouny'dsaamva] ised them; they| recklessness might be. How much fun cogld you have before

had no idea whether M, Y Was in New York, Los everything went mad? He loved returning from the shops
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and opening the designer carrier ba i 'I
. : gs, Temoving the i
plam and trying on different combinations of clﬁtho; ?vsshr.le
playing the new CDs in their cute slim boxes, He adored the
Rew restaurants, bars, clubs, shops, galleries, made of bla,

metal, chrome or neon, each bl X
month, if it was lucky. femaiming fashionable for

m, pop moords,_shopﬁ'onts, Freud, mtﬂti-colouredH
reatness, comparison, value, depth: gone, gone, gone
Anything could 8ive some pleasure; he saw that, Byt not‘

IN A BLUE TIME

ate in peace. And what peace it would be! Roy thought often
of how a man might feel had he made, for instance, La Dolce
Vita, not to speak of §% What insulating spirit this would
give him, during breakfast, or waiting to see his doctor
about a wortying complaint, enduring the empty spaces that
boundary life’s occasional rousing events!

Bergman, Fellini, Ozu, Wilder, Cassavetes, Rosi, Renoir:
the radiance! Often Roy would rise at five in the moming to
suck the essential vitamin of poetry in front of the video. A
few minutes of Amarcord, in which Fellini’s whole life was
present, could give him perspective all day. Certain
sequences he examined scores of times, studying the
writing, acting, lighting and camera movements. In com-
mercials he was able to replicate certain shots or the tone of
entire scenes. ‘Bit more Bergman?’ he’d say. ‘Or do you fancy
some Fellini here?’

In New York he went to see Hearts Of Darkness, the
documentary about Coppola’s making of Apocalypse Now.
He was becoming aware of what he wouldn’t do now:

parachute from a plane or fight in a war or revolution; travel

:VMSPImaded— o & deeper unden.

across Indonesia with a backpack; go to bed with three
women at once, or even two; learn Russian, or even French,
propertly; or be taught the principles of architecture. But for
days he craved remarkable and noble schemes on which
everything was risked.

What would they be? For most of his adult life he’d
striven to keep up with the latest thing in ¢inema, music,
literature and even the theatre, ensuring that no one
mentioned an event without his having heard of it. But
now he had lost the thread and didnt mind. What he
wanted was to extend himself. He tormented himself with
his own mediocrity. And he saw that, apart from dreams, the
most imaginative activity most people allowed themselves
was sexual fantasy. To live what you did - somehow - was
surely the point,

In his garden in the momings, he began to write, laying
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outthescenesonindexcandsonﬂ'tegrass,asifhew :
playing patience. The concentration was difficult. He w
musedmsumasustajnedeffortof ing, particylarf;
when the outcome wag distant, uncertain and not imm,

ately convertible into a cheque or inte,
_ rest fro.
Why not begin next year? m collea

haecllktoad'l:ieveunﬁlheexphﬂed,HeandClarawouldlive
well! nannies, expensive schools, holidays, dinner pa.rhes

—.-M‘Seltﬂ'rg off in the d :
Tetreat to less without anguish? FRne style; how could you

Allmominghismh-xdhadw}ﬁrled i honed
; . - Finally he
Clara.Shedbeenmck,andhadcomedownstaifstod];soover
Iu:mny asleep on the floor amid the night's debris wrapped
in the tablecioth and the curtains, which hac’l become
ditached from the rail. He had pissed in a pint glass ooy
placed it on the table., s an
To Roy’s surprise she was amused i

) ‘ . She had, it w

.alwajfs liked Jimmy, who flirted with her. But he Cf)sl.l.lt;.'l-l'l?t’

i8
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felt. Like Roy, she adored gossip. The misforhmes and
vanity of others gave them pleasure. But it was still a mostly
cerebral and calculating intelligence that she had. She lacked
Jimmy’s preferred kind of sentimental self-observation. It
had been her darity that had attracted Roy, at a time when
they were both concerned with advancement.

Cheered by her friendliness towards Jimmy, Roy wanted
to be with him today.

Jimmy came out of the bathroom in Roy’s battwobe and sat
at the table with scrambled eggs, the newspaper, his
cigarettes and ‘Let It Bleed’ on loud. Roy was reminded of
their time at university, when, after a party, they would stay
up all night and the next moming sit in a pub garden, or
take LSD and walk along the river to the bridge at
Hammersmith, which Jimmy, afraid of heights, would have
to run across with his eyes closed.

Roy read his paper while surreptitiously watching Jimmy
eat, drink and move about the room as if he’d inhabited it
for years. He was amazed by the lengthy periods between
minor tasks that Jimmy spent staring into space, as if each
action set off another train of memory, regret and specula-
tion. Then Jimmy would search his pockets for phone
numbers and shuffle them repeatedly. Finally, Jimmy licked
his plate and gave a satisfied burp. When Roy had brushed
the crumbs from the floor, he decided to give Jimmy a little
start.

‘What are you going to do today?’

Do? In what sense?’

‘In the sense of . . . to do something.’

Jimmy laughed.

Roy went on, ‘Maybe you should think of looking for

work. The structure might do you good.’

“Structure?”

Jimmy raised himself to talk. There was a beer can from
the previous night beside the sofa; he swigged from it and
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then spat out, having forgotten he'd used it as an ashtray, He
fetched“ anotherbeerfmm&lefridgeand resumed hjs
Position.
Jimmy said, “What is i talking
oy & sort of work is it that you're talkj
‘Paying work. Yo i
- : aj-lday_’u must have. heard of it. You do
’Usua[lysometlﬁngyoudon’tlike todo --

“And at the end of the week they g '
e ‘ . they give you money with
! you can buy things, instead of having to scrounge

,gl,\oohngmto a crowd! Yes, I adored it when -
you think they’d have done anything but kill them-

selves laughing at the i .
serfdom,” at the idea of salaried work? You know ivs:

hi E,‘,ement,. therefore, after a cakculated build-up, to
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and a measure of creativity to drink hard day and
ight: to insult friends and strangers; to go to parties
invited and attempt to have sex with teenage girls; to
srow money and never pay it back; to lie, make feeble
cuses, be evasive, shifty and selfish. He had had many
advantages to overcome. But finally, after years of applica-
tion, he had made a success, indeed a triumph, of failure.
Jimmy said, The rich love the poor to work, and the

$harder the better. It keeps them out of trouble while they're

ripped off. Everyone knows that’ He picked up a pom
magazine, Peaches, and flipped through the pages. “You
don’t think I'm going to fall for that shit, do you?’

Roy’'s eyes felt heavy. He was falling asleep in. the
moming! To wake himself up he paced the carpet and
strained to recall the virtues of employment.

Timmy, there’s something I don’t understand about this.’

‘What?

‘Don’t you ever wake up possessed by a feeling of things
not done? Of time and possibility lost, wasted? And failure
. .. failure in most things — that could be overcome. Don’t
you?

Jimmy said, ‘That's different. Of mundane work you
know nothing. The worst jobs are impossible o get. You've
lived for years in the enclosed world of the privileged with
no idea what it'’s like outside. But the real work you
mention, 1 tell you, every damn morning I wake up and
feel time rushing past me. And it's not even light. Loneliness
. . . fear. My heart vibrates.”

“Yes! and don’t you think, this is a new morning, maybe
this day I can redeem the past? Today something real might
be done?’

‘Sometimes I do think that,’ Jimmy said. ‘But most of the
time . . . to tell you the truth, Roy, I know nothing will get
done. Nothing, because that time is past.’

When the beer was gonetheywentout,puttingtl'teir arms
around one another. On the corner of Roy’s street was arough
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pub with benches outside, where many local men gathed  ‘Still fuck her?

{  When I can’t help myself, said Roy. "You'd think she’d
appreciate the interest but instead she says that lying beside
me is like sleeping next to a bag of rubbish that hasn’t been
collected for a fortnight.’

‘She’s Tucky to have you,” said Jimmy.

Me? :

‘Oh yes. And she knows it too. Still, thank Christ there’s
plentyofpussybackonstreamnowmatthatAidsfrenzy
has wom off.’ ‘ -

hunt d experi Roy said, ‘All the same, it's easy to underestimate

Het;):c::lght ofice?Butthey.meml)’mOuﬂ-.edﬁww casual and reassuring married love can be. You can talk

teenager and how e books which had spoken to him as] about other things while you're doing it. It isn’t athletic. You
; concemed they were with young can drift. I's an amicable way of confirming that everything
boundaries, B ! i is all right.’
‘ut where had it led except to self-destructi ‘I've never had that,’ said Jimmy.
ml;v? Where could you run? i “You're r:ot likely to, either.”
s preferred . Thanks.
Senumaroakbai.oca] was @ low-ceilinged place with Affter a time Jimmy said, ‘Did I mention there was a phone
- Beyond, it was long and deep, broke§  call this morning. Someone's office. Tuesday?’
i Tuesday?’
entit] Afternoo . p ‘Or was it Wednesday?’
) ed"Ih?l nDnnka-s.'I?\enewasacomfortab ‘Munday!”
‘Munday? Yeah, maybe it was ... one of those early

I 'I.m.:ny raised h-'s glass, ROY saw that I"us hand trempl, days.’
i Roy grasped him by the back of the neck and vibrated him

;zvren they.’dbei.nplaoe, chewing a piece of bread with
> , smol:ng dope and shouting above the traffic.
Shomen_ + WRO passed by in groups, pushing prams Jaden
appl;mg,m werl::oth angrier and more vita],
e ywaﬂcedpastand'heards i
l:typodemuc cry ‘Hungry Heart’ blaring from Esn&?
lingered apprehensively: surely the song would rouse

‘By the . a little. “Tell me what he said.’
’Tl{at w:sal{e:‘ on:h‘::‘g sfiljrf this morning? : Jimmy said, ‘Gone. Everything vaporises into eternity —all
4 - lmmyv' . .
“Yeah.’ thoughts and conversations.
‘She’s bj tron : ' “Not this one.”
Shrﬁ:np:or:'g outitont but looking great. A bit like Jean{  Jimmy sniggered, ‘The person said he's in the air. Or was.
]’“You told her that?’ ' ’ An%l;le's ??oppmg round for a drink.’
Immy nodded. en
d ' 7Y think it was . . . today.’

R Sal'.d, : . ]
for aozoup]e ;??:S :::ﬂt‘dld the trick. You'll be in with her] ‘Christ,’ said Roy. ‘Finish your pint.’
yemow. | ‘A quick one, I think, to improve our temper.’
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Despite Turner’s instability, Roy called him. Turner said
i d. At once Munday'’s office then rang.
‘What? Where's the come roun . . ’
: ’ He' ! . t here.
it S th iy o con o i g L0 Y S Dot e
;03’ held Jim. my’s glass to his lips. Drink - ¥:xpect him in the near future,’ the cool girl replied, and
i Hed, with a giggle, “This century, definitely.”

LOVE IN A BLUE TIME

‘Get up. This is the bj

] ig one, 1
:Fllm? When's it OH?»g me. It’s my film, man, #
Couple of years.’

End-up. That isn’t Tumer. Maybe it'’s Munday.’

‘It is our man, without a doubt.’
‘Doesn’t he feel a little conspicuous — in his profession?”
Wouldn't you think s0?’
Tesus, Roy, and you're letting this guy into your new
2 Jome?’ )
They watched Turner trying to land the old black Rolls in
space, his pit-bull sitting up front and music booming from
e windows. He couldn’t get the car in anywhere, and
left it double-parked in the road with the traffic
acking up around it, and rushed into the house with the

isy dog. Turner was small, balding and middle-aged, in a
vhite shirt and grey suit that clung to his backside and
ed at the ankles, He saw Jimmy drinking at the table and
Jame to an abrupt standstill.
p 25 well a ‘Roy, son, you're all fucking pissed. You should have said
last time Roy palfo;:dmﬁ::}lehadbmean : iy irﬁ?m;ﬁ:tofahugbl’dhavebmughtﬂmpaﬂaad’

. Turner Wisance. is Y.
::?:de’_s‘ireamﬂg&atthempswﬁftmﬂﬁﬂ‘ePhOneto Tumner sat down, parting his legs and sweeping back his
d ookin at twenty years!’ As Roy i door and he , exposing his genitals outlined by tight trousers as if
to:ll?t,pﬁ thc'"sal'lds of pounds WOrH{’ ob,ftmed' Turner was anticipated applause. He reached into his pocket and
neighbe Ymdmmvﬂ&mtmemar:ot:dgdmthe {tossed a plastic bag onto the table containing fifty or sixty
ur who wanted to borrow a shovel, ¢ G00r was a  $small envelopes. Jimmy was rubbing his hands together in
Janticipation.
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Tllm sa'idr 'HOW
‘Not sure yet.”
‘Not sure? What d'you
mean?’

Tust that” y
‘All right,” Turmer conceded . é

’ - Try it, try it
Roy opened one of the enveloq;yes_ e

many of these are you having? Eh?,

bocs e i, g Yo ki

xes, » pacing about. He haited b i
said, “Alphabetical. A mind oind
e apha well ordered. As a s
all?

v .,

:dsgmg:omgnuympleaskﬂ\at,'%ysaid -

or something else?” y is. Turner, d’you want a drj

“You must know a lot then’ Turner insisted

:?Tot necessarily,” Jimmy said. ‘Tt doesn’t follow
ﬂ-leyknowh wh‘at you mean.” Turner winked at Jimmy &

ughed. Buttheboymusthwwsomeﬂung‘ ‘m gord

offermditw}mreﬂ'sdue, ¢ i M

alesn

Peopkﬁbmlookingattheirh .Rgad

m,vcel’mmm“mhaveapmnkeﬁfe all in all Pla:
tl-;e%‘r?' police aren't looking for you,
ot like they are for you, Turner’ | ?
‘No. That's right.’ Yo - f
geahumer’ ‘s lgokmg at fifteen. Isn’t that right, man?
o o said Turner. Sometimes twenty. I'm looking at -
. no oed]lmmysuppressingagigg]eandhunedgto ]
o . ool ;
Mi;[tersmn'kngo ' .Hesald,’lmloohngatalotofslﬁt No
; y,lfjfoulmowsoﬁxckingmuchl'llh'yandl:l'link.
mem]_ ssoms;t:nglneedtoaskyou,whﬂel'mhere.’
immy to Roy, ‘Are you ready for Mr Turner’d

questions?”
Roy tapped his razor blade

on the table and :
26 organised the
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powder into thick lines. He and Jimmy hunched over to

inhale. Turner sat down at last and pointed at the envelopes.
‘How many of them d’you want?’
“Three.’
‘How many?’
*Three, [ said.”
Fuck.” Turner banged his fist on the table. ‘Slags.”
Roy said, “You want a piece of pie?’
“That I could go for’
Roy cut a piece of Clara’s cherty pie and gave it to Turner.

