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1.

THESE WERE THE murky effects: a dark yellow sky – like iodine – and brownish clouds, mounted in flat, extravagant, painterly puffs.

On Southwark Bridge, the lights in their trident-shaped lampposts had blinked on early.

‘It’s sand,’ said Putnam, looking up from his phone.

‘Saharan sand. It’s deflecting the shortwave light, apparently,’ he said. He waggled the fingers of his free hand to demonstrate.

More followed. Not just sand, but ash, too, from forest fires in Spain and Portugal; all this taken up by a hurricane.

‘I must have missed that,’ I said, swirling the ice around my empty glass.

‘Well, it’s a storm now,’ said Putnam. ‘Was a storm.’

‘I’m going to get another,’ I said. ‘Or shall we get some wine, maybe?’

‘Mm,’ said Putnam.

Putnam opened our second bag of salt and vinegar, then carefully split one seam and spread the crisps out a bit.

The phrase ‘It’s sand’ seemed to feature in several conversations outside the Anchor, where the terrace was filling up now, with the after-work crowd.

Some people took photographs. They walked to the railings and held up their phones. Others were less keen. I watched one young woman hurry past with a look of determined abstraction.

For my part, I found that funny, sallow atmosphere induced a peaceful sort of quiescence. Putnam and I didn’t say much. We drank, and ate our crisps. We had our own thoughts.

The snarling sound of a speedboat broke the spell.

‘Oh, poor ducks,’ I said.

‘One more?’ said Putnam, standing up.

He lurched to grab our empty bottle, then lifted our glasses deftly between the fingers of his left hand.

‘Inside, maybe,’ he said.

‘One more. Inside,’ he nodded.

‘Into the past,’ said Putnam.

‘Eh?’

He was bringing our drinks, through a low, black-beamed doorway.

‘We used to live in here, in nineteen eighty-four.’

‘Ah.’

‘Nicer then.’

‘Of course.’

He sat down next to me, on a stool at the window. We were in the ‘Craft Snug’, a nicely forsaken nook, I thought, with no other drinkers, and no music. Dark fridges stood behind an unmanned bar.

‘Who’s we?’ I said.

‘Eh?’

‘The we who used to live here.’

‘Oh. Well. My gang, really. The three or four boys in my year who weren’t totally sociopathic. This was our spot . . . I think I first came in here with Barry Pymer. We used to sit up there,’ he said, indicating the bar, ‘and do lines from The Waste Land at each other.’

‘Oh, excellent.’

‘Or Beckett, we loved. Bits of Auden . . .’

‘How old were you?’

‘Sixteen. Seventeen. A-level age . . .’

‘Now,’ said Putnam, leaning over to peer at the wall beside the sill. ‘Yes, that’s gone, too.’

‘What has?’

‘They used to have a high-water mark there. A brass strip. It showed where the river rose to in seventeen-whenever. Flooded the whole area, obviously. I remember I said to Barry, Well, we’d have been done for, wouldn’t we? He enjoyed that.’

‘What did happen to Barry?’

‘After school?’

‘Mm.’

‘He went to LSE. After that I heard drugs. After that I don’t know. He was a strange cove.’

‘How so?’

Here Putnam frowned. He picked up his glass and held it to his temple.

‘He was just very adult,’ he said, finally.

‘Was he one of the sociopaths?’

‘Well, perhaps. But not then, or not in the same way. He wasn’t going to hang you out of the window by your ankles, like some of those kids used to.’

‘Was he a Cockney?’

‘No, no. North London boy. His voice was theatrical . . . sonorous. He used to call you “dear boy” or “old chap”. That kind of thing. Affected, but not trying to hide that it was affected, if that makes sense.’

‘Yes, I can hear that.’

‘And his manner was the same. Weirdly debonair, for a teenager. You have to picture . . . He was quite short. And very thick-set. He had this great moon face. Always these gobs of sleep in his eyes . . . Not terribly prepossessing. But he used to sort of roll along, down the corridor, like this,’ Putnam said, and here he switched his shoulders, slowly and smoothly, to demonstrate.

‘Not the walk of a boy,’ Putnam said.

‘No, indeed,’ I said.

‘It was as if coming to school was just a jaunt for him,’ Putnam said. ‘He seemed to pass through the place on his own terms.’

‘I remember he went through a phase of reading The Times in the morning. In the common room. Smoking, of course, as we all did. But the way he did it . . . You’d think, The fuck’s he up to? Checking his shares? Seeing how some coup he’d fomented was coming along? He used to spread the paper out, as if he were surveying a battlefield map. Newspapers were big in those days.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘Later it was the FT. I remember him getting very beady with the FT. Sucking on his cig like this,’ Putnam said, and here he mimed an exorbitant toke. ‘And peering. Like some ghastly old lag, ransacking the plans of a bank vault! Yes, he was a real shapeshifter, was Barry. A real puzzle. In here, he was suavity itself. Legs crossed, wrist bent back,’ (again Putnam demonstrated a smoking style) ‘like Harold Pinter or something.’

‘But you were friends.’

‘We were. Friends and allies, briefly.’

‘Because of English?’

‘Because of English,’ Putnam said. And here he smiled – a kind smile, for his younger self – before he picked up his glass and took another slow, helpful sip. ‘I don’t know if it mattered to Barry in the same way it did to me – you know, books, poems, plays, all that – but he responded to it. He got it. And you look for that at that age, don’t you? Or I did.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘We all did.’

He continued:

‘He was very pleased with this place. Couldn’t wait to bring me. The first time, I remember, he said, “Of course, two hundred years ago, we’d have been sharing this snug with a certain literary personage.” Oh yes, I said. “With a certain Johnson!” he said. With Samuel Johnson? I said. “Doctor Johnson to you,” says Barry, “Doctor Johnson to you, eh!” – you know, pointing at me.’

‘And then what? Drifted apart?’

‘Yes, I’d say. Well, Barry didn’t stick with one thing for long.’

‘Bit of a Mr Toad?’

‘Yes. That’s well put. There was a lot of restless energy there, with Barry. I’m not sure it mattered what it was discharged on. The next thing was, he was playing the agent provocateur.’

‘At school?’

‘Yes, at school. He got into communism. Poetry fell to politics. Or to politicking. Suddenly he was waving Mao’s Little Red Book around. He came in with stacks of them, from some shop in King’s Cross. “Hope everyone’s read this, eh?” Few weeks later, he joined the NF! I remember him chuckling away about having gone out with them at the weekend. You know, for a bit of football-adjacent thuggery.’

‘Oh Lord.’

‘Whether he was actually putting the boot into people . . . I can’t see that, somehow. But I’m afraid he did like bovver. Or being around bovver. And the drugs, too, of course. Amphetamines. So that was a different scene again. As I say, the what of it wasn’t really the point. I remember him in the debating society, later. He was incredibly good at that. All the gestures, too. Very committed!’

‘Like Mussolini?’

‘I was going to say Oswald Mosley.’

‘Yikes.’

‘Mm.’

‘Was he gay?’

‘Was Barry gay? No.’

‘OK.’

‘Well, look, who knows. He gave every appearance of not being gay, if that means anything. There was that same element of performance, with women, that’s true. But that was just him.’

‘We were sitting up there one day,’ Putnam said, again nodding at the bar. ‘When he leant over and said, “You like girls, Ed, eh?” I said, Well, yes. “Got a couple of girls coming over on Saturday. Fancy joining, eh?” Christ, he had a dreadful laugh,’ Putnam said. ‘This low chuckle. Something between a chuckle and a leer. It sounded all wrong.’

‘But you went.’

‘Yes, I went. To Wood Green, which is about as far as you can get from Kew. I must have set off about 5pm, in my Saturday night gear.’

‘Which was?’

‘Oh, white Levi’s. Paisley shirt. Splash of Paco Rabanne. I remember this big old house. No parents in sight. He had a sister, I think. No sign of her either. Just Barry. Also wearing a very loud shirt, as I remember.’

‘He had invited some girls?’

‘He had. Well, women, really. Sort of shop-girl types. Maybe nineteen, or twenty. I stood up when he showed them in. I was polite even then. But they both just glared at me. I mean, who knows what they thought was going on. I remember them sitting there, handbags on their laps, while Barry got busy at his dad’s drinks cabinet. “Cocktail, ladies?”, “Top-up, old boy?” I did try to make conversation. But they were quite hostile. My one, quote-unquote, was mute. Barry’s one was just the opposite – full of pert remarks. “Trying to get us drunk, are you?”, “Wouldn’t you like to know”, “Didn’t your mother teach you not to stare?” Barry seemed to love all that. He was chuckling away. The whole thing was insane. It was like we’d been given four different scripts.’

‘What happened?’

‘Well, nothing happened, for about half an hour. Then Barry said he had something to show his one upstairs. I don’t know if I was expected to pounce then, on the other one.’

‘Were you still being polite?’

‘No, no. I’d given that up. We both sat in blessed silence and I thought about something else. I did what my father used to do, and made a sort of visor for my eyes, with my hands. I had my own thoughts.’

‘Until?’

‘Well, five minutes later, there was a tumble of footsteps, the door opened, and there was Barry’s date. “Come on, Sheila, we’re going.”’

‘Oh dear.’

‘Yes. So they’re off. And out in the hall I find Barry swaggering down the stairs.’

‘Still chuckling?’

‘I’m sure he was. But what I remember is the look on his face. This truly appalling expression. A sort of bashful, butter-wouldn’t-melt smirk. “Can’t win ’em all, eh?”’

‘Did he say that?’

‘Well, words to that effect. “Misjudged that one, old boy, eh?”’

‘And that was that.’

‘That was the end of that soirée, yes. I don’t know what I’d imagined. But at the time, well, one was open to life. You sort of said yes to whatever came up.’

‘Or you did.’

‘Or I did. Yes. That’s true.’

‘Is your school still there?’ I said.

‘It is. I get a newsletter now and then.’

‘Was it very rough?’

‘Christ, yes. And not just the kids. It was a shock, at first.’

‘Poor little Putnam.’

‘Well, yes,’ Putnam said, with a blink; he would allow that.

‘But I had to make a go of it,’ he said. ‘And actually, in a way, I liked it. It was so different. It made me feel grown-up. You know, grit. Grime. Walking up Stamford Street with lorries thundering by. The buildings were black. I remember these soot-furred fanlights. From a century of cargo steamers and packet boats. Factories . . .’

‘And what about here?’

‘Well, there was none of that,’ Putnam said, indicating the Wagamama opposite, ‘and it was pre-Globe, of course.’

‘And post-Globe,’ I said; I couldn’t stop myself.

‘Yes, yes, OK,’ said Putnam.

‘A lot of these streets had been flattened,’ he said.

‘Into the past,’ I said.

‘Mm,’ said Putnam.

‘We off?’ he said.

We were, down breezy Clink Street, past Pickford’s Wharf, with a new tincture in the air now. The streets felt like a shadowy set.

‘You do know,’ Putnam said, ‘that the original Globe was further back from the river.’

‘I’m sure I did,’ I said, ‘I’m afraid I was being facetious. I’m sorry.’

‘Mm,’ said Putnam. ‘Well, that’s your choice.’

‘I’m not sure it is, you know. But I take your point. I don’t like it, believe me. I’d like to squeeze it out of myself, drop by drop . . .’

We walked down Cathedral Street, then Tooley Street, and there was Putnam’s office. You could see in from the corner, just about: strip lights, the back of a computer screen. I could see Putnam’s bookshelves and one corner of his corkboard, covered with postcards he’d pinned there.

‘Coast clear?’ he said.

When I’d first sat down at the pub, I’d noticed that Putnam’s eczema was back. I felt bold enough now to nod at the crusted plaques on his hands and wrists.

‘That looks sore,’ I said.

‘Mm,’ he said, frowning.

He stretched his fingers out.

‘Is quite sore,’ he said.

He turned his hands over and looked down at the palms, which were also encrusted, and split.

‘Christ,’ I said. ‘Ouch.’

I stepped back and again looked up at the office window.

‘He really is the gift that keeps on giving, isn’t he?’ I said.

‘Taking,’ Putnam said, and he gave me a meaning look as he said it.

‘He’s got nothing to give,’ he said.

‘I know,’ I said.

‘You think he’s got something to give, do you?’ Putnam said, unpleasantly.

‘It was just a figure of speech,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. I was being . . .’

‘Facetious, yes. OK,’ he said.

As he took out his key card he said,

‘This junction was bombed.’

‘Right here?’

‘Mm. Where you are, more or less. Yes, you’d have been done for,’ he said.

‘September nineteen forty,’ said Putnam. ‘I had a photo by my desk for years. Stunning picture. Just a section of wall still standing. There,’ he indicated, ‘in a sea of rubble and scorched timber. This black wall. And then this pilaster rising up. Like a cross on an altar. A sort of abstract cross. A modernist cross. Fulgent dust cloud above. Chap on a ladder. Another chap with his hands on his hips. Both in, you know, steel helmets . . . Now, where did that go?’ he said, as the door buzzed behind him. ‘I’m going to look for that . . .’ he said.





2.

PUTNAM WAS LEAVING Sequence. Next week he would clear his desk.

He’d given his notice back in July. I remember a bright, damp morning, an early screening at Stephen Street. We were waiting outside, both perched on the edge of a flower planter with our coffees, when Geoff Pitt ambled over, bun in hand.

‘I hear you’re off, Ed?’ he said.

‘Good morning, Geoff,’ Putnam said. ‘What are you asking me?’

‘From Sequence. You’re leaving Sequence.’

‘Ah. Yes. I am.’

‘My goodness!’

‘News travels fast,’ said Putnam.

‘Well, everyone’s shocked,’ said Geoff.

‘I think you’re overstating that,’ said Putnam.

‘Not at all . . .’

‘Which is so unlike you,’ said Putnam.

‘Not at all, Ed. People are shocked. It’s like the ravens leaving the Tower. Don’t you think?’ he said, looking at me.

‘You’re not the first person to say that,’ I said.

‘No, I bet. How long has it been?’

‘Oh, just twenty-five years,’ said Putnam.

‘Gosh. You don’t look old enough!’

‘What can I say?’ said Putnam.

‘He started young,’ I said.

‘So what year was that? Is this the nineties?’

‘Nineteen ninety-two.’

‘Ninety-two. My goodness.’

Here I folded up the paper bag my flapjack had come in, sealed it in my empty coffee cup, and looked around for a bin.

‘I bet you weren’t born,’ said Geoff.

‘Oh, I was born all right,’ I said. ‘But thank you for the compliment.’

‘Nineteen ninety-two,’ Geoff said. ‘I remember you then. Angry young man.’

‘I was not angry. Honestly, where do you get this stuff?’

‘OK, intense. You were intense. Now, Ed, you were intense.’

‘I was serious,’ said Putnam.

Geoff seemed reluctant to let this point go. But I watched him manage it, while he chewed the last of his bun.

‘And – your decision?’ he said, finally.

‘Absolutely my decision. Yes. I mean . . .’

‘I always say they’ll have to carry me out feet-first!’ Geoff said.

At this I saw Putnam suppress some real annoyance, at the suggestion of two parallel or equivalent careers. Geoff Pitt didn’t work anywhere. He’d never had a job. He had been, for years, an indiscriminate freelancer. He’d written for the Camden New Journal, for Time Out, briefly, then for various other free sheets; lately, I understood he had his own website, but before Putnam could say, ‘Feet-first from where, Geoff?’, we were called. A young woman checked our names on her iPad and Putnam and I followed Geoff and the others inside, down into the blessed dark.

I next saw Putnam at the Sequence summer contributors’ drinks, which were held, as usual, in their office. In the past, George would hand out the wine at the door. Now there was a new editor – not in attendance – so Putnam and Vik were manning the wine table. Vik passed me my glass of white; Putnam, I saw, was off finding a chair for one of the older contributors – setting her up where she could still be in the swim. This was a woman I knew he found quite hard work; she took his edits to her essays icily and in person, too, would treat his good manners and consideration as something to be tolerated. I could tell he was suffering, as he crouched, smiling, by her chair.

‘That’ll be me one day,’ I said, when he came back over.

‘Yes. Well. You might try to avoid that,’ he said.

‘She’s a very brilliant writer,’ he said, ‘and a royal pain in the arse.’

Putnam spent most of the night by the snack table (his desk), talking about pieces. As word spread that he was leaving, people wanted to know about that, too. He seemed relaxed enough, talking about it. He’d been there a long time, he said, and there were other things he wanted to do.

I was grazing on the last of the crisps when Max came over. She was another veteran Sequencer. She’d been at UCL with George.

‘What the hell?’ she said. ‘Edmund, it can’t be true!’

‘News travels fast,’ said Putnam.

With Max, though, he couldn’t quite stick to his script. After topping up their wine with the bottle he kept behind him, he said that one thing he was looking forward to not doing was having to deal with, listen to, or look at his esteemed editor any more.

‘Ah,’ she said. She knew that there had been something going on at Sequence; everyone did, but still – to leave?

‘Goodness, Edmund,’ she said. ‘That bad?’

Putnam didn’t answer; he shook his head. A native discretion reasserted itself.

‘Listen, it’s time,’ he said. ‘Long past time, probably.’

Max allowed this, although Putnam, at forty-nine, was hardly a candidate for retirement. Nor did she ask if he had anything else lined up. That struck me as a rather ominous bit of tact, but I suppose there was really no right thing to say. Instead, Max offered that, yes, when she’d left teaching she’d felt the same.

‘I think you know, don’t you?’ she said. ‘When you need to just pack up and move on.’

Putnam, in his turn, allowed this. Doggedly sanguine, he added that his father had died too, of course, this year, so he had ‘some cash’ as he put it.

Max’s expression of sympathy at the first bit of news was quickly and properly dismissed, again with a sort of modest flinch.

‘Listen, he’d been very ill,’ Putnam said. ‘He was really fed up. Life was not going to get better,’ he said.

‘Anyway, like I say, it’s time . . .’ he said.

*

The new editor went by Shove. His given name was Simon – Simon Halfpenny – but as he told each member of staff at Sequence – and some of them he had to tell more than once – no one called him Simon. It was Shove. Yes, Shove.

He was thirty-ish. He had been managing editor of a sports title. The board had moved him across.

At his first editorial meeting, Shove – I’ll use ‘Shove’ – said that what he’d like to do was to turn Sequence into the New Yorker. ‘A sort of London version of the New Yorker,’ he explained.

Putnam, drawing certain conclusions about this man’s familiarity with either magazine, stopped him there. He did have to stop him there, he said, to explain that that was quite a long way from what they did at Sequence, from what they had been doing for more than fifty years now. Sequence had its remit, he said, and a loyal – and sizeable – readership who valued it for what it was.

‘Yeah,’ said Shove. ‘That’s great, of course we want to bring them along if we can.’

‘Well, they’re already with us,’ said Putnam. ‘That’s the point I’m making. And forgive me, but people who want to read the New Yorker can read the New Yorker, can’t they? It exists. Unless you want us to start doing a London “What’s on” guide. Is that what you mean? Or cartoons? Forgive me; I feel I can’t have understood you. Do you want restaurant reviews in Sequence? New sushi spots?’

Here Vik spoke up, to ask if Shove had seen a certain piece in the latest issue. By Caitlin Ross. Did he know her work? Vik thought this piece really showed Sequence at its best: serious, learned, sharp.

‘That’s great!’ said Shove. ‘As long as it’s not boring. That’s our motto now.’

‘Sure,’ said Putnam. ‘But that rather depends on what you find boring, doesn’t it?’

‘I’m not sure anyone’s ever accused us of being boring,’ said Vik.

‘That’s great,’ said Shove. ‘We don’t want them to.’

‘But they haven’t,’ said Vik.

‘Well, exactly. There we are. We’re on the same page.’

He called Putnam ‘Ed’; Katherine ‘Kath’; he called Vik ‘the Prof’. When Vik grew a beard he shouted, ‘Great beard, Prof!’ ‘Has everyone seen the Prof’s beard?’ ‘Hey, are you a hipster now?’ he shouted. ‘Hey, Prof, do you have a beard regime?’ he shouted. ‘Do you use beard oil?’

I heard this from everyone I knew in that office: Shove did not stop bellowing. About the news, about celebrities; he’d shout about exchanges he was following on Twitter. He could not be quiet. He could not sit still. In fact he would literally travel around the room on his chair, propelling himself from desk to desk, as if the room were a screen and he himself a restive cursor.

I’d written just three pieces for Sequence, but I often joined the staff drinks, back then. Since the mid-sixties they’d been held on Fridays, in the back room of the Crown, behind Snowsfields. There was a loose group of people who used to drop in, often people like me, who needed a bit of society. There had been periods when I was there every week, and months, too, years, when I forgot it was happening.

I went down a month after Shove’s dramatic appointment; took my glass of wine through, raised my hand hello, pulled up a stool.

‘I feel I’m in a defensive crouch,’ Putnam was saying. ‘I’m not used to that.’

‘I feel menaced,’ he said, ‘from the moment I get in.’

‘I just tune it out,’ Vik said. ‘I’m confident I’m not missing anything. Like when there’s a nutter on the tube,’ he said.

‘Do you go to your happy place?’ said Katherine.

‘That’s a way to put it,’ said Vik.

‘I should try that,’ said Putnam.

‘I know where you’d go,’ said Katherine.

‘And you’d be right,’ said Putnam. ‘The Sequence office, any time up to January 2017.’

‘Oh, Edmund!’ she said.

‘What black serendipity,’ said Putnam, ‘George dying when he did. The rest of the world exists for people like Shove. God knows. It really does. Thick-skinned philistine like him; he could thrive anywhere. Yet we’re being asked to accommodate him. Sequence, of all places. George’s Sequence . . .’

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘My round, I believe . . .’

One of Shove’s editorials had begun, ‘What is it about dogs?’ Another, ‘April is the cruellest month, as the poet T. S. Eliot once famously wrote.’

‘Am I reading the New Yorker?’ Vik had said, looking up from that one, while Putnam, after another long night in the hospital with his father, said he’d thought he was hallucinating.

I didn’t take Putnam seriously when he started to talk about going part-time.

Playing along, I said, ‘What will you do on your free days?’

‘Sleep,’ he said, with a rather desperate smile.

‘Read some novels,’ he said, smiling again, at me, and stretching his arms out in front of him.

He meant it, though. By July he’d had enough. He emailed Shove, to arrange a meeting. Shove did not reply. Putnam tried again the next day. Shove shouted back, across the office, ‘We’ll talk, Ed, yeah?’

Now Putnam wrote another email, then he put on his jacket and he left the office: down two flights of stairs, out into the warm afternoon.

‘I walked over to Waterloo,’ he told me, ‘and I looked at the departure board. But I wasn’t going to flee to Gravesend.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘I bought a foul cup of coffee. Didn’t want it. So in the end I just went back,’ he said. ‘I sat down again and finished a few edits. Came home.’

‘The office is where I go,’ he said.

Putnam had bought his flat, in Bermondsey, so that he could walk in to work. He liked to see the river every day. He often went in on the weekends.

‘What did you write?’ I said. ‘Was it a real bridge-burner?’

‘Of course not. Christ, no. It was two lines. I just said there were other things I wanted to do. Which is not untrue, by the way.’

‘OK. Well, you haven’t signed anything, so don’t panic. You’ve got the weekend. Can you try and get some sleep?’

‘All I want to do is sleep,’ Putnam said.

‘I feel extremely light-headed,’ he said.

It was six weeks since his father’s funeral. We’d spent the last couple of Saturdays down at the house, in Kew. Together we’d filled bin bags with old clothes and towels and bedding. We’d moved furniture outside for the BHF to collect.

His father, Martin, had died of pancreatic cancer, just nine months after he was diagnosed. For years, too, he’d had a vascular disease. He’d suffered.

