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"Anybody can sympathise with
the sufferings of a friend, but it requires a very fine nature to
sympathise with a friend's success."

Oscar Wilde

 


"I get by with a little help
from my friends."

John Lennon

 


‘What a piece of work is a man!’

Hamlet
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PROLOGUE: THE
RECKONING




He is anxious, nervous. He isn’t quite sure why he’s there, though it had
seemed like a good idea. He has a plan to confront this man one
last time to get something, perhaps everything that has bothered
him over the years off his chest. So, Alistair asks,

‘How have you managed all
these years to be so strong, when I have been so weak? What were
you given at birth that I wasn’t? What made you so special? What
singled you out?’

There is
only silence.

‘I can’t believe you’re still alive,’ he then says, sitting
on the side of the bed.

Leonard lies
motionless of course, his white face looking waxy and artificial.
There are machines next to the bed which hum, bleep and wink with
flashing lights. In the quiet of the ward, where no one has passed
for minutes on end, Alistair asks aloud,

‘Why aren’t you
dead?’

Even
comatose, and from a hospital bed, Leonard exerts control over the
lives of everyone who knows him. A plastic tube, taped to the side
of his mouth snakes up into a machine, supplies him with oxygen, or
perhaps a nutritious liquid. Alistair is sure it’s responsible for
keeping him alive. He even speculates and wonders whether it is, in
fact, a high voltage power cable that manages to plug him right
back into other people’s lives.

‘You were never even that good,’ he says,
staring at him. ‘You could be weak and emotional, too. I remember
nights when you were in tears. Do you remember those? Yes, I
remember when even your presentations were powerless to move
people. I remember that project, what was it called? The client
didn’t pat you on the back, but like a little boy you expected
Petra to comfort you. She knew better, though. She knew the trouble
you had put us all through for that dreadful project.’

‘But perhaps that was rare, because for years you were a
bully, determined to get your way. And, you mostly did. You were
shameless. When I now think of all those disgusting habits of
yours, how you would pick your nose while talking on the phone, or
worse, when you talked to Petra, to the others, or to me. How did
we put up with that over the years? I don’t know. God, I once saw
you roll the contents of your nose on to some poor assistant’s
desk. That poor boy. He didn’t know where to look, or what to say.
It was no surprise that he eventually walked out. That wasn’t all.
You drew all over desktops with your heavy leaded pencil only then
to spit at it, and rub it all away with your fingers. It wasn’t so
much a desecration as some kind of weird territorializing, like a
dog pissing against a lamppost. Who was the boy that complained?
You told him he was lucky to have the desk at all, and then you had
him fired. Petra was furious.’

‘So, even in very small ways you dominated us, talking
louder, and laughing louder than anyone else. When someone did
laugh loud, you would turn to them and rubbish them with spiteful
comments. We had to endure your endless conversations, too. How
could we not? We had to listen and be reminded just how important
you were, talking to all those important people from any number of
those ghastly design quangos, art clubs, and self-serving
foundations that you sat on.’

‘I hated your voice, Leonard. You filled our world with it, and most often it was
deafening. Every conversation had to include you, for which you
became boorishly competitive, needing to demonstrate just how much
more you knew, more than anyone else of course, insisting that,
like a child, your needs were met before anyone else’s. Oh, you
could be generous and you often were, but we all realised that your
generosity was merely a way of benefiting yourself above all,
because like anyone abusing the act of giving, you did it to reward
yourself. You were desperate for us all to love and respect
you.’

Alistair pauses, choked by his memories.

‘I wonder, was it perhaps your father’s fault? Your
mother’s? Did she withhold love? I know I wasn’t wanted,’ he says.
‘Yes, my birth was regretted and my childhood barely tolerated. It
never leaves you, Leonard. It drives you on and on, to prove your
worth. Is that why we became architects? To make that special place
for ourselves, to remake the world in our image? Do we build
fortresses to protect ourselves?’

Alistair is bitter, now.

‘Unlike you, the world I wanted was never about cheap
tricks, flashy gimmicks, or cheap one-liners. I hated your
second-rate architecture, as much as you loved and championed it.
You loved dancing in the spotlight with your fun and frolics, your
wit and cleverness. If only it had been fun,
Leonard, but you brought your heavy foot down on us all, on
everything around you. You screamed, so that the gentlest sounds
could never be heard. You laughed so that we could never appreciate
the subtlety of humour. You wore those hideously bright clothes to
make sure you were the only one the world ever saw. I won’t miss
any of that, Leonard. None of us will. The desperate world you
represented will be empty now, and I am sure will miss you and your
antics, but at least we, the others, will now be able to hear our
own voices, perhaps, as if for the first time. You’re not coming
back are you?’

Alistair
looks down at Leonard’s immobile face, looking like pinched
wax.

‘You’re not coming back, no,’ Alistair says, almost
laughing. ‘You have gone, so perhaps it is time now to tell you
Leonard, that I will have the last laugh. I will dance on your
grave, and I will laugh!’


 PART ONE

 



 


 


CUCKOLD’S HORNS

 


Petra Stück
has pushed back the bed covers and stands to dress herself in a
silky black dressing gown left the night before on a nearby chair.
With the knot of the belt tied, she pushes at her hair, combs her
fringe with her long fingers, and then reaches for her glasses
where she left them, next to a book, a glass of water, the
telephone, and a bottle of pills - sleeping pills. She hasn’t had
to use them before, but these last few days had been particularly
bad. The trouble is they leave her feeling moody and irritable. Out
of the window is her garden, more a small paved courtyard really,
with bare trees, and withered flowers in pots, but even here, snow
is piled deep and is a deep dawn-blue in the first light of the
day. She checks the thermometer on the windowsill and it shows a
chillingly low temperature, as it has done every morning for weeks
now. Britain is freezing in one of its coldest winters on
record.

Over Christmas, the newspaper headlines, the tabloid ones anyway, had all declared
rather hysterically that Britain was at the beginning of a new ice
age. Even the posher papers had expressed dismay at more evidence
of what seemed like irreversible climate change. Storms have
battered coasts. Trees have fallen across the Midlands. Then the
snow fell. Television news featured spectacular aerial shots of
Britain under a thick blanket of white snow. Airports, even in the
south of the country closed for a time, with planes stranded on
runways and queues forming for delayed flights. Roads were
impassable too, gridlocked mostly, and motorways were littered with
multiple pile-ups and empty, stranded vehicles. Cattle, unprotected
and exposed, were seen shivering underneath bare, white,
snow-coated trees, while around them the carcasses of less hardy
animals were frozen solid. In the most exposed parts of the north
there were reports that the elderly were dying, and a scandal was
unfolding about those unable to pay high gas bills. The old and the
weak were featured on news programmes, and Panorama reported the
forlorn elderly, clutching steaming hot mugs of cocoa, hugging
heaters, or in bed, prematurely buried under layers of blankets.
The Prime Minister, reeling from accusations of complacency,
encouraged Britons to weather the cold as best they could by
wearing warm underwear and watching Strictly Come Dancing. Despite the air and road closures, markets were reassured
that the country was still open for business, though many shops
couldn’t open and schools remained firmly closed. Children seemed
happiest, using their free time to enjoy the benefits of a wintery
‘wonderland’ that Britain now resembled. They were seen everywhere,
cavorting down sloping streets and steep hills on make-shift sleds
from tea-trays and black plastic bin liners, all squealing with
laughter.

There is
barely a sound in the flat that Petra doesn’t make herself as she
goes from room to room, though she soon becomes aware of herself
listening, waiting, as if, sooner or later, she will hear all the
familiar sounds of her husband, Leonard, preparing to leave for
work: the laughter, the shouting, the Country and Western songs
sung while listening to the radio, or the whistling and singing in
the shower, or a loud conversation from a pre-emptive telephone
call, to a client perhaps, or a colleague. But there is nothing. In
the quiet, she wanders from her bedroom to the hall, and then to
the kitchen, slowly, without switching on a light, noticing objects
in the blue light of dawn: vases, nick-nacks, pictures, postcards
propped on the mantelpiece, and invitations to parties and dinners
all since declined. She pauses at one, a drinks party given by Drew
Sharpe. How could she have gone to that? Drew understood. He knew
what had happened. He was one of the very few she had spoken to in
the days immediately following Leonard’s collapse.

She is alone on this, a freezing cold January morning,
waiting for the world to wake
slowly, after which she will journey to the office as she has done
for the last twenty-five years. She stares at the telephone as if
it’s about to ring. She hoped it would have rung more often, at
least with more news of Leonard, who is ill in hospital. She is
practical. She needs to plan for the rest of her life, with or
without him. This morning, she will change, pack a bag, and leave
hoping the car will start and the roads will be passable. It will
be a short journey to the office, but a very familiar one. It’s one
she has made almost every day of her business life.

But, what’s
this? A bell rings loudly like an alarm, and she jumps, startled.
It’s only the doorbell, she tells herself. Someone is ringing the
doorbell. It’s too early, but she was expecting Alistair to call.
And there he is, seen through the spy hole, a dark figure wrapped
in a heavy wool coat and scarf, his face barely visible through a
cloud of vapour curling from his breath. She opens the door to him
and feels the cold morning air pour across the threshold to chill
her legs and feet. It makes her shiver. Alistair’s face is white,
severe and unsmiling, but soon he cracks a thin smile and says.
‘Darling,’ as he steps forward into the warmth. With barely an
acknowledgement, she quickly closes the door behind him. He has his
coat off now, and is rubbing his hands from the cold, ready to
reach out to her, but she resists him.

‘No Alistair. Please!’ she
says in an urgent whisper.

Alistair
hesitates. He is concerned. She wanted him to call, didn’t she? She
wants him to accompany her to the office this morning, doesn’t she?
His hands are cold. Yes, that must be it, and she is warm and soft
from having just got out of bed. He rubs them together again, and
readies to embrace her, but still she grimaces, and he loses
confidence. She turns for the kitchen where she soon begins
spooning coffee grains into a cafetière.

Even in her
dressing gown, with her face unmade and her hair uncombed, she is
still beautiful. The years have been kind to her, and she has kept
herself well. Alistair feels light-headed at the thought of being
there, with her, like this, in her flat. But then he is, after all,
her new lover; her new partner, too. Yes, with Leonard away,
Alistair wears the cuckold’s horns and prepares to greet a new and
exciting year with her by his side. But she is not as he imagined
her to be this morning. She is not warm or welcoming, and seems not
especially relieved to see him. As ever, he needs a sign that, yes,
she does want him and that, yes, the plans they have made are
unchanged and they still have some validity. He has a knot in his
stomach. It all still seems so precarious. He hates that he needs
daily, perhaps even hourly assurances of her interest in
him.

‘I missed you last night,’
he calls after her, as he hangs his coat on a hook in the
hall.

‘Yes?’

‘I wished you’d stayed. I
missed you.’

‘I had to be here,’ she
says, as Alistair appears in the kitchen. ‘You
understand?’

‘I know, I know. But I
would have preferred if you had stayed with me.’

‘You know I couldn’t do
that,’ she says.

Standing in
the doorway, he watches her calmly prepare two mugs, two teaspoons,
a sugar bowl, and a jug of milk. This is a ritual she has probably
performed every morning, and no doubt would have been doing this
for Leonard, had he still been here. Now though, she is doing it
for him. He smiles.

‘How did you sleep?’ he
asks lightly.

‘Well, I think. Under the
circumstances.’

There is a
pause as the kettle roars to the boil. Petra says little else and
Alistair continues to feel nervous. ‘You do still want me to come,
don’t you?’ he asks.

‘Are you worried?’ she
asks, calmly.

‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have come,’ he says with a slight
shrug. He has no desire to leave, however.

‘No, Alistair,’ she says.
‘It’s okay. I’d really rather you did come with me
today.’

Alistair steps forward to kiss her, but
again Petra refuses him.

‘Not here, Alistair. This
is my home,’ she says, glancing over his shoulder at the kitchen.
‘Our home.’

Alistair
nods. Of course. ‘Our home’ means hers and Leonard’s. Here he is,
trespassing on their property. Alistair follows her gaze.
Everywhere there is evidence that this is indeed Leonard’s home -
in his choice of pots and pans, the pictures on the wall, the lurid
colours, the notes and cards on the notice board. There is even a
photo of Leonard in a fruity, orange shirt he often wore when they
were student architects back at the School. Alistair watches her
now, staring at it. Suddenly the horns he wears seem heavy and
uncomfortable.

‘Alistair, I’m just not
sure…’ Petra begins to say. ‘It’s hard.’

He wants to spare her the discomfort of
saying what he expects her to say.

‘Of course,’ he says
gently, and then watches her for a moment, hanging her head low.
‘Look Petey,’ he says. ‘Why don’t you come and stay with
me?’

‘Alistair?’

‘I mean it. Why not? You
can’t stay here.’

‘What can you mean,
Alistair? I have to stay here. This is my home,’ she protests. She
waves her arm to the rest of the kitchen. ‘All this…?’

‘It was
your home, with Leonard,’ he says,
bravely. ‘But now…?’

‘It is still
our home, Alistair,’ she says
protesting. ‘He isn’t dead yet.’

Alistair is
embarrassed. Perhaps he deserved that, and chose the wrong moment
to mention it.

‘Of course, Petra,’ he
says, gently. ‘It’s just that, I thought you might want to… well,
you might want some company. My company?’

‘Perhaps. Yes, but he
may yet come home, Alistair, and if he does, he’s going to need my
help. I need to help him. I am still his wife.’

 


THE LION’S LAIR

 


Leonard
Stück, architect, and proud lion of his profession, collapsed at
the office Christmas party from a massive heart attack. It came
after a heavy lunch, heavier drinking, and scenes of wild dancing.
Leonard had slumped to the floor, gasping for breath. Petra, who
had watched it all, ran to his side as Ray and Frankie tried to
lift him up. Realizing that something awful had happened, everyone
crowded around them, trying to help. Had anyone been watching him,
they might have seen Alistair, quietly and with some ceremony, tip
the dregs of his wine glass over Leonard’s limp and stricken body
as if offering libation to the gods. Few did, in fact, because most
were in shock. Nobody could quite believe that Leonard, the senior
partner, their boss, a confident, proud and flamboyant lion, was
now a struggling, gasping heap on the floor. His head, once so
proud and erect on his tall body, was rolling from side to side.
His mouth, out of which had come so much wit, so much cruelty, so
much laughter and song, was now wide open, his tongue flopping
about like a piece of dead meat. It was images of a stricken,
suffering Leonard that many would recall over Christmas as they
looked back and remembered the evening.

Ray, Petra’s most senior and trusted Associate, had called
the ambulance and sat with her all the way to the hospital. Before
they left, Lucy, in tears, had hugged her passionately, promising
to help in any way she could. Pippa, wet with tears too, promised
to be by her side whenever she needed her. Even Eric, no fan of
Leonard’s, though respectful
of Petra, found himself moved by the events and handed out napkins
from the Christmas table to a shocked and mournful crowd. Ray later
took the initiative and declared the office closed on her behalf,
but few wanted to bother sticking around. With Leonard on the way
to the hospital, the party was over and the crowd soon broke up,
most going home, some going to a pub for a chance to sit over a
drink and absorb what had happened to them all. Everyone departed
early for Christmas with a heavy heart, and fearful of the
future.

Through it
all, Petra had remained calm. For years, she had suspected illness
and had wondered just how long he could carry on as he did. After
all, Leonard had, for years, been careless, almost reckless with
his health, partying long and hard, eating too much and too well
some of the time, and not at all well at other times. He rarely did
exercise, though his reputation for prodigious sexual prowess
rather suggested he wasn’t as sedentary and unfit as he seemed.
Nevertheless, it was clear he just didn’t take enough care of
himself as he climbed up the social and professional ladder.
Without doing so, the struggle had finally got the better of him,
and he hastened towards his own collapse.

On the
journey to the hospital, medics fought valiantly, administering
defibrillation paddles to his chest several times as they sped
through the streets of London. At the hospital, the crash trolley
had been used and Leonard was quickly wheeled to the nearest OR for
an urgent angioplasty. Even though the operation was declared a
success and he survived it, Leonard’s prognosis was dire. No one
could tell how much damage had been done. With a doctor standing in
front of her, Petra was told there was a not inconsiderable chance
that during the attack, he had suffered irreparable damage to his
heart and possibly his brain, too. No one could say whether, were
he to survive, he would be able to walk, or talk, or function
normally again. All she could do was wait at the hospital,
sometimes with Ray, sometimes with Frankie, sometimes both, though
there was little she or they could usefully do. Nurses would bring
tea and coffee and hover over her sympathetically until she became,
sitting mournfully on the waiting room sofa, part of the familiar
surroundings of the hospital. After a few days of vigil by his bed,
sitting close and squeezing his limp hand, she decided to leave,
first going home, and then to the office to sit at her desk and
think.

With Leonard
now in serious a condition, she seriously began to wonder about the
future. What would happen to them all? No answer came to her, but
she needed a plan. Now the sole acting head of the office, with
Leonard out of the picture, Alistair was her equal partner. He had
no desire to take control. She knew that. He was happy for her to
assume overall control while he waited in the wings to help if
required. What she needed, though, was a supportive team around
her, good people who would act on her wishes and advise where
necessary. So, she called Ray. Everyone was still on holiday, and
Ray’s wife, Maria, was none too happy to watch him leave the
comfort of their warm flat to cross a bitterly cold London for a
conference with Petra. Loyal and calm, he appeared in the office as
expected and, after listening to her for several hours, encouraged
her to focus on the first few weeks of the approaching New Year. He
advised as best he could what he believed was necessary, what had
to be done and by when.

There were people that needed to be told: their friends,
his friends, all of their colleagues, the practice lawyers and the
bank. There were insurers to inform and claims to be made. And of
course, there was the work: current projects, all on the go, many
needing to be completed in a timely fashion. There would need to be
project reviews, and new teams formed to complete work already
instructed. There were clients to manage, though she wondered how she could keep
the news from them as long as possible. It was possible that
Leonard might recover, and that fact alone suggested a properly
cautious approach. From inside her glass cube office, and with Ray
appearing from time to time, she stared out at empty rows of desks
that would, come early January, be filled with members of her
‘family’, all keen to know what was in store for them. So she began
to put in place a plan, the beginnings of which would see the
office through such very uncertain times.

There was an
immediate problem to face. News about Leonard’s collapse would soon
spread, but when Ray mentioned the necessity of a press release,
Petra looked up at him and told him harshly that, until she had
finished formulating their plans for the future, nothing at all was
to be done. Ray cautioned her. Surely it was better, he suggested,
announcing something now than for the news to leak out, but she
refused to think about it. She did think about it, and called Drew
Sharpe for his advice.

Alistair,
who had shuttled back and forth between his own Wapping flat and
her Knightsbridge home, offered comfort during this most difficult
time. He had been her business partner since the beginning of the
practice, and then, more recently, her lover. Knowing she needed
him, he made a huge effort to stop drinking and, as such, spent
much of the holidays enjoying an uncharacteristically clear head,
able now to hold her hand, listen to her ideas, and offer real
support. He had even been by her side during some of the many
hospital visits, when all they could do was stare at Leonard’s
body, watch his frail chest rise and fall, and listen to the
bleep-bleep-bleep of monitors that proved only that he was
struggling to stay alive. Over supper, or side by side on her sofa,
they would sometimes talk, or just remain in silence. He enjoyed
the fact that she relied on him now for company whereas, for years,
it was he who had done so much of the needing, hoping beyond all
hope that a day like this would come. Now that it had, he did his
very best to suppress the considerable elation he felt. Under his
breath, he could not help but whisper the same refrain: she is
mine. She is mine. She is mine, now.

 


 


HEART FAILURE

 


The world
finally woke to Leonard’s collapse during the second week of
January when Square Board, and other journals, wrote the following
headlines:

‘LEONARD’S BIG HEART GIVES
OUT.’

And,

‘STÜCK OFFICE HOLDING
THEIR BREATH AFTER LEONARD’S COLLAPSE.’

In The Square Board, an unfamiliar
journalist writes,

‘ARCHITECTS STUNNED. STÜCK
ON DEATH BED.’

‘The profession is in danger of losing one of its most
colourful characters. Leonard Stuck, who collapsed suffering from
massive coronary failure over Christmas, lies unconscious in
hospital. With terrible timing, his collapse came on the very day
the results of the Clacton competition were privately announced.
With Leonard’s life hanging by a thread, there must be speculation
about what Hank Nero, his competition collaborator, will do now?
Like a bride jilted at the altar, will he seek another? Or will
Hester, Didi, or others campaign for a new competition result?
Whatever happens, only time will tell whether the profession will
have to mourn the loss of such a maverick
showman.’

*

The telephone soon began to ring. At first, friends she hadn’t seen or heard from
for a long time were on the phone, expressing their dismay. Many of
Leonard’s colleagues, from art organisations, committees and
interest groups he used to chair were on the phone, too, seeking
confirmation of the state of his health. Petra had already been
through his address book and distant family and close friends had
all been informed. ‘Get Well’ cards soon began to pile up on
Leonard’s vacant desk. She received offers of help from many and
the tone of most of them was sympathetic, of course. People
professing to be friends of Leonard’s all wanted to visit him in
the hospital but Petra refused them. The situation was already
precarious and changeable and she didn’t want them hovering over
his bed. The last thing she wanted was for bystanders, of any
description, to stand and point their fingers at him. She knew
that, in architecture as in politics, real friends were rare. As
the saying goes, “If you need a friend, get a dog”, and from bitter
experience she understood that, far from being friends, many of
those colleagues now professing their concern would just as soon
jam a pencil into his back. Petra was determined there would be no
dancing on Leonard’s grave, at least not while she was in
control.

Billy Hester
was on the phone, of course. Maverick architect and a loser in the
Clacton competition, he chomped his way through his cigar and
muffled his condolences. Petra was sure he blew smoke at her down
the phone. Zandra Didi, tough, chic architect and competitor in the
competition, sent a card with an image, not of soft focus flowers
or raindrops, as was usual when sympathies were expressed, but an
image of her own spaceship-styled opera house project somewhere out
in the Far East. Petra thought it looked cold and remote, like a
futuristic coffin, but in the card she wrote, ‘we will all miss the
comedian, Lenny.’ Not surprisingly, she received nothing from
Viktor Viking.

After the screaming headlines, more thoughtfully written newspaper and magazine articles
began to appear, most of them attempting considered and rounded
views on Leonard’s career as a whole. It was as Drew Sharpe had
predicted. They reviewed Leonard’s contribution to the metropolitan
world of art and architecture, his place in the profession, and his
effect on the built environment concluding that, after years of his
colourful and whacky contributions, he would always be remembered
as being on its margins as something of a buffoon; witty maybe,
charming most of the time, but always perverse. Little or no
surprise was expressed that he had never, unlike some of his other
contemporaries, been honoured by Buckingham Palace. With his life
now hanging in the balance, it was doubted he would ever get the
chance to receive the most highly sought endorsement: a knighthood,
the most sought after seal of establishment approval. Other
commentators, for ever enthusiastic about his role as court jester
to architecture’s kingly grey suits, believed Leonard deserved
recognition at least for being different, and that he ought to be
awarded something without delay, lest it became posthumous. The
trouble was Leonard spent so much of his professional life poking
fun at the establishment that it seemed hypocritical to demand any
sort of recognition from it.

Leonard had once described his work as ‘gloriously
second-rate’, and ‘happily kitsch.’ Quoting Tom Wolfe, who
once wrote a witty essay on modern
architecture, he had sided with those apostate architects who had
broken away from pure, arid modernism, and like those architects,
he was, as Wolfe described: ‘infra dig’, ‘de la boue’, or
just de
trop. Leonard said he liked
those architects because he thought they were the ones having more
fun.

The public
was engaged. A poll was conducted in one newspaper and readers were
invited to vote for their favourite Leonard Stück project. 69% of
those voting thought his refurbishment of an old sewage works in
East London his best building. It was certainly a distinctive and
colourful building, with many witty, blob-like additions, even
before such shapes had become popular and over-used by other more
famous ‘Starchitects’. It boasted a semi-abstract mural by a famous
Dutch artist, Maddy Dropfries that appeared to ‘celebrate’, if that
was the word, the use and contents of this once essential public
utility. Local residents were much less impressed. It was one of
the first projects of his to use coloured tiles and multi-textured
bricks, and these he’d chosen in several, questionable shades of
brown. Critics commented on the voter’s choice, saying they were
more a reflection on his later, derivative, and rather less
successful projects.

Other journals followed suit, and even The Guardian
newspaper published an arts
section feature with pictures from Leonard’s colourful career. For
a while then, Stück and Stück Architects were in the spotlight.
Petra was irritated that his illness was giving everyone the
opportunity to deride what she maintained had been a lifetime of
hard work. There was no possible commercial benefit to such
exposure, since many of the articles written were valedictory at
best, and it was as if the business she had built up and supported
over the years was now in terminal decline. It was surely only a
matter of time, she read, before ‘her’ practice was wound up and
disbanded. Her pleas and protests to editors were to no avail.
There was little they could do since Leonard had assiduously
courted the media all his life – by shoving his personality down
their throats, in fact - and, well, it was payback time. To live by
the media is to die by the media, even if that now made her task of
keeping the business viable and afloat that much harder.

 


 


LAST RITES

 


‘It’s a new world,’ says Dave to Pippa. He doesn’t exactly
say it as croak it. He is still suffering the after-effects of
winter flu.

‘And we have to be brave
in it,’ she tells him, without looking up.

Dave coughs.

‘God, you sound rough,’
she says, and after looking up at him, recoils. ‘Ugh! You look as
if you’re from another world altogether.’

‘Been ill,’ he says,
feebly.

‘What are you doing here
then? Go home.’

‘I wanted a laugh,’ he
said, coughing instead.

‘Not over me,
sunshine.’

Dave ignores her and begins to grin. ‘So,’ he says,
remembering the better bits of last year’s Christmas party, ‘you
now have the man of your dreams. How was your holiday?’

Nervously she laughs
a little, and fusses with her hair. ‘Just fine, thanks,’ she
says.

‘I’ll bet! Still a little
sore?’

‘Dave. How well you know me,’ she says coyishy. ‘A
little.’

‘That poor guy,’ Dave
mocks. ‘He must be wasted. Is there much left of him?’

‘Enough. Check him out for yourself,’ she says and glances
over his shoulder to Eric who is clip-clopping across the wooden
floor in his cycling shoes, wearing a yellow one-piece Lycra
cycling outfit that reveals many of the intimate contours of his
lithe body.

‘It’s cold. He must
shrivel up in that,’ says Dave, smirking.

‘Not so you’d notice,’ she says, laughing, and Dave laughs,
too. ‘Okay sunshine,’ she says. ‘Time to get on. And, by the way,
isn’t it time you
got a proper boyfriend?’

‘Not you as well,’ he
says, beginning to cough.

‘Dave, please!’

‘Okay, okay’ he says,
sulkily now. ‘I suppose, yes it’s time.’

‘Hallelujah,’ she says,
waving him away.

In the
kitchen, where he goes to make himself a hot drink, he finds Lucy
pinning up a sheet of photographs from last year’s Christmas
Party.

‘Is that wise?’ he
asks.

‘Dave!' she exclaims. ‘Oh, do you think?’

‘Oh, why not? In some ways it was a great night. The best
night of the year, in fact.’ He begins to cough again.

‘Dave, that’s an awful
thing to say.’

‘Don’t come near me,’ he
says dramatically. ‘I’ve been ill.’

Lucy prods
him hard as punishment for his comment and he flinches. He then
asks about Brian.

‘He’s had a hard time
sleeping,’ Lucy tells him.

‘Guilt?’

‘I suppose so. It’s so
silly.’

‘It is. Especially when I
think he did us all a favour.’

Lucy frowns.
‘Dave,’ she says, ‘I know Trevor is your way out of this office,
but for the rest of us it’s going to be very tough, and for Brian,
too. He really does feel terrible about it.’

‘Oh? Okay, sorry. But, really Lucy, Leonard had it coming.
He was apparently very ill anyway, and he obviously ignored all the
advice he was given. Drew told me. And are you so sure Petra
is that upset about what happened?’

‘Well, no. Actually,
I’m not sure, but I know she’s going to need our help for a while.
It’s all going to change. The office is her life and she’s going to
need our help.’

‘Sure, sure,’ says Dave
quickly. ‘But life changes, Lucy. That much I am sure
of.’

‘And it’s time you did, too. About your love
life…?’

Dave issues a sharp scream, and runs from
the kitchen with his hands over his ears.

When Petra
does finally arrive, the office is mostly full. Everyone has, as
she expected, braved the cold weather and they are all sitting at
their desks. They notice she is wearing black, which could easily
have been mistaken for mourning attire, except that she has worn
black each and everyday of the last twenty-odd years. Indeed, there
is little to distinguish her now from the Petra they have always
known. The heavy fringe divides her head in two, the lower being
half of a moon-white face with tiny eyes behind black-framed
glasses, and a small button nose. At first, they think she has
arrived alone, as expected. How hard her first journey into the
office must have been without Leonard, they think, and knowing he
is very likely still on his death bed, possibly to peg out at any
moment. To the loud and sympathetic murmurs of several, Pippa
stands and welcomes her with a kiss, and Lucy follows. Petra
dispenses a confident wave to everyone else in the room. No one
dares shout Happy New Year. Though his absence from the office is
something they will get use to, it is strange for them to see Petra
alone, but it isn’t for long. Alistair suddenly appears at the
door, and he is carrying her bags. There is an almost audible gasp
of surprise. Has she really come to work with Alistair? With her
husband still so critically ill? Does she think Alistair can take
Leonard’s place, so soon? Heads, and voices, lower quickly now, as
the pair enter the glass cube of her office, to drop their bags and
hang their coats.

When the
call came from the doctor, to tell her Leonard had gone into a
coma, she had gasped. It was not what she expected, or hoped for. A
few of her employees had sniggered, but otherwise everyone had
remained respectfully silent when she told the office the news.
Pippa knew the call had been from the hospital and had kept an eye
her, and from Petra’s reaction, knew the news wasn’t good. She and
Lucy had already anticipated the worst, and had their hands over
their mouths. When Alistair heard, he nearly collapsed. He seemed
to take it especially badly.

*

Frankie
appears at Dave’s desk. There is something on his mind, and he
needs to sort it out, without delay.

‘Morning to you, Dave,’ he
says, summoning cheer. Dave manages a smile and Frankie hovers for
a moment until he says,

‘I’m not embarrassed you
know.’

‘Oh no?’ says Dave, his
lips parting in a grin.

‘I mean, it was just a bit
of playfulness. That’s all.’

‘I’m sure,’ says Dave, waiting. Frankie looks uncomfortable.
They are both remembering how he had followed Dave into the toilet
during the Christmas party and drunkenly flashed him at the
urinal.

‘I wouldn’t want you to
think I was, you know, coming on to you or anything like that.
That’s not what I do. I like girls. Everyone knows
that.’

‘Of course, Frankie. We know you do,’ Dave says, smiling
now. ‘Or did.’

‘Now then, stop that. I
don’t want you to be going spreading any rumours, like. I was
drunk, and drunk men do all sorts of silly things now, don’t
they?’

‘I don’t know, Frankie. Do
they?’

Frankie still looks uncomfortable.

‘I don’t want there to be
any misunderstanding. And, we don’t want the rest of the office to
think any different now, do we?’

Dave starts
to chuckle. ‘It was a party, Frankie. You were obviously drunk. I
guess maybe you didn’t know what you were doing. I mean straight
men do that sort of thing all the time, don’t they? So, nothing to
be worried about at all.’

‘Look Dave, I don’t want
you…you know?’

‘Frankie, it’s fine, really. What is there to say? I mean,
it’s not like there was much to see now, was there?’

‘Dave...!’

‘You were drunk and, well,
let’s leave it that, shall we?’ says Dave, grinning.

‘Now, now,’ says Frankie,
pleading. ‘That’s not fair. I…’

‘Your little
secret is safe with me,’ Dave says,
as Frankie’s face drains of colour. But, as he continues to relish
Frankie’s discomfort, Charles appears, bright, cheerful, and
charming. Dave is almost light-headed at the thought of talking to
him.

‘Having a good morning,’
Charles asks.

‘The best in years,’ he
says.

Charles hesitates. Is he referring to
Leonard’s demise or something else entirely?

As he retreats, Brian
arrives. He looks tired. He has not been sleeping well. Indeed, he
is convinced he is about to be fired. His conscience, believing he
was responsible for Leonard’s downfall, has played on his nerves.
Lucy has done her best to calm him, but he has arrived knowing
Petra wants to see him, and he thinks he knows why.

After waving to several colleagues,
whispering something to Lucy as he passes reception and,
high-fiving Frankie and Santiago at their desks, he falls into his
chair and throws his bag to the floor.

‘You’re late,’ says Dave,
mocking him.

‘I know,’ says Brian
wearily. ‘I didn’t sleep well.’

‘If you’re not careful, you’ll lose your job,’ says Dave,
grinning. Brian doesn’t enjoy the humour.

‘Very funny,’ he
says.

‘You’ll be
fine.’

‘I doubt it. I don’t know if she’s going to forgive me,’
Brian says lamely.

‘I know I wouldn’t,’ says
Dave. ‘But she’s a better man than me.’

‘Or, you’re a worse
woman!’

‘Ha! Well, if you can joke like that, it can’t be all bad.
Brian, she’s not going to blame you. He was ill, wasn’t he? And,
let’s face it she’s a practical woman. She’s thinking only of the
future, not the past.’

‘Without me in it, I
expect. I mean, how can she let me stay? I’d remind her everyday of
what happened to her husband.’

‘Well, that’s may be
why she’ll keep you on. But aren’t you missing the bigger picture?’
and he then reminds him that Trevor, their new client, announcing
his intention to employ his young architects on their very first
job together, is waiting for them to respond.

‘I guess I should resign,’
says Brian. ‘That’s it. I should resign. It would be the only
honourable thing to do.’

‘What is this, Groundhog Day? Well
fine, Brian,’ says Dave, doubting whether Brian understood how big
the bigger picture is. ‘Get with the programme. You may as well do
it now, but I think, contrary to popular expectation, she’s
actually gonna want you to stay. I mean, you are one of her
best.’

Dave trails off as he notices he’s no longer listening. He is watching Petra. She is sat
at her desk talking quietly with Alistair, who responds to her by
nodding gravely. Dave tries adding a little more urgency to his
words,

‘Trevor needs to know what
we’re going to do, Brian.’

Brian shakes his head, and says, ‘What? Oh,
I don’t know. I don’t know.’

‘You need to speak to him,’ Dave urges again, but Brian is
thinking only that he has to face the wife of one he dangerously
terrorized with a toy gun.

‘Brian?’ Dave shouts
urgently.

‘Oh God, I can’t bear
this… this waiting,’ says Brian. ‘She is surely going to want to
see me, right?’

‘Yes, Brian, I think we
can honestly say that you are on her dance card.’

 


 


NEW WORLD ORDER

 


Brian
watches Petra get up and walk to the door of her office. She
stands, looking out. Then, waving, she calls,

‘Brian, would you step
into my office. I need to talk to you.’

An already
quiet room, filled with those still struggling to make sense of
their prospects, falls to a deathly silence as he gets up from his
desk and walks to her door. Jacob, who has had a difficult time of
his own, is on the phone to his wife, and Julie Knowles is the
kitchen making herself a coffee, but otherwise everyone watches his
progress across the office floor to her door. Someone, somewhere,
(Dave thinks it was Santiago), starts to whistle a funeral march
and there are sniggers. Brian is too tense to turn and see who it
is for himself, but as he passes Frankie’s desk, he hears a whisper
of what he believes are Latin words, though he has no idea what
they mean.

‘Ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis in nomine Patris, et Filii,
et Spiritus Sancti.’

Brian reaches her door. ‘Come in and sit down Brian,’ Petra says coolly, and then
closes the door behind him.

In the meantime, Pippa and Lucy are busily greeting a visitor to the office
when Dave looks up to see a face he recognises. Drew Sharpe looks
relaxed, more heavily bearded than he remembers, and wears his
usual collarless shirt, smart blue jeans, and a warm black jacket.
He looks quite ruggedly handsome. Dave waves, and Drew smiles as he
approaches.

‘Well, hello. How was your
Christmas?’ he asks him.

‘I was ill,’ Dave says,
shrugging, and they shake hands.

‘Oh dear. You are not the only one, then?’ Drew says, making
reference to Leonard’s condition.

Dave grins, ‘I think I’ll survive
though.’

‘We hope you both
will.’

‘You’re here about
Leonard?’ Dave asks.

‘Partly, yes. It’s terrible isn’t it, but it is not
unexpected news. As you know, Leonard is a great friend. We go back
a long way. But I know how he has lived. I warned him.’

‘Will he survive?’ asks
Dave lightly.

‘I expect so,’ Drew says,
shrugging a little.

‘You did warn me.’

‘I did. If only people
would listen to me more. Honestly though, I really had no way of
knowing.’

‘Who knows what one will
get for Christmas?’ says Dave. He is attempting wit, naturally, but
feels a little unsure of himself now.

Drew responds rather sternly. ‘There are many
who’ll wish he doesn’t
recover Dave, but I will caution them against wishing for such a
thing. Leonard has been a force for good in this
profession.’

Dave no longer smiles, but he doesn’t give
up.

‘Well, I can vouch for the
force bit,’ he says, locking eyes with Drew.

Drew changes tack. ‘Meet me for a drink one
night?’ he asks, more warmly this time. ‘I’d very much like to meet
again.’

Dave is
relieved to have been asked. Drew is a famous writer, commentator
and critic. It gives him a tiny tremor of pleasure to know that
someone like Drew is interested in his friendship, if not more.
Indeed, Pippa and Lucy’s eyes are on him, drilling holes in the
back of his head. There will be much to explain to them later.
Above all, he wants to demonstrate to Charles that he has moved on
and that he is making new friends. He turns slightly. Yes, Charles
is watching him and he is pleased.

Dave had enjoyed a
lunch with Drew at The Wolsey before Christmas. Drew now tells him
they haven’t had enough time to get to know each other.

‘Let’s meet soon,’ Drew
says, and Dave says, ‘sure, why not?’

Just then
the door to Petra’s office opens and Brian appears. Dave introduces
him.

‘Ah, so you’re the Brian
I’ve heard so much about,’ Drew says, watching him
closely.

‘Oh yes? I suppose I must
be,’ says Brian, uncertainly. He looks dazed, but they shake
hands.

‘Great news about Clacton, yes?’ Drew says, watching him.
Dave is watching him too, concerned to know how injured he is after
his meeting with Petra. Had she fired the bullet? Brian, with a
slight smile on his face, looks neither distraught, nor unhappy.
Instead, he has an appearance of relief. Petra greets Drew now and
takes him into her office, closing the door behind them.

So, it’s back to Brian’s desk with a trail
of interested colleagues and friends, where they wait for an answer
to the question Dave voices for them all.

‘Well?’

 


 


DRAWING ON DREW

 


Drew has
much on his mind but first he’s happy to talk about the
competition. He’d already heard the news. Indeed, the win was
spectacular enough for him to know that its success will propelled
Leonard and the Stück practice to greater fame than they had so far
managed. Would, except that Leonard was now in a critical
condition.

‘You must be thrilled
about the win, Petra,’ Drew says, taking a seat.

‘Thank you, yes.’ She is
busily fussing with papers on her desk. ‘I knew we could do
it.’

‘You’ve done extremely
well I think, under the circumstances. Leonard would be
proud.’

‘If only he knew,’ she
told him, quietly.

‘Yes. He is still
unconscious. I went to see him in the hospital. He’s in a very bad
way.’

‘I know, Drew. I have been
many times myself.’

There is
awkwardness between them and while Drew maintains a steady gaze,
watching her, he notices her nervousness. But Drew is not there
just to talk about the competition, but to talk about a man not
given to losing; a man, architect and practice that has had a
constant presence in their lives, as it had in the lives of many
other architects.

‘I had a meeting with
Viktor Viking,’ Drew says.

‘Viktor?’ she says
surprised, her eyes on the alert for some sign of Drew’s
intentions.

‘Yes. Viktor. I believe
you know him well?’

‘Very well,’ she confirms, alert now.

‘He’s not happy,’ Drew
says calmly, without taking his eyes away from hers.

‘About losing? I am not
surprised. He doesn’t lose often,’ she says.

‘He doesn’t like being
played, either.’

‘Played? Drew, what can
you mean?’

Drew
breathes deeply. ‘Petra, you played Viktor Viking like an ace trump
card to get at Leonard.’

‘Drew…’

‘I know all about it, Petra. I know you that visited Viktor.
I know about your friendship with
Viktor, if that’s what it was. I also know what you have been doing
and what you have done. And you used me and ‘Square Board’ magazine
to do it, too.’

Petra is
stunned. ‘Drew… I…’

Drew
continues to stare at her. ‘I know that Viktor is
furious.’

‘Drew,’ she says, calmly. ‘Understand me. I had to do
something. I had to bring Leonard to his senses.’

‘His senses?’

‘He was out of
control.’

‘Petra…?’

She removes her glasses, and begins to massage the bridge
of her nose. ‘You don’t know what it’s been like,’ she says,
slowly, ‘to have his infidelities paraded before your eyes. To have
seen how he treated people. He has used us all,
Drew.’

‘You know Leonard. You lived with it for years, Petra. What changed?’

‘Yes, I did. I lived
with it, Drew, but how can you be so unkind as to suggest that I
simply had to go on? Apart from my own feelings in the matter – and
yes, he was in danger of destroying our marriage - I was also about
to lose some of my best people here, in this practice. As I say, he
was out of control.’

‘And now Petra, he is
lying ill, almost dead in hospital,’ Drew says, calmly.

‘I know, Drew. It’s awful.
But believe me I did not try to kill him, if that’s what you’re
thinking. I can assure you, he did that all by himself.’

Drew nods.
Whatever Petra thinks she was doing there could be no denying that
Leonard had been careless with his health. With a smile he changes
tack and tells her,

‘Viktor will try to make
trouble. He’ll find out that Leonard is ill. He’ll try to force a
new competition. A new result.’

‘Maybe. I need time,’ she says. ‘The doctors tell me he has
a fifty-fifty chance of pulling through, though what condition
he’ll be in if he does is anyone’s guess.’

‘He’ll pull through, Petra. In the meantime, you need to
reassure everyone that Leonard’s illness will have little or no
effect on the running of the office, or the Clacton
project.’

Petra nods.

She has known Drew for almost as long as he has known
Leonard. While he has watched his friend shoot up like a firework,
to burst noisily into the sky, bright and loud, he knows that Petra
always eschewed publicity for herself and, along with Alistair,
seemed happily content to remain more or less in the background.
She never consented to an interview, though few had ever
been requested. What
journalist, after all, would be interested in the mundane details
of running a business? No, they wanted Leonard’s flash, bang and
pop, his loud laughter and provocative opinions. Drew, a journalist
himself, was different, and whenever he visited the office, always
managed a few words with her, more as friends, and with their
shared social background. They were, after all, students from the
same School of Architecture. Now though, he needs Petra to consent
to a new task, even if it is distasteful for her to
consider.

‘Petra,’ he says slowly,
‘I need to tell you. We are updating Leonard’s
obituary.’

As he expected, a
look of distaste appears on her face. It is something she clearly
doesn’t want to think about and shakes her head. Leonard is too
visible a personality for the world to miss without making some
sort of a fuss about it. His absence would certainly draw attention
to them, but she has priorities and needs more time.

‘It’s too early for last
rites, Drew,’ she says.

‘We have to be ready,
Petra. The world will wake up to Leonard’s condition. If he… I’m
sorry, but… if he dies, then we all need to be ready with a proper
tribute.’

‘Do nothing, Drew,’ she
says. ‘Please, for as long as you can. It’s far too soon now. I
have too much to do. I have my family to think about. They will all
need protecting.’

‘Leonard is big news,
Petra,’ he says simply, though she hardly needs
reminding.

‘I know, Drew. We have clients other than Clacton, you know?
I am determined that we shall carry on as best we can. It is
my business and I won’t see it destroyed. You have always been
a friend to us. To Leonard.’

‘Leonard is a close
friend, and someone I much admire. I’m happy to help.’

Petra is
grateful and detects little else in his manner other than a
determination to what he says. But, there is the problem of
Viking.

‘About Viktor?’ she
says.

‘I really can’t help you
there,’ he says. ‘He’ll do whatever he has to…’

‘Yes. I suppose so. I
think I can deal with him,’ she says. Then, ‘About Leonard,
Drew…?’

‘We haven’t seen the last
of Leonard, Petra. He’ll survive. One way or another.’

Drew smiles. He knows the future won’t ever
just be hers for the taking. Leaning forward, he says simply,

‘Okay. But, you are going to need help, Petra. Let me help
you. I think I know just the right
person.’

 


 


YOUNG LION

 


‘What could I do?’ says
Brian. ‘I was shocked.’

He has his head in his hands and addresses
his comments to his pint.

‘I’m sure,’ Lucy says, patting his arm gently.

‘I mean,’ he goes on, ‘she
told me that, without me it could all go under. And she’s right,
Lucy.’ He looks up at her. ‘What would happen to the place? What
would happen to those jobs? What about Clacton?’

‘So she laid it on pretty
thick, then?’ Lucy says.

‘Yes,’ he says, shrugging, ‘I suppose she did, but after all
those years of asking, can you believe that I now have a chance, a
real chance, to make something good there.’

‘Brian…’ says Lucy wanting
to stop him, but he ignores her.

‘I know it took Leonard’s illness for it to happen, but
still, what does that matter? She needs me, and the office needs
me, and you know it’s time I stepped up to the plate.’

Lucy flinches. ‘She said that?’

‘Those very words,
Luce.’

‘Wow,’ says Lucy, never thinking that Petra would use such
overused management phrases. Lucy hates them.

‘But she’s right, Luce. I
have to,’ Brian explains.

‘Step up to the
plate?’

‘She called me a young
lion, Lucy.’

‘She did?’

‘And, well,’ he continues, ‘she said that it was my time
now, my opportunity.’ Looking up, his eyes are shining. ‘I am
the future, Lucy.’

‘Goodness,’ she
says.

‘And the future is ours,’
he tells her.

‘She has convinced you,
then?’

‘Yes, I suppose she has. And,’ he says, with excitement in
his voice, ‘I should tell you.’

Lucy waits,
but she already has an idea what he’s about to tell her. ‘She’s
offered you something special, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ says Brian, taking a deep breath. ‘She told that if I
stay, I’ll be an Associate.’

Lucy closes
her eyes for a moment. Brian, no!

Brian is a talented and dedicated architect, and she has
always wanted him to succeed, but she receives the news with
disappointment. For years,
Brian has yearned to move on and make something of his own, but
after everything he has said and done, after all his striving,
Brian seems more excited at the prospect of promotion, than his own
practice, because Petra has dangled it before him like the
proverbial carrot.

‘Brian, that’s….
wonderful,’ she begins.

‘It’s what I’ve always
wanted,’ he says, excitedly.

Lucy thinks she can’t
do this decent thing by her new boyfriend. She needs to remind him
of another destiny altogether.

‘Brian,’ she begins, ‘what
about your dreams of practice. With Dave?’

‘Yes?’ says Brian, not
really interested.

‘What about Trevor? The
new project?’ she asks.

Brian brushes the questions aside. ‘They’ll
have to wait, Luce. She needs me. Petra needs me. This is a very
big opportunity.’

‘But won’t you be letting
them down?’ Lucy says patiently, aware that resistance to Petra’s
offer appears futile.

‘What? Oh, I’ll explain.
They’ll understand. I know they will.’

‘Dave will?’

‘Of course,’ he says
casually. ‘He’s a friend.’

Yes, Dave is his
friend, his best friend, and he does understand. He has anticipated
something like this, and needed no announcement. The look on
Brian’s face as he’d returned to his desk, trailed by curious
friends and colleagues, said it all. Petra made her decision, and
had acted quickly. She knew of Brian’s intention to leave and
needed to outflank him, to protect herself and her business from
the danger of his defection. Dave wondered whether she hadn’t
always planned something like this, and was now conveniently using
the calamity of Leonard’s illness, even the potential of his death,
to usher in a new generation and take the business forward to a new
and different level. It seems too fantastic to contemplate for
long, so Dave, bitterly disappointed, and heavy in his heart told
everyone he had an important meeting to attend and left the office
quickly, after Brian had returned to his desk, dazed and exultant,
telling everyone that he was about to be promoted.

 


 


BLEEDING HEARTS

 


In the pub, The Cock and Lion, across the road from the
office, our usual group is
gathered and they are mulling over their, and Leonard’s
fate.

‘He had it coming,’ says
Frankie.

‘He deserved it,’ says
Pippa, though with sadness in her voice.

‘He was a cunt,’ says
Eric, staring into his pint.

Lucy winces. ‘Eric, he’s ill,’ she says.

‘So?’

No one answers him.

‘Poor Leonard,’ Lucy then says, even if she is at odds with
the mood of the group. They look at her now,
incredulously.

‘Poor us,’ says Ray.
‘We’re in trouble.’

‘Yeah, what the fuck are we gonna do now?’
says Frankie.

‘I’m going to miss him,’
says Pippa.

‘Get over yourself,’ Eric
says. Pippa glares at him.

‘I don’t miss him,’ says
Frankie. ‘I rather like the quiet. I can get on with my
work.’

‘Me too, but we will,’ Ray
suggests, pragmatic as always. ‘Our business is in danger of going
down the pan. After all, clients only came to us because of
Leonard. The quiet is going to get unnerving.’

‘That is sad,’ says Lucy.
‘Surely there are others that….’ She hesitates. Is she about to
mention Brian? He stares at her.

‘Could be too late for
that. It should have happened years ago,’ Ray tells her,
remembering the years he had hoped for such changes to the
practice.

‘It was all about Leonard,
wasn’t it?’ says Pippa, wistfully.

‘Leonard knew it. He
didn’t want to share the glory,’ Ray suggests.

‘It was mostly his, anyway,’ says Brian, who has been quiet
since his promotion. ‘It’s always been like that.’

‘It’s the profession,’
says Ray.

‘Dominated by dickheads,’
says Frankie.

‘And pushy cunts,’ says
Eric, quickly.

‘Yeah, well, big
names, and big reputations. And we are only here to support them,’
Frankie adds.

‘We’re the invisible
ones,’ says Brian.

‘It’s obscene…’ says
Pippa.

‘It’s reality,’ says
Ray.

‘Oh come on,’ says Lucy, beginning to tire of this
particular strain of moaning. ‘You all love it, really. You love
the big names. If there were none, you wouldn’t enjoy all this half
as much.’

‘She’s right,’ says Brian,
nodding, staring into his pint.

‘You want the Zandra
Didi’s, the Billy Hester’s and the Viktor Viking’s because you like
their ambition. You like that they are powerful. You want them to
make the biggest and the best.’

‘Well done, Lucy,’ says
Ray.

‘It’s no fun working for
them, though,’ says Eric.

‘Maybe, but you can’t
wait to see their next building.’

‘We do rely on them for
our jobs,’ says Frankie, reasoning.

‘That’s why I, for one,
need Leonard to recover,’ says Ray, again pragmatic.

‘But isn’t it time to bring forward a new generation?’ Brian
says, squeezing Lucy’s hand under the table. ‘Isn’t that what Petra
wanted, anyway?’

‘Oh, she knew it all
right,’ says Frankie, sipping his beer. ‘I wonder if Petra planned
all this.’

Ray looks a little uneasy, ‘I think even she
knew that Leonard wasn’t going to last long and she had to help
move him aside.’

‘That’s awful. You sound like she poisoned his food or
something,’ Pippa suggests. They all glance at each other,
nervously.

‘I wouldn’t put it past
her,’ says Frankie.

Ray gets up to buy a round of drinks, but
while he is gone the conversation turns darker.

‘His heart is fucked,’
says Eric. ‘If he ever had one.’

‘Yeah, after it pumped all
that poison round his body over the years,’ says
Frankie.

‘I heard someone say
Leonard’s heart should be donated to science,’ Pippa says, thinking
herself mischievous suddenly.

‘They should, if they could find it,’ says Eric,
darkly.

‘He has a heart,’ says
Lucy, determined to lighten the mood. But then, looking around her,
adds, ‘He does, doesn’t he?’

‘He must do,’ says Pippa.
‘I can’t believe women fall for anyone without one.’

‘Not the women he fancied
anyway,’ says Frankie.

‘Yeah, he has a heart,’
says Eric, grinning. ‘But it’s black.’

‘Nasty,’ says
Frankie.

‘They’ll have to do an
autopsy. Then we’ll know,’ Brian suggests.

‘Ugh, what a horrid
thought,’ says Lucy, wrinkling her nose.

‘What do you think they’d
they find?’ Frankie asks.