§ Turner took two large bites and it was inside him. Roy cut

anoﬂwrpiece.l‘lﬁsﬁmeTumerleanedbackhlﬁschair,

: raised his arm and hurled it across the kitchen as if he were

u-yingtosmashi’t&uough&ewall.ﬂ\edogtlmshedaﬁerit

' likeashoalofpiranhas.ltwasanagedaeammandils

eating was slobbery and breathless. The second it had
finished, the dog ran back to Turner’s feet and planted itself
there, waiting for more.

Turner said to Roy, Three, did you say?’

“Yeah.' .

'So 1 have come some considerable miles at your instant
command for fuck-all. You know,” he said sarcastically, T'm
looking at eighteen.”

“In that case four. All right. Four g’s. Might as well, eh,
Jimmy?*

Turner slapped the dog. Youll get another go in a
minute,” he told it. He looked at Jimmy. ‘What about ten?’

‘Go for it,” said Jimmy to Roy. ‘We'll be all right tomorrow.
Ten should see us through.”

‘Smart,” said Turner. ‘Planning ahead.’

“Ten? Roy said. ‘No way. I don't think you should hustle
people.’

Turner’s voice became shrill. “You saying [ hustie you?’

Roy hesitated. I mean by that . . . it's not a good business
idea.’

Turner raised his voice. I'm doing this to pay off my
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brother’s debts. My brother who was killed by scum. It's §, pulled the cherry pie towards him and cut a slice. Fiis
for him.” . ' Pwas shaking now. “You are in a state, Turner saxcL He
‘Quite right,’ murmured Jimmy. the mobile phone out of his pocket'ancl turned 1‘t Offtiut
1;::}:};;2 I've gOt a fUCkmg quesﬁol-l for ycru,’ Turner sall A n 17 ROY said. “What are You gomg to do with
oy Y : .
Yes?' ; i-l got up and took a step towards Roy. “Answer the
’Po you know how to love life?” | A question!
Jimmy and Roy looked at one another, 0 ut up his hands. ‘1 can’t” ards ; .
Iumer Sa.ld, "I'hat's S'tumped you, nght? I’m savi het or p'llSLhEd three sma]], envelop& tow: LMY, Pu
T‘sitasld]l?Orahlmt?Whocanacqmreit?fHew : ﬂwmymhjspocket,yankedawayhisdlugba&m
into his rap. ‘I deal to the stars, you know.’ ed by the dog, charged to the door. Roy ran to the
:Most of them introduced to you by me,’ Roy murmure b ow and watched the Rolis take off dow'n the stneet-,
And they the unhappxest people I seen.’ You wanker, he said to Jimmy. You fuckmg wanker.
Tt's still a difficult question,’ said Roy.

i rMe?' N I
He loocked at‘Tumer, who was so edgy and complicated § ‘Christ. We should have done 50 8
was hard to think of him as a child, But you could alwayg ‘Like what?’

curiosity.

Istard's fucking throat! That pig’s run off with my money
“But a good one,’ said Jimmy. ' gy&:lugcan't trust them proles, man. Sit down.
“You're pleased with that one,’ Roy said to Turner. B Tcan't!’
Yeah, 1 am.” Turner looked at fimmy. “You're right. It's  "Here's the knife. Go after him then”
dlflgocult queh.*:sﬁon.' Fuck, fuck!
¥ put his hand in his jeans pocket | Thi / said Jimoy.
wad of £20 notes. e e drgged out o mm&o&mm@tawﬁmﬂmmm
Hallo,” Turner said. oing back. Roy attempted to put oneé gram aside for
Jesus,” said Jimmy. funday but Jimmy said, why worry, they could get more
‘What?’ Roy said. ater. Roy didn’t ask him where from. '
1 take a tenmer off.” Tumer said. ‘As we're friends - if] Roy was glad to see Upton go. He'd be glad, too, tosee the
you buy six.’ d of the chaos that Jimmy had brought with him.
‘T told you, not six,” said Roy, counting the money. There } ‘What are your plans?’ he asked. 1 what are you
was plenty of it, but he thumbed through it rapidly. hoing to doing in the next few days”

.Tm'ner reached out to take the whole wad and held it in - Jimmy shook fis head. He knew wthlmmtkmlloy M e
his fist, looking down at the dog as his foot played on it fbut ignored him, as Roy sat there thinking that if he was
stomach. kapable of love he had to love all of Jimmy now, at this

‘Hey,” Roy said and tumed to :

Jimmy who was laughing, {moment.

‘What?’ said Turner, caumpling the money in his hand, 1 It was imperative, though, that he cdear his mind for
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Munday. The
clean socks for Jimmy,

It was only when Munday,

Royreaﬁsedhowspacedheand i

‘Excellent,’ said Roy.

‘In some ways,’ Munday said. *

‘What do you mean?’ i

‘Let’s have another drink

Yes, we must celebrate.’ Roy got up. T won't be]l
moment.’

Atthedoorhehea:d]inmysay, “You might be iny
tohearthatlmyse!fhaveaﬂemptedabitofwﬁﬁngin
time . . *

drug got him moving. He fetched g ierce eensitﬁns there, but he didn’t want to go home.

whowastmyearsyoungm- y
himand]inunyandfaﬂallenmmethroughthedool; 3

It was that T myself’ that got him out,

Roy went to buy champagne. He was hurrying aro
the block. Powe:fulforceswerekeepinglﬁmfmm
house.l'ﬁsbodyachedandﬂuttered“dﬁlamdely;he
Aids at least, and, without a doubt, cancer. A heart atta,
wasiumﬁnmt.Onthevergeofparﬁc,hefeamdhenﬁ

run yelling into the road but was, at that moment, unable

another step. He couldn’t, though, stay where he
for fear he migluliedownandweep. In a pub he ordered
half but took only two sips. He didn't know how long he’s
30
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) sitting head to head. Jimmy was
b_’l‘-m:g :I,ld ]‘“‘my,‘g:: ﬁ;ng about a famous ageing film

. or and a drifting young couple who visit him, to pay

o sed his g

After the veeatenmthlum,pralsed‘ perci
; magea;d vision, ayc;mired his awards and heard;xsfztrahr:;lo
la}: ﬂleyenquireifﬂ\ereisanyﬂ\ingtheycan. o o .
odi,rector says he wants to witness the passion their

. . ies, hear
M1ove-making, hear their conversation, see their bodies

. . her
tl-neircriwandlookatthemsleepmg. 'I'hegl;lec:r:em
ean\estymmgmanco—operatemml...Theym > his
secretaties; they take him prisoner; maybe they .urdetd -
Jimmy ::'ﬂdn’t remember the rest. It was written do
imm’
somewhere. o

‘It's a decent premise,’ said Munday.

‘Yes,’ agreed Jimmy.

Munday turned to Roy, who had rejoined them. ‘Where's

. been hiding?” o
tlml—legt::u:as durable and unsubtie, Munday; and, 01; m of

i for others were

his efforts, kindness and concern

‘In the pub,’ saidRoz.aidr .

‘Arti the edge,’ immy.

‘AJ.thigl'ltt ’O;Iaid Mu;‘::lay "Too much comfort takes away the
hunger. I'll do this . . ."heesaid. 1o preparea deaf.

He would advance ]n.mny the money

‘How much?’ asked Jimmy.

;S . ratlsed his glass. ‘Sufficient. Brilliant — don’t you

immy
think, Roy?’ ek
said he had to talk to Munday kwchen.‘
%0132’ said Munday. Roy closed the door behind them.
id, ‘Terrific guy.’ ' -
M"Jln-lgausedy sald':o be rema:gukable,’ said Roy in a low }:':?;
i b. ‘Shame
isi ' the champagne in the pu

realising he'd left
fucked now.’
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‘He has some nice ideas.’
'Howcanhegetthemdown?H ’s been dri

times but always goes back on," * dried o
’Anyh?w, I'll see what I can do for him *

Tmeet o few interesting people ,
o s s s e e oy, ot
Pardon? '

‘What happens?’

Tsee. You don't want it to
get around. But we" 9
together for years. You're safe with me” vewo

talking about.” ’ ot T
dMlm?day explained that Jimmy had told him of Ro |

a d.lcthntoCocaineaswellasalcohol. "
“You don't believe that, do you?’ Roy said,

Munday put his arm around him. ‘Don'’t fuck about,

‘But you don't, do you?
"He predicted you’d be in denjal.
T'm not in fucking denialt’
Munday’s eyes widened. ‘Maybe not.”
‘But I'm not — realtyt”
Nevertheless, Munda ' regar
s, y wouldn't stop ding hi ‘
he were contriving how to fit these startling new g'::m;s in
th;[ puzzle that Roy had become. : d -
e said, ‘What's that white smear und .
er L]
t.he blade on the table? You will always work):cl')u:tmei?f 32 i
lie to my face, Roy, you're degrading yourself | e

) ‘t have
you falling apart on a shoot. You haven’t been vin
hundred per cent and you look like shit,’ Fving one

Do

‘Sure you feel okay now? seems tching

y now? Your face itching,

Better take some of these.’ 1obe %

32
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| What are they?”

‘Munday -’

*Go on, swallow.”

‘Please -’

‘Here's some water. Get them down. Christ, you're

oking. Lean forward so I can smack you on the back.
Jesus, you won't work for me again until you've come out of

fthe clinic. I'll get the office to make a booking tonight. Just
Jthink, you might meet some exciting people there.”

‘Who?'

‘Guitarists. Have you discussed it with Clara?’

‘Not yet.’

If you don't, T will.’

Thank you. But I need to know what’s happening with

¥ the film.’

‘Listen up then. Just sip the water and concentrate — if you

]

Later, at the front door Munday shook Jimmy’s hand and

said he'd be in touch. He said, "You guys. Sitting around
§ here, music, conversation, bit of dope. I'm going back to the
¥ airport now. Another plane, another hotel room. I'm not
§ complaining. But you know.’

‘The moment Munday got in his Jag and started up the

street, Roy screamed at Jimmy. Jimmy covered his face and

swore, through his sobs, that he couldn't recall what he’d
told Munday. Roy turned away. There was nothing to grasp

or punish in Jimmy.

They stopped at an off-licence and drank on a bench in
Kensington High Street. A young kid calling himself a
traveller sat beside them and gave them a hit on some dope.
Roy considered how enjoyably instructive it could be to take
up such a position in the High Street, and how much one
noticed about people, whereas to passers-by one was
invisible, pitied or feared. After a while they went morosely
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into a pub where the barman served everyone couldn't believe that anyone would attempt such a
Mwl::rude. yone el fnt t’njlf-.;yc-nthestneet,buthm-'\"wouldhelmow?I-Ieam;l]imm}r

Roy’s Alm would be delayed for at least eighteen moni} hastened through crowds of young people queuing for a
mmeywasmasmngﬂ‘POSiﬁmtoargue concert; and along streets lined with posters advertisi
' ventional” projects. Roy doubted it would hapgl groups and comedians whose names he didn’t recognise.
e © There was a burst of laughter behind them. Roy wheeled
For most of his adult years he'd wanted success round, but saw no one. The noise was coming from a parked
ﬂ‘°“8hth9hwwWhatitwas.Butmwhedidn’t.Hev:r ca:—no,ﬁomacmss&\emad.menitseemedtodisappear
have to live withhimse]fashewasandwi down the street like the tail of a typhoon. Now his name wag
hope. Clara WOMdbeaShaWdthim.Aslus finan, beingcalied.Assumingitwasaspook,hepressedon,mﬂy
increased his resources had, in a few minup to see a young actor he'd given work to, and to whom he'd
promised a part in the film. Roy was aware of his

As the dark drew in and the street lights came op - loafers and stained jacket that stank of pubs. Jimmy stood
Pmplemshedfhroughﬂletubeshtions,heand]' A beside him, leaning on his shoulder, and they regarded the
walked about, stopping here and there. There seemed, § boy insolently.
[mﬁ%tobeaPubmeverycomﬂ;wimmmYmmm d 11U wait to hear, shall I?* said the actor, after a time,
i ettg having muttered some other things that neither of them
todo. Occasionally theypasse':lrestaurantswhm,mme off understood. .

. sined They settled in a pub from which Roy refuséd to move. At
aqqmmmnces,nowbrgomSWRoywaslost, flecin: Iasthewasabletote]l]‘mmywhatMundayhadsaid_,m
with the energy of the frustrated and distrosced, 1 explain what it meant. Jimmy listened. There was a silence.
Jimmy moved beside him with his customary i Tell me something, man,’ Jimmy said. ‘When you

' i Acous prepared your shooting scripts and stuff -

‘Tsuppose you're a big film writer now.”
At one point Jimmy suddenly pulled Roy towards ‘Give me a chance. That guy Munday seemed okay,’
phone box. Jimmy ran in, waited crouching down, and ‘Did he?’
out again, pulling Roy by his jacket across the roud w ‘He saw something good in me, didn’t he?”
they shrank down beside 3 hedge. ’ “Yes, yes. Perhaps he did.’

What are you doing?’ ] ‘Right. Its started, brother. I'm on the up. I need to get 2

'Wewmsomswgetbeatmup.'nmghshuddm ] room - a bedsitter with a table - to get things moving in the
locking about wildly, Ammy didn't stop his drink. ‘Didn’t] literary department. Lend me some money until Munday

you hear them swearing at us? Poofs, poofs, they sajd.’ pays me.’

‘Who, who?” they sai ‘There you go.”

.’Don’t worry. But keep your head down!” After 5 while he Roy laid a £20 note on the table. It was all the cash he had
said, ‘Now come on. This way!’ now. Jimmy slid it away.
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"What's that? I¥'s got to be a grand.” ¢? Jimmy was incredulous. ‘But I have.’

A grand?’ ’yf,e alcoholic fantasies.”

Jimmy said, ‘That's how expensive it is - 2 month’s rent if y was staring at him. “You cunt! You've never had a
advame, a deposit, phone. You've avoided the real worlff , word for me or my talents!’
for ten years. You don’t know how harsh it is. You'll get th,

b isn't a talent.”
money back - at least from him.’ { ifting a glass isn't a m‘z'Youdm'tknowhowindiffer-
Roy shook his head. T've got a fami You could encourage me- ,
got an income. - 1've got a family now, and I haven’ people can be when you're down.