Putnam had had the house fitted out to help him. There were grab rails on the walls: in the hallway and going up the stairs. They made me think of a ship, or a submarine.





3.

I WALKED BACK to Cannon Street. I thought about Putnam un-pinning his postcards, and of the dark square below his window where the bomb had fallen.

A year ago it would have been London Bridge. Now I rattled west on the District line. The tone of the train surged and slackened. The lights faltered. At Blackfriars the woman sitting next to me got off and left a Standard on her seat. The front page showed a prodigious cloud, menacing the Shard. Inside there was a double-page spread of photos: a jaundiced City square, a blood-red sun; the dome of St Paul’s, sporting a new henna tint.

When I got in I made some toast, and ran a bath. I put the plate of toast on a stool by the tub, with a towel to dry my hands, and with the latest Sequence, which Putnam had brought along to our drinks for me. I munched, I read; I wasn’t washing my hair.

There were still good pieces in every issue, plenty to read, but there was a reliable quotient of dreck now: inane analysis, underthought and oversold. Stuff you might read anywhere; in a weekend newspaper supplement.

Shove had been commissioning some real old hacks, too. That was an audacious stunt, to him. These writers would creep onto the pages of Sequence with a sort of grotesque mock reverence. There was one in this issue. His strained, put-on prose put me in mind of a tiptoeing cartoon burglar.

How long could that last? Who was it for?

*

On the morning after Putnam sent his resignation email I had called to see how he was. I’d asked him again if he couldn’t stick it out until the – to me – inevitable fall of Shove.

‘You could say you were overwhelmed by grief,’ I said.

‘Oh, charming,’ he said.

‘Or blame a liquid lunch,’ I said. ‘I just mean some kind of fig leaf.’

‘It is quite sinister, your facility with lying,’ Putnam said. ‘It just comes to you, doesn’t it? Cheap deception. Almost for the sake of it.’

‘He won’t be there for ever. You want to be, don’t you?’ I said. ‘Or do you?’

‘Oh, he’s not going anywhere,’ Putnam said. ‘He’s just getting started.’

‘He’s just warming up,’ he said.

‘You think I should stick around and take it? Is that the idea?’

‘Oh, please. Putnam. No. I just mean do what Vik is doing. Or don’t.’

‘Oh, Vik. Vik has his eye on the main chance, that’s all.’

‘He’s doing his job! Come on. This Shove character is no nemesis, is he? He’s just some wanker. He’s a non-entity.’

‘Wankers do a lot of damage,’ Putnam said.

‘Non-entities do a hell of a lot of damage,’ he said.

‘Look around,’ he said. ‘Watch the news. Any non-entities there? Hm?’

‘Do you know who was a non-entity?’ Putnam said. ‘Famously so. Starter for ten?’

‘It was a word, Putnam. You know what I mean. I take your point though.’

‘And they’re interchangeable, are they?’ Putnam said. ‘This word, that word, doesn’t matter. You should write for Shove,’ he said.

‘Yes, yes,’ I said, ‘OK. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to upset you.’

I’d known Putnam since I was at UCL. I met him and Katherine at a careers fair. They were talking on a panel. Seeing the event listed had sent me to the library to look out Sequence magazine, which I hadn’t heard of before. I spent an afternoon reading back issues. Putnam and Katherine took a few of us out afterwards and bought us lunch in the Pizza Express in Soho. It was a bright, wet day. I remember Putnam enjoying himself, herding us through town. He gave everyone his card at the end of the meal: Deputy Editor.

Now he sent an email out to his regular contributors. He told them he was leaving and directed them to either Katherine, or Vik, or Ana Maria; whoever would be looking after them once he’d gone. He and I were the last ones in the Crown that night. He read out some of his replies.

‘Michaela Genc,’ he said. ‘Remember her? Terrific piece on Ceylan last year. She says, “You are Sequence.” That’s sweet. I mean, it’s wrong . . .’

‘There’s something in what she says,’ I said.

‘George was Sequence,’ said Putnam.

‘Still, it’s nice to hear,’ I said.

‘Mm . . .’ he said.

‘Well, everything else aside,’ I said, ‘they’re going to struggle to find someone who knows as much as you do.’

‘That is certainly true,’ Putnam said, still frowning at his inbox. When he looked up, he gave me a pitying smile. For my innocence.

‘I love the idea that knowledge counts for anything in that place now,’ he said, ‘or understanding. Or rigour. Or taste.’

To that I gave him my own pitying look.

‘OK, that’s not fair,’ he said. ‘Of course there are still good people there. Brilliant people, God help them. And they’ve been very sweet, really.’

‘No one’s being “sweet”,’ I said. ‘They’re your friends, you maniac.’

‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Putnam.

When this mood was on him Putnam was more than unappeasable. He embraced an exhilarated nihilism. ‘You wait,’ was his catchphrase. Normally it was politics that brought this out, or ‘the world’, or ‘people’. Never Sequence, before.

‘You wait,’ he said, now, ‘Geoff Pitt will be making his debut by Christmas. You wait. Set your watch.’

‘How exciting,’ he said. ‘How unexpected.’ Fixing me, all the while, with such a mean look you’d think that if I wasn’t directly responsible for this upcoming travesty, I was at the very least complicit. Was I? I wondered. In some larger sense? Putnam did think I was far too unconcerned generally. That was a frequent flashpoint between us.

‘You’re being perverse,’ I said.

‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Putnam again, calming down. ‘We’ll see if I ever hear from anyone again.’

The board had interviewed Putnam for the editor’s job, and Vik, and Caitlin Ross. All of this just for form’s sake, Putnam said; they’d made their decision. Still, he knew he’d hardly given his best.

‘A year ago, I might have gone all out,’ he said. ‘But Dad was so ill . . .’

‘Vik should have been a shoe-in,’ he said, ‘that’s the real scandal. And Caitlin would have been interesting. She’s so bright, that girl. I would have enjoyed that. But no. We get the company man . . .’

In the office, meanwhile, I heard Putnam was being fantastic: keeping everyone else’s spirits up, protecting what he could. Containment was the policy. The mediocrity of Shove was ever-ready and rapacious but Vik and Putnam, Katherine told me, were running interference in editorial meetings, and had a nice line, too, in steamrollering: there could be no argument about the pieces the staff wanted to run.

‘Shove is weirdly sensitive about seeming stupid,’ Katherine told me, ‘or not weirdly. Which would it be if you were in fact a bit dim? Anyway, he’s not nixing other people’s work. It’s just his own bright ideas stinking the place up.’

‘Putnam seems OK to you, does he?’ I said. ‘He’s been very up and down with me.’

‘Well, listen,’ Katherine said, ‘in work he’s working. You wouldn’t know anything was up. But this was a huge decision. Sequence has been his life. I wonder if he doesn’t feel guilty now. As if he’s abandoned the citadel. He won’t like that feeling. That’s counter to everything Edmund believes in.’

‘Oh, poor Putnam.’

‘He is jumpy,’ she said, ‘and he’s hard to help. That’s him. That’s him since he was twelve, I suspect. Him against the world.’

‘I think once he starts applying for other jobs,’ she said. ‘He likes a challenge. Just not this challenge,’ she said, with a meaning look.

Katherine would know. She and Putnam had been together for a long time, at university and for ten years afterwards; they were even engaged, briefly. I think they were still a couple when I met them, at UCL. Katherine was married to somebody else now. She had four children.

‘And this is also about Martin, of course,’ she said. ‘Did you meet him?’

‘Just the once,’ I said. ‘At a contributors’ party.’

‘He was a lovely guy,’ she said. ‘A really nice man. And then there was George,’ she said, ‘the other father.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

I’d met George, too. We both had less to say about him.

‘A lot going on,’ said Katherine, with a kind look.

Putnam’s mother had died when he was twelve, but this fact was still in some way the key piece of information about him; or anyway, Katherine and I both treated it as such. Putnam did not discourage this reading.

‘I’ll be happier when I know what he’s going to do,’ I said. ‘He seems to have decided that it’s all over for him. That no one wants him. Although he left. His decision.’

Katherine’s look here indicated that she’d done her time in that particular labyrinth. She held up her hands.

Putnam didn’t let up, that summer. He cycled through different attitudes, at one point presenting his departure as having been not his choice at all. That was disorienting.

‘Well look, to be honest,’ he told me, ‘it had been made pretty clear to me that I’d been there long enough. He was making that pretty damn clear, believe me. I thought I had things to offer but he clearly didn’t feel the same way, so I put this to him, that I probably had been there long enough, and – nothing. Nothing.’

‘What do you mean, you put it to him?’

‘I put it to him. I’m not wanted here. No response.’

‘I don’t believe you. You don’t value his opinion. Are you inventing this?’

‘Of course I don’t care what he thinks. He’s a total ignoramus. You’re deliberately misunderstanding me, as usual. I was reading the room. I was reading the room, as they say.’

‘So you didn’t put anything to him.’

‘I was reading the room,’ Putnam said, again. ‘I wasn’t wanted. I don’t stay where I’m not wanted. What would you have me do? Hang around like a bad smell?’

Never mind carrying a cross, it felt at times as if Putnam had decided to wear a coffin when he came out for a drink. It was as if he were wearing this coffin and daring us all to say something about it. I imagined a coffin propped up near our table and Putnam occasionally bashing open the lid to shout,

‘Don’t mind me!’

‘Don’t mind me in my coffin, will you?’

His real decision, it seemed to me, was to suffer. Nobody understood. Everybody fell short. Surrounded by friends, and goodwill, it was as if he were a half-mad prospector, shaking a pan full of silt.

Of course people could be fatuous. But why did Putnam have to take it so hard? When, for instance, somebody in the pub asked, ‘How’s old Halfwit?’ or ‘How’s Shouty?’ (this from Shouty Bumcrack, a name Katherine had come up with when Shove first arrived, and everyone had got to know that part of him, whether they wanted to or not, due to the way he wore his jeans), Putnam couldn’t just wince and say, Oh don’t ask. He had to make a point of looking affronted.

‘I’m glad someone finds it funny,’ he might say, under his breath. Or when that person was at the bar:

‘I’m sorry, but Shove is not a comic character.’

It wasn’t like Putnam not to be direct. This was a measure of the upset, I suppose, the way it was chasing him into his own furthest corners.

He was not overstating the case when it came to Shove. But his insistence – this was the distress of someone who felt he was not being believed, and that, again, was disorienting. Shove had no defenders; not one. There were no Shove partisans. He had no creatures. No one had ‘gone over’. No one had said, Oh he’s all right, really. Putnam knew that. Still, I wasn’t the only friend he ended up barracking. Did we not agree forcefully enough? Or was it just that we weren’t him, so could never hope to feel the pain of any situation as precisely as he did? Having staked out this lonely position he seemed determined to defend it against all-comers.

‘You don’t get it,’ he’d say, miserably, or, ‘How could you understand?’

‘It’s all right for you,’ he said, to me. ‘You’ve never cared about anything in your life.’

I used to feel, at those times, talking to him, as if I were trying to climb a steep sand dune, while he stood on the crest: exultant in his misery.

Putnam and I would be talking about something else, and then, out of nowhere, and in the same mild, ironic tone of voice, he would say something annihilating.

‘Yes, so I’m a nobody now,’ he might say.

‘That’s what I am now. Just another bloke knocking about the Western world.’

Our conversations would keep landing there, when I least expected it: it was like falling through a trapdoor into a punishment cell.

It was like someone gently tickling you. Ever so gently. This insistent, cloying ruefulness. There seemed to be no way to make it stop.

‘Yes, I’m for the scrap heap now,’ he might say. ‘It’s an odd feeling. Can’t say I expected it to come quite so soon. But, there it is. Yesterday’s news.’

I remember one night, in the Crown, holding the edge of the table, looking at my knuckles and wondering why they weren’t white. He was under a malignant spell. From sheer bloody-mindedness, I kept trying to break it. I tried to be rigorous, and straightforward.

‘Will you look for another editing job?’ I said.

‘Oh, nobody’s going to want me,’ he said.

‘What, because of your prison record? What are you talking about?’

‘Do you know how many offers I’ve had?’

‘You haven’t applied for anything,’ I said.

‘Not one,’ he said, triumphantly. ‘Not a dicky bird.’

‘You haven’t applied for anything!’ I said, again, as if that were relevant to the point he was pushing.

He didn’t want reassurance. He didn’t want sense. He didn’t want fellowship. He did not want a substantive conversation. I found it mind-bending, to be faced down by this wilful ignorance from one of the cleverest people I knew. I felt like a prey object. Putnam was forty-nine! And as well as living, had he not spent a good proportion of those years reading, thinking, watching films? Had none of that given him an inkling of how to face life? Some model for elegant survival? Maybe this was all one in the eye for that old myth. Or new myth, was it? Newspaper-pedalled? If I thought of it that way I was less lost. Why should he have learned anything? Was that a way to look at it? Or had he absorbed something else? Was this a sort of bovarism I was dealing with?

‘Well, maybe that’s right,’ he said, softly, about the job offers that had not appeared by the power of suggestion or by dint of a natural justice in which I’d never elsewhere heard him express any faith.

‘Maybe it is,’ he said.

By way of eye contact I tried to bring him back to earth. By way of serious, searching eye contact. But his face, I discovered, did not then look at all resigned or rueful or sigh-some. Rather this was a face you might see on a storm-swung pub sign: eyes agleam with ancient, pagan malice.

‘Nobody cares about the things I care about,’ he said, or scoffed.

‘People used to care . . .’ he said.

I looked around the Crown’s small back room: the wooden floors, the mirrors, the other drinkers – and there was the young Chinese barman, collecting glasses, and there was a dog: a black Labrador, wagging a meaty tail. All evidence of life outwith Putnam’s mood. To my right, Putnam kept going.

‘Funny how things turn out . . .’ he said.

‘Yes, it’s funny how things turn out,’ he said.

‘Go on,’ I said. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Oh . . .’ he said. He spoke distractedly, as if snatched from a reverie, as if he’d barely remembered I was there.

‘Well, I was just thinking,’ he went on, ‘I used to have such promise. I had such confidence in life.’

‘Right,’ I said. His capacity and will for this line of attack seemed limitless. I felt I was fine-tuning my whole mental apparatus to stop myself from screaming.

‘When I think about George . . .’ he said.

‘Ah. But you don’t care about George,’ he said. ‘Of course. Why would you?’

‘I don’t know what you want from me,’ I said.

‘I don’t want anything from you,’ he said.

‘I’m a nobody,’ he said. ‘I am. Why are you upset?’

‘No one’s talking about you,’ he said. ‘Does everything have to be about you?’

‘Apparently it does,’ he said.

‘Huh,’ he said, mildly, sighingly.

I didn’t hear from him for a week after that. The next time he and I spoke it was about his father’s house. Practical matters. Then we had our drinks at the Anchor and I saw the scabs on his hands.

He once told me that the morning after ‘things ended’ – his words – with Katherine, he’d woken up early, taken a train to the Sussex coast and walked along the cliffs.

‘I kept walking and I kept shouting,’ he said.

His shoes were slipping on the wet grass, he told me, but he didn’t stop climbing. The word he shouted, over and over again, was, ‘Free’.





TWO





1.

MY GRANDFATHER FLEW Dakotas, in the war. I remember the framed photograph of him in uniform on top of my grandmother’s TV. He had a thin moustache and round cheeks. He’d enlisted when he was seventeen.

Later he worked at the Vauxhall plant in Ellesmere Port. He died before I was born.

He’d been ‘very imaginative’, my grandmother used to say. His shed was his workshop. He used to make dioramas, of farms, beaches, railway stations: ‘English scenes,’ she said. He used to paint wooden clothes pegs to look like famous people. He set things in epoxy resin. I didn’t see any of the models. I remember a clothes-peg Paul McCartney, and a paperweight that looked like a plastic bag of Liquorice Allsorts.

After my grandmother died I helped my mother to empty the shed. I had to wear thick gloves and I had to be careful. Rusty tools meant tetanus.

Together we relayed cracked plastic crates out to the skip, and decomposing cardboard boxes, and shredded plastic bags.

I remember the evacuated gloom; the bare metal shelves, the cobwebs that crackled.

We moved in with my grandmother when I was six. My mother took her old bedroom, at the front of the house. She told my grandmother, too, that she wanted the front room downstairs, which was never used, to be her private, ‘own’ living room. My grandmother agreed and they bought a second television. My mother put the furniture she didn’t want out in the hallway.

When my mother was in her living room, she was not to be disturbed, she used to say, unless it was ‘an emergency’. She would stand in the doorway and call out, ‘Right, that’s it. I’m shutting up shop now. I don’t want to hear from anybody unless it’s an absolute emergency.’

She did a lot of shouting up those stairs. If she was going to go to Asda after work: ‘Anyone need anything? Now is the last call!’ she’d shout. ‘Speak now or for ever hold your peace!’

‘Going once!’ she’d shout. ‘Going twice! No?’

I was often only half-awake. I didn’t, as a rule, have urgent requests for things from Asda. Sometimes, when she got no answer, my mother would call out hopelessly, and in a strange accent, ‘Speak-a to Charlie!’ I didn’t know what that was; I haven’t heard it since. I imagine now it must have come from a seventies sitcom, or an old advert, perhaps: the catchphrase of a hapless and quailing Johnny Foreigner type; a proto-Manuel. ‘Speak-a to Charlie!’ my mother cried out. She seemed to enjoy it. She went for it with the accent, which may have been Spanish, or Middle Eastern. It didn’t feel rude to leave her to it. My grandmother didn’t reply. She and I seemed to have reached the same conclusion: that this show ran regardless.

If she was going out in the evening, my mother would stand in the hallway and shout, ‘So you’re on your own, OK! You’re fending for yourselves tonight!’

What she meant by that wasn’t clear. We none of us ate together; we each took a tray up or through. But my mother was very brisk, very efficient. She liked to describe herself as ‘outward-facing’: a funny phrase, but accurate when I think about it.

She quickly found a job, for instance, after we moved. She was going to work with payrolls, at Cammell Laird. She arranged a school place for me. She even outfitted herself with a friend for her Friday night drinks. That was Sally Graves. My mother remembered the name from school and looked her up and that was that. Sally was divorced, too. They went over to Liverpool, on Fridays. They liked a pub quiz or bars with live music.

Occasionally my mother went for a drink with a man. Afterwards, on the phone to Sally, she would lament those evenings. Out in the hallway, she would sit on the bottom step with the phone. The calls could last an hour. They’d pick over Sally’s prospects, too. I remember stepping over my mother’s stretched-out leg to get up to my room.

‘Oh yes, he’s sniffing around again, is he?’ she might say. Or she might say,

‘Oh yes, he’s done his usual disappearing act, has he?’

‘I think they’re all gay,’ she said, one night, about the men in her office. ‘They are! They’re more interested in each other than they are in any women. Oh, and football. Maybe if I was a centre forward, hey!’

‘It’s how drunk they got and how drunk they’re going to get. Bor-ing,’ she said.

She usually had a mug of Nescafé on the go: her red Nescafé mug would be on the telephone table or on the stairs next to her.

‘Mind out!’ she’d say as I stepped over her leg.




2.

IN THE SUMMER we went away.

I remember sitting outside cafes, under parasols, with my pint of Coke and my yellow visor hat. I remember hotel dining rooms, and the three of us moving hopefully towards ‘our’ table. My grandmother would be beaming. Before dinner on the first night she used to lift her gin and tonic and tinkle the ice, as if she were on one of those TV travel shows they used to have back then.

‘Well, cheers, everybody!’ she’d say, and I’d lift my Coke, and my mother her Pernod.

‘Cheers!’ I’d say.

‘Little apéritif,’ my mother would say.

We went to Majorca, and Corfu. When I was fourteen, we went to Dubrovnik. If we were told about that city’s recent history, then I didn’t take it in. Would the travel agent have talked about that? Or the rep? I wasn’t completely ignorant – I’d read a lot about World War Two – but I knew nothing about after the war; nothing about communism, or the Cold War, or Yugoslavia, or Tito. Nothing about the civil war.

We didn’t take a newspaper. My grandmother walked round to the newsagent and bought a Sunday Express, occasionally, for the crossword. We didn’t ever talk about what was going on in the world, unless there’d been some kind of disaster or someone well known had died. The three of us didn’t really talk at all without an immediate prompt. My grandmother might tell a story about my grandfather; my mother might shout up the stairs that something in the fridge needed eating, but there was a terrific inhibition around substantive conversation. Saying, Oh yes, it’s terrible, yes, about a disaster was as far as my mother went, or saying, when a celebrity had gone to the appointed place, ‘Oh Christ, I didn’t realize they were still alive!’

In the evenings, my mother spoke to Sally. On Sundays, my grandmother did her crossword or went through her gadget catalogues.

In Dubrovnik, after the coach from the airport dropped us at our hotel, my mother had to join a queue at reception to check in. My grandmother went in too, to use the Ladies. I stayed outside with our two suitcases and my rucksack. I put my sunglasses on for the first time, and found my reflection in the brown-tinted glass sliding doors of the hotel.

There were other people waiting: children running about; mothers minding the bags. We stood in the sunshine in our travelling clothes. At the front of the hotel there were thorny shrubs with pink flowers in flowerbeds spread with wood chips. There was a waiting white mini-cab. I remember one little boy coming back excitedly from a cedar copse he’d been exploring on the other side of the car park. He had his hands full of colourful crumpled banknotes and seemed excited to show his mum. She, in turn, seemed interested, at first; she looked closer, lifted her sunglasses. Then came revulsion.

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ she said.

‘Oh Christ, get away,’ she said. ‘Bin. Bin. Bin. Where’s a bin? Put them in the bin, now.’

The boy flinched. He ran to the bin; then walked back, head down. He was passed bunch after bunch of wet wipes from his mother’s bag, thick clumps of wet wipes, pulled from a tub; then told to go and put them in the bin – he did, again, running – then was told not to touch anything, not to come near her, not to touch his face, not to do anything, until they’d got to the room and he’d washed his hands properly. Crying now, he stood a little way away from her, with his hands loosely clenched and held out from his sides.

‘Why don’t you think?’ his mother said. ‘Why don’t you look? Why don’t you look before picking things up?’

My grandmother was walking back over from reception; the glass doors slid closed behind her as she ambled over, with her sunglasses on, now. Hers had hexagonal frames.

The story was that during the war more than one G.I. had told her she looked like Myrna Loy. She caused a stir, she told me, on V-J Day, when she and my grandfather went out together in town, all dressed up.

‘This rumour just spread,’ she said, ‘that Myrna Loy had been spotted, you see.’

An American still in uniform had approached her.

‘Say,’ he said, ‘are you Myrna Loy?’

My grandmother liked to take him off. Or rather she demonstrated how my grandfather used to take him off, whenever she was dressed up for something.

All of which meant that I could hardly ask her now about those bank notes, when she was looking very ‘Say . . .’

At the welcome meeting that night the rep mentioned that the currency had recently switched. What the boy had found, I imagined, must have been the old, worthless money. Less than worthless.

We spent our mornings at the beach. My grandmother sat in the shade with a magazine and my mother got her tan and I splashed in the sea or sat with my grandmother and read my book. We had lunch in the old town. It was a requirement for my grandmother that wherever we went there had to be an ‘old town’. That was the question she asked, when my mother was studying brochures.

In the two cafes we favoured I usually ordered a veggie burger, and a pint of Coke. My grandmother didn’t eat at lunchtime. Our talk over lunch consisted in her asking how our food was: ‘How’s yours, Laura? Is that OK?’ ‘Ooh, that looks nice, Di. Is it very tender?’ and my mother and I then asking if she wanted to try some. She would shake her head. We didn’t have enough! she’d say.

‘No, no, I don’t want to deprive you.’

We would insist. We would cut off little sections or lift delicate forkfuls and put them onto a side plate for her.

‘OK, just a taste. Just a bite. Thank you.’