‘A stinky black tumour in
his chest,’ says Brian.

‘A tumour instead of a
heart?’ Frankie asks.

Eric looks up, interested. ‘Like an alien,
or something.’

‘Oh no,’ says Pippa,
rolling her eyes. She knows where this is going.

‘Yeah,’ says Brian
excited, ‘Alien spawn?’

‘Please,’ says Lucy,
protesting. They ignore her.

‘To get at the heart,’ says Eric, enthusing, ‘you have to
saw through the breastplate. Like in Alien 3.’

‘Please,’ says Lucy,
pleading again. They ignore her.

‘Imagine sawing through
bone like that,’ says Frankie, who mimes what he now imagines, and
rasps to add effect.

‘Please,’ protests Pippa
wrinkling her nose again. They ignore her.

‘Maybe it’s already gone,’
says Brian.

‘Through the chest?’ asks
Eric. ‘Like an alien trying to escape? There would be an explosion,
outward.’

‘Ribs blown out, you mean?’ says Brian. They nod.

‘Yeah. Maybe there’s
another Leonard out there, hiding somewhere,’ says Eric, grinning
still, his eyes alive to the fantasy.

‘Yeah, Growing. Getting
stronger,’ says Brian.

‘A little bit of Leonard,
growing really fast…’ says Eric,

‘Until it’s ready to
strike,’ says Frankie, laughing.

‘Okay, that’s enough, you boys,’ says Pippa. ‘Can we get
back on to this planet, now?’

‘Anyway,’ says Brian, ‘I think it’s likely Leonard will come
back as a Darth Vader figure.’

‘Half man, half machine?’
says Eric.

‘Mostly machine,’ says
Frankie.

‘And mostly evil,’ says
Eric.

‘He always was, wasn’t
he?’ says Frankie.

‘That’s it. Lucy?’ says Pippa standing, and gestures to the
toilets. They leave. Ray, in the meantime, returns with drinks as
the conversation peters out.

‘Alistair has a heart,’
Brian says.

‘Yeah, but there’s no need to preserve it,’ suggests
Frankie. ‘It’s already pickled in alcohol.’

They all laugh.

‘So Brian, where’s Dave?’
Ray asks.

‘Not sure. He left early,
didn’t he?’

‘Do you think he’s going to be a bit hurt,’ Ray asks, and
Brian looks surprised. ‘About your promotion, I mean?’ he
continues.

‘Hmm, maybe. I haven’t really…’

‘He’s your friend, Brian.
You need to take care of your friends,’ Ray says. ‘There are very
few good ones about.’

 


 


PART-TIME
PAINTER

 


Brian’s world is changing fast. He has a new role in the office, and a new
girlfriend, and after the calamities of the recent past, it seems
he also has a chance to make some real progress in his career. To
put a seal on that progress, Brian calls his mum, because it’s time
to tell her more about Lucy.

‘She’s an artist,’ he
says.

‘An artist, Brian? What kind?’

‘Oh, I don’t’ know.
Portraits. That sort of thing.’

‘She’s not one of those
conceptual artists, is she?’

‘No mum. I don’t think
so.’

‘Thank God for that. I was in the Tate the other day and I
had to watch a video of a dog going to the toilet. I mean,
really, Brian. It might mean something profound to the artist,
but I just thought it was disgusting.’

‘I know what you mean,
Mum,’ he says, trying not to laugh.

‘And that Turner prize!
What a load of terrible nonsense.’

‘It is, Mum.’

‘What I always find, Brian, is that there’s never, ever any
joy in it. These artists… they never paint happiness, do they? I
mean I know the world is full of problems, Brian. I mean it always
has been, but their work is always about…oh, I don’t know, rape,
oppression, or slaughter, destruction or… oh, I don’t know,
something just as awful. Why is that?’

‘I don’t know, mum. Maybe it’s a reaction to all those
Monets that everyone loves. Anyway, Lucy paints portraits. And
landscapes.’

‘Well, that sounds more
like it.’

‘You would like
them.’

‘I hope so, dear. She
doesn’t do those funny faces. You know, the one’s with two noses,
and eyes on the tops of their heads does she?’

‘Not the last time I
looked, no.’

‘Good. Now, where did you
say you met her?’

So, Brian
tells his Mum all about Lucy, and that he has been living with her
since before Christmas. She is doubtful at first, reminding him
once again of Kate. But this time she sounds as if she’s accepted
his new choice of girlfriend and suggests, too, that they should
me. To Brian, this seems like real progress. Then he tells her he’s
moved in with her.

‘You’ve moved in? That’s a bit sudden, isn’t it?’ she says.

‘I had to Mum,’ he says, and indeed, after the Christmas
party there was nowhere else to go. He couldn’t have stayed with
Kate who had dropped him and run off with someone else, even if the
flat they rented was in his name. They hadn’t spoken since the
night Brian confronted her with his suspicions. Lucy had taken him
home in a taxi and put him to bed, and he had stayed with her ever
since. The problem is there are now a quite a few of his boxes and
bags stacked in her bedroom, and it has become much harder for them
to get across the room. She has doggedly resisted moving her easel,
refusing to give up what she considers her precious studio space.
Brian insists, anyway, that she should continue without too much
compromise.

‘It’s fine, Luce,’ he
says, concerned that his move has already put too much of a strain
on her. She has, after all, lived alone for quite a few years
now.

‘I’ll find somewhere
soon,’ he says.

‘Brian. It’s okay,
really,’ she says, kissing him, and he is glad because he rather
likes living there with her.

Brian is aware how
important painting is to her, and now that he has seen how and
where she does it, he regrets the disturbance his presence must
cause her. On the other hand, they are lovers now, and to climb
into her bed at night and hold her in his arms is something he has
hoped for, and doesn’t easily want to give up. A plan is therefore
needed.

Lucy’s
painting has always been intermittent, and she has worked it around
the needs of her job. After a few years, during which she produced
several canvases, watercolours and sketch drawings, she knew an
exhibition was expected of her and, before long, it was something
she found herself working towards, informally, at least. The
problem is, she needs more and more time to devote herself to it,
and it is this need she raises one evening, with Brian.

‘It is hard to find the time,’ she says. ‘I just need more
time.’

‘Weekends?’

‘Brian, I just don’t want
to be a weekend painter,’ she protests.

‘I am in the way,’ he
says. ‘I should go.’

‘No, Brian. It’s not that,
silly. Honestly. I’m at work all day as it is, so it’s not that.
But I do need to use my time in the evenings.’

‘I’ll go out. I’ll leave you to work,’ Brian says, eagerly.
He wants only to please her.

‘And do what? You can’t
wander the streets all night.’

Brian falls
silent, thinking. Lucy already has a plan, though.

‘Brian, I need to leave
Stück and Stück.’

Brian looks horrified. ‘Leave? You
can’t!’

‘I should. I need the
time. I’m going to ask Petra if she’ll let me go part time. It
won’t be easy, but at least I’ll have some more of the day to
myself.’

‘But Lucy…?’

Thinking on
it, Brian can’t help but conclude that it’s an excellent idea, and
resolves to help persuade Petra of the plan. But Brian, too, has an
idea and now wants to share it with her.

‘Lucy,’ he says, ‘as long
as I am earning more now, and for as long as I am here, I want to
make a contribution. To the mortgage, or pay rent. Whatever. That
way…’

‘Brian,’ Lucy says,
interrupting him, ‘you’re my guest.’

‘Luce, I don’t want to be
your guest. I want to be able to share our lives together. And that
means paying my way. I need to be able to help you, just as you
have helped me.’

‘Brian, that’s very
thoughtful, but you don’t need to help me by paying me.’

‘Let me, Lucy. Please. It would make me feel much better
about being here and, let’s face it, it would really help you go
part time. Wouldn’t it?’

Lucy drops
her shoulders and throws her arms around his neck. She thinks it’s
a great plan. On the phone to his mum again, she at least seems
pleased about the changes he has made.

‘I’m glad, dear. I never thought Kate was quite right for
you.’

Brian can hardly believe his ears. ‘But,
Mum? I thought you….’

‘She was too pushy, dear.
A real princess.’

‘You always liked Kate.
You always said so.’

‘Not especially Brian, but
I suppose I just didn’t want you making another bad
choice.’

Brian starts
to laugh. ‘Oh, Mum!’

‘I’m just telling you the truth, Bri’. Now, on to more
important things.’

‘Mum?’

‘What are you going to do
about Dave?’

‘Oh, mum!’

 


 


POPULAR BOY

 


Brian’s news hit Dave hard, and he has retreated to his
room with a bottle of wine and his favourite DVDs. Brian wanted so
much to explain the logic of his decision, and had tried calling
him, but Dave refused his calls. He had understood, and
wanted nothing more to do with Brian. It was betrayal, pure and
simple, and there was nothing more to explain. But Dave had to go
to work, and knew he would be confronted by his friend him sooner
or later.

When he arrives late on the following
Monday, he has no desire to talk to Brian, who has been waiting for
him. Dave drops his bag at his desk and turns quickly on his heels
towards the kitchen, where Pippa now intercepts him.

‘Where have you been?
Everybody’s been asking after you?’

‘Really?’ says Dave, ready
with sarcasm, ‘I’m that popular all of a sudden?’

‘What’s happening?’ Pippa
asks, concerned at the bitterness in his voice.

‘You don’t
know?’

‘Well, I know some things, I suppose. I know about Brian.
It’s great news, isn’t it?’

‘Is it?’ asks Dave. He stirs sugar into his coffee,
noisily.

‘I thought you’d be happy
for him.’

‘Oh Pippa. There is so
much you don’t know.’

‘But why? We talk, don’t
we? Why don’t I know?’

Dave shrugs.
Pippa has been his playmate these last years and he loves her for
it. She is one of the few to get his humour, too, while he has been
one of the few able to keep track of her relationship ups and
downs. But her feelings are not his concern on this particular
morning. He has resolved to do what he and Brian had been planning
to do for a long time, and for it, he needs to be alert, bright,
and clear. With Brian newly promoted and excitedly settling into
his new role, there is now a tear in the fabric of Dave’s world and
he can feel the cold wind blowing through it. He can also feel
tears behind his eyes, too. As he sips his coffee, he wonders again
whether the decision he’s about to make is the right
one.

‘Pippa,’ he says, waking
from his thoughts. ‘I need to speak to Petra. Is she
free?’

‘Yes. I think so. Why?
What’s going on, Dave?’

Dave ignores her and hovers close to Petra’s
door where he hopes she will see him. While he does so, Lucy calls
out to him.

‘Dave, I’ve been worried
about you. Are you okay?’

‘Thanks for asking Lucy. I’m fine.’ Of course he isn’t, but
he’s determined to put on a brave face.

‘Brian has been worrying,’
she tells him.

‘Sorry Lucy, not now,’ he
says, as he paces up and down in front of the glass door. But, Lucy
approaches him all the same.

‘I know you had a terrible
fight,’ she says quietly.

Dave doesn’t answer.

‘Make it up with him,
Dave. He misses you.’

Dave shrugs.

‘Dave, you are his
friend.’

‘Not any more, it
seems.’

‘Dave,’ she says,
helplessly. ‘We love you.’

Dave wants to respond, but Petra has
appeared at the door and waves him in. Lucy, shaking her head,
watches as the door closes after him.

The meeting, much
anticipated perhaps, surprises neither of them. Petra expected him
to be angry. The plans he had authored with Brian are in tatters
now as his friend accepted her offer of promotion. Dave expects to
be placated with an apology, perhaps. As it is, he is resigned, and
Petra quite exhausted by recent events.

Both had
been in a battle for Brian’s professional career, but Petra, as
head of an established practice and with years of experience behind
her, is able to muster far greater forces to fight with. She has
Brian’s career in the office at her disposal. It is in her gift to
offer tangible opportunities, rewards for opportunities, and now
that she is also aware of Brian’s relationship with Lucy, some
security, too. They will, she expects, marry, buy a home and have
children, and for these things he will be looking for security of
employment as well as opportunities to earn more. What can Dave
offer? A single client and the possibility of a planning
application for a one-off building? Had things been different,
Petra might well have wished them on to a future of their own
making, but she had to put the needs of her business above all
others, and to do that she has had to play her trump card: the
fragility of Leonard’s health. It’s an emotional lever, and she has
used it shamelessly. Dave, watching from the sidelines, knew all
this. He has lost Brian, and in the process, now feels quite
adrift. All he can do is carry out what he intends, and he
announces his resignation from the practice.

‘At a time like this?’ she
says to him, looking alarmed.

Actually, it
comes as no surprise to Petra, who has been expecting it. It is the
part of the deal she made with herself to keep one - the best one,
perhaps – that she has to let the other go. And so, while she
summons up the energy and enthusiasm to display appropriate levels
of concern at Dave’s news, it is really only to allow the game she
is playing to run its full course.

Dave watches
her. He doesn’t know her as Brian knows her. He has had few
occasions to discuss his work, the office, or his career, but he
knows by reputation that she is a shrewd operator. Petra is just
too big an adversary for him to claim even the remotest victory. He
is giving up his best friend, though Brian’s eagerness to accept
her offer of promotion casts him in a whole new light now, and Dave
wonders whether he ever really knew him.

‘It seems to me, Petra, to be the best time,’ he tells her.
Her face shows sadness. As a lover of theatre, he is aware of the
pulleys in motion, the ropes being pulled and the false scenery now
appearing and disappearing. He isn’t fooled. It’s a
show of sadness.

‘Dave, you know we need you,’ Petra continues, Dave can hear
little conviction in her voice.

‘You need Brian,’ says
Dave, offering her a smile.

‘Please don’t be bitter, Dave. You understand that it’s his
moment to be recognised.’

‘And it isn’t
mine?’

Petra
shrugs. ‘We can’t lift everyone up. Where would we be
then?’

‘Haven’t you already
lifted too many already?’

Petra’s eyes narrow at the criticism. ‘Dave,
this is a terrible time. Leonard…’

‘Of course. I’m sorry,’
says Dave, also without conviction. Petra can play that card all
she likes, but he doesn’t care.

‘What will you do? Have
you somewhere to go?’ she asks him.

‘I think I do,
yes.’

Petra nods
slowly and Dave wonders if she knows all about it. No one could
ever gainsay the breadth of her understanding.

‘Brian will miss you,’ Petra says, with feeling, and removes
her glasses to sit back in her chair and massage the bridge of her
nose.

‘I’m sure, yes,’ he tells
her, stiffly.

‘Dave, Brian is your closest friend. There is still so much
for you both to do, and you can do it here, together.’

But the game is over
now. Why bother playing it any longer? But he remains still and
focuses on what he needs the most: a speedy exit. He’s done the
thinking and needs to act quickly. He explains that, as he has
holiday to use up, and a bank holiday will be approaching, he wants
to deduct those days from his notice period and leave as quickly as
possible.

‘When?’ she
asks.

‘Now.’

‘Dave, that’s…I
can’t…’

‘I’ll go ill,’ he says
quickly, staring at her. He is playing the only card he has
left.

‘But, Dave, this is too sudden. Really, Dave. You have been
a member of my family…’

‘No, Petra,’ he says, firmly. Staring hard at her, he says
firmly, ‘I haven’t. Really.’

‘Dave?’ she says, pretending confusion.

‘I will miss you all,’ he
says quickly, a genuine note of sadness entering his voice now,
‘but I need to do this, and I need to do it now.’

Petra sighs.
It’s unexpected but nothing she can’t deal with, and anyway she is
all for action. She has had to act quickly herself, after all, to
prevent the office from breaking apart. Even though Dave’s loss
will be felt, she respects him for his decision and for his
determination.

‘Can you give me a few days?’ she asks him. ‘We need to
arrange things.’

‘The end of the week,’ he
says quickly, needing to seal the deal.

‘Oh, Dave…’ she says, sighing, and with a wave of her hand.
She wants to be generous, even if she now sounds petulant. ‘Do
whatever you want. Whatever you want. Okay?’

Dave stands
then and holds out his hand. She shakes it recognizing a twinge of
regret. They never really spoke, never really got to know each
other, and for that she is sad. His behaviour towards her now
suggests there was more to him than she’d previously given credit.
Was she doing the right thing by letting him go? He has been a good
worker, and he is certainly a talented designer. But now they are
shaking hands on a deal that will see him leave the office, and
quickly. Dave, firm and clear, is actually closer to tears than he
would like. When Petra attempts to sweeten the end of the meeting
with honeyed words, he puts up the palm of his hand to stop her. No
one usually makes such bold gestures to her, and she is about to
say something about it, but Dave is already halfway out of the
door. No, Dave is a fine lad, and hopes that losing him is worth
the trade.

Brian is out
at meetings when Dave sends an email. He asks the office to join
him for a drink on Friday to ‘celebrate’ his leaving. Hitting
‘send’, he waits, as if having sent a time-delayed grenade, and
watches everyone sit up in surprise. Lucy is the first to approach
him, open mouthed in shock. She had no idea that such a sudden
negative course of action would result from Brian’s good
fortune.

‘Dave? Are you sure this
is the right thing to do?’ she asks him. Dave doesn’t answer, but
offers her a smile instead. Pippa, who has followed, feels tears
filling her eyes.

‘You can’t,’ she cries.
‘What will I do without you?’

Dave shrugs, but
still doesn’t answer. In fact, he fends off many such enquiries
with a heave of his shoulders, perhaps to suggest that there was
nothing else he could have done.

Frankie appears. ‘You know that Brian had to
accept? He had to do what he had to do,’ he says.

‘Yeah? Well now I do,
too,’ says Dave, briskly.

‘This is a bit sudden,
like. Couldn’t you have waited and worked things out?’ Frankie
asks. ‘What will you do?’

Dave laughs
briefly and tries to answer him. ‘I don’t want to hang around like
the smell of old food. Brian made a choice. It suits
him.’

Frankie doesn’t linger on Dave’s bitterness,
but asks, ‘Do you have a job to go to?’

‘Yes, Frankie. I think I
do.’

‘Okay then. Here…’ They
shake hands.

Eric then appears.

‘I hear you’re off then?’
he says bluntly.

‘Yes Eric, I guess this is
it,’ says Dave, playfully, as he looks into Eric’s rather closed
face.

‘What is?’ Eric
asks.

‘Us. You know, I just want
to say,’ Dave says, with a grin, ‘that I’ve always loved you Eric,
and that, though its hard, I have to give you up for Pippa because
I know it’s her you really want.’

Eric looks shocked for a moment. Pippa, in
spite her tears, begins to giggle.

‘But, remember,’ Dave
continues, more camp now, ‘we’ll always have Paris!’

Eric, aware now that his ‘chain’ is being
pulled, growls and says ‘Piss off,’ brusquely, but instead of
turning, he holds out his hand. When they shake, Eric’s grip is
firm, his hand warm.

‘I hate long goodbyes,’ he
says.

‘Me, too,’ says Dave.

Eric grins,
‘Good. Well, piss off, then.’

The office
is mainly empty when Brian appears. Lucy had called ahead and told
him of Dave’s decision and Brian is wary now as he approaches his
desk. There is little he can do but confront his old friend
now.

‘Lucy told me,’ Brian
says, simply.

‘I thought she
might.’

With the decision
made, and the office informed, Dave wonders whether his anger and
disappointment have dissipated enough to have a quiet and
understanding conversation with him. Not a bit of it. Within
moments, he is saying,

‘What a friend you turned
out to be!’

‘Dave…?’

‘You amaze me, Bri,’ he
says, his voice hardening. ‘No, not amaze, you surprise me. I
thought I knew what it was you wanted. I thought it was to get out
of here and start something new. How wrong was I?’

‘You weren’t wrong, Dave,’ Brian says, calmly. ‘But maybe I
was.’

Dave glares
at him. This is new, he’s thinking. The promotion has already
changed him. Brian seems calm and unembarrassed, which is not as
Dave expects. Still, he is determined not to let him get away with
this put-on stoic act.

‘I thought we had a really
good thing going. I thought we were a team. But maybe you just used
me to get a little further along the track?’

‘Dave…?’ says Brian,
imploring. ‘That isn’t true.’

‘I guess you just don’t
know people,’ he says, savagely.

‘Dave. Calm down.’ Brian
is pleading now.

‘Calm down?’ shouts Dave. ‘I’ve just had my future rewritten
for me, and now I don’t know where I am. I don’t know what I am
doing. But that’s not a problem for you, is it? Oh no. Petra has
looked after you. She’ll see you’re all
right.’

‘Dave. She’ll see you’re all right, too. Trust
her.’

Dave thinks he sounds like a recent convert
to some weird religious cult, and decides to break through this
calmness and appeal to his professionalism.

‘What about Trevor? You
promised him.’

‘I’ll talk to him,’ says
Brian, calmly.

‘And say what? “Dave
wasn’t quite good enough for me, so I found something
better?”’

‘Dave, you’re
overreacting. Trevor will understand.’

‘I know he will. But what
will he understand?’

‘He knows that you are
part of the team. He likes you,’ Brian explains. ‘Maybe… I don’t
know, maybe we can bring the job here?’

Dave explodes. ‘What are you saying?’

‘I mean…’

‘Don’t be fucking ridiculous, Brian. Leonard isn’t dead yet.
Petra knows what she’s doing, she’s wrapping you round her finger.
She is desperate. When Leonard recovers, what then?’

‘Dave, don’t leave,’ says
Brian, weary now. ‘We can still do great things
together.’

‘Oh? Can we? With me as
your ‘assistant,’ I suppose?’

‘Nothing will change,
Dave.’

‘Oh, Brian,’ he says, with a low, growling anger. ‘You are
naïve if you think that nothing will change. Everything will.
Everything just has. Everything was going to change
for us, and we were going to change it. ‘Young Lions’, Bri.
Remember? Now…now?’

Dave runs out of words just as he feels
himself about to choke. The last thing he wants is to break down,
and certainly not in front of Brian. The thought of doing so makes
him angry and impatient. He grabs his bag.

‘You understood about
betrayal, Brian, but you never learnt its lesson. Well, now it’s my
turn.’

With that, Dave almost runs for the door and
is gone.

 


 


NEVER CAN SAY GOODBYE

 


‘What do you want to do on
your last day?’ Pippa asks him.

She is
standing over Dave’s desk and looking down at his sullen face. He
has packed a box with his few possessions: magazines, a few colour
samples, a few brochures, and a favourite mug. He never really
moved in to the office as some did, with their piles of books,
plants and photographs - always a sign that they spent far too much
time in the office, and not enough time at home or elsewhere. No,
his possessions are few, and packing them has been quick and easy.
Brian is out at meetings, so he can sit back and flick through an
old copy of Square Board magazine. He has very little to do on his
last day.

‘Pub?’ Dave says, answering her question.

She nods. Then, quietly, she says, ‘I’m
gonna miss you.’

‘Don’t. I want dry eyes. I
don’t want my make-up to run.’

‘Like mine,’ she tells
him, and they throw their arms around each other.

It has been
a long week, and Lucy and Pippa have been glum for most of it. Ray
and Frankie have chatted to him from time to time, until they all
ran out of things to say. It occurred to Dave that he knew what it
must be like to be on ‘Death Row’. When he tells Pippa this, she
chides him and tells him not to be silly. Nevertheless, he has the
feeling that he is about to attend an execution or his own funeral
perhaps. He even wears a black shirt for it. Julie stops by his
desk. Though they never have had much to do with each other, she is
encouraging about his future, and about the changes he is making to
his life. Others, Santiago, Miguel, and younger members still, all
stop to cheer him on. He manages a brave smile to most of
them.

One person hasn’t
said anything to him since announcing his departure, and that is
Charles. They’ve glanced at each other from time to time, but
otherwise they are caught in a stalemate of silence until, one
afternoon, when Dave makes himself a cup of tea, he appears and
stands before him. Dave believes himself more or less free of the
spell Charles unwittingly cast over him since that fateful day of
his interview at Stücks, years ago, and he had fallen hook, line,
and sinker for this guy. At last year’s Christmas party, Dave had
been bold enough, because drunk enough to tell Charles that he had
been in love with him. Quantities of alcohol certainly helped strip
away his inhibition because, at any other time, he would never have
countenanced such revelations. Charles had not been repulsed, and
didn’t appear shocked or angry. He hadn’t got up and walked away.
Instead, he’d listened to him and (had he dreamed this?) even
squeezed Dave’s hand in a touching and not inconsiderable gesture
of sympathy. Dave could easily have misinterpreted it, preferring
to see it as the expression of a long held, never-before-disclosed
interest, as encouragement even. But no, he saw Charles for what he
was: a so-so married man with no imagination, and few
expectations.

The events
of the Christmas Party, surprisingly, had acted like an explosion,
like those used to extinguish oil wellhead blowouts. Somehow,
Leonard’s collapse had stemmed his interest in Charles. After years
of pent up emotion, longing, and hoping, he strangely felt nothing
now. Consequently there seems little to say, but Dave is polite
enough to talk to him about his need to change, move on, and grow,
very soon slipping into familiar and rather hackneyed motivational
clichés; the need to spread his wings, take a different road, find
another pot of gold, throw caution to the wind, that sort of thing.
Charles listens and nods politely. Dave usually finds it difficult
to look too long into his face, lest he found himself disappointed
once more, but he is struck again by Charles’ beauty and thinks, ‘I
have loved you foolishly, and for far too long, but you were so
worth it.’

‘Best of luck, Dave,’ he
hears Charles telling him, blandly. It is all he expects, even if
it falls far short of what he had once hoped.

So, Dave has
cleared his desk. Clacton, gaining pace, has kept Brian in meetings
for much of the time, which spares Dave the embarrassment of having
to talk to him again. Lucy arranges a small party, though the
office is still reeling from the shock of the last, catastrophic
one. But the party, a small party in Dave’s honour, gets underway
as planned.

‘Where will you go?’ Lucy
asks him. She asked him much the same thing when, sitting in a pub
one evening, they talked about his future.

‘I don’t know, Luce. Sit
on a mountain. Stare at my navel?’

‘Would it do you any
good?’

‘Not much. It’s not that pretty, either. And anyway, I’d
much prefer to stare at someone else’s.’

Lucy laughed. ‘Okay,
but what?’

‘I don’t know. Travel? Go
round the world? I have a few savings. I haven’t spent it all on
porn and new curtains.’

Lucy laughs again. She and Dave had made up, though there had never been a falling
out. Dave had the good sense to separate her friendship from that
of Brian’s. Brian was the villain, not Lucy. But, Lucy cares about
them both, and as she stands with Dave at his desk, within hours of
his going, she realizes she is going to miss him very much
indeed.

‘Any ideas?’ she
asks.

‘Get a job I suppose, or change my career,’ he says looking
rather forlorn, suddenly.

‘To what?

‘I might go on the stage. I have a voice,’ he says,
dramatically.

‘What about interior
design?’ Lucy asks. ‘Weren’t you once interested in
that?’

‘God, no,’ he says, emphatically. ‘I mean have you met an
interior designer?’

‘I’m not sure.
Maybe.’

‘Weird. It’s all wallpaper
and marquetry.’

‘Oh, I see,’ says Lucy,
not seeing at all. ‘What is marquetry, anyway?’ she
asks.

‘A kind of sword
fighting,’ Dave quips. She giggles and squeezes his hand. ‘You are
going to stay in touch?’

‘Of course,’ he says, but he trails off, wondering what
staying in touch will really mean for them now that Brian is living
with her. Dave says little more to her except to say what he has
said so often that week, that it is time to move on, and she
accepts it now.

Pippa busies herself with glasses and bowls
of crisps, and then asks everyone to gather at reception just as
Petra emerges from her office. Pippa pre-warned Dave about the
presentation of a small gift and card signed by all his colleagues.
Dave, stepping forward, is surprisingly clear-headed and, so far,
clear-eyed too. But Brian appears just as the party is about to
begin and drops his bag at his desk. He tugs at Dave’s hand.

‘Dave. Talk to me,’ he
says quietly.

Dave stares
at him at first, and then says calmly, ‘This must be what you
want.’

‘No. I don’t want you to
leave,’ Brian spouts, relieved at least that Dave has addressed
him.

‘Well, Brian,’ Dave says
testily. ‘It’s a little late for that. If I recall, this is what we
were both going to do. Remember?’

‘Dave, I just want us to
be friends,’ Brian says, shaking his head.

‘It’s too late for that,’
says Dave, walking away.

Merrymaking
of any kind was considered inappropriate, what with Leonard in
hospital, still fighting for his life. Pippa managed to persuade
Petra to let her buy a few bottles of wine though, and now the
party begins with the pulling of corks. Most have stayed behind for
it. Hugh, who has been on paternity leave with Eve, makes a brief
appearance and warmly shakes everyone’s hand. He relays Eve’s best
wishes. Alistair then appears and approaches Dave.

‘You were my best assistant,’ he says, with a hiccough. He
has been drinking all afternoon. Dave thanks him but can think of
little to say and Alistair soon shuffles off to a nearby chair,
confused. Perhaps he’s unable to deal with the imminent departure
of a still so valuable member of the practice. From her office,
Petra watches them through the glass wall and shakes her head
slowly. She is not unmoved by the events of the week, but has tried
to remain focused on the bigger picture - the wider needs of the
office.

Charles approaches Dave again, and when he
thinks no one will hear, says,

‘I hope we’ll see you
again.’

Dave
believes there’s pleading in his eyes, though concedes he’s
imagining it. So, he quips,

‘Oh, we will. We
will.’

Charles goes and Dave sings quietly to himself,
‘It must have been love, but it’s
over now…’

‘Is there going to be
dancing,’ asks Julie, as she bounces up to him. Dave remembers her
dancing with Leonard just before he collapsed.

‘I’m not sure you’re safe
to be with,’ he says to her.

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ she
says.

‘No, Julie,’ he says, smirking. ‘He had it coming. But if I
were you, I wouldn’t try to fill up my dance card too quickly.’ She
giggles, though she isn’t quite sure what he means. Lucy then
approaches with Pippa.

‘You’ll come if I do it?’
asks Lucy.

‘Of course. I don’t intend
to be a stranger,’ says Dave.

‘Good. I want everyone
there for my first exhibition. I’m going to need everyone’s
support.’

‘Brian will be there, too,’ says Pippa, quietly. ‘Won’t
he?’

‘I know,’ says Dave,
shrugging. In the silence that follows, Lucy looks at him
imploringly and then says,

‘Darling, please make it
up with him.’

Dave snaps, ‘I don’t want to talk about it, Lucy. Not
at my leaving do.’

Lucy and Pippa are silent now, watching
him.

‘He let me down, you
know?’ Dave says.

‘He had to do what he had
to do,’ says Lucy, squeezing his arm,

‘Oh please!’ says Dave,
irritated. ‘I’m fed up hearing about it. Well, now I’m doing what
we both promised each other we would do. I’m doing what he said he
would do.’

‘I just want everyone to
be happy,’ says Pippa, steering clear of the argument.

‘Well, you’re all right,’
says Dave, turning his attentions to her. ‘Eric has made you a
happy woman.’

She smiles nervously and says, ‘Not
quite.’

‘Oh? Trouble in
paradise?’

‘Oh, not now Dave,’ she says, aware Eric watches her from a
distance.

‘I hope you get what you
deserve,’ he says suddenly, but Pippa looks at him
doubtfully.

‘Happiness,’ he says
quickly and they both manage a smile.

Brian is in
the distance with a glass of wine, skirting the edge of the party.
He chats first to Frankie and then to Petra.

‘He’s sore,’ says
Frankie.

‘I know. I hope it won’t
last,’ Brian says glumly.

‘He’ll get over it,’ said Petra. ‘He has to learn that you
are taking responsibility. You’re place is here with us, Brian. It
always has been.’

Frankie
looks surprised. ‘You’re inside now,’ he says to him quietly,
summoning a whiff of sarcasm, but he soon wanders off to join
Julie. Brian feels uncomfortable next to Petra. For so long he has
thought himself more of an outsider trying to get in. He had
harangued Petra with requests and demands, all of which had gone
unheeded, until now. Newly promoted, and firmly on the inside, he
feels as if he is somehow staring out from behind the bars of a
cage.

The evening progresses and Dave is asked
what he will do next.

‘Oh, you know? Decorate
the country house, play a round of golf,’ he says, quoting from
‘Working Girl’, one of his favourite films: ‘Wise up, and not take
the whole thing so seriously.’

To another he says,

‘I don’t know. Sit on a mountain and try to find
God?’

‘You mean, there’s
another?’ says Frankie, cheekily referring to Leonard. He has no
inhibitions when it comes to Leonard, whom he knew mainly as a
bullying tyrant. Dave manages a laugh. He’s going to miss
Frankie.

‘Oh Dave, you are going to
stay in touch?’ Frankie says.

‘Of course,’ he says, but
adds no more because at that moment Pippa shouts, ‘Petra, there’s a
call,’ and beckons her back into her office. As Petra closes the
door behind her, Dave is called forward and Alistair presents him
with a card and a small gift. There are cheers and exhortations not
to use the gift of a lifetime’s supply of lubricant too quickly,
which causes Dave to blush. Then he is asked to say a few words.
With his palm on his chest, as if to say ‘What? Me?’ he clears his
throat and says,

‘Unaccustomed as I am to
speaking in public.’

‘Sing it, then,’ shouts
Frankie, and there is laughter.

‘I might,’ he says, but
instead says something about the years he has been there, the
projects, the fun times and how much he’s enjoyed working them all,
and the partners too.

‘Even Leonard,’ he says, though there’s little response to
that. Then he tells them he is looking forward to all the new and
exciting opportunities that are surely coming his way including, he
hopes, the man of his dreams. There is a wolf whistle or two at
that, and Dave manages a slightly hysterical laugh. Charles reddens
slightly.

‘Well, I guess I have to
hope that, whatever happens next, you remember all to have a
laugh…’

Later, when Dave is wrapping up, he is
saying to the assembled crowd,

‘So, I love gossip. Please
feel free to mail me with any of that. Any new love affairs. Any
fights.’

There are a few chuckles. Dave, still
holding the stage, is feeling lightheaded now that he’s had a few
drinks, and has an audience.

‘Sing us a song,’ he hears
someone shout. Dave’s eyes lit up. A song? Great. He has had enough
alcohol to banish performance nerves, and offers them the first
lines of:

‘Never can say
goodbye?’

There is laughter. Then,

‘I get by with a little
help from my friends?’

There is more laughter, even if, in the
background, Brian winces. Then he sings the club classic,

‘Call on me. Call
me.’

There is applause now as the crowd, imagining they’re in a
‘rave’, start to dance and jab the air with their fingers.

Dave is very drunk when he leaves the
office, but not drunk enough not to shed a tear.

 


 


VENETIAN BLIND

 


It was a
tragedy that went unspoken - the facts firmly closeted, and the
memories mainly forgotten. Alistair had never recovered from the
humiliation of having to accept Leonard and Petra’s support when,
even later and quite recovered, he had his best years as a
sensitive, smart and successful partner, respected by clients and
other architects alike. Yes, there had been days, sunny days, when
they’d all got on, when they’d all been busy, when Alistair would
visit his partners for dinner or even share holidays together. In
those heady, boom days of the 1980’s, he remembers Leonard kept a
bottle of champagne on ice in a small fridge under his desk ready
to break it open as and when the whim took him. There were frequent
impromptu parties too, when Leonard would be so charming and
fun-loving. By then, Leonard had begun to attract the attentions of
journalists. He became known, then well-known, and then quite
familiar to the general public when, after a successful television
series called ‘Pots and Pans’ - about the delights, and the design,
of public toilets - little old ladies would spot him in the street
and want to say hello.

The truth is that Leonard was brilliant. He shone in the dark like a flame.
But an office full of his battle-worn colleagues will tell you
that, however brilliant, such people could be a nightmare to work
with or for, driven as they often were to succeed. One thing had
been apparent to anyone passing through the Stück office: no one
else mattered. It was Leonard, surely the purest example of type
‘A’, or Alpha male, that man of highest rank, the leader of the
tribe or the pack on whom everyone relied for their success, and
their pay-packet. He certainly led from the front, not seeming to
care what anyone else thought about his work, or his behaviour. He
never gave the impression of needing the approval of others.
Nothing seemed to hold him back and nothing seemed to put him off,
though he accepted Petra as the one person who might actually
restrain him. Women loved him for all of this, of course. They
found his Alpha prowess irresistible, even if he did manage, in
those wild suits, and with his red hair, to look a bit like Ronald
MacDonald bouncing in front of burger-munching children. No matter.
He was a fancy rainbow in a dreary sky, a blazing trail of light
after a rainstorm.

And, yes, Leonard could storm. He could rampage through the office and unleash his
wild and selfish temper. Alistair understood that a bully, for this
is what he had been, often suffers from terrible feeling of
insecurity. When Leonard bellowed and roared, when he had shouted
at assistants, sometimes even at Petra, he appeared as a man driven
by his supreme self-confidence, but that wasn’t quite true. He had
suffered panic attacks and felt himself driven to retain his
stature, compensating perhaps, especially when he sensed the
possibility others, a newcomer to the office perhaps, might shine
as bright, or even outshine him. So, he shouted loudest, laughed
loudest, and responded faster, to demonstrate his infinitely
greater prowess, in part because he feared the dying of the light,
and the success others might find. He asserted an almost genetic,
if not a divine right to claim whatever success was going, and made
sure those around him were there to serve his purpose. He made
sure, too, that the precious ‘gold’ - popularity and success,
smelted in hot media-stoked fires - was channeled, firstly, into
his own career mould and only later, and what was left, into the
Stück practice. There was wealth in his treasury all right, and
like the Dragon in Beowulf, he had
guarded it ferociously.

Alistair always blamed his own insecurity, partially
at least, on her marriage to Leonard
but Petra just waved that away with an impatient hand.

‘You always let it affect you,’ she once impatiently said to him. ‘You are held in
high regard, so why compare yourself to him?’

‘Because you
are with him,’ he had said,
pointedly. There wasn’t much she could say to that. If Leonard was
‘A’ in the male alphabet, Alistair considered himself much further
down, or behind, and while not of the lowest ‘caste’ in the bizarre
little hierarchical Stück set up, far from it in fact, he had been
careless to squander a position he might have maintained had he not
been a depressive, and taken the drugs needed to control it, or an
alcoholic. But he had resigned himself. He was the quiet and
retiring partner more often than not harbouring heavy and immovable
feelings of worthlessness and inconsequentiality.

Alistair
clings to the rail of Leonard’s bed, and just as they had for
Petra, memories float up - memories of many incidents in a
professional career in which Leonard had outshone him, outpaced
him, or had just riled him with his crass insensitivity. One
memory, though, always this memory, surfaces now. Yes, the
‘Venetian incident’ now occurs to him.

Now, when was that…?

Alistair managed to
attract a few clients of his own in the early years of the
practice, as a result of energy and excitement he had for a while.
Work helped relieve him of his depression, and with Petra’s
support, and the support of the office, carefully constructed
around the partners, he became a dynamic member of the partnership,
for a while at least. Only later, when his confidence began to
waver, did the dark clouds begin to gather again, and the drinking
resumed. As Leonard’s confidence rose to new heights, matched only
by his rocketing professional and public profile, Alistair began to
wallow in local pubs, turning up steaming drunk to assail Petra
about his several failures.

Before that, Alistair
had been approached to design a new building for a site that could
not have been closer to the office. As with many of their London
projects, the meddling of incompetent planners and a public eager
to register their complaints, compromised the design and planning
of most new buildings, and this was no different. It did not go
smoothly. His first design, ambitious, and for Alistair rather fun,
had been rejected by the client, and the second, a variant, was
subjected to cost savings, which in effect stripped the original
design of many of its finest features. Still, Alistair battled on,
even after he started to roll into the office reeking of whisky. He
managed somehow to maintain the respect and enthusiasm of his
client, who urged him on to complete the designs for this
ambitious, if minor residential project in Fitzrovia.

When the
final design was unveiled to the office, it drew disquiet. Petra
heard rumours about it in advance - rumours that suggested the
design suffered from a lack of any real design coherence, but she
dismissed them as the usual mutterings of jealous assistants
dazzled by the latest Viktor Viking or Zandra Didi project. Then
again, there had been laughter when Julie Knowles, assisting
Alistair back then, had pinned some of the drawings to the wall of
the conference room for everyone to review. Julie had begun by
defending them, but even she couldn’t fail to see that the scheme
was willfully perverse and faintly ridiculous.

Alistair was
rarely forthcoming about his design choices but for this building
he had added a series of bizarre, if quite spectacular, ‘Venetian
Gothic’ style arches to crown an otherwise elegant and simple
facade of brick and stone. Of course, Leonard and Alistair had both
championed what was known, up until then as the Post-Modern style -
a style notable for the use architects made of historical, usually
‘Classical’ features and decoration. Here is not the place to
expand on Post Modern theory, or how it translated into the sign
and symbols of a new architectural style. Suffice to say that after
the Second World War, old orthodoxies and belief systems – and this
included Modernism - all began to break apart, leaving a
generation, Leonard’s particularly, able to enjoy new political and
artistic freedoms, and new relationships, too. If ‘Modernism’
replaced Beaux Art Classicism at the beginning of the twentieth
century, and in doing so swept away an over-flowing dustbin of
historical ‘styles’, then Post Modernism, at least in theory,
legitimized their return. Indeed, it was as if a lorry-load of
colourful goodies arrived, one bright morning, to re-stock the
shelves of what had otherwise become architecture’s very tired and
empty looking store. After the meat and potatoes of Modernist
orthodoxy, palates were intoxicated once again with a new
‘smorgasboard’ of styles. Architects were overcome and soon,
colourful, pastichey buildings of all kinds were springing up
everywhere.

Leonard, as
it turned out, was its perfect proponent. It all gave him the
opportunity to project his own brand of suavity, and with a good
deal of wit, too. He told everyone that wit was “educated
insolence”, though he later admitted he’d quoted from Aristotle,
and it drew laughter from journalists. Nevertheless, since Leonard
appeared to revel in the collaging together of all manner of
Pop-Classical, psychedelic, comic-book images, Drew Sharpe called
him the Peter Blake of the architectural world.

If his
buildings only sometimes inspired, it was because, at best, they
looked cheap, though was this surely because few had any real idea
how to make these hastily designed buildings look high-quality, and
few knew how to how to judge, or appreciate, this kind of
architecture. By the time they did, the style was out of fashion
and its proponents fast derided. Architects like Viking and Didi
were developing a new, rational, technological-looking architecture
believed more appropriate for an age soon to be dominated by the
mobile phone and personal computer. Still, and for a while, Stück
and Stück produced a variety of buildings and interiors that
celebrated pastiche, historic, ‘classical’ sources and, in line
with trends, mainly from the United States, displayed heavy-handed
exaggeration, so that brick walls were striped, rippled,
crosshatched or tartaned in a variety of colours and textures;
keystones and arches were oversized; columns were
disproportionately fat, false, or upside down; pediments were
broken in unusual and alarming ways, and mansard roofs, in English
counties far from the Rhine or the Loire valley, were steeply
pitched, and complete with exaggeratedly tall dormer windows. The
results often looked like jokey houses from some lost Disney-style
funfair, even if it had all been done, as Leonard had said, with
“insolence”.

When Leonard proclaimed the future colourful, back in the
60’s, he might just have had the words of Cilla Black’s hit,
‘Red and yellow and pink and
green, purple and orange and blue,’ in mind. His work stood out. Noticed by editors on the
hunt for any new passing gimmick or fashion, he soon began to
appear in Sunday supplement magazines. Drew did his bit, too, by
publishing several of his buildings in editions of Square Board
magazine. Alistair followed suit, and for a while, and before
Alistair’s collapse into bitterness and drink, he and Leonard were
the ‘Bright Young Things’ of a brave new architecture - 60’s kids
out to have a good time in an increasingly permissive and liberated
society.

So, later, when Alistair proposed the application of Venetian Gothic style windows to a
façade of what was really just a modest block of flats in
Fitzrovia, it ought not to have surprised anyone, and for some
commentators, it was all quite within their expectations of an
architectural practice that perhaps had long passed its peak.
Inside the practice, however, there was growing
discontent.

To many,
Alistair’s design was a throwback and embarrassingly irrelevant.
Hadn’t Alistair noticed how the world had changed? Didn’t he want
to change with it? After all, futuristic, shiny, and exciting new
buildings were now going up, all in high-tech, bravely modernist
inspired styles, and forms inspired by wings, waves, wobbles,
twists and turns, and all now expressed using the latest by car
modelling computer techniques. As most of the Associates began to
point out, Post Modernism – the ransacking of the dressing up box
of history - had died long ago, and the project simply looked,
well, dated. Modernism, in its new guise, was back with a
vengeance. When whispers became more audible, Petra began to worry,
and Leonard waded in. Leonard was always adept at staying just
ahead of the game, and when he became aware that Alistair’s design
project was attracting the wrong kind of attention, he sensed an
opportunity and responded to Petra’s call for a design review.
Alistair, already angry and tearful, could do nothing but accept
this intrusion.

Leonard, out
of loyalty perhaps, or perhaps just because he was too busy,
avoiding treading on Alistair’s toes. Actually, as leader and
office figurehead, Leonard knew to give Alistair necessary artistic
and professional space. But, that was before the design review
when, looking at the design for the residential block for the first
time, he didn’t just have doubts, he had his own ideas too, and
soon began to do what he had done to Brian, Dave and so many other
assistants over the years: he began to redesign it. So, taking his
thick black pencil from his jacket pocket, he began to draw on top
of Alistair’s neatly crafted drawings. Alistair, understandably,
was aghast.

He rarely
ever raised his voice, but as he watched Leonard casually destroy
his drawings, frustration and anger built up over the years, and
pushed down out of sight for as long as he could manage, now
spouted out of him as he stood up and shrieked abuse. It was an
extraordinary scene. Even before Petra realised, from her office
next door, that a fight was about to break out, she rushed in to
separate them. Everyone else was watching them with excitement, if
not alarm. Here were the two senior design partners slugging it
out, and about to rip themselves apart. Ray tried to calm the
situation and was already battling his way into the conference room
to see Alistair ripping up his drawings.

‘You cunt! How dare you,’ he was
screaming.

‘Alistair,’ shouted Petra, trying to restrain him. Ray quickly began to pick up
pieces of paper from the floor. Leonard stood tall and victorious,
and laughed. He was clearly not helping matters.

‘What is going on,’ Petra shouted. ‘Please,’ she
said, ‘calm down.’

Alistair turned to
her, angry and upset. ‘How dare he treat me like
an idiot,’ he shouted. ‘The Venetian is mine. It’s my
baby.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake, calm down Alistair,’ Leonard said,
with mild irritation. ‘I was merely trying to show you how to
design…’

‘Show me?’ raged Alistair.

‘Really, if you can’t take
criticism…’

‘I don’t need to be shown
how to design, and especially not by you.’

Petra speaks
up. ‘Boys!’ she shouted, ‘why can’t you get on? We are all in this
together. We need to work together.’

‘Work with him? An under-talented, overrated peacock that
flaunts himself around this office and thinks he can treat everyone
like his assistant. I won’t have it.
I won’t have it. I’ll leave.’

‘Ha!’ Leonard laughed,
actually thinking to enjoy the insult as a compliment. ‘Fine, leave
then,’

‘No one is leaving,’ says
Petra, angrily. ‘Will you two grow up? You are both behaving like
children.’

‘Him!’ Alistair
shouted again, sounding now like a hurt child. ‘He’s the half grown
one. He hasn’t a fifth of the talent of most people in that room
out there.’

Alistair pointed to
the rest of office who, noticing, ducked quickly out of sight.
Leonard started to laugh carelessly, which only infuriated Alistair
further.

‘That’s enough,’ shouted Petra. ‘You,’ she
said, pointing to Leonard,
and summoning all her energy. ‘Get out. Go back to your desk! We
have heard enough from you. And you,’ she said, pointing to
Alistair, ‘will sit here, and calm down!’

Leonard made for the door but turned to say, ‘Alistair, darling. You always take it
all far too seriously. But, really, if you had only used another
kind of arch. I mean, Venetian Gothic for
heaven’s sake?’

‘Go,’ shouted Petra,
as Alistair readied himself to mouth a ‘fuck off.’

Ray sat with Petra
and Alistair as they heard Leonard, making his way past colleagues
to his desk, laughing.

‘I can’t stand him,’ said Alistair. ‘I can’t stand it anymore. I have to
go.’

‘You’ll do no such thing,’ said Petra. ‘I need you. This office needs you. Isn’t that
right, Ray?’

Ray agreed. He had quickly assembled Alistair’s sketches and formed them into
a pile before handing them to the design partner. He glanced
nervously at Petra. They both knew Alistair was in danger of
drowning his rage in alcohol in some local pub, and there was
little chance of stopping him. Indeed, the following day, when
Alistair arrived at the office mid-morning, he reeked of alcohol
and sported a bruised face. There was a nasty scar over his eye,
and a large black and yellow patch floating under it.

‘I fell over,’ Alistair told Petra, sitting opposite her, his head hung low.

‘I’m sure,’ said Petra, suspiciously, who was certain he’d
been in a pub brawl, instead.

The
‘Venetian’ matter didn’t end there. After the project was awarded
permission to build, it was sold on to a new owner who then ignored
Alistair’s appeal to keep him on as the building’s original
architect. Instead, they employed others to build it and Alistair,
fiercely loyal to his own design, now felt excluded from the
process of design development and construction. It was another
bitter blow. But that was nothing compared to the feelings he had
when, a year later, the scaffolding and plastic wrappings were
removed, and the building was finally revealed. Not only had his
design been altered, it had been diluted, too, with so many of the
finer details of his careful design now missing. With no guiding
hand, and no real understanding of the design, it just looked
laughable. Worse, it looked ridiculous. Those carefully designed
Venetian Gothic style arches now resembled a stack of burger bar
signature logos, all rather tawdry, and all looking terribly cheap.
The following week, as if to drive home the point, an article
appeared in London’s free newspaper castigating the architects for
producing so risible and immature a design.

‘What is London coming
to?’ it asked. ‘Does no one care about our great city
anymore?’

At their
bi-weekly meeting between partners and associates, Alistair broke
down. ‘It’s awful. It’s awful,’ he wailed. ‘Why do we do it? Why?
It was my baby, but they have ruined it. Maimed it. It all looks
shit. Everything is shit. I feel betrayed. Betrayed!’

Leonard,
cautioned by Petra not to enflame an already difficult situation,
offered no comment. He was concerned only to turn bad publicity
into good. Alistair was in tears. He, the architect, and the
building’s once proud designer, felt only as if he’d just been
mugged.

 


 


SHUFFLING CHAIRS

 


Petra has to
face the facts. Leonard’s absence is the cause of great and
immediate concern to their clients. One by one, she has had to
telephone them to explain what has happened, each call ending with
her assurances that she was firmly in control, and that Leonard’s
‘temporary’ absence would have only minimal effect on the success
of their particular project. There is sympathy, of course. As
Leonard’s wife and business partner, concern is expressed for her
happiness and well-being and, since most of them are repeat
clients, and some of them even friends, there is no question of
them pulling out and taking the job elsewhere. Fine, but Petra is
smart enough to know that what she hears on the phone is likely to
be different to what was, no doubt, being expressed in the offices
and boardrooms across the capital.

Her most
immediate worry though, is Clacton. It was on the night of
Leonard’s fall, just hours before his near-fatal heart attack, that
Petra took a call informing her that they and their team had won
this prestigious competition for the redevelopment of a prime piece
of Essex coastline. With America’s foremost architect, Hank Nero,
collaborating, it had been a spectacular win. But now, Petra is
faced with a challenge. What will Hank do, knowing his friend and
colleague is gravely ill? Needing as much continuity as possible,
Brian is told that the job is in his hands. He greets the news
nervously.

‘No pressure, then,’ he
says, swallowing hard.

‘Brian, this will be the most important job of your life,’
she says to him, when she explains the significance of what she is
asking. Brian, the only member of the office with any real
knowledge and experience of the job, is clearly critical to its
success, which explains, of course, what happens next.

Brian emerges from
the conference room. The first management meeting following his
promotion as the office’s newest Associate has gone well. In the
meeting, he had been welcomed by Petra and Alistair, and sat with
Ray, Frankie and Charles to review the business. Not surprisingly,
Clacton dominated the discussion, but amongst the other items was
the future of the Middlesbrough job, a job that was once his but
then, we may remember, was ‘stolen’ from him by Jacob. Since Jacob
had been admitted to a psychiatric hospital and could no longer
continue on the job, Frankie recommended Julie whom he knows well.
Brian is thrilled to be able to give his opinion, and he gives it
affirmatively. In the kitchen, Julie is making tea, but hardly
seems excited by the news. Instead, she is bitter about being
overlooked for promotion.