' invi i house?’

e Didn't I pick you up and invite you to stay m my X

“You're a jealous bastard ~ an’ | just saved your life. Tt's §, beetf trying to shove me out. Everything about me is

ristake to begrudge me my optimism. Lend me your penf o or despised. You threw my clothes away. [ tell you,

Ilmmy"made.:a note on the back of a bus ticket, crossed it ouf} e shutting the door on everyone. It's bourgeois
: P & bbery, and it is ugly.”

office an ashngmeforwork.[’mgonna have to examind ::;Yedjfﬁcult,]imm}f—'

your CV to ensure it ain't too low-clags. ] o f ,
every day?” Now, do you do i} o least I'm a friend who loves you.

i . ; trouble.’
) , don’t give me anything but a load of
Do what? z:::: got nmhgl ing, you know that! Now you've stolen my

?‘O“’f“m',,.i : - ¥pe! Thanks for robbing me?’ Jimmy finished his drink and
’ e dnped up. You're safe. Whatever happens, you ain t really
Every single day?

i but I am!

.'Yes- I've worked every day since I left university. Man)’: ]mﬁ;“:ryalked out. Roy had never before seen ]immy

’ > . Jive a pub so decisively. Roy sat there another hour, until
_‘Really?” Jimmy read back what he’d scrawled on the F e e o be home.

what I must do.” But he sounded uncorvinced by what he'd Jo opened the front door and heard voices. Clara was

ll::':‘!' as if, out of spite, Roy had made it sound gratuitously howing the house to two couples, old friends, and was
rious.

. ibing the conservatory she wanted built. Roy greeted
Roy said, I feel a failure. It's hard to live with. Most }em and made for the stairs.
people do it. I s°pose they have to find other sources of pride. { Roy’
But what - gardening? Christ. Everything's suddenly gone ] 1o joined them at the table. They drank wine and
dMHowMIgoir‘gtOCheermyse]fuP?' Jiscussed the villa near Perugia they would take in the
‘Pride?’ Jimmy sneered. ‘It's a privilege of the complacent. w He could see them wearing old linen and ancient
What a stupid illusion,’ Y aw hats fanning themselves haughtily.
“You would think that.’ He u‘lteci his head to get different perspectives, rubbed his
‘Why would 1?7 orohead and studied his hands, which were trembling, but
You've always been a failure. You've never had any fouldn't think of anything to say. Clara’s friends were well

expectations to feel let down about’ hf, and of unimaginative and unchallenged intelligence.
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About most things, by now, they had some picked-up
opinion, sufficient to aid party conversation. They were set
and protected; Roy couldn’t imagine them overdosing on
their knees, howling.

The problem was that at the back of Roy’s world-view lay

the Rolling Stones, and the delinquent dream of his
adolescence - the idea that vigour and spirit existed in
excess, authenticity and the romantic unleashed self: a
bourgeois idea that was strictly anti-bourgeois. It had
never, finally, been Roy’s way, though he'd played at it. But
Jimmy had lived it to the end, for both of them.

The complacent talk made Roy weary. He went upstairs.
As he undressed, a cat tripped the security lamps and he
could see the sodden garden. He'd barely stepped into it,
but there were trees and grass and bushes out there. Soon he
would get a table and chair for the lawn. With the kid in its
pram, he’d sit under the tree, brightened by the sun, eating
Vignotte and sliced pear. What did one do when there was
nothing to do?

He'd fallen asleep; Clara was standing over him, hissing.
She ordered him to come down. He was being rude; he
didn't know how to behave. He had ‘let her down’. But he
needed five minutes to think. The next thing he heard was

her saying goodnight at the door.

He awoke abruptly. The front door bell was ringing. It was
six in the morning. Roy tiptoed downstairs with a hammer
in his hand. Jimmy’s stringy body was soaked through and
he was ocoughing uncontrollably. He had gone to Kara's
house but she’d been out, so he’d decided to lie down in her
doorway until she returned. At about five there had been a
storm, and he’d realised she wasn’t coming back.

Jimmy was delirious and Roy persuaded him to lie him on
the sofa, where he covered him with a blanket. When he
brought up blood Clara called the doctor. The ambulance
took him away not long after, fearing a clot on the lung.
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Roy got back into bed beside Clara and rested his drink on

her hard stomach. Clara went to work but Roy couldn’t get

up. He stayed in bed all morning and thought he couldn’t
ever sleep enough to recover. At lunchtime he walked
around towr, lacking even the desire to buy anything. In

- the afternoon he visited Jimmy in the hospital.

‘How you feeling, pal?’

A man in his pyjamas can only seem disabled. No amount
of puffing-up can exchange the blue and white stripes for
the daily dignity which has been put to bed with him.
Jimmy hardly said hallo. He was wailing for a drink and a
cigarette.

‘It1l do you good, being here,” Roy patted Jimmy's hand. -

Time to sort yourself out.’

Jimmy almest leapt out of bed. ‘Change places!”

‘No thanks.’

“You smug bastard — if you'd looked after me 1 wouldn't
be in this shit” _

A finesuited consultant, pursued by white-coated dis-
ciples, entered the ward. A nurse drew the curtain across
Jimmy's wounded face.

‘Make no mistake, I'll be back! Jimmy cried.

Roy walked past the withered, ashen patients, and
towards the lift. Two men in lightweight uniforms were
pushing a high bed to the doors on their way to the
operating theatre. Roy slotted in behind them as they talked
across a dumb patient who blinked up at the roof of the lift.
They were discussing where they'd go drinking later. Roy
hoped Jimmy wouldn't want him to return the next day.

Downstairs the wide revolving door swept people into the
hospital and pushed him out into the town. From the corner
of the building, where dressing-gowned patients had
gathered to smoke, Roy turned to make a farewell gesture
at the building where his friend lay. Then he saw the girl in
the leopard-skin hat, Kara's friend.

He called out. Smiling, she came over, holding a bunch of
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flowers. He 4sked her if she was working and when she
shook her head, said, ‘Give me your number. I'li call you
tomorrow. I've got a couple of things on the go

Before, he hadn't seen her in daylight. What, now, might
there be time for?

She said, ‘When's the baby due?”

‘Any day now.’ _

“You're going to have your hands fuill’

He asked her if she wanted a drink.

‘Jimmy’s expecting me,” she said. ‘But ring me.’

He joined the robust street. [immy couldn’t walk here, but
he, Roy, could trip along light-headed and singing to himself
- as if it were he who'd been taken to hospital, and at the last
momment, as the anaesthetic was insetted, a voice had
shouted, ‘No, not him!’, and he’d been reprieved.

Nearby was a coffee shop where he used to go. The
manager waved at him, brought over hot chocolate and a
cake, and, as usual, complained about the boredom and said
he wished for a job like Roy’s. When he’d gone, Roy opened
his bag and extracted his newspaper, book, notebook and
pens. But he just watched the passers-by. He couldn’t stay
long because he remembered that he and Clara had an ante-
natal class. He wanted to get back, to see what was between
them and learn what it might give him. Some people you
couldn’t erase from your life.

We're Not Jews

Azhar’s mother led him to the front of the lower deck, sat
him down with his satchel, hurried back to retrieve her
shopping, and took her place beside him. As the bus pulled
away Azhar spotted Big Billy and his son Little Billy racing
alongside, yelling and waving at the driver. Azhar closed his
eyes and hoped it was moving too rapidly for them to get
on. But they not only flung themselves onto the platform,
they charged up the almost empty vehicle hooting and
panting as if they were on a fairground ride. They settled
directly across the aisle from where they could stare at
Azhar and his mother.

At this his mother made to rise. So did Big Billy. Little Billy
sprang up. They would follow her and Azhar. With a sigh
she sank back down. The conductor came, holding the arm
of his ticket machine. He knew the Billys, and had a laugh
with them. He let them ride for nothing.

Mother’s grey perfumed glove took some pennies from
her purse, She handed them to Azhar who held them up as
she had shown him.

‘One and a half to the Three Kings,” he said.

‘Please,” whispered Mother, making a sign of exaspera-
tion.

'Please,” he repeated.

The conductor passed over the tickets and went away.

‘Hold onto them tightly’ said Mother. In case the
inspector gets on.’ '

Big Billy said, ‘Look, he’s a big boy.’

‘Big bay,” echoed Little Billy. '

‘80 grown up he has to run to teacher,” said Big Billy.

‘Cry baby!" trumpeted Little Billy.
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‘But yousee...ldo.'

That night, in that freezing room, he did everything she
asked, for as long as she wanted. He praised her beauty and
her intelligence. He had never kissed anyone for so long,
until he forgot where he was, or who they both were, until
there was nothing they wanted, and there was only the most
satisfactory peace. '

He got up and dressed. He was shivering. He wanted to
wash, he smelled of her, but he wasn’t prepared for a cold
bath,

‘Why are you leaving?’ She leaped up and held him. ‘Stay,
stay, | haven’t finished with you yet

He put on his coat and went into the living room. Without
looking back he hurried out and down the stairs. He pulled
the front door, anticipating the fresh damp night air. But the
door held. He had forgotten: the doer was locked. He stood
there.

Upstairs she was wrapped in a fur coat, looking out of the
window.

“The key,” he said.

‘Old man,’ she said, laughing. “You are.’

She accompanied him barefoot down the stairs. While she
unlocked the door he mumbled, ‘Will you tell your father I
saw you?’

‘But why?’

He touched her face. She drew back. “You should put
something on that,’ he said. ‘I met him once. He knows my
wife.”

‘1 rarely see hitn now,’ she said.

She was holding cut her arms. They danced a few steps
across the hall He was better at it now. He went cut into the
street. Several cabs passed him but he didn’t hail them. He
kept walking. There was comfort in the rain. He put his head
back and looked up into the sky. He had some impression
that happiness was beyond him and everything was coming
down, and that life could not be grasped but only lived.

6o

With Your Tongue down My Throat
1

I tell you, I feel tired and dirty, but I was told no baths
allowed for a few days, so I'll stay dirty. Yesterday morning I
was crying a lot and the woman asked me to give an address
in case of emergencies and I made one up. I had to undress
and get in a white smock and they took my temperature and
blood pressure five times. Then a nurse pushed me in a
wheelchair into a green room where 1 met the doctor. He
called us all ladies’ and told jokes. I could see some people
getting annoyed. He was Indian, unfortunately, and he
looked at me strangely as if to say, “What are you doing
here?’ But maybe it was just my imagination.

[ had to lie on a table and they put a needle or two into my
left arm. Heat rushed over my face and I tried to speak. The
next thing I know I'm in the recovery room with a nurse
saying, "Wake up, dear, it's all over.” The doctor poked me in
the stomach and said, ‘Fine’ 1 found myself feeling
aggressive. ‘Do you do this all the time?’ 1 asked. He said
he did nothing else.

They woke us at six and there were several awkward-
looking, sleepy boyfriends outside. I got the bus and went
back to the squat.

A few months later we got kicked out and I had to go back
to Ma’s place. So I'm back here now, writing this with my
foot up on the table, reckoning I look like a painter. 1 sip
water with a slice of lemon in it. I'm at Ma’s kitchen table
and there are herbs growing in pots around me. At least the
place is clean, though it’s shabby and all falling apart. There
are photographs of Ma’s women friends from the Labour
Party and the Women’s Support Group and there is Blake’s
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picture of Newton next to drawings by her kids from school. §
There are books everywhere, on the Alexander Method and  §
the Suzuki Method and all the other methods in the world. |

And then there’s her boyfriend.

Yes, the radical (ha!) television writer and well-known |

toss-pot Howard Coleman sits opposite me as 1 record him

with my biro. He’s reading one of his scripts, smoking and  §

slowly turning the pages, but the awful thing is, he keeps
giggling at them. Thank Christ Ma should be back any
minute now from the Catholic girls’ school where she
teaches.

It’s Howard who asked me to write this diary, who said

write down some of the things that happen. My halfsister

Nadia is about to come over from Pakistan to stay with us.
Get it all down, he said. '

If you could see Howard now like I can, you'd really
laugh. I mean it. He’s about forty-three and he’s got on a
squeaky leather jacket and jeans with the arse round his
knees and thege trainers with soles that look like matiresses,
He locks like he’s never bought anything new. Or if he has,
when he gets it back from the shop, he throws it on the floor,
empties the dustbin over it and walks up and downonitina
pair of dirty Dr Marten's. For him dirty clothes are a political
act.

But this is the coup. Howard's smoking a roll-up. He's got

this tin, his fag papers and the stubby yellow fingers with i

which he rolls, licks, fiddles, taps, lights, extinguishes and
relights all day. This rigmarole goes on when he’s in bed
with Ma, presumably on her chest. I've gone in there in the
moming for a snoop and found his ashtray by the bed,
condom on top.

Christ, he's nodding at me as 1 write! It's because he's so
keen on ordinary riff-raff expressing itself, especially no-
hoper girls like me. One day we're writing, the next were on
the barricades.

Every Friday Howard comes aver to see Ma.
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To your credit, Howard the hero, you always take her
somewhere a bit jazzy, maybe to the latest club (a big deal
for a poverty-siricken teacher). When you get back you
undo her bra and hoick your hands up her jumper and she
warms hers down your trousers. I've walked in on thist
Soon after this teenage game, mother and lover go to bed
and rattle the room for half an hour. 1 light a candle, turm off
the radic and lie there, ears flapping. It's strange, hearing
your ma doing it. There are momentous cries and gasps and
grunds, as if Howard's trying to bang a nail into a brick wall.
Ma sounds like she’s having an operation. Sometimes I feel
like running in with the first-aid kit.

Does this Friday thing sound remarkable or not? It's only
Fridays he will see Ma. ¥ Howard has to collect an award for
his writing or go to 2 smart dinner with a critic he won’t come
to see us until the next Friday. Saturdays are definitely out!

We're on the ninth floor. 1 say to Howard: ‘Hey, dever boots.
Tear your eyes away from yourself a minute. Look out the
window.”

The estate looks like a building site. There's planks and
window frames everywhere — poles, cement mixers, sand,
grit, men with mouths and disintegrating brick underfoot.

"So?" he says.

‘It's rubbish, isn‘t it? Nadia will think we’re right trash.’

‘My little Nina,” he says. This is how he talks to me.

"Yes, my big Howard?’

“Why be ashamed of what you are?’

"Because compared with Nadia we're not much, are we?’

T'm much. You're much. Now get on with your writing.”

He touches my face with his finger. “You're excited, aren't
you? This is a big thing for you.’

It is, [ suppose.