‘Ooh, maybe just a chip, yes.’

We’d been there for a week when my mother remarked, over lunch, on the fact that all of the hotel maids, and the waitresses in the hotel, and some of the women we saw in town, too, working in those cafes, were wearing the same distinctive style of shoe. These were lace-up fabric boots, with a low wedge heel and an open toe. They were either navy blue or white.

‘Oh yes,’ said my grandmother. ‘Yes, I’ve noticed that, you’re right.’

Alive to the phenomenon now, in the following days we all three of us were on the lookout. We discerned that the cleaners’ were blue and the waitresses’ white. It became a daily thing. Each of us, I think, felt a little charge when we saw another pair in the wild, so to speak. If we went to a new cafe and saw that this waitress too was wearing the shoes, then looks were exchanged.

‘They must be part of a uniform,’ my mother said. ‘Strange that everybody wears them, though . . .’

‘Well, hm . . . like nurses’ shoes maybe,’ she said.

‘They’re unusual, aren’t they?’ my grandmother said.

There was some talk of asking the rep.

‘She must know,’ my grandmother said.

Before that could happen, though, one morning, on our walk down to the beach, through the narrow, cobbled streets of the old town, one of us – was it me? – spotted a shop that was selling the shoes: not a souvenir shop, although there were the usual rattling carousels of keyrings and postcards outside, but a shop selling uniforms. Just inside the deep, arched doorway there were dozens of these shoes, hanging from a rail, tied on by their laces.

‘Ooh,’ said my grandmother.

My mother, too, was shyly interested. They had the blue and the white; we looked at the blue. My grandmother lifted one pair, read the sticker on the sole, did the calculation; she had a special currency converter gadget.

‘They aren’t dear,’ she said.

Soon she’d persuaded my mother to try some on. My mother sat down on a leather stool while my grandmother and the shopkeeper looked on, smiling.

‘Are they comfy?’ my grandmother said. ‘They look comfy.’

My mother stood up and turned in front of the angled mirror.

‘Oh, yes, they’re unusual, aren’t they?’ my grandmother said.

‘That might be a nice souvenir,’ she said.

‘Laura, do you want some? Do they have your size? Let’s look.’

Busily, she inspected the hanging shoes, and soon found a pair for me. So next it was my turn to sit on the stool and aver their comfiness.

We took them; my grandmother unzipped her money belt and counted out the cash; I was handed a plastic bag.

It was my grandmother too who persuaded us both to put the shoes on, later, when we were leaving the beach. I’d never worn shoes with heels before. These had very low heels, but still, I felt quite grown-up, even quite sophisticated.

There was a short, uphill walk back to the hotel. That day, as every day, by the car park where the coaches waited, there was a group of young men, some sitting on the wall, some astride motor scooters. They were lounging, and smoking.

Every day they watched us approach and pass with our beach bags. I found this acutely embarrassing: that was my age, I suppose. These men were maybe nineteen or twenty. They all wore sunglasses. They all had stubble. This time one of them called out.

‘Your shoes they are shit,’ he said.

This was followed by the sound of creased-up laughter from his friends.

‘Hey, your shoes are shit you know!’ the same man called out after us.

None of us reacted; we kept walking. None of us said anything. My grandmother perhaps held her head a little higher, to signal her disgust. My mother caught up to walk beside her.

Our other adventure on that holiday was a visit to a fortune teller. A palmist had parked her caravan next to the ice-cream stall at the beach. It was just a caravan like people had back home: mushroom-coloured plastic with a tatty awning. The prices for her services were written on a sandwich board outside. Soon there was a small queue of tourists. Again, my grandmother was the ringleader, urging my mother and me to join the queue.

‘Oh, go on, Di. Quick, quick. Save a place.’

My grandmother put her hands on her knees to lean down and get close to the price list, and to read the little chits that had been pinned with drawing pins to the frame, each bearing a printed-out testimonial.

‘Ooh,’ my grandmother said.

She unzipped her money belt and handed my mother and me some notes. We waited in the sun. There were half a dozen of us queuing.

My mother went first. She climbed the steps. She was in there for ten minutes; when she came out she made wide eyes.

‘Well?’ my grandmother said. ‘And? And?’

While they huddled, I went inside.

The young woman sitting at the far end of the caravan fitted my teenage image of a ‘gypsy’ only in some respects: her many rings and her long, painted nails. Her blonde hair was short. There was no headscarf, no gold coin belt. She was wearing a green tracksuit and sandals.

She took my right hand in her hand, and turned it over. She frowned. She asked for my other hand. I felt ashamed then. I’d forgotten about my hands.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘English?’ she said.

What had caught her eye was my affliction: my warts. These had been there for years by then, around the nails, and lately on the knuckles too. There didn’t seem to be much I could do, except to keep my hands in my pockets where possible, and to not touch my face.

I’d tried to cut them back with nail clippers; I’d picked at them in the bath, when they were soft and sodden. It made no difference; they seemed to be part of me. To myself I used to use the word ‘blighted’.

The woman said, ‘Don’t worry. I can help you.’

‘Don’t worry,’ she said.

She didn’t tell my fortune. Instead she rubbed at each ragged, intractable, dead grey lump. Then she rubbed at the smaller warts on my knuckles and my palms, which were like embedded seed pearls. She persisted with these close little rubs, as if she were rubbing away a series of stubborn stains.

It was a strange feeling. She was brave to touch me like that. I’d been used to holding my hands away from me, as that boy who’d touched the fouled bank notes had had to do, and to keeping my hands in my pockets, insofar as I could, and remembering not to ever touch my face, particularly my eyes.

I stepped out of the caravan. I found my mother and my grandmother over at the ice-cream stall.

Not that week, but the next week, back at home, the warts disintegrated. It was as if they’d lost their will. They turned to powder. One morning I found I could brush them off and there was new skin underneath: fresh, pink, scored skin.

I marvelled at my hands.




3.

BECAUSE HE WAS sensitive; because he was alive to beauty and cruelty, Chris Patrick moved about the world in a state of near-ecstatic personal pain. In his stand-up routines, he bemoaned his lot. It was as if he had no skin, he used to say. And given that he was so guileless, too, so innocent, really, a mug, a mark, he got into some appalling situations, some mortifying scrapes.

‘Just last week . . .’ he’d say.

I used to listen to him on Radio 1, on Thursday nights. Later, I watched his sketch show on Channel 4. The conceit there had him backstage, in his dressing room at the studio. There was a wide-boy manager, and an unobtainable love interest. There was his needy father, who was always phoning up at exactly the wrong moment. Old-fashioned sitcom stuff. Chris Patrick was besieged and he was thwarted. There were glimmers of hope; they were extinguished.

One night I found his name in the TV guide. He was on a show called Let’s Do Stand-up! on ITV, on at two in the morning, listed as a repeat. I set my alarm and went downstairs to my grandmother’s living room to watch. There were three or four other comics on before him. They were not interesting; they looked like game-show hosts, in their primary-coloured blazers and brand-new jeans. The set of the show, I remember, looked like the same one they used for Blind Date. I waited for Chris Patrick: his upsets, his flinches and quails. When he appeared, though, there was none of that. He was doing impressions of soap-opera characters. He looked much younger, chubbier; his hair wasn’t bleached. He, too, was wearing a blazer with his jeans.

I cut out a moody picture of him from the Melody Maker and Sellotaped it onto one of my school files. He was popular with girls my age – with a certain kind of girl. There was one sixth-former I’d spotted wearing a sweatshirt with his face on it. His name was printed down the sleeves of the sweatshirt.

Even my mother seemed a little bit taken with him. She would sometimes sit down with me in the back room if I was watching his show. His accent was London, or Essex, maybe; looks-wise, he was what my mother called black Irish. He had thick, dark eyebrows, straggly bleached hair, dark roots.

It seemed awful to me that he was lonely, as he often said. ‘So lonely’ was his phrase. What a world, I thought. What could it mean, that someone like that could be lonely?

I started to record tapes of myself speaking to send to Chris Patrick. I bought blank C30 cassettes from Woolworths in Birkenhead, and sat on my bed with my stereo and talked about home and school and what I was reading. I labelled the tapes with my name and the date and sent them off, care of Channel 4, at first, then later to an address in Soho: his agent.

On the first tape I told him about our Dubrovnik holiday; about buying the maids’ shoes, and how my mother and I were shouted at; about the phalanx of boys on motor scooters. After that I must have sent a tape every couple of weeks.

I thought about Chris Patrick all of the time.

It was in the Melody Maker that I saw the advert for his tour: a long list of dates, and half of them already stamped SOLD OUT. He was everywhere, until the end of the year: Scotland, Wales, a few nights in Belfast. He was in London for a week. I bought one ticket, for the Liverpool Empire, in December.

They sold a video of that tour, filmed at one of the London dates. On YouTube now there’s just one long routine uploaded: Chris Patrick is talking about football, about a goalkeeper he didn’t like and how it had been a poor decision for his team to buy him. The theatre is full of teenage girls, all laughing. I suppose the joke was that we knew what he was like, how it would be just like him to take the whole thing personally, as the latest sign of a cosmic conspiracy to deprive him of any joy. I suppose too that jokes or stories do have a certain cadence that chivvies you towards a laugh or a reaction regardless of what’s being said. Still, that we were all laughing quite so eagerly at a tirade about a goalkeeper bothers me now. By we, I mean all the girls on all the nights of that tour. In the clip he waves the laughter off, as if to say of course we wouldn’t understand.

Did it really hurt his vanity, that girls went to see him? Or was his dismay part of the bit? Would he have preferred men in their late twenties, who would be with him on his goalkeeper point? In interviews, when asked about his audience, he used to talk about ‘artists’ he ‘really respected’. Some of them, he said, started out playing to screaming girls. The Beatles, for instance.

It was heady at the time. We all screamed, in the Liverpool Empire, when the lights dipped and the spotlights started swirling – like searchlights. Bombastic music played. Then there he was, Chris Patrick, with his arms in the air.

He hadn’t swaggered like that on his TV show. At one point, that night, he put a foot on a monitor. But he was still him. Still suffering. As well as football, and how poorly his team were doing, he talked about bad experiences with hard drugs and about his ex-girlfriend. He described an argument he’d had with a neighbour, over a parking space.

On TV, in his sketches, when he got into a fix, he reacted with a signature move: he put both hands over his face, and then to demonstrate his mortification he writhed his shoulders, and then he retreated, he sort of moonwalked out of the picture. When he did that now, on stage, we all screamed. When we saw his agonized expression and his hands going up to his face, we screamed. He pretended, at one point, to be exasperated by this interruption. He pulled a hand back through his yellow hair and winced at us – or at whatever he could see of us through the lights. Later he pretended he was about to writhe and moonwalk, and then he stopped; it really was like a dance move, the way he froze. Again, we all screamed. Was he going to leave us hanging? He held the pose for a few seconds, then relented. He covered his face and performed his retreat: shoulders pinched, feet gliding. He glided backwards off the stage. We screamed. He came back with his arms in the air.

My coat was rolled up under my chair, but people needed to get past so I had to wait to retrieve it. I don’t know what I wanted to happen next. I walked back round to Lime Street station; around the building that I knew Chris Patrick was in. By the taxi rank there were several groups of girls, and pairs of girls, perhaps twenty or thirty girls in all, most of them holding a Chris Patrick programme. I had one of those, too; a big, glossy A4 production, full of pictures. I had mine rolled up in my coat pocket, so I wasn’t, I thought, immediately identifiable as someone who had just come out of the show.

It was a dreary night. Heavy clouds. The air felt damp. Even Ma Egerton’s, the pub on the corner, looked cheerless. I walked up the road a little way then back again.

I didn’t go into the station. I stood apart from the groups of girls, first by the pub door, then nearer to the taxis. As if, I thought, I might have been waiting for something else, for someone else. Maybe I wanted a taxi. Maybe I was just an abstracted person who just happened to be there, having her own thoughts.

Waiting was uncomfortable; it made me wonder about myself, especially when I looked around at some of the other people there. One of the girls seemed to have both parents with her. The three of them stood together staring at the stage door. Standing right next to the door was a woman who looked to be my mother’s age, but she was dressed like the rest of us, in a long skirt and Doc Martens. She had plastic clips in her hair: red and blue plastic bows, like infant school children wore. She was very thin. The hair she’d clipped back was sparse. Maybe she was ill, I thought, poor thing, or anorectic, and that’s what made her look as if she were in her forties, and stand hunched like that, like a crone. As well as her programme she held a large paper gift bag, with curly gold foil ribbons tied to the handle. The gift bag, too, was childish, with cartoon reindeer on it.

The heavy black stage door opened. I moved forward. It wasn’t Chris Patrick, but two middle-aged blonde women, women who must have worked there: they called out, ‘Ta-ra!’ as they left.

Now there was no point pretending I wasn’t waiting. I stayed where I was, with the groups of girls around me.

Anna McCord was there on her own, too. She made eye contact with me a couple of times. The second time I smiled back and at that she came over. I wondered if she went to my school.

‘I like your coat,’ she said.

It was one of my mother’s old coats, black and threadbare, with eighties shoulder pads.

‘Oh, thank you,’ I said.

‘I’ve been looking for one like that,’ she said.

Her coat looked like a hand-me-down, too: brown tweed, too big.

‘Do you go to Wirral?’ I said.

‘No. Is that where you go?’

She told me she’d just started at LIPA. I had to ask what that was.

‘Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts,’ she said.

‘Like a stage school?’

‘It’s Paul McCartney’s old school,’ she said.

‘Are you a musician?’ I said.

‘No, I’m doing more like the management side,’ she said. ‘Business side. Where the money is.’

She was nineteen. I was fifteen. She had very long, lank blonde hair, and a ruddy face. She wore a hat – a mouse-brown bowler – and a striped scarf. The scarf, she explained, was from her old private school in West Kirby.

‘It’s pretentious, isn’t it?’ she said, as she rearranged it, throwing it over her shoulder.

We stood around with the other girls, in the wet alley by the stage door.

It was half an hour before Chris Patrick came out. When he did we crowded around him.

The crone woman stood steadfastly at the front of the scrum, giving Chris Patrick what sounded like detailed instructions for whatever was in her gift bag.

He nodded at her. His eyes crinkled. He said thank you. His accent, or his way of speaking, meant he pronounced that as, ‘Fank you.’

‘Fank you, oh, that’s nice to hear, fank you. ’ppreciate that.’

I tried to see and remember everything. Girls passed him their programmes to sign; he said he had no pen; a girl gave him her pen. His eyes crinkled; he pushed his fringe out of his eyes. He kept saying Fank you. He took the programmes and handed them back. His signature looked like his two initials with a line in between. Some girls called out their names so he could sign the programme to them.

Anna passed him her programme.

‘That’s for Anna!’ she called out, over the head of the girl in front of her.

‘Anna!’ he said, and he signed the programme and handed it back. ‘There you go, Anna! Fanks for coming.’

He stopped to light a cigarette, then he held the cigarette in his grin while he signed, with a special gold pen, one girl’s black DM boot. She was leaning on her friend’s shoulder; she held her unshod foot up off the wet pavement.

Chris Patrick handed back the boot. She bounced on her other foot as she took it. Now he took my programme.

‘Laura,’ I said.

‘There you go!’ he said.

I stepped back, with Anna, as another girl pushed forward.

Another man had arrived now, too – a man in a black bomber jacket with a plastic lanyard around his neck. He had wispy brown hair. He put a hand on Chris Patrick’s shoulder. Chris Patrick tilted his head in acknowledgement.

Anna and I didn’t leave after we’d had our programmes signed. Most of the girls stayed, just to see Chris Patrick for those few extra minutes, I suppose. It was exciting. Across the street a black van drew up, black with tinted windows. The man in the bomber jacket seemed to have driven it round. Now he slid open the side door.

Chris Patrick gave us all a nothing-I-can-do look, and an eye-crinkle, and he jogged over and climbed into the van. We all followed. We stood by the van. The man with the thin hair shouted,

‘OK, get back now.’

‘OK, can you move back now, please.’

‘Can you just get the fuck back now, please.’

He was standing by the open door on the driver’s side. He wore a purposeful look, as if he were a chopper pilot, about to take off out of a combat zone.

Nobody was standing in front of the van, but we all stepped back anyway, and the door closed, and the van drove off. One girl ran after it, up Lord Nelson Street, then she turned around and threw her hands in the air. Evidently remembering, at that moment, Chris Patrick’s routine, she put her hands over her face and jiggled her shoulders and performed a jerky approximation of a moonwalk.

One girl screamed. One girl was bent double, laughing. The girl with the signed boot was showing that off, leaning on the wall now, with her foot on her knee.

*

Anna was the first best friend I’d had since infant school. We met up on Saturday afternoons, in town. She liked to link arms with me. From her I learned about going to cafes and about looking through books upstairs in Waterstones.

Anna was always laughing her head off or else she was pantomiming shock, or a swoon, or extreme sophistication, which was all in the walk. Her favourite insult was to call somebody a horse’s arse. There was a girl on her course who was a ‘real horse’s arse’, she said. She was still living with her father in Meols, and he was ‘a bit of a horse’s arse’, she said. On weekday evenings we often spoke on the phone. I don’t know if she spent time with people on her course, or people her own age. She once said to me, ‘Well, you don’t seem fifteen, Laura Miller.’ I’m quite sure I did. I had no way of knowing whether she seemed nineteen.

Like me, Anna wore jeans or long skirts, and old jumpers and DM boots. She had a tapestry bag. She had dry skin and always carried rose-scented hand cream. I asked to look through my grandmother’s bags and found a tapestry bag that I started to use. I liked the smell of Anna’s hand cream and so I bought some that was the same, although I took care not to wear it when I might see her. She ‘only’ drank Assam tea. On our Saturday afternoons in Quiggins cafe we would share a pot. I put a box of Assam tea in the trolley once, in Asda with my mother.

When Chris Patrick announced another tour, for the spring, we bought tickets to go to see him twice, together, in Manchester and then in Blackpool.

It was after the show in Blackpool, when we again went up to the stage door, that something clicked with Chris Patrick when I said my name.

‘Laura, Laura, Laura,’ he said. ‘Now is it you what sends them tapes?’

He seemed delighted. His eyes crinkled. He told me he played the tapes in his car.

‘It’s like having a lovely passenger,’ he said.

Anna was squeezing my arm.

He put us on the guest list after that, for any shows he did, so we could always see him for free, if we could get there.

We went together another three times on that tour, to Leeds, to Sheffield and to Stoke. It was exciting, in school, knowing that while everybody else would be going home for their tea, I’d be walking to Bebington station, then meeting Anna at Lime Street; that we’d be on the train as it began to get dark. I’d get changed out of my school uniform in the train toilet, hopping and balancing like that girl with the signed boot.

After the Leeds show Chris Patrick wanted hugs from both of us. ‘Come on, giz a squeeze,’ he said. While he squeezed he made soothed, mollified noises.

‘Giz a squeeze, Anna,’ he said.

‘Some girls just have nice-smelling hair, don’t they, Rob?’ he said.

Rob was the driver-stroke-tour manager; the man with the thin hair and the bomber jacket. He was standing by the dressing-room door. When Chris Patrick wasn’t talking to him, Rob seemed tuned out. Once or twice he went and inspected the food and drink that was laid out on a trestle table by the back wall. He didn’t take anything, just looked. Anna and I had taken a packet of crisps each. Chris Patrick had said we could.

I sat on Chris Patrick’s knee and ate my crisps. He asked me about my GCSEs. I told him that in English we were doing Measure for Measure and Robert Browning. I told him about that week’s homework.

‘Ha ha,’ he said, ‘compare and contrast. I haven’t heard that in years. Remember that, Rob? Compare and contrast?’

Rob grinned at the question.

Chris Patrick was drinking red wine from a beige plastic cup. He called wine ‘vino’ (‘Where’s my vino, Rob?’), a gig a ‘jig’ (‘Good jig, good jig.’). He called a hotel a ‘jest house’.

We spent a long time backstage in Leeds. When we all walked out there were only a few girls still waiting.

‘Their faces!’ Anna said, later, when we were going over it all. Chris Patrick had given both of us another ‘squeeze’ before he got in the van.

‘Wotcha, Laura. Wotcha, Anna.’

We had missed the last train back to Liverpool, though. For half an hour we leant, then sat, against the station wall, with our bags held between our boots. I couldn’t see what else we could do. The station might open at six. There must be trains leaving at six, I thought. So, just over six hours. It was getting cold. There was mist in the air. Anna said we had to walk around or our legs would seize up. So we got up – she pulled me up – and we walked back the way we’d come. Anna thought she’d seen a pub with rooms. A chalkboard sign. The Black Bull: there it was. It was closed now, but there were lights on inside. Anna rang the bell; she put her face to the frosted-glass window.

For seventeen pounds we got a room. Anna was handed a key with a huge plastic fob and we climbed the narrow stairs to the attic. We got into bed in our clothes.

‘Where’s Norman Bates?’ Anna said. ‘Cheeky bint, taking my money. We’re in the Cesspit Suite.’

The sheets smelled musty. I stretched out one leg for an exploratory poke, then drew it back quickly. I had on thick tights and a long dress. I tried to wrap my dress around my legs and feet. Anna put her hat back on, and tucked all of her hair into it, to keep the fleas out, she said.

‘Look at this!’ she said, spinning her bedside lampshade round so I could see the rat-a-tat line of cigarette burns.

The bathroom was down the hall but we didn’t fancy going out there. Our room had a sink; we perched on that to pee, or rather, we hovered over it, Anna first – with one hand on the window frame, one foot on the windowsill: she held an aerialist’s pose.

In the dark – as the room’s old smells were stirred up – we played a game that the two of us often ended up running through on the telephone: we imagined far-fetched scenarios involving Chris Patrick and us. I liked to provide the donnée, but I let Anna expand on it. She was better at that – she was outlandish, she thought big. My ideas often involved a coincidence: we’d run into him at Quiggins or spot him on a train. We might all be stranded somewhere together. Or else they were about a future where he had been brought low somehow and we went and found him and rescued him. No one recognized or remembered him except for us. That was what we went with that night. We were in our thirties, elegant and fulfilled; he was fifty and, frankly, a wreck.

After the Sheffield show, Anna told Chris Patrick about our Leeds adventure.

‘Did you hear that, Rob?’ Chris Patrick said, about the sink detail.

He took Anna and me back to his hotel with him that night. We climbed into the back of the van. Chris Patrick said one of us had to sit on his knee.

‘Whose turn is it?’ he said. ‘Ladies, ladies, now, don’t fight.’

But it wasn’t like that – Anna and I never would have done that. She sat on his knee. I was on the seat facing the opposite way, watching the road go by.

We slept one on either side of him in the huge bed, in most of our clothes. He was in grey jersey shorts. He smelled expensive; I remember that. I remember the expensive-feeling hotel-room darkness, too, and thinking that I was there on false pretences, really; that it was like being thrown forward in life. There was a lot I had to do before he and I could really be friends. He was twenty-nine and successful. I’d done nothing. I looked like nothing. I had to finish my exams, do my A-levels; I had to leave home, get my degree, become a person in the world.

In Stoke, too, the following weekend, he took us back.

That night when we got out of the van, Chris Patrick handed Rob two small Volvic bottles. They’d been rolling around on the floor as we drove. Filled with a dark, cloudy, orange liquid, they looked like a pair of dead lava lamps.

‘Slopping out,’ Chris Patrick said.

Rob carried the bottles across the car park to the nearest bin.

While he waited for Rob to bring him his key, Chris Patrick said, ‘Now if they ask you have to pretend you’re on a school trip.’

‘Say I’m your geography teacher. OK?’

That night, while Anna was in the loo, and I was sitting on Chris Patrick’s knee, he said that I should visit him in London. He was drinking from a small plastic minibar bottle of red wine. He wrote down his home address and his phone number on the pad that was there by the telephone.