‘You must feel proud,’ she says,
stirring her mug of tea. Lucy tells him later that she spent the
afternoon bitching to the rest of the staff that it should have
been her. Santiago, a Spanish architect and her ‘close’ friend,
took her to lunch to try to assuage her, but come the afternoon,
she is still bitter.

Since the
party, Julie has kept a low profile. After all, it was in Leonard’s
lap that she was last seen. She had danced provocatively with him,
later removing her blouse to reveal her bra, and some blamed the
excitement it would have caused for his collapse. Julie had reason
enough to think that she, along with Brian, would be for the chop
but in truth, she was only taking advantage of a situation
presented to her by Leonard. Had he not willed her on to dance
frenziedly and remove her blouse? Had he not followed? It was
hardly her fault if, as a result of his exertions, and the
excitement of seeing her breasts bouncing in front of his eyes,
Leonard was unable to cope and have a heart attack. Who, it was
joked, could have survived such a vision? He had been ill anyway,
though few knew how ill, save for Petra, and as we have seen, she
did nothing to stop him. No, Julie could hardly be blamed.
Nevertheless, she remains associated with the catastrophe and is
not expected to last long in the practice.

‘We all know how much you wanted it,’ she
is saying.

‘I’m not sure,’ Brian
says, nervously.

‘Really, Brian? I knew it would be you. You’re too valuable
to Petra.’

‘Perhaps,’ he says carefully. He knows there is jealousy,
and not everyone supported his promotion. Julie is ready to
buttonhole him now about how she’s been overlooked. He thinks of
saying not everyone can make it, but then remembers someone else
once said something similar and he demurs. Still, as he finally has
his feet under the management table, he is prepared to feel a
little guilty about it, for her sake.

‘Don’t undersell yourself, Brian,’ she says. ‘You’ve made it
to the top table, remember?’

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he
begins, ‘I guess I’m in the right place at the right
time.’

‘You’re a man,’ she says.
‘It helps. You make the most of it.’

Brian remembers what Dave once said about
Eve and how she had used her body to get ahead, but he doesn’t risk
mentioning this.

‘You know,’ he says,
‘there’s room for more.’

Julie looks at him, witheringly.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she says, sharply. ‘The door is closed,
Brian, and you are safely inside. Petra has made her move and she
promoted you. I’m not going to figure.’

‘That’s not true. Petra
needs us to expand. There’s a future,’ he says.

‘She really has got the hook in you, hasn’t she?’ she says,
shaking her head. ‘She’s clever. I’ve got to hand it to
her.’

‘I thought she would have
favoured you. Being a woman?’ Brian suggests.

Julie looks
incredulous. ‘You’re joking, right?’

‘No. Not at
all.’

‘Listen, I worked for a
woman architect once. I think you know her. Bridget
Flinty?’

Indeed, Brian does know her. He remembers
her as a tutor from his University School of Architecture.

‘Worst year of my life,’
she continues. ‘She was a nightmare. So competitive, she saw me as
a threat, as if I was about to try and take over the office or
something.’

‘I thought she was good,’
he suggests.

‘She is, but she couldn’t
cope with being a woman. Brian, she spent so much time trying to be
one of the boys, that she forgot how to be a woman. I wouldn’t
expect you to understand. You’re a man.’

‘You’ve done well, Julie.
Haven’t you? I mean, Leonard really liked you.’

‘He liked my tits,
Brian.’

Brian looks shocked.

‘He’s no different from
most men. He once tried to cop a feel, the bastard,’ she
says.

‘God, Julie, that’s
awful.’

‘Really?’ she says,
looking at him. ‘You’re a man, Brian. You telling me you haven’t
stared at my breasts and wondered if you could get away with a
feel?’

‘Absolutely not,’ he says
in a high-pitched voice, though he does guiltily remember admiring
her bosom. He says nothing about that.

‘Why didn’t you complain?’
he asks.

‘Who would have
listened?’

‘Petra would, surely? I
think she would have supported you. I don’t think Petra blames
you?’

Petra? Who knew what
went on in Petra’s mind? Anyway, he always believed Petra liked
Julie. It was hardly her fault that Leonard chose her as his next
playmate, having lost Eve to her pregnancy.

‘You think? Brian, I sat
on her husband’s lap just before he collapsed, and you think she
doesn’t blame me? She’s married to a sexist pig and overlooks that
fact that he smells like the trough he’s got his nose into. Petra
is smart. She might be married to a pig, but she knows he brings
home the bacon, and anyway she knew how to let him out on a
leash.’

‘What can I say, Julie?’ Brian says, shrugging. Maybe he
thinks Julie really can’t escape the past. ‘You were dancing with him?’

‘Yeah, I know. I was having fun, and he likes dancing. I
might be a feminist, but I’m not about to cut his balls off. I’m
not that kind of girl.’

Brian is silent.

‘No, Brian. He collapsed
in my arms. She won’t forgive that.’

‘But, Petra is a
woman.’

Julie laughs, and Brian now feels
uncertain.

‘Everyone thinks that
because she’s a woman, she’ll be fair and give us girls a break,
but she’s like Margaret Thatcher: a woman pretending to be a man,
in a man’s world, pretending to be a woman.’

‘I’m lost.’

‘And yet, Brian, you get promoted?
You’re a man. Of course you’re lost. When a man pushes, he’s brave;
smart. When a woman pushes, she’s a scheming bitch.’

‘Julie…’

‘If you’ve found it hard, Brian, imagine for a moment what
it must be like for me, and any woman in this fucking profession.
It’s full of women-hating morons, afraid we are all going to
upstage them. Meet me later and I’ll tell you about that
entertainment project I worked on and then you’ll know, as the song
goes, ‘what it feels like, for a girl.’’

 


 


NERO, THE HERO

 


Hank Nero is
greeted with all the ceremony the office can muster. Without having
them all line up by their desks for a salute, Petra does at least
put them on notice of his imminent arrival and ensures the office
is given a spring clean. Brian tries telling Petra not to bother.
Hank’s office, he says, is no squeaky-clean laboratory, or hygienic
assembly plant. Instead it’s a rough-and-tumble working design
studio and to him, and that was what made being there so enjoyable.
Petra shrugs that off, determined as she is, to put on a good show.
Pippa and Lucy, drafted in to help, pull up their sleeves, pull on
the ‘marigolds’, and get down to work. Boxes of paper, samples, and
out of date magazines are recycled, or thrown. For once, Eric is
forced to throw away old packets of biscuits and cereal boxes that
lie under his desk. When a pair of old underpants is fished out
from underneath his filing cabinet, they are paraded through the
office and Eric has to chase them, angry and red-faced. When the
day arrives, Alistair surprises Petra by wearing a suit and tie,
unnecessarily as it happens. Looking boyishly smart, strangely so,
he looks as if he is about to welcome a tax inspector, or a minor
royal. He still has about him a persistent and undisguised odour of
alcohol and because of it, Petra decides to leave him out of the
meeting altogether. Thus relegated, he sits at his desk at the back
of the office and stares into space.

Hank, we may
remember, is a short man with thinning, grey hair and a permanent
tan. He wears trademark Chinos, white shirt and loafers, and has
the casual and friendly aspect of a Texan, but as Brian has already
experienced, he remains remote and maintains a kind of exhausted
hauteur. He takes his seat in the conference room where Petra, Ray
and Brian have been waiting for him.

Late and
fuming, red-eyed and puffy, Ricky arrives making everyone except
Hank feel uncomfortable. Petra has already explained the gist of
her plans to Hank in a long-distance telephone call, and the
meeting has really been called for them to rubber-stamp her
proposals. Hank never looks at the agenda she carefully produced,
but she does her best to steer them all to her conclusions, anyway.
The issue is simple. While Leonard is ill, they should all carry on
as best they can, with Brian acting for the Stücks. With Hank’s
hauteur rankling somewhat, it becomes obvious that a subtle game of
brinkmanship is being played. Hank is, after all, one of the most
famous architects on the planet and one of the most successful too,
and so can assume, without much effort that he and his team will
take over and control the project, henceforward. Petra, unfazed by
his cool, or his fame, is determined to challenge this head
on.

‘Clacton will enjoy the
fact that we are not just intermediaries, but co-designers,’ she is
saying.

‘Well Petra,’ Hank drawls, and Brian thinks he sounds as if
he’s on drugs - or it’s yet another jet-lagged meeting - ‘It was, I
agree, Leonard’s project, too. But without him, I don’t know. Can
we really go on?’

‘We surely must Hank. He
would want us to,’ she says.

‘But without Leonard,
Petra? It just don’t seem feasible, I mean, I’m sure Mr Small here
could save himself the trouble, and the money?’

‘Well, yeah,’ says Ricky, though he looks embarrassed. Petra
doesn’t like Hank’s tone.

‘I am sure, if Leonard was here and able to listen to this, he would feel quite the
opposite. We are, and have been valuable members of the
team.’

Hank nods
slowly, sagely. ‘Leonard, as you know, is a great friend of mine,
Petra. I think the world of him, ah do. But, if he can’t work with
me on this, then maybe we should just admit that, well he ain’t
here and you should just let us get on with it. You know we have
the resources…’

‘Indeed,’ says Petra, carefully. ‘I do understand how you
must feel. And of course, without Leonard, my husband, I suppose
some might feel it’s too much for us to handle. But it seems to me
that you need us. Yes, after all, we are here, and we know the
system. We know the site, the politics, the regulations, and I feel
sure that Clacton would definitely be disappointed -
very disappointed should Leonard and his team not be involved in
some fashion.’

Hank stares at her across the table. ‘Well,
of course, I…’

‘After all, Leonard is a
much loved figure,’ she tells him, coolly. ‘Rejecting him now, when
he is gravely ill? I mean, how do you suppose that would come
across?’

‘Well, ah….’

‘Just imagine
what the press would say. Hank, an
American, steals the show, and refuses the Brits?’

‘Well, ah think you make
some good points, Petra. Ah wouldn’t want to let the good people
of…. where d’ya say it was again?’ he says, reaching out for Ricky,
who snarls a grunt. ‘We need to fulfil the dreams of the good
people of this Clas…Clav…’

‘Clacton,’ says Brian,
while Ricky glares at him.

‘Yeah, that’s the place.
Clacton. That was it. We visited that little place, didn’t
we?’

‘You did,’ says Petra,
curtly.

‘Thas right,’ Hank drawls.

Ricky looks
nervous, too. ‘I don’t want the bank pulling out, Hank. They’ve got
me by the fuckin’ balls as it is.’

Hank nods.

‘I mean,’ Petra continues,
‘I can’t imagine the organisers of the competition would be too
pleased about dropping Leonard, either.’

Hanks smiles at her: a sign perhaps that he appreciates how well she plays her
poor hand.

Ricky pipes
up, clearing his throat, ‘Okay, so I’ve bought both of you. What
the fuck do I actually get out of it?

‘Your money,’ says Petra,
testily, ‘will be well invested. You have two of the finest
practices ready to deliver on their promises.’

‘I just don’t want this fucked up, right? Not sure I give a
rat’s arse who does the job, as long as ’ank ere is gonna design
it. Right, ’ank?’

Hank smiles and nods.

‘I understand that this is a very difficult situation for
you,’ Petra tells him, ‘but we mustn’t let the team fall apart. And
since we have every confidence in Brian here, one of our most
talented designers to lead the project and assist in any way
necessary, I am confident that is not going to happen.’

Ricky glares at Brian.

‘Fine. Okay. If we must?
‘Ow is Lenny anyhow?' Ricky asks, now subdued.

‘Leonard is doing well,’
Petra says calmly, settling in to the agreement. ‘He is, at least,
stable and comfortable. And he is expected to make a full
recovery.’

Brian blinks
nervously, and stares at her in disbelief. Petra is playing a very
risky game now. By not telling them Leonard is, in fact, in a coma.
With the main issue now more or less resolved, the rest of the
meeting focuses on the logistics of the project, the timetable,
their working methods, the time delay between Los Angeles and
London, and resources needed to complete the next phase of the
project. Brian finds he can make little contribution to it, relying
on Petra and Ray to agree most of the key points. When the meeting
is almost over, Ricky pipes up:

‘Ank will be coming over in March for Cannes, won’t you
Ank?’ he says. ‘It’s a huge marketing event, and Ank here is going
to give a presentation. So, you coming?’

Petra agrees enthusiastically. Any
presentation needed the input and attendance of Stück and Stück,
and it was already clear to her that Brian would need to be there.
He looks confused, and asks,

‘Cannes?’

‘A property trade fair
called ‘Mipim’,’ says Petra quietly. ‘Don’t ask. We’ll discuss it
later.’

When the meeting agenda is finally
exhausted, Hank gets up to find the ‘men’s room’, and Ray follows
him out to make sure he doesn’t get lost. With Hank out of the
room, Ricky glares at Brian again.

‘You’ve ad your
fuckin’ holiday,’ he says darkly. ‘Don’t think I’m payin’ for you
to lark around in LA no more, like you did the last
time.’

‘Ricky, I…’ Brian is
dumbstruck.

‘That’s fine, Ricky,’
Petra says, intervening. She is keen to smooth over whatever
animosity exists between them. ‘We’ll be working out of the office,
here in London.’

Ricky grunts an acknowledgement.

‘But,’ she says, ‘when it
comes to Cannes, I do think Brian should be the one to
go.’

Ricky growls, ‘Brian? No fuckin’ way.’

Petra silences him with a stern look. It’s
all she needed to do, apparently, to keep this particular client in
check. When they rise to leave, Ricky stands and glares at Brian
again,

‘You just don’t fuck this
up, right?’

‘Ricky, I…’

‘You’re here because
Leonard can’t be. Don’t think you could ever replace him. You
can’t.’

‘Sure, of course Ricky,’
says Brian, attempting a smile. Then, feeling as if he needs to say
more, begins with: ‘I mean, this is great opportunity…’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ says Ricky,
snapping. ‘Just don’t piss me off, or I’ll cut your fuckin’ nuts
off…’

Brian blanches. Petra tuts, and rolls her
eyes. When Hank returns, Brian says his goodbye and shakes his
hand. Hank looks at him over the top of his vari-focals.

‘We met before, right?’ he
asks.

Brian sighs, but manages to maintain a
smile. ‘That’s right, Mr Nero.’

‘Oh?’ he says, now with a
grin. ‘Oh yes. You’re the one my daughter told me
about.’

Brian
reddens, mortified now that Hank surely knows about his
embarrassingly aborted evening with Pat Nero. Ricky looks
murderous. Petra looks amused. Hank begins to chuckle.

‘I’ll send her over to
you,’ he says. ‘I think you need someone like her.’

Brian doesn’t know what to say, but if that
isn’t surprise enough, Hank then says warmly, ‘It’s good to have
you on board.’

‘Thank you, Mr
Nero.’

‘And, call me
Hank.’

Ricky
growls. ‘No, you won’t.’

Later, in Petra’s office, Ray says to Brian,
‘He seems alright. I thought you didn’t like him?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Well you must have made a
good impression. Pat was it?’

They chuckle.

‘I wonder if Ricky thought
so, too?’

‘That animal?’ says Petra.
‘Don’t worry about him. He just needs to be fed a bone from time to
time.’

‘I just worry,’ says
Brian, ‘it needs to be one of mine.’

 


 


SOHO SQUARED

 


A mile or so
away, Dave is wondering how Trevor, the client that he and Brian
once wooed and wowed, and for whom they had designed their first
project together, will react when he tells him of his resignation
from Stück and Stück. He expects Trevor to be angry, or
disappointed, or both, certain that he will then go elsewhere for
an architect. What he doesn’t know is that Brian has already phoned
ahead to explain himself and has, in turn, received Trevor’s
blessing. He recognised the need for him to continue at Stücks.
Trevor already knew something of Leonard’s illness anyway, gleaned
through the development world grapevine, and he readily appreciates
how difficult it must be now for Petra, whom he’s met once or
twice, in passing, to remain in business. He knows what she faces,
and what she has to do to survive.

Dave has no such assurances. He expects to lose the job he helped win to some
anonymous firm of architects, who will know nothing about the
project, and not have had anything to do with its original design.
Trevor needs the support of experienced people, a team that will
offer him sufficiently greater security, and the ability to deliver
the project to a tight budget. His backers too, expected this, and
all of them needed to see a proper return on their investment. So
run Dave’s thoughts when he calls Trevor and asks to meet him, a
meeting that will surely be just a formality, and a hand-over
meeting, all done with a friendly handshake. The best he can now
hope for, he thinks, as he contemplates searching for a new job, is
to be retained as a consultant, a role that Brian has already
declined citing conflicting demands. With all this in mind, it
comes as a huge surprise to learn, therefore, that Trevor actually
wants to keep him on as his architect.

‘Me?’ he says, on the
phone.

‘Absolutely,’ he says, laughing. He then paraphrases Oscar
Wilde. “To lose one architect looks like misfortune. To lose two
looks like carelessness.” So, you see, you have to say
yes.’

‘But, Trevor…’ Dave
begins, struggling.

‘Don’t worry,’ Trevor
says, casually, beginning to enjoy the effect he is having on this
young man. ‘We’ll sort it out. We’ll get you some help because
you’ll need it. You did say you wanted to have a practice of your
own?’

‘Well,’ says Dave,
‘yes…but…’

Dave
expected to be in one with Brian, but never thought of himself as a
one-man band. He shared these doubts with his client. Trevor
listens, but then dismisses him by saying,

‘Rubbish. Of course you
can. Come on over and we’ll discuss the details.’

So, on a blustery day in early February,
Dave meets Trevor at his office in Soho Square. The trees in the
square on such a day are bare and spiky, and the sky is menacingly
grey.

‘For a while, I believe you’ll be able to cope by yourself,’
Trevor is saying, as Dave sits facing him. Trevor is sat at a large desk, in front of high
Georgian windows that give a view onto the square and those
trees.

‘But, when we get going,
you’re going to need help.’

‘Yes, of course,’ says Dave. He still can’t believe what is
happening. For a few minutes Trevor discusses the requirements of
the project and they agree on a fee, which he assures Dave is very
reasonable.

‘I don’t screw my
architects,’ he says.

‘No?’ Dave says, quite
lightheaded now.

The project,
to develop their original design and submit a planning application
for a block of twenty-five apartments is the kind of starter
project that most young architects dream about. Brian certainly
had, and when he and Dave had taken Trevor’s brief and worked
through several nights to produce their initial designs, they
believed it to be the seed project that would help them start a
practice of their own. Well, the design might have been Brian’s,
but at least he, Dave, had done much with it and felt able to claim
it as his own. Brian had anyway agreed to hand over his work,
leaving Dave to act as the sole architect for the
project.

‘So, where will you work?’
Trevor asks him.

‘From home?’ says Dave,
tentatively.

‘And where is that?’
Trevor asks. Dave tells him and Trevor looks doubtful.

‘Shouldn’t you to have an office of your own?’ he asks. Dave
hesitates. This is all going very fast, he thinks. It’s true, he
hasn’t thought about how and where he’d do all the necessary work.
He hadn’t thought much beyond walking away empty- handed, in fact.
Trevor has thought about it though, and stands suddenly, shaking
his head.

‘Look, come upstairs,’
he says.

Dave is confused.

‘There’s something I want
to show you,’ he says, gesturing to the door. Dave follows Trevor
up several flights of zigzagging stairs. When they reach the top,
Trevor hesitates before a closed door.

‘A Mrs Rochester, I
presume?’ Dave quips, with a grin.

‘Very funny,’ Trevor says, though without humour. ‘There
is no Mrs Rochester. Or a Mrs Willby, thank you very
much.’

Dave shrugs,
apologetically. Trevor jangles his keys, finds the right one,
unlocks the door, and pushes Dave into a bare room with a low
ceiling and two large windows overlooking the square. The light is
bright, even for February, and for a moment Dave has to shield his
eyes. Trevor has taken him to a room under the roof, the width of
the building and with sloping ceilings. With sanded floorboards and
white walls, Dave can see it has all been recently refurbished.
There is a chair, a desk, and a telephone, and it seems ready for
occupation.

‘Here,’ says Trevor,
simply.

Dave looks at him quizzically.

‘This, my dear boy, is
your new office,’ says Trevor, smiling.

‘Mine? My office?’ Dave
says.

‘Yes. Is it big enough?’
Trevor walks in and props himself on a table. ‘What else do you
need?’ he asks.

‘Trevor, I… I couldn’t
possibly…’ Dave says, stammering.

‘Of course you can,’ says
Trevor simply, folding his arms.

‘Trevor. I… Are you sure?
I don’t know what to say.’

‘Say yes. What else is
there to say?’

Dave scans the room. ‘But, Trevor…?’

‘I’d like you to take it.
You can’t possibly afford an office of your own at the moment,’
says Trevor, explaining. ‘And you can’t work from home. Good God, I
tried that once and nearly went insane.’

‘Trevor,’ says Dave again, with questions forming in his
head. ‘I can’t. For one, you’d be staring over my shoulder all the
time.’

Trevor laughs. ‘Oh really? Is that what you’re worried
about? I hardly think so, my dear boy. I have other, much more
important things to be doing. I’ll be busy enough without needing
to bother with you. When I am in,
I’ll be downstairs in my office.’

Dave scans
the room again, still dazed. It’s certainly a lovely room, with
plenty of light and space enough for two, or even three to work
comfortably. It’s all much more than he ever expected, or
hoped.

‘I have a fairy
Godmother,’ says Dave, clapping his hands together
suddenly.

‘I’d much rather you
referred to me as the client.’

‘Of course, Trevor. Sorry,’ he says, blushing. Looking
around once more, says quietly, ‘So, this could be my
office?’

‘If you want it,’ says
Trevor slowly. Dave is still hesitating.

‘Look, it’s central and
cheap,’ Trevor says. ‘In fact, I’m prepared to let you have it for
nothing, at least for the time being. I’ll be taking it out of your
fee, later.’

‘You will?’

Trevor nods.

‘It’s fabulous,’ Dave
says.

‘You like it?’

‘Very much,’ says Dave and walks to the window. Though the
roof slopes over their heads, it is still high enough to stand up,
and the windows - sashed and gridded to the floor - give a superb
view through the trees of Soho Square. Wow, he thinks. To work in
Soho!

‘Trevor. I don’t know what
to say,’ he says eventually, turning to look at Trevor. ‘There must
be a catch.’

Trevor is impatient for an answer and
brushes the question aside.

‘There isn’t one. Look
Dave, don’t make me regret offering it to you. You’ll still be
working for me. Brian may have gone, but I am still expecting the
best from you.’

‘Then, yes,’ says
Dave.

‘Yes what?’

‘Yes, thank
you.’

‘Thank goodness,’ Trevor
says with a sigh. ‘I had a cousin of mine interested, but I wasn’t
that keen. He’s a photographer, and I didn’t want messy chemicals
and undraped women all over the place.’

They shake hands. Trevor, suddenly a
businessman again, is brisk.

‘You’ll need a couple of
days to get yourself comfortable, then we’ll start work. Let me
know what else you’ll need.’

Dave spreads his arms wide, as if in
gratitude, and then jokes.

‘Drinks cabinet?
Widescreen telly?’

Trevor
chuckles. ‘I doubt those will help you get the job done. I’ll be
downstairs. Come down when you’re ready. Nice view, isn’t
it?’

Dave listens
to Trevor’s footsteps on the stairs all the way down to his office
a few floors below. When there is silence, he pushes at a sash
window and finds it opens easily. Outside is a small balcony with a
low railing, and as he climbs out, he stands for a moment despite
the cold, to admire the view. To a pigeon, eyeing him from his
perch on the handrail, he says cheerfully,

‘This boy done good,
hey?’

The pigeon coos back at him, which Dave
takes to be an enthusiastic endorsement.

 


 


PORK BELLY

 


‘So you took it?’ asks
Carly.

‘What else could I do?’
Brian tells her.

It’s late
now, they are nearing the end of their evening, and it was time to
own up to his promotion. Carly, his friend from University, will
understand. They are well into their third bottle of red wine by
now, and the pork belly, thick and fatty, had been delicious. She
will be in a good mood. Carly, lips stained with wine and bleary
eyed, regards him with a combination of disappointment and
pride.

‘You had to,’ she says. ‘I
would have done.’

‘I suppose I had,’ Brian
repeats, nodding slowly.

‘Still,’ she says, ‘you
shat on Dave.’

Brian looks alarmed.

‘Well, you did,’ she
says.

‘I thought he’d understand,’ he says, lamely.

‘Maybe he should. All the
same, if it were me, I’d be pissed off. You made
promises.’

‘No, I
didn’t….’

‘Yes Brian, you did. Don’t
fuck about. Dave thought he was going to leave with you. We all
did. You did nothing but go on about it. On and on…’

‘But I had to,’ Brian
begins to say. ‘I had to. Petra…’

‘Yeah, yeah, Bri. I mean,
what are friends for, if it’s not to kick them off the ladder on
the way up.’

Brian wants to protest his innocence.

‘Spike wouldn’t,’ she
says, bluntly.

‘Spike’s different, I
suppose,’ Brian says, trying to think of Carly’s boyfriend as a
moral person.

‘Yeah,’ says Carly, ‘he’d
sooner break the ladder than climb it. Honesty in this business
does not pay.’

‘I’m beginning to realise’
says Brian.

‘Only now?’ she says.
‘Spike’s nearly thumped one or two of them.’

Brian
laughs. ‘Me, too. One or two of them.’

‘But, it’s no business plan,’ she says. ‘Spike worked on the
Margrave project, that big regeneration project over in east
London. Hundreds of ‘yuppie’ flats. Got bumped off the project by
his fat old boss, Nat Cohen. He’s a damp bit of wood you couldn’t
start a fire with, but the client wanted new blood and a cheaper
architect. It happens all the time, Bri.’

Brian looks angry on Spike’s behalf.
‘Fuck!’

‘Spike’s not interested in
climbing ladders, greasy poles, or anything like that. He just gets
on with people. He likes people. Anyway, it turns out that the fat
bloke, his boss, was embezzling company money and was found out.
After all the years he put into the project? He nearly thumped him,
there and then.’

They are silent for a while. Brian stares at
the remains of their final bottle of red wine, now in his
glass.

‘I don’t blame Dave for
leaving,’ Carly tells him, quietly. ‘I’m seriously thinking of
fucking off and selling coffee or something, myself. People doing
it are making a killing, apparently. That way, I wouldn’t have to
wipe Annabella’s arse, that’s for sure. And maybe I’d get to go
home at a decent hour, too.’

Brian chuckles and raises his glass to her.
But she is stern, and says,

‘You need to make it up to
Dave. He is your best friend.’

‘Right. How, though?’ he
asks.

‘I dunno. Give him a kiss
or something. Buy him a present. Think about it. You can’t dump on
him like that and expect him still to be there. Men!’

‘We have so much to learn,
hey?’

‘You don’t know the half
of it, Bri.’

 


 


THE NEW BOY

 


‘Quiet?’

Brian looks up from his desk to see Charles
standing nearby. Charles watches Brian clicking his computer mouse
and passively staring into the screen until he stops and pushes
back his chair.

‘Yeah,’ he says, sounding
rather forlorn.

‘Missing Dave?’ Charles
asks.

Brian
shrugs. ‘Yeah, I guess. Of course I am. You, too?’

Charles
nods. Without Dave, the fun has gone out of the office. Not that
fun was in their thoughts, what with Leonard and his
life-threatening illness hanging over them, but with Dave there was
always the potential for fun, and that was now missed. And no one
missed it more than Brian, who is painfully aware that the seat
next to him is empty. During the day, he’d find himself turning to
share a quip, a comment, or a complaint, and then notice the empty
chair, and remember. Over the years, he and Dave had spent so much
time together it was hard to believe he was no longer in his life.
Dave had been part of the essential furniture in his life, the
order in his chaos, for as long as he can remember. They had been
happy even if, in a perverse way, it was dissatisfaction that
brought them together, and kept them together. Without him, there
is a gap, like a blank patch of wall where a picture once hung and
he has to get used to it now, at least until it’s filled again.
Brian’s new world was going to take some getting used
to.

Charles is asking, ‘How is he? Do you know?’

‘I wish I did. He isn’t
talking to me.’

‘Oh? Still upset about
leaving?’

‘Yeah. I guess. And my
promotion.’

‘You had
plans?’

‘We were going to leave,
and set up by ourselves. He’s pretty pissed off at me.’

‘I can
imagine.’

Brian looks up. ‘Not you as well?’

‘He has moved on,’
says Charles, simply. ‘And so have you.’

Brian nodded. ‘I thought I did the right
thing,’ he says.

‘I’m sure you did. It’s
tough to make that kind of decision. Something, or somebody has to
give, so don’t be hard on yourself. You’ll make it up to him?’
Charles says.

‘I guess so. If he lets
me.’

*

While Brian
stares into his computer screen once more, across town, Dave is in
his Soho Square office greeting his new assistant.

‘It’s rather intimate,’
Dave says to him, looking him over.

‘Its fine,’ Rupert tells
him, simply, dropping his bag to the floor.

‘I mean, we are going to
get to know each other well I think.’ says Dave.

‘I guess so,’ Rupert
confirms.

Dave interviewed a
few young students of architecture for the role of assistant.
Friends urged him to avoid the pretty ones, knowing how much he’d
be tempted to flirt, and Dave generally consented. He settled on a
young, not-yet-qualified architectural assistant called Rupert
Royale, a tall, gangly young man in his mid-twenties, with a long
face and light beard. He came recommended by several friends and,
after an initial chat in a nearby (determinedly straight) pub, and
then a more formal interview in the office where Rupert showed work
from his University course, Dave accepted him. Now, he is welcoming
him into his new office.

‘I mean, there are going
to be long days and we may have to work through an evening or
two.’

‘S’alright. Did it at Uni all the time. Goes with the
territory, doesn’t it,’ says Rupert.

Dave wonders
if Rupert’s flipper isn’t the fastest in the pinball machine, but
he’s friendly and, importantly, within just a few hours, seems keen
to make a proper start.

Rupert scans his desk and asks, ‘Will there be a computer?’

Dave has ordered a couple of laptops with
Eric’s help.

‘They’re coming. You can help me set it all up, if you
like?’ Dave hopes this’ll motivate for him. Rupert nods without
smiling.

‘Fine,’ he
says.

Dave watches him un-pack a few things, a few
books on architecture, technical manuals and guides, a few pens,
and a notebook. Dave notes that he is tidy as he begins to arrange
everything neatly on the desk.

‘So, what’s he like,’
Dave’s friend Laurence asks him in the pub a few nights
later.

‘A bit straight, I
suppose.’

‘What, as in…?’ asks
Binky.

‘I expect so,’ says Dave.
‘Probably.’

‘Being a bit anally retentive is a prerequisite for
architects, surely?’ says Binky.

‘And?’ Laurence asks. ‘He
isn’t a member of the family, is he?’

‘No, he isn’t. At least, I don’t think he
is.’

Laurence
raises his eyebrows. ‘Dave. You’re not going to fancy him are you,
and get stuck in another dead-end dream?’

‘No, no. Not again. Been
there, done that.’

Laurence and Binky
sigh with relief.

*

Back in Brian’s office, Petra calls him into
a meeting.

‘I want you to meet your
new assistant,’ she says, gesturing to a blond young man sitting in
front of her.

‘My new…?’ says Brian,
surprised. Even before he has time to think, the young man is out
of his chair, standing, with his hand stretched out.

‘I’m Damian Löwe. Hello,’ he says, confidently.

Brian eyes
him up. He has strawberry blond hair, pale skin and blue eyes and
looks, somehow vaguely familiar. Brian noticed Petra talking to him
but had no idea she intended Damian to work with him. Brian can
hear a slightly clipped accent, and wonders whether he’s from
somewhere abroad.

‘Drew found him for me,’
Petra is saying, smiling. ‘I’m sorry Brian, I meant to tell you
but, well, we need to move fast and Damian here is able to start
immediately.’

‘Great,’ says Brian, rather nonplussed. He gives Petra a look to say ‘you could have
warned me.’

‘So, he’ll sit next to
you,’ Petra tells him.

‘Where?’ Brian asks,
startled.

‘In Dave’s old chair, of
course,’ she says.

‘In Dave’s chair?’ says Brian, panicking. Petra anticipated
his reaction.

‘Brian,’ she says, ‘we have to move on, and we have to move
on quickly.’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ says Brian, annoyed at her forced pace
of change. He disguises his discomfort. He doesn’t want to display
any division - not in front of this ‘new boy’.

When Damian
has been introduced to Ray and Frankie, and all shake hands, Pippa
gives him a tour of the office - the toilets, the kitchen, the
health and safety manual, and so on. Petra, asking Brian to remain,
speaks to him gently.

‘We’re none of us going to
find a new Dave,’ she says.

‘No. I know
that.’

‘So get used to it,’ she
says firmly. ‘Damian will be useful, I think. He may prove to be
the best thing we ever did.’

‘Why do you say
that?’

‘I don’t know. There is
something about him that makes me think he’s going to make a big
difference.’

 


 


WATCH THAT MAN

 


Damian pushes his way through the crowd.

‘Hello everyone,’ he says, rather formally, as he stands
over the pub table. Everyone nods and mumbles a muted greeting.
Lucy stands to acknowledge him, not really approving of her
friend’s rudeness. No one else seems that keen to welcome
him.

‘May I join you?’ he asks,
loudly.

‘Of course. Why not?’ says
Lucy, though everyone else at the table can think of a reason.
Eric, who is now convinced Damian is either a Nazi, or at least was
personally responsible for England’s defeat in the Euro
Championship, gives him, and her, a dirty look. He wants to stand
and salute. Frankie, breaking the silence, speaks up.

‘It’s traditional you
know, for the new guy to buy a round of drinks for his
colleagues.’

‘It is? Well, in my experience,’ he says firmly, though with
a thin smile, ‘the new boy is usually welcomed with a
drink. You want to make me feel welcome, yes?’

‘Of course we do,’ says
Lucy, frowning at her colleagues. Brian, feeling the need to heed
Petra’s words, rises to fetch him a drink from the bar, while
Damian takes his seat.

‘We were speculating about
you,’ says Frankie, watching him.

‘Of course,’ he says
coolly.

‘Yeah, where are you from,
exactly?’ asks Eric, rather sourly.

‘From London,’ Damian
says. This surprises them all.

‘I thought you were from
Berlin?’ asked Charles.

‘No, no. I only lived there for a few years. I was conceived
and born here. In Bayswater to be precise.’

‘Ooh, posh,’ said
Eric.

‘So, you are English,
then?’ asked Frankie.

‘Yes. I am,’ Damian replies, even though his German accent
is now more noticeable. He explains, ‘I have an English Father, and
a German mother. After I was born, I lived with my mother in
Notting Hill for a few years until, in my early teens, we moved to
Berlin. It is where I was eventually schooled, and where I went to
University.’

‘Jawohl,’ says Eric,
under his breath. Lucy glares at him.

Brian returns with drinks. ‘What have I
missed?’ he asks.

‘Damian here, has just
given us his life story,’ says Eric.

‘Not really,’ says Damian,
sipping at his pint of lager.

‘Not very long, either,’ Eric says, staring into his
pint.

Brian, who already knows much of what they
have just heard says,

‘Berlin. Great
city.’

‘You have been
there?’

‘No, but…’ says Brian.
‘One day.’

‘You should,’ says Damian,
warmly. ‘But, now I am in London. I want to settle here again. I
have family here.’

‘You do?’ asks Lucy.
‘Who?’

Damian
smiles, but doesn’t answer. After he has gone, Frankie
asks,

‘So, who is this guy?’

‘Yeah, where’s he from?’
Eric asks.

‘Not sure,’ says Brian. ‘Petra’s been a bit coy, but I know he’s been living in
Berlin and working on the new Potsdamer Platz scheme, apparently.
Or, so he says.’

‘That accounts for his
rather strange accent,’ says Pippa.

‘It is odd, isn’t it? Not English, maybe a bit German?’ says
Lucy.

‘Not another bloody
Kraut,’ says Eric.

‘He’s someone of Drew’s,’
says Pippa. ‘Petra told me. She asked for his help.’

‘Toyboy?’ Frankie
asks.

‘He doesn’t strike me that
way,’ Pippa says.

‘We should ask Dave,’ said
Eric.

‘Yeah. Dave would know,’ says Frankie.

‘Yeah, well,’ says Brian.
‘Damian’s here because Dave isn’t. I’m not about to call him up and
ask him his opinion.’

‘I dunno,’ Frankie says.
‘There is definitely something about him I’m not sure
about.’

‘Yeah,’ says Eric,
sourly.

‘You hardly know him,’
Lucy suggests.

‘I find him a bit
condescending,’ says Pippa.

‘What do you expect? He’s a fucking German,’ says
Eric, who hasn’t forgiven them for beating England in a lucky
penalty kick in the 2000 European Championship.

‘Eric, that was a long
time ago,’ Pippa reminds him, patting his knee.

‘Yeah, and he’s a bit too focused, too,’ says Frankie. ‘He’s
only been here a week or so, but already he looks as if he’s made
himself at home.’

‘It’s like he already
knows us,’ says Lucy.

‘Call me mad, but it’s like he owns us or
something.’

No one ventures to call Pippa mad.

Instead,
Lucy says, ‘He stood over me the other day and asked why I was
doing what I was doing, and why was I doing it that particular way.
Bizarre.’

‘You should have told him
to piss off,’ said Eric.

‘I caught him rifling through my drawings too,’ says
Charles, having just arrived in the pub. ‘He seemed to be looking
for something.’

‘Maybe he’s just curious?’
Brian says.

‘Or nosy,’ said
Pippa.

‘Or, just interested,’
Charles ventures.

‘Perhaps we should just
give the guy a break,’ Brian offers.

‘That’s right, you defend
him,’ says Frankie. ‘You’re the guilty one.’

Brain is quiet and they sip their beers.

‘I miss Dave,’ he says. Lucy reaches over to squeeze his hand, while the rest all
nod in agreement.

‘Anyway, this new guy
seems to be in and out of Petra’s office all the time,’ says
Charles.

‘Maybe he feels more at
home in there,’ Pippa suggests.

After a pause Lucy asks, ‘I say, they’re not
related, are they?’

‘That’s a thought,’ Pippa says. ‘And, I think we should try
and find out.’


 PART
TWO


 


KEEPING UP WITH THE GREENGOLDS

 


Why is it Dave
Bonney, a young, smart, funny, and attractive gay man, eligible and
available, is not already happily ensconced in a satisfying
relationship with some significant other? Why hasn’t he met someone
by now, out and about in the streets and bars of Soho? Others have.
He lives in London, and there were surely plenty of willing men
like him, out there, ready to meet, and commit. We know he wrongly
obsessed about another young man, Charles, a former colleague at
Stück and Stück, and for a long time carried a flaming torch for
him. Inconveniently, Charles, being straight and now married, was
hardly likely to make an ideal, loving partner, to a mooning, and
desperate young man. Love was a two-way street, and that was what
Matty, his Aunt, impressed upon him during his stay with her over
the Christmas Holidays. Dave, fervent and hopeful, believed love
was something like ‘a stranger in an open car,’ that would ‘tempt
him in’ and drive him away. Or, love was a sadistic boy with bow
and arrows, firing them indiscriminately, more often than not
hitting in all the wrong places. Love was, he believed, something
that struck you, punched you, pinched you and pierced you, in any
order of its pleasing, not caring to whom, or with whom. Dave
admitted to being unlucky in love; at least, he fully admitted
being unlucky to fall in love with someone like Charles, but he
could hardly help that. Love was something he had to submit to, and
since he believed in something like the divinity of love, he was
therefore a young warrior skewered by its stray arrow; a fallen
soldier on the field. He was someone chosen by ‘love’, to honour
and worship, wherever and however that was possible. His friends,
and his Aunty Matty, were all more realistic, far less circumspect,
and much less charitable. They believed he had been avoiding real
love, and relationships that involved real commitment. What’s the
point of falling for a man who couldn’t, or wouldn’t ever properly
respond? Dave denied this, but he had to admit he was condemning
himself to a life of longing and imagined bliss, inhabiting an
unreal life like those empty magazine ‘still lives’: perfect homes
in full colour, the images of interiors of which he once cut and
pasted into his scrapbooks? There were advantages. Not for him the
loss of faith, the exhaustion, the froideurs and falling
out, or those wearisome efforts to sustain a relationship, as if
blowing hard to inflate an already punctured balloon. Still,
another call from his Aunt, a badgering reminder that he needed to
get a move on, meant he needed to act, or suffer her even greater
wrath, in future.

‘A proper relationship
will do you the world of good,’ she’d said. ‘You need to settle
down, my boy. Get on with it, or I’ll thump you till
Tuesday.’

He groaned,
renewed his promise to try, and then went out shopping to cheer
himself up. But, it sets him wondering; where is he to find this
new relationship, and what kind could he expect to have? In the
street, he has seen gay men holding hands. Well, in Soho anyway,
and they all seem to be happy. Such happy, coupling men was proof,
obviously, that it’s entirely possible to be happy in a
relationship and that all he needs to do is try. His friends,
Laurence, Binky and Ralph, have been in and out of them for years,
though this suggests that few of their ‘relationships’ were ideal
enough to last very long. Is Dave looking for some kind of lasting
commitment and, if so, what will it take for him to commit to
someone? And, to meet someone, does he have to trawl the pubs and
clubs again, as his friends suggest, or try advertize himself on
the Internet?

Questions
like these are much on his mind as he hops from shop to shop,
through Covent Garden and Soho, from new, skimpy underwear
boutiques in Old Compton Street, to tailored shirts and bum hugging
jeans in shops in Dean and Frith Streets. When he finds himself in
Oxford Street, and close to John Lewis’, it occurs to him to buy
some new kitchen implement as a gift for his landlady, Gudrun. She
always appreciates something new, and he is feeling generous.
Throughout the store are ‘nesting’ couples bouncing on beds,
choosing bed linen, scrunching up cushions together, and arguing
over bedroom wall papers and bed throws, all amply demonstrating
that loving relationships required exceptional levels of physical
comfort to survive. It is in the bedding department that he runs
into Hughie and Greg who, he can see, have been arguing about the
choice of a new duvet cover. They look up in time to smile and
wave.

‘It’s Dave, look,’ says Hughie, his face lighting up. After
hugging, there is a lot of air kissing, as they perform an
elaborate and highly metropolitan greeting ritual:

‘Look at you!’

‘And you?’

‘How have you
been?’

‘Just fine.’

‘We’re great.’

‘You look
great.’

‘It’s been an age, hasn’t
it?’

‘Too long.’

‘Can’t think
when.’

‘Can’t think at
all.’

‘So, what are you up
to?’

‘Not much.’

‘Oh, loads.’

‘So…?’

Dave first
met Hughie Greengold under a GayLib banner on a London march. That
was years ago, and though they’ve been friends since, their
friendship has only ever been intermittent, especially after Hughie
met and then settled with Greg. Hughie is a lawyer in some vast
city firm, and Greg is a window dresser for Harvey Nichols. They
make an attractive couple. Hughie: tall, stocky, dark haired, with
a clear, open face and penetrating dark eyes, always standing
slightly forward, ready to engage. Behind him, Greg, equally tall,
has uniform, well-proportioned good looks, and fair, thinning hair.
With his figure and his good looks, Greg is, in many ways, a poster
boy for the gay world. He looks healthy and confident, happy, and,
let us admit, very gay. He has a lithe, boyish body, a well-kept
figure, which attractively fills t-shirts and tight jeans too,
though his rounded buttocks always look to Dave like water filled
balloons. There is nothing outwardly gay about Hughie, or not in
the same way. He appears much more straightforward in comparison
and, dare one say it, straight? Hughie is the more massive too,
with a big frame that he dresses in unremarkable denims and plain
shirts. Here are two men, Dave thinks that have made a life
together. He wonders, can they offer an example of a loving,
meaningful relationship?

‘We’re out shopping?’ Greg
says.

‘Yes, can you imagine?’
says Hughie, fixing Dave with a stare. ‘Shopping with the loved
one?’

‘Don’t you have everything
already?’ Dave asks, knowing that Hughie and Greg have been
successful in their respective careers and are comparatively
wealthy, too.

‘Oh no,’ says Greg, airily, ‘We always find there’s something more we
must have.’

‘You are restless,’ Hughie
says to Greg. Then, to Dave, ‘He always needs to buy something new.
And, there are always room for improvements.’

‘Isn’t life perfect,
already?’ Dave offers, with an innocent smile.

‘Almost. But Hughie always
wants me to change things,’ says Greg, nudging Hughie
playfully.

Hughie asks
Dave about his job, and Dave tells them he’s now working
alone.

‘Crikey,’ says Hughie.
‘You’re brave. You sure you can cope? It must be
difficult.’

‘It’s okay,’ says
Dave.

‘Look, come over sometime. Let’s hear all about it. Call me
to arrange.’

‘Yes,’ says Greg, in his high pitched voice. ‘And, you must
come over and see our new widescreen television. It’s
fabulous.’

‘Sure,’ says Dave. ‘I’d love to.’

‘Darling,’ says Hughie, admonishing Greg, ‘Dave isn’t
interested in those
sorts of things.’

‘Oh?’ says Greg, looking
genuinely confused. ‘I thought everyone was.’

A few days later, phone calls are made and a
date is set.

Dave has
known Hughie from schooldays, but they have never actually been
close friends. Years later, when they met again, accidently, under
that banner, they had the opportunity to get to know each other
better. Hughie always maintained that he’d never intended joining
the liberation march as such. He just got caught up in it as he
attempted to cross the street. But once on it, he found himself
protesting against Clause 28 and spent the day chatting with Dave.
At a party later, there were drinks, snogs, more drinks, a few more
snogs, and Hughie’s invitation to go home with him, but the night
resulted only in unsatisfactory fumbling, after which they sat back
and talked the rest of the night away. They met occasionally after
that, when Dave had to listen to Hughie’s career highs and lows,
and when Hughie offered Dave advice too until, one day, Hughie met
Greg and then they rarely ever saw each other. Whenever they did
meet, it was always brief, always pleasant, and not unlike their
meeting in John Lewis’. Still, Dave is on a mission and he is now
curious about relationships. He is prepared to accept help too,
from any quarter, because he feels he has to orient his mind to the
possibility of a meaningful, successful and happy relationship at
last.

Hughie and
Greg live in a beautifully restored, two-level apartment in Hackney
they saved from dereliction back in the 1980’s. Re-plastered,
re-plumbed, re-kitchened, sanded, carpeted, and freshly decorated
over the intervening years, their home is now a crisp, clean, and
smart expression of their love of space and comfort which, had it
been photographed for a magazine like Homes and Gardens, would be
appreciated as a ‘picture book’ example of a desirable, happy home,
for a desirable, happy couple.

Dave is
shown into the lounge. It’s a calm room with bare white walls, soft
beige carpeting, and a few items of expensive looking furniture,
namely two modern chrome and leather chairs that Dave thinks
wouldn’t look out of place in the lobby of a City bank. There is
also an angular leather sofa reminding Dave of one he’d once sat on
in a high-class private clinic when his mum desperately needed to
see a top gynaecologist.

‘Beautiful,’ he says, as he remembers her, and then crosses
his legs.

‘Greg will be pleased,’
says Hughie. ‘We love minimalism, as you can see. We prefer to
spend a lot of money on a few items, rather than have a house full
of tat.’

‘Well, that’s certainly
the effect,’ says Dave, as Greg appears with glasses of wine. He
places them carefully on the polished glass coffee table where,
between them, Dave can see a copy of The World of Interiors. Greg
notices.

‘I love interior decoration,’ he says, gleefully. ‘These
chairs are German, by a famous modern architect. You must like
them.’

‘They are… smart,’ says
Dave, who has recognised them.

‘Dave loves interior design, too,’ announces Hughie,
remembering. ‘Don’t you, Dave?’

Dave nods, and Greg suddenly seems happier
now, knowing he has like-minded company visiting. It’s his cue to
talk more about the house.

‘We bought when they were
cheap round here.’ says Greg. ‘Now its worth, well, I don’t
know…’

‘Half a million,’ Hughie
says quickly. ‘More, probably.’

‘Crikey,’ says Dave.
‘You’ve done well.’

‘Amazing, isn’t it?’ says Hughie. ‘It’s all locked up in
bricks and mortar, though.’

‘You should sell then,’
says Dave, sipping his white wine.

‘Why? Where would we go?’
asks Hughie. ‘We love it here.’

‘We’re happy here. Aren’t we, darling?’ Greg
says.

‘Yes,’ says
Hughie.

‘Though, we always need
more space,’ Greg tells them. Hughie nods in agreement.

‘Where is the widescreen
television, anyway?’ Dave asks, looking around. There’s no sign of
one.

Greg lights up. ‘We have a special cinema
room. I must show you.’

‘Cool!’ says Dave, not
wanting to move.

 


 


FOR RICHER, NEVER POORER

 


Hughie is massive and calm, and balances his bulk on the
curving polished steel and crisp leather cushions of one of their
smart, new, German designed chairs. There’s always too much of Hughie to fit any piece of
furniture. Next to him though, Greg offers a contrast: slim and
elegant, with a leg folded under his water-filled bottom. They hold
hands lightly, across the divide. Hughie and Greg look happier than
they have ever done, now that they have ‘tied the knot’ in a civil
partnership ceremony. Dave decides they do look the picture of
clean living, prosperously achieving, happily ‘married’ gay men.
So, why does Dave now feel the need to challenge it? Reminding Greg
about where he and Hughie met, Dave continues,

‘We’re not all as
liberated as we should be.’

‘But we’ve won, haven’t we?’ Hughie says, as if he’d played
a major part in the fight.

‘We are still on the
margins, Hughie. We are still on the edge,’ says Dave.

Greg looks confused. ‘The edge of what?’ he asks.

‘Society, of course. The
law. It wasn’t that long ago we were classed as degenerates, or
criminals you know. Now look at us? Look at you, civilly
partnering, happily nesting, protected by a legal system that only
recently would have prosecuted you.’

‘Oh, you and gay Lib,’
says Greg, waving his thin wristed hand in the air.

‘It’s all changed now,
Dave. The protests are over. We are just like them,’ says Hughie,
waving his own, thicker wristed, hand to the window.

‘Yes. You are fitting in
nicely,’ said Dave.

‘We’re like the Joneses next door,’ says Greg, believing this to be the real
achievement.

‘Changes to the law do
mean we are equal. We can have what everybody else has, now,’ says
Hughie.

‘Widescreen tellys and
German designed chairs?’

‘Freedom to live as we
want, Dave,’ says Hughie.

‘As you think your
neighbours do, you mean,’ Dave suggests.

‘I’m happy being married
and having a beautiful home. And Greg is too, aren’t
you?’

‘Oh yes. Absolutely,’ says
Greg, but his face clouds suddenly, ‘Though I must say, I would
like to do the kitchen again.’

‘The kitchen?’ Hughie
says, looking at him sternly. ‘We did the kitchen last
year.’

‘I know, but darling
it’s still not quite right. And anyway, Will and Andy have a new
granite top. It’s to die for. I think we should have one,
too.’

‘Okay. Okay,’ says Hughie, smiling. ‘We’ll have a look at
it.’ Hughie leans forward. He flicks away a piece of fluff from the
glass coffee table Dave is convinced was never there to begin
with.

‘Bless,’ Hughie says. ‘He always wants improvements to the
house. It’s perfect, isn’t it?’

‘Are you ever gong to buy,
Dave?’ asks Greg. Simple question, but Greg is innocently
articulating the national obsession with owning property. ‘We did
it. And, well, look at us.’

‘I guess so. One day,’ he
tells them. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Are you still living in
that house share?’ Greg asks, airily.

‘With Gudrun?
Yes.’

‘Gudrun?’ Hughie’s eyes
light up.

‘She’s German. A lesbian,’
says Dave, simply.

‘Oh,’ said Hughie, with a look of disdain. ‘How do you find…
living with a lesbian?’

‘Fine. Great. She cooks,’ says Dave, in her defense. ‘She’s
a great cook.’

Hughie and Greg exchange glances.

‘But, don’t you want to
find a place of your own?’ Greg asks him. ‘Settle down?’

‘I am settled.’

‘But you rent.’

‘I know. But…’

‘Oh, not sure I could do
that. Not again,’ says Greg.

‘No,’ says Hughie, ‘I like
having a clean bathroom, and my own front door.’

‘I have a front door,’
says Dave. ‘And a clean bathroom.’

‘I mean one you own,’ says
Greg.

‘Gudrun owns
it.’

‘Not one of your
own?’

‘You mean the one the bank
owns?’ asks Dave.

‘Yes. We have a mortgage.
We’re buying it.’

‘So the bank owns your
front door.’

‘We’ve only a few years
left, though. Then, we’ll have it all.’

‘The door?’

‘No, silly. The
house.’

‘Ah.’