All my life I've been this only child living here in a council
place with Ma, the drama teacher. I was an only child, that
is, until I was eleven, when Ma says she has a surprise for
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me, one of the nicest I've ever had. I have a half-sister the
same age, living in another country.
“Your father had a wife in India,” Ma says, wincing every

time she says father. "They married when they were fifteen,

which is the custom over there. When he decided to leave
me because [ was too strong a woman for himn, he went right
back to India and right back to Wifey. That's when I
discovered 1 was pregnant with you. His other daughter
Nadia was conceived a few days later but she was actually
born the day after you. Imagine that, darling. Since then I've
discovered that he's even got two other daughiers as well?”

I don't give my same-age half-sister in another country
another thought except to dislike her in general for suddenly
deciding to exist. Until one night, suddenly, 1 write to Dad
and ask if he'll send her to stay with us. [ get up and go
down the tift and out in the street and post the letter before I
change my mind. That night was one of my worst and I
wanted Nadia to save me.

On some Friday afternoens, if I'm not busy writing ten-page
hate letters to DJs, Howard does imagination exercises with
me. I have to lie on my back on the floor, imagine things like
mad and describe them. It's so sixties. But then I've heard
him say of people: ‘Oh, she had a wonderful sixties!

‘Nina,” he says during one of these gigs, ‘you've got to
work out this relationship with your sister. I want you to
describe Nadia.’

1zap through my head’s TV channels —- Howard squatting
beside me, hand on my forehead, sending loving signals. A
girl materialises sitting under a palm tree, reading a Bronté
novel and drinking yogurt. I see a girl being cuddled by my
father. He tells stories of tigers and elephants and rickshaw
wallahs. I'see . . .

‘I can’t see any more!’

Because I can’t visualise Nadia, I have to see her.
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So. This is how it all comes about. Ma and I are sitting at
breakfast, Ma chewing her vegetarian cheese. She’s dressed
for work in a long, baggy, purple pinafore dress with black
stockings and a black band in her hair, and she looks like a
19508 teenager. Recently Ma’s gone blonde and she keeps
looking in the mirror. Me still in my T-shirt and pants. Ma
tense about work as usual, talking about school for hours on
the phone last night to friends. She tries to interest me in
child abuse, incest and its relation to the GCSE. [ say how
much I hate eating, how boring it is and how I'd like to do it
once a week and forget about it.

‘But the palate is a sensitive organ,” Ma says. “You shouid
cultivate yours instead of ~’

“Just stop talking if you've got to fucking lecture.”

The mail arrives. Ma cuts open an airmail letter. She reads
it twice. I know it’s from Dad. I snatch it out of her hand and
watk round the room taking it in.

Dear You Both,

It's a good idea. Nadia will be arriving on the sth. Please
meet her at the airport. So generous of you to offer Look
after her, she is the most precious thing in the entire world to
me.

Much love.

At the bottom Nadia has written: ‘Locking forward to
seeing you both soon.

Hummrmm .

Ma pours herself more coffee and considers everything.
She has these terrible coffee jags. Her stomach must be like
distressed leather. She is determined to be businesslike, not
emotional. She says I have to cancel the visit.

‘I’s simple. Just write a little note and say there’s been a
misunderstanding.”

And this is how I react: ‘I don’t believe it! Why? No way!
But why?’ Christ, don’t I deserve to die, though God knows
TI've tried to die enough times.
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‘Because, Nina, I'm not at all prepared for this. I really
don’t know that I want to see this sister of yours. She
symbolises my betrayal by your father.’

I clear the table of our sugar-free jam (no additives):

‘Symbolises?”’ I say. ‘But she’s a person.”

Ma gets on her raincoat and collects last night's marking. '

You look very plain, I'm about to say. She kisses me on the
head. The girls at school adore her. There, she’s a star.

But I'm very severe. Get this: ‘Ma. Nadia’s coming. Or Fm
going. I'm walking right out that door and it'll be junk and
prostitution just like the old days.’

She drops her bag. She sits down. She slams her car keys
on the table. Nina, [ beg you.”

2

Heathrow. Three hours we’ve been here, Ma and I, burying
our faces in doughnuts. People pour from the exit like
released prisoners to walk the gauntlet of jumping relatives
and chauffeurs holding cards: Welcome Ngogi of Nigeria.

But no Nadia. ‘My day off,” Ma says, ‘and I spend it in an
airport.”

But then. It’s her. Here she comes now. It is her! I know it
is! I jump up and down waving like mad! Yes, yes, no, yes!
At last! My sister! My mirror.

We both hug Nadia, and Ma suddenly cries and her nose
runs and she can’t control her mouth. I cry too and I don't
even know who the hell I'm squashing so dlose to me. Until I
sneak a good look at the girl.

You. Every day I've woken up trying to see your face, and
now you're here, your head jerking nervously, saying little,
with us drenching you. I can see you're someone I know
nothing about. You make me very nervous. _

You're smaller than me. Less pretty, if 1 can say that.
Bigger nose. Darker, of course, with a glorious slab of hair
like a piece of chocolate attached to your back. I imagined, I
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don’t know why (pure prejudice, I suppose), that you'd be
wearing the national dress, the baggy pants, the long top
and light scarf flung all over. But you have on FU jeans and a
faded blue sweatshirt — you look as if you live in Enfield.
We'll fix that.

Nadia sits in the front of the car. Ma glances at her whenever
she can. She has to ask how Nadia's father is.

‘Oh yes,” Nadia replies. 'Dad. The same as usual, thank
you. No change really, Debbie.’

‘But we rarely see him,” Ma says.

‘1 see,” Nadia says at last,

‘So we don’t,” Ma says, her voice rising, ‘actually know
what “same as usual” means.’

Nadia looks out of the window at green and grey old
England. 1 dont want Ma getting in one of her resentful
states. '

After this not another peep for about a decade and then
road euphoria just bursts from Nadia. .

‘What good roads you have here! So smooth, so wide, so
long!’ .

“Yes, they go all over,” I say. '

‘Wow. All over”

Christ, don't they even have fucking roads over there?

Nadia whispers. We lean towards her to hear about her
dear father’s health. How often the old man pisses now,
running for the pot clutching his crotch. The sad state of his
old gums and his obnoxious breath. Ma and I watch this
sweetie compulsively, wondering who she is: so close to us
and made from my substance, and yet so other, telling us
abeut Dad with an outrageous intimacy we can never share.
We arrive home, and she says in an accent as thick as treacle
{which makes me hoot to myself when I first hear it): ‘T'm so
tired now. If I could rest for a little while.’

‘Sleep in my bed!” I ay.

Earlier Id said to Ma I'd never give it up. But the moment
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my sister walks across the estate with us and finally stands
there in our flat above the building site, drinking in all the
oddness, picking up Ma’s method books and her opera
programmes, ¥ melt, I melt. Il have to kip in the living room
from now on. But I'd kip in the toilet for her.

‘In return for your bed,” she says, ‘let me, I must, yes, give
you something.’

She pulls a rug from her suitcase and presents it to Ma.
“This is from Dad. Ma puts it on the floor, studies it and then
treads onit.

And to me? I've always been a fan of crépe paper and
wrapped in it is the Pakistani dress I'm wearing now (with
open-toed sandals — handmade). It's gorgeous: yellow and
green, threaded with gold, thin summer material.

I'm due a trip to the dole office any minute now and ['m
bracing myself for the looks I'll get in this gear. I'll keep you
informed.

I write this outside my room waiting for Nadia to wake.
Every fifteen minutes 1 tap lightly on the door like a worried
nurse.

"Are you awake?’ I whisper. And: ‘Sister, sister.” I adore
these new words. ‘Do you want anything?’

[ think I'm in love. At last.

Ma’s gone out to take back her library books, leaving me
toit. Ma's all heart, I expect you can see that. She’s good and
gentle and can’t understand unkindness and violence, She
thinks everyone’s just waiting to be brought round to
decency. ‘This way we'll change the world a little bit,’ she’d
say, holding my hand and knocking on doors at elections.
But she’s lived on the edge of a nervous breakdown for as
long as I can remember. She’s had boyfriends before
Howard but none of them lasted. Most of them were
married because she was on this liberated kick of using
men. There was one middle-class Labour Party smoothie I
called Chubbie.
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‘Are you married?’ I'd hiss when Ma went out of the
room, sitting next to him and fingering his nylon tie.

“Yes”

“You have to admit it, don't you? Where's your wife, then?
She knows you're here? Get what you want this afiernoon?’

You could see the men fleeing when they saw the deep
needy well that Ma is, crying out to be filled with their love.
And this monster kid with green hair glaring at them.
Howard's too selfish and arrogant to be frightened of my
ma’s demands. He just ignores them.

What a job it is, walking round in this Paki gear!

I stop off at the chemist’s to grab my drugs, my tra?ncs.
Jeanette, my friend on the estate, used to my eccentrities -
the coonskin hat with the long rabbit tail, for example -
comes along with me. The chemist woman in the white coat
says to Jeanette, nodding at me when 1 hand over my script:

‘Does she speak English?’

Becoming enthrailed by this new me now, exotic and
interior. With the scarf over my head I step into the
Community Centre and look like a lost woman with village
ways and chickens in the garden.

In a second, the communists and worthies are all over me.
I mumble into my scarf. They give me leaflets and phone
numbets, I'm oppressed, you see, beaten up, pig-ignorant
with an arranged marriage and certain sutiee ahead. But I
get fed up and have a game of darts, a game of snooker and
a couple of beers with a nice lesbian.

Home again I make my Nadia some pasta with red
pepper. grated carrot, cheese and parsley. I run out to buy a
bottle of white wine, Chasing along I see some kids on a
passing bus. They eyeball me from the top deck, one of them
black. They make a special journey down to the platform
where the litile monkeys swing on the pole and throw racial
abuse from their gobs.
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‘Curry breath, curry breath, curry breath
The bus rushes on. I'm flummoxed.

s,

She emerges at last, my Nadia, sleepy, creased around the’
eyes and dark. She sits at the table, eyelashes barely apart,
not ready for small talk. I bring her the food and a glass of]
wine which she refuses with an upraised hand. 1 press my
eyes into her, but she doesn’t look at me. To puncture the

1

silence I play her a jazz record ~ Wynton Marsalis’s first. I;
ask her how she likes the record and she says nothing.
Probably doesn’t do much for her on first hearing. I watch,
her eating. She will not be interfered with.

She leaves most of the food and sits. [ hand her a pair of’
black Levi 5015 with the button fly. Plus a large cashmere!
polo-neck (stolen) and a black leather jacket.

Try them on.’

She looks puzzled. ‘It's the look I want you to have. You
can wear any of my clothes.’

Still she doesn’t move. I give her a little shove into the
bedroom and shut the door. She should be so lucky. That's
my best damn jacket. I wait. She comes out not wearing the
clothes.

‘Nina, I don't think so.’

I know how to get things done. I push her back in. She
comes out, backwards, hands over her face.

‘Show me, please.’

She spins round, arms out, hair jumping. 3

Well? '

‘The black suits your hair,” I manage to say. What a vast
improvement on me, is all I ¢can think. Stunning she is,

dangerous, vulnerable, superior, with a jewel in her nose.
‘But doesn’t it . . . doesn’t it make me look a little rough?’
‘Oh yes! Now we're all ready to go. For a walk, yes? To see
the sights and everything.’
s it safe?”
“Of course not. But I've got this.”

WITH YOUR TONGUE DOWN MY THROAT

1show her.

‘Oh, God, Nina. You would.’

Oh, this worries and ruins me. Already she has made up
her mind about me and I haven't started on my excuses.

‘Have you used it?’

‘Only twice. Once on a racist in a pub. Once on some
mugger who asked if I could spare him some jewellery.”

Her face becomes determined. She looks away. Tm
training to be a doctor, you see. My life is set against
human harm.’

She walks towards the doot. I pack the switch-blade.

Daddy, these are the sights 1 show my sister. 1 tow her out of
the flat and along the walkway. She sees the wind blaring
through the busted windows. She catches her breath at the
humming bad smells. Trapped dogs bark. She sees that one
idiot’s got on his door: Dont burglar me theres nothin to steel
fve got rid of it all. She sees that some pig's sprayed on the
wail: Nina's a slag dog. I push the lift button.

I've just about got her out of the building when the worst
thing happens. There’s three boys, ten or eleven years old,
climbing out through a door they’ve kicked in. Neighbours
stand and grumble. The kids've got a fat TV, a microwave
oven and someone’s favourite trainers under a little arm.
The kid drops the trainers.

‘Hey, he says to Nadia (it's her first day here). Nadia
stiffens. ‘Hey, won’t yer pick them up for me?’

She looks at me. I'm humming a tune. The tune is Just My
Imagination’. I'm not scared of the little jerks. It’s the bad
impression that breaks my heart. Nadia picks up the

TJust tuck them right in there,” the little kid says, exposing
his armpit.

"Won't they be a little large for you?’ Nadia says.

‘Eat shit.’

Soon we're out of there and into the air. We make for
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South Africa Road and the General Smuts pub. Kids play
football behind wire. The old women in thick overcoats look
like lagged boilers on little feet. They huff and shove carts
full of chocolate and cat food.

I'm all tense now and ready to say anything, I feel such a
need to say everything in the hope of explaining all that I
give a guided tour of my heart and days.

I explain (I can’t help myself): this happened here, that
happened there. 1 got pregnant in that squat. 1 bought bad
smack from that geezer in the yellow T-shirt and straw hat. 1
got attacked there and legged it through that park. I siole
pens from that shop, dropping them into my motorcycle
helmet. (A motorcycle helmet is very good for shoplifting, if
you're interested.) Standing on that corner I cared for
nothing and no one and couldn’t walk on or stay where 1
wasg or go back. My gears had stopped engaging with my
motor. Then I'had a nervous breakdown.

Without comment she listens and nods and shakes her
head sometimes. Is anyone in? | take her arm and move my
cheek close to hers,

-1 tell you this stuff which I haven’t told anyone before. I
want us to know each other inside out.’

She stops there in the street and covers her face with her
hands.

‘But my father told me of such gorgeous places?

‘Nadia, what d’you mean?’

‘And you show me filth!” she cries. She touches my arm.
‘Oh, Nina, it would be so lovely if you could make the effort
to show me something attractive.”