‘Now, don’t just show up,’ he said, tapping my leg with two fingers of his free hand, ‘or I won’t let you in.’

‘You have to make an appointment,’ he said, emphatically.

A few days after that, Anna went to Glasgow, to see him on her own. I couldn’t go; it was too expensive and in the middle of the week. She stayed in his hotel room. That night they both drank wine from the minibar. She told me he said they both had to have the same colour wine so their breath wouldn’t clash when they kissed.

‘Oh my God!’ I said.

‘I know!’ she said.

They did kiss. He said, ‘You have very beautiful breasts.’

‘Oh my God,’ I said.

She said he sat on the hotel bed and made her pull his boxer shorts down. She said he put her hand on him. (What word did she use? I can’t now imagine what word either of us would have used. We weren’t crude. The crudest thing she ever said was ‘horse’s arse’. Or when something went wrong she might say, ‘Oh bleeping hell.’) Anyway, she said ‘it’ was ‘like velvet’.

What did I think about that? Nothing that I recall. About him, or her. It was a glimpse of an adult world so alien to me; what could I think?

In August I sat on the stairs and I phoned Chris Patrick. I told my mother I was going to London with Anna – not that she kept tabs. She knew Anna and I had been to shows together. She must have heard me on the phone to Anna often enough. She knew Chris Patrick knew us, now.

Once she asked, ‘Where do you stay?’

‘Just with Anna,’ I said.

She asked the same now.

‘I’m not staying,’ I said, ‘I’ll just be late.’

‘Well, just don’t get killed, OK,’ she said. ‘You don’t want to be found in a ditch, what a tragedy, hey.’

Among the many things I couldn’t do back then was dress myself. It was hot that Saturday, glaringly hot. I’d put on a denim miniskirt and a stripy T-shirt, and then as usual, my thick black tights. My shoes were clumpy. I had my black cardigan, too, tied around my waist. None of this without a lot of consideration, either: I thought this was my best outfit. The skirt was quite new. Only at Lime Street, when I saw women looking cool and clean in summer dresses and sandals, did I realize it was all wrong, that I looked childish – the way the skirt stuck out – and that I was going to be sweating all day.

Still, clothes shouldn’t matter, should they? Clothes shouldn’t be what somebody cared about. If Chris Patrick didn’t mind my other deficiencies (age), he wouldn’t worry about clothes, would he? I thought.

I found my way from Euston with my mother’s old A–Z. I rode the tube; I looked for street signs. Kilburn was busy. The air was dingy with fumes. There were market stalls. I kept getting in people’s way when I stopped to look at the map.

At the corner of Chris Patrick’s road, I remember, where the sound of traffic receded, I bent down to look at myself in a car window. I rubbed the sweat off my face then used my sweaty hands to try to smooth my hair. I had made this happen, I thought. I had sent those tapes. I had picked him out, in a way.

His street was pretty: there were flower boxes in front of some of the houses – not his, but his neighbours’. They were freshly watered, too; the flowers were sparkling in the sun, the water was running over the pavement.

I stood on his doorstep and pressed the button next to his name.

I heard nothing – no chimes inside, no footsteps.

After a minute or so, I tried again. I pressed harder. This time I heard an old-fashioned, sharp ringing somewhere deep inside the house, then finally a close click. Did that mean I should push? I did push. The heavy door opened. The hallway was huge: a high ceiling, a cool dimness. At the end of the hallway was a second door. There was Chris Patrick. There, at any rate, was his shape in the doorway.

‘Who’s that?’ he said.

He held an arm up in front of his eyes. That was the sun I was letting in.

‘Oh, wotcha, Laura,’ he said. ‘I forgot you was today.’

I closed the front door behind me. He’d gone when I turned around but his door was open. I went into his flat and closed that door behind me, too.

The room I was in was a living room and a dining room and a kitchen. Chris Patrick was in the kitchen. He was wearing tracksuit bottoms and flip-flops and a custard-yellow cardigan with nothing underneath.

I hadn’t had my ‘squeeze’.

I stood near the door. I held onto the strap of my shoulder bag.

I’d never been in a house with wooden floors before, or those floor-to-ceiling windows at the back: a whole wall of glass, looking out on a small courtyard garden. There was a huge ottoman and a blue velvet corner sofa. The kitchen was like something from an American sitcom.

It wasn’t clean, though. There was a bad smell. Out in the courtyard, the plants were dead. There were dead ferns in huge pots. There was a climbing vine on a trellis, dead, as if zapped in the act of escape.

Chris Patrick was at the kitchen counter. From his action as he bent down I understood that he was taking cocaine. He dipped his head, pressed a knuckle on one side of his nose.

I said, ‘I’ll leave if you do that.’

‘Fuck off then,’ he said, without looking up.

I didn’t leave. Instead I went with him into his bedroom when he said we should do that. He walked behind me with his hands on my shoulders, making a sort of choo-choo train noise. Then he chanted my name, as if I were a footballer about to take a free kick: ‘Lau-ra! Lau-ra! Lau-ra!’

I remember trying to store the details – of his flat, of what he was wearing, of what he said, so that I could tell Anna. I wanted to tell her about the courtyard, for instance. And that I’d seen the leather coat he wore on stage hanging on a curly wooden hat stand in one corner of the living room. In the bedroom I noted the dark yellow walls, the closed wooden shutters on the windows.

The bedroom, too, was filthy. There were foot-long snakes of dust on the floor. The sheets were half off the bed.

Before Chris Patrick started he went and did something in a cupboard in the corner of the room. He left the cupboard door open and I saw a red LED light. It’s since occurred to me that he was turning on a video camera. At the time, nothing occurred to me. I just registered the light. He came back and sat on the bed next to where I was sitting. He held his arms out from his sides.

‘You have to take this off,’ he said: his cardigan.

Then he leant back on his hands and stretched his legs out.

‘You have to take these off,’ he said: his tracksuit bottoms.

Then I was to get undressed. In my confusion, I managed to leave my tights and shoes on, which he found irritating. I must have looked ridiculous. I hurried to unbuckle my shoes. I fumbled. I tried to push them off without undoing the buckles. I put my tights inside one of the shoes. I took my knickers off and put them in the other shoe.

Now I was to lie in a certain position. Legs up; he moved them both up. Knees apart; he pushed them apart.

I remember him examining me.

‘And them’s your labia,’ he said. (I didn’t know the word.)

He said they were so small they looked ‘like a little pound coin’.

He was frowning. He looked humourless.

I’d always liked it when he’d hugged me after his shows, when he lifted me up, when he said, ‘Giz a squeeze, Laur.’ This wasn’t much like that. He moved me around, and turned my head, as I’ve since realized, so that the camera could record my face. I remember one of the first things he did was to sort of roll his penis over my face. I suppose it was obvious that I didn’t want to get anything wrong. When he moved me I stayed where he put me until he moved me again.

I tried not to pull away. When he was pulling my hair I tipped my whole head back to stop the hair being torn out. I imagine then, on his recording, I looked something like a frightened horse. The way their eyes go.

He went to the cupboard again, afterwards, and then he got dressed. He didn’t wear underwear, just those jogging bottoms. Then his flip-flops, his yellow cardigan.

I put my clothes back on. I had to sit down on the bed to buckle my shoes. He didn’t like that, I could tell. He was standing in the doorway.

In an exaggerated Cockney voice, he said, ‘I ’ope you will hallow me to hescort you back to the station.’

I stood up. I followed him out into the main room.

‘Make sure you’ve got everything,’ he said, in his own voice now.

There was only my bag, and I had that.

‘Yep,’ I said, ‘OK. Ready!’

We stepped out into the blinding afternoon. We walked to the end of his street, turned onto the high street.

‘And what is Laura hup to for the rest of ’er day?’ Chris Patrick said – Dickensian again.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Just going home.’

‘I live near Liverpool,’ I said.

I had thought he knew that – actually, I had thought he knew I lived on the Wirral – but he didn’t seem to now.

‘Liverpool,’ he said, blankly. Not to endorse the point. I’d given him surplus information; he didn’t want it; he was handing it straight back.

We walked down the street I’d walked up earlier. Chris Patrick had put some sunglasses on. They had green plastic frames; they looked like Roswell alien eyes. He looked around the bright, noisy street.

‘Well, at least it wasn’t your first time,’ he said.

People knew him, or they recognized him. A wiry, grey-haired man who was selling The Big Issue called out, ‘How’re you doing, Chris?’

‘Wotcha!’ said Chris. ‘Give me five minutes,’ he said, in a confidential tone.

‘The best thing is to do it with someone you’re in love with,’ he said, ‘then it’s ’mazing,’ he said.

The way he spoke, I realized for the first time, sounded exactly like the children’s TV puppet, Roland Rat. He used to leer and say, ‘Hello, rat fans!’ The way Chris Patrick said, ‘Wotcha!’ and ‘’mazing’, it was just the same.

We passed a fruit and veg stall.

‘All right, Chris,’ said the man standing by the scales in a white vest and a sturdy brown apron.

‘All right,’ said Chris. ‘Oh, they look good,’ he said, nodding at a big metal sun-spangled dish of strawberries. ‘Two minutes, Jed,’ he said.

‘I love strawberries,’ he said, happily, as we walked on.

As we passed Blockbusters he said, ‘I might watch a film later.’

‘It’s a shame you can’t stay,’ he said, although he hadn’t asked me to stay. That made me panic. Did he know he hadn’t asked? Should I tell him? But it was too late now. There was the station, and now he was standing by while I scrabbled for my Day Pass Travelcard, which I knew was somewhere in my bag.

Finally I retrieved it.

‘OK. Wotcha, Laura,’ Chris Patrick said. ‘Giz a hug. Giz a squeeze.’

There were his sunglasses and his grin. His blonde hair, his black stubble.

Over the top of my head, he said, ‘You’ll probably get a bit of thrush tomorrow,’ and then, stepping back, ‘you can get cream for that at Boots . . .’

But here he was distracted again; I think he’d spotted another friend, out by the bike racks, near the flower stall. He seemed to give somebody a signal.

I was holding my Travelcard.

‘Well,’ he said.

He stood with his shoulders back. In another assumed voice now, his own accent but with a sly, little-boy affectation, he said,

‘Fank you for my visit.’

‘Never let a word go by’ was something my mother used to say. If ever I asked her what something meant, rather than telling me, or rather than saying, ‘I don’t know’, she would say,

‘Well, look it up; you know where the dictionary is. Never let a word go by.’

I looked up thrush. I looked up labia. A week after my trip to London, I sat on my bed and looked at my labia, which were ‘like a pound coin’. No – let’s get it right – ‘like a little pound coin’.

I was in a lot of pain, and now I could see why. The skin inside was raw and weeping; there were scarlet perforations. When I went to the bathroom, peeing stung so much I would cry out to myself. At night I had to find something cool to put between my legs, to press against the burning skin, to calm down the itching. I used a marker pen or my can of deodorant. Sometimes I used the curved spine of a hardback book. I swapped them out when they got too warm.

It hurt to walk and it hurt more to sit still. My feet danced under the desk in my room.

I knew there was a chemist in the parade of shops opposite the boys’ school. I went round there one morning. The pharmacist sold me cream and a pessary; they came in a set. The cream did nothing. I waited in pain for it to work. The pessary I was to use last thing at night. I followed the instructions carefully. I tore the tablet out of its foil packet, fitted it into the applicator, then lay back on my bed with my legs apart and my knees relaxed, just – as it happened – as I’d been arranged in Kilburn. The applicator was a thin and flexible probe; I slid it in then pushed the button to eject the tablet.

In the morning there was chalk-white slurry on the sheet. I went back and bought a second pessary the following week. At last, by degrees, the pain and the burning subsided.

I didn’t tell Anna what had happened. I’m not sure I spoke to her again.

I wouldn’t have thought to tell my mother. I’ve no idea how she would have reacted. None at all. She had a running joke with Sally, where if one of them had a bad date, the other one would listen to them tell all about it, and then say, in a bright voice, ‘So, do you think you’ll see him again?’ She might have said that and thought it was funny. Or she might have been envious. Or scornful. Or not believed me. I don’t know.

About a week before I went to London, she saw me in the bathroom, standing on the toilet seat to get a full-length view of myself in the medicine-cabinet mirror. I was trying on a green bra-and-knickers set I’d bought from Topshop. I don’t know what I’d imagined but I looked pretty dreadful. The knickers were too tight. The bra didn’t fit either. All I saw were handfuls of pasty flab, and the stretched, plasticky fabric, and all the hair on my legs.

‘Ooh, lucky Chris!’ my mother said, having stuck her head in, and then she ducked out, laughing, with her hands over her head, as I scrambled to get down and shut the door.




4.

RAMSAY HALL WAS the next place I lived.

I remember crossing the Euston Road in a crowd, and the chattering sound of my suitcase wheels beside me.

I remember sitting on my bed and looking through my mother’s old A–Z. I looked up Goldhawk Road, where I’d been born. I looked up the road where we’d lived with my father, out in Brentford. I looked up Baker Street and Downing Street.

One summer, on my way to meet Putnam at Senate House, I realized I was walking down Maple Street for the first time in years. I stopped and looked in at the empty lobby. I stepped back and looked up.

I’d always liked the building. It used to remind me of my old primary school and of Bebington Library, too: the same style: simple but optimistic. I like that era: post-war, clean slate. Of course it was rather shabby now.

I’d had a room in a ‘cluster flat’.

I could remember just one girl, of the four I’d shared with. That was Lisa. She was standing in the corridor when I arrived and she greeted me so eagerly I wondered if we hadn’t met before.

‘And where have you come from, Laura?’ she said. ‘What’s that accent?’

I told her and she said, ‘Ah!’

She stood by while I unlocked the door to my room and pushed my suitcase inside.

‘I’ll give you one guess where I’m from!’ she said.

‘Well, Birmingham,’ I said.

‘Ding-ding-ding!’ she said.

All through that afternoon I could hear her out in the corridor, cheerfully introducing herself to the other girls as they arrived, and to each of their parents, too, if their parents were with them. She liked to repeat people’s names; she would often check the spelling.

‘Got it,’ she’d say, ‘OK. That’s in there now. I won’t forget that!’

‘And where have you come from?’ she’d say. ‘What’s that accent I can hear? I thought so! I never like to assume.’

She made such a hearty show of getting it right, it felt like misdirection: as if the information she was collecting were abnormally valuable to her.

The ‘guess where I’m from’ proposition was extended to each party, too, and when, as they invariably did, they said ‘Birmingham’, she said, ‘Ding-ding-ding!’ This was her sop, I decided, her way of making out it had been a fair exchange.

I don’t think I had a real conversation with anyone except Lisa, that year. I spoke up in seminars. Nobody spoke to me. Waiting outside the lecture hall I was a pair of hopeful eyes. I was, again, a hand holding tight to a shoulder bag strap.

Back at the flat, at least, Lisa might loll in the doorway. She’d bring news from other floors, updates on people I didn’t know. She was conscientious about that.

‘And what about Laura-land?’ she’d say. ‘Any scandal?’ Or, ‘What’s the latest?’ ‘What’s Laura been doing?’

She would whistle and tut when I told her, as if my weekend walks and library trips were full of intrigue. I quite enjoyed that; we both seemed to.

‘Oh, Laura!’ she used to say. ‘That is so you. That is so Laura.’

At which I might attempt an enigmatic look or venture a gesture meant to signal that I couldn’t deny it: something like a royal wave. It was nice to raise my eyebrows at Lisa. It was quite fun, her goggling; her perpetual ‘What are you like?’ In part, perhaps, because I wasn’t really in it. It was her who would keep telling me what I was like.

Once, when I’d been to the pictures, she said, ‘You’re such a dark horse.’

Once, at breakfast, in reference to the quantity of HP Sauce I was coaxing out onto my plate of beans on toast, she said, ‘It’s always the quiet ones.’

‘Hello!’

‘Putnam! I was just trying to pick out my old room. I used to live here.’

‘Aha!’ he said, looking up.

‘Early sixties?’ he said, lifting up his sunglasses.

‘Late nineties,’ I said.

He winced at that.

‘Yes, yes,’ he said.

‘Courtesy of Fritz . . .’ he said, looking at the building again.

There were leaves caught in the cot-like railings, and drifts of leaves on the steps; greenish-yellow leaves, blown through from Fitzroy Square.

‘Ah, the passing of time!’ said Putnam, as we walked on.




THREE





1.

I’D ARRANGED TO meet my mother in Liverpool, in Ma Egerton’s. It was the week before Christmas. I’d been to see my father, in Warrington.

There were people leaning on the walls that night.

‘Watch your back!’ – a man huddled his pints through the crowd – ‘Coming through!’

There was stringy yellow tinsel Sellotaped to the bar.

I stood up so my mother could see me. She had a Lewis’s bag on each arm. She held them up in front of her, like a train’s snowplough.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I said.

I leant over to put my cheek to hers.

‘Nice coat,’ I said. ‘That new?’

The coat was long, tan, with a milky-tea-coloured fake-fur collar.

‘Oh. Yes,’ she said, looking down at herself. ‘Well, quite new. You won’t have seen it. Yes, I call this my statement coat,’ she said, and then she put her bags down and took a moment to turn on the spot, striking old-fashioned mannequin poses.

‘Very good!’ I said, although I was slightly concerned that she might jolt someone’s drink.

There was a tall man waiting behind her. He had white hair, red cheeks, a zipped-up red ski-coat. He too was holding a large Lewis’s bag. Was this the boyfriend? Must be, I thought.

‘Are you David?’ I said. I reached over to shake his hand. ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Laura. Hello.’

My mother said, ‘OK. Well. Yes. Can we sit down now, please?’

‘Of course,’ I said, moving my bag.

‘I’ve been defending the table,’ I said.

‘Now, is someone going to the bar?’ she said, settling in.

I’d never seen my mother with a man. When I was growing up, there were only those one-off dates she’d groaned about to Sally.

David came back with our drinks.

‘Cheers,’ I said, as I clinked my glass of wine with my mother’s Pernod.

‘Cheers, nice to meet you,’ I said, again, as I clinked with David’s half of bitter.

My mother was sixty-two. She’d recently been offered redundancy from Littlewoods. She could be quite entertaining on that subject: what she might do with her days. It was a reliable standby when she called me, anyway. I asked her about that now. I thought she might appreciate the floor, with a new boyfriend there.

‘What won’t I do?’ she said.

‘Spend spend spend,’ she said, ‘ha ha ha.’

‘Oh good,’ I said, with a waggish look across to David.

‘Well, I might travel,’ my mother said. ‘Or I might just lie on the settee eating Rice Krispies.’

‘TBD,’ she said.

One idea she’d had, she said – and this was new to me – was to revisit all of the places where she’d lived, every house and block of flats. She could take photographs, she said, and see how they’d changed.

‘Just as a project,’ she said.

‘Well, that could tell a story,’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’ she said.

‘I don’t know. A bit of social history. Where life has taken you.’

‘Oh yes,’ she said, and now it was her turn to give David a look. ‘The length and breadth of England,’ she said. ‘The wilds of West London.’

‘You could have an exhibition,’ I said, cheerfully.

Which showed the trouble with this relentless larkiness – it could drift. I hadn’t meant to sound facetious, or I didn’t think I had.

‘Mm,’ she said. ‘Yes, everyone says that.’

She and I did much better on the phone. I could get on with other things then, which seemed to take the pressure off. She often called when I was cooking. I used to listen to her while pushing my tofu around the frying pan. If there was a flatmate about, I might raise my eyebrows at them, disloyally, to indicate I was attending to another monologue.

Now we were together she was less forthcoming. She even seemed quite prickly.

I waited for someone else to say something. I picked up my glass. David too lifted his glass and took a sip.

‘How’s the house?’ I said.

‘Ah!’ my mother said. ‘The renovation of the east wing. Well, funnily enough I was buying some bits today. For the bathroom.’ She lifted one of her Lewis’s bags up onto her knee and showed me the corner of a new rug. ‘What’s this? Dove grey?’ she said. ‘Morning mist?’

‘Nice little vase,’ she said.

I bought the second round. Sitting down again, I asked if the two of them had been anywhere interesting recently.

‘Oh. Well, I’ll let your mother . . .’ David said.

She looked irritated, even at this deference. She spoke as if he wasn’t there. There was no eye contact.

They’d been to Saltaire, she told me. She was driving. There’d been ice on the roads. They’d been sliding about on the Snake Pass.

‘That sounds hairy,’ I said.

‘Well, it’s hardly the Hindu Kush,’ she said.

‘No,’ I said, ‘I suppose not.’

‘But yes,’ she said, ‘I did wonder if I’d be found in a heap of smoking wreckage.’

They’d looked round the Salts Mill gallery and done some shopping. In a pub up there they’d encountered some central-casting Yorkshire types. David occasionally ventured to interject; to add a detail. He was quite droll, I was realizing. He had a deadpan style. He leant forward slightly before speaking, as if to a microphone. As if he were the wit on the panel. He said, ‘That’s, uh, the other David,’ when my mother mentioned David Hockney. It was all slightly painful, though, because she didn’t acknowledge his remarks. It was only as if she’d hit a sort of speed bump, when he spoke. She seemed to reel for half a second, then she kept on talking.

She’d always been impatient. And to be outward-facing was of course a one-way thing. I knew that; perhaps he didn’t, yet.

He gave up after a while; he subsided.

I once tried to describe my mother’s particular way of talking to Putnam. I was trying to nail down something about the mixture of hyperbole and deprecation, about a world where sod’s law was the natural law. Putnam, it turned out, was the wrong person to deliberate with.

‘Northern,’ he said.

‘Eh?’

‘The word you’re looking for is Northern.’

‘Everything’s a laff,’ he said. ‘Nothing’s to be taken seriously. Nothing’s worthy of the slightest bit of respect. Or thought. Nothing can be sat with for even one second. Instead we get this annihilating flippancy. I’m sorry, Laura, I loathe it. It’s everything I’ve fought against for my whole life.’

‘OK,’ I said, holding my hands up.

Not that I thought he was wrong. As it happened, my mother did like to say, ‘You gotta laff.’ She said it in a funny voice, in quotation marks, but that proved Putnam’s point, of course. She couldn’t even be serious about not being serious.

At seven, I stood up. I got my coat, and told the two upturned faces that I was off to catch my train.

‘Really nice to meet you,’ I said, and, ‘Nice to see you, Mum,’ I said, as I leant down to put my cheek to her cheek.

‘Do you want to let me out?’ I said.

My mother took a moment.

‘Now?’ she said

‘Yes, now. I’ve got my train. I’m going out later. I did say.’

‘Oh dear. OK . . . Well, listen, wait, we’re going the same way. We’ll go too.’

‘You’ve got drinks,’ I said.

She took her Pernod and finished it in a painful-looking gulp.

‘No, we’re done now,’ she said. ‘You can wait two minutes. Rush off like that.’

She stood up and stepped out from behind the table. David stood up, too. He’d barely touched his second half.

Carefully, my mother put her coat back on, fluffed the collar, pulled the belt tight.

‘That was a really good buy,’ I said.

‘Yes, well,’ she said.

‘The statement coat,’ I said, to show I remembered, and because my leaving seemed to be going down badly.

Under his breath, David said, ‘What’s the statement?’

‘Hm,’ my mother said, ‘what’s that?’

She picked up her shopping bags, checked under the table that she hadn’t forgotten anything, then looked back at David, waiting for her answer.

‘I said, What’s the statement?’ he said, more boisterously this time.

‘We off?’ I said.

There were people eyeing our bench. I gave them a smile, in lieu. I put a hand on my mother’s back.

‘Well, I think perhaps the statement is that you’re nasty and snide,’ said my mother, not moving.

‘Well?’ my mother said. ‘What are we waiting for now?’