Greg and
Hughie are almost an institution. They have been together for
years. Governments come and go, wars begin and end, regimes
sometimes are toppled in the meantime, but through it all there is
Hughie and Greg. They are fixed points in a shifting universe, as
permanent as the NHS, the railway, or rises in taxation. But
there’s has been a hard won relationship, as Hughie is usually
ready to explain. When Hughie used to talk of it, Dave remembers
hearing him use mechanical metaphors: a loving relationship is all
about ‘crash-testing’, occasional breakdowns, re-sprays, repair
jobs and changes of spark plugs and oil. To Greg, it was all home
improvements: relationships needing underpinning, propping,
re-plumbing, and ripping out old wiring, polishing, sanding old
floors, or carpeting new.

Their flat
is a sanded and rag-rolled reminder of the battles fought and won
for their relationship, so that it now gives tangible expression to
what is felt to be their real achievement: just remaining together.
The success of their relationship, just like their home, is never
very far from their lips, either.

‘I’m not sure I’d feel
complete without Hughie. I mean, I think I need to be in a
relationship to really know myself,’ says Greg.

‘That’s good,’ says Hughie
They squeeze hands across the space again.

‘You must be two halves of
something whole,’ suggests Dave, alone on the other side of the
glass table.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ says
Hughie, beaming. ‘That’s how it feels.’

‘Hughie completes me, I
suppose. And I complete Hughie.’

Hughie beams.

‘That sounds…nice, I suppose’ says Dave, though he doesn’t
like the faint trace of smugness he detects in their
attitude.

Greg stares at him, and then asks, ‘But, you
must feel…?’

‘Now, Greg. Don’t,’ says Hughie quickly, knowing what Greg
intends to say. ‘Dave will meet the right guy. One day.’

‘Incomplete, you mean?’ asks Dave.

Greg nods
and smiles sweetly, saying, ‘Well, I always did?’

‘Even when you were
single?’

‘It never felt right. I was never a whole person. I suppose
I never knew myself. Did I, Hughie?’

‘You tell it, Greg. You
can speak about it.’

‘You mean Hughie made you…?’ Dave asks.

‘…the person I am? Yes. I
suppose so. I suppose he did.’

‘That’s impressive, Hughie,’ says Dave, turning to his old
friend, and with sarcasm fighting it’s way up and into his mouth.
Hughie shifts a little precariously in his chair, but thanks
him.

‘So he shaped you, moulded
you,’ says Dave, pressing on. ‘Like Plasticine?’

‘Well, not quite…’ says
Greg, who also shifts in his chair. ‘I’m not quite
sure…’

Dave changes
tack. ‘It must have been awful for you, not knowing yourself
properly?’

‘Well, it wasn’t that I
didn’t, but….’

‘But he helped you. Remade
you. Turned you into who you are now.’

‘A little, yeah. I guess
that’s right. Hughie?’

Greg, blinking and smiling, is a little troubled by Dave’s questions, but Hughie is
ready to take control.

‘No, Greg. You were a
proper person. It’s just that you were confused.’

‘I was?’

‘Yes. You just didn’t know who you were, that’s all. Or
where you were going?’

‘I didn’t?’

‘Well, not really.
No.’

‘And, you needed to be
led,’ ventures Dave.

‘Perhaps,’ says Greg, no longer feeling as if he’s on solid
ground. ‘I needed you, didn’t I?’ he says.

‘Yes. Definitely,’ says
Hughie, and then turns to Dave. ‘It was hard work at first. Greg’s
feelings were locked away, and it took some time for me to get at
them.’

‘Where were they?’ asks
Dave.

‘Hidden inside, of
course.’

‘Ah.’

‘Yes,’ says Greg, blinking, smiling. ‘They were there,
somewhere deep inside, I think.’

‘Greg had a difficult
family,’ Hughie offers. ‘I know he won’t mind me telling you this,
but it was a very dysfunctional childhood. No one talked to each
other, no one related. No one even touched. There were never any
arguments. Greg was ignored. He never really got to know who he
was.’

‘And now, he does,’ says Dave, watching Greg. His face is
still troubled as Hughie dissects his past.

‘His father was absent,
and his mother used to hit him. You know, she used to make him
clean and then, when he was bad, lock him in a
cupboard.’

‘No!’

‘You were bad?’ asks Dave,
smiling now.

Greg nods,
looking confused, again. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I suppose I must have
been. Hughie…?’

‘Once,’ says Hughie, ‘she
caught him with a boy, with his pants down.’

‘Really?’ says Dave,
leaning forward.

‘Hughie? Please! Not
that,’ protests Greg.

‘It’s important to be open
about these things, Greg,’ says Hughie firmly.

Dave’s eyes
light up. ‘And?’

‘She was shocked, of
course.’

‘What were
you doing, Greg?’ Dave asks,
eagerly. ‘Do tell.’

Greg doesn’t answer, so Hughie steps in:
‘Well, she threatened to tell his
father,’ he said. ‘I mean, for heaven’s sake, he was only
ten.’

‘Nine,’ says Greg, quietly.

‘You said ten. Well,
anyway,’ says Hughie, pressing on, ‘you can imagine what that did
to him.’

‘I’m trying…,’ says Dave.

‘She obviously had
castration objectives if you ask me. I think she actually
threatened him with his own masculinity. Through his
father.’

‘She did?’

‘She turned him upon
himself, so to speak.’

‘What happened, then?’
asks Dave, excited now. Greg’s mouth opens to protest. Hughie
continues.

‘Greg obviously retreated further inside himself. Fantasised
about beatings from his father whilst being fearful of his mother.
There were the beginnings of a masochistic tendency. It was all
there.’

‘Goodness,’ says Dave.
Then, smiling at Greg, he says, ‘Are you better now?’

‘I guess. Yes,’ says Greg,
quietly.

‘You were damaged goods,’ says Hughie, firmly. ‘Weren’t you,
honey?’

Greg now stares at him. ‘Well, I…’

‘No, you were.’ Hughie says decisively, turning again to
Dave, ‘I knew when I met him, there would need to be a lot of work
done. But I had to make a decision. It had to be worth the
effort.’

‘You did?’ asks
Dave.

‘Hard work usually pays
off. It’s about investment, Dave.’

‘So I can see,’ says Dave,
doubtfully.

‘He was in trouble. I
could see the pain he was in, and I had to get to it.’

‘So it wasn’t just Greg’s
good looks that attracted you, then?’ Dave asks.

‘Oh no,’ says Hughie.
‘It’s like this place. Needed rebuilding. And now, look at it.’
They all look around the room. ‘It’s beautiful. And that comes from
hard work. I could see Greg needed help and that it would take a
lot of hard work, but he is thankful that I did it. Aren’t you
Greg?’

Greg nods blankly and
turns away.

‘You see, Greg was in
pieces,’ Hughie continues, leaning forward. ‘And I had to help him
put him back together again.’

‘Yes, you did,’ says Greg,
‘But…’

‘No buts,’ says Hughie
firmly. ‘You were a mess. I had to work very hard. You know Dave,
it was as if I had to reach up inside him with my hand and get at
the good stuff locked away in there.’

Hughie forms an impressive fist, and now
makes a piston motion with it. Dave wants to laugh suddenly. Greg
looks uncomfortable and crosses his legs.

‘Once you get your hand in
there, you get it dirty. It’s dirty and messy, Dave, but its worth
getting in there. The shit, you know, is where the good stuff
is.’

‘Really?’ says Dave,
blinking, hardly believing his ears.

Hughie
continues, oblivious. ‘Yes. The best of him was in his shit.
Amazing, isn’t it? It’s all hard work, but I have to say that Greg
is a better person for it. I got there in the end, didn’t I,
darling?’

Greg remains
silent and looks forlorn.

‘Dealing with the shit,’
says Dave quietly. ‘Taking control.’

‘Controlling it, yes.
Exactly. People say I am controlling, but I don’t see any other
way. Controlling is better than letting it control you. Now, I have
control over his shit, and he is free of his past. We are free to
be together.’

Hughie looks triumphant. He sits back
against the leather and chrome chair, bouncing on it slightly as if
on a coiled spring. Greg is staring at him with a rather troubled
face. Hughie breaks the moment’s silence.

‘That’s relationships,
Dave.’

‘Wow,’ says Dave. ‘I knew
there was something essential missing from my life.’

‘You’ll get there,’ says
Hughie quietly, his hands folded across his chest.

‘So Greg,’ asks Dave,
turning to him, ‘how do your insides feel now?’

‘I’m not sure I can
actually feel my insides,’ says Greg, with a slightly dazed smile.
‘Outside though, I feel just fine.’

‘I guess you must have
Hughie to thank for that,’ says Dave.

‘Exactly,’ says Hughie,
squeezing Greg’s hand once more. ‘Honey, isn’t it time you got us
all another drink.’

‘Oh, okay. Then, can we
watch something on our new widescreen television?’

 


 


THAT’S ENTERTAINMENT

 


When his
colleagues have drifted home one evening, Brian waits in the pub
for Julie. He suggested that she join them for a drink, and now
expects her to tell him about her experience working at Stücks. He
is also curious to know whether Julie’s experience, as a woman, is
much different from Kate’s in journalism, something he’d heard much
about when they were together. The truth is, Brian is beginning to
enjoy his new feeling of responsibility. He’s an Associate now, a
member of the practice management, and he wants to reach out to
Julie, knowing how others had once reached out to him. His
colleagues have already begun to suspect his promotion has gone to
his head, or worse and that it makes him just a little bit smug.
Julie believes he’s one of the good guys, better than many, anyway.
When she arrives, she offers to buy him a drink, and is then ready
to tell him about her experience working on a new entertainment
centre, a commission Leonard won from a new client; a thrusting,
young businessman called Lester Loesser.

‘You have no idea what I have to go through,’ Julie said.
Actually, he thinks he does have some idea. The rise in Brian’s own
fortunes hadn’t come that easily, or straightforwardly, and he
remembers his own humiliation because of Leonard and his clients.
But this is her story, and she now tells him about Lester Loesser’s
brainchild to develop a new, fun, entertainment centre on top of an
old mine in Lancashire.

Working with other collaborating architects, who each had
failed to bring the kind of invention or inspiration to the project
believed necessary to bring in the punters, Leonard was brought on
board to zap it up a bit, and
give it the fun it needed. He then invited Julie to work with him,
not least for her to bring new ideas to him, and he latched on to
them enthusiastically. The new park, clunkily called the ‘Loesser
Entertainment SenSation’, or LESS, was controversial because it was
supposed to be built in the middle of lush parkland grown over the
top of old spoil heaps, and now home to important wildlife. It was
also a valuable amenity space for local residents. It was a brave
project, and the ambition drew few objections from local
politicians who saw only the possibility of renewal, new jobs and,
just as importantly, votes. Leonard threw himself into the project,
but encouraged Julie to think up wild, breathtaking suggestions for
it - ideas that he then scribbled over, distilled, signed, and took
to the client himself.

What Julie didn’t
reckon on was how her presence on the project would antagonise an
old and experienced team used to dealing with old hands like Jacob.
To them, Julie was a newcomer, for whom they hadn’t properly been
prepared. Leonard, busy as usual elsewhere, ignored the problem and
left Julie to weather an approaching storm of concern and
criticism.

So, Julie tells Brian about the presentation of Stücks new
proposals. She sits at a
worktable in the offices of executive architects, Wiggins
Associates, located in the nearby town of Burnley. With her is
Melanie, a young intern, sitting to one side, while Howard, a
recently hired young architect drafted in to help, looks on, fresh
faced and silent from the other. On the other side of the table are
two project managers employed by the client to steer the project in
the client’s behalf. Loesser, it turns out, is an old-school
Lancashire man who has made a heap of money on land deals across
the region. He is almost always on the road, and is rarely ever
seen at meetings.

Julie describes the two project managers. Looking like a father and son act, Frank
Gribble, an experienced project manager and the client’s principal
representative, is in his early sixties has a piggish face, and
round head of short white hair. He also has a rounded belly the
buttons of his shirt can barely restrain. His sidekick is Ted
Briscoe, a younger, handsomer, square-jawed man of forty or so, in
a shiny, sharply cut suit. Julie saw them arrive in a silver,
top-of-the-range BMW with grey leather upholstery, carrying shiny
briefcases containing, she would later see, thin files and large
calculators. They sit, massive and still, with their backs to the
window, blotting out the light. Neither of them smiles and the
atmosphere seems strained from the start.

‘Now,’ says Frank,
heavily. ‘Just what’s going on here, then?’

Julie smiles
at him, and explains the meeting is to discuss the new
design.

‘Oh yes?’ says
Frank.

‘You were?’ asks Ted,
looking surprised.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Julie confirms, and proceeds,
falteringly, to explain the design of the project, she describes
the excavation of the old coal mine, the white-water rafting, and
extreme sports facility, the cinemas, shops, restaurants and
hotels. As she does so, and with some enthusiasm it must be said,
little of what she is saying seems to be getting much of a
reaction, enthusiastic or otherwise from the men across the table.
Frank’s eyes are dark and lifeless, like two squashed olives in a
doughy, wrinkled face. Ted is impervious too and offers no
reaction, his pale blue eyes remaining clear and cold. Only when
she finishes, do they silently turn to each other for a moment, as
if to question what it was they were doing there, and why. They
then turn to Julie. Frank asks, irritated,

‘Sorry, love, but who are
you?’

Julie is surprised. Hadn’t she already introduced herself properly? She tries again.
‘I’m Julie Knowles. I work with Leonard at Stück and Stück. Leonard
has asked…’ but, Frank and Ted turn to each other again, as if
they’re confused by what they’ve just heard.

‘I still don’t
understand,’ Frank says, in his heavy Lancashire accent. ‘Who are
you and what are you doing on this project?’

Now Julie looks confused. ‘I’ve just told
you,’ she says, plainly.

‘Just answer the
question,’ Franks says.

‘I really don’t know what
the problem is,’ Julie says, her brow creased with
concern.

‘No need to get testy,’ Frank says, heavily.

‘I wasn’t…’

Ted now leans forward to speak.

‘I think what Frank is
saying is, we have a good team already. We’ve all been working very
well with Leonard, and it has been very successful, so we’re not
really sure why you’re here, and what you are doing.’

‘Oh, well, that’s easy,’
says Julie, brightly. ‘Leonard has asked me to be
involved.’

Neither of them likes her tone, or what she
has just revealed to them.

‘Involved?’ says Frank,
suspiciously.

‘Yes,’ says Julie, trying
to stay calm. ‘I’m assisting Leonard.’

‘Is that what you call
it?’ Frank says, turning to Ted with raised eyebrows.

‘Where is Leonard,
exactly?’ Ted asks. ‘Is he on his way?’

‘I have no idea,’ Julie
answers, and it’s true, she doesn’t.

‘No idea?’ Frank says,
incredulous. ‘He must be here any moment.’

‘No. I don’t think so.
That’s why I’m here.’

‘Now listen, love,’ says
Frank, shifting in his seat, as if attempting to contain his
irritation. ‘This is Leonard’s project.’

‘Yes, but…’ Julie begins
to say, blinking.

‘So, really, I’m just not
sure why we are having this meeting. I think, quite honestly, we
should wait for Leonard,’ he says, rapping his fingers on the
table.

‘You’d be wasting your
time,’ Julie tells them, ‘because he can’t. He’s busy. Again,
that’s why I am here.’

Frank now looks ready to explode. No one, he
is thinking, tells him they are too busy to attend, and certainly
not from some assistant. They begin to fidget.

‘Look, we don’t know who you are,’ says Ted, trying to
explain, and Julie again, cuts across him, ‘I’m Julie. Leonard’s…’
but Frank cuts her off. ‘This is useless, Ted. We’re not getting
very far, are we?’

‘No, Frank,’ says Ted.

‘How far do you want to
get?’ Julie asks, pointedly, but this only inflames the
situation.

‘There’s no need to be
like that,’ says Frank, his eyes flaring.

‘Like what?’ Julie asks,
feeling her own anger rising.

‘We are expecting
Leonard,’ Ted says, simply.

‘Yes, but as I told you,’
Julie begins, exasperated, ‘he has asked me to be here,
instead.’

‘The client is a very busy
man… Julie is it?’ says Frank, loudly. ‘I don’t know what Leonard
has said, or not said, but I can assure you he’ll not want the
likes of you here. He’ll want Leonard. This is a multi-million
pound development in Lancashire, and he wants the best.’

‘You see, Julie…erm, he’s
paying for Leonard, and he doesn’t want to be fobbed off with an
assistant,’ says Ted, now in a softer voice. ‘No
offence.’

Frank,
however, is upset and struggles to contain himself. ‘I’m not having
some young… well, a young…’ and he splutters to a halt.

Ted continues, ‘Someone thinking it’s all
theirs, now, eh?’

‘Exactly, Ted,’ says
Frank, relieved.

‘I don’t think of it as
mine,’ Julie explains. ‘Look, maybe I should talk to Leonard.’ She
is now beginning to sound upset.

‘Well, yes,’ says Frank at
last. ‘Maybe you should think about that.’

‘I mean,’ Julie says,
angrily, ‘if you can’t talk to a woman…’

‘Oi, there’s no need to be
like that. I mean, this is business, love.’

‘I’m not upset,’ says Julie. ‘And, please don’t call me
‘love’. I am part of Leonard’s team…’

‘Really?’ says Frank,
loudly. ‘But Leonard…’

‘I need to talk to
Leonard,’ Julie now says, exasperated.

‘Look, this is for
grown-ups, love.’

Julie is
furious, and shouts, ‘I am quite grown up enough,
thanks.’

Julie tells Brian how Frank had got under
her skin, and seemed pleased with himself, too.

‘Oh dear, Ted,’ says
Frank, turning to him now. ‘I do think she’s going to lose
it.’

‘They always do,
Frank.’

‘I am perfectly able…’
Julie begins, but she can hear her voice rise, threatening to
break.

‘Calm down, dear. You look
stressed,’ Frank says, with a smirk.

‘Maybe it’s that time?’
suggests Ted, also smirking.

‘Yes, it is,’ Julie barks.
‘It’s time that dinosaurs like you…’

Frank’s eyes flare.

‘I mean, if you’re having
your period or whatever, maybe you ought to be at home. This isn’t
the right time.’

Julie gasps. ‘This is not my period,’ she
shouts, and rises from the table. Howard is crimson faced. Melanie
looks ready to burst into tears.

‘Well, it’s obvious you’re
having a difficult time. It’s not your fault. It’s who you are,’
says Ted, and trying to sound reasonable even if he is
smirking.

Julie says nothing. She can feel tears in
her eyes.

‘I’ve seen this sort of thing before. I’ve seen her sort
before, too,’ Frank says. ‘Look love, I’m not sure you have what it
takes. You’re a nice looking girl –nice blouse, by the way – but
what? You’re just out of school, aren’t you?’

‘No, I am not,’ Julie
shouts, protesting. Her face is red from anger.

‘Come on miss. It’s time
to leave it all to the grown-ups,’ Frank continues, heaving himself
up.

‘The client wants Leonard.
Not the junior,’ says Ted.

‘He doesn’t want all this,’ Frank says,
waving his hand to the drawings.

‘This is the scheme,’
Melanie says, struggling to defend Julie.

‘Really?’ says Frank,
smirking again. ‘Yours, I shouldn’t wonder. I’ll bet Leonard hasn’t
even seen this.’

‘Probably not,’ says Ted.
‘I’m sure he hasn’t.’

‘You were hoping to get
away with it, weren’t you?’ says Frank. Julie now shakes her head,
not trusting her voice to speak anymore. She is also determined not
to cry.

‘We know how it goes,’
Frank continues. ‘The young are always pushing their way up from
below, hoping to get noticed by the client.’

‘Yes,’ says Frank. ‘Seems they want to get their
own way.’

‘And embarrass Leonard?’
says Ted.

‘That’s not true,’ Melanie
manages to say, though she is ready to cry, now. Howard is grinding
his teeth in frustration.

‘Think you can do better
than Leonard, do ya?’ says Frank.

‘New kid on the block,
trying it on?’ says Ted.

‘Right,’ says Frank,
pushing his chair out of the way, petulantly. ‘I’ve seen
enough.’

Ted shuffles a few of his papers together
and throws them into his shiny leather case, snapping it shut
loudly.

‘Leonard’ll sort all this
out,’ Frank says.

‘He will Frank. He will,’
says Ted, agreeing.

‘Mind how you go, you lot.
And try and stay out of trouble,’ says Frank loudly, and they are
gone.

A day later, Julie is moved from the
project, and she confronts Petra, but she can only offer her the
following advice:

‘In this business,’ she says, ‘every project has its own
ecosystem, my dear. Disturb it and it fails. I’m sure it isn’t just
because you’re a woman, though I do know it’s not easy being woman
in this business.’

Julie wipes away a tear. ‘You seem to be
fine,’ she says.

‘I work at it, dear,’
Petra says.

*

Brian sits back with his pint, angry and
disturbed. ‘God Julie, it sounds awful,’ he says.

‘Yeah,’ says Julie, with a smile. She is able to reflect on
the events of that afternoon, at last. ‘Now you know what it feels
like…’

Brian offers her a sympathetic smile.

‘Leonard was all over me after that, apologetic and sad. He
said he’d have it out with them, but he never did. Anyway, by then,
the client had seen my concept sketches and loved them, so Leonard
stuck by them and told the client they were his. What could I do?
Leonard rules. Or did.’

 


 


HIGH COST OF LIVIN’

 


Since the night of the office Christmas Party, Brian has
had to endure painful feelings of guilt, and has suffered many
sleepless nights. However poor Leonard’s lifestyle, his years of
over-eating, his lack of sleep, and even an earlier drug addiction,
nothing could change the fact that Brian had stood on the lunch
table that day and bore down on Leonard with a gun. It was that
gesture everyone remembered, first with horror, and then with
astonishment, as Leonard – in
extremis - slumped to the
floor.

Brian now
stands at the foot of Leonard’s hospital bed, to visit his ‘victim’
for the first time since his collapse, in an act of atonement that
no one believes is really necessary.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Lucy had
said. ‘You don’t need to go. It wasn’t all your
fault.’

‘All? Maybe not, said Brian, ‘but I need to. I feel I have
to, at least for Petra’s sake. I think she would like me
to.’

Lucy doubted
she cared, but that doesn’t stop Brian venturing to the hospital,
where he his is ushered to the end of a ward bay. He passes several
others, all quite corpse-like, with machines registering a
heartbeat as the only proof of their being still alive.

Brian, anticipating such a visit, has done his research. He
has learned that a coma is a state of deep unconsciousness, almost
like a form of hibernation, from which some might recover after
only a few days, others after weeks, or even months. The longest
recorded coma lasted an eye-popping thirty-seven years. Some
patients recovered well even after years in a coma, but the chance
of a full recovery depended on the extent of neurological damage.
After several months, the chance of even a partial recovery drops
to a depressingly low percentage. A full recovery, while not
impossible, was always very unlikely. Since there was no way of
telling the extent of damage Leonard suffered, the doctors could
only play a waiting game. There is very little Brian can do, except
cling to the rail of the bed and stare quietly at Leonard,
whose body is draped in hospital
sheets and blankets, and watch his chest slowly rise and
fall.

‘Who’s this, then,’ says a voice. Brian turns to see a
hospital cleaner polishing the floor, an elderly man with sallow
cheeks and white hair, who stops now to lean on the handle of his
mop. ‘I seen lots a people come through here. Must be famous, I
says.’

‘Yes. I suppose he is,’
says Brian. ‘He’s an architect.’

‘An architect?
Oh, ho. And he’s famous, you
say?’

Brian nods.

‘He’s ain’t that Viking,
is he? He’s the only one I ever heard of.’

Brian shakes
his head. No, not Viking, though Leonard probably always wishes he
was. Well, maybe that isn’t strictly true, and it doesn’t seem
respectful to speak ill of the dying, or even the
comatosed.

‘So, what did this one do wrong, then? All that high livin’,
I suppose.’

‘That was it,’ Brian says.
‘Yes, high living.’

The cleaner starts to push his mop along the
polished linoleum floor again.

High-living
indeed. Leonard had always hoped for a career with greater and
greater highs, and yes, to be more like Viking who was transforming
city skylines with new towers around the globe. Brian remembers how
jealous he had been when Viking’s Singaporean Bank building opened,
realising that he was desperate to have such a glamorous and
spectacular project. As it happens, a client fortuitously appeared
soon after – one, Howard Hurry - all tanned face and slicked back
greasy hair trailing cologne, who told Leonard he had a site in
Slough - that much maligned town with little to recommend it except
dreams, perhaps, of being called something else. Hurry, it turns
out, was in a hurry to be the man to transform the fortunes of this
dreary place with his own new, brave regeneration project that
would, in his imagination at least, feature a tower of
eye-wateringly monstrous proportions. While Hurry believed the town
needed a new heart, the press believed he was the one intent on
driving a skyscraper-sized stake through it.

Brian was
called in to assist Leonard on this, his first project with the
senior design partner and was excited, at first. Later, Brian
remembers, a model of the final proposal was delivered one morning
for them all to inspect.

‘What is it?’ Dave asks.
He is standing at the door of the conference room staring, as Brian
unwraps the plastic.

‘It’s Leonard’s new
tower,’ he says.

Dave snorts with laughter. ‘It looks like
something he’s taken a bath with.’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘I mean it looks like a
loofer.’

‘A…what?’

‘A loofer. It’s something you scrub yourself with, in the
bath. You must have one.’

‘I use a
washcloth.’

‘Oh? Well, let’s not dwell
on your bathroom habits, shall we?’

They study its
gourd-like shape, swelling in the middle and rounding at the top.
It certainly looks more phallic than many other London tower
proposals, though it has a gently indented, honeycombed
surface.

‘He wants it to make an
impression on the skyline,’ says Brian, in a deadpan
voice.

‘A bad one?’ Dave asks.

Brian
shrugs. ‘It says, ‘I’m here’, I suppose,’ he says.

‘Look how big mine is, it
says.’

‘Well, it is big,’ Brian says, nodding
thoughtfully.

As they
study it further, they notice it is somehow warped somewhat and,
strangely, leans to one side.

It’s last of
many designs proposed. Leonard was super conscious that a tall
building, in this case one reduced to a ‘modest’ thirty storeys,
would be visible not just from vantage points across the south, but
also to camera’s and news reporters eager to report on the latest
evidence of a man’s towering ambition. He needed something
different, something eye-catching, and something ‘fun’ of course,
but also something commercial. From his library he pulled books
from the shelves, and skimmed pages to find examples of famous
skyscrapers from around the world, from New York and Chicago
particularly, from Sweden, China, and Malaysia, even from London,
too.

Tall
buildings were sprouting up everywhere, in cities up and down the
country in the first decade of the new Millennium. Ambitious
mayors, local governments, and developers everywhere, goaded by
priapically oriented members of the public, all yearned to achieve
some high-rise expression in their towns and cities. They all
wanted to signal that they were the next go-ahead place to be. The
City of London, while not exactly desperate for regeneration, since
it was forever being demolished and rebuilt, saw the greatest
number of these new erections, and the biggest so far, too, with
Viking’s Skycicle the latest, and tallest.

All manner of shapes had begun to appear, some twisty, some
turning like corkscrews in the sky, some looking like kitchen
utensils, others like mobile phones, albeit clunky and out-of-date
ones. Other business districts craved them, and crowded them into a
few square miles of real estate. No successful, aspiring city could be considered
complete without at least a number of them, and no city desperate
to attract big business corporations, could do so without some new,
tall and iconic structure that, at the same time, acted as beacon
to the city’s futuristic, and capitalistic, ambitions. All of them
blocked the view, and pavements once hot in the sun were soon to be
forever chilled by everlasting shadows.

With Leonard
always striving for greater success, the chance to design a new
tower was to enter a race, not just into the skies, but into the
annals, too: glory and fame were expected to follow. Because of it,
Leonard needed to work hard. He needed something different, yes,
but he needed something innovative too, catchy, clever, beautiful,
provocative. With the client breathing down his neck for an image
to sell to wealthy nations around the globe - China and Singapore
being the most likely to snap up floor space - he needed to find
his own particular ‘scraper’. He needed a ‘Lenny’.

In a design review, well remembered by all who had been there, Leonard had set the
objects down and told his team that somewhere, amongst them, was a
design for a skyscraper. ‘Find it,’ he said, and then swept out.
Petra, amused, looked in from time to time, though she cast a
doubtful eye over the proceedings. The objects were duly sketched
and presented back to Leonard, but he remained unsatisfied. He
needed more. Leonard then raided the shelf of his local grocery
store and arrived back at the office with all manner of phallic
fruits and vegetables, sticks of celery, cucumbers, and bananas all
featuring prominently. For a while, too, Leonard was obsessed with
ice. Crystals, cubes - frozen and melting, chipped and glacial -
were studied and drawn. He made a mess on the floor of the
conference room with an ice pick when he feverishly hacked at a
huge of lump of ice as if searching for some long lost frozen
corpse inside. When he’d finished, he’d shaped a shard sharp enough
to pierce the Titanic, though in the heat of the lights it soon
lost its threatening edges. When someone reminded Leonard that it
looked a bit like Viking’s melting ‘Skycicle’, he quickly lost
interest. Someone then mentioned crystal structures and precious
stones, so books on those were bought, images copied, and sketches
made. The trouble was that they all produced designs for towers
faintly reminiscent of others already built, about to be built, or
proposed n the future. He was acutely aware that he could no longer
design a straightforward, four-sided tower of glass. Heaven’s, no!
Architects knew they and their clients had a public and
professional duty to keep the public titillated. Much more was
expected of them now, to delight and exhilarate. Architects had to
be clever showmen - Barnums of the built world, perhaps. After all,
Nero, in the States, was beginning to design towers that looked
like sex toys, with body parts wrapped in fishnet tights, even if
all sorts of serious reasons were offered for them, some strangely
to do with energy saving. Viking had already designed and built
several towers; cool, technologically precise towers, while a
glamorous Italian architect had begun building office buildings
masquerading as oilrig derricks. Architects needed to offer ever
more bizarre solutions to meet ever-greater expectations, and to
meet the demands of critics and public already over
stimulated.

With Leonard out of the office, and leaving
Ray in charge, Brian and his colleagues sat in the conference room
for an informal review or their own. The site model, a scaled white
cardboard reconstruction of the area, sat in the middle of the
table with a conspicuous hole into which Leonard’s tower, when they
found it, would finally fit. Lucy made tea, and brought in a tray
of mugs for the thirsty workers.

‘Well, how far of you
got?’ she asks.

‘I think we’ve tried everything,’ says Brian, looking
glum.

‘And nothing looks right,’
says Ray.

‘Everything we’ve tried
looks stupid,’ says Dave. ‘Leonard’s been and gone. He’s pissed off
because he needs some concept image to sell to his macho business
mates.’

‘If he wants to be all
macho about it all,’ says Frankie, ‘why doesn’t he just make a
plaster cast of his penis, and put that in there?’

‘Yeah, why try to hide
it?’ says Dave.

‘I’d rather he did,
thanks,’ says Lucy. There was silence as they sipped their
tea.

‘Any biscuits, Luce?’
Brian asks, and she fetches a packet from the kitchen cupboard.
When she comes back, packet in hand, she has a brainwave and places
the biscuits in the model, saying,

‘There! Make it look like
chocolate covered digestives?’

‘Why, that’s it,’ says
Brian, delighted.

‘By Jove, I think you have
it, Lucy,’ mugs Dave.

‘Oh no,’ says Pippa, at
the door. ‘Rich Tea. It’s Slough, for Christ’s sake.’

‘Hmm, much too cheap for
Leonard.’

‘Too plebeian.’

‘Custard Creams, then?’ someone says.

‘That’s worse.’

‘Duchy
originals?’

‘Too Royal.’

‘And too
rustic.’

‘Choco
Liebniz?’

‘Oh, I love those,’ says
Lucy.

‘So do my hips,’ says
Pippa.

‘Smooth chocolate. Yeah,’
says Dave, getting excited. ‘Better.’

Everyone
then throws in ideas, which include sponge fingers from Julie;
marshmallow-filled chocolate ‘Tea Cakes’ from Santiago, a ‘Swiss
Roll’ from Hugh, Kit Kats and a Mars bar from Charles. Dave,
excited now at Charles’ suggestion, says, ‘what about a finger of
fudge?’ but there is a collective groan, and Dave is reduced to
blushing.

Finally,
days later, and having exhausted everything in his cardboard box,
Leonard arrives at his final choice. Ebullient, he stands beaming,
his colleagues gather round to see it on the conference table. The
phallic gourd is covered in a delicate honeycomb and a fine tracery
of swirling lines, like a baroque script in gold, which will
eventually become the glazing bars of a glass skin. In fact, it’s
not unlike some confused Sanskrit or Arabic calligraphy, gone mad.
No one says anything, but Leonard announces,

‘The client has asked me
for a name. It needs an identity!’

‘And? What did you come up
with?’ Petra asked.

‘I’ve decided to call it
‘Wand of Light’.

There is silence.

‘Isn’t that beautiful?’
Leonard asks, expecting none other than wholehearted enthusiasm.
Petra repeats it quietly to herself and then looks rather
concerned. Others stand with their mouths open, and stare at the
model.

‘Yes,’ says Leonard, ‘it really has those qualities, I
think. It’s light; it’s bright; it’s tight. It’s aspirational. It
tells you it’s something special. It’s slightly out of this
world…’

‘Wand of Light,’ someone
repeats.

‘As in ‘Light Sabre’,’ asks Brian, thinking of
Star Wars.

‘No, you idiot. As in
‘lingam’,’ says Leonard.

‘Lingam,’ says Petra,
aghast. She begins to shake her head. ‘Leonard….’

‘It’s perfect,’ said
Leonard, breezily. ‘There’s a big Indian community down there.
They’ll get it. They’ll love it.’

‘I don’t think…’ Petra
begins to say, but Leonard is already taking a call. She shrugs,
and goes back to her office.

Marketing specialists employed were very soon producing brochures, a newsletter
was sent out, and the model was shipped off to the Town Hall where
it was to be exhibited for a while. The next day, however,
headlines announced a story of outraged Hindus and Muslims who had
picketed the exhibition in their hundreds. The source of their
anger? Leonard had unwittingly covered the building in a loose,
looping pattern of lines which, when interpreted by someone who
knew about such things, spelt the name of Allah on one side and
Krishna on the other. Leonard, embarrassed, gave the press a
memorable quote when he told them all to ‘keep their Saris on!’ No
offence was meant, he said. It had all been accidental.

Petra was livid. ‘Are you completely insane?
Why didn’t you check?’ she demanded.

‘How was I to know?’ he
told her, looking worried.

‘You’re the architect! You
designed it! Leonard, what were you thinking? What about those
marketing morons? Didn’t they say anything?’

‘They said they loved
it.’

‘Oh well, of course they
did. You listened to their praise, not stopping for a minute to
think whether it would upset or offend anyone.’

Oh dear,’ said Leonard. ‘I hoped…’

‘Oh Leonard. We’re about
to have a fatwa declared, and you hoped they’d love it?’

‘I know, I know,’ said Leonard, his tail between his legs.
Petra then made one of her rare expletive remarks, and again told
him to stop waving his dick in the air and try keeping his ambition
in his pants. Apologies were issued, interviews given, and Leonard
agreed to meet his complainants. Leonard, being Leonard, turned the
meeting into a charm offensive, rather successfully as it happens,
because by the end of it everyone emerged smiling. He had promised
to redesign the pattern, less as calligraphy, more as random
squiggles, and local community leaders were happy. A greater public
relations disaster had been averted. Leonard, who had already
achieved the aim of being highly visible, had made his tower the
most talked about building, at least in the southeast.

Brian
chuckles as he remembers the experience. In the quiet of the ward,
interrupted only by the bleeps of machines and the quite chatter of
distant nurses, he knows that Leonard was indeed a great man.
Willful and misguided maybe, but brilliant, and he wonders whether
he or anyone will ever be able to fill his shoes.

 


 


THE GRAVITY OF LOVE

 


‘Yes, it was quite a
year,’ says Alistair, setting drinks down on the table.

‘It was,’ says Brian,
thinking that last year wasn’t that long ago. ‘It’s not one I want
to look back on.’

‘And who would have
imagined it ending the way it did?’ Alistair says.

Brian agrees. Sensing that this is the right time for him to apologise once more, and
to another senior member of the office he begins to say, ‘About
Leonard? I am sorry…’ but Alistair raises his hand to stop him. He
has no interest in apologies, and this leaves Brian wondering what
could possibly be on Alistair’s mind.

Appearing every day, Alistair has quietly supported Petra, endorsing her plans, offering
comment and guidance when asked, or suggesting improvements when he
thinks his comments would make a difference. Among their employees,
he has wandered between desks, advising where necessary, never
interfering, encouraging too, with a gentle smile and a patriarchal
presence, to balance Petra’s own more ‘motherly’ stature. Alistair
for once began to feel there was the possibility of a new balance
in the office; a new harmony. But, there is a lack. Alistair, for
all his newfound interest in the practice, knows that with Leonard
gone, a vital element was now missing from it. For all of Leonard’s
rampaging, he was
a designer, a brilliant designer,
too. With him gone, Alistair believes only that the contribution of
a younger, talented generation of designers and architects would be
able to restore the potential of the practice, and offer them all a
viable and lasting future.

But, why not those long-suffering Associates? Wasn’t it their turn? One might think
that, after all the years they had put into the practice, they
would have their opportunity to shine now. On the contrary,
servicing an ego the size of a 747 Jumbo jet demanded acquiescence
to Leonard’s demands. They had been brutalised, too, to such an
extent that most of them were barely able to think for themselves.
They’d never been employed as designers in their own right, but
only to act as assistants – technicians, really – competently able,
perhaps, to deliver the design and vision of the one and only man
in the office that ever mattered. After years of service, they knew
they’d never have the opportunity to shine and, wistfully perhaps,
began to see the future of the practice – a business to which they
had invested so much of their time - in the hands of a newer
generation. With Dave gone, and few others demonstrating any great
desire to lead, it fell to Brian, they believed, to take the
practice forward.

There have been other
assistants, some of them talented, many of them clever, all with
ambition, all seeking to make careers for themselves and, in their
own way, claiming the work for themselves, too. There were those
who mopped up all the small-scale tasks required of many architects
from time to time, and put in the long hours, believing perhaps
that by making themselves indispensable, especially to Petra and
Leonard, they would be especially favoured. They were always seen
hovering near, or going in and out of the Petra’s office, always
commenting, complaining, or cajoling in an effort to position
themselves for a promotion they felt was their due. Alistair has
seen it all, and this evening is keen to give Brian the benefit of
his hard-won observations.

‘Architecture is hard,’ says Alistair. ‘It takes great
effort to do properly. Satisfaction comes, if it comes at all, not
just from making a building, but also from the arduous journey of
doing so. For some, you know, an architectural project is like a
slow thrill ride that you share with a team together. There are the
twists and turns, moments when the view is wonderful, and then
there are those moments when you can’t see where the fuck you are.
There are the places you speed through, and the places where you
come to a juddering halt, perhaps because of a red signal. There
are places where people jump off, and where new people join the
journey. And, then there is that moment of arrival, the moment you
have been working, the completion of the project. Then, what? After
that amazing journey comes the terrible realization that getting to
the end is never as good as you think it was going to be, or hoped
it would be. The finished building is built and handed over to the
client. It’s someone else’s then, the client’s, the banks, or the
manager’s, whomever. It’s anyone’s but yours. So, you wait for the
next one, ready to climb aboard, for another journey.’

‘Did you ever know Clarissa? No? A bright and very dedicated woman. Confused,
perhaps. She was someone that always needed to prove how capable
she was, though I suppose it was as much to herself as to us. She
needed to prove that she could do a job as well, if not better than
anyone else, and stay the course to do so. But then she wanted to
prove to everyone, to Petra, Leonard, and even to me, that we had
made a mistake in overlooking her for promotion. She was bitter
about it, of course, but you see, she was dedicated, not unlike a
nun. She got it into her head that we were all against her, and
that we had overlooked her because she was a woman. The truth,
though, was much simpler. It was because she was so nakedly
manipulative.’

Alistair shrugs, and laughs. ‘Well, despite
the setback, she knew she was
on a journey, the kind journey I have spoken of, and knew she just
couldn’t stop.’

‘You know, there is an old myth, about a king condemned to
push a boulder up a hill. Sisyphus. That’s it. Well, it’s the same
thing, really. She was always pushing. It was her burden, you see,
to struggle with late nights, with a tired head, cramped hands, and
failing eyesight, because she never had a choice. Her home life
must surely have suffered. It helped that her husband was a hard
working architect too, I suppose. Few others would have had the
patience with her. It’s the gravity of love, you see. I’m sure they
met over breakfast, at the weekend perhaps, or over the shopping
trolley. But, here’s the thing. She was fearful of letting go, not
because the boulder would roll back down the hill. Oh no. She was
always fearful that someone else, just out of sight, was waiting to
step in and push it to the top and take all the applause. Imagine?
You have worked for years, only then to falter, or suffer
disappointment, only then for someone else to step in and take the
credit. Ghastly. That was the prison she was in - that we are all
in, I suppose. And that is also Leonard’s legacy to us
all.’

Alistair
pauses to drink. Brian is patient but wants to know. ‘What happened
to her?’ he asks.

‘Clarissa? Well, without promotion, and after all that
effort, she began to fear being left behind. Everyone remembers the
last person in the room to speak. It happens all the time, of
course. Leonard always stole other people’s work. He always stole
mine. He stole yours, too. Not always so openly, and not always
obviously, but he always drew the limelight to himself and made
sure he received the credit for all our work. But, this is not
about Leonard. Not directly, anyway. Clarissa was sulky, angry.
There was shouting, and tears. I sound rather cynical perhaps, but
she tried to get her own way. We have seen it all before, and it
became intolerable in the end. We couldn’t carry on. We had to let
her go. There were threats, too. I don’t know what happened to her,
but she will have found another rock to cling to, and to push at it
for all she’s worth. But why, you might ask? You have done it too,
Brian. Isn’t it just to be able to say, well, I never let go? I
made it to the top? I struggled, and the struggle was worth it?
But, I wonder sometimes. I suppose the answer has to be
yes. We do it all to make a difference. You cling to the work,
because we all want to make a difference. But who, in the end,
gives a damn?’

Brian has
never heard Alistair sound like this. He wants to affirm that, yes,
it’s definitely worth it, but thinks he’d sound lame, especially
after Alistair’s quite bleak analysis. Alistair buys them another
round of drinks and, returning, looks sad.

‘Brian, I’m glad we promoted you,’ he says. ‘And, I want to
tell you something that may surprise you.’

Brian is wide-eyed.

‘Petra looks on you as a
son. You know that, don’t you?’

Brian is astonished and doesn’t trust
himself to speak.

‘Yes, she does. We are all her ‘family’, of course. Even me.
But, with you, she thinks of you as the son she… well, as a
son.’

‘That’s…’ Brian begins,
but is otherwise speechless.

‘Indeed,’ says Alistair. ‘We both want you to know that we
support you. Brian, take Stück and Stück and make it your
own.’

‘Mine?’

‘Yes. Not now, but in the
future. We want you to make it your own. We’ll support
you.’

‘Support me?’ Brian hardly
knows what to say.

‘Yes, Brian. I am going to tell you something that few
others know. It is confidential, so I’d prefer it if you didn’t
spread it around. Petra was never able to have children. She could
never conceive.’

Brian’s eyes are wider still. ‘But…’ he
begins to say, but nothing else comes into his mind.

‘That doesn’t matter now. What matters is that you
understand why she sees the office as her very own family, and why
she sees you as a son. And, my dear boy, it is why you can’t
possibly let her down.’

‘Let her down?’

‘Or me, you
understand.’

Brian takes a deep breath. ‘Yes of course. I
won’t. I couldn’t.’

‘You see, Brian, we need you now. More than ever.’

 


 


WHO’S THAT GIRL?

 


It’s a quiet morning at Stück and Stück.
Petra is in her office with
Alistair. Ray and Brian are in the conference room for a meeting.
Hugh and Charles have their heads down, like many others in the
office. At reception, Pippa is licking stamps for a stack of
envelopes while Lucy finishes a phone enquiry from a photocopier
salesman. When the salesman gives up, and Lucy puts down the phone,
she notices there is a woman standing in reception.

‘Hello,’ she says, in an
improbably high voice. ‘My name is Allegra. Allegra
Speake.’

‘Yes?’

‘Yes. And this is my first
day.’

Pippa and
Lucy glance at each other, and together look up at this tall, very
tall, and painfully thin young woman. Then Pippa whispers something
to Lucy and goes off to speak to Petra, leaving Lucy to smile and
gestures to their visitor to sit in reception. Soon, Pippa returns
and with Lucy, they evaluate their new
visitor-cum-colleague.

At first,
she seems a collection of limbs bound together by belts and cloth –
a fluffy pole balancing a head that seems to wobble slightly as if
not properly connected. She wears a diaphanous dress, a sort of
printed chiffon, with a leopard print tucked and trimmed into a
leather waistcoat. It’s quite out of season and it floats over her
thin, long legs wrapped in leopard printed stockings. To keep
herself warm, however, on what is a cold, early spring day, she
wears an old sheepskin coat. She has a pretty face, with make up
applied to emphasize her small eyes, perhaps, and colour to give
line to her thin lips. Her auburn hair is untidily pushed into a
bundle on top of her head and fixed through with what appear to be
chopsticks, and reveals a thin white neck. When she lifts her hand
to push a stray hair from her face, bangles clatter noisily down
her arms.

Petra apologises to Pippa, later. ‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘I meant to tell you girls. I am
sorry.’

‘What’s going on?’ Pippa
asks her.

‘I’ve hired a new girl to
replace Lucy.’

Pippa is shocked, ‘Lucy? A new girl?’

‘Yes. I know I should have
told you. Lucy is going part time, so I thought we needed to have
an extra pair of hands around the office. You’ll need
help.’

‘What worries me,’ says
Lucy, when Allegra is talking with Petra in her office, ‘is that
there won’t be much for her to do. I mean, I am going to be here a
few days a week.’

‘I know,’ says Pippa. ‘I’m
just not sure I can stand that squeaky voice of hers.’

Eric appears and stands at the desk.

‘Who’s she, then?’

‘The new Lucy,’ says
Pippa. ‘Allegra Speake.’

‘You’re not going, are you?’ says Eric, looking
concerned.

‘No, no. Just
part-time.’

‘Good for you,
Luce.’

‘The new person will be
helping Pippa.’

‘What’s she like?’ he asks
Pippa.

‘It’s a bit early to say.
She has a voice like a squeaky gate.’

‘Allegra
Squeak?’

They all start to giggle.

‘Not bad looking, though,’ says Eric, peering into Petra’s
room.

Pippa’s smile quickly evaporates. ‘Oh?’ she
says.

‘Yeah,’ he says, and then
winks at Lucy, who laughs.

Pippa now looks thunderous, and hisses,
‘She’d better stay away from my man.’

Later, they
gather in the Cock and Lion.

‘Allegra. What sort of
name is that?’ Frankie asks. He has a pint in front of him, one of
The Cock and Lion’s usual finest.

‘Sounds posh to me?’ says
Julie, who has joined them all for a drink.

‘She sounds like a hatchback,’ says Pippa.

‘And Speake? More like
squeak,’ says Pippa, clearly keen to make an early
lunge.

‘Give her a break, Pips. She’s just started,’ says
Eric.

‘Still, I don’t trust
her,’ Pippa says.

‘She’s a man-eater. I can
tell,’ says Frankie, with a grin.

‘You’re being a bit
harsh,’ says Ray.

‘You don’t have to sit
there with her,’ Pippa tells him.

‘What’s she like, then?’
Ray asks. Pippa explains.

‘She sounds a perfect poppet to me,’ says
Lucy.

 


 


MAKING SPACE

 


On Sunday morning,
Brian and Lucy are lying in bed together. Entwined in each other’s
arms, they’ve been awake for a while now having enjoyed a little
more of what Lucy had described as ‘therapy’ between the sheets.
Lucy can feel Brian’s chest rising and falling and his heart beat
slowing as she scans the room, idly, up to the white ceiling and
along to the wall on her left to which she has pushed her bed. It’s
a cascade of faded pink and yellow roses, on paper whose edges are
rippled and peeling. The paper is not her choice, and it’ll be a
while yet before she gets round to changing it.

Brian is
staring up at the window. The rain splatters the glass on this, a
cold and grey morning, and he has no desire to get up. Not yet,
anyway. But, while he lies there, a thought occurs to him and he
now shares this with Lucy.

‘Why don’t you get a
studio?’ he says.

‘With what, Brian?’
Lucy laughs. ‘I’ve just gone part-time, remember. This bedroom is
my studio.’

‘I know, I know,’ he says, and stroking her hair. ‘I’ve been
doing some thinking. Isn’t it time that I support you?’

‘Brian, I have looked after myself for years now, thank
you,’ she says, surprised at having to defend her sex. ‘And, very
well, thank you. And anyway,’ she says, softening, ‘you are
supporting me. I mean, you’re in my life right now.’

‘Yes, but what I mean is,
you’ve stood by me, helped me. Now I can help you. I’m earning more
now, and I’m paying you something to live here. And look, you’ll
soon have a show. Why not find a studio space to work
in?’

‘Oh Brian,’ she says, sighing. ‘It would be good, I
suppose.’

Brian shakes her free to roll over and look
at her. ‘You would have space. The space to make a mess.’

‘I don’t make a mess,’ she
says carefully, eyeing him.

‘No, of course not. I
didn’t mean that. Okay, but space enough to get on with it, and not
worry about climbing over boxes, or getting paint over your
clothes.’

Lucy knows
it’s a good idea because she’s already thought of it herself. Her
bedroom has doubled as a painting studio for years, and it’s
cramped. She has stuffed her clothes into a small wardrobe, and
draped them over a chair. Shoeboxes, shoes having long since been
worn and thrown away, have a collection of tubes of paint, crayons
and brushes, and are stacked up high in the corners. There are
plastic sheets on the floor below an easel she uses to protect old
rugs. Fortunately, Lucy is a quiet, patient painter - more Gwen
John than Jasper Johns - so there’s none of that paint throwing and
no wild frenzied strokes. Her latest small canvas is propped on an
easel near the window like an icon in a church. Its painted face
has carefully sketched eyes, and partly dabbed and brushed with
colour. They stare out at her now, beckoning her to
finish.

She sighs. Paint
pots, brushes, and sketchpads have piled up on an old dressing
table she has no use for: messy evidence of a painter’s life, and
now she sees a tube of paint without its cap. She swings her legs
out of bed, plants her feet in her slippers and shuffles over to
the dressing table to search for the cap while holding the open
tube of paint in her hand. The paint has hardened and she will have
to scrape it out to get to the smooth stuff below. Looking at the
face on the canvas, she’s tempted to use the open tube as an excuse
to do ten minutes worth of painting.

‘I was only trying to
help,’ Brian says.

‘I know. And I love that
you are.’

‘Come back to bed,’ Brian says, his face still buried in the
warm duvet.

‘Just a minute,’ she says,
picking up a brush.

A week
later, Brian and Lucy are waiting outside an old school building in
Bermondsey for Charlie Chalker. Brian has known Charlie since
school days, but has only recently been in touch again. After a few
years trading in the city, he finally quit his job to snap up deals
on property around London Bridge, before new office buildings were
expected to begin to transform the area. The building Charlie has
invited them to would one day be converted into funky new office
accommodation, but in the meantime he’s happy to let space to
friends - artists, performers, and others – at low, almost
peppercorn rents. Charlie has lost a lot of hair over the years,
but sports stubble on his chin, and wears a black leather jacket,
looking as if he’s just dismounted a Harley Davidson. He takes them
to the top of the building where the views across London are
wonderful.

‘It’s perfect,’ says Lucy, as Charlie pushes open the door to a large room,
filled with light. The day is clear and sunny, it’s an early spring
day, and the sky is filled with fluffy white clouds.

‘We have other artists
here, too,’ Charlie tells them. ‘There’s a lesbian right under
you?’

‘Right under,’ asks
Brian.

‘How do you know she’s a
lesbian?’ Lucy asks.

‘She has short hair and walks like a cowboy. I can
tell.’

Brian
laughs, but Lucy doesn’t think it’s that funny, so Charlie explains
there were always women going in and out of her studio, though this
seems to excite him rather than perturb him.

‘She blacks out the windows, too. You paint nudes?’ he
asks.

‘Not usually,’ says
Lucy.

‘Oh. Shame,’ Charlie says,
looking a little disappointed. ‘Right, well, I’ll leave you to
think it over. I’ll be in the car downstairs.’

‘It really would be a place to get some work done,’ she says
when Charlie has gone. Brian agrees. He stands with his arms around
her, and has the idea that they first need to take possession of
the space with a little kissing. So, he runs his hands up and down
her back, and slowly begins to unbutton her dress.