Something attractive. We'll have to get the bus and go
east, to Holland Park and round Ladbroke Grove. This is

now honeyed London for the rich. Here there are La

restaurants, wine bars, bookshops, estate agents more
prolific than doctors, and attractive people in black, few of
them ageing. Here there are health food shops where you
buy tofu, nats, live-culture yoghurt and organic toothpaste.

w2
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Here the sweet little black kids practise on steel drums
under the motorway for the Carnival and old blacks sit out
in the open on orange boxes shouting. Here the dope dealers
in Versace suits travel in from the suburbs on commuter
trains, carrying briefcases, trying to seil slunmers bits of old
car tyre to smoke. :

And there are more stars than beggars. For example? Van
Mormison in a big overcoat is hwirying towards somewhere
in a nervous mood.

‘Hiya, Van! Van? Won’t ya even say hello!’ 1 scream across
the street. At my words Van the Man accelerates like a dog
with a winklepicker up its anus.

She looks tired so I take her into Julie’s Bar where they
have the newspapers and we sit on well-woven cushions on
long benches. Christ only know how much they have the
cheek to charge for a cup of tea, Nadia looks better now. We
sit there all friendly and she starts off.

‘How often have you met our father?’

I see him every two or three years. When he comes on
business, he makes it his business to see me.’

“That's nice of him.’

“Yes, that's what he thinks. Can you tell me something,
Nadia? I move closer to her. ‘When he’'d get home, our
father, what would he tell you about me?’

Tf only 1 wouldn’t tempt everything so. But you know me:
can't live on life with slack in it.

‘Oh, he was worried, worried, worried.”

‘Chaist. Worried three titnes.”

‘He said you. . . no.

'He said what?'

‘No, no, he didn't say it.’

“Yes, he did, Nadia.’

She sits there looking at badly dressed television produ-
cers in linen suits with her gob firmly closed.

“Tell me what my father said or I'll pour this pot of tea
over my head.’
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I pick up the teapot and cpen the lid for pouring-over-the- |

head convenience. Nadia says nothing; in fact she looks

away. So what choice do I have but to let go a stream of tea |
over the top of my noddle? It drips down my face and off

my chin. It's pretty scalding, I can tell you.
‘He said, all right, he said you were like a wild animal?
‘Like a wild animal?’ I say. :
Yes. And sometimes he wished he could shoot you to put

you out of your misery.” She looks straight ahead of her. “You !

asked for it. You made me say it

‘The bastard. His own daughter.”

She holds my hand. For the first time, she looks at me,
with wide-open eyes and urgent mouth. ‘It’s terrible, just
terrible there in the house. Nina, I had to get away! And I'm
in love with someone! Someone who's indifferent to me!

‘Ang¥

And nothing. She says no more except: ‘It's too cruel, too
cruel.”

I glance around. Now this is exactly the kind of place
suitable for doing a runner from. You could be out the door,
halfway up the street and on the tube before they'd blink.

I'm about to suggest it to Nadia, but, as I've already told her °
about my smack addiction, my two abortions and poured a |
pot of tea over my head, I wouldn’t want her to get a bad

impression of me.

Thope,” I say to her, ‘1 hope to God we can be friends as

well as relations.’

Well, what a bastard my dad hurned out to be! Wild animal!

He’s no angel himself. How could he say that? I was always

on my best behaviour and always covered my wrists and |

arms. Now I can’t stop thinking about him. It makes me cry.

This is how he used to arrive at our place, my daddy, in |

the days when he used to visit us.
First there’s a whole day’s terror and anticipation and
getting ready. When Ma and 1 are exhausted, having
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practically cleaned the flat with our tongues, a black taxi

. glides over the horizon of the estate, rarer than an

ambulance, with presents cheering on the back seat:
champagne, bicycles, dresses that don’t fit, books, dreams
in boxes. Dad glows in a £3,000 suit and silk tie. Neighbours
learr over the balconies to pleasure their eyeballs on the
prince. It takes two or three of them working in shifts to
hump the loot upstairs.

Then we're off in the taxi, speeding to restaurants with
menus in French where Dad knows the manager. Dad tells
us stories of extreme religion and hilarious corruption and
when Ma catches herself laughing she bites her lip hard —
why? I suppose she finds herself flying to the magnet of his
charm once more.

After the grub we go to see a big show and Mum and Dad
hold hands. All of these shows are written, on the later
occasions, by Andrew Lloyd Webber.

This is all the best of life, except that, when Dad has gone
and we have to slot back into our lives, we don’t always feel
like it. We're pretty uncomfortable, locking at each other and
shuffling our ordinary feet once more in the mundane. Why
does he always have to be leaving us?

After one of these occasions I go out, missing him. When
alone, 1 talk to him. At five in the morning I get back. At
eight Ma comes into my room and stands there, a woman
alone and everything like that, in fury and despair.

‘Are you involved in drugs and prostitution?’

I'd been going with guys for money. At the massage
parlour you do as little as you can. None of them has
disgusted me, and we have a laugh with them. Ma finds out
because I've always got so much money. She knows the state
of things. She stands over me.

“Yes.” No escape. I just say it. Yes, yes, yes.

“That’s what I thought.’

“Yes, that is my life at the moment. Can [ go back to sleep
now? I'm expected at work at twelve.”
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‘Don’t call it work, Nina. There are other words.”
She goes. Beforehercarhasfailedtostartmthecounyard,
I've run to the bathroom, filled the sink, taken Ma’s lousy leg

razor and jabbed into my wrists, first one, then the other,

under water, digging for veins. (You should try it sometime;
i's more difficult than you think: skin tough, throat
contracting with vomit acid sour disgust.) The nerves in my
hands went and they had to operate and everyone was
annoyed that I'd caused such trouble.

Weeks later I vary the trick and swallow thirty pills and

fly myself to a Surrey mental hospital where I do puzzles,

make baskets and am fucked regularly for medicinal reasons

by the art therapist who has a long nail on his little finger.
Suicide is one way of saying you're sorry.

With Nadia to the Tower of London, the Monument, Hyde
Park, Buckingham Palace and something cultured with a lot
of wigs at the National Theatre. Nadia keeps me from
confession by small talk which wears into my shell like
sugar into a tooth.
Ma sullen but doing a workmanlike hospitality job.
a[l)ijﬁcult to get Nadia out of her room most of the time, Hours
spends.inthebaﬂuoomeverydayexpenmen' ing with
make-up. And then Howard the hero decides fo sl'lovt\:ltﬁ

Ma not home yet. Early evening. Guess what? Nadia is
Siﬂingacmsstheroomonthesofawith}{oward,msis
their first meeting and they’re practically on each other’s
laps. (I almost wrote lips.) Al afternoon I've had to witness
this meeting of minds. They’re on politics. The words that
ping off the walls are: pluralism, democracy, theocracy and
Benazir!Howatd’ssensesareontheirtos!The]itdetwd
can’t believe the same body (in a black cashmere sweater
and black leather jacket) can contain such intelligence, such
beauty, and yet jingle so brightly with facts about the Third
Worlcl!Thereinherban,glesandperfumeIseeherspeakto
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him as she hasn’t spoken to me once — gesticulating!

‘Howard. [ say this to you from my heart, it is a corrupt
country! Even the revolutionaries are corrupt! No one has
any hope!’

§ In retun he asks, surfacing through the Niagara of her
conversation: ‘Nadia, can I show you something? Videos of
the TV stuff I've written?

She can’t wait.

None of us has seen her come in. Ma is here now, coat on,
bags in her hands, looking at Nadia and Howard sitting so
dose their elbows keep knocking together.

‘Hello,” she says to Howard, eventually. ‘Hiya,” to Nadia.
Ma has bought herself some flowers, which she has under
her arm - carnations. Howard doesn’t get up to kiss her.
He’s touching no one but Nadia and he’s very pleased with
himself. Nadia nods at Ma but her eyes rush back to
Howard the hero.

Nadia says to Howard: ‘The West doesn’t care if we're an
undemocratic country.’

T'm exhausted,” Ma says.

‘Well,” I say to her. Hello, anyway.’

Ma and I unpack the shopping in the kitchen. Howard
E calls through to Ma, asking her school questions which she

1]

ignores. The damage has been done. Oh yes. Nadia has
virtually ignored Ma in her own house. Howard, I can see, is
} pretty uncomfortable at this. He is about to lift himself out of
the seat when Nadia puts her hand on his arm and asks him:
él ‘How do you create?’
‘How do I create?
How does Howard create? With four word-kisses she has
§ induced in Howard a Nelsor’s Column of excitement. 'How
§ do you create? is the last thing you should ever ask one of
i these guys.
‘They get along well, don’t they?’ Ma says, watching them
| through the crack of the door. I lean against the fridge.
‘Why shouldn’t they?’

— - e e e e e e
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‘No reason,’” she says. ‘Except that this is my homg
Everything I do outside here is a waste of time and no ory
thanks me for it and no one cares for me, and now I'g
excluded from my own flat¥’

‘Hey, Ma, don’t get —*

Pour me a bloody whisky, will you?’

I pour her one right away. "Your supper’s in the oven, Ma
I give her the whisky. My ma cups her hands round
glass. Always been a struggle for her. Her dad in the army
white trash. She had to fight to learn. ‘It’s fish pie. And I dig
the washing and ironing.’ |

You've always been good in that way, I'll give you thaf
Even when you were sick you'd do the cooking. I'd comg
home and there it would be. I'd eat it alone and leave the res|
outside your door. It was like feeding a hamster. You can by
nice.’ :

‘Are you sure?’

‘Only your niceness has to live among so many other wild
elements. Women that I know. Their children are the same. A
tragedy or a disappointment. Their passions are too strong,
It is our era in England. I only wish, I only wish you could
have some kind of career or something.’ 5

I watch her and she turns away o look at Howard 2
snug with the sister I brought here. Sad Ma is, and gentle. |
could take her in my arms to console her now for what I am,

but I don’t want to indulge her. A strange question occurs to)

me. ‘Ma, why do you keep Howard on?

She sits on the kitchen stool and sips her drink. She looksd
at the lino for about three minutes, without saying anything
gathering herself up, punching her fist against her leg, like
someone who's just swallowed a depth charge. Howard’s
explaining voice drifts through to us.

Ma gets up and kick-slams the door.

‘Because 1 love him even if he doesn’t love me!”

Her tumbler smashes on the floor andglassskldsaround
our feet.
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Because I need sex and why shouldn’t I! Because I'm
lonely, I'm lonely, okay, and I need someone bright to talk to!
D'you think I can talk to you? D'you think you'd ever be
interested in me for one minute?”

[Ma '_f

“You've never cared for me! And then you brought Nadia
here against my wishes to be all sweet and hypercritical and
remind me of all the terrible past and the struggle of being
alone for so long!’

Ma sobbing in her room. Howard in with her. Nadia and me
sit together at the two ends of the sofa. My ears are scarlet
with the hearing of Ma’s plain sorrow through the walls.
“Yes, I care for you,” Howard’s voice rises. ‘I love you, baby.
And I love Nina, too. Both of you.'

T don't know, Howard. You don’t ever show it

‘But I'm blocked as a human being!’

I say to Nadia: ‘Men are pretty selfish bastards who don’t
understand us. That's all I know.”

‘Howard’s an interesting type,” she says coolly. "Very
open-minded in an artistic way.’

I'm getting protective in my old age and very pissed off.

“He's my mother’s boyfriend and long-standing lover.

“Yes, | know that.

‘So lay off him. Please, Nadia. Please understand.’

‘What are you, of all people, accusing me of?’

I'm not too keen on this ‘of all people’ business. But get
this.

1 thought you advanced Western people believed in the
free intermingling of the sexes?’

“Yes, we do. We intermingle all the time.’

‘What then, Nina, is your point?’

It’s him," L explain, moving in. ‘He has all the weaknesses.
One kind word from a woman and he thinks they want to
sleep with him. Two kind words and he thinks he’s the only
man in the world. It’s a form of mental illness, of delusion. 1
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wouldn't tangle with that deluded man if I were you?
All right!

A few days later.
Here I am slouching at Howard’s place. Howard’s hole, o
‘sock’ as he calls it, is a red-brick mansion block with publi
school, stately dark oak corridors, off Kensington Hig
Street. Things have been getting gritmer and grimme
Nadia stays in her room or else goes out and pops her littld
camera at ‘history’. Ma goes to every meeting she hears o
F'm just about ready for artery road. '
I've just done you a favour. I could have described every;
moment of us sitting through Howard’s television euvrg

(which ] always thought meant egg). But no — on to the jui
bits!

through the script.
Earlier this morning we went shopping in Covent Garden.
Nadia wanted my advice on what dothes to buy. Sc we

went for a couple of sharp dogtooth jackets, distinctly city,§

fine brown and white wool, the jacket caught in at the waist
with a black leather belt; short panelled skirt; white silk
polo-neck shirt; plus black pillbox, suede gloves, high heels.
If she likes something, if she wants it, she buys it. The rich.

Nadia bought me a linen jacket. '

Maybe I'm sighing too much. They glance at me with un- :

delight.
11 can take Nadia home if you like,” Howard says.

11 take care of my sister,” I say. ‘But I'm out for a stroll '
now. I'll be back at any time.’ i

I stroll towards a café in Rotting Hill. T head up through |

Holland Park, past the blue sloping roof of the Common- |

wealth Institute (or Nigger’s Corner as we used to call it) in
which on a school trip 1 pissed into a wastepaper basket.

Past modem nannies — young women like me with dyed :
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The park’s full of hip kids from Holland Park School,
smoking on the grass; black guys with ﬂat-tf)ps and musc!es;
yuppies skimming frisbees and stuff; white boys playlf\.g
Madonna and Frince. There are cruising turd-bu.rg'lms with
active eyes, and the usual London liggers, hang-ghde’rs and
no-goodies waiting to sign on. I feel outside everything, so
up 1 go, through the flower-verged alley at the end of the
park, where the fudge-packets used to Iirte up at mght for
fucking. On the wall it says: Gay solidarity is class solidarity.

Qutside the café is a police van with grilles over the
windows full of little piggies giggling with their helme-ts'of:l’.
It’s a common sight around here, but the streets are a little
quieter than usual. I walk past an Asian policewoman

! standing in the street who says hello to me. “Auntie Tom,’
There they are in front of me, Howard and Nadia cheek to}
cheek, within breath-inhaling distance of each other, going;

whisper and go into the café.

Intl'nisplaci they play the latest calypso and soca and the
new Eric Satie recording. A white Rasta sits at the table with
me. He pays for my tea. L have chilli with a baked potato and
grated cheese, with tomato salad on the side, followed by
Polish cheesecake. People in the café are more subdued than
normal; all the pigs making everyone Nervous. But what a
rﬁceguyﬂmeRastais.Evmrﬁcer,hetakesmyhandunder
the table and drops something in my palm. A chunky
chocolate lozenge of dope. ' ‘

‘Hey. 1'd like to buy some of this,” I say, wrapping my

ing nostrils round it.
s“:g:vmngwmeaﬂ it's all I've got,” he says. You take it. My last
lump of blow.’ ‘

He Jeaves. | watch him go. As he walks across the street in
his jumble-sale clothes, his hair jabbing out‘fmm his head
like tiny bedsprings, the police get out of their van and stop
him. He waves his arms at them. The van unpacks. There’s
about six of them surrounding him. There’s an'argumerd.