‘Nothing; let’s go,’ I said. I edged through, with my rolled-up coat in front of me. Outside, I stood by the smokers’ tables; I put my coat on.

‘Cold,’ I said, to nobody.

David stood and rubbed his face with one big hand. He looked sullen, as if my mother were his mother.

‘Snide comments,’ she said.

‘Pathetic,’ she said. ‘Per-thetic.’

*

The London train would be busy. Some people set off down the platform like Olympic speed walkers. Rucksacks were hoisted. Paper gift bags jinked like fish.




2.

CRAIG REID WAS waiting on the steps of the Royal Court Theatre. There was his glowing cigarette tip. Above him, there was his name in neon red capital letters.

‘Do you stand here every night?’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ he said.

‘Merry fucking Christmas,’ he said, descending.

Craig was Northern: from Manchester. He gave me a strong hug.

He’d printed out an email with directions to our party.

‘This way,’ he said.

‘How was your day?’ he said.

‘Oh, you know,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ he said.

Craig had his shoulders lifted and his hat pulled down. We cut through a ginnel and emerged on a silent garden square.

‘I call this the “How the Other Half Lives” tour,’ he said.

I’d never been inside a mansion block. I’d looked up at writers’ blue plaques. Sometimes, on deep, basement-level windowsills, I’d spied homely objects indicating modest lives: a miniature cactus plant, say, or a washing-up sponge, a tin ashtray, or a Jubilee mug full of Biros. The fiction of common ground fell away if I passed someone going in or out of one of those places, or if I saw the car they were getting into.

In theory, Craig was setting me up with a friend of his that night, or anyway he was putting me in his friend’s way. Nature could take care of the rest, was the plan. This friend was an actor called Lawrence Wells.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Here we are.’

‘Good God,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ he said.

‘Is he an aristocrat?’ I said.

‘I’m wondering that now,’ said Craig.

It was a handsome building: rose-coloured brick, Dutch gables. The globe light under the portico was a storybook moon.

‘Or one of these stealth property moguls,’ I said.

Craig took a last drag on his cigarette then dialled the flat on the intercom. He flashed his eyes at me – here goes – before pushing open the heavy door.

Inside, painted signs directed us: cartoon pointing fingers. We found the stairs and climbed to the third floor. The carpet was bottle green. The walls were the colour of Carnation milk.

The silence was notable on those long corridors. An old, well-maintained silence. Only when we were within a few feet of Lawrence Wells’s place could we hear a bit of party burble. We took off our hats.

The hallway was crowded.

‘All right,’ said Craig, lifting a hand to everybody at once.

Someone shouted, ‘Coats in there!’

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Craig.

We went where we’d been directed, found a heap of coats in the dark. We stashed ours behind an armchair in the corner.

Craig didn’t drink. In pubs he would ask for a cup of tea. To parties he would bring two cans of Old Jamaica ginger beer. At Lawrence Wells’s place he put one can in the empty salad drawer of the fridge, and snapped the other one open over the sink. I’d brought a bottle of white wine. I couldn’t see any glasses. I took a mug from a plastic hook.

There was a man smoking out of the window: leaning across the counter, one leg stretched out balletically behind him.

There was a young woman sitting up by the sink: heavily made-up, wearing a sparkly pink minidress, mauve tights, no shoes. Her hair was greenish-yellow; the colour of a Midori cocktail.

‘All right, mate,’ Craig said.

‘OK,’ he said, ‘let’s find this party.’

In the large room at the end of the hallway, Craig sat on one of the three sofas. I sat next to him, on the arm. We held our drinks and looked around.

Craig’s face, when I came back to it, indicated that yes, perhaps he was refining certain long-held theories regarding his fellow man, but he was, too, more at peace than ever.

‘Are these people all actors?’ I said. ‘I don’t recognize anybody.’

‘They’re theatre people,’ he said. ‘He’s a director,’ he said, indicating a tattooed man in a leather waistcoat.

‘So’s she,’ he said, nodding at a woman who was scowling at us from the other side of the room. Her hair was back-combed and piled up into a great frowsy, frizzy, intellectual bush-tower.

‘All right, mate,’ Craig called out.

‘Why is she going round in a shawl?’ I said.

‘Because she’s very, very clever,’ Craig said, happily.

Craig had not, to my mind, been an awful drunk. He wasn’t aggressive, or lecherous, or repetitive. He didn’t cry or break things. He didn’t mount his high horse and canter around on it like some people I knew. He would check out of the common plane, that was all. And nor did it take much. After just a couple of drinks there was no more talking; that part of him fell back. Instead Craig used to sit and bask, until, by and by, a course of action seemed to suggest itself to him, for the expression of his flickering spirit. He used to strip off, sometimes. He might dance: routines consisting in stretches, volutions and agonized attitudes. He might execute a mime routine, or he might just wander off. I once saw him stand – fully clothed – on a third-floor windowsill. That was in another friend’s flat, at the after-party of an after-party: we’d all been to see the first play Craig had had on in London. Everybody was in the kitchen. I came back from the loo and was met by a gust of frigid air in the hallway. Investigating that, I went into the bedroom, and there was Craig, in the window. One arm was reaching up, to where his fingers seemed only to touch rather than to hold onto the top of the frame. The wind blew his T-shirt. I watched him bend one leg then stretch it out before him and hold it there. He looked like a figure on a propaganda poster: a goose-stepping Prussian – if they’d goose-stepped in jeans. That picture seems to pulse in my mind. I’ve even wondered if he did fall. If, perhaps, everything since then has been a fantasy I’ve conjured. Perhaps I’m actually strung-out in a mental institution somewhere.

I told Craig that, while we sat together on that settee.

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘you’ve no conclusive way to know that’s not the case.’

The woman sitting next to Craig was entertaining a gathered group by doing impressions of her husband’s snoring.

‘Then there’s his sleep apnoea,’ she said. ‘So he’s snoring, right . . .’ Here, again, she made some graphically guttural noises, ‘and then – silence.’

There was a man sitting on the floor who was staring at her steadily. That had to be the husband, I thought.

‘It can last for thirty seconds,’ she said, ‘and then—’ Here she did suddenly-sucked-in air: a choking Hoover.

‘But I’m just looking at my watch, thinking, come on, just a bit longer, does he have to come back? Does he have to breathe?’

The man on the floor had his legs crossed, tailor-fashion: a brand-new, brightly coloured trainer on each dinky foot.

‘Well, that was a long time ago,’ he said, leaning back. ‘We haven’t shared a bed in years, have we, darling?’

He had a cold, smooth voice, like a heavy pair of scissors cutting rich fabric.

‘I mean, Christ,’ he said.

Now it was her turn to stare at him, scientifically.

‘Who thinks I want to go near that?’ he said.

The floor was a honey-coloured herringbone parquet. There was an iron-shaped burn by my boot toe.

The lights would keep dipping. Intermittently they would fizz and die. There was no thunderstorm. It was a clear night.

‘Are we in a squat?’ I said.

Along with the three sofas in that room, there was a scattering of Billy bookcases; there was an altar-like marble-topped dresser, and a plastic clothes rack, complete with withered odd socks.

I’d yet to meet Lawrence Wells. Craig tried again to represent his character, or his plight.

‘He’s a lovely man,’ he said. ‘A fucking great actor. But I’ll put it like this – sometimes, when he’s talking, you would not be astonished to look down and see a spinning bow-tie round his neck.’

‘Not always. But sometimes,’ Craig said.

‘You sold him to me as a swordsman of the London stage,’ I said.

‘Mm,’ said Craig. ‘There’s still plenty of that.’

‘But there’s a transformation underway,’ I said.

‘It’s beginning. The bow-tie is spinning quite slowly, currently. But it could speed up. I mean, it will. It will speed up. That’s what life does.’

Had Craig evaded the bow-tie fate? Could anyone? He was married now, with a daughter, Dorothy, and another baby on the way. A family was what he’d always wanted. He talked about meeting his wife, Usha, with a palpable sense of near-miss – which may be why he’d liked my windowsill speculation. He’d cashed in, he used to say, in the last hours of his handsomeness, to secure a loving companion. He was a Christian, now, too.

‘I’m happy,’ he said, when talking about that. ‘I mean I’m miserable, obviously, but I am happy, because I see a bigger picture, and I know I’m not alone.’

The smoker from the kitchen came in. I recognized his moccasin shoes. He had a bottle of red wine in one hand, a goblet glass in the other. I watched him top up some drinks on the other side of the room. In response to one woman’s remarks he gave a high-pitched laugh.

‘That’s our man,’ said Craig. ‘Come on.’

The lights cast a syrupy glow, in the hallway. The fittings looked antique: the crimped glass lampshades and the poxed brass. There were toggle switches, falling detached from the walls, exposing scratchy little balls of wire. In places, wrapped around the fraying wires were squares of Sellotape, turned golden yellow or a caramelized brown.

It was 2am, people were leaving. The lights fizzed and blinked.

‘This place looks ready to blow,’ I said, tapping one of the rattling wire-wraps with a fingernail.

‘It does,’ said Lawrence Wells.

‘Why are you living here?’ I said.

‘Well,’ he said, redoubling his confiding tone, and leaning on the wall in a way that indicated that therein hung a tale, and a certain lucky lady was about to be delighted by it, ‘this flat belonged to my mum’s great aunt. Now she was called Angela but she went by La-la, and she was a pioneering lesbian!’ he said. ‘She lived here with her lady companion.’

‘When’s this? Fifties?’

‘I suppose it must have been,’ he said, as if the question had never occurred to him.

‘I’m picturing my old lacrosse teacher,’ I said.

‘Oh yes?’

‘Miss Baines,’ I said.

‘Yes, let’s come back to her,’ he said. ‘Where did you play lacrosse?’

‘Oh, grammar school.’

‘Grammar school,’ he said.

‘Don’t be intimidated,’ I said, with a feeling, sad to say, that something had started spinning below my chin.

Lawrence Wells looked like a stage actor. He was wearing a collarless shirt and a waistcoat; his hair was too long. For a role, he told me later, it was dyed that funny, dull, coffee-brown colour.

We stepped back. Craig was passing, with the sequinned-minidress woman.

‘Now, funnily enough, old La-la was sporty,’ said Lawrence. ‘She was an Olympic cross-country skier. She was. She left this place to my mum and her sis. So it’s been knocking around the family.’

‘So you’re here for free?’

‘I’m here while those two argue. Mum wants to sell. No one wants to do it up. They owe all kinds for the service charge.’

‘So it’s a burden, in a way,’ I said.

‘It is,’ he said, thoughtfully.

Here he took my empty mug and indicated I should follow him into the kitchen. He put my mug and his glass down on the crowded, Fablon-covered table, then frowned at the various bottles arrayed there and scratched the back of his neck. He opened the fridge. There were a couple of bottles of wine in the door. I could see a can of gin and tonic.

‘Now,’ Lawrence said, looking back at me, through a falling piece of dyed hair. ‘What is going to open those legs?’ he said.

His mouth was twitching.

In the morning his first word was, ‘Water!’

There was a none-too-fresh-looking glass on his bedside table. He rolled over there to get it: a languorous, jungle-cat roll, landing on his back. He reached out behind him for the glass, held it for a moment on his chest, heaved his head up, took a sip, then groaned.

The glass was dusty. The water was dusty, too. I didn’t drink any. I found room for it on the crowded table on my side of the bed, where there were also tissues, medicine bottles, a digital clock radio which said it was past nine, but who knew?

‘What have you got against water?’ Lawrence said.

‘Do you want to have a shower?’ he said.

‘Oh. No. Thank you,’ I said.

I sat up. I assessed my hangover. It wasn’t too bad. I felt a bit like a blown egg.

‘You have to make peace with water!’ Lawrence said.

I spotted my underwear on the floor, and retrieved it. I went out to find the bathroom.

I realized, as I hadn’t quite, last night, what a terrible state the place was in. This wasn’t party mess, either. This was a palazzo about to go under. There were holes in the walls, and strange creeping stains. How extraordinary, those sisters letting this happen.

The bathroom had a Miss Havisham aspect, with dust on the taps and geological accretions around the sink, and in the toilet bowl. There were old, empty bottles on every shelf and surface, and dirty cotton wool balls and used cotton buds. A vegetable pong was issuing from the shower.

Lawrence only had smoker’s toothpaste. I used that. My finger was the toothbrush. The taste was so foul, I made a sound – a bleugh.

‘What’s happened? Are you being sick, darling?’

Lawrence was in the doorway.

‘Euthymol,’ I said, with a writhe of my tongue. ‘My mouth’s been bombed.’

That drew his high-pitched laugh.

I bent down to get some water from the tap, rinsed, spat, rinsed again.

‘I think this might have belonged to La-la,’ Lawrence said.

‘What’s that?’ I said.

‘A zebra-print shower cap!’ he said.

When I straightened up he was there behind me in the mirror, beaming, wearing this thing.

He kept it on; he seemed pleased with the effect. He pranced down the hallway back to the bedroom, leading the way. He was also wearing some lime green socks.

I sat on the floor to get dressed. Lawrence put on yesterday’s boxer shorts, then he sat cross-legged on his bed.

‘I found myself in the corner shop the other day,’ he said, ‘buying that toothpaste, and a packet of Benson & Hedges, and one can of Red Stripe, and a two-pack of toilet roll.’

‘Oh yes?’ I said. I wondered if this was some kind of rehearsal-room warm-up game.

‘The girl gave me such a look!’ he said, woundedly.

‘She’s worried about you,’ I said. ‘It’s a natural female response. Buy a tin of peas next time.’

‘I like peas,’ he said.

He reached up and took off his shower cap. He pulled a hand back through his hair.

At the door of the flat he said, ‘Cheery-bye!’

His torn boxer shorts had little pictures of foxes on them, foxes wearing Santa hats. But the way he stood, the way he carried himself; it was quite regal.

‘Until we meet again, Lauren!’ he said.

*

I was in Shepherd’s Bush back then, in a flat just off the Uxbridge Road. I shared with two other girls. I lifted a hand to Melanie as I passed through the kitchen. She was watching something on her laptop, headphones in. She had her hair wrapped in a towel-turban. All three of us wandered around that place in towel-turbans, and more often than not with our headphones in.




3.

THE JOKE, OR the line, with the Sequence crowd, was that no one knew what Katherine’s husband did, or what he looked like. Nobody, in fact, could remember meeting Malcolm. He worked abroad. They got married abroad. And how long had they been together? ‘Oh, who’s counting?’ she’d say.

They lived in Balham, in a solid Victorian house. They had three girls – Rachel, Patricia, Jennifer – and Maxwell. Maxwell was the second youngest. He had cerebral palsy.

I remember Putnam sitting next to him at one of Katherine’s birthday parties, sharing some food. Maxwell must have been five or six. The two of them were deep in conversation, both frowning. Katherine took a photograph.

‘Look at this pair,’ she said, passing the phone around. After that she stood in a corner of the kitchen composing a message to send it off with – to Malcolm, I imagined.

Putnam was good with children. At Katherine’s parties, there were those of us without our own who might overdo our delight, when confronted with a silent eight-year-old holding out a bowl of crisps.

‘Ooh, crisps!’ we might say. ‘Don’t mind if I do! Lovely!’

Not Putnam. He would enquire as to the flavour, before trying one, then thinking about it.

Katherine once had to take Rachel and Patricia into the Sequence office for the day, when the pipes had burst in their primary school. Rachel had some work to do, and her puzzle books. She was given a corner of Katherine’s desk. Patricia sat on the floor doing a drawing. When she’d finished she was at Katherine’s side with a whispered request.

‘Well,’ Katherine said, ‘OK. But Edmund has high standards; that’s his job. So be prepared.’

‘Let’s see,’ Putnam said, holding out a hand.

He had his glasses on. He had a spread of pages on his desk but for now all his instincts and expertise were trained on the drawing. Patricia stood and stared.

‘Hmm,’ Putnam said. ‘It’s got something.’

‘Needs work,’ he said.

‘Needs more blue,’ he said, looking up. ‘Here, yes? Ten minutes?’

I bore this approach in mind, one summer afternoon in Soho, as I sat outside the Nero on Frith Street, with Katherine, Maxwell and Jennifer. The three of them had been to see a children’s show at the Soho theatre; an adventure in a fantastical land, with a thunderstorm and a shipwreck, with puppets and shadow animals.

‘Was it scary?’ I said, as Katherine went in to get our drinks.

Jennifer, sitting to my left, said, ‘It was funny!’

Maxwell, too, shook his head.

‘Not unless you’re very easily frightened,’ he said.

Inspired by the show, perhaps, or perhaps she was spinning her own yarn, Jennifer started to explain to me then, how we all came to be. She sighed before she began, which I liked; as if she were embarrassed on my behalf, that I didn’t know this stuff already.

‘The dinosaurs came in a rocket,’ she said.

‘OK,’ I said, and following Putnam’s model, I didn’t coo, I frowned, as if someone were explaining a phone contract to me.

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘And they came out and they laid eggs,’ she said.

‘I’m with you,’ I said.

‘And those eggs had fish in them. And then the fish came out and they laid eggs. And those eggs had monkeys in them.’

I nodded. I liked her deliberation, the slow pivot from one step to the next, as if she were walking along a straight painted line on a playground, arms stretched out.

‘And then the monkeys came out and they made a man.’

‘I see,’ I said.

‘So they made a man,’ I said.

‘The monkeys made the man,’ she clarified. She smiled a final-offer smile. She looked rather sly. Was I being had? Would the man lay an egg?

I tapped two fingers on my temple to indicate that this was all in there now.

‘I don’t have shoes on when I’m in the house,’ Jennifer said.

‘Oh no,’ I said, ‘me neither.’

‘No,’ she said.

‘Shoes on in the house, Maxwell? Yes or no?’

‘Not on Mum’s carpets,’ he said.

Katherine came back with the tray, and passed out the different muffins and juices. She slid my coffee over. She poured Maxwell’s drink into his cup.

Once he’d had some juice and muffin the two of them got involved in a rhyme together. Katherine said it; Maxwell smiled. She was gripping each of his fists and then his feet in turn. He was wriggling with pleasure, although his expression indicated – I thought – that half the fun was indulging his old mum.

‘Uncle Jim was such a limb,’ Katherine said,

‘His sisters scarce could manage him.

He’d look you through, with his eyes of blue,

That seemed to say, I’ll have my way . . .

Oh Jim – you limb!’

Her pacing was terrific, working up to a tickle, or the threat of a tickle.

‘What is that?’ I said.

‘My mum used to say it to me,’ Katherine said. ‘Family bogeyman. One of the Edwardian rels on the Pascoe side.’

‘What’s limb? What does that mean?’

‘Limb of the devil,’ Katherine said, shaking Maxwell’s leg. ‘Limb – of – the – devil! Limb – of – Satan!’

‘Was he very wicked?’ I said.

‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ Katherine said. ‘Charming rogue, I imagine. Typical Pascoe.’

Here, suddenly, there was a shape, a shadow, a man crouched down next to me.

‘Hello!’ said Lawrence Wells. His face was twitching with mischief.

‘Good grief,’ I said.

He stood up and presented himself to Katherine.

‘Lawrence Wells!’ he said, with some flourish, as if he had just materialized in a puff of stage smoke.

‘This is Katherine,’ I said. ‘Maxwell. Jennifer.’

‘Hello all. Good afternoon, Maxwell.’

Jennifer sat and stared. Maxwell was smiling. Katherine put one hand on his.

‘How’s it going?’ I said. ‘What are you up to?’

‘Well, we’re just off now to my pal Dave’s birthday drinks and dinner!’ Lawrence said.

He stood there with his shoulders back. We were being invited to enjoy the prospect too, with him, and for him.

‘That’s nice,’ I said.

‘We’re on a sort of pub crawl!’ he said.

I could see his friends across the road, loitering on the corner by Balans: they were the sort I typically associated with the bars round there; men with distended stomachs and flushed faces. One of his party wore a shirt with playing cards on it, another had a wilted paisley scarf around his neck. I hadn’t made the connection before, although of course Lawrence did have elements of that look. Today he was wearing a collarless shirt, half-undone, and a blue polka-dot foulard. There was some kind of dried yellow friable drip on the knee of his trouser leg.

‘Where are you going for dinner?’ I said.

‘To the Argentinian Steak House!’ he announced. ‘For true worshippers of meat!’

‘Oh boo,’ said Maxwell.

‘Yeah, boo,’ I said.

Here Lawrence flapped a hand – a phooey! gesture – although, in fact, he did look a little bit sorry: he hadn’t meant to make anybody feel bad.

‘You can’t be eating animals, Lawrence,’ I said. ‘Order a salad. You could be like us. Look how young we look.’

‘Shan’t!’ he said. His shoulders were hauled further back.

‘Then I shan’t say bon appétit,’ I said, ‘but nice to see you again.’

‘You too! I just thought I’d pop over and say hello. So, hello!’ he said.

This air of bestowal from him was mildly annoying.

‘They’re going without you,’ I said. His friends were moving on; just one man waited; a man in shorts, smoking a cigar.

‘Farkin’ ’ell!’ said Lawrence, and then as he remembered the children he clapped a hand over his mouth. His eyes looked self-consciously naughty.

With that same eager manner: sharing a discovery we could all take pleasure in, Lawrence later described himself to me as ‘passive’.

‘I’ve just become very, very passive!’ he said.

From someone else that might have sounded troubling: a sort of tight shrug, which said, ‘I’ve got nothing to do with me’, or ‘I’m a lump’. From Lawrence, though, it seemed poignant and generous: something like a trust exercise. He and I were seeing each other because I’d decided that we would. I don’t know if he’d made that connection.

It was about a month after that Soho encounter that I found him again, on a poster in the tunnel under Green Park station. He was in The Homecoming at the Young Vic. There were two other men on the poster: one in a Gannex mac; one in shirtsleeves and braces. Lawrence was wearing a string vest. He stood in the middle, arms folded. There was his widow’s peak, his gravy-coloured hair. All three men wore menacing, appraising looks: Grrrr, they seemed to say.

The thought of Lawrence Wells stayed with me. As I worked in the library I pictured him in his vest, growling. When I got in that night, I wrote a message with my number and asked Craig to send it on.

‘Aha!’ he replied, and it was as if, on my phone screen, too, he had revealed himself with the swirl of a cloak. He must have been texting from his dressing room.

While the play was running, Lawrence often got in touch on Saturday nights. At eleven, he might text me, or at midnight. He’d send, ‘I’m home!’ He was in a different flat, then, on the top two floors of a huge Victorian house in Hammersmith. I used to walk over, down the Goldhawk Road, then Paddenswick Road, past the park. I used to hold my handbag strap and walk where there were people or lights.

The first night, he opened the heavy front door and put a finger to his lips. Upstairs, in his quarters, he still spoke sotto voce. This was a ‘pal’s’ house, he told me, which pal rented the flat out to ‘strolling players’ like him. It was another nice set-up. Once my boots were off I peeped in at the huge living room, whose windows looked out on the garden square.

In the morning, I remember, Lawrence put his glasses on and found that somehow my bra had got attached to them. Wearing nothing but his glasses, he jerked his head left and then right.

‘I think there’s something on my specs!’ he said.

‘What’s on my specs?’ he said, parading around.

I liked his exuberance. I liked that he was from a different world. He lapsed too easily, for my taste, into anecdote, but that’s actors, I suppose. He was so actorly, he seemed at times to be acting the part of an actor. Katherine had spotted that outside the Nero. When he’d gone, when I told her what he did, she said, while fastening Maxwell’s cardigan,

‘Was he in costume?’

He was a funny mixture: a bit of a hologram, but there was something fixed there, too. I don’t think you can call stupidity defiant but that seemed to be what he was going for, at times. That was there in his ‘Shan’t’ and in the raspberries he liked to blow: a childish obduracy he seemed to have arrogated to himself.

‘Well, I won’t be getting a proper job,’ he declared, once, ‘because I won’t be told what to do. So there.’