‘I hope you’re not
thinking about all those women downstairs?’ Lucy says, with a
laugh.

‘No, no. Of course not,’
says Brian, lying. Lucy giggles and then sinks to the floor.
Without black out curtains, she hopes no one will see them through
the large studio windows.

 


 


THE PROPOSAL

 


Dave is awake and
lies in bed, staring down at the snowy white folds of his bedding.
Somewhere, underneath this winter scene, he can feel his warm feet,
legs, thighs, hips and chest, thanks to his new duvet, which now
keeps him warmer than ever. Just as well. Gudrun’s flat still
doesn’t have central heating, and on a cold morning the space
heater under his window barely manages to make an impact. He traces
with his fingers the silver scrolls woven into the duvet cover
looping around in front of his eyes. It’s a recent purchase. On the
floor is a new rug, too. There are new cushions on his chair, and
new curtains at the window, all recently bought in the sales using
last year’s bonus, and some of his savings. Was it that
conversation with Hughie and Greg that urged him on? Perhaps they
were in his mind when he decided to freshen up the appearance of
his room. He had tired anyway of the old patterns and colours,
chosen years ago. Most of the original furnishings were, in fact,
from car-boot sales and smelly church halls found before he first
moved into Gudrun’s flat. His bedclothes had since become
threadbare, and nothing had ever matched, anyway. The room hadn’t
been decorated in years. So, renewing a passion he once had for
interior decoration, he bought the latest interior décor magazines
to get new ideas and, in a burst of energy, threw himself into the
project. And for it, he’d decided to be radical. He decided on
white: white walls, white ceiling, white everything. With white
gloss paint he transformed the battered old wardrobe, his chair,
and even the desk in his window so that they appeared like a
matching suite of furniture. Then, he replaced old red velvet
curtains with something subtle and pale, and a white blind, all
from John Lewis’. When it was finished and ready, he unveiled the
newly decorated room to Gudrun, his friend and landlady, who had
been happy for him to do his own thing. She said it looked like the
inside of a freezer compartment. On this morning particular
morning, he thinks she has a point. Hmm, maybe a coloured cushion
or two? Would that help?

What he
really needed, though, is someone else to share it with. Yes, a
boyfriend! His Auntie Matty, who has been on at him to get a
boyfriend, wags a finger, but it’s Gudrun’s face he can see now,
and he’s startled.

‘Don’t worry,’ she says,
leaning against the doorframe. ‘You’re not doing anything that
would shock me.’

‘Thanks,’ he says,
yawning. ‘I never get the chance.’

‘If you will leave the
door open,’ she says with a grin.

‘I live in hope it’ll be
someone else,’ he says. Then, he adds, ‘no offence.’

‘None taken. Dave, if you
want a man to come walking through that door, you’ll have to go and
find one. Or move out. I can’t be that person for you.’

‘I know,’ he says,
sighing. ‘It’s always up to me, isn’t it?’ She watches him for a
moment and then asks, glancing at her watch,

‘You getting
up?’

‘Must I?’ It’s the
weekend, and he doesn’t want to bother.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘There is
something I need to talk to you about. Something
important.’

‘Oh?’

It’s obvious
that something is on her mind, and he looks at her now with
alarm.

‘Downstairs,’ she says,
and then goes.

Gudrun is
sitting at the pine kitchen table with a mug of tea in her hand
when Dave appears in his white dressing gown. She is still looking
serious, and he wonders now whether the time has come for her to
announce what he’s been expecting to hear for some time, that she
wants him to leave because Jenny, her girlfriend, has finally
decided to move in.

Dave has
lived with Gudrun, as a lodger, for several years - almost since
their meeting one night, at a party. He had been unable to afford a
place of his own, and was on the look out for a room to rent. She
bought at the top of the market, in the heady days of the late
80’s, and needed help to pay the mortgage. It turned out to be a
good match.

Dave knew a few
lesbians over the years, but those he’d met seemed keen – mostly -
to make him feel uncomfortable, as if he was some unwanted cuckoo
in their nest. Gudrun was different. Apart from welcoming him into
her home, she had a similar sense of humour, and he liked that she
was also a ‘lipstick lesbian’ more feminine in appearance than
those ‘bull’ dykes with shaved heads and tattoos, who’d sooner
head-butt you than say hello. At his ‘interview’, they’d had a few
drinks, shared a few jokes, and discovered a shared love of soppy
Rom Com films. That, and a love of chocolate, was enough to seal
the deal. It was Gudrun’s primary concern also that Dave should
like cats. Fortunately, Dave had no problem with them, except
perhaps when they competed with him for attention. Camille was
Gudrun’s oldest ‘friend’, who behaved as if the house had been
bought and paid for entirely for her own comfort. To prove it, she
had an alarming tendency to lie in any doorway that pleased
her.

Gudrun’s
girlfriend, Jenny, is a short haired, sharp talking feminist, who
more or less ends up arguing with all of Gudrun’s friends, sooner
or later, and which gave Gudrun the idea to decline some of their
invitations to dinners, citing tiredness or pressure of work. They
had known each other for years, and enjoyed a largely stable
relationship. Jenny, an artist, paints women, each and everyone in
astonishing and uncomfortably close detail at a scale that put most
of her canvases beyond the reach of the average householder.
Jenny’s subject was the female body or, more precisely, the most
intimate parts of a female, namely vaginas, clitorises, labia, and
vaginal hair. Dave always finds them excruciating to look at, but
she hardly cared about his opinion. Jenny considered Dave not only
the opposition but the enemy too, even if he is gay. He’s a man,
and therefore to be shunned. But, while she is no ‘bull’ and he is
no ‘pig’, being a man meant only that he would always be in the
way, and she almost always preferred him absent. Gudrun is a more
placid woman who, with neat shoulder length hair, enjoys wearing
sheer stockings under her short skirts, wearing makeup, and
painting her nails. Her career, as an arts administrator for a
small but go-ahead dance company, has been successful, and she is
now approaching her forties: a humorous, thoughtful, quietly spoken
woman with whom Dave has always enjoyed living. But now, sitting at
the kitchen table, he assumes Jenny has finally got her own way and
Dave is about to be given his marching orders.

‘Dave,’ she begins, as he
sits opposite her, ‘we have been very close these last few years
and I must say I have always enjoyed having you here. You are one
of my best friends.’

‘I know, Goody,’ he says,
using his nickname for her.

‘But, I have been thinking
for some time now, I need to make changes in my life. I need to
move on and can’t wait any longer.’

‘Okay,’ says Dave
calmly.

‘We have been good
friends, haven’t we?’ she asks.

Dave agrees,
but he’s thinking this is just the warm-up - the prelude to his
eviction notice, and he’ll soon have to be going out to find
another place to live, such as spare rooms rented out by couples
like Hughie and Greg. Dave can wait no longer for her to say
it.

‘You want me out?’ he asks.

‘What? No,’ she says,
surprised, and then smiles, ‘No, of course I don’t want you to move
out. Rather the opposite, in fact.’

Dave takes a
deep breath, but is confused, ‘Oh? Then what is it?’

Gudrun sets her mug down and rests her
elbows on the table, readying herself for an announcement.

‘Dave, I know this is
going to come as a surprise but…I want to have a baby.’

‘A baby?’

‘Yes,’ she says, smiling.
‘And I want you to be the father.’

 


 


LUCY, WITH DIAMOND

 


‘These are my babies,’ says Lucy, pointing to a stack of
canvases against the wall. Brian is amazed. There are so many of
them - small, carefully painted portraits and landscapes - all in
soft, muted colours, with a delicacy that makes them seem almost
fragile.

‘Luce, isn’t it time you
got them out of the nursery,’ he says.

Lucy sighs. ‘I know, I know. I have to let
them go.’

The stack is
deep enough now to block the route to the bathroom, and she surely
knows it is time to do something about them.

‘It’s definitely time to
exhibit.’

It was her good fortune therefore to have found
Jasper Diamond. Lucy had been
hunting for a gallery for sometime. It was only after she’d talked
to a former client of Leonard’s, one who appeared to take an
interest in her painting that she heard about this enthusiastic
gallery owner. Diamond, she was told, was sure to be interested in
her stuff. So, with a portfolio filled with drawings, photographs,
and even some of paintings, she finds the gallery in a grubby,
tired looking building in Shoreditch High Street, surrounded by
coffee shops and bijoux furniture stores, and is greeted by a tall,
blond, and rather glacial looking assistant, called Petal
Parker.

‘Jasper is out at the
moment,’ she tells her in a flat, colourless voice that betrays a
lack of enthusiasm. ‘But, if you want to leave your stuff, I’ll
make sure he gets to see it.’

Petal is
thin, with a bony face and thick make up around her eyes. Beneath
are tiny sparkling fake diamonds, all carefully applied to the ends
of her long eyelashes. Lucy almost does a double take. Petra could
almost be Allegra’s sister.

‘I’ll wait,’ Lucy says. Petal just shrugs, but as she
applies sky blue varnish to her improbably long fingernails, she
tells her that she too is an artist, and had recently exhibited
sculptures made of discarded fake fingernails, all painted sky
blue. Oh, and in her spare time, she told Lucy she likes modeling
underwear. Lucy, her eyes searching for evidence of curvature,
tries to imagine her filling a size twenty-eight bra. Happily,
Jasper arrives sooner than expected and invites her into his office
at the back to review her portfolio. Jasper is as short as Petal is
tall. A rotund man in a crumpled pale-grey suit, his trousers look
ready to fall to his ankles. Yet, he has a friendly smile and it
creases his puggish features.

‘Marvelous darling, marvelous,’ he says. ‘Marvelous, marvelous.’

Lucy, for whom this is her very first
gallery, is thrilled to be getting such an enthusiastic
response.

‘When can you exhibit?’ he
asks her quickly, after completing the examination of her
portfolio.

‘When?’ she asks.

Lucy is surprised. ‘Well, when would you
like?’

‘I’ve had a cancellation.
I took on an artist who works with polyurethane, but she’s gone
ill. The stupid girl worked in a space without ventilation and has
had to be taken to the hospital. Can you believe they are even
talking about brain damage?’ Jasper tuts and shakes his head. ‘Art!
Anyway, more importantly, do you paint nudes?’

‘Well, I… No. Not often.’

‘Ah,’ he says, with a
grimace. ‘Shame. They sell, you see.’

‘Oh. Well, I could…try, I
suppose.’

‘Give it a go, dear,’ he
says. ‘And don’t be shy. Petal out there has been painted many
times, and in very great detail too, by a very strange artist. I
think we know more about her,’ he whispers conspiratorially, ‘that
she knows herself.’ He giggles and then turns to his diary. ‘So, I
have an opening in the gallery diary in April. Any
good?’

Lucy certainly thinks she has enough for a
show, though declines to attempt any new nudes.

‘Pity,’ he
says.

Back in
London Bridge, Lucy is climbing the stairs to her studio, only to
be surprised to see Charlie crouching down in front of a door. He
doesn’t see her at first, but she can see he has his eye to a
keyhole, and he is making a great effort to peer through
it.

‘Charlie, what are you doing?’

Charlie starts with such surprise that he
bangs his head on the doorknob.

‘Oh, Lucy. Hi, I didn’t
hear you.’

‘You’re not spying, are
you?’

‘Of course not. No!’
he whispers, fiercely. ‘No, there’s a problem with the lock, and,
well, the artist asked to me to look into it.’

‘Well, you certainly were looking into it, weren’t you?’ she
says, amused now. ‘And through to the other side, I
suspect.’

Charlie is red faced and begins to
laugh.

‘So, who is in there?’ she asks, realising at the same time
that the door is to the studio of the lesbian artist he’d told her
about. Charlie is already half way down the stair when he tells her
she isn’t in. Lucy smiles. Oh yeah? But now, even she is curious,
and begins to wonder what, if anything, Charlie had seen on the
other side of the door. In the few weeks she had been there, she
had never seen the artist, nor heard anything except the scrape of
a chair or an easel across the floor. Now, alone on the stair, she
is curious about the harem this particular artist is believed to be
keeping in her studio.

Charlie’s
footsteps trail to nothing, and she believes herself completely
alone. Would it do any harm for her to take a look, as Charlie had
done? Dropping her portfolio, she crouches down and puts her eye to
the keyhole. At first, there is nothing but a blur of light. Then,
as the view comes into focus, she jolts back in surprise. She has
seen something quite disturbing, and possibly even unpleasant.
Unsure whether to try again, at that moment the door of the studio
opens and there, towering over her, is a woman: the artist
herself?

‘Hello,’ she says, with a smirk. ‘Can I help you?”

 


 


BOYFRIEND MATTERS

 


In the Yard bar, in
Soho, Dave is standing with his friends, and they have just heard
his announcement.

‘She wants what?’ asks
Binky.

‘A baby,’ says
Dave.

‘Yours?’ asks Laurence,
horrified.

‘Yep,’ says Dave, rather
proudly. ‘Mine.’

‘You have to be joking,’
Laurence says.

Binky and
Laurence have been close friends for years, and friends of Dave’s
for longer. While not officially ‘together’, they are closer than
relationships, and are rarely ever apart. Knowing Dave well, they
have the right, or so they believe, to comment and cajole Dave
about his stalled love life, just as they did about his infatuation
with Charles. Now, though, they are concerned about Dave’s sudden
interest in procreation.

‘But Dave,’ Binky says, ‘Do you really want to be a dad? I
mean like, hello? You’re gay.’

‘Gays can be dads too,’
says Dave, asserts proudly. There weren’t many, true, but
still…

‘But, the responsibility?’
Binky says, looking at Laurence.

‘The nappies that need
changing…’ says Laurence, looking at Binky.

‘The noise, the crying,
the sleepless nights.’

‘The smell. Ugh.’

‘The feeding.’

‘The puking.’

‘Eeuw,’ they
chorus.

‘Thanks for your support, guys,’ he says, but the truth is,
he is still shocked at Gudrun’s suggestion. It was so completely
unexpected. Dave? A dad? With a lesbian? He and Gudrun had talked
till late into the night when she took the opportunity to sing his
praises to him. He was talented, good looking, and fun. His genes
were, as far as she could tell, of good enough stock, and seemed to
reveal nothing too worryingly pathological. He had mentioned a love
of Lucille Ball, the musical ‘Cats’ and interior decoration, but
she quickly discounted these. No, she knew him well enough to know
he wasn’t about to come running at her with an axe, or fling one at
anyone else for that matter. Having offered him home as a lodger
for several years, she had begun to think of him as the perfect
candidate, and so spent a good deal of their evening trying to
persuade him. He promised to sleep on it, which he did, and
confirmed to her the next morning that he would be pleased, no,
thrilled to be able to help.

Help? But,
how exactly? His friends are now very concerned. Dave is at pains
to point out that he isn’t going to be fathering the child, so much
as providing Gudrun with the means to fertilize an egg, at which
they grimace extravagantly.

‘So, what? You gonna do it
in a cup?’ asks Laurence.

‘You’re not actually going to…you know? Do it with
her?’ Binky asks.

‘You mean have sex with
her?’ says Dave, smiling.

‘Eeuw,’ his friends chorus
again, turning away.

‘Well, I don’t know why
you all look like that. It’s how you were all
conceived.’

‘No way,’ says Binky. ‘I
was the other virgin birth. I‘m sure of it.’

‘And I was delivered by a
big bird with pink wings,’ says Laurence.

‘You mean some bitchy old
hen,’ says Binky.

‘Okay, okay,’ Dave says,
calming them. ‘Gudrun thinks I’d be the ideal father.’

They look at him suspiciously.

‘I mean, it’s true. Look
at me. I have the talent, and the looks.’

‘Honey, you do have one thing quite different from the
average straight Joe,’ says Binky.

‘Which is?’ Dave
asks.

‘You’re gay!’ they
chorus.

‘I mean, come on Dave,’ says Laurence, protesting now. ‘You
do actually want
a boyfriend, don’t you?’

Dave sighs and says, again, ‘Thanks for all
your support.’

‘Dave, really though,’
says Binky, ‘you need to settle down with someone. Get a guy, not a
baby.’

‘Sure, sure,’ says Dave, who’d heard this many times before.
‘I have a flat screen television and a DVD player. Might as well
have a boyfriend, as well.’

‘You’re so cynical. It’s
time you found yourself a real man.’

‘You have to get yourself
out there.’

‘I have been out there.
It’s horrible,’ said Dave.

‘With your looks and
personality? I don’t get it.’

Dave shrugs. ‘No one’s noticed so far.’

‘They have. It’s just that you haven’t noticed
them. Just look around you.’

They look around them. Groups of perfectly
pleasant looking men are chatting away to each other, and sipping
pints of lager.

‘Exactly,’ says Dave. ‘It’s full of status obsessed corporate queens and
over-developed Muscle Marys.’

‘Well, if you go looking for them, you’ll always
find them.’

‘Find them? It’s the wood
for the trees out there. Otherwise they’re all too busy cooking
Jamie Oliver recipes, weekending in Sitges, or working off
non-existent fat down at their spanking new gym.’

‘Like you should be!’
Laurence says, prodding his abs.

‘Don’t be negative,’ Binky
says. ‘Learn to look. Learn to see. I’m sure that if you change
your point of view, someone more appropriate will come into focus.
Get yourself off that pedestal you’ve put yourself on. There are
plenty of guys suitable for you.’

‘There are?’

‘What about that guy?’ asks
Laurence, pointing across the room.

‘Which?’

‘The good looking one,’
says Binky.

‘Are you
kidding?’

‘What’s wrong with
him?’

‘He’s wearing pink espadrilles,’ Dave hisses with a
horrified face. Laurence focuses again and laughs.

‘I mean, did he never get
the memo?’ says Dave.

‘The four-page fax, you
mean.’

‘The public service broadcast: “Espadrilles are never to be worn ever
again.”

‘Not by men.’

‘And never, ever pink!’

‘He looks too young to
have seen it.’

‘Nice legs, though.’

They search the bar again.

‘What about him?’ asks Binky. They spy a slim, blond haired
man, wearing a checked shirt, and holding a bottle of beer in his
hand.

‘No way,’ says Dave,
firmly. ‘He’s wearing white jeans.’

‘What’s wrong with that?
He looks cute.’

Dave gives them an exasperated look. ‘I
don’t want to have to wash my hands every time I put my hand on his
arse.’

They laugh.

‘He looks like a gigolo
from the Seventies,’ says Binky, and they look him up and down
again.

‘I swear he’s wearing a
medallion around his neck,’ says Dave.

‘Is that a hairy chest, or
a black t-shirt he’s wearing?’

‘Dunno, but I think
he’s rather sexy.’

‘Maybe. If he had Richard Gere’s looks. Look at the rest of
him.’

They stare again.

Then Binky, noticing, says, ‘It looks fake
to me.’

‘No. Don’t say that. We
all have a right to dream,’ says Dave.

‘Socks,’ says
Laurence.

‘Honey, that’s no sock,’
Laurence announces. ‘That’s a laundry basket down
there.’

‘Or, where he’s hiding his pair of espadrilles.’

Dave then
catches sight of a man leaning against a distant wall. For a
moment, his gaze is returned and he blushes a little. Dave has seen
a tall, elegant, redheaded man with bristle-short hair, and a
handsome face with bright blues eyes he instantly knows he likes.
As Dave watches him and as this attractive face turns to him, for a
moment their eyes lock as they stare at each other. Dave thinks he
sees him smile, too. In this crowd, he seemed quieter and more at
ease than the usual, nervy, cruisy drinkers. When he thinks it’s
safe to do so, he alerts his friends and they all struggle to catch
sight of him through the crowd, but when Dave looks across the bar
again, he’s disappointed to find he’s no longer there.

‘Better luck next time,’
says Binky.

 


 


ARTIST ON ARTIST

 


‘Yes?’ asks the woman
towering over Lucy, who is still on her knees after being
discovered as a spy.

Lucy is mortified. ‘I am so sorry,’ she
begins, getting up off the floor.

‘What the fuck?’ she says.
‘You could have knocked.’

‘Yes. Oh God. I am sorry,’
Lucy says quickly.

‘I thought you were that
Charlie guy.’

‘It was. I mean, no, it’s
me.’

‘Yeah? And who are you
then?

‘Lucy,’ she says. The
woman standing in front of her doesn’t look that interested. She is
short-haired, stocky in jeans and tight fitting t-shirt, holds out
her hand, and she is looking at Lucy with intense
interest.

‘I’ve seen that guy
sniffing around my studio a few times, trying to get a
look.’

‘Yes?’ says Lucy,
embarrassed.

‘What a prick. Typical
guy. He just can’t leave me alone. He gives me the
creeps.’

Lucy is silent.

‘If you wanted to come and have a look,’ she says, smiling
now. ‘Why didn’t you knock?’

‘Yes, I know. Perhaps I
should have done. I am sorry…’

‘You’d get a better view…
from inside, anyway.’

‘Yes, I see that,’ says Lucy, now brushing her clothes
down.

‘Come in,’ she
says.

‘Oh, but I don’t want to
disturb you,’ she says.

‘You already
have.’

‘Me. Oh no, that… that was
Char… oh, yes. Sorry.’

‘Never thought of a woman as a spy. This is a bit strange.
It’s like having a woman staring up my dress,’ she says, though she
is smiling. ‘So, are you interested? In art?’

‘Yes. Very. I’m an artist
myself.’

The woman in front of her grins now, her
eyes wide and shining now. ‘Oh?’

‘Yes, I just took the
studio upstairs. I’m working on top of you.’

‘You are,’ the woman says,
delighted.

Lucy is crimson.

‘Ah, so, it’s you. I heard
there was someone new here.’ She fixes Lucy with a penetrating
stare that ends in a grin. ‘So what did you see?’ she asks. ‘Was it
interesting?’

‘Oh, I… Yes. No. I mean, I
suppose…’ Lucy is tongue-tied and looks doubtful now. She isn’t
sure she wants to say what she saw.

‘I paint women,’ the woman
says, simply.

‘I think I saw…
that.’

‘I paint portraits, but
not ordinary portraits.’

‘No?’

‘No.’ Then, with an
unmistakably flirtatious tone, she says, ‘I want to reveal the real
woman. The woman inside.’

‘Yes. I think that’s what
I saw…’

‘You saw? You saw, inside?’

‘I had the view of a…
’

Now, the woman laughs
loudly, until subsiding to study Lucy carefully and with great
interest.

‘Come inside, and see what
I have been doing,’ she says, with a coaxing gentleness. ‘You’re a
woman. You’ll understand, I think.’

‘Well, I… I’m not sure
I…’

‘You’re an artist, too. I
think you would understand what I am doing and where I am
going.’

‘I think I have the
idea.’

‘Really? I’m always on the look out for new subjects, and
women, to paint. And, well, to look at you, I think painting you
would be very interesting indeed. I would love to see you… without
clothes…’

‘Me? Oh, no. I couldn’t
possibly.’

‘You paint
nudes?’

‘No. Never.’

‘Ah, then you can’t
possibly understand the body.’

‘Well, I take a shower…’
says Lucy, but regrets offering her the image. The comment is waved
away.

‘I don’t mean that. I mean
you that you don’t explore the female, properly. With a brush. With
a trowel. With your fingers…’

Lucy looks worried now.

‘As an artist,’ she
continues, ‘do you not want to explore all the contours of a
woman’s body, all the most delicious cavities?’

‘Not really,’ says
Lucy.

‘Then you haven’t lived as
a woman, or an artist. The sisterhood must have no secrets from
each other.’

‘The
sisterhood?’

‘Yes. Women everywhere. We must come together and celebrate
our identity. As artists, we must get our fingers wet with paint,’
she says, holding up a few of her own, ‘and push them into all
those secret spaces… To feel and explore.’

Lucy feels distinctly uncomfortable. ‘I see. Look…’

‘What kind of work do you
do, anyway?’

‘Oh, portraits.
Landscapes,’ says Lucy sounding lame.

‘Hmm, standard stuff. But
not the body?’

‘No, well, I am thinking
of attempting one of my boyf…’ Lucy says, but can’t complete her
sentence as she feels this woman’s hands on her shoulders, pulling
her towards the open door.

‘Look, I think I have to go,’ says Lucy, not wanting to peer
into the darkness behind, but her hand now been taken.

‘Artist to artist. It
won’t take a minute,’ she says.

‘Really, I…’

‘I’m glad you did.
Come.’

‘I must go. Really.’

‘You wanted to see. I’ll
show you. There’s really nothing to be afraid of. I’ll show you
more of me… my recent painting, I mean.’

‘Oh, well…’

‘My name’s Jenny, by the
way. What’s yours?’

 


 


THE ADVERT

 


Across town, Dave is having a drink with
another of his friends.

‘Right,’ says Ralph. ‘It’s
time to get phase one into operation.’

‘For what?’

‘Honey, we are gonna get
you out there, and how.’

‘Out there,’ says Dave,
curious.

‘Adverts. Online adverts.
And, online dating.’

‘Oh, Ralph,’ says Dave,
sighing. ‘Are you sure?’

‘You need to try
everything.’

‘I’ve seen those ads. I’ll
feel like a pound of sausages on a supermarket shelf.’

‘You’re not nearly as
satisfying, trust me. But still, you need to be able to sell
yourself. Here,’ Ralph says, pulling out a pad and pen. ‘Get
writing.’

‘I don’t know what to
write.’

‘Write about yourself,
Dave. That shouldn’t be difficult.’

‘Not for you maybe, but
I’ve never done this before.’

‘Just put down a few
things about yourself in words.’

‘Such as?’

‘Your details.’

‘Like, five foot, nine
inches, and a thirty-two waist?’

‘Don’t lie. It’s not nine
inches. And your waist isn’t thirty-two, either. Describe what you
are really like.’

Dave frowns, and wonders aloud, ‘What am I
like?’

Ralph responds quickly, ‘Well, if you ask
me, a pain in the…’

‘Thank you,’ Dave says
quickly. ‘Maybe it’s me that needs those nine inches.’

Ralph taps the table to urge him on. Dave
thinks for moment, picks up the pen and then scrawls a few words.
He holds it up and reads what he has written, aloud.

‘Desperate, lonely young
man with a limited future, wants to be blown away. Good teeth, lots
of money, and sense of humour essential.’

‘Great,’ says Ralph,
sarcastically. ‘That’ll really do the trick.’

Dave shrugs and then, staring at a new white
piece of paper, sighs heavily. He gives Ralph a desperate look.

‘Start by listing your
best features,’ Ralph says, encouraging him. Dave grins
suddenly.

‘The visible
ones?’

‘Start with your
personality, Casanova!’

‘That’s easy. “Tortured,
manic, and desperately obsessive loser wants to date medicine
cabinet for long pharmaceutical nights in”.’

Dave giggles to himself but Ralph just rolls
his eyes and tuts loudly.

‘No. You can explain your
bad habits to Mister Right later, if and when you ever get to meet
one.’

Dave shrugs
again. Meeting ‘Mister Right’ is proving to be a more involved and
difficult process than he’d hoped.

‘Come on,’ says Ralph,
giving him a lead, ‘Try, “Bright, funny, loving guy, into theatre,
music, and acting, would like to meet…”’

Dave laughs at him, and completes his
sentence, “…a bitchy theatre-queen, with blue rinse, bi-focals, and
tons of attitude.” Hmmm, lovely!’

‘Look, if you’re not going
to be serious.’

‘I am. I am. It’s just
that there aren’t any Greek Gods out there that like show tunes and
interior décor.’

‘Oh, I see. You’re looking for someone like you, are
you?’

‘I am,’ says Dave, simply. ‘But, I’m never gonna find
him if you tell him I’m into
show tunes!’

‘Then you write it. Say
what you want but try to be positive. Give the other guy a
break.’

Dave grimaces, thinks for a moment, and then
writes once more, and then hands his piece of paper to Ralph. ‘What
about this?’

Ralph reads it aloud, ‘Independent lad who
likes a pint, seeks oafish other with more than six inches for wild
sex!’

Dave giggles to himself again as he hears it
read aloud. Ralph offers gives him a withering look.

‘Well, you’ll get a
response. Just not the one I think you want.’

Dave shrugs, ‘I don’t know. Maybe a bit of
rough is what I need.’

‘I can give you a good
slap if that’ll help.’

‘Hit me, baby, one more time,’ sings Dave.

‘Get writing. I’ll be back
with more drinks. And don’t lie.’

‘Okay, maybe it’s not really nine inches,
but…’

‘Dave,’ Ralph says as he
walks to the bar to get those drinks, ‘you need to take this
seriously.’

Be serious, Dave thinks, and he tries
looking serious for a moment, but then his eyes wander around the
bar. There are only a few people there, and they are all in mostly
conversation with others. Perhaps they are all having the same kind
of conversation. Ralph returns with drinks.

‘Any luck?’

‘Luck be a lady tonight,’ sings Dave, handing Ralph the paper.

‘Not into show tunes,
huh?’ says Ralph, shaking his head. He reads Dave’s new
attempt.

‘Better, but needs more
work. After this, register online and get clicking. There are
hundreds of guys out there just waiting to meet you.’

Dave looks at him suspiciously. ‘Are you
getting a commission, or something?’

‘I wish. If I had a pound
for every lonely gay man…’

‘Thanks for the
encouragement.’

‘Dave, there’s a guy out
there for you and he’s probably closer than you think.’

Dave blinks, wondering if his friend has an
actual ‘someone’ in mind. ‘Really?’

‘I don’t know. Near, perhaps. Very near.’

Dave wonders. What does Ralph mean? He looks
sideways to see if he’s actually being watched.

Ralph explains. ‘I just mean that if you
want to meet Mister Right, you need to really look for him. I’m
sure you’ll meet him.’

Dave peers closely at his friend and then
lights up, suddenly.

‘Ralph, it’s
you!’

‘Me?’ says Ralph, jerking
backwards.

‘Yeah. You’re near. The
nearest anyway.’

‘No, Dave,’ says Ralph
wearily. ‘Don’t be daft. We’re friends.’

‘Sure, but…’ Dave looks at
him with pleading eyes.

‘I mean, I love you,’
Ralph continues. ‘But, we’re friends. Right?’

‘Yes. Yes, of course,’
says Dave, his eyes dimming now. ‘Please Ralph, don’t make me do
this. Don’t make me go out into the big, bad old world. It’s cold
out there. And we are friends. Sometimes with benefits, you
remember. You think I’m gorgeous. I know you do.’

‘Dave. I think you’re
great. Sometimes. But you need to find the right man. Not any
man.’

‘And it’s not
you?’

Ralph shakes his head, so, with a big
theatrical sigh of relief, Dave says,

‘Oh, all
right!’

‘Come on,’ says Ralph.
‘Cheer up. Write it out again.’

Dave gets
down to work, and when he’s finished, hands it to Ralph who tells
him it’s an improvement. Dave submits his advert for publication
the following day, and by the end of the week, he is
on-line:

‘Fun loving, good looking
guy, with a nice smile and sense of humour, WLTM similar for
friendship, and more. Youth, looks, sense of humour and healthy
bank balance important.’

 


 


INSIDE OUT

 


‘So, you’re an artist,’
says Jenny, pushing her forward and shutting the door behind
her.

‘Hmm, yes,’ says Lucy,
nervous now as she hears the latch on the door.

The studio
is small and blacked out, as Charlie suggested it would be, with
black drapes hung from high curtain rails. Light is thrown across
the room from angled spotlights, creating sharp shadows against the
wall. In front of her is the picture she had glimpsed through the
keyhole, brightly lit under a lamp, and luridly painted in wet
oils.

‘This is my latest,’ Jenny says to her, and pulls her
forward to take a closer look. A closer look isn’t what Lucy needs,
however. Jenny has painted a vast and brightly coloured close up of
a model’s genitalia.

‘I see,’ says Lucy,
delicately. ‘Do you always…’

‘Get in close? Oh yes,’
she says. ‘I need to. I need to capture the essence of woman in a
way no one else has done. Do you like it?’

‘Well,’ says Lucy, hardly
knowing what to say. Actually, she wants to turn and leave as
quickly as possible. ‘It’s certainly vivid.’

‘Yes, I want to pull out
all the colours of the flesh, raw and pink. I use them thick and
wet, and want to make them seem like flesh.’

‘Yes, well, you certainly
seem to have achieved that,’ says Lucy, feeling uncomfortable. ‘Who
is it?’

‘Ah, this is my latest model. A very skinny woman who
thought I was going to paint standard portrait at first. But I
persuaded her to open up, shall we say. Come, let me show you. I
have drawings of her. She won’t mind.’

Jenny draws
her attention to a table where she keeps several portfolios of
drawings. In one, Lucy is relieved to find more straightforward
drawings of a woman in several poses, prettily done in chalks,
though still in uncompromising positions. As Lucy begins to leaf
through them, Jenny asks,

‘Would you let me paint
you?’

‘Me?’

‘Yes. I think you would
make an excellent model. I can tell,’ she says, glancing down at
her. ‘You have just the colouring I am looking for. I have plenty
of pale, flesh coloured paint left over.’

‘Oh, no. I don’t think so.
I… this…. It’s not quite…’

‘You’re
afraid?’

‘Well,’ says Lucy, quite horror struck. She thinks that
being painted by Jenny would be intrusive and painful, and not
unlike having a cervical examination.

‘People are nervous at first,’ Jenny says quietly, but with
greater intensity now, ‘but I am gentle, I use soft brushes, and
soft lighting, and work my way up to a slow intensity that most of
my models enjoy. They like the feeling. They like the results. And,
you know, they like to see themselves as I paint them.’

‘Well, really, I’m not sure…’ says Lucy, believing her
boyfriend Brian wouldn’t be that keen for such a portrait of her on
the wall.

‘They fall in love with
me, you know.’

‘Well, that’s not going to
happen…’

‘They all
say that,’ Jenny tells her, her eyes
burning into Lucy’s now. ‘Have a think,’ she says, and then brushes
her hand over Lucy’s. She freezes, but it’s not from the stroke of
this woman’s hand, but from the vision of a model in front of her.
For Jenny’s portfolio contains a portrait drawing of a woman Lucy
believes she knows.

‘Oh,’ she
exclaims.

‘You know her?’ she
asks.

Lucy nods.

‘Well, there she is,’ says
Jenny gesturing back to the painting Lucy first spied through the
keyhole.

‘Oh my God. Allegra?’

 


 


SKYWALKER AND FRIENDS

 


‘Brian, before you
go…’

Petra is
calling him into her office for a chat. Coat on and bag packed, he
is ready to cross the road to the local pub for a quick pint with
his friends, but he now obliges her and steps into her
office.

‘Ricky and Hank are going
to be in Cannes this year. Remember we talked about it?’

Brian looks confused.

‘A property fair? In
Cannes? In France?’ she says.

‘Isn’t that where the Film
Festival is?’ he asks.

‘It is, only this isn’t nearly as glamorous. The property
world meets every year to show off, and try and cut deals,’ she
says, drily. ‘Hank and Ricky need you down there with them,’ she
says.

‘They do?’ says Brian, unconvinced. ‘Ricky hates me, Petra.
And Hank barely acknowledges me most of the time.’

‘They value and respect
you, Brian,’ she says, firmly. ‘Anyway, you know Pat. There is a
connection there, I hear.’

He looks at her doubtfully.

‘Okay,’ she says, taking
off her glasses, and rubbing the bridge of her nose. ‘I know its
tough, and Ricky is no picnic in the park, but the truth is I need
you to attend with Hank and his team. It’s important we are
represented. I want you to go.’

‘When is it?’

‘Sometime in March.’

Brian shrugs.

‘So, you’ll
go?’

‘Of course,’ he says, not
really sure what he’s committing himself to. Petra needs him
though, that much is clear.

‘I hear it can be fun,’
she says, brightening. ‘I want you to enjoy yourself
there.’

‘Thanks,’ he says,
thinking that a few days with Ricky anywhere isn’t what he would
call fun. ‘But, aren’t you coming too?’

‘Good Lord no,’ she says, jamming her glasses back on her
nose. ‘It’s not my cup of tea. I’m not much good at those sorts of
events. I like going to bed at a reasonable hour.’

Brian laughs.

‘Ricky will relax,’ she
says slowly. ‘He has to. He can’t go on like this. He’ll improve.
You may actually get to like him.’

Brian doubts it. Leaving the office, he
joins Ray, Frankie, Pippa and Eric, all sitting with their pints in
The Cock and Lion. They are talking about the latest office
recruit.

‘So, how is ‘squeak’?’
Frankie is asking, as Brian takes a seat.

Pippa rolls her eyes before saying, ‘She’s pushy. And lazy.’

‘Both?’

‘She wants to get on, but
doesn’t do the work. She wants everyone to like her, but not
because she’s any good. And, she’s a flirt.’

Frankie is enthralled. ‘She seems nice
enough to me,’ he says, winking at Eric. Eric winks back. Damian,
who has trailed them to the pub, is also smiling.

‘She’s a clever girl,’ he
says. ‘I like her.’

‘I think she has eyes for
someone else, pal,’ says Frankie.

‘Yeah, well,’ says Pippa,
who has seen whose eyes she’s been eyeing. ‘She can just fuck
off.’

Eric usually
enjoys Pippa’s defensiveness. Not, when she turns on him, however,
which she does now, with: ‘And don’t you make eyes at her all day
and think I won’t notice!’

‘Aw, Pips,’ Eric says, reddening a little.

‘Yeah? I’ve seen
you.’

Each new
day, since the beginning of the year, has seen a new development in
the office and sometimes, new employees, too. Now, they wonder at
the shape and feel of the office, and where they might all be
going.

‘Who’s going to take
over?’ asks Brian, casually.

‘You, Brian,’ says Ray.

‘Me?’ says Brian.
‘Ray, you’ve been there forever. Isn’t it your turn? Or you,
Frankie.’

‘Not me,’ Frankie tells him. ‘I’m happy being somewhere in
the middle. That way I have everything I need: a good view of the
top, and a good view of the bottom.’

‘Oh yes? And whose bottom have you been looking at?’ Pippa
asks.

Frankie
grins, but waves the comment away.

‘Come on Brian, we all saw
you go for a drink with Alistair,’ says Ray. ‘You’re like a son to
him. They both think you’re the heir apparent.’

‘No, no,’ says Brian, shaking his head. He doesn’t want to
give anything away about his conversation with Alistair. ‘No, that
can’t be. Not after everything that’s happened.’

‘Maybe that’s why it happened,’
says Damian.

They glance
towards him. He’s at the end of the table, out of the candlelight,
and his face in shadow. His eyes gleam in the dark,
though.

‘What do you mean,
Damian?’ Lucy asks,

‘Maybe she planned it this
way,’ he answers, slowly.

‘No, that can’t be true,’ protests Pippa. She knows Petra
well enough to know she couldn’t have done such a thing. Ray does
know something of the truth - that Petra once assumed the name of
Peter Head to author a damning article indicting Leonard and Viktor
Viking in sleaze. Petra denied knowledge of it, but it was an
article that surely hastened Leonard’s eventual
collapse.

‘She works in mysterious
ways,’ he says.

‘Maybe she wanted him out
of the way,’ says Damian, softly.

‘That’s a bit ghoulish,’
says Lucy.

‘And unfair,’ says
Pippa.

‘I dunno, Pips. Maybe he’s right,’ says Eric, shaking his
head gently. ‘Maybe she wanted him out of the way. For
Brian.’

They all look at Brian.

‘Me? No. Look I handed
my notice in just before Christmas. Remember?’

‘But she didn’t accept it, did she?’ says
Frankie.

‘No, but…’

‘She wanted you to stay,’
Frankie suggests. ‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she begged you
to stay because she knew something was going to happen.’

‘Yeah, she bumps off the
husband to take over the business herself,’ says Eric.

‘Oh, God!’ says Pippa, suddenly. ‘You’re not suggesting she
poisoned him or anything, are you?’

They are all silent until Damian speaks up. ‘She
maybe did want him out of the way.’

‘That’s a horrible thing
to say,’ says Pippa angrily.

‘Look,’ says Brian,
cutting in, ‘it was me that pulled the trigger. Maybe I really am
to blame.’

‘Oh, Brian, it was a fucking toy,’ says Frankie.

‘Yeah, get over yourself, Brian,’ says Eric.

‘I’m just saying. If
you’re gonna blame anyone then maybe it should be me.’

‘Fine,’ says Eric. ‘Have
it. It’s yours. But you didn’t cause his heart attack. He was
already ill.’

‘No. I think Damian has a
point,’ says Ray. ‘She was planning something like
this.’

‘She knew all about Eve, didn’t she?’ asks Lucy.

Damian
suddenly stands, saying, ‘I have to go back to the office for a
moment.’

They fall
silent as they watch him go.

‘What’s going on with that
guy?’ asks Frankie, when he’s gone.

‘What do we know about
him?’ Eric asks.

‘What do we need to know?’
asks Brian.

‘I suppose he’s been helpful,’ says Lucy

‘Well, I’m suspicious,’
Eric tells them.

‘You have to watch your
backs now,’ says Frankie.

‘There is something about
him, isn’t there?’ says Lucy.

‘I reckon he has some
seedy background. Something he’s hiding,’ says Pippa.

‘Yes. I can’t work him
out,’ Lucy adds.

‘We should ask. I mean,
there are important things we need to know,’ says
Frankie.

‘Like what?’ asks Brian.

‘Like, I dunno,’ says
Eric. ‘Like whether he likes football?’

They groan.

‘I mean, if he’s a fucking
Spurs fan...?’

‘No, no,’ said Frankie,
laughing. ‘He has the devil in him. He’s an Arsenal
fan.’

‘You can tell these
things?’ asks Lucy, innocently.

Eric gives her a withering look.

‘I have no idea what he likes,’ she says.

‘Well, I want to know whether he likes Sci-fi or not?’ Brian
asks.

Now Pippa and Lucy groan.

‘He has a Star
Wars pencil case,’ says
Frankie, grinning.

Eric and Brian look doubtful.

‘Sure. I bet he has a toy light sabre, a model of the
Millennium Falcon, and dresses in a black cloak, too,’ says
Frankie, who cups his hands over his mouth and wheezes,
‘Luke. I am your
father.’

‘It’s true, says Eric,
with a rare grin. ‘I feel there is a disturbance in the
force.’

Pippa nudges him to be quiet.

‘He’s definitely on the
side of the Emperor,’ says Frankie.

‘Okay, Obi-wan. Can we drop this now?’ Pippa asks, and Lucy
agrees.

‘These things matter,’ says Frankie, playfully.

‘Really? Well, none of
them interest me,’ Pippa tells them. ‘What I want to know is
whether he has a girlfriend?’

Eric eyes her suspiciously.

‘Or is he…?’ Eric
begins.

‘What,’ asks
Pippa.

‘You know…’ says
Eric.

Pippa doesn’t know, and shakes her head.

‘One of them?’ asks
Frankie.

‘From the dark side?’
says Brian, beginning to chuckle.

‘Enough, guys,’ says Lucy. ‘Enough!’

 


 


ALL ABOUT STEVE

 


Dave has
been keen to enlist most of his friends in his quest for a new
boyfriend, and when he arranges to meet André, a friend he hasn’t
seen for perhaps a year or more, he wonders whether he might be
able to shed any light on the matter. When André calls him out of
the blue, saying it really has been too long, Dave agrees and they
meet, where else but in Soho, this time at Maison Berteaux’s, a
French patisserie in Greek Street.

‘It’s expensive now,’ André is saying.

‘But so
worth it for the buns,’ says Dave,
as he watches a waiter pass by. There is always a handsome clutch
of waiters to be enjoyed at Madame’s. Tea is brought and set down
on a frail looking table laid with a single flower, arcing out of a
small, plain china vase.

‘So, any luck on the man
front?’ André asks him, pouring.

‘No. You?’

‘I’ve given
up.’

‘Why?

‘Internet porn
instead.’

‘That sounds so sad,’ says
Dave.

‘It’s cheaper, and
quicker,’ André tells him.

‘Maybe, yes. I’m fed up
with the clubs, too,’ says Dave, pouring the tea.

‘You’re too young to be
fed up.’

‘They’re too loud. And
anyway, they’re always full of tipsy teenagers with
spots.’

‘We used to have them,’
says André.

‘Yeah, and everyone ran a
mile. Anyway, I thought you went to those sordid clubs in
Vauxhall,’ Dave says. ‘You know those ones that usually begin just
as I’m getting up in the morning.’

‘You were always so
middle-aged, weren’t you? They were fun. I got to meet a lot of
people.’

‘On your knees? Hardly
conducive to good conversation, I would say.’

André laughs. ‘Not
that kind, anyway.’

They smile sweetly at a little old lady
sitting nearby.

‘I’m sure she’s fascinated,’ he whispers. ‘She watches David
Attenborough’s nature programmes for the wild sex.’

Dave shushes him as the waiter returns with
a cream slice.

André, a musician,
caught Dave’s ear and eye when, for a few weeks, he had joined, and
was a member of the ‘Pink Players’, a musical review group
performing in gay pubs across London, offering a mixed fare of pop
and cabaret songs. André played the piano while Dave alternated
with others to sing the songs. Both had an affinity for musicals
and, over Ben and Jerry’s ice cream after a performance, they’d
discussed Sondheim versus Lloyd Webber, Bette Davis movies and,
ever aware of the passing scenery, such as things like the trend
for tight t-shirts on the average Soho gay man. In André, Dave
found a musical ally. In Dave, André thinks he found a potential
performer.

‘So, are you working,
darling?’ Dave asks him.

‘Not much work out there at the moment, but I am writing,’
André says. He tells Dave he is working on a new musical, one he
hopes will one day be taken up by a producer and put on a London
stage.

‘What happened to that
other project? What was it? Oh, yes, musical version of ‘Room with
a View?’

‘Nah! I gave up on that. Too twee. The costume budget alone
would have killed it. So, I worked on a nude version of From Here
to Eternity after that. Only, I called it…’

‘From Queer
to Eternity?’

‘Yes. How did you
guess?’

‘Hmm, I wonder. But, nude? Why?’

‘No costumes, dummy! It
was for an all male cast, too.’

Dave laughs,
‘Just what theatre-going yearns for, right now.’

‘That’s what I thought,’
says André enthusing. ‘No, really, I have a better idea now. You
ready? A musical about a famous but over-the-hill star, bumped from
the top slot by his assistant.’

Dave snorts. ‘It sounds painfully familiar,’
he says, thinking of Brian. ‘What’s it called?’

André takes
a deep breath and then says, ‘“All About Steve”.’

Dave splutters, ‘Not after the film?’

‘Yeah. Brilliant,
no?’

‘No. Surely it’s been done
before?’

‘Maybe. Dunno. Not by me,
it hasn’t.’

‘But Bette
Davis?’

‘Perfect,’ says André.
‘It’ll be fun, I’m telling you. No one has done the gay musical
version?’

‘Oh, of course,’ says Dave
leaning back, and laughing. ‘It’s what we’ve been missing all these
years.’

‘Exactly,’ said André, excitedly. ‘There are gay men out
there desperate for this kind of entertainment.’

Dave doubted it, but asked, ‘How far have
you got?’

‘Oh, a few songs so
far.’

‘And then
what?’

‘Get it produced, of
course.’

‘I know,’ said Dave, theatrically, ‘let’s put on a show, right here!’

‘Very funny, Judy. You
laugh, but I already have the chance of a one-night-only show in
Soho. Actually, the ‘Daffy Duck’ said they’d let me do
it.’

‘The what?’

‘That theatre behind the
pub in Dean Street.’

‘A pub? Your gonna do it
to a bunch of beery tossers…’

‘Gay beery tossers,
Dave. They’ll love it. It’s a serious venue.’

‘Andre! It has a dark
room, and a sling in the back bar.’

‘So?’ says André. ‘I’ll
work them into the story.’

Dave laughs. ‘Who’s going to be the lead,’
he asks.

‘That would be me. I’ll be
playing Eve’s part. As Steve, of course.’

Dave laughs. ‘Of course. And Margot
Channing?’

André fixes him with
a stare. ‘Dave, I want you to play it?’

‘Me?’

‘You’d be perfect,’ André says quickly. ‘You can sing.
You’re a performer. You can learn lines.’

‘André,’ says Dave, surprised, ‘I’m an architect.’

‘Yes. I know. You can be a
little square at times. But, when you haven’t got a ruler down your
pants, or a pencil up your arse, you can perform and I need someone
as bitter and twisted as you to play Margot.’

‘Thanks a lot!’

‘Seriously, though, will
you? It’s a perfect part. And you get almost all the best
lines.’

‘I don’t know,’ says Dave,
looking doubtful. Andre fixes him with pleading eyes. Dave then
effects a camp air, smoothes his hair with a theatrical palm and
says, ‘It’s a long time since I was on the stage.’

‘Bullshit,’ says André. ‘You’re always on the stage,
Dave.’

‘Would you move that light out of my eyes a little, while I
do my make up? Thank you, kind sir,’ he mugs.

‘You see?
Perfect.’

‘I haven’t seen the movie
in years,’ says Dave, recovering.

‘Well, bone up baby. There
are lines to learn.’

‘Lines? We didn't need
dialogue. We had faces!’

‘Well, not in my show. I
am writing you some songs, and you need to be able to remember
them. The first is called ‘Funny Business’.’

‘Why?’

‘He sings – Margot is Marc by the way – about a gay man’s
career. ‘The things you drop
on your way up the ladder so you can move faster’.’

‘Like your pants, you
mean?’

‘No, dummy. Your
dignity!’

‘I wonder,’ says Dave.
‘Did I have any?’

‘I doubt it, but you’ll need to summon up a bit now, cos
you’re on in three months time!’

‘The theatuh; the theatuh!’ mugs Dave.

 


 


WALK, DON’T RUN

 


Damian is indeed a cause for curiosity. While Brian and his
friends have weighed their suspicions, and probed his
Star Wars credentials, he is in the office once more, talking to
Petra. He has a need now to talk to her about his
future.

‘Your future?’ she says,
alarmed. ‘Don’t you think it’s too soon to talk about
that?’

‘I just want to understand
how it works,’ Damian says. ‘When do I get promoted?’

‘Goodness me,’ she
exclaims. ‘It isn’t always about how long, Damian. It’s about how
well you get on.’

‘Maybe it’s also about who
you know,’ he says, offering her a smile.

‘Well, indeed,’ she says,
a little impatiently. ‘If you do know someone important, or famous,
I’m sure it will help. In this profession, we need all the help we
can get.’

She looks
across the table at this boy with strawberry-blond hair and blue
eyes. There is something vaguely familiar about him, as if she
might somehow have met him before, years ago. Damian’s progress in
the company is not her immediate priority and, under the
circumstances, his career is the last thing on her mind. She’d had
to deal with Brian once, but another? Already? Sighing, she
recognises that behind Brian, there will always be more like
Brian.

But, who is Damian?

He came to her via Drew Sharpe, a recommendation resulting
from a request she made to him for help. It was he who suggested
taking him on as Brian’s assistant, knowing he would be an asset to
the office in a time of crisis. And so he has proved. Damian has so
far been a good assistant to Brian, relieving him of some of the
burdens of his work on Clacton. He has been enthusiastic, swift, and efficient, too. Brian has
noticed he is pushy, and often takes responsibilities without
explanation, or permission, as if hurrying to fill Brian’s
shoes.

‘Well, you’re working with Brian and as you know, he is one
of our newest Associates. And you’re working on one of our most
high profile projects, too. That’s a good start, isn’t
it.’

‘It is a good start,
Petra. But you know, I am ready for so much more.’

‘Really?’ she says, raising her eyebrows. ‘Surely it’s
better not to run before you can walk,’ she suggests, thinking this
young man audacious.

‘I was running before,
when I lived in Berlin. I try to run very fast, Petra.’

‘Yes? Well, here you may
just have to slow down for a bit, until we know where we are. My
husband…Leonard Stück, as you know, is very ill…’

‘Yes,’ says Damian, nodding, and still eager to speak. ‘But,
you know, I am sure he will recover.’

Petra stares at him in disbelief. ‘Excuse
me? You do?’

‘I do,’ Damian says,
firmly. ‘He’s a strong man. Like I am.’

‘You? He? Well…!’ Petra is
suddenly speechless. ‘You may be strong boy,’ she says, hardly
knowing where else this conversation could possibly go, ‘but you
are still very young. Take care, Damian.’

Again she wonders who he is, and she
resolves to question Drew more closely on the matter.

Damian
arrives back in the pub, and to Brian’s question:

‘Where have you
been?’

‘With Petra,’ he says
briskly, resuming his seat.

‘Oh? Angling for promotion
already?’ Frankie taunts.

‘Why not?’ Damian replies,
without guile. They all look at him, uncertainly. Damian has a
slight grin on his face when he says, ‘I told her I wanted to be a
partner.’

Frankie almost spits out his beer.

‘You told her that?’ she
asks, starting to laugh.