’sgivingthemsomeheavylip.Theysear?l?hnn.O.neof
them is pulling his hair. Everyone in the café is watching. I
81
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pop the dope into my mouth and swallow it. Yum yurn. § I've made up my mind to have it out. S0 I tie myself to the
[ go out into the street now. I don't care, My friend shog 562t by my fists and say to Nadia, at least I think I say, "You
across to me: They're planting me. I've gotnothing’ | kiss him?’
I tell the bastard pigs to leave him alope, s teue! She looks straight ahead as if she’s been importuned by a
man’s got nothing!” I give them a good shouting at. One}| Pe8&ar 'm about to be hurled out of the bus, I know. But I

them comes at me. go right ahead.
“You wanna be amrested too!’ he says, shoving me in ‘Nadia. You did, right? You did.’
chest. ‘But it's not important.’
‘Idon’tmind,’lsay.Andldon't,muy.Mawould 4 Wasn't ] right? Can't I sniff a kiss in the air at a hundred
me, yards?

Some kids gather round, watching the rumpus. They ‘Kissing’s not important?’
really straggly and pathetic and dignified and individ ‘No,’ she says. ‘It's not, Nina. It’s just affection. That's
and defiant at the same time. I feel sorry for us all. The pi normal. But Howard and I have much to say to each other.’
pull my friend into the van. It’s the last T ever see of hif She seems depressed suddenly. ‘He knows I'm in love with
He’s got two years of trouble ahead of him, I know, somebody.’

When T get back from my walk they're sitting T'm not against talking. But it's possible to talk without
Howard’s Habitat sofa. Something is definitely going of !FTubbing your tongues agairst each other’s tonsils.”
and jt ain’t cultural. They're too far apart for comf You have a crude way of putting things,’ she replies,
Beadily I shove my aerial info the air and take turning sharply to me and rising up to the roof of the bus:
temperature. Yeah, can’t | just smell humming dodgi ‘It's a shame you'll never understand passion.”

the atmosphere? I am crude, yeah. And I'm about to be crushed into the
‘Come on," I say to Nadia. ‘Ma will be waiting.’ § comer of the bus by two hundred brown balloons. Oh, sister.
"Yes, that's true,” Howard says, getting up. ‘Give her nf  AAre You feeling sick?” she says, getting up.

love. The next thing I know we're stumbling off the moving bus

I give him one of my looks. ‘Al of it or just a touch?” and I lie down on an unusual piece of damp pavement
{ outside the Albert Hall. The sky swings above me. Nadia's
We're on the bus, sitting there nice and quiet, the bus goi | face hovers over mine like ectoplasm. Then she has her hand
along past the shops and people and the dole office whed L2t O my forehead in a doctory way. I give it a good hard
these bad things start to happen that I can't explain. TH| S22P: -
seafs in front of me, the entire top deck of the bus ‘Why are you crying?”
keepsrisingup.ltummyheadto&lewmdow I our father could see us now.
that the street at least will be anchored to the earth, byt jt]  Your bad behaviour with Howard makes me cry for my
not. The whole street is throwing itself up at my head ma.’
heaﬁngaboutandbmdingﬁkeahighﬁsematomdo_m ‘Bad behaviour? Wait till [ tell my father -’
shops are dashing at me, at an angle. The world has ‘Our father -/
into a monster. For God's sake, nothing will keep still, b ‘About you.’
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‘What will ? '
T teli himyou s:ay b , - Jdust waiting to itritate my nostrils. The window is tiny, just
you ve been a prostitute and a drug addict.’ ice the size of my head. So it’s pretty gloomy here. Next
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“Would ia?’

‘No,* shg';:y?);vﬂ;z:; d’;? , door there’s a smaller room with an amateur shower, a sink
Sheoffersme’l-;er] la):\dfra}(”:}‘sem' and a hole in the ground over which you have to get used to
T¥'s time ] th . it squatting if you want to piss and shit.

. went home,” she says. ife my moans, all this suits me fine. In fact, I
Me' tOO,'I Say. Desp y ', . 4

requested this room. At first Dad wanted Nadia and me to
share. But here I'm out of everyone’s way, especially my two
3 other half-sisters: Gloomie and Moonie I call them.

p . . I wake up and the air is hot, hot, hot, and the noise and
g:d?:tﬂi:sdat{;nb;ghﬂfowl an:l comes.mth us to Heathrow. petrol fumes rise around me. I kick into my jeans and pull
she won’t be able to buy noov: Il-ll-l:rg;:;:s' ldOO dllfmgmgt;ttzlghes [y elth Flaring Tshirt on. Once, on the King's Road, two
monstrous. Howard hands me a pile of books any Wrmj;g separagh'erpeop:'e came up to me and said: ‘Is that a Keith

ads and ab pens
P Don't ;e;u htat‘::elve o ) o Outside, the sun wants to burn you up. The light is
It's a Third Worlld ver 'Iime. Isay. different too: you can really see things. I put my shades on.
necessities.” fry’ he says. They lack the basic These are cool shades. There aren’t many women you see in
Nadia slaps his arm, shades here.
you stupid ‘psl. . arm. ‘Howard, of course we have pens, | The driver is revving up one of Dad’s three cars outside

. s, , my room. I open the door of a car and jump in, ex that
e o ;:::f,“,f;eh" "ays. Theyxe for me.” He tries to stuff § s like throwing your arse into a fire, and I jiggleceptarouncl,
top pocket of his jacket. They spil on the the driver laughing, his teeth jutting as if he never saw

ﬂo%r. ’I’m“ writing something that might interest you all anything funny before.
‘N‘t;t n 8 };S;,T‘n;esammm us,’ Nadia says. ‘Drive me,” [ say. ‘Drive me somewhere in all this sunlight.
But m‘?‘? especially Y;levam e Please. Please.” I touch him and he pulls away from me.
Ma takes pec‘la].l- o s € 5ays. ] Well, he is rather handsome. These cars don’t need to be
me aside: ‘If you must go, do write, Nina. And §revved. Drive! '
don’t tell your father one thing about me!” ’ S

ey He turns the wheel back and forth, pretending to drive

Nadia isi arms i !

her;e dglf;t;(acts everyone by raising her and putting { and hit the hom. He’s youngish and thin — they all look
ad back and shouting out in the middle of the airport:  { undemourished here ~ and he always teases me

‘No, no, no, I don’t want to gol’ “You stupid bugger.’ v '

See, ain’t I just getting the knack of speaking to servants?

My room, this cell, this safe, bare box stuck on the sid 1 It's taken erase eness
¢ , , e of m It i
father’s house, has a stone floor and whitewashed walls, I); thz poor. meatlesstaweekto el °

mzs:iﬁl? b;i my open 5u.itcas:.a,- no wardrobe, no music, ‘Get going! Get us out of this drive!
i the grill. On everything there’s a veil of khaki | “No shoes, no shoes, Ninal’ He's pointing at my feet.
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we go faster and faster.
‘Damn dead,” he says, when I've finished cdlawing him. ‘A
wild country. This kind of thing happen in England, yes?’
“Yes, I suppose so.’
Eventually I persuade him to stop and I get out of the car.

‘No bananas, no pineapples,’ I say. ‘No job for you e
Lulu. You'll be down the Job Centre if you don't shift it,” §

Off we go then, the few yards to the end of the drive, 1
guardatmegatewaves.ltumtolookbackandtherey
amstandmgonmepomhofyou:housemyourpyj ._
face covered with shaving cream, a piece of white shd
wrapped around your head because you've just oiled ya
hair. Your arms are waving not goodbye. Gloomie, n
suddenly acquired sister, runs out behind you and sh;
herﬁsm,medogsbarkingi:\tlﬁrcage,the i
Screaming in theirs. Ha, ha.

We drive slowly through the estate on which Dad lives wig
all the other army and navy and air force people: big houss
andbigbungalowssetbackﬂnmtheroad,withspﬂmdem g
the lawn, some with swimming pools, all with guards.

We move out on to the Superhighway, among the paintd
trucks, gaudier than Chinese dolls, a sparrow amo
peacocks. What a crappy road and no fun, like driving d
the moon. Dad says the builders steal the materials, flg
them and then there’s not enough left to finish the road. 9
they just stop and leave whole stretches incomplete. ]

The thing about this place is that there’s always somg
thing happening. Good or bad it's a happening place. A

I'm alone in the bazaar, handling jewellery and carpets and
pots and I'm confused. I know I have to get people presents.
Especially Howard the hero who's paying for this. Ah,
there’s just the thing: a cage the size of a big paint tin, with
three chickers inside. The owner sees me looking. He jerks a
chicken out, decapitates it on a block and holds it up to my
face, feathers flying into my hair.

I walk away and dodge a legless brat on a four-wheeled
trolley made out of a door, who hurls herself at me and then
disappears through an alley and across the sewers. Every-
where the sick and the uncured, and I'm just about ready for
hunch when everyone starts runming. They're jumping out of
the road and pulling their kids away. There is a tidal wave of
activity, generated by three big covered trucks full of
so]dietscrashingﬂwmughthebazaar,memmshndmgsﬁll
and nonchalant with rifles in the back. I'm half knocked to
hellbysomepricktossedoffabike.!amtiptoeingmyway
I’mtlﬁnkmgﬂsz,howcheerfullamandevgythmg'w o out along the edge of a fucking sewer, shit lapping against
bouncing along in the opposite direction is a taxi, an ol MY shoes. T've just about had enough of this country, I’m just
yellow and black Mortis Minor stuck together with sellg] about to call for South Africa Road, when —
tape. It's swerving in and out of the traffic very fast until thy Lulu,” 1 shout. Lulu,.’
driver loses it, and the taxi bangs the back of the car in fronf Ttake care of you,” he says. ‘Sorry for touching.”
glances off anotherandshootsoffacmssthesuperhighwa He takes me back to the car. Fat, black buffalo snort and
andisoonﬁngsh‘aightforus.lcanseemed_ﬁ‘;ersfa shift in the mud. I don't like these animals being every-
when Lulu finally brakes. Three feet from us the taxi flie whe:e,chickensanddogsandstuff,wimsomsandbleedjng
into a wall that runs alongside the road. The two men keed| 2nd threats and fear.
travelling, and their heads crushed into their chests pull “You know?’ I say. T'm lonely. There’s no one I can talk to.
their bodies through the windscreen and out into fhe No one to laugh with here, Lulu. And I think they hate me,

ing ai i | my family. Does your family hate you?”
#
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I stretch and bend and twist in the front garden in T-shird

and shorts. I pull sheets of air into my lungs. I open my eyes)

a moment and the world amazes me, its brightness. A
servant is watching me, peeping round a tree.

‘Hey, peeper!’ I call, and carry on. Wl.len I look again, Iff

‘What am I doing?’ T say. ‘Giving a concert?’

In the moming papers I notice that potential wives are
advertised as being ‘virtuous and fair-skinned’. Why would |
I want to be unvirtuous and brown? But 1 do, I do!

I take a shower in my room and stroll across to the house. §

Istand outside your room, Dad, where the men always meet
in the early evenings. I look through the wire mesh of the
screen door and there you are, my father for all these years.
And this is what you were doing while I sat in the back of

the class at my school in Shepherd’s Bush, pregnant,

wondering why you didn’t love me.

In the morning when I'm having my breakfast we meet in §

the living room by the bar and you ride on your exercise!
bicycle. You pant and look at me now and again, your
stringy body sways and tightens, but you say fuck all. If 1

speak, you don't hear. You're one of those old-fashioned

romantic men for whom women aren’t really there unless
you decide we are.

Now you lie on your bed and pluck up food with one .

hand and read an American comic with the other. A servant,
a young boy, presses one of those fat vibrating electric

Instruments you see advertised in the Observer Magazine on §
to your short legs. You look up and see me. The sight of me §
angers you. You wave furiously for me to come in. No. Not |

vet. I walk on.

In the women's area of the house, where visitors rarely visit, |

Dad’s wife sits sewing.
‘Hello,” I say. ‘I think I')l have a piece of sugar cane.’
88
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[ want to ask the names of the other pieces of fruit on the
table, but Wifey is crabby inside and out, doesn't speak
English and disapproves of me in all languages. She has two
servants with her, squatting there watching Indian movies
on the video. An old woman who was once, I can see, a
screen goddess, now sweeps the floor on her knees with a
handful of twigs. Accidentally, sitting there swinging my
Jeg, I touch her back with my foot, leaving a dusty mark on
her dothes.

‘Tmagine,” I say to Wifey,

1 slip the sugar cane into my mouth. The squirting juice
bounces off my taste buds. I gob out the sucked detritus and
chuck it in front of the screen goddess’s twigs. You can really
enjoy talking to someone who doesn’t understand you.

‘Imagine my dad leaving my ma for you! And you don't
ever leave that seat there. Except once a month you go to the
bank to check up on your jewellery.

Wifey keeps all her possessions on the floor around her.
She is definitely mad. But I like the mad here: they just
wander around the place with everyone else and no one
bothers you and people give you food.

“You look like a bag lady. B'you know what a bag lady is?’

Moonie comes into the room. She’s obviously heard every
word I've said. She starts to yell at me. Wifey’s beaky nozzle
furns to me with interest now. Something's happening that’s
even more interesting than TV. They want to crush me. [
think they like me here for that reason. If you could see, Ma,
what they're deing to me just because you met 2 man at a
dance in the Old Kent Road and his French letter burst as
you lay in front of a gas fire with your legs up!

“You took the car when we had to go out to work!” yells
Moonie. “You forced the driver to take you! We had to sack
him!*

‘Why sack him?’

‘He’s naughty! Naughty! You said he drives you badly!
Nearly killed! You're always causing trouble, Nina, doing
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some stupid thing, some very stupid thing!’

Gloomie and Moonie are older than Nadia and me. Both
have been married, kicked around by husbands arranged by
Dad, and separated. That was their small chance in life. Now
they’ve come back to Daddy. Now they’re secretaries. Now
they’re blaming me for everything.

‘By the way. Here.’ [ reach into my pocket. “Take this.’