Hard to know what to say to that. He was in high demand as an actor, so far as I could tell. He seemed to be more than getting by, even living a rather civilized life. Still, he felt the line had to be drawn.

I had a proper job, by then – part-time anyway – and I was grateful for it, after years of freelancing. I was an assistant editor at a monthly history magazine. I went through other people’s copy. I fielded emails and opened actual letters from our very engaged readership. I was in the office in Vauxhall three days a week. There wasn’t much I didn’t like about it. I had somewhere to go, something useful to do. Some money arrived every month. That strain of worry was gone. I could pay bills and make choices. I could feel like a person. The rest of the week I wrote pieces or looked at the writing I was doing just for myself.

Putnam was loudly unimpressed. He didn’t like it when I called it a history magazine, for starters. He used to call it Take a Break. I could see his point. The covers were lurid, and for history, you could read World War Two. There was a lot about weaponry, each issue. Every other month we seemed to run a piece headlined REVEALED: NEW SECRETS OF HITLER’S BUNKER. There were sentimental profiles of Spitfire heroes – nothing wrong with that. More dubiously we once ran a story about a serial killer who’d operated during the blackout: the Blitz Ripper. Putnam said it was only a matter of time before we found a cat who looked like Neville Chamberlain. People liked reading that stuff, though: older people on long train journeys. It was comforting. I wasn’t inclined, as he seemed to think I should be, to disparage it to everyone I met. It was hard to tell with Putnam. Did he think it reflected badly on him that he had a friend who worked for such a low-grade publication? That didn’t seem like him. Was he cross because he thought I could do better? I think the inaccuracy bothered him. I thought I was being discreet and moving the conversation along when I said ‘history magazine’ – to Putnam that was lying.

It felt like a nice, under-the-radar job. Rosalie, with whom I shared a desk, brought her lunch in in a Battle of Britain tote bag. Gabriel, the designer, always had a cold. I started calling it The Circus, to Putnam. He wasn’t appeased. I once bought him, because I spotted it, an actual Take a Break magazine. I liked this headline: ABORTED! BUT LOOK AT ME NOW!

‘That’s excellent,’ Putnam said. ‘Now that’s really excellent.’

I didn’t know about offices; that was my first. I knew about Sequence, but it was clear how rare that set-up was – the esprit de corps, the all-in, let’s-save-the-youth-club dedication they brought to each new issue.

I’ve always remembered my father telling me that he couldn’t watch The Office because, ‘Once you’ve worked somewhere like that, it’s just not funny.’ I was wary of feeling sorry for my father, as a rule, but I was struck by that. He’d shaken his head, as if it were hard even to think about. He’d worked for Colgate-Palmolive in Guildford – where he’d met my mother – and then, until he was sixty, at a wholesalers called AB Foods.

How do I feel when I put that next to Lawrence Wells’s ‘Shan’t’?

Once Lawrence’s run had finished we used to meet at his local Wetherspoons. The Plough and Harrow still looked like a hotel breakfast room – I think that’s what it used to be – with its country-style pine tables and chairs. The arcade machines complicated that: suggesting a motorway service station. Waiting for Lawrence in there, I had memories of trips and holidays, of my mother selecting a poached egg from under a heat lamp. There were a lot of solo drinkers, and – Lawrence pointed this out to me – these men weren’t looking at their phones, as they would be anywhere else; they were – as the old saying went – staring into their pints. That was striking, once you knew to look for it.

I liked to see Lawrence come in and look around for me, and if he didn’t spot me, I liked the way he pulled his hand back through his hair, as he stood at the bar.

A thought I had to dismiss was that I was only there so that he could drink. If I asked for a glass of white wine, he usually came back with a bottle and drank what I didn’t. Even Putnam at his most vehement didn’t drink so determinedly. Lawrence guzzled. He swung his glass as if it were a censer. When he’d made a point he was pleased with he liked to sit back and beam. He might turn his hands palm up and give a look that said, ‘Ha!’ He might toss his hair, as if standing in a din of applause, or he might just haul his shoulders back, like a precocious little ice skater, zooming to a halt before a camera.

Once, coming from town, he was very late. It was Friday, he’d been in rehearsals all week in Southwark. We’d agreed on half nine. As I sat down with my drink he texted, ‘Setting off!’

After that he kept me updated by way of picture messages. He was at Waterloo, then it seemed he kept missing his stop. He sent me a picture of the platform at Swiss Cottage.

‘Note to self don’t nap!’ he wrote.

Some time later came a blurred picture of the Westminster sign.

He seemed to be heading in the right direction, then silence.

‘Odyssey continues!’ he wrote. Then came a photograph of a puffy, bleeding knee. ‘Whoopsie!’ he wrote.

I sat there for ten minutes trying to think of a reply to ‘Whoopsie!’

Had he not wanted to meet, but couldn’t say so? Was this how he protested his own passivity? By getting blind drunk?

They were calling last orders when he came heavily through the door. He giggled when he saw me, then clapped a hand over his mouth.

Because Lawrence was passive, he didn’t ever suggest meeting, but would instead announce himself as there, as available. When his landlord went to LA for two weeks he texted, ‘Home alone!’ He sent a picture of his new base, in the downstairs living room. On an ottoman were three trays loaded with snacks. There was a huge bowl of popcorn and a cheese board and a roll of crackers. There were pickles and pistachio nuts, and some wrinkled grey sausages and sliced meats in wet scrolls. There was an open bottle of red wine and a goblet-shaped glass.

Behind all of this, a cinema-sized TV screen was paused on an image of a laughing Robert Newton: eyes goggling, a green parrot on his shoulder.

I went over there the following night. I’d just been paid, so I took some martini ingredients. I left Lawrence with his film and went through to the kitchen. When the drinks were ready, I called out, ‘Clink clink!’

I heard the film pause. Soon enough Lawrence appeared in the doorway, wearing a ‘you-rang?’ look.

‘Here you go,’ I said, but he wasn’t finished. He proceeded to sort of sidle into the room, one hand cupped at his ear, as if tracking some distant rumour of a drink.

‘Very good,’ I said.

Next, I opened the bag of posh crisps I’d bought and emptied them into a bowl.

‘Rustle rustle!’ I said, as I scrunched up the bag and looked around for the bin.

Here Lawrence moved to the middle of the room, where he stood with his chin up and his hands on his hips. He was Errol Flynn, in resolute mode, until he dropped his shoulders and, in the querulous voice of an English sitcom chump, said,

‘Who’s Russell? And what’s he doing in my kitchen?’

‘Tee hee!’ I said.

‘Show yourself, Russell,’ said Lawrence.

‘Very good,’ I said, again.

I picked up my glass. Lawrence did not take the cue.

‘En garde!’ he said, and then he gamely struck that pose, eyes fixed on the cooker hood now, as if on the back of the stalls.

It was then, I think, that I began to feel disoriented. I had been expressing appreciation, I thought, as you did when something was over, or when you wanted to indicate that it should now be over. He thought I wanted an encore.

I finished my drink, while he motored about in character at the other end of the room.

How does this end? I thought.

‘Listen,’ Craig said. ‘It could be that he’s done. In some sense he may be done. Drinking that much. Smoking too. Maybe he wants to be in the earth now. He’s got no wife, no kids. Life is exhausting. And he’s done a lot.’

We were on the phone. I was stooging around Shepherd’s Bush Market.

‘Don’t forget the processed meat,’ I said.

‘There we go,’ Craig said. ‘Same thing. Death wish. He is going to get cancer and die. Or have a heart attack or a stroke and die. That’s OK, we all are, but, you know, it will be soon for him. It will be soon.’

‘I mean, there are these indestructible men,’ Craig said.

‘He was biting my arse cheeks last time I was round there,’ I said.

‘That’s nice,’ said Craig. ‘I’m glad he did that. That is a sign of life.’

‘It’s healthier than tackling another charcuterie board,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ said Craig.

‘I don’t have a family, either,’ I said. ‘Do I want to be in the earth?’

‘Bloody hell, Laura.’

‘Just a sec,’ I said.

With my free hand I paid for my vegetables and dropped them into my tote bag. I walked back up towards the Uxbridge Road.

‘Why don’t you go on holiday?’ he said. ‘Have you got a passport?’

‘Get on the Eurostar,’ he said. ‘Go for the day . . .’

*

I did look into that, when I got in. I looked at prices for Paris and for Amsterdam. It was an easy thing to talk myself out of, though, when there was still so much I hadn’t seen in London.

Putnam and I kept meaning to go to the Cabinet War Rooms. He often said, too, that I should go with him and his father one weekend to visit the ancient cycad in the Kew Gardens palm house.

For now, my new habit was to look around the Tate during my lunch hour. I crossed the river at Vauxhall Bridge. There was the knock-knock sound of my boots on Milbank, the sudden wind, the large leaves cartwheeling along the promenade.

After work, if I wanted to think about the future, I might have a drink in one of those dark-wood, etched-glass Victorian pubs near Pimlico, sitting on a wobbling stool by the wall.
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1.

IT WAS ANA Maria who told me Putnam had taken to the letters pages: first in the TLS, and now in the FT, too.

‘He’s opened a second front,’ she said.

‘So he’s alive,’ I said.

‘He’s on the warpath,’ she said, ‘about historiography and about the Church of England.’

I’d sent him a Christmas message but got no reply. Now I called him. He sounded fine. He was out by the river, he said.

‘Look, come over,’ he said. ‘I’ll do some cooking.’

‘Are you OK?’ I said.

‘Sure,’ he said.

‘Where are you?’ I said.

‘Oh. Greenwich,’ he said.

‘Yes, come round,’ he said, ‘that’ll give me something to do. I’ve just been walking.’

*

Finding Putnam’s place didn’t get any easier. I made tentative incursions. I stood in the rain and peered at my phone as if it were a dowsing rod, while my location dot roved and recoiled, confounded by the alleys and gullies of Shad Thames. Saffron Wharf was Putnam’s building. Next to Java Wharf. But I had to turn back if I came to St Andrew’s Wharf.

Finally I stood shivering in the lift.

Putnam answered the door with a glass of wine in hand, and with a striped tea towel over his shoulder. He was distracted, but I was reassured. He hadn’t grown a beard. The heating was on. I hung up my coat and put my umbrella in the bath.

Putnam called himself ‘a nineties vegetarian’. Dinner at his might be Linda McCartney sausages with mash or spaghetti Bolognese made with TVP, or a stir-fry with cashew nuts, or a vegetable chilli – grated cheddar on top for the non-vegans.

‘It’s all delicious,’ he used to say. ‘I’m not going to start faffing with aubergines at my age.’

Tonight he was making Indian. As always he had his ingredients set out in individual dishes, like they used to do on TV cookery shows. Each spice was in its own ramekin, and there were cauliflower florets and green beans in their own bowls, and ground almonds, and a heap of glittering frozen peas.

‘Now these you just don’t get in curries any more,’ Putnam said, rattling a dish of golden sultanas.

He was frying off some onions. The fan was on; we couldn’t talk. I put the wine I’d brought in the fridge and made myself a gin and tonic.

‘I’m going to find Cat,’ I said. Putnam gave a double thumbs up.

The flat was immaculate. No clutter. No fuss. No plastic. There were two walls of books in the living room, which was also the dining room. In there, too, he had his projector; the screen was rolled up and stashed in the corner. A wide window with an industrial arch looked out on another handsomely accoutred warehouse. Iron gantries zipped between the buildings.

You could see a waterway from that room, too, the old dock. Black water, smoothly scalloped. There was one turret of Tower Bridge: you could see the small black cross.

I took my glass through to Putnam’s study – no Cat there either, not on the well-worn daybed, or the desk chair, or the top of the bookcase where Putnam had put an old jersey for him. There was plenty of cat fur on the jersey. But no Cat.

There was a balcony off the study; Putnam’s ‘ledge’ as he called it. I opened the door and stepped out. I leant on the wet railing. Putnam lived on the first floor. I looked out at the dark blue sky, and at the other ‘ledges’ opposite. On two of them, bicycles were propped upright on their ram-horn handlebars: a race to the bottom. Looking down, I could see the building’s small courtyard. Now it could be called a courtyard – even a courtyard garden. When I first visited Putnam it had been a dead, dank space: a few corralled square yards of stained paving stones, old cobbles. His downstairs neighbour Liv had transformed it. These days it was a grotto, crowded with pots and planters; an abundance of glossy green leaves and eight-foot-tall feathery ferns. There were huge monsteras; there was a camellia tree: those were the ones I could identify. There were also mirrors and whirligigs. The mirrors were winking now – flashing the light from somebody else’s kitchen. The whirligigs were turning.

‘She goes on these freegan sites,’ Putnam told me, when I’d first clocked the change. ‘Do you know about those? She got some of the pots for free. I mean don’t get me wrong,’ he said, ‘I think she spent a hell of a lot of money, too.’

‘I keep telling her how grateful I am,’ he said. ‘It’s so nice to look at, every morning. And to listen to,’ he said. ‘Sound of rain pattering on the leaves. Like distant fireworks. You know – pop pop pop. When it was bouncing on the flagstones that was just dreary English rain. Now I lie there in the dark and it feels very close. You feel as if you’re under canvas, or in a Rousseau jungle.’

‘That it gets no sun will be a bonus soon,’ I said. ‘In our Mad Max future.’

‘Quite so,’ he said. ‘Yes. That’s very much her line.’

Liv had been working down there when I’d last been round, earlier that year. She was misting the leaves and topping up the pots from a plastic sack of soil. She looked about my age; about forty. She was wearing a boiler suit and her sandy hair was pulled back in a high ponytail.

‘She’s so can-do,’ Putnam said, as we looked down from the ledge with our drinks. ‘I mean, of course she is.’

This because of her job: Liv was a tour manager; she took bands around the world. I could barely begin to think about what that involved. Apparently she had three laptops.

‘Come and join us!’ Putnam called down, that afternoon.

‘I will later, darling,’ she said, grinning up at us.

If she did, it was after I’d left. I wonder. I don’t know.

Putnam had described Liv as a ‘real South London girl’. That was usually a sign that he’d been struck. Katherine was like that; she was from Deptford. His great TV crush, Tiffany from EastEnders, reminded him of those girls even if not one herself.

‘Well, I like all the women of Albert Square,’ Putnam said.

‘Dot. Pat. Kath. Tiff. Chrissie. Cindy. Sharon, maybe. Not the Fowlers . . .’

Putnam’s bit on his type was something neither of us seemed to tire of. We’d been passing these thoughts back and forth for years. There was a certain wistfulness we seemed to enjoy. As far as I knew, Putnam hadn’t had a serious girlfriend since Katherine. Not that that was something we talked about. He knew nothing about that side of my life, either.

‘Ah!’ said Putnam. ‘Here he is. Hello, Cat.’

I was standing in the kitchen doorway.

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I didn’t see him. Hello!’

Cat had slunk past my feet, now he was tangling with Putnam’s.

‘Where have you been?’ I said.

‘Been in the laundry basket today,’ said Putnam. ‘Haven’t you? Funny little Cat.’

Cat was four. He was tabby, skinny, sly. I bent down to scritch his head; he pulled me in with one forepaw, opened his jaws and started gnawing.

‘That’s nice,’ I said. ‘Hello. Hello, Beauty.’

When I first knew Putnam he had a girl Cat: tortoiseshell, mother to several litters before she’d been abandoned at Battersea. Sometimes Putnam called her the Duchess, later the Dowager. He had her for eleven years. She was more circumspect when it came to food. She would make a forlorn, faint creaking sound, when food was ‘happening’ as he put it: what he used to call her ‘initial enquiry’.

After she died the idea was to get a cat as unlike her as possible. I used to buy this Cat toys, when he first moved in. A catnip mouse was investigated but listlessly; his interest, Putnam discovered, lay in feathered items. He went through them at a rate. Putnam bought those toys in bulk online, and tied them to a sort of fishing rod he had. Cat would tear them free from that, then they were clamped and shredded; tossed up, pounced on, rolled with, in a tumble: Deborah Kerrs to Cat’s Burt Lancaster.

‘He cannot get enough of feathers,’ Putnam said, thoughtfully.

‘Makes sense, I suppose,’ he said.

Also irresistible: round shapes – that is, bowls and plates moving above him. Cat followed their passage in a weaving fashion: legs switching, tail high, in a crook, his up-looking face seemingly tethered to the round shape.

He did that now as Putnam and I took the food through. He trotted with me to the dining table, the chevron on his back pointing the way. Thinking (I imagined), Round! Round! while the little cave of his mouth flooded. He trotted back to the kitchen with me when I went back, then he trotted back in with Putnam, looking up at Putnam’s bowl and plate.

‘That’s not for you,’ Putnam said. ‘Silly Cat. This is vegetables! From the Subcontinent!’

Cat did not consider these contributions; his attention was hitched. Roundness was all.

His own food station was in the hallway: a wipe-down mat with a fish design, and set on it: wet food bowl, dry food bowl, water bowl. Once our things were out Putnam went and saw to Cat’s supper.

We seemed to have decided not to mention Sequence. I didn’t bring it up. During this dinner we talked about the news – a bit – and about films we’d seen, some books I’d read since we’d last seen each other. There were moments when the natural thing would have been to link to Sequence, to a recent piece, good or bad. It had been a habit for so long, to do that. It was the logical next move in our conversation. Now neither of us made that move. It was a tricky new discipline. What we did was talk about other papers, other magazines . . .

Cat joined us as Putnam was taking the plates out. He jumped onto the back of the sofa, from there to the top of a bookcase that backed onto the boiler cupboard. There was another of Putnam’s old jerseys up there. Cat settled down on it, moved his shoulders, closed his eyes.

‘That’s it,’ said Putnam. ‘A little rearrange.’

His last Cat used to sit up there, too, on the same jersey.

Coming back to the table, Putnam had his laptop under his arm.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘have a look at this. This is . . . Liv’s photo on the Nextdoor site. This rather striking girl she’s seen around.’

Putnam turned the laptop around to me.

‘But she didn’t have a collar and looked rather uncared for, so Liv asked if she belonged to anybody.’

The photo showed a long-haired black and white cat rolling on the cobbles by some wheelie bins: upside down, legs spread. Her white tummy was dirty and matted. Her mouth was open. Her eyes looked crossed.

There were a few replies from Putnam’s neighbours; people had noticed her; some had fed her. A man called Howard turned out to be the owner.

Yes that is my Minnie who has decided to live like an alley cat sadly. You are all kind and generous but she has a home so please do not feed her and then we hope she might come home for food. This is her choice we can only be here for her. If you see her please let me know on here. Thank you.

‘Goodness,’ I said.

Putnam gave me a significant look. He turned the laptop back around, looked again at the photo.

‘I like this Minnie,’ he said. ‘She’s got something about her.’

He pointed at my wine glass.

‘Oh yes, please,’ I said.

He stood up, took my glass, and his.

‘Will you set her up with Cat?’ I said.

‘That was my idea,’ said Putnam, from the door. ‘He’s not functional, of course . . .’

Here he stopped, struck by Cat, on his bookcase perch. Putnam put his free hand on Cat’s head. Cat didn’t open his eyes but his ears swivelled outwards, and made an upturned crescent. He looked solemn.

‘Would Minnie be his type?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Putnam.

We took our drinks through and out onto the ledge. This was an old habit from when Putnam still used to have a cigarette every night. It was nice to get some air and to listen to the water lapping. It was nice to stand and look out. Like being on deck.

‘Is Liv about?’ I said.

‘Oh. No. She’s in America, with, ah . . . Oh gosh, you’d know them. Your vintage. On the comeback trail. Well, I say that. Liv says they’ve never been away.’

‘You’re going to have to give me more clues than that.’

‘Well, I can’t,’ Putnam said. ‘They’re a band. They’re from the past. She’s going round America, then to Australia. Various festivals they have down there, which sound like pretty good hell. But my goodness, the places she goes. Japan, every summer. Next spring it’s Scandinavia. I’m in charge of our little oasis until she gets back,’ he said. ‘Watering, pruning. It’s all in an email.’

‘I have lots of time, now, of course,’ he said.

‘Time will not be a problem,’ he said.

‘Well, these aren’t high-maintenance plants, presumably,’ I said.

‘No, they aren’t. But there are things to do. No, they thrive on neglect. That was Liv’s phrase. I quite liked that.’

‘But not total neglect,’ he said. ‘Not abandonment.’

‘Does she worry about all the flying?’ I said.

‘Worry how?’

‘Well, Mad Max-wise. I mean the whole operation, not just her. I suppose some of these roadshows make a thing of being carbon-neutral these days, don’t they? Whatever that entails. Planting a tree or two. Or maybe they plant hundreds. I don’t know. I’m talking through my hat really.’

‘Well, we neither of us know anything about it,’ said Putnam, ‘do we?’

‘Nope,’ I said.

‘I went down for dinner the night before she left,’ Putnam said. ‘Now she does faff with aubergines. That was a nice spread. A very nice spread. We sat up until one, drinking.’

‘Goodness. What time was her flight?’

‘At which point I gave a marvellous speech,’ Putnam said, ‘on the subject of failure.’

He started laughing as he said that, in a way that I hadn’t heard him laugh before.

‘Failure?’ I said.

‘Why did you do that?’ I said.

‘Something just welled up in me,’ he said.

‘What did she say?’ I said.

‘This appalling, unmanageable unhappiness,’ Putnam said, ‘sort of fighting its way out.’

‘Right,’ I said.

Cat had joined us. I noticed him standing in the open door to the study. He looked at Putnam with patient supplication.

‘Hm?’ said Putnam, turning around to look where I was looking. At which Cat trotted off again. We watched him go. Dainty switching hindquarters disappearing into the dark.

‘It’s like that, is it?’ said Putnam.

‘Well, we were drunk,’ he said, to me, turning back. ‘We were very drunk. It was fine.’

‘She can drink, that woman,’ he said. ‘Which is unusual among musicians these days, she was telling me, by the way. Did you know that? They’re all into yoga now. I suppose that’s vanity. And business sense. Well, that was like the Sequence staff, I told her. The youngsters – I called them youngsters. Anyone under forty. I mean, you’ve seen them, gingerly sipping a half, if they come to the pub at all. It’s interesting. A total change in culture.’

‘Are you really unhappy?’ I said.

Putnam pushed out his lips for a second.

‘Mm . . .’ he said.

‘’pparently,’ he said.

He had his hands on the rail.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘Not your fault,’ said Putnam.

‘I mean, let’s not lose perspective,’ he said.

‘These are things that happen to most people, aren’t they?’ he said.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘yes and no. They’re happening to you now.’

‘Do you want to go back in?’ I said. ‘Shall I make some tea?’




2.

MY MOTHER MOVED to London in 1968. She worked at Plessey Electronics, and then at Colgate-Palmolive. Back in Merseyside she worked at Cammell Laird, then Littlewoods.

After she took her redundancy I thought she might get bored, or restless, and look for another job. Instead she started learning Spanish. Every Thursday she drove over to Liverpool for an evening class. She was tickled by the set-up, I remember. The ‘International Language Academy’, she told me, was ‘basically a room’.

I was at my desk at the history magazine. I looked it up. The address was an infill block near Moorfields. She told me there was a sign Sellotaped by the lift: an A4 printout: ‘I.L.A. FIRST FLOOR.’

‘I.L.A.,’ she said, ‘I mean.’

Spanish became the main thing we talked about. She spoke with self-conscious affectation about homework and exams and about being teacher’s pet.

‘Yes, I told Sally I’d have to miss her barbecue because I’m revising,’ she might say, using her get-me voice.

She did something similar when she described the activities they roleplayed. ‘Yes, so this week we’re on safari,’ she might say, or – not much less fantastically – ‘Yes, so I had some friends round for a dinner party last night.’

Her class, she told me, had decided that their teacher, Jesus, wasn’t in the least bit Spanish.