‘Yes,’ says Damian,
calmly. They vainly search his face for some sign of absurd humour,
but there is none to find.

‘Did she tell you there’s
a queue stretching back twenty five years?’ asks Ray,
pointedly.

‘No,’ Damian answers.
‘Will I have to wait that long, I wonder? When Leonard comes
back…’

‘Leonard?’ says Frankie,
surprised.

‘She knows what I want,’
he continues. ‘I am confident I will get it.’

‘I bet she loved that,’
says Pippa.

‘She thought I was joking.
But I’m not.’

‘So I can see,’ says
Pippa.

‘I told her, it will be sooner than she thinks.’

They laugh
at him. They think Damian is still too young – he’s still in his
twenties - but notice that he has a curious, and rather maddening
confidence – a confidence bordering on arrogance, in
fact.

‘So, Damian,’ says Brian, changing the subject, ‘You
like Star Wars,
right?’

 


 


INTERNET DATE

 


The profile had read:

‘…an intelligent, professional guy, not sure what I'm looking
for, but it won’t be in a bar or club. Looking for a sense of
humour and someone who can talk about more than just clubbing or
shopping and likes film.’

Scott, who
wrote it, is standing at the bar when Dave enters the pub as
arranged. Dave notices him as he arrives, looking like his picture
at least, and, he judges him to be not bad looking either. He’s
stockier perhaps, but did have the same slicked back black hair and
smooth chin. He wears a suit too, a smart, expensive-looking suit,
with a crisp cuff-linked shirt underneath. Scott seems to be
smiling to himself, and Dave wonders if he isn’t a little bit
drunk, or worse, high on drugs, which, on an introductory date, is
surely a no-no. Dave isn’t into drugs, and has a fear of falling
for someone he would find, once the drugs had worn off, much less
fun and less interesting. Dave likes a drink though, enjoys
watching a film, or going to a show – the theatre being about as
much of a drug as he can handle. Okay, life, he knows, isn’t a
musical review, but theatre and music give him as good a ‘high’ as
he believes he needs. Anyway, he is approaching his date, at the
bar.

‘You’re Scott,
right?’

‘Yep, that’s
me.’

Dave nervously shakes his hand, and smiles
as warmly as he can.

‘Wanna drink?’ Scott asks
him. He buys himself a pint, and hands Dave his gin and tonic with
a wry smile,

‘Posh drink.’

‘Yeah? You haven’t seen
that Hogarth painting.’

‘Eh?’

‘Gin Alley!’

‘Sorry, not with you,’
says Scott, as they slip into a neat, curving, red leather
booth.

‘Oh. It shows the ruin and
corruption of the poor caused by excessive gin
drinking.’

‘Crikey,’ says Scott. ‘I’ll stick to my pint,
then.’

‘You look like your
picture,’ says Dave, nervously. How do these things begin, he
wonders?

‘Oh. Good,’ says Scott,
deadpan. ‘It’s all me.’

‘Yeah? Good. I mean some
of those pictures….’ Dave says, with a little laugh. He thinks this
a good opener. ‘There are those fuzzy ones, like they’ve been taken
in a club by one of their mates.’

Scott thankfully sees
the humour, and joins in, ‘Or a ‘fag-hag’ friend.’

‘Or, like they’re high on
Ecstasy. Or sniffing glue.’

‘Yeah. I mean, those
smiles! Just that little bit too wide…’

They laugh.

‘Look at those cropped photos,’ Dave says, still enthusing. ‘You can just see a hand
across their shoulder. It’s surely the ex boyfriend.’

‘The one that dumped
him.’

‘Or he’s been dumped
by!’

They laugh some more, and reach for their
drinks. Not bad. They are laughing at least. Dave glances over to
see Scott looking at him, and he smiles back.

‘It’s bad form, isn’t
it?’

‘Sure is.’

Then there is a pause that stretches into a
silence.

Dave had a
few responses to his ad, most of which he had to discard. Without
wanting to seem unfair, he had to reject the ones demanding
intimate pictures of his body in advance of a meeting, and those
wanting him to wear all manner of different uniforms and strap-on
devices. It was a positive relief to find that Scott simply wanted
to meet for a drink and a chat, which is all that Dave thinks he’s
capable of. It seems a harmless way to begin even if, now, he feels
uneasy and nervous. Dave notices two good-looking shaven headed
guys at the bar, and blurts out,

‘They’re obviously into
each other.’

‘I guess,’ says Scott,
staring.

‘They’re both
bald.’

‘You have a problem with
baldness?’

‘No, no. It’s not that,’ Dave continues, embarrassed. What
does he mean? He tries to explain, ‘A bald guy always goes for
another bald guy. It’s always another bald
guy. It’s like safety in numbers or something.’

‘It’s all about
attraction, I suppose,’ says Scott.

‘Yeah. We all go for guys
who look and sound a bit like ourselves,’ Dave says.

‘At least then there’s no
competition,’ Scott says jokily, ‘I mean, if you have
hair….’

‘Like attracts like,’ says
Dave. ‘A straight friend of mine once saw two similar looking guys
kissing in a bar. Said it was like watching a guy snog himself in
the mirror.’

Scott laughs loudly, enjoying that, and then
says, ‘I’m not always attracted to the same type, though.’

‘No, nor me,’ says Dave,
who remembers Charles. Charles was nothing like himself. Or, was
he? Indeed, why had he been so attracted to him? He scolds himself.
Here I am, talking to a guy with an admittedly irritating name,
remembering a lost love. He shakes his head, as if to rid himself
of the thought.

‘Completion,’ Scott says,
simply.

Dave thinks it sounds odd. ‘Maybe.’

‘What is ‘type’ anyway?’
Scott continues. ‘The number of guys worried about age,
height…’

‘How old are you, anyway?’ Dave blurts. He’s embarrassed
again because suddenly he can’t remember Scott’s profile. Charles
was older than Dave, by four years. Was that important? He shakes
his head again.

‘Twenty nine,’ Scott
says.

‘Ah. So,’ asks Dave, ‘what do you do, again?’

Scott grins. ‘I’m a stripper,’ he says.

Dave turns to face him, his mouth open. ‘I
thought you said something about banking?’

‘I did,’ says Scott, still
grinning, obviously enjoying his answer. ‘I mean I buy companies
and break them up. I sell off their assets.’

‘You strip
them…?’

‘Yeah. To make a
profit.’

‘Fuck,’ says Dave. ‘Like
Gordon Gekko?’

‘A bit, though it’s much
less dramatic.’

‘Like Richard Gere, in
‘Pretty Woman’ then?’

‘Sure. Maybe. Only I’m
sure I’m not as good looking,’ Scott says, smirking.

Dave thinks
it’s a brutal and unpleasant sounding business. Still, Richard Gere
needed a prostitute and old man Mr Morse for him to come to his
senses, and his see the error of his ways. Dave wonders if his role
is to do the same, and save Scott from meanness and moral
bankruptcy? Scott is asking Dave about his career, and he tells him
he’s an architect.

‘That sounds solid,’ says
Scott.

‘Boring, perhaps,’ says
Dave, deprecatingly.

‘Well, I don’t know. Professiona,l anyway.’

‘Doesn’t get the blood
flowing, does it?’

Scott laughs. ‘Not mine. I mean… sorry, what
I mean is, I’m not sure I want an architect to be exciting,
exactly.’

‘No?’

‘No. It’s a profession, like law. Or, like being a pilot.
You don’t want people like that to be exciting. You just want them
to calmly get on with the job.’

‘Yeah, okay, but I do manage to have a laugh,
too.’

‘Glad to hear
it.’

‘Actually, I’m about to be
in a show,’ Dave blurts. He is now concerned to seem much more
interesting, suddenly.

‘You act?’

‘And sing, yes. I
perform,’ Dave says, proudly.

‘Okay,’ says Scott,
carefully. ‘What’s the show?’

‘Oh, it’s by a friend.
It’s new. I’m singing one of the lead roles.’

‘Good for you.’

‘Do you want to come?’
Dave asks, and then regrets asking. He’s only just met this
guy.

‘Great,’ says Scott,
chuckling now. ‘So? Not so boring after all.’

It has
worked, but they fall silent again, and Dave is sure Scott is still
thinking of him as ‘square’. But, he is wondering that, for someone
so handsome, Scott has a crappy job. They glance at each other, as
Scott breaks silence with a surprising question.

‘So, are you a top or a
bottom?’

Dave winces.
What kind of question is that? He wants to know if…what? Now, Dave
wants to say that he is perfectly happy somewhere in the middle,
thank you, but he hesitates.

‘I’m a top,’ Scott says, without any hesitation,

‘Oh?’

‘It’s about fit, Dave. You
have to fit together.’

Dave hasn’t
really thought about sex with Scott. Okay, he has looked down at
him, to check him out, of course, and has noted his firm looking
thighs, the shape of his knee through suit fabric, the black hair
on his wrists. He seems able to fill his shirt well enough, too. He
even seems pleasant, for an asset stripper, though now that he
thinks of it, he wonders whether this City boy would treat a night
in the sack with him, in the same way as he did his job. Dave
resolves to keep his own assets intact.

‘I mean you have to fit
together, right?’ Scott continues.

‘I guess.’

‘We all have our roles to
play.’

‘So, it’s about more than
just who does the cleaning, then?’ Dave asks.

Scott laughs. ‘I hate cleaning. I have
someone to do it for me.’

Dave wants
to say that he does too, for the sake of ‘fitting’, but he has to
do it himself and, what’s more, he rather enjoys it, too. Did that
make him a…‘bottom’?

‘I do what’s necessary,’ Scott is saying, causing Dave to
wonder: has he, in just four or five words, articulated his entire
philosophy of life? Scott now talks about his likes and dislikes,
the guys he’s met, the kind of physique he likes. It isn’t that
Dave is bored. He listens and laughs along, and even encourages him
from time to time, but the line he is hanging on to is thinning by
the minute, and anyway, he has a suspicion that the evening will
end, at least in Scott’s version of it, in bed, in a gay man’s
yuppie flat somewhere, with Dave firmly on the ‘bottom’. With a
sigh, Dave begins to wonder how he might extricate himself from
this scenario without saying, ‘Is that the time already?’ Ralph,
one of the few friends to know about the date, said he’d call after
an hour or so, just so he could have an excuse to leave. ‘Then, you
can mention an emergency. A friend in hospital, or something.’ It
sounded like good advice.

‘Do you have a type?’
Scott is asking.

‘Not sure. Kind of…
Maybe.’ Dave really isn’t sure, and doesn’t want to say one way or
the other. It was Charles once, wasn’t it? And now?

‘Everyone has one, or two.
Or more,’ Scott explains.

‘Spread the net wide
enough, and….’

‘You might get lucky. Yes,
I suppose.’

Again they laugh together but Dave
inadvertently looks at his watch.

‘Early night?’ Scott says,
noticing.

‘Well, no. Yes, I suppose
so.’

‘Guess we had better be
off, then,’ Scott says quickly.

Dave is suddenly nervous. We?

‘Meeting with the
chairman,’ Scott says, business-like. ‘I have an early start in the
morning.’

‘More
stripping?’

Scott shoots him a look and says, ‘Yeah. But
it is a school night, right?’

‘No fun to be had on a school night, then’ says Dave. He’s
relieved but notes his own slight feeling of disappointment,
now.

‘You know,’ Scott says,
pulling on a coat, ‘I hardly ever have sex with anyone on the first
date. And this wasn’t a date, right?’

Dave looks surprised. ‘No?’ he mumbles.

He feels slightly ashamed now. Maybe Scott
is okay. Maybe there really are nice asset strippers out there
in the world. Maybe he has nice assets of his own that were he to
do the stripping, he’d enjoy discovering. He is wondering whether
they might actually…

‘Here’s my phone number,’
he says confidently, handing Dave a printed card. ‘Call me if you
want.’

‘Thanks,’ says Dave, and
then calls out after him: ‘See you at the show?’

Later, at home, Gudrun is in the kitchen,
and welcomes him.

‘How was the date? Did you
meet the love of your life?’

‘I think I’d have more
luck if I was a lesbian.’

‘That bad, huh?’ asks
Gudrun. She is sitting at the kitchen table.

‘Awful,’ he says, sitting heavily. Gudrun watches him for am
moment until Dave says, ‘It was fine, actually. Richard
Gere.’

‘Richard…?’

‘No matter.’

‘Dave,’ she says. ‘I need
to talk about the arrangements for the little one…’

Dave sits heavily, and sighs. ‘I know. I
just feel so nervous.’

‘Nervous?

‘I mean, what if it comes
out looking like Quasimodo.’

‘You are daft. It won’t.
It will have my good sense, and your good looks.’

‘Hey, what about my
good sense?’

‘Be serious, Dave. Anyway it’s what we wanted. Remember?
Just think, it might actually be an improved version of
you.’

‘Yeah? What if it doesn’t like me? I mean it might end up a
‘chav’ teenager, throwing rocks at people in the street. At me,
even!’

‘I think that’s very unlikely, don’t you? Anyway,
I wanted to tell you that I’m
arranging dinner with Jenny. I think it would be good for you two
to…’

‘Jenny? Oh no, she hates me.’

‘Of course she doesn’t.
She likes you. She’s just a little strong, that’s all.’

‘Strong? Goody, I always
get the feeling she’s about the get the scissors out…’

‘You haven’t heard about
her new artistic venture!’

‘No?’

That’ll be a nice surprise for you.’

‘Okay, okay.’

‘You’ll try to be
nice?’

‘Yes,’ he says, with a
sigh. Then, ‘Goody, I think you’re going to make a great
mum.’

Gudrun grins and throws her arms around
him.

‘And you will make someone
a great boyfriend.’

‘If I could only find one.’

 


 


SIEGFRIED

 


‘There he is,’ says Petra. She stands at the foot of Leonard’s bed, on one of her
regular visits to the hospital, but there’s been no change in his
condition. He lies still and silent as before, with only the bleeps
of nearby machines breaking the silence. But now she is gesturing
towards him for the benefit of a visitor who stands by her side.
With the same clear blue eyes, Siegfried gazes calmly down to where
Leonard lies.

‘I’m sorry, Petra,’ he says in a deep, Germanic
voice.

‘Don’t be. It’s okay,’ she
says quietly.

‘I am sorry I never came
over here sooner. I should have been here for you.’

Petra nods. ‘Perhaps. I’m glad Drew found
you.’

‘Leonard may be my brother,’ he says gently, ‘but you know,
we have not been in touch. I am not often in London, or Berlin,
especially now that I have a house near Munich.’

‘Is that’s why it took
Drew a long time to find you?’

‘I think so. When I work, I switch off everything, including
my telephone. I need to concentrate.’

‘Well, I’m glad you’re here now. Leonard would be glad too,’
she says, and they stare down at the body under the
blankets.

Siegfried, the middle brother of three, has
many of the same physical attributes
as Leonard: tall, with a similar build, and with red hair, though
bristle short. He has the same high forehead, thick reddish-blond
brows, and deep-set eyes, too. Unlike his brother, though, he
always wore simple, masculine clothes - a simple blue checked shirt
worn over a white t-shirt. He had never especially been close to
Leonard. After the death of their father, Otto, and later, their
English mother Rosemary, it fell to an aunt – Clotilde - to take
responsibility for the family. It wasn’t long before the eldest of
them was off, back in England, to begin his successful career as an
architect. Though Leonard would visit them from time to time, it
was clear that his own career always came first, and largely
ignoring his brothers, Siegfried bonded instead with his brother
Heinrich.

Siegfried is
about to become a household name in Britain. Posters are about to
go up on the London Underground to advertise the first of his
novels translated from German to English. Certain to be a success,
all of them feature a laconic and brilliant detective called
Rheingold, and all of them involve a hunt for a terrifying serial
killer forever in pursuit of highly successful women. His third
novel, ‘Battleaxe’, is said to have one of the goriest murders ever
committed to paper. However unpleasant, they were always supported
by meticulous research, and written in a severe, mesmerizingly
formal style. Several of them had already been translated into
other European languages. However grim and gory, there could be no
greater contrast between their content, and the gentle, calm,
polite spoken man who wrote them - a man, unlike Leonard, largely
happy to remain out of the limelight.

There is
little for Siegfried to say about Leonard now, and Petra leaves him
to memories of his own. Indeed, the last time he’d met his brother,
Leonard was lecturing in Berlin. The lecture theatre had been full,
and Leonard had been brilliant, managing to alternate his talk in
English and German. Students always loved Leonard’s humour and
style. Later, the brothers sat in a local restaurant, and it is
where Leonard is determined to confront his brother with his
painful discovery.

‘You have written about
me?’ Leonard says, accusingly.

‘You are a good subject,’
Siegfried tells him, with a smile.

‘It was
me, wasn’t it?’

‘You recognised
yourself?’

‘Yes. But why,
Siegfried?’

‘You wanted to be famous.
I wanted to write about someone like you.’

‘But, I’m killed, and in a
particularly horrible way, too.’

‘He is a victim, Leonard,
like many other of my other victims. They all think they are
invincible. They rule the jungle, the business world, the media
world, but no one is invincible. They cannot survive forever.
Someone always brings them down.’

‘But, Siegfried, it’s me.’

‘Well, ja. I needed a
victim, and a successful, powerful one, too.’

Leonard looks pained. ‘But, I’m tortured,
Siegfried.’

‘Well,’ said Siegfried,
with a slight shrug. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t read too much into the
character, after all.’

‘But, I am held down by all these women and pierced slowly
by hundreds of drawing instruments!’ Leonard now looks hurt. ‘It’s
awful,’ he whines.

Siegfried laughs. ‘I had to find a use for
all those redundant things on your desk at home.’

“She jabbed the compass needle into his stomach and began to
inscribe an arc, slowly, until the circle was complete. Then, with
a scalpel…” says Leonard,
shuddering, as he quotes.

‘Yes, “Death of an Architect” has been very popular,’ says
Siegfried, blithely. ‘Surprising, really. Why is it that people
want architects to suffer? It seems everyone enjoys it. It’s been
one of my bestsellers. Why is that, do you suppose? I will have to
write more.’

‘But, those awful women,’ said
Leonard, remembering the book again and shaking his head. ‘They
stick pencils up my bottom, Siegfried. Up my nose and in my…eyes,
too. Ugh! It’s awful. I felt very uncomfortable. How can you think
of such things?’

‘Yes. His lovers. They
have their revenge, Leonard, for all those broken promises. For all
his infidelities.’

Leonard continues to look distressed, and
Siegfried laughs. ‘Maybe, Leonard,
it’s because you once stuck a pencil up my nose.’

‘I did not!’ Leonard
protested.

‘Yes, Leonhard. You did,’ Siegfried says, using Leonard’s
Germanic name. ‘I forgave you, but we all remember how mean you
were. You’re the oldest brother. You could be very
hurtful.’

Leonard was indignant, ‘Never. How?’

‘Oh, Leonard, you were
always so pompous; a know-it-all, so sure of yourself, and so
arrogant. Yes, you were also creative, funny, and full of life, but
you could be very, very cruel, too.’

‘Oh Siegfried, I always
knew what I wanted, that’s all,’ says Leonard, whining now. ‘I knew
who I was.’

‘You were always his
favourite, Leonard. Father loved you the most.’

‘He loved us all,
Siegfried.’

‘No. It was you. He wanted you to carry on the Stück line.
We knew that.’

‘Whereas, mother loved
you the most.’

‘Perhaps. Yes, I think I
was her favourite.’

‘And Heinrich?’

‘He needed
us the most. I was there for him.
You already had gone. You were busily building your own career with
Petra.’

They eat in
silence for a while, until Siegfried asks, ‘So, will you tell
me?’

‘Tell you
what?’

‘Who this other woman is,
Leonard?’

Leonard
stares at him, his eyes narrowing.

‘What other
woman?’

‘You deny it? I think you
know who I mean, Leonard.’

‘Siegfried,’ says Leonard, with a sigh. ‘It’s true there
have been several women in my life.’

‘Does Petra know about
those too, perhaps?’

‘I think Petra has probably guessed about them all, yes,’
said Leonard. ‘But I have been discreet. I have always been
discreet.’

‘Petra has stood by you.
She has stood by you all these years, Leonard.’

‘Siegfried, don’t. We all
have skeletons in the closet. You want me to rip the doors open to
yours?’

Siegfried
remains quiet, but he stares at his brother across the table.
‘Petra has been wonderful,’ Leonard continues, ‘and she will
continue to be wonderful. She still loves me.’

‘Loves?’

‘Our life is not how other
people would imagine. She…’ Leonard pauses to look across the
restaurant, to ponder his words. ‘Petra and I are the closest of
friends. We became - how shall I say? Physically distant, a long
time ago.’

‘When she found out she
could not bear children?’ Siegfried asks.

‘She’s infertile, you know.’

Siegfried looks pained, and whispers, ‘Poor
Petra.’

‘She wanted a child. Very much.’

‘You could have
adopted?’

Leonard
shrugs, and laughs. ‘We did, in a manner of speaking. We began a
business with Alistair. But you know, we are all her ‘children’.
The office is her life’s work.’

‘Don’t be glib,’
Siegfried says, without anger. ‘She was desperate.’ His voice is
more urgent now, as he confronts his brother across the table. It
was now time to press home to Leonard what he knew. ‘I met her,
Leonard.’

‘You met? Who?’

‘The other
woman.’

‘What are you talking about, Siegfried?’

‘I met with
Hildegarde.’

Leonard’s face stiffens before it begins to
drain of colour.

‘I met with her. And,
Leonard,’ Siegfried says, slowly, ‘I met her with her
son.’

Leonard says nothing but they continue to
stare at each other.

‘Yes. There is a son,
Leonard,’ Siegfried announces. ‘Is it yours?’

‘A son.
Mine?’ says Leonard, quietly, looking down.

Siegfried
shrugs. ‘And he lives in Berlin with Hildegarde.’

Sadness ripples across Leonard’s face, now.
‘Are you going to tell Petra?’ he asks.

Siegfried picks up his glass and drains it
of cold, clear water and says,

‘Father loved us all, Leonard. He took care of us,
Siegfried. Maybe that boy needs his father, too.’

 



 PART
THREE


 


POND LIFE

 


Peter Palmer
is waiting under the clock as planned. It has taken a few weeks of
arranging, with Pippa constantly badgering Brian about it, but at
last he is on the way to Cannes and to the annual property ‘bash’
called MIPIM, though he still isn’t sure what it really stands for.
He is meeting a colleague in the departure hall at Gatwick Airport,
as planned, for an early flight to Cannes’ nearest airport at
Nice.

‘Been here since five,’ Peter says, when they
meet.

Brian has
met Peter a few times, usually across a meeting room table. He’s an
ordinary looking, middle-aged cost consultant with thinning grey
hair and a face that was once boyish perhaps, but now looks worn
and tired. Even though they are about to jet off to the South of
France, he is still wearing his dull grey suit, a ‘wash and wear’
pale-blue shirt, and a dark blue tie. He has made no sartorial
concession to the glamour Brian believes resides at their
destination.

‘Looking forward to the
party?’ he asks, cheerfully.

‘Party? Well, I guess so,’
says Brian. He is still only half awake.

Peter starts to laugh. ‘Yeah, there’s
business to get done,’ he says, who has already had several cups of
coffee and is now buzzing. ‘But, that’s not what we’re in Cannes
for. Not much, anyway. We have to make the whole project look
legit, I know. Ricky is completely out of his depth. He needs a bit
of professional and financial muscle. They’ll be bankers at the
table tonight.’

‘Shame there’s no Leonard,
then’ says Brian.

‘Ricky would obviously
have preferred Leonard. No offence.’

‘I s’pose
so.’

‘Nero’s going to be there. It should be quite an event. His
presentation is in a room at the Carlton. The biggest. Not the
ballroom, but the next best thing. He’s going to speak. So is
Ricky, if he can string more than a few syllables together. Fuck, I
hope he isn’t pissed when he does. It’ll be a colossal waste of
time and money. Not ours, mind. He’s paying for this junket, you
know?’

‘No. I didn’t,’ says Brian, who looks weary. It’s still only
six thirty, and it seems far too early for such chummy
indiscretions; too early for much at all, in fact.

‘You been before?’ Peter
asks.

‘Cannes? No.’

‘Basically, it’s a piss-take, a free holiday for
over-worked, and over-paid property execs and estate agents. Oh,
and a beauty parade for the most influential property developers
and landowners. So, it’s almost anyone you can imagine not liking,
really. Including some architects.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Oh, you’re all right. You just get on with the job. But the
big boys will be in town, all the famous names. Making a splash.
For people like you and me it’s basically a ‘stag do’ with a
business card swap. For others, it’s to show off. Some people use
if to have a cheeky, all-expenses-paid holiday. I mean, who
wouldn’t?’

Brian spots a short, overweight man in blue
blazer, white trousers and canvas deck shoes, in the queue. He has
long grey hair and wears his shirt open to his chest sprouting a
mat of white hair. Under his arm is a laptop. Peter has noticed
Brian’s gaze.

‘Yes, look at that. It
really does bring out the yacht-loving playboy in some businessmen.
Some of them probably own one, perhaps, though why they’d be on an
Easyjet flight and not in their own plane beats me. But, don’t
worry. There’s plenty of pond life like you and me down
there.’

‘Pond life? I’m an
architect.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Is that where you think I
fit in?’

‘Pretty low down, I would
say. Yeah.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Oh, don’t take it personally. There’s worse, believe me.
You’re by no means the lowest form of life finding its way down
there, up towards the sun. There are the bottom feeders - project
managers and techies flogging visualisation packages - that
sort.’

Brian manages a grin as he watches a
wrinkled, but smartly suited grey man pass them in the queue with
an extravagantly dressed woman by his side, a woman old enough to
be his grandmother.

‘Ah, the ‘merry widows’. Some chief exec’s are practically
married to their PA’s and bring them along for the ride. Not the
dolly-bird variety, though. No chance. Senior execs treat their
PA’s like their mothers. You can easily spot them, especially the
middle aged ones: high heels, tan from a can, and tons of cheap
jewellery. They’re all divorced with grown up kids, but they’re
usually good for a laugh. They can drink most men under the table,
and often do.’

‘You’ve made a career out
of this, haven’t you?’ says Brian, stifling a yawn. He wishes Peter
would shut up.

‘Done it too often, Brian. Always drank too much, always ate
too much. I always manage to get fucking wasted.’ He shrugs and
laughs bitterly, ‘Got the fuckin’ clap down here once. Couldn’t
tell the wife. Imagine what she would say? S’all right though. We
don’t have sex anymore.’

Brian blinks and turns away. Oh Peter.
Please?

‘There are usually a few ditzy blondes down there, too. All
up for it, you know. Talking of which, watch out for the Russians.
They’re buying up land everywhere. They have plenty of money and
absolutely no morals.’

Brian
escapes Peter to shop in Dixons for a plug adapter. Later, on the
plane, they sit at the front and Peter keeps up the chatter while
watching an orange-clad stewardess bend down in front of
them.

‘We’re in a small flat.
There are two bedrooms and a sofa in the living room. Not sure who
gets what, but we’ll sort it out when we get there. Nobby’s the
other bloke we’re sharing with. He’s a rugby-playing property thug
– sorry, I mean agent. Almost always out to lunch, almost always
drunk. Great laugh, though. He’ll probably be out and about, so you
won’t see him much. Oh, if you get lucky, text me. I’ll do the
same. Sock on the door knob, Remember?’

‘Lucky?’

‘Yeah. You know?’ he said,
pointing at the stewardess’s bottom.

‘No. Not me.’

‘Oh no? We’ll see. We all
start out like that and then, after a few, can’t get our pants down
quick enough.’

Brian blushes as the stewardess stands and
turns. Peter winks at her. Brian just shakes his head. What is he
letting himself in for?

At Nice
airport, the sun is already high, and the Mediterranean is the
colour of the stewardess’ silvery turquoise eye shadow. Even in
March the wind is warm, and Brian inhales a reviving lung-full of
air as they walk towards a waiting car.

‘Drop our bags first, and
then head out to drinks. Gotta get them in early.’

The apartment in the Residence Rabelais, a
vast art deco pile in a side street away from the seafront, is as
Peter described in detail. Painted cream, with tiled floors and
minimal furniture, it has little charm and almost no comfort. Peter
anticipates Brian’s response.

‘It’ll do. We’re gonna be out most of the time,
anyway.’

And so, Cannes, that
playground on the Cote d’Azur, with its beautiful curving beach and
famous promenade called the Croisette. The palms that line it are
almost Californian, as Brian remembers from his trip to Santa
Monica the year before, though the hotels that face the beach are
finer; grander. It is famous for its film festival, shots of
Brigitte Bardot on the beach, and Palme d’Or films, but it’s also
the magnet for world conferences, trade shows, boat shows and
luxury travel fairs, and for property. The palms slap away in the
breeze high up in a thick blue sky, while below them, tents have
been erected to host every kind of property agency. It’s where they
aim to take advantage of their first free drink. Peter has a
pocketful of invitations and everyone there, just like Peter and
Brian, is in dark suits and sunglasses.

‘Blimey. It’s Reservoir Dogs,’ says
Brian.

‘It’s the uniform,’ says Peter, fixing his clip-on Polaroids
to his thin wiry glasses. Brian slips on Ray-Bans Lucy helped
choose for him. Other than a suit, tie and sunglasses, the other
most obvious visible accessory was the mobile phone, and these are
clamped to almost every passing ear.

‘Business doesn’t stop.
The infernal machine, eh?’ says Peter.

Two blond girls holding trays stacked with
drinks greet them. Brian takes a glass of chilled white wine, and
wanders through the crowd, wondering how to say hello, while Peter
wastes no time and begins networking with the waitresses, though
not for any kind of business his employer might appreciate.

 


 


 


A WEEKEND IN THE COUNTRY

 


It’s Saturday morning, and Dave is sat in
the passenger seat of Drew’s MG sports car, heading west out of
London, and enjoying the ride. The sun is shining, and spring is
turning out to be surprisingly warm. Trees are beginning to leaf at
last, and the sides of the motorway are already carpeted with
flowers. Changing gear with a jerk, Drew presses down on the
accelerator and takes advantage of the fact that the traffic is
light and the motorway is blissfully clear.

When Drew visited Petra that morning back in January, he told Dave he was keen to stay
in touch. They had met for lunch several times, mostly in a small
restaurant in Soho, to relive much of what had happened over the
previous few months. It had been a time of great change for Dave,
who’d given up his job for a solo career in architecture, but also
for Drew, too, who not only had had to worry for his comatosed
friend, but also because of events set in train as a result of
Leonard’s collapse.

Dave had
been in Drew’s sights since their first meeting in Hyde Park: an
insalubrious place to meet, perhaps. It surprised him that he never
considered Dave - a young and handsome architect - as a potential
lover. Instead, Drew had found a willing ear, someone keen to
listen and learn, and he valued that. For a writer and commentator,
he never failed to want for more of that sort of attention, but he
liked that Dave enjoyed his company. Now that he was out of the
Stück office, Dave had enjoyed listening to Drew’s multifarious
views on architecture, and stories about the famous and successful
architects he’d read so much about. And, of course, he enjoyed
hearing more about Leonard, who had dominated his and his
colleague’s professional lives for many years.

When Drew
suggested a weekend away in the country with his friends, Dave
leapt at the opportunity, hoping yet another door might be about to
open. His friends all agreed.

‘Darling, a weekend in the
country! Such fun!’

‘Ooh, it sounds like a posh novel.’

‘Will you wear a deerstalker and go hunting?’

‘For rutting stags and horny bulls.’

‘And that’s just the
guests, right?’

‘For the game-keeper?’

‘Hmmm, you’ll make lots of
new friends.’

‘We’ll see,’ Dave
said.

Dave feels
his back sink into the upholstery of Drew’s MG sports car as they
speed off to the weekend house party. He is talking about
Brian.

‘I wonder if I did the
right thing,’ Dave says.

‘Of course you did. You are serious about your career, and
your needs. You did well to get out when you could,’ says Drew, and
they fall silent for a while. Then, Drew asks, ‘He was your
friend?’

‘He was
a friend,’ says Dave
sternly.

Drew has already
heard about Brian’s ‘betrayal’. ‘He had to do what he had to do,’
he says. ‘And, so did you.’

‘Maybe. But, I feel
betrayed. We were… We were…’ Dave struggles to explain.

‘Good friends?’

‘Yes.’

‘But not lovers, I think.’

Dave gasps.
‘God, no. Not at all.’

‘But you were close. It does feel like betrayal, doesn’t it?
I understand. With Leonard gravely ill, Brian felt the call of duty
and took the opportunity then offered to him. Time will tell
whether he did the right thing. For you, however, it’ll all seem a
little raw for a while, but you will move on. You must move on,
Dave. Don’t give permanent home to these feelings. They’ll poison
you.’

They fall silent and Dave stares at the
spinning wheels of passing cars, until he asks,

‘And Brian?’

‘He will learn the hard
facts, the hard way.’

‘I hope so,’ says Dave,
quietly.

‘So, is Brian the reason
you left?’ Drew asks.

‘Partly, yes. There was…
something else.’

‘Someone else?’ Drew
suggests.

‘Yes.’

‘Ah, ha! Someone you were in love with, I think, and,’ says
Drew, hesitating for effect, ‘I suspect that maybe you are
still in love with?’

Dave thinks for a moment and then says, ‘No.
Not anymore. Perhaps I was. Sorry.’

‘For what? Darling, I knew
when I met you, you had a lot on your mind, and I was sure it
couldn’t have all been about Leonard, or Brian. You are a
good-looking young man with a future ahead of him. I’d have been
amazed if you hadn’t been in love with someone. But…’

‘Yes?’

‘It didn’t work out, did
it?’

‘Who told you?’

Drew chuckles. ‘You did, in a manner of
speaking. Dave, you very much remind me of myself, when I was your
age. I was in love with a boy once. He broke my heart by doing
nothing more than loving another girl, instead. He just couldn’t
see me for the wonderful opportunity I knew myself to be, and it
hurt. You’ll meet someone new. You never know, it might just be
this weekend.’

Off the motorway, the Cotswold hills are green, rolling, and dotted with trees under
a rich, blue, afternoon sky. It looks as if it’s going to be a fine
weekend. As they approach the village of Pullsley, their
destination, and where their host has a country house, Drew tells
him,

‘A word of warning. Jeremy
is very flirtatious. He’ll be all over you like a rash. But Dennis,
his partner, will see you as a threat. Don’t let him bother you. He
can be very nice.’

‘Really?’ says Dave,
worrying now. ‘What are you getting me into?’

‘Oh look, there’s Jeremy now,’ Drew says, as they pull into a gravelled drive. A man in a
straw hat, gardening gloves, and with a red face and broad grin
waves at them.

Jeremy’s
weekend house is large, detached, and built of stone, and it
dominates the centre of the little village of Pullsley. It’s the
sort of house where the Squire of the village might once have
lived, the wealthiest landowner in the village, the owner of sheep
grazing and arable land that would have stretched for miles across
the shallow hills that surround it. Now, beyond the high stone wall
surrounding Jeremy’s large garden, the land sold off years ago, is
crowded by small houses packed together between the trees, veneered
in the same stone, and all depressingly close, so that, were it not
for net curtains, it would be easy to see what inhabitants of such
houses considered life in the country. But, these are built for
‘executives’ and this once productive land has now given way to
neat, sterile little gardens with clipped rhododendron bushes and
paved patios. At the weekend, driveways are crowded by shiny,
polished BMW’s.

Jeremy maintains a cottage garden. On one
side is a patio surrounded by shrubs, on the other a vegetable
patch next to a drive where he greets his guests once Drew has
parked the car.

‘Welcome, welcome,’ says
Jeremy, cheerfully pulling off his muddied gloves. ‘My, my,’ he
says, taking a good look at Dave, who feels a little
self-conscious. He smiles politely.

‘Thank you for having me…’
Dave begins.

‘Ha! We’ll see what we can
do about that,’ says Jeremy, laughing. ‘Let’s have some
tea.’

The kitchen is empty.

‘Where is everyone?’ Drew
asks.

‘Oh, Dennis is keen to
show off our new bedroom. We’ve just had it decorated.’

‘Let me think,’ says Drew.
‘Leather and chains?’

‘Not in the bedroom, dear.
No, no. Dennis found some expensive hand printed Chinese wallpaper.
Cost a bomb, but Dennis said he wanted something that took him back
to his roots, so we had to have it. Looks ghastly. All bamboo and
nightingales.’

‘You must give Dave a tour
of the house,’ said Drew.

‘Yes, I’d love to see it.
And the wallpaper,’ says Dave, politely.

‘Goodness,’ says Jeremy playfully. ‘You want to see my
bedroom already? You are eager, aren’t you?’

Dave blushes, which clearly delights his
host.

‘Come. I’ll show you to
your room.’

Dave follows with his bag up a winding,
creaky oak stair to the first floor.

‘You’re in here,’ says
Jeremy, pushing the door open. ‘I hope you’ll be
comfortable.’

Jeremy shows
him into a bright, sizable room, painted lemon yellow, with dark
stained wood floors and a dark stained bed. It’s big, high, and
covered in a cloth with a printed pattern of yellow roses. As the
sunlight streams in, it all seems bright, warm, and fresh. A large
window overlooks the garden.

‘Wonderful,’ says Dave,
standing in the middle of the room. Dave heard, as they ascended
the stair, the unmistakably flirtatious tones in Jeremy’s voice as
he introduced him to the house and, turning now, notices how Jeremy
fills the doorframe with his large body as if to trap the room’s
new guest. Dave drops his bag noisily to the floor.

‘Try it,’ Jeremy says, gesturing to the bed. ‘You’ll find it
very comfortable.’

‘It’s okay,’ said Dave,
bouncing a little.

‘Firm, isn’t it? It’s good for your back.
When you’re on your back, that is,’
Jeremy says, with a laugh. ‘Well, it was good for mine. It was my
once my bed, you know.’

‘I’m honoured,’ says Dave,
nervously.

‘Which means,’ begins
Jeremy in a low voice, and a noticeable glitter in his eye, ‘I can
have it back any time I want.’

‘Not when I’m in it, I
hope,’ Dave says nervously

Jeremy laughs loudly. ‘Especially
when you’re in it!’ Then, with a
formality that surprises him, he says, ‘When you’re done, come down
stairs. We’re about to have some Champagne.’

He’s relieved to see Jeremy go.

 


 


CRUISIN’ THE
CROISETTE

 


Meanwhile,
in Cannes, Peter is asking, ‘Collected any business cards
yet?’

Brian shakes his head.

‘Come on, Bri. If you don’t go home with a handful of those,
you’re gonna wonder why you came?’

‘You sure I need a lack of
business cards to do that?’

Brian feels
tired from the early start. Its late afternoon, and they have been
to three ‘parties’ already. They are in yet another tent,
representing yet another property agency, all for another free
glass of champagne and the supposed chance to gain another
contact.

‘I feel pissed already,’
says Peter.

‘I can tell.’

‘Oh?’

‘You couldn’t take your
hand away from that Russian girl’s bottom.’

‘Oh, did you see her?
Tasty, eh?’

‘What business was she in,
then?’

‘You may well ask. Told me
she could get me into some land deal somewhere up the
Volga.’

‘Any idea where that
is?’

‘Nope, but I suggested she ought to take me
there.’

There’s a small crowd in the tent, and Brian
and Peter hang around the edge. Brian then makes an effort to say
hello to a woman in a dark blue trouser suit, hoping to prize a
business card out of her.

‘Didn’t I see you on the
flight today?’ he asks, cheerfully.

‘I doubt it,’ she says,
curtly. She looks him up and down. ‘I cycled all the
way.’

‘You cycled?’

‘Yeah. London to Cannes.
For charity.’

‘That’s a… hell of a
journey.’

‘Done it four times now,
mate. Better for your health, too.’

Brian looks her over. She has a plain face
and a large nose, but either side of it has kindly eyes, at least
when she smiles. She tells him her name is Donna Crush.

‘I cycle down with the boys,’ says Donna. ‘Managed to beat
most of them, too. Such
pussies.’

‘You did?’

‘Yeah. They all think a
woman can’t do it. I usually go along just to prove that I can do
it just as well as they can. And faster, too.’

‘You proved it four
times,’ Brian reminds her.

‘Yeah, I like getting on a
saddle,’ she says. ‘And getting my head down.’

Brian grins. ‘Into the wind?’

‘Right.’

‘You must be very fit,’
says Brian, and Donna beams at him.

‘I have thick thighs,’ she
says, slapping one of them with her free hand.

‘They sound solid,’ says
Brian, surprised.

‘They call me ‘The
Crusher’, she says, and Brian blanches.

‘I bet she’s a right
goer,’ Peter says, when she’s gone. ‘Not sure I’d risk it though,
with a name like hers.’

They are soon disturbed by a shrill
voice.

‘Hello,’ it says, from
behind. When they turn, they meet,

‘Timothy Thomas. Friends
call me Tim Tom. Or Tom Tim, whatever you pwefer.’

Brian begins
to laugh, but attempts to suppress it, hoping Tim won’t have
noticed. Their new contact is tall, gangly, and bright-eyed young
man, with a mop of blond hair, toothy grin, and who has a strained
‘cut-glass’ accent. Brian and Peter introduce
themselves.

‘I say, its jolly fun down here, isn’t it? Loving the
weather. And the Champagne. I’m from the pwess, by the way’ he
says. ‘I’m covering a sto-wy, about co-wuption in
Wussia.’

Brian and Peter glance at each other. Peter
asks, ‘Oh? Where?’

‘Everywhere, I think,’ Tim Tom says.
‘Contwacts given to
pwefewential clients. Large sum of money being thwown about. And,
can you believe? Bwitish firms are involved, too.’

‘Really,’ says Peter.
‘Found out much already?’

‘No, not that much. Not yet. Not in here, anyway. I say, you
don’t know anything about it, do you?’

‘No. Not much,’ says Peter, hoping he’ll go away
now.

Brian is still laughing. ‘Peter here is
doing a land deal in the Volga,’ he says, and Peter glares at
him.

‘You are? What are you
having to do, to get it?’ Tim Tom asks, his eyes
shining.

‘You see that girl over
there?’ says Brian. ‘She knows all about it.’

‘Brian!’ says Peter,
glaring still.

‘She can help,’ Brian
continues, ignoring him.

‘You reckon she might be a
little bit, you know… cowwupt?’ Tim Tom asks, eying her
up.

‘Oh, she’s dodgy all right. I reckon she can help you,
somehow.’

‘Weally? Oh,
goody.’

‘Absolutely. I mean, you
know those Russians,’ says Brian, with a shrug.

‘They do have absolutely
tons of money,’ says Tim Tom, excited now.

‘And absolutely no
morals,’ Brian says, with a grin. ‘Or so I have heard.’

‘Thank you, chaps. I’ll
just go over and… Hey, may catch you later.’

‘Brian,’ says Peter,
irritated. ‘Don’t give it all away.’

‘What? I reckon I did Tom
Tim, or whatever his name is, a favour. He needs to follow a
lead.’

‘She’ll more than likely have him on a
lead.’

Before
leaving, Brian turns to see a fat man in a blue suit with a head of
thin white hair waiting by their cocktail table. He has a squashed
doughy face, and plays with a mobile phone with fat white fingers.
Next to him is a younger, handsomer man with blue eyes who was also
busily texting. They look a bit like father and son. Since they are
so close, Peter attempts to chat to them.

‘One more for the road,’
he says with a grin.

‘Yeah? Crap Champagne,
though,’ says the fat man, in a heavy northern English
accent.

‘Oh?’

‘Yea, this is fuckin’
rubbish. Never did like it. I much prefer a pint.’

Peter introduces himself, and Brian
dutifully steps forward, to follow.

‘I’m Brian,’ he says, keen
to promote himself. ‘I work for Stück and Stück.’

‘Oh yeah?’ says the fat
man, looking suspiciously at him from his squashed eyes. ‘I worked
with you lot, once.’

‘Yes?’ Brian says
enthusiastically. Here he thinks is a chance to engage with another
visitor, to drum up business.

‘Yeah, on that fookin’
entertainment centre up in Lancashire.’

‘Oh? The LESS?’ Brian
asks, surprised.

‘Yeah, that’s
it.’

Brian, feeling uncomfortable, wonders if
he’s now standing in front of that same man Julie once told him
about, the one she hated. He did seem to fit the description.

‘Are you Frank Gribble?’
he asks.

‘Yeah, that’s right. Have
we met?’

Well, well, thinks Brian. It’s a small
world.

‘No, no,’ he says. ‘But I
have heard about you.’

‘Oh, aye? From Leonard maybe? Shame that project fell apart.
It was a brilliant scheme. Leonard’s a fookin’ genius, isn’t
he?’

Brian stares at him, and says, ‘He’s nearly
dead.’

Frank nearly spits out his Champagne.

‘Dead?’ he
says.

‘Yeah. In a coma,
actually.’

‘That’s fookin’ tragic,’
Frank says. ‘You hear that, Ted?’

Ted looks up
briefly, and nods without saying a word.

‘Wasn’t that Julie
Knowles’ job?’ Brian asks him, squaring up to him. He watches
Frank’s pasty face close up.

‘Eh, what? Never. But I
remember her. She was just a silly girl who didn’t have a clue.
Still, it’s not for me to tell Leonard who to use.’

Brian feels a jab of anger as he hears the
word ‘use’.

‘Ere Ted, this bloke’s
from Stücks. He knows all about that entertainment sensation centre
that we tried to get off the ground.’

Ted introduces himself.

‘He knows that Julie
girl,’ Frank also tells him.

‘Oh yes, Frank. We
remember her. Thought too much of herself. Isn’t that right,
Frank?’

‘She did. That’s right.
Who was that tosser that took over from her?’

‘Jacob, wasn’t it?’

‘Bit of a twat, I
remember. He did seem to know what he was doing.’

‘She had nice tits,
though,’ Frank says, and winks. Brian reddens as he begins to
realise the full extent of what Julie was up against. Ted finishes
his text and crosses the room to another group, while Frank turns
to talk to a young woman holding a tray of drinks.

Peter says, ‘Come on, I’m bored here. And
anyway, it’s nearly time for dinner.’

Frank now pushes the young woman towards the
wall, a woman who begins to look justifiably uncomfortable. But,
Brian has noticed that Frank has left his mobile phone on the
cocktail table, next to their empty glasses. In a spontaneous, if
nobly motivated gesture to avenge Julie, he grabs the phone and
hides it in his pocket as he follows Peter out of the tent and back
onto the Croisette.

‘Just a moment,’ Brian
calls out. ‘I need to do something.’

‘What? You should have
gone inside. Hurry up,’ shouts Peter, as Brian finds his way onto
the beach and quickly walks to the water’s edge. With his arm
outstretched, he throws the phone as far as he can and waits to
hear it splash in the water, in the dark.

‘Feel better, now? Peter
asks, when Brian rejoins him.

‘Yeah. I do now,’ he says,
and they walk in the direction of the restaurant.

 


 


GETTING TO KNOW YOU

 


The Champagne had already been poured when Dave appears in the drawing room,
but Jeremy is nowhere to be seen. Dave takes a deep breath. The
room is full with guests, none of whom he knows, except Drew who
notices him now and who thankfully comes quickly to the
rescue.

‘All settled?’ he
asks.

Dave nods.

‘Jeremy’s old room, I
hear,’ Drew says.

Dave nods again.

‘Good. Now, let me
introduce you.’

Drew sweeps
him towards the first. ‘This is Dennis. Dennis is Jeremy’s life
partner, and one of your hosts for the evening.’

Dennis is already
eyeing Dave suspiciously. Dennis Chu, Dave can see, is a young,
energetic Anglo-Chinese with high cheekbones, flattened nose and
glossy black hair. Dave learns later that he works for a London
couture house he’s never heard of, but which is famous for using
polyester in new and exciting ways. Dave hates polyester, but keeps
that to himself. Dennis seems to be wearing a daringly shiny suit
made from the stuff, but which seems at odds with their country
location. He also wears a pair of thick, black-rimmed spectacles
through which can be seen his narrow eyes pushed down below a heavy
forehead and conspicuously plucked eyebrows. Dave is repelled by
his moist, almost limp hand.

‘Helloo,’ Dennis says in a high-pitched voice. ‘Welcome to
our little home in the country. Dave, isn’t it? I do hope we make
you comfortable. And, of course, we hope you will like our little
gathering, this weekend?’

Dave murmurs
something reassuring. Next to him is a tall, moderately handsome
man with wavy brown hair and crooked teeth, and who thrusts a
firmer hand into his, saying, in a plummy schoolboy
voice,

‘I’m Richard. Hello. I’m
in the next village, though I work up in London. I’m in the
Government, you know?’

‘Oh?’

‘Development and Overseas
Aid. I make sure we give a lot of money to developing
countries.’

‘I guess you get to travel
a lot,’ says Dave.

‘Yes, well, I go where the minister goes,’ Richard says
ending with a short whinnying laugh. ‘Rather jolly too, though it’s
all about aid, you know. No frills! Oh, here, this is Carlos. He’s
my boyfriend.’

‘Has he told you that he
gives all our money away,’ says a short, balding man with a
friendly, animated face. Carlos, from Spain, grins broadly and
appears very welcoming, but his dark brown eyes are already giving
Dave the once-over.

‘Is thith your firth
time here,’ Carlos asks. Dave tells him it is.

‘Then we muth get to know you better.’

Dave is about to say ‘yeth we muth,’ but
Drew appears and guides him away to meet:

‘Peter. Peter Pampisford. Jeremy’s best friend. Peter is an
old Cambridge University friend.’

Dave shakes the hand of a tall, gangling man
with loose limbs and a pock marked face. His hand is gripped
violently.

‘Peter is a non-exec
director of a finance house in the city. He’s mainly retired. Oh,
and f-y-i, he’s straight.’

Dave offers a polite titter, but Peter only
looks stern.

‘Going to be a good weekend, I think,’ he says gruffly.
‘Might be able to get some shooting in this time.’

‘Shooting?’

‘Rabbits.’

‘To eat?’

‘God, no. The nasty
little blighters are all diseased!’

Peter is off
across the room, so Dave is introduced to Nick Pratt and his
boyfriend Adam Glazer. Adam has sharp features and deep-set eyes.
He also has greasy skin, and a crop of red spots on his forehead
like a teenager. Adam, Dave learns, works in a famous London spa
hotel, and talks in sibilants. Nick, in IT, is the stockier,
cheerier of the two, with fair hair sprouting thinly from a
disproportionately massive head. He speaks in a sharp, staccato
fashion, a cover for shyness perhaps, but he seems friendly enough.
They all shake hands.

‘You in the yellow room, then?’ Nick asks him. Dave confirms
that he is.

‘Ah, that bed,’ Adam says,
rolling his eyes.

‘We’ve all been in that bed,’ says Nick,
snorting somewhat.

Dave looks worried. ‘At the same time?’

They laugh at his joke, but there is little
humour in it.

Dennis
appears again, and silently hands him a glass of champagne as
Jeremy, arriving, greets them all. Jeremy clearly enjoys making an
entrance and there is a smattering of applause, rounds of toasts,
greetings, chatter about the weather, the drive down, the traffic
on the M25, the state of the M4, the closure of junctions and so
on. Dave is patient, but not especially interested. As a result, he
drains his glass faster than others.

‘Oh God,’ says Adam. ‘There’s Dickie and that doormat,
Alan.’

‘Dickie?’ says Nick,
turning quickly to look. ‘Oh no!’

‘Who’s Dickie?’ Dave
asks.

‘Oh, one of Jeremy’s chums,’ Adam explains. ‘They used to
work together. Filthy rich. Doesn’t work. He’s okay,
sometimes.’

‘He’th a bit of a
bore, though,’ says Carlos, appearing now.

‘Especially when he’s with
Alan,’ says Richard, who follows. ‘Which is most the time, of
course.’

Dave turns to see a couple arriving. The taller man is Dickie – one, Richard
Dudley, a successful doctor, once with his own practice in Harley
Street. Retired now, and living off the fat scraped from his
several substantial investments in city shares and property, he and
his boyfriend Alan spend a good deal of their time in their
Vauxhall penthouse flat or on holidays, or at reserved tables in
London’s newest restaurants. Dickie has short, wavy hair, a tanned
face, and thin lips that part to reveal a toothy smile, which he
reveals on entering the room. He looks friendly enough, and soon
begins kissing the cheeks of the guests he knows.

Behind him is a
younger man Dave takes to be Alan, the ‘doormat’. He is curious
about this rather maligned figure, and casts his eyes over him,
perhaps to understand how it is he came with such an unfortunate
epithet. Shorter than Dickie by a few inches, he has a young,
narrow face with his small brown eyes, which, yes, by squinting,
Dave can see they are perhaps just too far apart, giving him a
slightly odd, quizzical look. Otherwise, Alan seemed quite
ordinary. Of the two, it is he who reaches Dave first and they
shake hands. If there is a twinkle in Alan’s eye when they meet,
there is a fair old blaze in Dickie’s when, appearing next, he
lunges at Dave to press his wet lips on his cheeks, causing him to
recoil slightly. Dickie also does a sort of double take, as if to
say ‘what do we have here?’ Dave has little desire to respond
positively to him.