Moonie’s eyes bulge at my open palm, Her eyes quieten
her mouth. She starts fatly towards me. She sways. She
comes on. Her hand snatches at the lipstick.

‘Now you'll be able to come out with me. We'll go to the
Holiday Inn.” _

"Yes, but you've been naughty.’ She is distracted by the
lipstick. ‘What colour is it?”

‘Can’t you leave her alone for God’s sake? Always picking
on her!” This is Nadia coming into the room after work. She
throws herself into a chair. I'm so tired.” To the servant she
says: ‘Bring me some tea.” At me she smiles. ‘Hello, Nina.
Good day? You were doing some exercises, I hear. They rang
me at work to tell me.”

“Yes, Nadia.” :

‘Oh, sister, they have such priorities.”

For the others I am ‘cousin’. From the start there’s been
embarrassment about how I am to be described, Usually, if
it's Moonie or Gloomie they say: “This is our distant cousin
from England.’ It amuses me to see my father deal with this.
He can’t bring himself to say either ‘cousin’ or ‘daughter’ so
he just says Nina and leaves it. But of course everyone
knows I am his illegitimate daughter. But Nadiz is the real
‘daughter” here. ‘Nadia is an impressive person,’ my father
says, on my first day here, making it clear that I am
dinﬂrﬁshed,thesortwimdirtunderhernaﬂs.lfes,sheis
clever, soon to be doctor, life-saver. Looking at her now she
seems less small than she did in London. I'd say she has
enough dignity for the entire government.

‘They tear-gassed the hospital.”
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“Who?'

‘The clever police. Some people were demonstrating
outside. The police broke it up. When they chased the
demonstrators inside they tear-gassed them! What a day!
What a country! I must wash my face.” She goes out.

‘See, see!’ Moonie trills. ‘She is better than you! Yes, yes,
yes!’

T expect so. It’s not difficult.”

‘We know she is better than you for certain!’

I walk out of all this and into my father’s room. It's like
moving from one play to another. What is happening on this
set? The room is perfumed with incense from a green coiled
creation which burns outside the doors, causing mosquitoes
to drop dead. Advanced telephones connect him to Paris,
Dubai, London. On the video is an American movie. Five
youths rape a woman. Father — what do I call him, Dad? -
sits on the edge of the bed with his little legs sticking out.
The servant teases father’s feet into his socks.

“You’ll get sunstroke,” he says, as if he’s known me all my
life and has the right to be high-handed. ‘Cavorting naked in
the garden.’ .

‘Naked is it now?

‘We had to sack the driver, too. Sit down.”

I sit in the row of chairs beside him. It's like visiting
someone in hospital. He lies on his side in his favourite
mocking-me-for-sport position.

Now -

The lights go out. The TV goes off. T shut my eyes and
laugh. Power cut. Father bounces up and down on the bed.
Fuck this motherfucking country!” The servant rushes for
candles and lights them. As it’s Friday I sit here and think of
Ma and Howard meeting today for food, talk and sex. T
think Howard’s not so bad after all, and even slightly good-
looking. He’s never deliberately hurt Ma. He has other
women — but that's only vanity, a weakness, not a crime —
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and he sees her only on Friday, but he hasn’t undermined
her. Whatmorecanyouexpect&ommm?Maloveshima
Iot - from the first moment, she says; she couldn’t help

herself. She’s still trusting and open, despite everythin,
Never happen to me. F e

Dad turns to me: "What do you do in England for God’s

sake?’
‘Nadia has already given you a full report, hasn't she?’

A full report? For two days I gaped through the window

hp-readmg desperately as nose to nose, whispering and
gggling, eyebrows shooting up, jaws dropping like guillo-
tines, hands rubbing, Father and Nadia conducted my
prosecution. The two rotund salt and Pepper pots, Meoni
and Gloomie, guarded the separate entrances ttl:othxs rcuom.e

‘Yes, but I want the full confession from your mouth.’

He loves to tease. But he is a dangerous person, Tell him
something and soon everyone knows about it.

‘Confess to what?

"That you just roam around here and there. You do fuck all
full time, in other words.”

‘Evgryone in England does fuck all except for the
yuppies.’

‘And do you go with one boy or with many? I say
nothing. ‘But your mother has a boy, yes? Some dud writer,
complete failure and playboy with unnatural eyebrows that
cross in the middle? '

‘Is that how Nadia described the man she tried to -

‘What? ,

‘Be rather close friends with?’

The servant has a pair of scissors. He trims Father’s hair,
he snips in Father’s ear, he investigates Father’s nostrils with
the clipping steel shafts. He attaches a tea-cloth to Father’s
collar, lathers Father’s face, sharpens the razor on the strop

and shaves Father clean and reddish.
. ‘Not necessarily,’ says Father, spitting foam. ‘T use my
imagination. Nadia says eyebrows and I see bushes.”
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He says to his servant and indicates me: ‘An Englisher
borm and bred, eh?’

The servant falls about with the open razor.

‘But you belong with us,” Dad says. Don’t worry, I'll put
you on the right track. But first there must be a strict course
of discipline.”

The room is full of dressed-up people sitting around Dad’s
bed looking at him lying there in his best clothes. Dad yells
out cheerful slanders about the tax evaders, bribe-takets and
general scumbags who can’t make it this evening. Father
obviously a most popular man here. It's better to be
entertaining than good. Ma would be drinking bleach by
now.

At last Dad gives the order they’ve been waiting for.

‘Bring the booze.

The servant unlocks the cabinet and brings out the
whisky. '

‘Give everyone a drink except Nina. She has to get used to
the pure way of life!” he says, and everyone laughs at me.

The people here are tractor dealers (my first tractor
dealer!), journalists, landowners and a newspaper tycoon
aged thirty-one who inherited a bunch of papers. He's
immensely cultured and massively fat. I suggest you look at
him from the front and tell me if he doesn’t lock like a
flounder. I look up to see my sister standing at the window
of Dad’s room, straining her heart’s wet eyes at the Flounder
who doesn’t want to marry her because he already has the
most pleasant life there is in the world.

Now here’s a message for you fuckers back home. The
men here invite Nadia and me to their houses, take us to
their club, play tennis with us. They'te chauvinistic as hetl,
but they put on a great show. They’re funny and spend
money and take you to their farms and show you their guns
and kill a snake in front of your eyes. They flirt and want to
poke their things in you, but they don’t expect it.
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Bi]lyslidesintotheroominhispuffybaseba]ljacketand

pink plimsolls and patched jeans. He stands there and puts §

his hands in his pockets and takes them out again.

‘Hey, Billy, have a drink

‘OK. Thanks. . . Yeah. OK.’

‘Don't be shy,” Dad says. ‘Nina’s not shy.”

So the entire room looks at shy Billy and Billy looks at the
ground.

‘No, well, I could do with a drink. Just one. Thanks.’

The servant gets Billy a drink. Someone says to someone
else: ‘He looks better since he had that break in Lahore.”

Tt did him the whole world of damn good.’

“Terrible what happened to the boy.’

Yes. Yes. Ghastly rotten.’

Biﬂycomaandsitsnexttom.'lheirloudtaﬂdnggoesm |

Tve heard about you,” he says under the talking. They
talk about you non-stop.”

‘Goody.” -

“Yeah. Juicy Fruit?” he says.

Hesits down on the bed and I open my case and give him all
my tapes.

‘Latest stuff from England.’

He goes through them eagerly. "You can't get any of this

sh:ffhere.'lhisisthebesttlhgthathaseverhappmedw '
me.” He looks at me. ‘Can 1?7 Can I borrow them? Would you §

mind, you know?' Inod. ‘My room is on top of the house, I'll
never be far away.”

Oh, kiss me now! Though I can see that's a little
premature, especially in a country where they cut off your
arms or something for adultery. I like your black jeans,

‘What's your accent?’ I say.

‘Canadian.’” He gets up. No, dort’t leave now. Not yet.

‘Wanna ride?” he says. '
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talking. They watch us. Billy puts his baseball cap on my
head and touches my hair.

‘Billy, push the bike out into the street so no one hears us
leave.”

I ask him about himself. His mother was Canadian. She
died. His father was Pakistani, though Billy was brought up
in Vancouver. I turn and Moonie is yelling at me. ‘Nina,
Nina, it’s late. Your father must see you now about a strict
discipline business he has to discuss!’

‘Billy, keep going.’

He just keeps pushing the bike, oblivious of Moonie. He
glances at me now and again, as if he can’t believe his luck. I
cant’t believe mine, baby!

‘S0 Pop and I came home to live. Home. This place isn't
my home. But he always wanted to come home.”

We push the bike up the street till we get to the main road.

‘This country was a shock after Vancouver,” he says.

‘Game for me.’

“Yeah?” He gets sharp. ‘But I'd been brought here to live.
How can you ever understand what that's like?’

1 can't. All right, I fucking can’t.’

He goes on. ‘We were converting a house in ‘Pindi, Pop
and me. Digging the foundations, plastering the walls,
doing the plumbing . . ./

We get on the bike and I hold him.

‘Out by the beach, Billy.’

“Yeah. But it's not simple. You know the cops stop couples
and ask to see their wedding certificates.’

It's true but fuck it. Slowly, stately, the two beige outlaws
ride through the city of open fires. I shout an Aretha
Franklin song into the night. Men squat by busted cars.
Wild maimed pye-dogs run in our path. Traffic careers
through dust, past hotels and airline buildings, past students
squatting beside traffic lights to read, near where there are
terrorist explosions and roads melt like plastic.

To the beach without showing our wedding certificate. It's
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more a desert than a beach. There’s just sand: no shops, no |
hotels, no ice-crearners, no tattooists. Utterly dark. Your eyes
search for a light in panic, for safety. But the curtains of the

world are well and truly pulled here.
. I guide Billy to the Flounder’s beach hut. Hut ~ this place

is bigger than Ma’s flat. We push against the back door and i

we're in the large living room. Billy and 1 dance about and

chuck open the shutters. Enter moonlight and the beach as |

Billy continues his Dad rap.

‘Pop asked me to drill some holes in the kitchen. But I had
to empty the wheelbarrow. So he did the drilling, He hit a
cable or something. Anyway, he’s dead, isn’t he?’

We kiss for a long time, about forty minutes. There’snota §
lot you can do in kissing; half an hour of someone’s tongue
in your mouth could seem an eternity, but what there is to |

do, we do. I take off all my clothes and listen to the sea and
almost cry for missing South Africa Road so. But at least
there is the light friction of our lips togethes, barely touching.

Harder. 1 pull the strong bulk of his head towards mine,. ]

pressing my tongue to the corner of his mouth. Soon I pass
through the mouth's parting to trace the inside curve of his
lips. Suddenly his tongue fills my mouth, invading me, and 1
clench it with my teeth. Oh, oh, oh. As he withdraws I follow
him, sliding my tongue into the oven of his gob and lie there
on the bench by the open shutters overlooking the Arabian
Sea, connected by tongue and saliva, my fingers in his ears
and hair, his finger inside my body, our bodies dissolving
until we forget ourselves and think of nothing, thank fuck.

It’s still dark and no more than ninety minutes have passed,
when I hear a car pulling up outside the hut. I shake Billy
awake, push him off me and pull him across the hut and into
the kitchen. The fucking door’s warped and won't shut so
we just lie down on the floor next to each other. I clam Billy
up with my hand over his gob. There’s a shit smell right next
to my nose. I start to giggle. I stuff Billy’s fingers into my
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mouth. He's laughing all over the place too. But we shut up
sharpish when a couple come into the hut and start to move
around. For some reason | imagine we’re going to be shot.

The man says: ‘Curious, indeed. My sister must have left
the shutters open last time she came here.

The other person says it’s lovely, the moonlight and so on.
Then there's no talking. I can't see a sausage but my ears are
at full stretch. Yes, kissing noises.

Nadia says: ‘Here’s the condoms, Bubble!

My sister and the Flounder! Well. The Flounder lights a
lantern. Yes, there they are now, I can see them: she’s trying
to pull his long shirt over his head, and he’s resisting.

Just my bottoms!” he squeals. ‘My stomach! Oh, my God!

I'm not surprised he’s ashamed, looking in this low light
at the size of the balcony over his toy shop.

1 hear my name. Nadia staris to tell the Flounder - or
Bubble’ as she keeps calling him — how the Family Planning
in London gave me condoms. The Flounder’s clucking with
disapproval and lying on the bench by the window looking
like a hippo, with my sister squatting over his guts, rising
and sitting, sighing and exclaiming sometimes, almost in
surprise. They chat away quite naturally, fucking and
gossiping and the Flounder talks about me. Am I promiscu-
ous, he wants to know. Do I do it with just anyone? How is
my father going to discipline me now he’s got his hands on
me? Billy shifts about. He could easily be believing this shit.
1 wish I had some paper and a pen to write him a note. I kiss
him gently instead. When 1 kiss him I get a renewal of this
strange sensation that I've never felt before today: [ feel it's
Billy I'm kissing, not just his lips or body, but some inside
thing, as if his skin is just a representative of all of him, his
past and his blood. Amour has never been this personal for
me before!

Nadia and the Flounder are getting hotter. She keeps
asking Bubble why they can’t do this every day. He says,
yes, yes, yes, and won't you tickle my balls? [ wonder how
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she'll find them. Then the Flounder shudders and Nadia,

moving in rhythm like someone doing a slow dance, has to |
stop. ‘Bubble!” she says and slaps him, as if he’s a naughty |
child that's just thrown up. A long fart escapes Bubble's

behind. ‘Oh, Bubble,” she says, and falls on to him, holding
him closer. :

Soon he is asleep. Nadia unstraddles him and moves to a
chair and has a little cry as she sits looking at him. She only
wants to be held and kissed and touched. I feel like going to
her myself.

When I wake up it's daylight and they’re sitting there }
together, talking about their favourite subject. The Flounder 3

is smoking and she is trying to masturbate him.

‘So why did she come here with you?” he is asking. Billy 1

opens his eyes and doesn’t know where he is. Then he sighs.
I agree with him. What a place to be, what a thing to be
doing! (But then, come to think of it, you always find me in
the kitchen at parties.)

‘Nina just asked me one day at breakfast. [ had no choice
and this man, Howard -

"Yes, yes, the Flounder laughs. “You said he was

‘I only said he had nice hair,” she says. :

But I'm in sympathy with the Flounder here, finding this
compliment a little gratuitous. The Flounder gets up. He's
ready to go.

And 50 is Billy. ‘T can’t stand much more of this,” he says.
Nadia suddenly jerks her head towards us. For a moment 1
think she’s seen us. But the Flounder distracts her.