‘I said I bet he’s called Geoff,’ she told me.

I made some weak crack there that she should make sure it was Spanish they were learning and not Klingon or Tagalog.

‘Ha ha, imagine!’ she said.

We didn’t have conversations that went much deeper than this, but they kept the plate spinning in their way. One Christmas I sent her an old, illustrated Teach Yourself Spanish book from the 1950s. That was a hit. She liked to pronounce the more absurd or out-of-date phrases, about secretaries and telegrams and so on.

She’d taken it in to show everybody, she told me.

She phoned every couple of weeks back then. I used to ask her about Spanish, about her friend Sally Graves, about the house. The situation with David was confusing. Sometimes when I asked after him she would just say, ‘Ugh’, or, ‘Oh Christ, him.’ If she said his name – I got the feeling she didn’t want to – she said it pointedly, as if we all knew what it implied. It was the same way she used to say ‘Men’, on the phone to Sally, when I was small: ‘Ugh, men.’ ‘Ugh, David.’

I don’t know what their arrangements were. I don’t know if they ever stayed over at each other’s houses. I asked once if they’d thought about living together.

‘No fear!’ she said.

They went on a lot of day trips. They went on holidays. After my mother started Spanish, they went to Ibiza, to a resort called Es Canar, which Jesus had recommended as a good spot for people their age.

‘Oh, I was in my element,’ my mother said, ‘practising on the locals.’

‘So you can do better in class?’ I said.

‘Hm?’

‘You practise there so you can do better here?’ I said, feebly.

‘Oh. Yes,’ she said. ‘Ha ha. Well, yes, at the International Language Academy if you please.’

‘David couldn’t stand it,’ she said.

‘The place?’

‘No, me speaking Spanish. Could not stand it.’

In one bar, she said, he made a ‘whole production’ out of looking at his watch while she spoke to the waiter, then he silently sobbed, as if from hunger, then he pointed at his open mouth.

‘As if he’d just crawled across the Gobi desert,’ my mother said. ‘That’s what passes for humour in his world.’

When David featured in her conversation it was only ever in this role: as an inexplicable encumbrance, a kind of mortifying, supernatural blight. It struck me later that it was only me who called David her boyfriend. All she’d ever said, in all those years, was that they ‘went around together’. His motives were mysterious, too. It seemed an outlandish fate, to trail along behind my mother, ignored and despised.

‘Well, no one wants to be totally alone, do they?’ Putnam said.

‘Plenty of people,’ he said, ‘most people, would take anything going rather than be alone.’

‘We wouldn’t. Most would. Look around,’ he said.

‘Plus they’re old,’ he said.

‘When a bloke’s getting on he wants someone to look after him. Shades of the care home, and all that. Solution: a woman. And a woman likes to have a man to tote around. Any man.’

He spoke with that slightly annoying air of lazy authority, of off-hand certainty, which he liked to bring to bear on certain aspects of life. But again, I didn’t think he was wrong. The idea that my mother might represent care was funny, as was scruffy, mouth-pointing David being any kind of prize. This added weight to Putnam’s argument, of course. And it was pretty precious of me to sit around knitting my brows over the hardly rare phenomenon of couples who hated each other clinging on nonetheless.

Who knew, about my mother?

It was funny – I’d often thought so – that she’d had a child.

The pregnancy, at least, might have given her a licence or a status that she might have enjoyed.

I see her preceded by her shopping bags. They were the prow of the ship she was piloting. It might have been the same with a bump: ‘Coming through!’

She didn’t miss a beat, when David left her. She continued to lambast him, but from a new angle. In line with her ‘going around together’ she now said he’d ‘gone off with’ an old girlfriend – somebody from decades ago who had found him on Facebook. Just weeks later he was moving in with her, into her cottage in Yorkshire.

‘Sally says he wants a nurse,’ my mother said.

‘Sally’s disgusted with him,’ she said.

‘He’s never mentioned this woman,’ my mother said. ‘Not once.’

This was a detail she fixed on. She came back to it, as if it were a flaw in his story and rendered the whole thing void. As if it meant the joke was on him somehow.

Another lightning rod was his use of the word ‘corresponding’.

‘He said they’ve been corresponding for some time,’ my mother said.

‘Ooh, we’ve been corresponding,’ she said.

She went back to Es Canar. She stayed in the same apartment complex, and went to the same tapas bars. ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ she said.

One day, she told me, one of the waiters she’d talked to on their last trip remembered her. It was unusual for an English tourist to speak Spanish so well. He asked after her friend. She told him David was dead, she told me.

‘Oh yes,’ I said.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘he said where is your friend and I said, Estoy solo esta vez. Oh, is your friend not coming? Is he on the island? ¿Está él en la isla? No, no, estoy solo. Wouldn’t let it go. So yes, in the end I just said he’d died.’

I shouldered my phone to spoon out my tofu and greens.

‘That’s a bit much, Mum,’ I said.

‘No it isn’t,’ she said.

‘I want him to go back there now,’ I said, ‘for maximum confusion.’

‘Oh, he won’t go back,’ she said.

‘How does “he died” go in Spanish?’ I said.

‘Está muerto,’ she said. ‘And oh he was so shocked, so sorry. I mean, why? He didn’t know him. Used to bring him his beer now and then.’

‘Did you go into details?’

‘No. I just said he’d died,’ she said. ‘Then asked for some, I don’t know, patatas bravas.’

‘You muerto-d him,’ I said.

‘Mm,’ she said. ‘Ha ha.’

Lately, I often ask my mother how to say things in Spanish – in lieu of conversation, I suppose. She has all the vocab, now. It’s fun, too. In Spanish she speaks as if summoning dark forces; the language seems to entail for her an element of torque.

‘Soy vegana,’ she might say, warningly. ‘Y trabajo en una revista de cine!’

‘He escrito una novela!’ she said, recently, as if laying a curse.

That night, I sat in the armchair by the window with my bowl in my lap.

‘What did Sally say?’ I said.

‘Oh, I don’t know. Just thought it was funny . . .’

‘Está muerto,’ she said, again, and then in a deep voice – her Tarzan-Tonto voice – she said, ‘He dead.’

I pictured her on the island.

I pictured her in her sunglasses, on a dusty terrace.
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AS FOR MY father –

Not long after that evening at Putnam’s, I was walking up the Thames Path at Fulham when my phone rang. It was a Saturday. I’d been to the pictures. I sat down on a bench and covered my ear to listen to a long message from my Uncle Owen. There were rowers on the river; two coxswains shouting. Owen was in Warrington hospital. My father was dead, he said. He’d had a stroke.

For twenty years Owen had been calling with updates.

At first, he was speaking for my father; I could hear that he’d been enlisted. Later, I seemed to become someone he could share his confusion with, about my father’s rotten way of going on. I would always listen, always sympathize. Poor Owen lived around the corner from my father, after all. I visited once every few years.

‘You’ve got to understand,’ he told me once, ‘Stephen is my big brother. I always looked up to him. He was the first one of us to go abroad. First one to get into, like, Indian food and Chinese food . . . He’d get all the gadgets first. Things you’d seen on Tomorrow’s World . . . After he moved to London he used to come back at Christmas with all this fancy gear. He was very generous, Laur, he was. Or else we’d have visits down. He took me to see You Only Live Twice in Leicester Square! And then we went to Chinatown and had sweet and sour pork . . .’

It was Owen who tried to keep on top of my father’s medication and diet after he’d developed diabetes. He drove him to his appointments. He sorted his bills and benefits.

He and his wife Liz often had my father round for Sunday lunch.

One week, he told me, my father said that the lamb stew that Liz had made ‘looked like sick’. He was just being ‘factual’, he said. It was the carrots, he said, pushing them about with his fork, the little chunks of carrot.

‘I’m not passing comment on the flavour,’ he clarified, ‘just the appearance. I haven’t tasted it yet.’

I had an awful vision of Owen and Liz waiting for him to pass down his verdict.

‘Of course, he’s used to these gourmet ready meals,’ Owen said. ‘To be honest, Laur, we were just happy to see him eat. He did eat it all, to be fair.’

‘He was the first person I knew who had a microwave,’ he said. ‘Back in the day.’

‘You are good,’ I said.

‘Well,’ said Owen. ‘I try and see both sides. He’s not in the best of health.’

‘I have noticed,’ he said, ‘that he likes to call other people cruel. But he has his moments, doesn’t he? To put it like that. You’ll know.’

There wasn’t much to say to that. Owen had often been there during those long half-term holidays I’d had to spend with my father. He’d seen what went on. Owen, I remember, had dutifully come and sniffed my armpit while my father held my arm up and said,

‘It’s not just me, is it, that’s a pretty ripe smell?’

‘Her mother used to stink the place out,’ my father said.

Their mother was still alive. At the funeral, when the priest said, ‘Stephen was the oldest of the Kennaugh boys,’ she shouted out, ‘And the best! And the best!’

At the wake, Owen tried valiantly to reminisce.

‘He did love to pull the rug out,’ he said, frowning. Liz was holding his hand.

‘We went round his a couple of years back. “My turn to host,” he says. Was expecting a bit of a spread – he’d built it up, you know. He served us grilled kidneys. So, OK, I gave them a try. Don’t want to look narrow-minded. When we’d all nearly finished he started smacking his lips at us. “Well done!” he says. “Well done! Can you taste the urine?”’

Owen walked around my father’s house with me. Eagerly, he pointed out the dripping taps and curling carpets, the moss growing near the kitchen sink.

I could feel – I knew – how it would have eluded my father that he – he – was supposed to do anything about any of this.

‘I did use to tell him,’ Owen said. ‘I used to say, I know it’s boring, Ste.’

‘You store up trouble, don’t you?’ he said.

The important thing, for me, was that there was no will. I’d get whatever the house went for.

I walked round the place again with two different estate agents, two car-key-rattling young men. Both said it would be best to go to auction.

In the weeks before the sale, Owen’s messages were increasingly forlorn. He seemed to be loitering by my father’s house. He reported every weed he’d pulled up from the front path.

Putnam said,

‘Squalid little man. Good riddance.’

‘Poor little Laura,’ he said.

‘Say that again,’ I said, with a put-on swoon.

‘Do you think I smell?’ I said.

‘Well, we all smell a little bit, don’t we? But no, not unusually so.’

‘I knew it,’ I said. ‘What a rotter.’

‘Well, indeed . . .’ said Putnam.
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WHEN I FIRST went to look at the flat I later bought, in Ravenscourt Park, I was struck by the street sign on the corner, fixed to the side of the house opposite. I was certain I’d seen it before.

As it turned out, my mother had lived in that house, for a few months, fifty years ago. She emailed me a scan of some familiar photographs. There she was, standing on those same front steps with her housemates: a blonde girl, and an Indian girl in sunglasses. As if taking part in a Brian Duffy shoot, each girl looked blankly in a different direction. In another picture, they each leant out of a different window.

On my second viewing I took a picture of the present reality and sent it to my mother.

‘Flats now,’ I wrote. There were wheelie bins in the front garden. The blonde girl’s window had been bricked up.

*

Ana Maria and her brother Paolo were buying, too. Now that they both worked full-time they were going in together on a part-ownership scheme. For the last few years Ana Maria had been renting in Tottenham Hale – a basement flat with a garden. It was charming, but very small. It was beginning to get her down, she said, at her age.

She only had people over in the summer, when they could sit outside.

It was at one of her Sunday gatherings that I met Mitch Seiler – he was Paolo’s guest; like Paolo, he worked in TV. He was a producer. When he told me what that entailed I thought of Putnam’s neighbour Liv, with her budgets and multiple laptops, and again I felt dizzy. It was hard to tell Mitch’s age: his hair was white, but his skin was smooth and shiny. He wore starched jeans, and a short-sleeved shirt with knife creases down the sleeves. In place of a watch he had a small screen strapped to his wrist.

Over lunch, he quizzed us all about TV programmes. Paolo couldn’t stop laughing. Mitch seemed reluctant to laugh. He kept naming shows the rest of us hadn’t heard of. He kept pointing at different people, saying, ‘I guarantee you, you’ll enjoy it.’ ‘Come back to me if you don’t.’ And then what, I thought? We get our time back?

Ana Maria volunteered what she watched: Silent Witness.

‘I like Nikki,’ she said. ‘She’s confident, put-together. Professional to a fault. Treats everyone with respect, the living and the dead. It’s soothing.’

‘I used to like Star Trek: TNG,’ she said. ‘Same thing. Calm, competent people, working together towards a common goal. Dry sense of humour between them. I aspired to that, for my adult life.’

Mitch frowned and nodded.

‘That’s how old now? Thirty years?’

‘Older maybe,’ said Ana Maria, conceding his point, ‘I was doing my A-levels. That’s when telly was last a thing though, wasn’t it?’

Every few minutes a train went by. It shook the house and the garden walls, which seemed to jostle then settle.

After lunch, I showed Paolo the place I was buying on my phone.

‘It’s a studio,’ I said, ‘a room. But I get this flight of stairs, too.’

‘Amazing,’ he said.

‘Where are you now?’ I said.

‘Oh, two stops over. Walthamstow.’

‘How’s that?’ I said.

‘Bit tired. I think London’s a bit tired, these days,’ he said.

‘There’s something in what you say,’ I said. ‘I found a centipede in my room the other day.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘I’m sick of that place.’

‘When can you go, do you think?’ said Paolo.

‘Couple of months, maybe.’

‘Are you still at your war magazine?’

‘I’m not, no. I miss it. I just started at the BFI.’

‘Have my spare room,’ said Mitch.

‘Eh?’

Having helped Ana Maria take the plates in, Mitch had sat back down and heard my griping.

‘I’ve got a spare room. You can have it until your sale goes through. It’s a great room. No centipedes.’

‘Have you had lodgers before?’ I said.

‘No. But don’t pay. You can have it. What do you want, three months? Won’t take three months to complete, will it?’

‘Doubt it,’ I said. ‘Six weeks, with a following wind.’

I wasn’t slacking. I’d provided everything the estate agent had asked for by return. I wanted my room, and my staircase, very badly.

‘Where do you live?’ I said.

‘Kensal Green.’

‘Oh, nice.’

‘It is nice. It’s very nice. Right next to Queen’s Park and Wormwood Scrubs. Right next to the Cemetery.’

‘I’m paying the mortgage anyway,’ he said. ‘You won’t cost anything.’

‘That’s very kind,’ I said.

He seemed sexless; I wasn’t worried on that front.

In fact, he said, he was hardly ever there. He’d be in Cornwall as of next week, filming. Half of September, too. He might be back at the weekends.

‘Or maybe not,’ he said, scratching his smooth cheek. ‘You can work in peace. You don’t want someone up your nose all the time, do you?’

‘Probably a bonus for you if I’m not there,’ he said, laughing.

‘Pretty good deal really, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘And no centipedes,’ he said, again.

‘Pay me back when you get rich,’ he said, on the doorstep, later. ‘Or buy me a meal out now and then.’

‘Can’t have you on the streets, can we?’ he said.

After he’d gone, Ana Maria said that our exchange felt like the start of a horror movie: an invitation to a gingerbread house. I didn’t get that impression. It seemed to me he’d just matched up two sets of circumstances. It was probably what he was wired to do. I thought about the people you saw on the tube playing phone games: pairing up fruit or coloured shapes. I think he was doing something similar: I wanted to move, he had a room. And from my point of view, if he wasn’t going to be there, it was more like house-sitting, wasn’t it?

Ana Maria had her head in her hands.

‘What’s his personal life like?’ I said.

Paolo shrugged.

‘No idea. I think he just works.’

‘Where’s the money from? How’s he got this house?’

‘I don’t know. You can rake it in in his line. But then you might only have a job for twelve weeks a year.’

‘Is he a good producer?’

‘He’s in demand. This one in Cornwall is quite a big number. All about finding a chef for a gastropub hotel. There’ll be lots of drone shots. A lot of greensward. Then I’ll sit with him in a bunker in Soho looking at edits. He always sits there with a big matcha smoothie. I bet his house is nice. Just don’t put your drink down without a coaster.’

‘Eh?’

‘He’s the coaster police in the editing suite.’

‘I’m in,’ I said. ‘I’m going to call him.’

‘Now,’ I said, ‘tell me the latest from Sequence. I hear dark mutterings from Katherine . . .’

*

August was fine. I sat out in the garden with my coffee before heading into work. I watched next door’s white cat step through the loose tangles of nasturtiums by the back fence. After a few days, I was incorporated into her ritual. She would step up to the patio to say hello to me, pushing her head firmly past my hand, this side then that side.

The house looked unlived-in, and I tried to keep it that way. In the kitchen there were no fingerprints on the chrome cabinet handles, no knife scars on the chopping board. I stuck to using one bowl, one pan, and I washed and dried them straight after eating, and put them back in their designated spots. There was only one picture up, in the whole house: a photograph of a German shepherd dog on the wall by the stairs. Well, that didn’t speak badly of Mitch, I thought, if he was an animal lover.

I sent him photos of any mail that came, and of the flowers that had bloomed in the garden. He responded each time with a thumbs up.

‘Glad you’re enjoying it,’ he wrote.

I wrote, ‘How’s Cornwall?’ and again got a thumbs up.

As a thank you, and as a pre-emptive strike, I bought some expensive red wine for him, and I more or less filled one cupboard with the kind of treats I thought a man like Mitch might enjoy. I bought them from the shop on the corner, where they were stowed in pannier baskets filled with shredded brown paper. I bought him postcards from the exhibitions I went to and left them in his fruit bowl.

The bedroom I was in was on the top floor, at the back of the house. In the evenings, sitting by the window, I could track the little cat’s wanderings. I might see her standing on the roof of next door’s shed: a tufty little Rückenfigur.

I was usually in bed long before the sunset flooded the room.

Mitch came back in the second week of September. One evening I found the top lock open, and a hard-shell suitcase in the hallway, along with a leather holdall and several paper shopping bags from Cornish boutiques. Mitch was standing in the kitchen. The washing machine was on. He had his phone at his ear.

‘Hi,’ he said, with a frown, and then he held up a hand as he started talking to a colleague.

‘Hello!’ I mouthed, beaming, and then I pointed upstairs, where I went and hid for the rest of the night.

There was nowhere he had to be until the new year, he said, the next morning.

‘So, you’re stuck with me,’ he said, smiling.

‘Hope that’s OK with you,’ he said. He was unpacking some bottles from a crate.

He had an office in the house, on the first floor, opposite his bedroom. He was usually in there.

He was on his own all day. I used to remind myself of that when I found him waiting for me in the evening, in the hallway, or on the landing, leaning over the banister, having heard my key. He was usually holding his heavy whisky glass.

‘Hello there,’ I might say.

I found myself talking with a kind of kindled incredulity, as if coming upon him there, in his own house, was an auspicious and enlivening coincidence; as if I’d just spotted him in the Long Bar, ten years after the war.

‘There she is,’ he might say, cheerfully. ‘I can call off the search party.’

Or he might tell me what he was watching, and that I might find it interesting.

‘Sounds great,’ I’d say. ‘Let me get a drink. Do you need a top-up?’

He used to lie on the sofa with his MacBook open on his stomach. He wore tracksuit bottoms and brand-new-looking T-shirts. His feet were narrow with grey hair on the long toes: rabbit-y feet. He kept up a commentary on the TV shows: people he knew; people who were ‘solid’; who was going to work with whom; who was making what with which production company. This wasn’t told as gossip. He was running through this information to keep it top of mind, I thought; it was as if he were repeating market stats or racing form.

When his phone flashed he would mute the TV. He would sit up and lean forward, and while he talked or listened he would squeeze his free hand repeatingly, as if working a stress ball.

He could forget I was there. There were nights when he was out. Or he might be busy in his office. While I was cooking, I might hear him on the phone, his deal-making cadences, chasing something down. Sometimes, when I was in bed, I could hear him out in the garden, pacing around and talking. Perhaps it was on the days with no phone calls that I was required, and met. Perhaps there was a quotient of words he had to debark each day.

I told him, every time we crossed paths, how comfortable things were, how great the park was and the corner cafe. He nodded and said, ‘Mm.’ It was hard to gauge, not knowing why he’d offered me the room, what it would be nice for me to say in return. I kept him updated on where things were with my flat-buying. He seemed puzzled by that, as if I were being tactless, somehow. I was reminded of Putnam telling me about a country house weekend he’d ended up at once. He’d shaken his head at the memory. He’d told the hostess the food was delicious.

‘It wasn’t, by the way,’ he said. ‘It was filthy.’

She’d looked at him in complete confusion that he’d mentioned the food at all.

‘Not done,’ Putnam said. ‘Who knew?’

On the Friday when I got my completion date I went for a drink in Gordon’s, with a couple of others from the office. I came out to find it was raining heavily and that Embankment was closed and the Bakerloo line suspended.

Demob happy, I jumped in a taxi. We crawled through town, then glided through the dark, doused precincts of West London. I watched the fare tick up and felt peaceful. I pictured my new life.

Mitch’s house was dark. I sat on the bottom step of the staircase in the dark. I wanted to sit there for a minute and then I wanted to go straight up to bed, to sit in bed and look at pictures of my studio on my laptop: my room, my stairs, my bathtub.

I was frightened when the kitchen light flicked on. I put my hands up to cover my face.

Mitch was in the doorway. He was wearing a tracksuit – a mango-coloured set – and his grey slippers. He was, as usual, holding his cut crystal whisky glass.

I smiled, full of warmth and surprise.

‘What are you doing in the dark?’ I said.

‘What am I doing?’ he said.

‘My house, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘Of course, yes,’ I said.

I unzipped my boots. I took them over to the shoe rack.

‘I tend to do what I want in my own house,’ Mitch said, coming out of the kitchen now, and scratching his smooth cheek with his free hand.

I smiled from the shoe rack. I asked was he hungry?

‘You seem pretty keen on doing what you want,’ he said.

‘Well, I got my completion date today – Tuesday next week. So I did have a drink. We went to Gordon’s,’ I said.

‘That’s nice for you,’ he said.

‘Do you fancy a vegetable tagine?’ I said. ‘If I set that going now, it might be forty minutes.’ I looked at my watch, wiped the rain off its face. ‘So for half eight?’ I said.

‘Sure,’ he said, and then he seemed to switch modes, or snap out of something. In his usual, let’s-do-that voice, he said,

‘Sounds good, Laura. Thanks. I’d appreciate that.’

He stood aside so I could get into the kitchen. He watched me get some vegetables from the fridge: some carrots and green beans. He watched me find a tin of chickpeas and a jar of ras-el-hanout. I set them out, then realized I still had my wet coat on, so I took that off, and hung it on one of the island barstools.

‘Don’t leave that there,’ Mitch said, as he carried it out to its hook in the hall.

‘Dripping everywhere!’ he said.

His phone rang then; it squirmed on the island. He took it, and walked upstairs talking.

When I’d finished cooking, I moved the pan onto a heat mat and waited for the hob to cool, then I cleaned the hob, then moved the pan back. I could hear the TV on upstairs. I texted Mitch that it was ready, but that I was going to bed, not well. I was in the bedroom when he replied with a thumbs up.

I got in bed only half undressed. I hugged my own knees. I was wearing my bra and knickers and my grey wool tights.

Hours later, I thought I heard footsteps. In the morning there was a mug on the bedside table: a Lemsip, gone cold.

I’d arrived with my suitcase and two bin bags. On Tuesday, after the estate agent emailed me, I collected my toiletries, my phone charger. I packed up the few things I’d unpacked.

I took the suitcase down first. I had to go slowly, not to bump the walls. I brought the bin bags down, likewise, carefully, with one bag in front of me, one behind.

Mitch seemed to be out. I put my keys on the console table, and sent him a picture of them, captioned ‘Thank you!’

I stood on the kerb with my impedimenta, stepping from foot to foot and grinning.




5.