‘Well, it’s nice to see someone new,’ Dickie says loudly,
revealing a chewy, rather posh voice. Dave winces when he hears
Dickie shout to Jeremy, ‘This one looks rather tasty!’

Alan wearily
offers Dave a sympathetic look.

‘It’s not Alan’s fault,’
Richard says, when they’ve passed. ‘Dickie’s an ogre.’

‘An ogre?’ Dave
asks.

‘Of course it’s Alan’s
fault,’ Carlos says, irritated. ‘He lets him get away with
it.’

Dave hears
that Alan has been Dickie’s ‘friend’ for over fifteen years, a fact
imparted with raised eyebrows and pained, embarrassed expressions.
No one can believe how this couple has managed to remain together
for so long, though no one ventures to suggest that Dickie should
dump Alan. Alan is, to use an old-fashioned expression, a kept man,
living a very comfortable life, paid for entirely by his older,
wealthier partner. The arrangement described to Dave suggests that
Alan was the more likely to suffer from such a break, and not
Dickie, but his new friends are keen to assure him it was quite the
other way round. No, they say. Dickie is in thrall to Alan, and
despite what Dave is about to hear, cannot imagine life without
him. It isn’t long before Dickie barks at Alan like an irritable
dog.

‘Come along, come along, will you?’ he shouts when they have
finished their rounds.

Dave is left
alone to scan the room, and his eyes now land on a man standing at
the back, someone who has also just arrived. But as he does, his
eyes widen, for he recognises a man he has seen before: a tall,
redheaded man in blue jeans, white shirt and leather biker jacket
hugging a slim, defined figure - the man from the Yard Bar in Soho
from just a few weeks before.

‘Ah, welcome, welcome,’
Jeremy is saying to this newly arrived guest.

Dave is
alert now. Well, well, I may yet get to meet you after all, he
thinks. His interest in this attractive face, with its clear,
unlined skin is renewed. Now he has the opportunity for a closer
look, he notices freckles under his eyes and across his cheeks. His
eyes are a brilliant, crystalline blue that draws him in under
those bushy red-blond brows. He has a shortish straight nose and
red lips that part occasionally, when he smiles, to reveal a row of
even, clean white teeth. He is casual for sure. The overall effect,
Dave thinks, is smart and comfortable. His clothes seem neither to
express, nor apologise for his body, which Dave imagines is lithe,
fit and smooth. As such, he seems much the most comfortable person
in the room. Dave thinks he can detect a ‘foreign-ness’ about him,
and wonders whether their new guest has a European origin. When
Jeremy begins to introduce him to the group, Dave is confirmed in
his impression.

‘Everyone? This is
Siegfried,’ says Jeremy.

There is a
chorus of ‘ah’s’ and ‘hello’s’ and everyone now greets him as if
he’s the next best thing to happen to them all, and they soon enjoy
using his rather operatic name. Peter Pampisford is next to Dave
now, droning on at him about the City, while Dennis is talking
about the couture business, though Dave takes little interest.
Glasses are filled again and everyone raises them for an informal
toast. Feeling a little giddy from his intake of free flowing
Champagne, he notices Carlos’ eyes on him once again from afar.
Large, dark, and beady like a shark’s, they dart over his body and
Dave begins to feel quite self-conscious. He flashes a smile as if
to propose a truce, and Carlos is suddenly by his side
again.

‘Jeremy tells me you’re an
architect?’ he says in a low, flirtatious voice.

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, that’s wonderful.
We should see what you have done. What you can do.’

Dave is sure Carlos has just batted his
eyelids at him.

‘About an extension,’ he
continues.

‘Oh?’

‘Richard and I, we are
always talking about having a new extension, but we never can
agree. We obviously need the right person to help us.’

Carlos is
now so flirtatious, Dave begins to wonder if he’s talking about
something else entirely.

‘You want to watch this
one,’ says Nick, who has appeared next to them. The comment doesn’t
bother Carlos, who shushes his critic and again stares into Dave’s
eyes.

‘It’s not really me he
wants to worry about,’ says Carlos, beginning to giggle. Dave gives
him a quizzical look.

Peter Pampisford appears again, ‘So, you are
Jeremy’s new thing?’ he asks, buttonholing him.

‘Thing? No,’ says Dave,
confused. ‘I’m here with Drew.’

Peter shrugs, turns and wanders away.

Carlos laughs. ‘Don’t mind him,’ says
Carlos. ‘He’s nuts.’

Chatter
fills the room. Dave’s eyes wander again, and rest once more on
Siegfried’s handsome looks. Dave also catches sight of Dennis
glancing at him from time to time, but Adam soon distracts
him.

‘So, who are you
with?’

‘I’m not with anyone?’
Dave tells him. Adam is suspicious.

‘Oh? You’re good looking.
Healthy. You have a job?’

‘I guess I just haven’t
met the right person yet,’ says Dave.

Adam doesn’t
smile. Nick leans forward, and almost whispers, ‘Mind how you go
here then.’

Dave leans
forward, curious.

‘It’s not quite all happy
families, you know?’

Dennis approaches suddenly, dangerously,
with another Champagne bottle.

‘Dennis, you always know
when to find another,’ says Nick, leaving.

‘Some more?’ Dennis asks
in a high-pitched voice. Dave holds out his glass. ‘Thought
so.’

Richard approaches. ‘Don’t mind Dennis. He
likes to think he rules the roost. He doesn’t.’

‘I don’t mind him,’ Dave says, lying.

‘Most of us
do,’ says Richard, whinnying
slightly.

Carlos approaches again. ‘What are you two
talking about now? Are you warning him about Jeremy and
Dennith?’

‘About to.’

‘Good.’ he says, ‘Just
remember he keepth an open house, if you see my
meaning.’

Richard whinnies loudly. ‘That’s right.
There are no locks on any of the bedroom doors,’ he says.

Dave looks concerned. Carlos giggles. ‘We
really should find you a boyfriend, and quick. To protect you. Or,
they’ll come and get you.’

Peter
appears once more, apparently for another attempt. ‘So. Are you a
friend of Jeremy’s, then?’ he asks him gruffly.

‘No. I’ve only just met
him.’

‘Oh? You’re a
lawyer?’

‘No, an
architect.’

‘Oh,’ he says abruptly,
and then shrugs. ‘The last time Jeremy invited a new friend to
stay, it was some little piece of street trash he’d just picked up.
He was a boy about your age, I think. Younger maybe. Could barely
string together two words. Smoked pot the entire weekend.’ Peter
then laughs. ‘He was jolly, though.’

‘Well, I…’

‘Trouble was, he couldn’t
handle it.’

‘Couldn’t handle what?’ Dave asks, nervously.

Peter ignores the question, and continues.
‘Ran off the next morning. And, damn him, stole some money from my
wallet!’

‘Oh dear,’ says Dave, not
really sure what to make of this story.

‘Dear, indeed. Cost me
over a hundred quid. But,’ he says, sighing; smiling too, as if
recalling the pleasure of his company, rather than the loss of the
money. ‘He was alright. He was alright.’

‘I didn’t know Jeremy did
that kind of thing,’ Dave ventures, out of his depth.

‘Did? You mean does. Good Lord,
yes,’ says Peter, staring at him as if he’s mad, and then is off
again.

‘Darling,’ says Carlos, standing next to him once more,
‘we all want that kind of thing.’
He has heard Peter’s story. ‘Jeremy at least actually does
something about it. Mind you, I never expected him to go for
someone like you.’

‘Me?’ Dave says,
surprised.

‘Hmm. He usually likes
them rougher. Much rougher.’ Carlos glances down at Dave’s body and
says, ‘And tougher.’

Dave is about to respond, but Siegfried is
suddenly now standing next to him. At last, he thinks. Siegfried,
too, has been aware of Dave and finally has managed to cross the
room to introduce himself. Dave is instantly aware there is a
frisson, as much as he notices his heart beginning to race.
Siegfried is hesitant though, unsure perhaps what to say, so Dave
breaks the ice.

‘Are you German?’ he asks,
taking a punt. He thinks it’s a clumsy start.

‘You guessed, perhaps?’ Siegfried says, simply.

‘Must be the name,’ he
says, blushing slightly.

‘I’m over from
Berlin.’

‘I like Berlin,’ Dave says quickly, then grimacing. What on
earth possessed him to say that? He’d never been!

‘It’s a great city,’ Siegfried says, his eyes lighting up.
‘But, perhaps you haven’t been?’ he asks.

Dave smiles bravely. ‘No, but… Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise. But I think you’d like it.’

‘Yes?’ He glances up
into Siegfried’s eyes. They are warm and reassuring. Drew appears
and interrupts them.

‘I’m glad you two have
met.’

‘Yes. Just now,’ says
Siegfried, smiling. ‘We have something in common,’ he says. ‘We
both like Berlin.’

Dave laughs,
and sorry to see Siegfried dragged away by Jeremy.

‘What have you got me into?’ Dave whispers to Drew,
remembering Carlos’ comments.

‘My dear, nothing to worry
about,’ says Drew, with a smirk. ‘Why, what have you
heard?’

Dave glares
at him to suggest it’s something unspeakably awful. Then, Jeremy
interrupts everyone in the room with a clap of his hands, and the
room falls silent.

‘Everyone! Dinner is served,’ he says proudly.

Jeremy then
ushers them all through a set of double doors to a room with a
dining table laid with glittering silver cutlery, glasses, and tall
candles in scrollwork candelabra. His guests all exclaim with oohs
and aahs.

 


 


CLAWS AND JAWS

 


Brian and Peter walk through Cannes, past
clattering white yachts, and skateboarding boys to the Gaston
Golivier Restaurant on the Quai Saint-Pierre, where a dinner has
been arranged to celebrate the launch of their new Clacton project.
Pushing his way through the revolving door, Brian is immediately
approached by a young woman with an American accent.

‘Hello and welcome, I’m
Kimberly, Mr Nero’s assistant.’

Kimberly, slim, angular and tall, in a
fitted blue suit, has a bun of smooth tightly combed hair that
looks like a coil of thin silvery wire. Pulled tight, it draws her
cheeks back and gives her a rather forbidding appearance.

‘Where’s Trish?’ says
Brian, shaking her hand.

‘Trish who?

‘I guess she got dumped,
then?’

‘His previous PA? She did.’

Kimberly
doesn’t look as fun as Trish, Hank’s previous assistant, whom he
knew from the Los Angeles office, but does offer him a prim smile
and gestures to where he is expected to sit: at the far end of a
long, very long table. The restaurant is already packed with hungry
businessmen and women, and the noise of chatter, scraping plates,
and popping corks is deafening. The walk to his seat takes him past
several empty chairs, but also several tanned men all with sharp
good looks, grey hair and smart, expensive looking suits. Peter
Palmer, who has pushed his way in earlier, is where he expects to
see him, in his seat.

‘Bankers,’ whispers Peter,
who has followed his progress. Brian grimaces. Opposite him,
though, is a middle-aged man in a grey suit and pale blue tie with
a lined face and grey eyes, and who introduces himself as Roger
Windmill.

‘I’m the new energy
consultant for Clacton,’ he says, as Brian tries to suppress a
laugh. Roger is quite aware of the humour.

‘I know, I know,’ he says.
‘You won’t be the first to have laughed. I think Ricky chose me
because of my name.’

Brian is
sympathetic now that he knows of Ricky’s little joke. Still, he
settles into a conversation in which Roger explains that Clacton
will be the most sustainable project on the east coast of Britain.
It’s his job, he explains, to prove that the building will meet all
the most stringent of energy consumption targets, and be the
‘greenest’ new building, to date. When Brian stifles a slight yawn,
Roger takes it as a sign of boredom. Brian wants to explain only
that he’s been up since dawn, but Roger is on to him.

‘You architects,’ he says quietly. ‘You never think of the environment.’

Brian wants
to protest, but Roger has already turned to his immediate
neighbour, a woman, and a director from a major structural
engineering firm called April May. Brian again stifles a laugh, and
wants now to reassure Roger that as funny names go, he obviously
isn’t alone. Brian introduces himself by shaking her hand and she
returns it rather brusquely. April is a middle-aged woman with a
cheerful lined face with make-up deep enough to fill at least some
of the cracks. She wears a smear of red lipstick on thin lips, and
has accentuated her eyes with thick black painted lines. Her
greying blond, wavy hair is gathered into a pile on top of her head
and held together by a variety of coloured clips. She wears a
low-necked dress of pale cotton that reveals a cleavage, tanned and
deep enough for most of the men on Brian’s side of the table to
peer long and hard into when they try, occasionally, to pay
attention to her conversation. It’s possible though, that they
might just be admiring her jewellery for, around her neck hung
round white beads like oversized pearls, the largest of which
appeared chosen to rival one of her ample breasts.

At first, she is rather restrained, leaning
sometimes to listen to Roger on one side, and then flattering an
austere looking banker on the other, while speaking low and holding
her glass by the stem. Later, when, like others she’s had a few
more drinks, her voice rises to a high pitch and with it comes a
laugh that, had she been alone in that room, might actually have
cracked a glass. As it is, she merely contributes to the harsh,
jagged peaks of acoustical chaos in that packed, noisy
restaurant.

Still, it isn’t loud
enough to drown out the commotion surrounding Hanks arrival. As he
appears at the door, the noise of other restaurant guests rises
quickly as word of his arrival spreads. Cameras from buzzing
‘paparazzi’ click wildly as they all pile in through the door after
him, though Kimberly orders them out with shouts and admonishments.
Her role, Brian notices, is to protect her boss from such
harassment and she seems to be doing a fine job. As diners struggle
to catch sight of him across the room, and to watch how this
little, grey haired man in Chinos and white shirt takes his seat at
the head of a long table, Ricky arrives, flustered and angry,
adding to the din. He is soon shouting about being ripped off by
some French cab driver that had been, they all learn,

‘…some black geezer from a sub-Saharan shit hole, who
couldn’t understand a word I was sayin’.’

But Ricky is a sideshow. Hank, the only man not wearing a suit, and appearing
perhaps a little unkempt, is the star, and with charm, shakes hands
with the guests around the table and then to some of the other
guests in the room.

‘He’s good,’ says Peter
Palmer. ‘He’s like everyone’s favourite uncle.’

There’s a
round of backslapping and welcoming that, being so far down the
table, doesn’t include Brian or Peter, however when he believes
he’s caught the great man’s eye, he waves to him. Nero puts a hand
to his brow and squints hard. Brian reddens. He hasn’t been
recognized, again.

Soon, Champagne corks begin popping
around them. Ricky raises
his, and shouts,

‘To success.’

Brian joins
the rest of the guests and repeats the words loudly, and then
drinks quickly. Laughter and chatter resumes.

‘Wait,’ Ricky shouts. ‘I
almost forgot. To Leonard.’

‘To Leonard,’ they all
chorus. But Ricky isn’t finished. ‘He’s a fuckin genius. Without
‘im, we’d be nowhere. Eh ‘ank?’

 

‘Nero,’ shouts Kimberly,
sternly. ‘It’s Nero!’

‘Yeah, all right darlin’. Keep your knickers on.’

She gasps as everyone
sits and turns to each other to chat.

‘I do keep them on, thank
you,’ Kimberly shouts.

‘Yeah? Well, maybe that’s your problem, then.’

Kimberly looks flushed but no one notices, or cares.

Brian is now
on his second glass of champagne; those offered at the table,
anyway. He’s lost count of the number he’s already had since
arriving in Cannes and feeling his head beginning to spin, laughs
at Kimberly and Ricky.

‘When it’s free,’ Peter
whispers, who’s had considerably more, ‘I can’t get enough of it.
Just as long as that fucking tyrant is paying for it.’

Brian sits
back for a moment. He is sitting down to dinner in the South of
France with one of the world’s greatest architects. Life, he
thinks, surely couldn’t get stranger or indeed more rewarding. But
then waiters appear, to circle them quickly and begin setting
plates and new glasses down between them, filling them quickly from
chilled bottles of Chablis.

‘Astonishing isn’t it?’
Peter says.

‘Mind blowing,’ says
Brian

‘I mean, what the fuck are we doing
here?’ Peter asks, laughing now. It is meant rhetorically. ‘I mean,
just look at all this shit. How much does all this
cost?’

Brian
laughs. He can’t begin to imagine.

‘I bet the food eaten this
week would feed a third world country for a year,’ Peter
says.

That sobers
Brian a little, and he stares at his plate, empty now of the slab
of fois gras he has eaten. Brian is drunk. Poor geese, he thinks.
Poor fucked up geese. Oh, oh, now he feels dizzy. The wine and the
early morning start are beginning to hammer him. Waiters appear
again, clear plates and set out more. It’s dizzying, but without
delay, what follows is done with impressive choreography, as
waiters carrying vast metal trays appear in formation, each tray
piled high with ice and seafood. Brian thinks they look like flying
saucers descending from the sky. They hover over their heads until
a nod from the Maître’d signals to the pilots of these shiny craft
they have the required permission to land. They slowly descend onto
metal stands between each of the diners. As the waiters retreat,
there is a spontaneous round of applause, but the waiter-pilots
have gone as quickly as they came.

Like some Renaissance still life picture, whole crab, lobster and langoustine are
heaped up leg over claw. Ricky, with an angry, ugly face, says
something about the price of seafood in Cannes. Brian glances up at
him as he reaches for a lobster and notices Ricky staring at him,
already wielding a substantial crab claw in his hand.

‘Nothing like this in that fuckin’ shithole you live in, eh
Bri?’

‘I wish he’d shut the fuck up,’ says
Peter.

At the end of the table, Hank is smashing
his way into a crab. With abandon, he looks ready to tear the thing
apart with his teeth, but as he does so, a piece of its shell flies
up and strikes Ricky in the face, hitting his eye, and there
follows a commotion.

‘Oh fuck! Fuck!’ shouts Ricky with his hand at his wound.
Kimberly, who has observed the shell’s trajectory, stands and leans
across the table but there is little she can do. Ricky is shouting
loudly now and very soon the whole table, if not the whole
restaurant, is aware of Ricky’s pain and indignation. Ricky’s
napkin is caught under a seafood platter. As he rises, he tugs at
it and the platter topples, causing a sudden avalanche of ice and
crustacea. Had the crab and lobster sliding across the white
clothed table still been alive, they might have believed it was
their chance for freedom. Somewhere, somebody cheers, but Kimberly
is shrieking at waiters now, to appear and begin to administer to
the chaos. Nero, who has caused it all, looks quite unperturbed.
Brian wonders if he’s at all aware of the accident. Staring down at
the havoc he merely offers a foolishly beatific smile and begins to
chuckle. Nero’s banker friends, crushing claws themselves, chortle
too. Kimberly leads an angry Ricky to the ‘toilettes’.

Soon, Brian’s plate, like everyone else’s is
full of broken shell. He turns to Peter Palmer.

‘Where’s Nero staying,
exactly?’ he asked.

‘The Carlton, of course.
He has a suite for fuck’s sake.’

The Carlton is one of
the most expensive hotels in the Riviera.

‘No expense spared,
Brian,’ he says.

‘I hear the Vikings are in Cannes,’ April tells them,
leaning across the table. Rumours have been circulating all day
that Viktor Viking was going to make an appearance. He had some new
city of a half a million in a Saudi desert to promote.

‘Yeah, that’s his yacht
out in the bay,’ says Roger.

‘He has a yacht?’ says
Brian, wide eyed.

‘And a helicopter. He
could almost be a Bond villain,’ says Peter.

‘He’ll only touch dry land
if he thinks it’s worth his while,’ April says.

Brian
laughs, and doesn’t notice Ricky re-appearing, undamaged except for
a small red gash on his cheek, and who now thinks Brian is laughing
at him.

‘Glad you’re havin’ a
fuckin’ laugh, Brian,’ he shouts.

Brian turns
to see his angry face, but to his surprise, Peter Palmer turns on
him, shouting, ‘Go chew on your own fuckin’ crabs and leave him
alone.’

It’s not clear in the din of the restaurant
whether Peter has been heard. The bankers chortle nervously,
however. Ricky is still very drunk, and turns to Kimberly who had
been kind enough to bathe his wound.

‘So, you got a boyfriend, then?’

‘Excuse me?’ she says,
frowning.

‘I said, is someone givin’
you one, then?’

Kimberly looks outraged.

‘How dare you? Mind your own Goddamned business,’ she
shouts, protesting.

‘Wotever darlin. Keep yer
knickers on. No one ‘ere’s gonna get ‘em off, you carry on like
that.’ Ricky then laughs at his own insult and turns leerily to a
banker by his side.

Brian laughs. Peter, too, as the bankers
recoil. Kimberly is on her feet again.

‘You are disgusting,’ she
screams.

‘Now, now, Kimberly,’ Nero
says, though he too, is still laughing.

‘Women! Can’t take a
fuckin’ joke,’ shouts Ricky.

‘You’re the fucking joke,’
she screams, and strides off to the ‘toilettes’ again.

‘Ere, Nero,’ Ricky shouts, ‘Get yourself a nice girl. This
one’s a tight-arsed twit.’

‘Apologise Ricky,’ Nero
says, and Ricky pushes his chair back moaning loudly.

‘Fuckin’ dames. Can’t any
of em’ take a joke?’

Brian feels embarrassed about his own
laughter now. In frustration, and irritated at himself, he makes a
pointless gesture of anger and knocks over a wine glass. Red wine
begins to pour into April’s lap.

‘Oi,’ she shouts, grabbing
a napkin, ‘What the fuck are you doing?’

Brian is now mortified. ‘April, I’m so
sorry. So sorry.’

‘Peter, will you get this
teenager home to bed?’ she shouts, and then adds under her
breath,

‘Fucking
architects.’

 


 


FRESHLY ROASTED

 


‘Soup,’ Dennis announces,
appearing with a huge tureen between his hands. There are muted
murmurs of pleasure from the guests, who have all sat at prescribed
places down a long, white clothed dining table.

‘What is it?’ Peter asks,
though with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm.

‘Seafood Chowder, of
course,’ says Jeremy, smiling.

‘I make it myself,’ says
Dennis, proudly. ‘From family recipe in Hong Kong.’

From the
silence around the table, Dave realises it’s been served too many
times before.

Dickie issues a loud
groan. ‘Oh God. Not again,’ he says, though Alan tactfully remains
silent.

‘Mind the razor clams,’
says Jeremy, with a broad grin. ‘They’ll cut your tongues. Then
where will we be?’

‘Speechless with delight,’ says Dickie, to a
titter.

Soups bowls are filled with a hot, thin
liquid and the remains of shells, clams and broken crab claws all
lurk about at the bottom of it.

‘Hmm, delicious,’ says Jeremy loudly, but there is only the
barest murmur of approval from others. The soup, as usual, doesn’t
go down terribly well. Hot and spicy, Dave can feel it scorching
his tummy, but he stays respectfully quiet while wondering whether
the soup will put him on the toilet for most of the
night.

‘Siegfried is a writer,’
Drew says, who sits next to him. Opposite him is Siegfried and he
is easily able to look up into those warm eyes.

‘What do you write?’ Dave
asks him.

‘Novels. Crime, mainly.’

‘They’re dark,’ says Adam, listening in. ‘Or so I
hear.’

‘Clever,’ says
Dickie.

‘Gloomy,’ said Nick, who hasn’t read one.

‘Existential,’ said Peter,
who has read them in German.

‘I hear they’re sick,
actually,’ says Carlos, who is grimacing over the soup.

‘And hugely
successful,’ says Drew, with a nod to his friend.

Siegfried chortles, but settles his gaze on
Dave. ‘I am here in England,’ he says, ‘to arrange the translation
of my latest novel.’

‘Congratulations,’ says Dave, gently.

‘Thank you,’ said
Siegfried.

‘Hmm, delicious,’ says Jeremy from the end of the table, as
he scoops up the last of the chowder in his bowl. He peers up at
Dennis and says, ‘Thank you, darling. Wonderful, as
always.’

‘My pleasure,’ says Dennis
sweetly, though he watches his guests carefully.

‘What’s next?’ asks
Drew.

‘Spring Chicken,’ says Jeremy, and the table cheers
suddenly. Dave suddenly becomes aware that everyone is looking at
him and he feels self-conscious again.

‘Chicken from our local farm, actually,’ says
Jeremy.

‘Freshly roasted,’ says
Drew.

There is an amused titter.

‘What about the wine?’
Dickie barks.

‘Ah yes. Would you?’
Jeremy asks, as he disappears into the kitchen.

Dickie stands and, over a naked candle flame,
begins to decant wine from a bottle
into a decanter, which he then places in the middle of the table.
To follow, Dickie then begins to make a short, serious little
speech about the grape variety, the soil, methods of wine
production and then, pouring himself a glass, sips it noisily
before shushing it between his cheeks. With some solemnity he then
pronounces it drinkable, and allows the decanter to circulate the
table as if it is he, and not the host giving the party. When
everyone has a glass, the noise of chatter increases, but Dave can
once more hear Dickie chide his long-term partner.

‘It’s a shame to waste it
on you if you don’t appreciate it.’

‘I do appreciate it,’ Alan
is heard to say, quietly.

‘Really? You never seemed to in the past? It’s a damn fine
claret, too.’ Dickie has a face like a slapped bottom. ‘You always
turn your bloody nose up at it.’

‘All I said was, I like
Champagne,’ says Alan, in a whining voice. ‘That’s all.’

Jeremy returns to the table with a silver
tray loaded with chicken legs and wings, and Dennis sets down huge
pots of steaming vegetables. When all is ready, plates are
circulated and everyone helps each other with a serving. After the
soup, everybody seems grateful for the plainness of Jeremy’s
cooking.

‘You like a little
chicken, Dave?’ Jeremy asks, accompanied by chuckles from those
around him.

‘A little thigh, a little
breast?’ suggests Carlos, and Richard next to him gives him a
nudge.

‘Hmm. Such delicate
flavour,’ says Peter, oblivious.

‘It’s the soil. It’s so
fertile. The feed here is very rich,’ Jeremy tells him.

‘Those little birds need
fattening,’ says Dickie with a smirk, staring straight at
Dave.

‘I hope they’ve enjoyed their short little lives so far?’
says Drew.

‘They get to run around a
bit before we get the knives out,’ says Jeremy, tearing meat from a
leg bone.

‘Poor things,’ says
Carlos.

‘You can’t get
sentimental. Not here in the country.’

‘We had chickens on a farm
once,’ says Siegfried. ‘They make a terrible noise.’

‘And smell, too,’ says
Richard, who has some in his garden.

‘Yeah, the country is full
of shit,’ says Peter Pampisford, bluntly.

‘Chicken shit, pig shit, cow shit,’ says Jeremy. Others,
groaning, are turning up their noses.

‘Jeremy likes all that, don’t you, dear?’ says
Dennis.

‘Shit? Yeah. Love it,’
Jeremy says, responding enthusiastically. ‘Love getting my hands
dirty with it. Good for the roses.’

‘Though, I do wish you wash them before you touch me,’
Dennis says, his face red. With oily skin and in his tight fitting
suit, Dave can’t imagine anyone touching him.

‘He can be so dirty, you
know,’ Dennis continues.

‘I should get you to
shovel shit in the pig sty,’ Jeremy says, grinning. ‘It would do
you good.’

Dennis looks unhappy. ‘I have to look after
you. Is there a difference?’

There is laughter.

‘They both like the
mud-slinging,’ Adam whispers, almost to himself.

‘As long as it’s only at
each other,’ says Nick, hearing.

‘And only if it
sticks,’ says Carlos, also listening in.

‘I like dirt,’ says Jeremy
loudly. ‘It’s good for you.’

‘There’s still some on these potatoes,’ Peter Pampisford
announces, and pushes a few of them around his plate.

‘Best things come from
it,’ says Dickie.

Dennis still looks red and irritated. ‘You
got it all over the carpet the other day. He’s so careless. I hate
it when he makes such a mess.’

‘I’m a bad boy,’ says Jeremy, smiling. ‘And anyway, he likes
clearing it up after me. Don’t you, dear.’

‘You treat me proper,
that’s all,’ Dennis then shouts, surprising everyone. ‘I not your
bitch. I not wipe your bottom.’

‘Dennis! Not in front of
the guests, dear,’ says Jeremy, still smiling.

‘They all know you. They
know what you like. You are hard. You like it hard. You like it
dirty.’

Jeremy is
laughing now, while the rest are trying to suppress their giggles.
‘What do you suppose Dennis is trying to say to me?’ he asks,
playfully. He seems to be enjoying this little spat, as Dennis
tries a new tack.

‘You public school boys.
You are all the same. Never properly potty trained. You all like
smack bottom from your masters.’

‘Got plenty of that,
myself,’ says Peter, piping up. ‘Went on all the time.’

‘Not just a smack, eh
Peter?’ says Jeremy. ‘Drew?’

‘Not indeed,’ he says.
‘Never one for corporal punishment, myself.’

‘The pen is mightier than
the sword, hey?’ says Peter.

‘Quite,’ Drew
says.

‘I bet you were smacked,
Dave,’ Jeremy says, watching his young guest flush red.

‘Boys were always beaten,’
Dave manages to say, and then falls silent. He does remember a
beating or two, but never actually from a master. Just then, Dickie
could be heard berating Alan, again.

‘No, don’t do it like that! Oh, really, come
here….’

Alan, who had been reaching for the butter dish with his fork, accidently
knocks a glass of water over the table. Dickie responds.

‘You clumsy idiot! Why
can’t you be more careful.’

‘There was cruel
punishment, even in my school,’ says Siegfried,
continuing.

‘Inspiration for your
novels, I expect,’ says Adam, under his breath.

‘My bottom was always red
raw,’ says Nick, laughing.

‘It still is, sometimes,’ says Adam, and there is a little
relieving laughter. Nick nudges him in the ribs.

‘No, not raw. More cooked meat, anyone?’ asks Dennis,
standing over the chicken, and there are a few snickers to
accompany him. Dave looks to Drew as if to say, ‘are they always
like this?’ Drew nods, as if to say, ‘yes’.

‘Yes, dear ones,’ says
Jeremy. ‘More roasted chicken?’

‘Darling! Such delicious
food, as always,’ says Drew, magnanimously.

‘I don’t know how you do
it!’ says Richard, showing his row of large teeth.

‘It’s simple,’ says
Dennis, acidly.

‘Thank you all,’ says
Jeremy. Jeremy has the same compliments at every dinner party,
mainly because he always serves the same food.

‘You must have a little
house boy, Jeremy,’ Drew says, laughing. ‘Where do you hide
him?’

‘That’s no way to talk
about our host,’ says Carlos, who receives a slap from Richard.
Dennis glares at him maliciously.

‘I wish,’ says Jeremy,
rather absently.

‘I know I couldn’t cope
with such a dinner table,’ says Richard.

‘Darling, you couldn’t
cope with a sandwich,’ says Carlos.

‘Thank you!’

‘I mean he turns to me to
open a plastic wrapper!’

‘I do not. That’s very
unfair.’

‘Oh Darling, you know
you’re all fingers and thumbs!’

‘I know what you mean,’
says Adam, who then turns slowly to the guests around him saying
loudly, ‘Nick always needs me to open the condom
packet.’

There is a gasp of feigned shock.

‘You have to turn it into
sex, don’t you?’ says Nick, laughing.

‘Have we ever left it?’
Adam asks, quietly, and there are murmurs of approval.

Carlos blows them a kiss and winks.

‘Now, now girls,’ says Jeremy, pausing to turn to his friend
to say ‘And you, Peter.’ He then asks, ‘Have we had enough? Anyone
else?’

‘Far too much,’ says
Adam.

‘I’m stuffed,’ says
Nick.

‘I’m fat,’ says
Richard.

‘Believe me, I never
usually get to eat enough,’ says Carlos.

‘Oh?’ says Richard,
turning to him. ‘Perhaps you just don’t swallow enough. Look at
you.’

Carlos
smoothes down the shirt around his waist and gives a little Marilyn
inspired gesture. The rest of them snigger to themselves as
Dickie’s voice again breaks through the din.

‘Sit up straight, Alan, for God’s sake. You know your back
gets sore. And when it does,’ he says, turning to the rest of the
guests, ‘you make my
life a misery.’

Dave is
beginning to tire of Dickie and the crowd and begins to hopes the
end of the evening isn’t far away. As he glances up at Siegfried,
who seems to be offering him a sympathetic smile, Jeremy suddenly
stands and dashes Dave’s hopes.

‘Time for cheese,’ he
says.

 


 


CHOW MEIN KAMPF

 


‘Come on, lets get out of
here,’ says Peter, standing up.

It’s been a long, loud, and boozy evening.
Nero has been in conversation with bankers for most of it, but is
now preparing to leave. Ricky is standing, too, but is barely able
to hold himself upright. He nearly falls, trying to grope his way
through the crowd to the toilet again.

Peter turns to Brian, ‘Let’s see if we can
pick up a few girls. There are plenty here. Might even get a
shag.’

Brian, bleary eyed, mumbles something about
Peter’s wife.

‘Don’t spoil my fun. What
happens on tour stays on tour. Right, Brian?’

‘Abso…lutely. Fine.’ Brian thinks his mouth is refusing to work properly. Thinking of
Lucy, he feels uncomfortable at Peter’s suggestions, and resolves
not to get involved with anything like that. Then he looks down at
the table, saying, ‘What about them?’

‘I reckon we know what
they’re up to, tonight,’ says Peter.

Windmill,
they can see, has his head on April May’s shoulder. While she is
caressing his arm, he has his hand up her dress. They are talking
quietly but not really making much sense.

‘Lucky fuckers,’ Peter
says.

Everyone,
except Hank, looks very drunk now. The dinner ended with rich
desserts, bitter coffee, and endless brandies. There had been brief
speeches and a lot of patting of backs. Brian’s end of the table
became detached from Nero’s, Ricky’s, and their finance chums, as
industry leaders and other well-known architects began to greet
them. Even the Mayors of several European cities, keen to use the
opportunity to greet the great man as a prelude to persuading him
to contribute some new eye-catching project for their cities, sat
and joined in the conversation. Kimberly reappeared from the ladies
toilet, noticeably adjusting her skirt, and seemed happier. Perhaps
her trip to the toilet with Ricky had done the trick. Indeed, Ricky
would not stop praising her for her looks from then on.

‘You don’t think they…?’
Brian asks.

‘Wouldn’t put it past
them,’ says Peter.

‘Kimberly?’

‘Yeah. She looks as she’s
been up for it, all night.’

Brian wonders if they’re talking about the same person.

‘Where are we going?’
Brian asks, once outside.

‘Club. Pub. Somewhere with
a bit of action,’ Peter tells him.

‘Action?’

‘Girls, you
dick.’

Out on the Quai the wind is cooler, sharper
and they battle their way back into
town to where the Crystal Café hosts groups of several post-dinner
guests. Inside they find a booth and an achingly thin waitress with
armfuls of rattling bangles and a sneer on her face, attends to
them.

‘Vodka shots. Let’s get
really slammed up tonight.’

‘Oh no,’ says Brian,
feeling tired.

The ‘sneer’ re-appears quickly with a tray
bearing four shots each. Peter knocks one back and waits for Brian,
who holds it before his eyes, sniffs at it, and then knocks it back
with a grimace. The bar is surprisingly quiet except for a group of
grey suits, strays from a corporate bash somewhere else in Cannes.
As Brian knocks another shot back, he tunes in and out of their
brash conversation.

‘Get in there quick,’ says
one. ‘Make a killing…’

‘Yeah, the Chinks want
us to come in. They need us. And they’ll pay, too…’ says
another.

‘…fucking hard work, though…’

‘…anyone know
Mandarin?’

‘I can peel one, but
that’s about it…’

‘I can order a Chicken
Chow Mein…’

There is laughter.

‘What are they on
about?’ Peter asks.

‘Chinese food, I think,’
Brian tells him.

Peter listens for a moment and then says,
‘Nah. They’re on about China. S’great opportunity. We should be out
there, not down here with this lot.’

‘Oh?’

‘The lang…. Hard to speak
the langu….’

‘The language?’

‘Yeah, that’s it.
Another!’

Peter,
already very drunk, throws another shot back as Brian again tunes
into the conversation behind him.

‘They’ll build ‘em cheap.
No one gives a fuck over there.’

‘That’s all they do. They
fuck all the time. Fucking hutches, that’s what they need. Cheap
fucking hutches.’

Peter, bored
listening, is restless. ‘I wanna dance,’ he says, and turns to see
two girls on the dance floor. They are slowly gyrating to Euro-pop
and slugging shots of their own. Brian thinks he’s too tired to
dance and even he suggests another drink.

‘Good shot, old man,’ said
Peter in a pseudo-posh accent, and toasts in Polish: ‘Na
Zdrowie.’

‘Cheers.’

Brian hears
a familiar name being mentioned: something about Leonard, and is
alert once more.

‘Yeah, he did that years ago…’ one of them was saying. ‘Wos
the name of that block of flats? Falling Water? Raindrop Heights?
Somink like that.’

‘Fucking
Pissing?’

‘Yeah, that was it,’ he says, and there is laughter.
‘Fucking Pissing. Trouble is, he always was a bit of a one-man
circus.’

‘A one trick
pony.’

‘Or a knackered old
nag.’

‘I hear he’s pushing up
daisies, now.’

‘Dead?’

‘Might as well be.
Coma.’

‘Shame. He was a bit of a
bright spark. That’s probably what he needs right now.’

‘Yeah, someone to stick an
electrode up his arse. That’ll wake him up.’ There follows harsh
laughter.

‘Shame. I liked him,’ says
one.

‘Was he the one that wore
all those colourful suits? I thought he was queer.’

Someone shrugs.

‘Who’s running the place
now?’

‘That dipso partner, I
think.’

‘Nah. The Nazi
wife.’

The laughter
that follows is hysterical and is soon followed by some hissed Sieg
Heil’s. Brian, outraged, is about to turn and confront them when
Peter grabs his arm and pushes the last shot towards
him.

‘Ignore it,’ says Peter.
‘They’re tossers. Come on, I’m restless. I want some
ass.’

He turns to
look at the two girls on the dance floor again. They’re giggling as
they jerk around to some French punk music playing from speakers
over their heads.

 


 


CHEESE BORED

 


Jeremy towers over the dining table with a
large wooden board spanning between his two hands, and says,
‘Cheese anyone?’

‘I thought we’d had plenty already,’ Dave says to himself,
and wishes rather that he could get up and leave the
table.

On the platter is loaded large chunks festooned with
bunches of washed, wet grapes. Richard is heard to say ‘Yummy’ as he rubs his hands together
with glee, and there are other exclamations of delight that
follow.

Dinner has been long, and has felt more like a contact
sport, than a social occasion. The dining table had been an arena
and the dinner a tournament with few appearing to find much
enjoyment in each other’s company. The conversation had been
varied, but it was mostly about early retirement, the cost of
cleaning ladies, the problem of finding good cleaning
ladies, the upkeep of holiday homes and, of course, property
prices. Dave has been silent for most of it because, without a
property of his own, let alone a holiday home, he felt he had
little to contribute, though Dave was reminded of Hughie and Greg
and believed they would have been perfectly at home here among such
guests. The evening has been, for Dave, an excruciating experience
what with Dickie’s barked put-down’s, talk of the best, most exotic
recipes and trophy chefs, and Dennis’ coercive cooking. What he’d
most wanted was to talk to Siegfried and spent much of the evening
wondering whether he, like him, also wanted to get away. He hopes
Siegfried had at least been thinking of him in the same
way.

Cheese is on
the table now, and dinner’s end still seems to be a long way
off.

‘Christ, Jeremy, there’s
enough here to feed the whole village,’ says Dennis.

‘It’s a cornucopia,’ says
Peter, salivating.

‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ says Jeremy, unconcerned. He has lowered
the platter delicately, and with great control into a clearing made
in the forest of used champagne flutes and wine glasses. When
Jeremy is sure he has everyone’s attention, he begins an extensive
guided tour. There are hard cheeses from obscure farms in Wales,
‘crottins’ of sheep cheese, slabs of goats’ cheese, a hard cheese
from the Spanish high sierra’s, un-pronounceable full-fat French
cheeses migrating creepily across the board like hot wax, something
called a ‘Yarg’, and a cheese that looks suspiciously like a piece
of caramel flavoured chocolate. Dave has heard of none of them,
though he thinks the runny one could be a ‘Brie’.

‘Jeremy, darling, it’s all so very impressive,’
says Drew. ‘Where do you get them all from?’

‘Oh, I have a little man
in Mayfair,’ says Jeremy lightly, delighted someone has
asked.

All of
Jeremy’s food sources are from locals, or people he knows by their
first names. His vegetables all come from a local farm delivered by
‘a really lovely little farmer up the road, called Harold’. The
wine, too, bought with Dickie probably, is from some famous
supplier in St James’ that most of them knew of. Everything is
familiar to all of them. They had all been there before. There is a
lot of cheese talk, and it’s another subject everyone seems to have
an opinion about.

‘So Dave, tell us which is your favourite?’ Adam asks, and
the table waits his reply.

‘Cheddar?’ he says, and
there is rolling of eyes and embarrassed sniggers from around the
table.

‘Ah, but which…?’ asks
Jeremy, grandly. ‘There are cheddars, and there are
cheddars.’

Dennis watches him, ready for a faux pas he
is sure Dave is about to make. Dave takes a deeper breath, looks
about him as all eyes are on him, and answers.

‘Sainsbury’s?’

There are
snorts of laughter, and a mixture of tuts and sighs too, until
Drew, also laughing, comes to the rescue.

‘Bravo’, he says loudly.
‘I couldn’t have put it better myself.’

‘Hmm, I love cheddar, too,’ says Adam sarcastically. ‘Oh,
and those little wrapped cheeses with pictures of cows on them?
Adorable.’

Dave begins to glow red.

‘And don’t they taste so
nice with Liebfraumilch.’

‘Shut up, boys,’ says
Jeremy, ignoring them. ‘I like Cheddar, too But, while you’re here,
why not try a little of this,’ he says, pointing the knife at
something smelly with blue veins. Dave wonders if it could be
something as common as Stilton. He nods, gratefully.

‘And this one is
Norwegian. You must try that.’

‘And this cheese,’ said
Jeremy proudly, to the others, ‘is from a local farm in the
Luberon.’

‘The Lube?’ says
Dave.

Adam, Nick and Carlos
giggle again.

‘The Lub-er-on. It’s in
France,’ explains Dennis. ‘We have a little house down
there.’

‘Where is the farm,
Jeremy?’ asks Adam, and Jeremy explains.

‘No!’ Adam suddenly exclaims. ‘We know him. We’ve bought his
cheese, too. And, of course, he has that really dishy looking
son.’

‘That’s right,’ confirms
Nick, who then says, ‘Wouldn’t mind a ‘roulade’ in the hay with
him.’

‘Well, well,’ Adam says. ‘We must tot along and see them the
next time we are down there. When are we down there,
Nick?’

‘They’re always like
this,’ Drew whispers to Dave. ‘It’s a small, incestuous little
world.’

Dickie is up and hovers over the cheese
board, but Dave still has the knife.

‘Go on, plunge in,’ he
says.

Dave is eyeing the small, flattened cylinder
of cheese, one with a wrinkled and chalky white surface. With the
knife in his hand, he points first to its centre but then
hesitates. It’s so perfectly round that to him it seems an
unpleasantly violent gesture to plunge the knife straight in, as
has been suggested. Maybe it’s because he’s an architect that he
hesitates to spoil so pure a shape, and he move’s the knife to the
edge where he is about to slice a piece from the perimeter edge.
All eyes are on him. Around the table, everyone is eager for
cheese, not least Dickie who watches him carefully, his hard grey
eyes on him like target finders, eyeing both the cheese and the
knife. Dave has to make a decision, and he aims for the edge and
not the plunge, and is about take a tangential piece of cheese,
when Dickie’s voice booms from above him:

‘No, you silly
boy. Not like that. What are
you doing?’

Dave is startled.

‘You don’t cut cheese like that,’ he shouts, as the whole
table turns to see what culinary crime is being committed. Dickie’s
angry face looks as if he’s about to launch a missile attack. Dave
is struck dumb.

‘Has no one ever taught
you how to cut cheese before?’

‘Dickie,’ says Alan. ‘Calm
down. He is a new guest.’

‘I won’t calm down. Really! It’s plainly
wrong to cut cheese from the edge. You’re not slicing meat from a
bone, you know?’

Maybe not,
Dave thinks, but it sure now feels as if I’m being skinned alive.
But he chastises himself. Why didn’t he go with his first thought
and plunge in as had been expected? He feels himself blush as he
cuts a thick wedge of cheese for himself.

‘That’s better,’ Dickie
booms.

‘I never thought,’ says
Drew, quite apologetically, ‘that one could make such a terrible
mistake, eating cheese?’

Siegfried,
picking up his butter knife forcefully, slices the cheese from the
edge as Dave had been about to, and then winks at him.

 


 


RUSSIANS ROULETTE

 


‘Come on. Let’s go. Olga
and her friend are coming with us,’ said Peter.

‘Who?’ Brian asks, tetchy and tired.

‘Those Russian girls,’
Peter says, having to explain again. ‘While you have been sitting
it out, I’ve been networking. They told me they could get us in on
some fuckin’ Moscow land deal.’

‘Peter. What are you
talking about?’

Brian has sat out the dance and watched
Peter bounce and gyrate with the girls through bleary eyes. He is
dizzy, his legs are aching now, and he’s desperate to go to
bed.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Peter.
‘Come on. It’ll be fun. Might even get some work out of
it.’

‘Work?’ shouts Brian. ‘Who
are they, exactly?’

‘Olga and… Oh, I don’t know. Xenia, I think.’

‘Peter? What do they do?
Do you know them? What do they want?’

‘Hey? I don’t care. They’re fucking hot, that’s all I
know.’

‘Peter, I don’t think
they’re really in the property business.’

‘Oh, piss off, Brian. Negative. Always negative. They told
me they know some key people. Come on.’

‘I’ll bet. Their pimps, for example.’

‘Brian, don’t be a fucking bore. Come on, let’s
party!’

Peter pushes his way past Brian and chats to
the two girls. Minutes later, he appears on the street and he
introduces them to Brian. ‘Ve vant to party,’ Olga says, beginning
to dance in the street, obviously up for some fun.

‘Yes?’ says Peter,
excited. He laughs and winks at Brian.

‘Ve vant to drink, too,’
says Xenia, in a lower voice.

‘Good. I got drink,’
shouts Peter, and put his arms around them both. ‘What do you
think? Aren’t they fucking hot?’

Brian looks
at them. Both are young, probably too young. He hopes they’re at
least in their twenties though he begins to wonder if they are
still teenagers. One, Olga, has long blond hair that thins to wisps
around her slim shoulders. She wears an ethnic-looking drawstring
blouse that gathers in folds of flimsy fabric low over her breasts.
The other, Xenia, has auburn- coloured hair, and wears a
tight-fitting leather jacket designed to showcase her breasts.
Peter is excited.

‘Come on, let’s go,’ he
says.

‘But where are we
going?’ Brian moans, frowning.

‘Back to the flat. Where
else?’

Brian feels panicky, suddenly. ‘We can’t
take them there. Peter! What about Nobby?’

‘He’s out all night. It’ll
be fine, Bri. Get a fucking grip will ya! Look at them. Two
beautiful Russian blondes for Christ’s sake! One for you and…. No,
fuck that! Two for me! Ha, ha. You can watch.’

Olga and Xenia begin to laugh along with
him.

‘Let’s party,’ shouts
Peter.

‘Ja. Ve vant much more
drink,’ shouts Olga, almost skipping.

‘Champagne,’ shouts Peter, triumphantly. Then, to Brian, he
says, ‘There’s a bottle of cheap champagne in the fridge, isn’t
there? That’ll be enough.’

‘But Peter…!’

‘Come on!’

Brian trails
and watches them lurch across the road until Xenia breaks off and
puts her arm around him. Together they stumble back to the
apartment. Once through the door of the flat, Olga and Xenia catch
sight of the bathroom and slam the door behind them, while Peter
makes straight for the kitchen to retrieve that bottle of champagne
from the back of the fridge.

‘Here, do this,’ he says,
handing it to Brian. ‘And pour. I’ll put some music on.’

‘Music?’

‘Brian? We’re going to
dance!’

Brian
groans. He wants only to climb into his bed.

‘How long are they gonna
stay?’ he asks.

Peter looks at him, ‘How long do you fucking
need?’

‘Look, Peter.
I….’

‘Have a kiss and cuddle, for Christ’s sake. No harm in that.
Then we can kick ‘em out.’

Brian
steadies himself against the kitchen wall as the sound of some
electro pop blares from a radio in the lounge. The girls soon
appear with fresh make-up applied from cosmetics found in their
miniature white handbags. Olga takes off her jacket to reveal her
thin top, and begins bouncing around the room. She isn’t wearing a
bra and Peter is transfixed now, by the sight of her bouncing
breasts. Xenia, still in her tight leather jacket, grabs Brian by
the arm and begins to dance in front of him, reaching out to pull
the suit jacket from his shoulders. Peter starts shouting. ‘yeah,
yeah, yeah,’ and soon, the four of them are dancing with
drinks.

‘Champagne, Champagne!’ the girls shout. Peter is beaming,
hardly believing his luck. After a few minutes, Brian approaches
Peter.

‘What are we actually
going to do with them?’ Brian asks.

‘What? What do you mean?’
Peter says, irritated.

‘Peter…?’

‘I said one each. You can
have Xenia. She’s up for it. Look at her. She likes you. We can
swap later, if you like.’

Xenia is now jacketless and topless except for a thin, slim-line bra. Her breasts
are performing a mesmerising pas-de-quatre with those of her
friend.

‘Oh God,’ said Brian. ‘No,
Peter, I can’t.’

‘Don’t be a pussy, Bri.
Get in there.’

Peter begins
dancing with Olga again until he’s winded, and he sits on a chair
with Olga on top of him. They are laughing at first, but soon Brian
notices they are kissing deeply, noisily, and Olga has unzipped
Peter’s fly. Brian, embarrassed, looks away. As he does, he notices
Xenia smiling at him. Even in his drunkenness he can see she has
yellowing teeth. He notices her bad breath, too. But she is
suddenly on top of him, and her lips are on his.

‘No!’ says Brian, struggling.

‘You not like?’ she asks,
pouting.

‘No,’ said Brian,
reacting. ‘Look… sorry, but…’

‘Maybe you gay?’ she
says.

‘No,’ shouts Brian. ‘It’s
just that…’

‘You shy. Don’t be. I’m
good. I gif you blow job.’

‘No! Yes. Shy. And look, I have wife,’ Brian shouts, hoping
this will explain. ‘Yes. That’s it. A wife.’

‘No problem,’ says Xenia,
tugging at his fly zip. ‘Ve not tell her.’

‘No!’ shouts Brian, and
shoves her away.

‘Yes,’ she says, grinning. ‘Come, I suck you,’ and she makes
another grab for his crotch. Brian pushes her away again, but this
time though his push is more of a slap, which he hadn’t intended.
She sits up quickly, her auburn hair now messed.

‘You hit me,’ she
shouts.

‘No, look, sorry,’ Brian
says, wanting to explain.

‘You don’t touch me like
that,’ she shouts, still on her knees.

‘Okay, of course. Sorry,’
says Brian.

Xenia looks angry, and shouts, ‘Give me your
cock.’

‘What? No,’ says Brian,
annoyed. Xenia makes another grab for him.

‘I eat it now.’

‘What? Oh God!’

Brian
struggles with her arms and they tussle for a moment until, this
time, Brian really does give her a forceful shove. She lands on the
floor after hitting her head on the glass coffee table, and is
momentarily stunned.

‘Oh God, no,’ says Brian,
realising what he’s done. ‘I can’t. Look, Oh God.
Sorry.’

‘You vant to hurt me,’ she
cries, rubbing her head.

‘No. I…’

‘Basterd,’ she shouts, and
then shouts something in Russian to Olga, who takes her hands out
of Peter’s flies and stands up.

‘Vot’s goink on?’ she
shouts. ‘You vant to hurt us?’

‘What? No,’ shouts Peter,
making a grab for her.

‘Ve must go. You are
morons,’ she says, decisively. She grabs Xenia’s hand and pulls her
to her feet.

‘What? Why?’ wines Peter,
confused. ‘No. Stay.’

‘You don’t hurt us. Ever,’
Olga shouts at the top of her voice. Xenia is now in tears, but
Brian begins to wonder whether the knock had really caused that
much pain.