I hear the tinkle of the car keys and the Flounder says:
‘Here, put your panties on. Wouldn't want to leave your
panties here on the floor. But let me kiss them first! T kiss
them!’

There are sucky kissing noises. Billy is twitching badly
and drumming his heels on the floor. Nadia looks at the
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Flounder with his face buried in a handful of white cotton.

‘And,” he says with a muffled voice, T'm getting lead in
my pencil again, Nadia. Let us lie down, my pretty one.”

The Flounder takes her hand enthusiastically and jerks it
towards his ding-dong. She smacks him away. She's not
looking too pleased.

Tve got my pants on, you bloody fool” Nadia says
harshly. ‘That pair of knickers youw've sunk your nose in
must belong to another woman you've had here!’

“What! But I've had no other woman here!” The Flounder
glares at her furiously. He examines the panties, as if hoping
to find a name ingide. ‘Marks & Spencers. How strange. 1
feel sick now.’

‘Marks & Spencers! Fuck this!” says Billy, forcing my
hands off his face. My arms and legs are going to fucking
drop off in a minute!’

So up gets Billy. He combs his hair and turns up the collar
of his shirt and then strolls into the living rocm singing a
couple of choruses from The The. 1 get up and follow him,
just in time to see Nadia open her mouth and let off a huge
scream at the sight of us. The Flounder, who has no bottoms
on, gives a frightened yelp and drops my pants which I pick
up and, quite naturally, put on. I'm calm and completely
resigned to the worst. Anyway, I've got my arm round Billy.

“Hi, everyone,” Billy says. “We were just asleep in the other
room. Don’t worry, we didn’t hear anything, not about the
condoms or Nina’s character or the panties or anything, Not
a thing. How about a cup of tea or something?’

I get off Billy's bike midday. ‘Baby,’ he says.

‘Happy,” 1 say, wearing his checked shirt, tail out. Across
the lawn with its sprinkler I set off for Dad’s club, a sun-
loved white palace set in flowers.

White-uniformed bearers humble as undertakers set

down trays of foaming yogurt. I could do with a proper
drink myself. Colonels with generals and ladies with perms,
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fans and crossed legs sit in cane chairs. I wish I'd slept more.

The old man. There you are, blazer and slacks, turning the
pages of The Times on an oak lectern overlooking the
gardens. You look up. Well, well, well, say your eyes, not a
duli day now. Her to play with.

You take me into the dining room. It's chill and smart and
the tables have thick white cloths on them and silver cutlery.
The men move chairs for the elegant thin women, and the
waiters take the jackets of the plump men. I notice there are
no young people here.

‘Fill your plate,” you say, kindly. “And come and sit with
me. Bring me something too. A little meat and some dhal.’

I cover the plate with food from the copper pots at the
buffet in the centre of the room and take it to you. And here
we sit, father and daughter, all friendly and everything,.

"How are you today, Daddy?’ I say, touching your cheek.

Around us the sedate upper class fill their guts. You
haven't heard me. I say once more, gently: ‘How are you
today?’

"You fucking bitch,” you say. You push away your food
and light a cigarette.

‘Goody,” I say, going a little cold. ‘Now we know where
we are with each other.”

‘Where the fuck were you last night?’ you inquire of me.
You go on: “You just fucked off and told no one. I was
demented with worry. My blood pressure was through the
roof. Anything could have happened to you.’

Te did.’

‘That bloody boy's insane.’

‘But Billy’s pretty.’

‘No, he's ugly like you. And a big pain in the arse.’

Dad.’

‘No, don't interrupt! A half-caste wastrel, a belong-
nowhere, a problem to everyone, wandering around the
face of the earth with no home like a stupid-mistake-mongrel
dog that no one wants and everyone kicks in the backside.’
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For those of you curious about the menu, T am drinking
tear soup. '

“You left us,” I say. | am shaking. You are shaking. “Years
ago, just look at it, you fucked us and left us and fucked off
and never came back and never sent us money and instead
made us sit through fucking fesus Christ Superstar and
Evita.

Someone comes over, a smart judge who helped hang the
Prime Minister. We all shake hands. Christ, I can’t stop
crying all over the place.

It's dusk and I'm sitting upstairs in a deckchair outside
Billy’s room on the roof. Billy’s sitting on a pillow. We're
wearing cut-off jeans and drinking iced water and reading
old English newspapers that we pass between us. Our
washing is hanging up on a piece of string we've tied
between the comner of the room and the television aerial. The
door to the room is open and we're listening again and again
to ‘Who's Loving You' — very loud — because it's our
favourite record. Billy keeps saying: ‘Let’s hear it again, one
mo’ time, you know.” We're like an old couple sitting on a
concrete patio in Shepherd’s Bush, until we get up and
dance with no shoes on and laugh and gasp because the roof
bums our feet so we have to go inside to make love again.

Billy goes in to take a shower and 1 watch him go. I don'y
like being separated from him. I hear the shower start and I
sit down and throw the papers aside. I go downstairs to
Nadia’s room and knock on her door. Wifey is sitting there
and Moonie is behind her.

“She’s not in,” Moonie says.

‘Come in,” Nadia says, opening her deor, I go in and sit on
the stool by the dressing table. It's a pretty room. There is
pink everywhere and her things are all laid out neatly and
she sits on the bed brushing her hair and it shines. [ tell her
we should have a bit of a talk. She smiles at me. She’s
prepared to make an effort, I can see that, though it surprises
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me. She did go pretty berserk the other day, when we came
out of the kitchen, trying to ptinch me and everything.

‘It was an accident,’ I tell her now.

“Well,” she says. ‘But what impression d’you think it made
on the man I want to marry?

‘Blame me. Say I'm just a sicko Westerner. Say I'm mad.’

“It’s the whole family it reflects on,” she says.

She goes to a drawer and opens it. She takes out an |

envelope and gives if to me.
‘I's a present for you,” she says kindly. When I slip my

finger into the flap of the envelope she puts her hand over §

mine. ‘Please. It's a surprise for later.’

Billy is standing on the roof in his underpants. I fetch a
towel and dry his hair and legs and he holds me and we }

move a little together to imaginary music. When I remember
the envelope Nadia gave me, I open it and find a shiny
folder inside. It's a ticket to London.

I'd given my ticket home to my father for safe-keeping, .
an open ticket 1 can use any time. I can see that Nadia’s
been to the aitline and specified the date, and booked the |
flight. I'm to leave tomorrow moming. I go to my dad and |
ask him what it’s all about. He just looks at me and | realise }

Ym to go.

4

Hello, reader. As I'm sure you've noticed by now, I, Howard,
have written this Nina and Nadia stuff in my sock, without

leaving the country, sitting right here on my spreading arse ° :

and listening to John Coltrane. (And rolling cigarettes.) Do
you think Nina could have managed phrases like ‘an accent
as thick as treacle” and ‘But the curtains are well and truly
pulled here’ and especially ‘Oh, oh, oh’? With her education?
S0 all along, it's been me, pulling faces, speaking in tongues,
posing and making an attempt on the truth through lies.

And also, I just wanted to be Nina. The days Deborah and I §
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have spent beating on her head, trying to twist her the right
way round, read this, study dancing, here’s a book about
Balanchine and the rest of it. What does she make of all this
force feeding? So I became her, entered her. Sorry.

Nina in fact has been back a week, though it wasn’t until
yesterday that I heard from her when she phoned to tell me
that [ am a bastard and that she had to see me. [ leave
straightaway.

At Nina’s place. There she is, sitting at the kitchen table with
her foot up on the table by her ashtray in the posture of a
painter. Deborah not back from school.

“You ook supesb,’ I tell her. She doesn’t recoil in repulsion
when I kiss her.

Do Ilook superb?’ She is interested.

“Yeah. Tanned. Fit. Rested

‘Oh, is that all? She looks hard at me. T thought for a
moment you were going to say something interesting. Like
I'd changed or something. Like something had happened.’

We walk through the estate, Friday afternoon. How she
walks above it all now, as if she's already left! She tells me
everything in a soft voice: her father, the servants, the boy
Billy, the kiss, the panties. She says: ‘I was devastated to
leave Billy in that country on his own. What will he do?
What will happen to that boy? 1 sent him a pack of tapes. 1
sent him some videos. But he'll be so lonely.’ She is upset.

The three of us have supper and Deborah tries to talk
about school while Nina ignores her. It's just like the old
days. But Nina ignores Deborah not out of cruelty but
because she is elsewhere. Deborah is thinking that probably
Nina has left her for good. I am worried that Debbie will
expect more from me. _

The next day I fly to my desk, put on an early Miles Davis
tape and let it all go, tip it out, what Nina said, how she
looked, what we did, and I write (and later cross out) how |
like to put my little finger up Deborah’s arse when we're
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fucking and how she does the same to me, when she can
comfortably reach. I shove it all down shamelessly (and add
bits) because it's my job to write down the things that
happen round here and because I have a rule about no
material being sacred.

What does that make me?

[ once was in a cinema when the recently uncovered spy
Anthony Blunt came in with a friend. The entire cinema (but
not me} stood up and chanted ‘Out, out, cut’ until the old
queen got up and left. I feel like that old spy, a dirty betrayer
with a loudspeaker, doing what I have to.

I offer this story to you, Deborah and Nina, to make of it
what you will, before I send it to the publisher.

Dear Howard,

How very kind of you to leave your story on my kitchen
table casually saying, ‘I think you should read this before I
publish it.” I was pleased: I gave you an extra kiss, thinking
that at last you wanted me to share your work (I almost
wrote world).

I could not believe you opened the story with an account
of an abortion. As you know I know, it’s lifted in its entirety
from a letter written to you by your last girlfriend, Julie. You
were conveniently in New York when she was having the
abortion so that she had to spit out all ¢he bits of her broken
heart in a letter, and you put it into the story pretending it
was written by my daughter.

The story does also concern me, our ‘relationship’ and
even where we put our fingers. Your portrait of me as a
miserable whiner let down by men would have desperately
depressed me, but I've learned that unfeeling, blood-sucking
men like you need to reduce women to manageable clichés,
even to destroy them, for the sake of control.

I am only sorry it's taken me this long to realise what a
low, corrupt and exploitative individual you are, who never
deserved the love we both offered you. You have torm me
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apart. I hope the same thing happens to you one day. Please
never attempt to get in touch again.
Deborah

Someone bangs on the door of the flat. I've been alone all
day. I'm not expecting anyone, and how did whoever it is
get into the building in the first place?

‘Let me in, let me in!” Nina calls out. | open up and she’s
standing there soaked through with a sports bag full of
things and a couple of plastic bags under her arm.

"Moving in?’ I say.

You should be so lucky,” she says, barging past me. ‘I'm
on me way somewhere and I thought I'd pop by to borrow
some money.’

She comes into the kitchen. It's gloomy and the rain
hammers into the courtyard outside. But Nina’s cheerful,
happy to be back in England and she has no illusions about

her father now. Apparently he was rough with her, called
her a half-caste and so on.

‘Well, Howard, you're in the shit, aren‘t you?’ Nina says,
‘Ma’s pissed off no end with you, man, She's aying all over
the shop. I couldn’t stand it. I've moved out. You can die ofa
broken heart, you know. And you can kill someone that way
t00.”

‘Don’t talk about it,” I say, breaking up the ice with a
hammer and dropping it into the glasses. ‘She wrote me a
pissed-off letter. Wanna read it?’

It's private, Howard.’

‘Read it, for Christ's sake, Nina,’ | say, shoving it at her.
She reads it and I walk round the kitchen looking at her. I

stand behind her a long time. I can’t stop looking at her

today.
She puts it down without emotion. She’s not sentimental;

she’s always practical about things, because she knows what
cunts people are,

“You've ripped Ma off before. She'll get over it, and no one
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reads the shit you write anyway except a lot of middle-class

wankers. As long as you get paid and as long as you giveme §

some of it you're all right with me.’
I was right. T knew she’d be flattered. I give her some
money and she gathers up her things. I don’t want her to go.
‘Where are you off to?

‘Oh, a friend’s place in Hackney. Someone I was in the .

loony bin with. I'll be living there. Oh, and Billy will be
joining me.” She smiles broadly. I'm happy.’
‘Wow. That's good. You and Billy’

“Yeah, ain't it just!” She gets up and throws back the rest of 1

the whisky. ‘Be seeing ya!’
Don’t go yet.’
‘Got to.

At the door she says: ‘Good luck with the writing and §

L3

2y

the front door of the building. As she goes out info the street

running with sheets of rain, I say: Tl come with you to the |
comer,” and walk with her, even though I'm not dressed for |

it.

saying inside my head. Then the bus arrives and she takes

her bags from me and gets on and I stand there watching her
but she won't lock at me because she is thinking of Billy. The !
bus moves off and I watch until it disappears and thenIgo £
inside the flat and take off my clothes and have a bath. Later. |

I write down the things she said but the place still smells of
her.
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Iwa]kto.the]iftwithher.Wegodown together. I go outto |

At the corner I can’t let her go and 1 accompany her to the

bus stop. I wait with her for fifteen minutes in my shirt and |
slippers. I'm soaked through holding ali her bags but I think 4
you can make too much of these things. ‘Don’t go,’ 1 keep

Blue, Blue Pictures of You

Tused to like talking about sex. All of life, I imagined - from
politics to aesthetics - merged in passionate human
conjunctions. A caress, not to speak of a kiss, could transport
you from longing to Russia, on to Velazquez and ahead to
anarchism. To illustrate this fancy, I did, at one time,
consider collecting a ‘book of desire’, an anthology of
outlandish, melancholy and droll stories about the subject.
This particular story was one, had the project been finished —
or even started ~ I would have included. It was an odd story.
Eshan, the photographer who told it to me, used the word
himself. At least he said it was the oddest request he’d had,
When it was put to him by his pub companion, his first
response was embarrassment and perplexity. But of course
he was fascinated too.

At the end of the street where Eshan had a tiny office and
small dark room, there was a pub where he’d go at half past
six or seven, most days. He liked to work office hours,
believing much discipline was required to do what he did,
as if without it he would fly off into madness - though he
had, in fact, never flown anywhere near madness, except to
sit in that pub.

Eshan thought he liked routine, and for weeks would do
exactly the same thing every day, while frequently loathing
this decline into habit. In the pub he would smoke, drink and
read the paper for an hour or longer, depending on his mood
and on whether he felt sentimental, guilty or plain affec-
tionate towards his wife and two children. Sometimes he’d
get home before the children were asleep, and carry them
around on his back, kick balls with them, and tell them stories
of pigs with spiders on their heads. Other times he would
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