MILANO’S HAD BEEN one of Martin’s places.

‘He came in in the mornings,’ Putnam said. ‘While he could still get around. He’d look at the papers, talk to the other old boys. There was quite a gang of them at one time. All gone now, apparently . . .’ he said.

‘What was on the agenda?’ I said.

‘Oh, they’d lament the general state of things. Weigh up Chelsea’s chances.’

Putnam tapped his finger along the bottles and jars in the condiment caddy: Heinz Tomato Ketchup, HP Sauce, Colman’s Mustard, Sarson’s Vinegar.

He picked up the sugar pourer and frowned at that.

‘What was his order?’ I said.

‘Oh . . . Dad’s? Egg and chips was the go,’ said Putnam. ‘Or a bacon butty. A bacon panini, pardon me,’ he said, looking up at the menu board.

‘There used to be letters on the window,’ he said, ‘a banner saying GRILLS and BAPS, and then OMELETTES, in a sort of camber.’

He indicated this with a sweep of his hand.

It had started to rain, outside. There were dark blots on the pavement; the trees in the park were shaking.

‘That’s good,’ said Putnam.

‘Mm,’ I said.

‘The really daunting prospect, Dad used to say,’ said Putnam, ‘was the full English and chips. That was a great favourite with the Poles, apparently. The chips would sort of gird the breakfast, like a medieval stockade.’

‘Oh yes,’ I said, scanning the board, ‘that’s still there. Full English XXL.’

‘Dad found Pavel in here,’ Putnam said. ‘When I bought my flat. I told him I needed someone to do the kitchen. That was who I got to fit out Dad’s place, too, when we needed to. The bathroom and everything,’ he said.

Our food arrived – egg and chips for Putnam, and a vegan sausage roll and beans for me. We both leant back and smiled up at the man who had brought it over.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

‘Wow. Great. Thanks,’ said Putnam.

I reached for the HP Sauce, Putnam for the ketchup.

‘He had a bit of a crush on a woman who worked here,’ Putnam said. ‘I noticed her name coming up. I thought, hello. So that was another incentive.’

‘Did you meet her?’ I said.

‘Oh yes. A few times. We used to drop in here if we’d been on a walk up to Richmond, or round the Gardens. So if she was working we’d have a chat. She was Polish. And I could absolutely see the attraction, by the way. Very striking woman. Probably in her late thirties. Tall. Zaftig. Masses of dark hair.’

‘Quite like your mum, then.’

‘Yes. Well-remembered. I mean, the face and the affect were quite different but silhouette-wise, certainly. I’m sure that was part of it. But it was also food, and care. Someone being pleased to see him.’

‘You’re transported,’ I said.

‘I am a bit,’ said Putnam, pushing a chip into a blob of ketchup.

‘She smelled nice, too. Didn’t smell of Swarfega and mint balls like Dad’s other pals.’

‘From 1957?’

‘Well, you know what I’m saying. His gang of old boys. I mean everything in here basically smells of chip fat, but when she put your plate down suddenly you were in a meadow.’

‘A meadow!’ I said.

‘Well, you were. Listen, I’m just telling you. She was something else. She was a real woman. I appreciated that. Dad really appreciated that. He liked reading the paper and talking about Frankie Lamps with those old boys. I didn’t mind it. I joined in. But it’s not a woman.’

‘You are funny, Putnam.’

‘I don’t think so. Why?’

‘My friend Rosalie had a boyfriend,’ I said. ‘When she ended things with him, he said, very glumly, “I’ll have to find a new woman now.”’

‘Well, I suppose if you want a woman and you lose one, you do need a new one. What’s wrong with that? If you lose your job you need a new one. Or if your bike gets stolen. Some men do want a woman. I’m not one of those men; Dad wasn’t either, as it goes. As you know. But for some men it is a primary need. That’s the driving force of our species, isn’t it? And of culture, and the economy . . .’

‘I wasn’t saying men don’t like and pursue women. Or women qua women.’

‘No, I know. I’m having fun. But you take my point,’ he said.

‘Did your dad ever have a girlfriend after your mum?’

‘Oh,’ Putnam said. He frowned slightly.

I’d overstepped. I tried to think of something else to ask, to move things on. Putnam was too polite though; he answered me.

‘Not as far as I know,’ he said. ‘He could have, I imagine. He had plenty going for him. Men like him are probably at a premium. Own house. Own teeth. Civilized. Very civilized.’

‘But you’ve seen the house,’ Putnam said. ‘All those photos. He really loved my mum a lot. I think she was the reason he never wanted to change anything,’ he said.

‘Well. Part of the reason,’ he said. ‘Like me, he did absolutely refuse, point blank, to buy new things for the sake of it, or to replace something that wasn’t worn out. Built-in obsolescence, that was another real bugbear of his – as it is of mine . . .’

Martin’s house was a bit of a time capsule, and as far as that street went, his not having redecorated in the last thirty years was the least of it. Most of his neighbours’ places had long since been knocked through, extended, opened up. When Putnam went down there, he found himself gazing in at these spaces: bright cathedrals behind modest bay windows; huge paintings, and pianos, and vast TV screens.

‘Is there any movement with the house?’ I said.

‘Oh yes, it’s all trundling on. We’re due to exchange,’ said Putnam. ‘I suppose it was never going to hang around.’

‘So,’ he said, ‘there’ll be a great big tank in the driveway before long. Then they’ll be digging out their double-decker sex dungeon. Sowing Dad’s vegetable patches with salt.’

‘It’s terrific for me,’ he said. ‘I feel as rich as Croesus. But one does wonder where ordinary people go these days. Dad was a teacher, for goodness’ sake.’

‘They go to Hastings,’ I said. ‘Or they live in rooms until their parents die. Assuming no one needs long-term care. I suppose that’s where euthanasia’s going to start playing more of a role . . .’

‘Respectable people,’ said Putnam, ‘with good jobs, two respectable people making an actual contribution . . . they couldn’t get near that house. Then if they wanted kids and if the mother wanted to actually stay home and actually look after them. Forget about it. I appreciate I’m not saying anything new here.’

I knew Putnam wouldn’t think about the money until he had it. Still, we were both quiet for a moment. It was awkward; even for good friends, and even though I was in a similar position, on a smaller scale. Living in a flat-share was not something I’d have to worry about again unless I messed up very badly. I was free. I was lifted-up.

‘Yes,’ Putnam said, as he put his knife and fork together. ‘That new girl at Sequence, Emily. She commuted from Hastings,’ he said. ‘You’re right. People are in Hastings now.’

‘Speaking of,’ I said, ‘who do you think is leaking to Private Eye?’

‘Vik,’ said Putnam. ‘Obviously.’

‘Katherine sent me a photo.’

‘Yes, she sent me that. She captioned it “Hot goss”. She’s enjoying the fall of Shove mightily,’ said Putnam. ‘Mightily.’

‘What was it last night?’ He took out his phone to check.

‘“Call later for slag-off goss,”’ he read out. ‘Says the mother of four.’

‘Did you?’

‘Absolutely. It’s a balm to my soul. But it’s not her briefing the press. Or whoever the hooded pencil at Private Eye is these days. No, it has to be Vik.’

‘I assumed it was Vik,’ I said. ‘But she’s not telling.’

‘She told me she could neither confirm nor deny.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’

‘It has the hoofprints of Vik all over it,’ said Putnam.

‘What a debacle,’ I said.

‘Mm,’ said Putnam. ‘And a very expensive one, too. If only there’d been some way to see it coming,’ he said.

I used my thumb to pick up some stray bits of pastry.

‘Was that OK?’ said Putnam.

‘Oh yeah. Really nice,’ I said.

‘Yes, I’m going to try that next time,’ he said.

It was tipping it down, outside. The gutters were in full spate.

‘I have a brolly if you don’t,’ I said.

‘Good. Yes. Thank you,’ said Putnam.

With our table cleared, his attention was back on the condiments. He made sure the top was screwed on to the HP, and that the bottles were flush with each other. He took a glossy napkin from the aluminium dispenser and wiped up a drip of egg yolk.

‘I wonder what happened to that waitress,’ Putnam said.

‘When was this?’

‘Oh Christ. Ten years ago.’

‘Dad was very proud to introduce me. He said he was going to bring her some back issues of the paper. And some vegetables from his garden, too, because he had this glut of courgettes. I remember she put a hand on his shoulder then. She said, “Oh you are good, Martin.” That was a moment.’

‘The touch?’

‘He looked as if he didn’t dare move. It was aimed at me, in a way; it was her way of saying, Haven’t you got a nice dad.’

‘Still,’ Putnam said.

‘Another Saturday we came in and it was quiet. She sat down with us. She took out her phone to show us some photos of her two boys. Dad leant over to look; he put his specs on. Didn’t say anything. I leant in, too. I said, Gosh, don’t they look tall and strong. And oh boy, did they.’

‘They were big lads?’

‘Oh yes. Oh yes. They’d been on the XXLs. They were built, let’s say. Costaud, the French would say. Teenagers. Mid-teens, maybe. Very hairy. Beetle-browed. One of them had a rather luxurious moustache.’

‘Oh, give over.’

‘No, he did. The pair of them were sprawling in inflatable armchairs in a huge back yard full of debris. Like something from a Robert Altman film.’

‘Oh, poor Dad,’ said Putnam. ‘I can see him there, smiling gamely at these pictures.’

Here Putnam rubbed his face, then pressed his fingers onto his eyes. He pushed his hair back, with both of his hands, which gave him a startled, reared-up look.

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

‘The see-saw of life just tips, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘And then it is downhill all the way.’

‘Shall we go?’ said Putnam.

He stood up and put on his coat and then, carefully, his rucksack, which he’d kept on the chair next to him, and which he wore on his chest, like a papoose.

Down on the little foreshore, the tide was going out.

I found a bench to wait on.

I watched as Putnam unhitched his rucksack and, again with meticulous care, took out the big plastic canister, clasping it with both hands.

The rain fell thickly from a tawny sky.

When Putnam came back I tried once more to hold my umbrella over the two of us, while he reassembled himself: put his socks and shoes back on, tied his laces. The rain was running over my hands. When Putnam sat up, he wiped his hands over his face as he had done earlier, in the cafe, and again he drew back his hair. Wet hair, now; wet hands and face.
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1.

SIMON ‘SHOVE’ HALFPENNY had come to Sequence with the idea that there should be changes, that the magazine should be like the New Yorker; ‘a sort of London version of the New Yorker.’

Two years later, his plan had not worked out; the board had moved him on.

‘I try to think of it as a blip,’ Daugherty said, ‘but the damage is real. Three people don’t have jobs any more. Myself included. And all that money! Keeps me up at night.’

‘There’s always money for nonsense, isn’t there?’ said Caitlin. ‘They always find that, somehow.’

This brought the conversation back to the redesign.

‘Oh, don’t,’ said Putnam.

It was Friday; we were in the Crown: Katherine, Vik, Daugherty, Michael Eze, Caitlin Ross. Putnam was there with Liv. We had three bags of salt and vinegar before us, each torn open along the seam so that the crisps lay on bright silver platters.

‘We were unlucky,’ said Katherine. ‘They had to find somewhere to put him.’

‘That first day,’ she said, ‘I thought, Christ, he’s out of his depth. I hoped he might leave us to it. Be hands-off at least. Decent interval. Go elsewhere. I suppose he has, now.’

‘Well, he’s been sent elsewhere. So we were what? A convenient holding pen,’ Putnam said. ‘You realize they don’t have a clue what we are or what we mean,’ he said.

‘But do we want them to know?’ Michael said. ‘Maybe not.’

‘I joined the wrong gym once,’ Putnam said. ‘All these squatting he-men. It was a poor fit. I left.’

‘Well, he wasn’t going to leave his job, was he?’ Katherine said.

Putnam continued, ‘All these he-men in little red knickers asking me about my goals. I wanted to jog in place and, God willing, delay a heart attack by a couple of years.’

‘OK,’ said Katherine.

‘What a bunch of innocents,’ said Putnam.

‘There was nothing we could do, was there?’ said Vik. ‘And he was cooking the books. Listen to him you’d think we were flying off the shelves. You’d think there’d been a waiting world all this time.’

‘Waiting for more of what they get everywhere else,’ Daugherty said, taking a crisp.

‘Only worse,’ said Putnam.

Shove had been spinning like billy-o: his programme of foisting free subscriptions on students had been presented as a triumph. He’d sent out graphs whose lines took off like jump jets. Not one of those kids renewed, though; who knew whether one in a hundred of them ever opened the magazine. Meanwhile, loyal subscribers sent plaintive emails.

‘Did he know he was lying?’ said Caitlin.

‘Jury’s out,’ said Daugherty. ‘People have said to me, is he a real prick?’ he said. ‘And of course he is but I find myself saying that in all honesty that was not the problem. He was so much less, somehow.’

‘He didn’t have any interest,’ Putnam said. ‘We knew he had no knowledge. But no curiosity, either. Loudly enthusiastic, but without a scrap of interest.’

‘It’s the demonic dictatorship of the present,’ said Michael. ‘People like Shove think that’s the only game in town. The idea is that we all transmit it to each other.’

Shove had sent an email out to the staff announcing his departure. Vik read it out for those who hadn’t seen it. He’d learned so much, Shove said. It had been a great pleasure and a privilege. He said he knew Sequence would go on to do great things; he had great confidence in the future of the industry.

‘Bizarre,’ said Michael.

‘He did not learn how to punctuate,’ Vik said, looking up from his phone.

Katherine winced; that was enough, she seemed to say.

‘Bright side,’ I said.

‘Go on,’ said Putnam.

‘Sequence has held. The body rejected the graft.’

‘He’s been moved on, I understand,’ said Liv.

‘That seems to be how it works,’ said Daugherty. ‘I was reading in the Standard about his new podcast. That didn’t enhance my commute. Still, seems ideal, if they were wondering where to stow him next. He can bellow to his heart’s content.’

Ana Maria was not there that night. Ana Maria was the other old hand who’d been let go. Which meant no mortgage, and no flat for her and Paolo.

‘You’ll know this,’ said Katherine, to Putnam, ‘talking of what Sequence is. You turned up that clip of Ken Barlow reading Sequence, didn’t you? A few years back.’

‘That was Vik,’ said Putnam. ‘Vik tracked that down, on the Granada Facebook.’

Daugherty turned his head; Vik was at the bar. Putnam seemed about to reach for his phone to find the clip. Instead he described it, after a long sip of wine.

‘It speaks to what you were saying, Michael, about what we mean. We are a byword for something, although it has changed. This was the late eighties. We had a certain political reputation, then. We had been a bit tweedy. Young fogey-ish. But after George took the reins we were seen as rather engagé.’

‘Is Ken reading Sequence in the Rovers?’ said Caitlin.

‘Actually it’s not him. Ken is editing the Wetherfield Recorder and he spots one of the telesales girls reading Sequence on her lunch break. Ken being Ken, he’s previously been pretty dismissive of the telesales lot. Now he’s over there before you can say knife: “Ah, I see you’re a Sequence reader. Don’t see many of them round here. May I? . . . Of course I started reading when Angus Clough was at the helm.” Showcasing the old Barlow charm, such as it is. There’s a measure of condescension. But beneath all that, of course, hope. Is he going to be rescued? Has he found someone he can share his intellectual pursuits with? His love of Shakespeare and new wave cinema.’

‘It can’t work out, of course, for Ken,’ said Putnam. ‘He has to stay put. I think he takes her for a drink in a wine bar. Overplays his hand. She calls him an old fool, if I remember rightly. Then she gets a job in London. Bye-bye, Ken. Bye-bye, cobbles.’

‘But Ken’s married, isn’t he?’ said Katherine.

‘When did that stop him?’ said Michael. ‘This is Ken Barlow we’re talking about.’

When Putnam asked Daugherty where he was commuting to, he told him he was giving French evening classes.

‘Interesting,’ said Putnam. ‘This at the Institut? I did a philo course there a few years back. Terrific fun.’

‘No,’ said Daugherty. ‘No. In another world, I might be teaching philo at the Institut. In this world it’s “Can I have a return ticket, please?” I’m at Birkbeck. I was there pre-Sequence. I’m lucky they had a spot.’

‘Ah,’ said Putnam.

‘And that’s mature students there?’ said Putnam. ‘Is that right?’

‘That’s the idea. It’s flexible. So, older people, people with jobs,’ here he looked at me and I put my hand up. Putnam didn’t see.

‘But speaking of French,’ Daugherty said, ‘I had the most incredible experience this weekend when I walked past my old infant school. I was collecting Cole from Jackie’s place. We ended up cutting through the park, then entirely by accident we were outside St Joseph’s. There was the playground and the gates. This funny little Bayko building. And bam! The rush of memory was incredible, the all-at-once-ness. I was seven again. I could smell the school dinners. I could see my friends’ faces. Has this ever happened to you?’

Putnam shook his head.

‘Not so forcefully,’ he said. ‘I mean there are memories wherever I look,’ he said. ‘Of course. I’m assailed by memories. But no, they don’t go bam. How long had it been?’

‘Oh, well, thirty years. I think the key must be to leave it for as long as possible. For the full hit.’

‘Yes, that’s where I fall down,’ said Putnam. ‘I’m always where I was. Kew. King’s. Greenwich. Bermondsey. Work. Here.’

‘I’ve travelled in other ways,’ he said, picking up a crisp and frowning at it.

‘Now, gang,’ Katherine said, ‘we need this signed.’

She passed a card to Vik: she took a pen from her shirt pocket and passed that along, too. ‘Which I’m then going to take up and drop at the Royal Marsden.’

The card said ‘Thinking of You’.

‘Who’s there?’ Putnam said.

‘This is for Elaine,’ Vik said.

‘Her nephew got in touch,’ said Katherine. ‘I’m afraid it’s desperate news. Oesophageal cancer. She had an op day before yesterday.’

‘Oh Lord.’

‘I remember Elaine,’ said Daugherty. ‘Nice woman.’

‘That’s a bad one. Oesophageal,’ said Caitlin.

‘Not the one you want to get, no,’ said Daugherty.

‘She was the first person I spoke to on my first day,’ said Putnam. ‘When did she retire? Ten years ago?’

‘About that,’ said Katherine. ‘I saw her last year. She was up in town. She always calls at Christmas. She sends things for Maxwell. I think she must get the same gadget catalogues as I do . . .’

‘Elaine didn’t smoke, did she?’ said Michael.

‘Doesn’t smoke, doesn’t drink,’ said Katherine. ‘Vegetarian. She used to like a Danish pastry, as a treat . . .’

‘I can’t bear it,’ said Putnam. ‘Poor Elaine. I’d love to see her. I must go.’

‘Well, let me test the water,’ said Katherine. ‘You never know if people want visits, do you? I’ll see. My mum just wanted to do her puzzles, remember? She was so cross when we showed up!’

‘Yes, I’ve had warmer welcomes,’ said Putnam.

‘Elaine,’ he said.

‘What is happening to everybody?’ he said.

‘So has anyone else found themselves in receipt of The Pitt Take?’ said Michael.

‘The what?’

‘The Pitt Take, geddit? Pitt Take.’

‘Pit take?’ I said.

‘Like spit take?’ said Caitlin.

‘I thought piss take,’ said Michael.

‘What is this?’ said Caitlin.

‘Geoff Pitt has started a newsletter,’ said Vik, ‘so we can all keep up with his doings.’

‘I’ve been reading along,’ said Katherine. ‘It’s quite Pooterish, isn’t it.’

‘It’s inane,’ said Putnam.

‘You’re among the privileged few if you haven’t been signed up,’ Vik said, to Caitlin. ‘It’s like those things families send out: This was the year we got our composter.’

‘I wrote and said, Geoff, I wasn’t aware that I’d joined your fan club,’ Putnam said. ‘He replied saying, No worries, Ed. Ed. No worries, Ed; it’s currently free so I’ll leave you on the list for now.’

Vik started laughing, then looked less happy when he reached for a crisp and found them all gone. Daugherty stood up here, circled a finger around our drinks, then headed over to the bar.

‘Thanks, Brian,’ said Putnam, over his shoulder.

‘Now how’s little Emily coming on?’ Putnam said.

‘She applied for the editor’s job. Did you hear that?’ said Michael.

‘To be editor? She’s barely graduated,’ said Putnam.

‘She’s doing her doctorate,’ Michael said. ‘Still, it’s interesting, isn’t it?’

‘It’s psychotic,’ said Putnam. ‘She was an intern a week ago.’

‘She is very good,’ said Katherine. ‘She’s not dazzling. I suppose she thought she’d throw the dice. She got an interview, by the way.’

‘Good grief. You’re not serious.’

‘She didn’t even want it, she told me,’ Vik said. ‘She said it would just be, quote, a great way to skip mid-career, unquote.’

‘I see,’ said Putnam. ‘That is interesting, in a way. Of course we wouldn’t have dreamt . . .’ he said.

‘And when she didn’t get it?’ Caitlin said.

‘Unperturbed. On to the next thing.’

‘Of course,’ said Putnam. ‘Maybe she could apply to be Secretary General of the UN,’ he said. ‘Or the new Pope.’

‘I like the idea of a banner,’ said Daugherty, dropping three bags of crisps onto the table: ‘Welcome to mid-career.’

‘Welcome to mid-career,’ said Vik, ‘where everyone cares just that little bit less about anything you say or do.’

‘Is that true, though?’ said Michael. ‘Not in our game, surely . . .’

Talk turned to pieces. Putnam leant over to Liv and sketched out the context each time. She nodded. She sipped her drink. With nothing to add I took my bag up to the Ladies, up the steep and narrow staircase. After I’d washed my hands I checked my phone.

I came back down, gingerly, as always, holding both banisters. I found Michael and Caitlin playing snooker, Vik at the bar. Putnam was talking to Katherine about his father. I’d heard the story he was telling, but I listened in anyway.

‘We were having a bit of a heart to heart one evening,’ Putnam said, ‘talking about Mum. I took our plates out to the kitchen, and in the spirit of absent friends, I think, but stupidly, of course, I said, “Hey, whatever happened to that nice woman at Milano’s?”’

‘I said, “That Polish woman. Do you ever hear from her?” He didn’t answer. When I came back in I realized he was crying. It was dreadful. He was sobbing. I said, “Oh, Dad, what happened?” He shook his head. Took him a moment to gather himself. “What happened, Dad?” I said. He said, “Obviously I was a bit older, but I had hopes.”’

‘I had hopes,’ said Putnam, to Katherine; his eyes were wide.

Katherine had his hand and was squeezing it. Liv was sitting on the other side of him, frowning at her vodka and tonic.

‘How are you, Brian?’ said Vik, to Daugherty.

‘Cashiered and on the slide . . .’ said Daugherty, tipping back in his chair. ‘I might start my own magazine. I can call it Order.’

Putnam and Liv walked with me back to Waterloo.

There was the old sound of my boots on the concourse.




2.

THE NEXT SEQUENCE arrived in a compostable sleeve: greyish film, vegetable fibres. (I didn’t have a compost heap; I left the stretched-out wrapper on the kitchen top.)

While my supper was cooking – while my vegetables softened – I scanned the contents. I read the new masthead.

Editor: Katherine Tanner.

Editor-at-large: Edmund Putnam.

What next? I wondered.

I lay in the bath and I wondered. I lay in the too-hot bath, holding onto the shower cable as if it were a tube strap.

There was condensation on the skylight. The window frame was turning black in places. I’d have to see to that.

I was trying to fix things as they came up. I’d had the plumber round. He spent an hour crouched by the boiler cupboard, while I sat at my desk in my hat and scarf.

‘Very old model, that,’ he said, as he stood up and brushed the dust off his overalls.

‘But it’ll last until the spring now, will it?’ I said.

‘Oh, I don’t see why not,’ he said.

‘Even for a few years?’ I said.

‘There’s every chance,’ he said.
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