‘No. No we wouldn’t,’ said
Peter, trying to pacify her. ‘Brian, tell them.’

Brian looks
confused and offers a weak, apologetic smile. He is sorry his shove
had been hard and had perhaps been misinterpreted, but he now
realises the violence might just be enough, and do the trick of
getting the girls out of the apartment sooner, and Brian into bed
soon after that.

‘More Champagne,’ says
Peter, trying to stand.

‘All gone,’ Olga
says.

‘Vodka! Vodka. I have
Vodka. Brian…’

‘No,’ shouts Brian,
heading off Peter’s persuasive tactic.

‘Ve are going,’ she
shouts. Xenia is already pulling on her leather jacket.

‘Dancing! More dancing,’
says Peter, desperate now. He then grabs his crotch, and mimics,
‘Ve haven’t finished!’

‘Oh no,’ Brian says to
himself.

‘Sex. Time for sex now,’
says Peter, who tries desperately to get his hand in his own flies.
Brian glares across the room at Peter, who now looks panicky and
desperate.

‘No!’ shouted Olga.

‘Why not?’

‘Ve come here for good
time. Not to eff trouble,’ she shouts. Peter looks
confused.

‘Brian, what have you
done?’ he shouts, turning on him.

‘Me? Nothing.’

‘Now, its time to go!’
Xenia and Olga stand together, both of them now looking very sober.
Then Olga shouts,

‘Dollars.’

‘What?’ Peter
asks.

‘Dollars. Money. Give
us.’

‘Money?’ asks Peter,
panicking. ‘Why.’

‘Ve eff come here for
you.’

‘No way,’ says Peter,
sobering suddenly.

‘Ja. Ve vant money.
Now.’

Brian groans. For a wonderful moment he was
sure the evening was about to improve with their quick departure,
but it now looked as if it was about to get much worse.

‘No sex. No money,’ shouts
Peter.

‘Peter…!’ Brian shouts,
but isn’t heard.

‘You must give us money.
Ve not leave without.’

‘No, non, nein, nyet,’
says Peter, standing now, and defiant.

Xenia speaks up, ‘Ve must get home, you
see.’

‘Go on then. Get out.’
Peter, Brian can see, is stone cold sober now that money is the
issue.

‘Dollars. Give us dollars,’ Olga demands.

‘No!’

Olga picks up a glass ashtray from the
coffee table and flings it to the floor. Without breaking, it makes
a fearful clang and rolls around the room like a demented coin.

‘Ve get Pavel.’

‘Pavel? Who’s
Pavel?’

‘Who cares Peter,’ shouts
Brian, suddenly laughing at the absurdity of the
situation.

‘Pavel! He vill shoot
you.’

‘Shoot?’

‘Ja, he’s gonna shoot
you,’ said Olga.

‘Shoot me? For money?’
Peter says, panicking, because to him, a shooting now seems a real
possibility.

‘Give us the money. Pavel
is my boyfriend. He vill shoot you.’

‘I haven’t got any
money.’

‘I get Pavel now,’ she
says, and reaches inside her handbag. Peter, nervous, mistakes the
mobile phone for a gun and crouches on the floor suddenly,
shouting.

‘No, don’t
shoot.’

‘Peter, what are you
doing?’ Brian asks, starting to laugh.

‘I call Pavel now. He vill
come and shoot you,’ Olga insists.

‘No. Wait.’ Peter looks up
at Brian, who is sat smiling on the sofa.

‘What are you going to do?’ asks Brian, calmly. From where
he stands, the problem is all Peter’s. And, as Peter has proved
himself to be a bit of a slime-ball, he’s quite happy to leave him
to it, despite the impending threat of violence.

‘Me?’

‘Peter. You invited
them.’

‘Thanks! What have you
got?’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘Check your pockets. We
have to give them something.’

Brian’s
smile vanishes, ‘I haven’t got any.’

Brian is pissed off because he has to bail
Peter out, but he reaches into his pocket and pulls out some
low-value Euro notes.

‘What about these?’ he
says.

Peter grabs them and standing, holds them out to Olga, who shouts
derisorily,

‘Not enough
money!’

‘That’s it. That’s all we
have,’ pleads Peter. ‘Now go!’’

Olga looks down at his outstretched hand for
a moment, contemptuously, then ignores it and begins pressing the
keypad on her phone.

‘I call Pavel, now. He
vill know what to do.’

‘Wait,’ shouts Peter,
‘Don’t do that.’ He then thrusts his hand into his own pocket, and
pulls out two Fifty Euro notes. He hesitates, but then adds them to
the others.

‘Okay,’ says Olga,
snatching the money.

‘Next time, I vill tell
Pavel,’ she says, her steely voice betraying her pretty looks. ‘He
vill cut your dicks off!’

Xenia and Olga are ready to leave. As they
do, they turn to Brian and Peter who stand anxiously waiting for
them to leave.

‘You English. You all
fucking queers,’ Olga spits, and slams the apartment door. Their
heels are heard on the stairs until, finally, there is
silence.

‘Fuck,’ says Peter,
breathing heavily now.

Brian sighs with relief, and runs his hands
through his hair. ‘That was close,’ he says.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ says
Peter, over and over.

Brian reassures him. ‘They’ve gone. You can
relax.’

‘Yeah. With my
money!’

‘And mine!’

‘But I gave them a
hundred. A hundred fuckin’ Euros! And I didn’t even get a fuck! How
am I going to claim this on expenses?’

Brian looks
at him with astonishment. ‘I’m going to bed,’ he says.

 


 


OPERATTACK

 


Dinner
finally nears its end when a sticky dessert is served and a sticky
dessert wine, too. Dickie beams when he describes the Sauternes,
chosen from his own very extensive wine collection, as one of the
finest, and then uncorks it with great ceremony.

‘Premier Cru Supérieur
estate; Chateau d’Yquem,’ he says, reverentially. ‘So you had
better like it.’

To celebrate
its importance, Dickie pours himself a large glass before
relinquishing the bottle to the rest of the guests. Dave, who waits
for the bottle to arrive, watches Dickie tilt his glass to the
light, swill the amber liquid around the glass, plunge his nose
into it to inhale, swill some more before taking a sip and then
noisily beating the liquid by flapping his tongue.

‘Ambrosial!’ he exclaims,
and versions of this same performance, murmurs of delight following
a host of swirling and gargling noises, commence up and down the
table. After a while they sound like a line of Laundromat washing
machines on full cycle, and Dave feels the urge to laugh again.
When the bottle finally reaches him, there is very little left, and
he dribbles some of it into his glass before passing it on to Alan
at the end of the table. Dave noticed Dickie had taken too large a
glass and, rather cross-eyed now, with pleasure, looks smugly at
it. But then, he is also glancing at Dave with mounting
condescension, as Dave cautiously sniffs at his glass, and coats
his tongue with the liquid. It is honeyed, intensely fragrant, and
the sweetness of it explodes in his mouth.

‘It costs far more than
you’d ever be able to afford,’ says Dickie, still swirling his
wine.

‘Oh?’ said Dave, wanting
to slap his face.

‘You’ll never, ever have
this one again. It’s the last bottle.’

‘Then I’m honoured?’ says
Dave wearily. He remains quiet, preferring not to comment on the
wine, lest he fall like a hapless mouse into that cheese trap
again. It doesn’t stop others from describing the
experience.

‘Gingerbread,’ says
somebody from round the table.

‘Caramel,’ says
another.

‘Stewed fruits,’ Peter
says bluntly.

Alan manages to dribble the last of the wine
into his glass and then holds it up to the light. Dickie sits back
with the wine to sip again as Alan says to Dave, quietly,

‘It has a beautiful
colour. Like whisky.’

‘Whisky?’ says Dickie,
loudly, who heard. ‘I hardly think so.’

Dave feels the urge to come to Alan’s
rescue. He says that, yes, he also thinks it looks a little like
whisky.

‘It’s obviously wasted on you, then,’ Dickie says
aggressively, turning instead to Peter Pampisford who is still
flapping his tongue, even though he is now the last. Dave frowns,
but Alan seems blithely unconcerned and sips happily. Dave having
drunk all of his, stares hard at the cheese knife lying on the
board in front of him.

A terrible
scene occurs. Alan is picking up the knife and, with a terrible,
violent and sudden motion, thrusts it into Dickie’s body. Then he
retrieves only to thrust it in again and again, over and over. Oh
my God, it’s now a hideously frenzied attack and everyone is
stunned. Holed and bleeding, Dickie writhes in agony, falls from
his chair, splutters and finds it hard to breathe, while blood jets
from speared veins. Alan then stands over him, laughing, grinning,
and shouting, ‘Die, you fucker,’ much as Brian had shouted when
he’d pointed the golden gun into Leonard’s face all those months
ago. Dave then wakes from his reverie to hear Dennis
saying,

‘Careful! You’re waving
that knife a around like Floria Tosca.’

Dave blinks and realises he has the cheese
knife in his hand, and the table is watching him. He blushes.

‘Tosca?’ exclaims
Jeremy.

The cheese board is cleared, the pudding - a
Spotted Dick that caused much hilarity, has come and gone, and they
sip the remains of Dickie’s dessert wine as the conversation turns
to opera.

Dave has never seen an opera, and only
occasionally ever heard its music, on the television perhaps, or on
his Aunt’s Radiogram. It’s the cheese all over again, he thinks,
and feels disadvantaged once more. Dennis, perhaps surprisingly,
sounds as if he’s an expert, because he is now the most vocal of
them all.

‘Oh God, I can’t possibly see another
Tosca,’ he says, loudly.

‘What is Tosca?’ Dave asks. Drew replies, telling him it’s
an opera by Puccini, but instead of joining in the discussion, and
because Drew has seen Dave with the knife in his hand,
whispers,

‘He won’t do it, you know.’

Dave looks confused.

‘Not in front of us,
anyway. Maybe when they are alone. Alan will have his final
revenge. He already has his revenge, of sorts, in the quiet of
their Vauxhall apartment.’

Dave now looks surprised. ‘How?’

‘Yes. He withholds love,’
whispers Drew. ‘Sex, too, and worse still, conversation. Yes,
Dickie is desperate for some affection, but Alan just won’t give it
to him.’

‘But that’s awful,’
whispers Dave.

‘Indeed. They are both
stubborn, and lazy, but terrified of ending it all. It would be
hard for either of them to find someone else now.’

‘Tell me about it,’ says
Dave, under his breath.

‘And, at Dickie’s age too it’s probably much worse. He’s
probably wondered whether he would ever be able to find someone
else. Then again, I don’t think he really wants Alan to leave. But
I know he would like someone to love him.’ Drew pauses, and then
whispers quietly, ‘I think that’s where you might come
in.’

‘Me?’ says Dave
loudly, and the conversation around them stops abruptly. Dave’s
face reddens.

‘So, Dave, what did you think about
Tosca?’

Dave is now plunged back into the general
conversation.

‘Oh, well….’ he says,
struggling.

‘I mean Tatiana Vilnoteva
was awful?’ Nick says, ignoring him. ‘She just can’t
sing.’

‘I liked her,’ says
Adam.

‘No one does it like Maria
Callas,’ says Carlos, summoning the name of one of the most revered
opera singers of the modern age, which excites everyone now.
Everyone that is, except Dave.

‘Ah, Callas!’ he hears,
followed by a host of sighs.

‘Yeah, thank God,’ says
Jeremy, bluntly, happily going against the grain. Dennis glares at
him, and shouts,

‘Assassino!’

‘Tatty is well past her
best,’ says Jeremy, at the end of the table. ‘She’s been around too
long. It was a lovely voice, once. Now she sounds like an old
cement mixer.’

Dennis raises his hand to slap him. At
first, it seems a playful gesture.

‘Well, she ruined Vissi
D’Arte!’ says Drew, who is sitting now with one arm over the back
of his chair and a glass in his hand.

‘She can’t hit the high notes anymore,’ says
Richard.

‘Or the low
ones.’

‘And the bit in between
isn’t much worth listening to, either.’

‘And,’ says Adam, ‘she
obviously can’t fit into that costume anymore. I heard they had to
remake it with another ten yards of velvet. I know somebody in
Wardrobe.’

‘I thought she had her own
costume, anyway.’

‘She looked terrible. Like
a bad Christmas decoration.’

‘And that
production…!’

‘Opera isn’t what it used to be,’ announces Dennis,
emotionally. He has drunk far more than he should have, and his
face is red. ‘I can’t possibly go any
more.’

‘You’ll go,’ says Jeremy, simply.

‘You see everything,’ says
Adam, caustically.

‘You see too much,’ says
Nick.

‘No, no, it’s too awful,’
Dennis says dramatically, wiping his eye with the
napkin.

‘You get so worked up,’
Jeremy tells him, rolling his eyes.

‘What do you mean?’ says
Dennis, responding angrily. He doesn’t like Jeremy’s
tone.

‘You get so upset,’ Jeremy
tells him again.

‘I do not! And if I do, it’s because it is
so important.’

‘It’s only opera,’ says
Peter Pampisford, who hasn’t seen much of it either.

Dennis gasps.

‘What do you mean, only opera?’ he
shouts, red faced and ready to leap over the table.

‘Well I think its panto with grand music. Isn’t it?’ Peter tells him, beginning to
guffaw.

‘Well, really!’ says
Dennis, infuriated.

‘Calm down,’ Jeremy
advises, smiling.

In the
meantime, Drew leans toward Dave once more.

‘A threesome can be great
fun,’ he whispers, looking mischievous. ‘I think Dickie and Alan
might want you to try.’

Dave looks shocked. ‘How do you know?’

Drew doesn’t answer, but smiles
knowingly.

‘It’s not me,’ says
Dave.

‘You should try it,’
whispers Drew.

‘No way,’ Dave whispers back, and glancing up at Siegfried.
‘I want to meet the one.’

‘Why settle for one, when
you could have two, or three? There’s nothing to be afraid
of.’

Dave is
about to take offence, but he suspects Drew is being humorously
provocative.

‘I’m not afraid. I mean,
Dickie? Alan?’

‘Why not? They need a
little help with their love lives. And, just think,’ says Drew,
‘you could double the fun.’

‘And the
trouble.’

‘Perhaps. But, what have
you got to lose?’

‘My dignity?’

‘Oh? That disappeared the moment you went down on your knees
for the first time.’

Dave laughs at that. ‘The pretence of
dignity, then.’

‘That’s a waste of time
and effort, my dear.’

‘I want to be appealing,’
says Dave, protesting, while glancing up at Siegfried.

‘You are already. Dickie
certainly seems to think so. And Siegfried too, now I come to think
of it. You have charm. You have looks. Use them before you lose
them!’

The table conversation bursts over them as
several guests attempt to correct Siegfried on the plot details of
Wagner’s ‘Ring’ cycle of operas, and Dennis has become shrill to
the point of irritating.

‘I’m telling you, your
namesake Siegfried sleeps with his sister.’

‘But, I thought Brunnhilde
was his aunt.’

‘I thought she was his step-mother,’ says Nick.

‘Oh God, it sounds
complicated,’ says Carlos.

‘It sounds disgusting,’
says Peter.

‘Amazing, isn’t it,’ whispers Dave, after a
pause.

‘What’s that?’ asks
Drew.

‘You wait for the ‘one’ to come along for ages, and then
there’re two at the same time. Like buses…’

‘As I said, double your
fun.’

‘What do you think, Dave?’
someone asks, and Dave is alert now.

‘I’ve never heard any
Wagner.’

There is a
sudden gasp of breath, followed by a pregnant pause. Once again,
Dave has half a dozen pairs of eyes bearing down on him, and he
feels himself colour, while Dennis crosses himself extravagantly.
Nick has uttered a ‘Mon Dieu’ under his breath. Jeremy begins to
chuckle, though.

‘Darling, you obviously
haven’t lived,’ he says, cheerfully. ‘Not according to my guests,
anyway.’

‘He hasn’t lived, or
loved, or felt…’ says Dennis, acidly. Dave grimaces at
him.

Peter
Pampisford is gruffly ironic, on his behalf. ‘If you haven’t wasted
half your life watching Wagner operas, where have you
been?’

‘Around,’ says Dave,
feeling defensive. ‘I like all sorts of other things.’

‘Oh? Like what?’ Adam
asks, and the room waits silently.

Dave pauses. He wants to say Pink Floyd or Meatloaf for
effect, but doubts he’d get away from them alive. He already feels
as if the cheese knife is sticking between his ribs, and
not Alan’s.

‘I mean you are gay,
right?’ Adam asks bluntly, and leaning forward to look at
him.

‘Ah,’ says Dennis quickly, as if a light bulb has suddenly
lit over his head. ‘Musicals,’ he says. ‘You like
musicals.’

There are more sniggers now, and murmurs of
recognition. A musical, Dave now realises, was the worst thing one
could ever possibly like.

‘They’re okay, I suppose,’ Dave says, shrugging, and trying
to remain casual but he creases his brow. He’s a fan of
Phantom and Cats, but again
doesn’t dare say so.

‘I quite like Wagner,’
Peter Pampisford says simply, returning them all to the subject.
‘It’s good fun.’

‘Hear, hear,’ someone
says.

Dennis begins patting Peter’s hand. ‘You’re
an honorary gay, my dear.’

Peter snatches his hand away. He is tolerant
of gay men perhaps, but only up to a point, and he definitely
prefers not to be touched by Dennis.

Siegfried leans across to Dave with a
sympathetic smile and says, ‘I have a very Wagnerian name?’

‘Yes?’ Dave asks, grateful
for his more kindly attention.

‘The same as Wagner’s
hero.’

‘Oh?’ says Dave. ‘It suits
you.’

Siegfried grins.

‘I like opera,’ Nick says,
simply. ‘What else is there to do on a wet week-day
night?’

‘Well, I can think of all
sorts of things,’ says Carlos, who then laughs.

‘Yes, but they always all
involve taking your clothes off,’ says Adam, with a wry smile. His
boyfriend nudges him in the ribs.

‘Or putting some equipment
on,’ says Drew with a wink at Dennis.

‘Wagner did write the
greatest love music,’ says Siegfried while staring at
Dave.

‘And isn’t that all that
matters?’ asks Jeremy.

‘Yes’, shouts Dennis, who
has no time for such political views.

‘Love surely matters,’
Drew says simply, and tilts the last of his desert wine into his
mouth.

‘Hear, hear,’ says
Siegfried quietly, who has otherwise stayed clear of the
conversation.

Dave offers him a shy smile.

 


 


HOT HANDS

 


Peter has
passed out on the sofa and snores now, his grey suit crumpled, his
shirt pulled from his belt, and his tie stained with drink. Brian
can’t be bothered to wake him and decides to go to bed at last. He
struggles out of his clothes, manages to brush his teeth by holding
himself steady at the bathroom basin, and then climbs in to a soft
bed. In minutes he is asleep. During the night, though, Brian has a
dream.

He is wrapped in a white tablecloth again, and
being lifted on to an altar where he
is about to be sacrificed. Before that can happen, members of the
priesthood begin to lay their hands on him and he can feel them
now, their hot hands burning through his skin. Then the image
changes and their hands are branding irons and they are scorching
his skin, but somewhere in his consciousness is the sense, or a
feeling, that something is happening, really happening to him, but
he isn’t sure what. The world is shaking, moving, juddering, the
altar is collapsing, and there is a cold wind blowing.

He wakes.
Somebody is in his bed.

Oh no! As Xenia
appears in his thoughts suddenly, he wonders, did she somehow get
back in? His mouth is dry, he feels hot, and he has an itch on his
nose. Turning to scratch, he touches something warm with his elbow,
something that is warm next to him. But he soon realizes, with
horror, that in the bed with him is not just another body, but it’s
that of another man. Nobby, that colleague of Peter Palmers,
perhaps? There’s no way of knowing except by waking him, but it’s
still dark and knows it must still be the middle of the night. How
the hell did he
come to be in this bed anyway? If
being in bed with another man isn’t bad enough, something else is
troubling him now, too.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he says, under his breath. Brian was
upset because Nobby’s hand is actually touching him. This is too
much, and he decides to make as much of a disturbance as possible
in the hope it’ll disturb him. It works, Nobby withdraws his hand,
and Brian settles to get some sleep. But, no sooner has he dozed
off, he’s awake again because he feels a hand, this time resting on
his bottom.

‘What the
fuck?’

Brian turns
now to see a head of black hair on the pillow next to him. Brian
jerks back violently and the whole bed shakes, hoping this’ll do
the trick, as it did before, but not this time. It’s still there.
Nobby is sound asleep, and his hand - hot and stuck to him as if
glued - is there, too. He has no choice. He has to wake him. He
begins to turn and the hand, once glued to his bum, falls to the
mattress. Brian realises Nobby’s hand is now very close to
his…crotch!

‘That’s it!’ he says loudly, and sits up.

‘Nobby?’ he says, quietly
at first, but his voice is swallowed up by the silence. He tries
again, louder this time.

‘Nobby?’

There is no sound, and no movement.

Brian now
wonders if he should just get up and try to sleep on the sofa, but
he is reluctant to leave the comfort of ‘his’ bed. There’s nothing
else for it. He just has to move it himself. So, positioning
himself carefully, and rolling back the bedclothes a little, he
finds the offending hand, palm down. His hairy fingers are spread
on the white sheet and remind Brian of a huge spider. He shudders.
Hardly breathing - for the last thing he wants now is for Nobby to
wake and find Brian with his hand in his - he scoops it up and
begins to move it, slowly, but then, suddenly, Nobby’s hand is
alert, and his fingers are clutching his. Brian starts. Worse,
Nobby begins to draw the their hands closer with a snort and a
heavy sigh, so that he is dragged beneath Nobby’s warm, fleshy
body, trapped. This is too much. He has to pull his hand away, and
as he does so, Nobby rouses, rolls over, grunts, and then buries
himself into his pillow, pulling more of the bedclothes with
him.

Brian is out of danger at last. He sighs,
and believes, at last, that he can settle once more.

 


 


NIGHT WALK

 


‘Come on, let’s go,’
whispers Siegfried, as he opens the back door to the house and
steps out. ‘It’s time we got some air.’

Dave follows
him.

They have left the
others sipping brandies by an open fire. Dave, bored and restless
after the dinner party, had stood, yawned and told everyone he was
retiring to bed. Everyone else had been too tired to care.
Siegfried had followed him unobtrusively, to catch him on the
stair. Dave had whispered an enthusiastic ‘Yes!’ All evening, he’d
been aware of Siegfried and, as often as possible, had glanced up
to him, smiling. There had so far been too few opportunities to
talk to him without others listening in and disturbing them. Now,
free, and alone in the garden, Siegfried is saying,

‘Jeremy and Dennis. They
are too much to take, I think.’

Dave agrees. ‘All that opera stuff!’ he
says.

‘They are fun and
generous, maybe’ Siegfried continues, ‘but they are, how shall we
say, dysfunctional, yes? In front of everyone.’

‘Dickie and Alan too.
Maybe that’s why we’re all here,’ ventures Dave.

‘I rather think
so.’

‘It’s like some awful
cabaret act, with unavoidable audience participation.’

Siegfried laughs. ‘Come. Lets walk for a
while.’

‘It’s such a beautiful
night,’ says Dave.

And it is.
The night is unseasonably warm, too, for the time of year. The
warmth heralds an early spring. The sky is dark, and clear, and for
a while yet, salted with bright stars. The moon is expected but not
yet visible. Some trees are in leaf, but most are spiky and
skeletal still. They walk through the garden without speaking until
they reach a gate and step into the lane, which is quiet
now.

‘Any ideas?’ says Dave,
looking up and down the road.

‘This way,’ Siegfried
tells him, and walks Dave to a gap in the shrubs, where a gate
gives on to a field. Over it, with Siegfried helping Dave to
descend, they walk through the dewy wet grass slowly. The air is
scented with it, as it was beginning to grow again, now, in the
mild March air.

‘You sure there isn’t some
bull in this field,’ says Dave, looking about him. ‘I’m not ready
to get gored.’

Siegfried chortles.

‘Mind the cow shit,’ says
Dave later, looking down.

‘How do you say? Cow
pats?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Ah. There are not any, I think,’ Siegfried reassures
him.

‘How do you
know?’

‘I have already
checked.’

‘You checked?
When?’

‘Earlier. I went for a walk,’ says Siegfried, grinning. Dave is wondering whether
Siegfried had planned this particular part of the
evening.

‘You like the country?’
Siegfried asks him, breaking the silence once more.

‘Oh, yes,’ says Dave,
enthusiastically, but isn’t really sure. He explains: ‘I like the
idea of it, the view of it, from a window maybe, but whenever I’m
in the country, which is rare, I get a bit bored. I mean the clean
air is good, isn’t it? But, I can’t help feel relieved when I’m
back in the city, breathing city air again. I guess I’m a city boy.
I like to be where there are people, I suppose.’

‘I have a house in the country,’ Siegfried says. ‘Outside
Munich. I go there to write sometimes. It’s better for me to
concentrate. The city has such distractions.’

‘All those clubs and
bars?’

‘They are not actually my
thing,’ he says.

‘Nor mine, ’ says Dave,
relieved, ‘though perhaps they should be. It might increase my
chances of meeting someone new. If I ever bothered to go, that
is.’

‘You need to meet
someone,’ says Siegfried, as a simple statement.

They walk on
in silence. At a point in the middle of the field, Siegfried
reaches for Dave and feels a large, warm hand in his. He breathes
deeply, now that his heart is beating a little faster.

‘I have looked at you this
evening. You are very handsome,’ Siegfried says.

‘You have?’ Dave is
beginning to feel overwhelmed. ‘I am?’

‘You have noticed, I
think.’

‘Yes. Of course,’ says Dave, floating. With a chuckle, he
says ‘Gosh. And in the country, too!’

‘You see,’ says Siegfried. ‘It is good for
you.’

Dave laughs, a warmth now flooding his
limbs. The stars are not salt
crystals at all, now, but instead gleam like diamonds, or perhaps
sequins sewn into a black velvet dress. They seem brighter each
time he looks up.

‘I never would have
thought,’ Dave says.

‘No?’

‘This
weekend….’

They walk on in silence for a while, hand in
hand.

‘Was Drew your lover?’
Dave is bold enough to ask.

Siegfried stops suddenly. Dave is concerned
to wonder whether he has offended him with the question, but
Siegfried continues,

‘Yes. We were once in love
with each other. But, we are friends now. He knows my brother very
well. They are old friends. And you?’

‘Oh, no,’ says Dave,
shrugging quickly, and with a nervous laugh. ‘I met him in recently
in Hyde P…oh, er, in London. I haven’t known him long. I’m a single
man.’

Dave
blushes, though in the dark it hardly matters. He wonders why he is
suddenly so clumsy with words. They are standing in the middle of
the dark field, the breeze is gentle, mild, and it brushes Dave’s
face, cooling his hot skin. He feels self-conscious out in the
middle of the country, in this dark field, with a man he’s only
just met. Siegfried’s hand is still in his - soft and warm, gentle
and reassuring. He is happy to stand still, quietly, with his hand
held and look into Siegfried’s face. It’s pale grey now, and lit
only from the light of the stars. His lips, red in proper light,
are parted, his usually blue eyes are dark, and shadowed deeply by
his brows, and his hair is a luminous bristle over an otherwise
smooth scalp. They walk on for a while, but it is different now.
Something has passed between them, and they are closer.

‘Are you writing?’ Dave
asks, feeling a little more relaxed. ‘Here in Britain?’

‘Yes.’

‘And, is it another crime
novel?’

‘Yes, but it will feature
a love story. I want this one to be different.’

‘Less brutal?’

‘No, more so. A crime of
passion, perhaps.’

Dave wonders
how this gentle, good-looking man could write such dark and, by all
accounts, such brutal stories? He can barely sit through a gory
horror film without revulsion.

‘I guess I have a dark
side to my nature,’ Siegfried tells him.

‘Not that
dark, surely?’

‘Well, no. Perhaps not. I hope not. But I am fascinated by
unusual relationships. Dysfunctional relationships. It is an often
brutal arena.’

‘Really? I just want to
meet someone I can have a laugh with,’ says Dave, light
heartedly.

Siegfried is quiet for a moment, but then
asks, ‘You must want more than that, no?’

Dave
realises he sounds like an airhead and needs to be serious now.
‘Yes, of course. I really meant that. I guess I’m just not sure
what I really want.’

Reaching
another gate, they rest their elbows on its cool metal bars and
stare out towards dark hills, now fringed with brightness. The moon
begins to rise, bright and huge. After several minutes, during
which Dave thinks the stillness around them is like some sort of
benediction, he sighs.

‘It’s
beautiful.’

‘I suppose we should get
back.’

‘Yes,’ says Dave, hardly wanting to move. ‘I suppose
so.’

They move,
they turn at the same time and collide with each other. Dave begins
to apologise but, finding himself in Siegfried’s arms, is quickly
silenced and, rather than pull away, holds Siegfried now. Siegfried
reaches down, gently tilts Dave’s chin upwards, and plants a kiss
on his lips.

A kiss!

Suddenly,
all those diamonds and sequins sewn into an extravagant black
velvet evening gown, begin to fall; they tumble over and over. He
no longer knows which way is up. All he knows is that a moist mouth
is pressing down on his - a soft wet tongue is gently pushing its
way into his mouth, and touches and tickles his own. Siegfried’s
mouth is soft, alive, gentle and loving, pulsing open and shut with
a growing urgency. Siegfried pulls away for a moment, perhaps to
breath. Dave opens his eyes and feels he is in an altogether
different universe now, where stars spin and the earth turns on a
different axis. The world - his world - is new and different now,
and he can hardly believe what is happening to him.

Of course,
it had occurred to him that this, all this, had been possible. He
wasn’t naïve. A bunch of gay men on a weekend away? Anything was
possible. But, Dave had been aware of something passing back and
forth between them all evening, and now they were crossing a
threshold and pushing their way forward into wholly new
territory.

Dave, regaining
composure momentarily, tries to ignore a nagging thought that none
of this would last, that this was something they were enjoying
during the course of one evening - for one ecstatic night only.
Blocking the thoughts, he tries to believe that nothing else
matters but to return the kisses with passionate abandon.
Succeeding, he begins to unbutton Siegfried’s coat, slowly,
methodically, unhooking each, and then his shirt, reaching inside
to caress warm, soft skin with his fingertips. Siegfried’s hands on
him, too, tugging at his clothes. Dave is in control, but soon
begins to sink to the ground and Siegfried follows.

‘It’s cold,’ he
murmurs.

‘Too cold?’ Siegfried
asks.

‘No,’ says Dave. ‘Not
yet.’

He begins to shiver
slightly all the same. Nerves, perhaps. Is there really anything to
be nervous about? Siegfried, too, is in control. With their clothes
about them on the grass, they roll over: Siegfried on his back,
with Dave on top of him; then, with Dave lying on his back and
Siegfried’s head in his hands, lowering. He his aroused and ready,
and tension mounts in his body until it is too much. He gasps,
loses focus, and then sighs slowly until, yes, he is done, at which
point he opens his eyes again. He can smell the sweet moist grass
as he stares up into the sky and, for a moment, believes that the
streak of light that split the sky suddenly - a meteorite perhaps -
had been a sign, just for him. Yes, so beautiful had it been, it
must have been for him – for them - as if they and their union had
been blessed by a velvet heaven. Siegfried plants gentle kisses on
his chest and lips, as warm air wafts over him, fresh and clean
like a stream.

For a while they lie
still while Siegfried nuzzles his neck, each listening to the
other’s breathing, the sound of the night, the squawk and flap of
birds in the trees, and leaves rustling in the breeze. His shivers
have subsided and he feels at one with the night, with the field,
the earth and with Siegfried. But, then, sniffing the air, he opens
his eyes quickly and shouts,

‘Oh my God.’

Dave sits
up, as Siegfried rolls quickly away to look back at him with
concern.

‘What is it?’ he
asks.

Dave grimaces. ‘I think I’ve rolled in a cow
pat.’

Siegfried stands. Dave stands too, and
frantically they look around them, checking their clothes.

‘No. I think you are
fine,’ says Siegfried, reassuring him.

Dave begins
to laugh. ‘That was a bit nellie, wasn’t it?’ he says. Siegfried,
thankfully, is laughing now, a deep, pleasurable, and reassuring
laugh.

‘I guess you were right
about this field,’ says Dave, smiling.

‘Of course,’ says
Siegfried, smiling. ‘I hope you can trust me. Come, I suppose we
had better go.’

He reaches
down to Dave and pulls him close to him for another kiss; the kind
of kiss that Dave thinks suggests a future and not a farewell. They
dress in silence, beginning to feel the chill of the night air. The
ground beneath has been cold and damp, despite the warmth of the
night air and Dave begins to shiver again.

On the way back, they walk hand in hand up
the lane - they are like lovers now - through the garden, and up to
the back door, to which Siegfried has remembered to leave on the
latch. Once on the step he hesitates and clutches Dave once more to
plant a soft, lingering kiss on his mouth. He wants it to last,
feeling hunger again, despite having been satisfied, but Siegfried
pulls away and places his fingers gently on Dave’s lips. With a
smile, he wipes away some of the moisture left behind.

‘Dave,’ Siegfried begins
to say, softly. ‘There’s something I have to tell you.’

Dave looks into his eyes. They are both in
shadow; a rich dark graphite-grey shadow that hides them against
the side of the house while all around them is bathed in the soft
pale light of the rising moon.

‘What is it?’ Dave
asks.

Siegfried is
about to speak but they are then disturbed by a sudden noise.
Beneath them, Frizz the cat darts from a nearby bush to greet them
at the door. He is pawing at the panelling, meowing wildly so that
Siegfried, distracted, pushes open the door to let him in. Inside,
the corridor stretches away into darkness and Siegfried walks
quickly in towards the stair, waving Dave to follow. Dave wants to
hear what Siegfried has to say, but once inside, he is aware that
someone else is moving around, and was close, too. Dave feels fear
when, through a door, he notices a figure and gasps. It’s Peter
Pampisford, in his pyjamas, with a glass of milk in his hand. He
seems oblivious of Siegfried.

‘You been out?’

‘Er, yes. A short
walk.’

‘Nice?’

‘Yes. Yes,
very.’

‘Must have been. Look as
if you’ve been sleeping in the grass. I couldn’t sleep either.
Needed this. Good night.’

‘Night,’ says Dave, in a
cheerful whisper.

He watches
Peter shuffle off down the corridor and listens for his door to
close. Thus freed, Dave approaches the stair, but Siegfried is now
nowhere to be seen. Climbing, he reaches his own room and hovers by
the door in the dark, listening. He has no idea where Siegfried is
sleeping, and doubted Siegfried would where he is, either. Damn, he
thinks. In just a moment, they are both lost to each other in that
dark, sleeping house. He waits a while, straining to listen, but
hears nothing. With sadness at being alone again, he sighs, pushes
open his door and then quietly closes it behind him.

 


 


BUMPY NIGHTS

 


Brian is awake again.

Rolling over again, he notices there there’s little danger of any further
molestation, since Nobby is now sleeping on his own side of the
bed, and hasn’t moved. But something had woken him. After a moment
or two, he realises why. Somewhere in the building, perhaps below,
there is a noise, a thumping noise. Blinking in the darkness, he
feels disoriented. But, there it is again.

Boom. Boom. Boom.

Lifting his
head from the pillow, he can hear it clearly now, but there is also
another kind of noise, too. Yes. This time those ‘booms’ are
accompanied by what sounds like a cry, or a yelp. When there is no
sound, only the silence of the night, he can hear the blood
pounding in his own ears, and after a moment of two, pulls the
bedclothes tighter in the hope he has seen only the light of
streetlamps, and that dawn is still hours away. But, the thumping
resumes, louder this time and Brian has to sit up.

Nobby is
still fast asleep, which annoys him. Why can’t he sleep through all
of this, he wonders? He shakes his head and runs his fingers
through his hair. Sleep! For God’s sake, sleep, he says to himself.
But the noise resumes, louder and more insistent, and with it, more
yelps. Alert now, he strains to listen and realizes he is listening
to cries, and they seem to be cries of pain. Someone, he thinks, is
in distress.

Brian gets
out of bed and stands, naked except for his underpants, holding his
arms close to his chest. The noise, he realises now, continues from
somewhere below him, so he crouches down and puts his ear to the
cold ceramic tiles. Is someone being hurt? Do they need
help?

Brian waits and listens.

*

Meanwhile,
Dave is dreaming: a field, stars and a body, a warm, soft, and
loving body; a beautiful body. The moon is suddenly the smiling
face of a vicar who is saying, ‘I now pronounce you man
and…husband!’

He opens his
eyes. The moon, rising as he was going to bed, now shines bright
and his bed is firmly in its beams. Not a sound stirs in the house,
or out beyond the window, in the country. An occasional car sweeps
through the village and past the house, and its headlights illumine
trees outside his window momentarily. He’s warm under the bed
quilt, and now remembers that kiss again, a lingering kiss, and
Siegfried’s lips over his body. The excitement of it causes him to
stir. It’s been a long time since Dave has experienced such
passion, but why, oh why can’t Siegfried be there with him now, and
under his quilt? He rolls over, clutches a pillow, and hopes to
sleep again, while dreaming of Siegfried. Instead, he hears a
noise. Straining for a moment, he listens to hear a knocking sound
at first. Focusing, he stops breathing to listen. Yes, there it is.
It’s a knocking sound; more knocks, louder than before. The knocks
are insistent, too, rhythmic, and suggestive of someone swinging a
bat, or stick, hitting a wall, or…?

He climbs
out of bed to stand in the warped square of bright moonlight,
listening. From the sound of creaking floorboards, he realises
somebody else is up, too. Then he hears whispers, but wonders if
his ears are playing tricks? He holds his breath and strains to
listen on the very edges of audibility. No tricks. There are
definitely some whispers, and there is another creak of the
floorboards. Oh God, please don’t let Jeremy walk in, he thinks,
glancing over to the door. Treading carefully, not to add any
creaking of his own, he looks for the key to the lock. There is
none, just as Nick and Adam had suggested. Again, there is a
knocking sound, and it distracts him. This time, though, there
seemed to be a thumping, and yes, he thinks he also hears a yelp.
To Dave’s ears it’s a cry of pain, followed by a whimpering sound,
like a dog tied up, yearning for its master. In the silence, such a
sound seems haunting, and fearful. Was someone hurting a… dog?
Opening the bedroom door, the hall is dark except for moonlight
streaming through a skylight, and a sliver of light beneath a
nearby door. Wearing only a t-shirt and boxer shorts, he starts
down the hall but a door opens suddenly, and Drew’s face appears,
ghostly and white. Dave jumps back as Drew screams.

‘Christ,’ Drew hisses,
fiercely. ‘You gave me a fright!’

‘Oh God. Drew!
Sorry!’

Drew is wearing pyjamas and clutches his
chest with his arms.

‘I heard a noise,’ Dave
tells him.

‘We all heard it,’ Drew
says, a little testily.

‘What is it, do you think?’ he asks, whispering.

Drew stares at Dave. ‘What do you imagine?’
he asks.

‘Do they have dogs?’ Dave
asks, wondering.

‘What? No,’ Drew whispers,
irritably. ‘They have a cat, remember?’

‘Oh. Yes. Well, it sounded like something horrible.
Something being… tortured.’

Drew relaxes suddenly and manages a wry
smile. ‘Dave,’ he whispers, ‘I think, maybe, you’d better go and
find out what it is.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes. Do go look. I think
you should.’

‘Where is it coming from,
do you think?

‘I think it’s a room
somewhere down below. At the back?’

‘Downstairs?’

‘Yes. I think so. The room
at the back.’

‘I can’t go down there,’
whispers Dave, looking concerned. He clutches at his
t-shirt.

‘Oh, do,’ says Drew,
urging him on. ‘Go on. Find out.’

Dave looks
toward the stair. Moonlight has flooded the steps and beckons him
on his way. Drew closes his door behind him. Dave is thinking, what
if I am caught? What if Dennis or Jeremy should catch me standing
in the dark? How embarrassing would that be? Dave is nervous and
considers retreating back to his room, but then he hears another
yelp, more whimpering, and a sound that Dave thinks is like a hard
slap. He is troubled. His heart is beating hard now, and it seems
to propel him down the stairs, fear and curiosity combining to urge
him on.

At the bottom, those
noises all seemed to be coming from behind a closed door at the end
of a hallway, just as Drew had suggested. Under his feet, the floor
of stone is cold and he wishes he’d worn some socks. But the sound
of something physical now, a hard slapping perhaps, the sickly
thumping sound of a fist hitting skin and bones and yet more yelps
and muffled cries upsets him and he resolves to go to the door.
Behind it, he is sure he can hear a voice, a high-pitched voice,
sounding cruel, whispering fiercely, whispering taunts, jeers and
admonishments. The voice belongs to be whoever is doing the
horrible things he now imagines going on behind that closed door.
Dave, foolish and curious, his heart beating wildly, puts his hand
on the doorknob, turns it slowly, and pushes.

 


 


CAFÉ HANGOVER

 


Brian sits
with a café-au-lait in the glazed conservatory of the Caffè Roma
overlooking the Palais de Congrès, a hideous bunker of glass and
concrete entirely at odds with the joyous frippery, and flapping
palms of Cannes’ Croisette. The sun is bright and hot, and beats
through the glass as he shields his face from the light. Around him
are groups of suited men, all looking worse for lack of sleep. Dark
sunglasses shield not just the sun, but also their tired eyes from
each other. Scraps of conversation waft over towards him from a
nearby table.

‘…she got down on her
knees.’

‘Then what? Did
she…?’

‘Yeah. In front of
everyone, too.’

‘Fuck!’

A cackle of laughter follows. From another
table, he hears this:

‘I’ve met all the right
people.’

‘Me, too. None of the usual time-wasters, and tipsy
juniors.’

‘Even met Viking. What a
knob.’

Peter Palmer now arrives and sits opposite
him in full sun.

‘You look like shit,’
Brian says to him.

‘Thanks. I feel like
shit,’ says Peter, groaning. He turns to a waiter and
demands,

‘Cappuccino, por
favor.’

The waiter looks down at him
contemptuously.

‘I hardly slept,’ he says.
‘Did you hear that racket last night? From downstairs.’

‘I did,’ says Brian. ‘What
the fuck was going on?’

‘I don’t know, but if you
ask me it sounded like someone was getting hurt. I think it was
from Ricky’s apartment, too.’

‘Ricky’s? He’s staying in
our building?’

‘Yeah, he’s somewhere
below us?’

‘What he hell was he doing
down there?’

‘Indeed! And to whom? It
sounded pretty gruesome; like someone being beaten. I thought I
could hear crying, too.’

‘It sounded pretty
awful.’

‘I had problems of my own,
last night,’ says Peter.

‘Oh?’

‘Nobby. He came in late,
and woke me up.’

‘And?’

‘He wanted to carry on
drinking. There wasn’t any so I told him to fuck off.’

Brian laughs, but it hurts his head and he
puts his hands to his face to massage it.

‘Gracias,’ says Peter,
when his coffee is delivered. ‘So you haven’t slept
either?’

Brian shakes his head. He has no intention
of telling Peter about Nobby’s hot hand, and they are disturbed
just then as Police cars appear at the junction, sirens wailing and
lights flashing. April May also appears, as if out of the mayhem.
With her hair piled on her head, she wears a polka dot dress and
has a voluminous handbag over her arm. She too, wears sunglasses
and walks unsteadily between the tables.

‘Boys,’ she says, sitting
at their table. She orders a strong black coffee.

‘What time did you get away?’ asks Peter.

‘I was with Ricky and his
banking mob. What a bunch of pricks! One of them nearly gave me a
black eye on the dance floor.’

‘Jesus,’ says Peter,
rubbing his temples. ‘The shit you have to put up with to get
work.’

‘Yeah,’ she says, with a
groan. ‘Then Windmill came on to me. You should have seen him
dance. Just like his name, he was.’

They all laugh, but then subside quickly,
holding their heads.

‘And?’ says Brian,
curious.

‘Listen to you, young
man,’ she says, tapping the table with a pink painted nail. ‘God,
I’m too old for this,’ she then says, adjusting her glasses. ‘The
fucking idiot threw up over my coat. Then, can you believe, he
couldn’t get it up.’

Peter and
Brian chuckle together and are shocked by her candidness. April
looks angry.

‘Men,’ she says. ‘You can
all neck it down all you want, but when it comes to it you can’t
keep it down. Or get it up!’

‘Don’t blame us,’ says
Peter, laughing still. ‘I could have told you Windmill was a
loser.’

‘You’re all fucking
losers,’ she says, managing a laugh as her coffee arrives. ‘Where
did you two end up, anyway?’

Brian reddens, not wanting to say. Peter
waves his hand desultorily. ‘Oh, a few drinks in a bar. Nothing
much,’ he says.

‘Where is Ricky, anyway? He left the club with a couple of
Russian girls. He’s another one that can’t keep his pants on for
long.’

Peter and Brian quickly glance at each
other.

‘Lots of Russians here
this year,’ says Peter. ‘I think he’s off on some yacht this
morning. Drinks. Lunch. Whatever.’

‘Did you see the police
cars,’ April asked. ‘They stopped outside your apartment building.
What have you two been up to?’

Peter’s mouth opens and closes. Brian looks
nervous.

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.
Went to bed.’

‘Oh?’ says April, looking
suspicious. ‘Well, I hope you two had more fun together than I did…
With Wanker Windmill.’

Brian reddens some more but Peter just
laughs. Then, another ambulance races past, to disappear into the
streets behind them.

‘Silly boys,’ she says,
under her breath.

 


 


DRIVING HOME

 


The sun is
still shining, the motorway is clear, the car cruises, and Drew is
talking:

‘Dickie was very keen on
you,’ he says.

‘Oh God, I hope not,’ says Dave, remembering the cheese incident. ‘Anyway, he’s with
Alan.’

‘And bored rigid he is,
too. Can’t you tell?’

‘They seem fine to me,’
says Dave, lying.

‘Oh, but surely you know
that isn’t true.’

Dave shrugs. ‘Dickie sounds like he’s in a
bad temper all the time. With Alan, I suppose.’

‘He’s just very
frustrated. You know, Dickie is still hopelessly in love with
Alan.’

‘Really? Not from what I
heard,’ said Dave.

‘Yes. It isn’t nice, but
you see, Dickie may have all the money, but Alan has all the
emotional cards in his hand and, like a good poker player, plays
them very close to his chest. It’s all he has.’

‘Why doesn’t he just
leave, then?’

‘Alan? Leave Dickie? Good Lord! Alan has an amazingly comfortable life. They are
almost permanently on holiday. I suppose it’s like a very
comfortable kind of retirement. Alan knows he fell into a honey pot
when he met Dickie.’

‘But Dickie is so mean to
Alan,’ Dave said protesting. ‘He surely can’t be that pleasant to
live with.’

‘It never ceases to
astonish me just what people get away with, or what some will
accept to be in a relationship. But it’s all an act. When they’re
not on stage, he is very sweet to him. He loves him.’

‘But…?’

‘Dave, it’s all a
performance. Some people like to bicker and bust up in public, only
then to go home and tuck each other up in bed at night with a
kiss.’

‘I obviously have a lot to
learn,’ says Dave. ‘Poor Alan.’

‘Poor Dickie, you mean. He’s a half-grown schoolboy, and a
very frustrated one at that. He just wants to be loved, and he
thinks he ought to be because he has lots of money. To compensate,
I think he’d like a little loving from someone just like
you.’

‘Me? Ugh!’ said Dave,
pulling a face. ‘That isn’t going to happen.’

‘Really? Why not?’ said Drew, with a smirk.

‘What do you take me for?’
Dave asked.

‘Of course, you want to
meet someone of your own. But, just think, you’d be doing the man
an awfully big favour. He’d take you on holidays, buy you Michelin
starred dinners, put you in a box at the opera.’

‘I’d rather be in a box
under ground, thanks.’

Drew laughs,
‘Yes, I can see that. But you know he has great charm.’

‘I don’t see
it.’

Drew laughs.

‘Drew?’ asks
Dave.

‘Yes?

‘You weren’t asked to
check me out were you?’

‘Me, darling? Oh no,’ he
says with a grin and a laugh. ‘And anyway, I believe you are rather
more interested in Siegfried.’

Ah ha! At last.

‘Oh? Yes,’ says Dave,
feeling himself flush.

‘Darling. He is a catch,
isn’t he?’

‘Well… I didn’t see him
this morning,’ says Dave, remembering his acute
disappointment.

‘Yes, he had to fly to Berlin very early. He and my wife,
Ruth, have a business matter to attend to. He’ll be
back.’

Dave turns to him, stunned. ‘Wife? You’re
married?’

‘Yes? You didn’t
know?’

‘No!’ Dave shouts, open
mouthed with shock.

‘Oh. Yes, I’ve been
married for the last twenty years. I thought you knew.’

‘But,’ splutters Dave,
remembering when and where they met. ‘But Hyde Park!’

‘I know, I know. It was
nice, but I suppose, like you, it was a bit of a one off. Truly, I
thought I’d said something to you, but I’m more forgetful these
days. Sorry.’

‘Forgetful?’ says Dave,
shaking his head.

‘I suppose it must come as
a surprise. Not all gay men are open about their relationships. I
married when I was young, and to a girlfriend I loved at the time.
She just refused to believe me when I told her that I fancied men
as well.’

‘As well?’ asks Dave,
still in shock.

‘I am, I suppose, what you would call bisexual.’

‘What I
would call you? Are you gay or are
you straight?’ Dave demands.

‘Calm down, my dear. I
like men and women. It is possible, you know.’

‘Is it? Well,’ says Dave,
sounding angry and irritated. It will take him a moment to adjust
to the news.

‘It’s not such a big deal,
is it? It doesn’t matter, does it? Ruth and I are still together,
still living together and I think I can speak for both of us when I
say that we are mostly happy.’

‘Mostly?’ says Dave,
picking up on this. ‘Do you take guys back home? I mean, what about
Ruth? Does she mind? Does she…. you know?’

‘Yes I do, and no she
doesn’t, not often. Sometimes, you know, she brings someone back
herself. We have an odd relationship, more as friends, companions,
or what you might call roomies, perhaps.’

‘And, have you…?’ Dave is
thinking ahead.

‘Go on?’

‘Have you…with someone
else?’

‘A threesome? Oh yes. It
can be great fun, though I rather think I get more out of it than
Ruth ever does, or the other man. I mean, when you bat for both
teams…’

Dave laughs suddenly, and then falls silent,
watching the road ahead.

‘So, you’re shocked?’ Drew
asks, breaking the silence.

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t be. Nothing much is
different. I am still fond of you.’

They drive in silence until Drew speaks up,
again. ‘Look, about last night,’ he says.

‘Don’t remind me,’ says
Dave, his head in his hands now. ‘You could have said
something.’

‘I know. Sorry. I suppose
it was all too much for you. Life is never as simple as you first
think.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’
says Dave petulantly.

‘I thought you’d enjoy
finding out what goes on there. They’re a funny bunch.’

‘I don’t. I
didn’t.’

‘No,’ Drew says,
apologetically. ‘Of course.’

‘How long?’

‘Oh, they’ve been at it
for years,’ Drew tells him.

‘Ugh,’ said Dave, creasing
his face and looking away. ‘The smell!’

‘I know,’ says Drew. ‘It’s
not at all pleasant.’

‘He was beating
him!’

‘Hmm, yes. A funny couple
indeed. Odd what people do to themselves. As I say, it’s odder
still what people do in the confines of a relationship.’

Dave feels queasy now, shocked by Drew’s
casual revelation, and as he remembers the events of last night. He
had pushed open the door and, by the dim light of a silvery moon,
he had caught sight of his host Jeremy, bound and gagged, and a
masked figure he took to be Dennis standing next to him with
a…a…weapon. But, it was the smell that had caused him to convulse.
He shakes his head now as if to rid himself of the memory of
it.

‘If anything, I thought
Jeremy would be the one doing the beating,’ he says.

‘Oh no. Jeremy loves it,’
Drew says, excited. ‘You wouldn’t believe what Dennis has done to
him in the past.’

‘You know?’

‘Well, yes. Like you, I
heard a bump in the night once and went to see. They tried getting
me to join them.’

‘And did you?’

‘Good God, no. It’s not at all my scene. Some relationships thrive on physical
violence. It’s never been my bent, so to speak, but it’s kept
Jeremy and Dennis together all these years. So, you thought Dennis
would be the one tied up? Not a bit of it. Jeremy loves the thrill
of being thrashed by an oriental boyfriend. It’s what he thinks of
as a reversal of power.’

‘But Jeremy…’ says Dave,
grimacing as he remembers seeing his lacerated white flesh in the
moonlight. ‘He was in such pain.’

‘It isn’t always easy to know who is in control. I mean, is
it Jeremy for allowing Dennis to do those things to him, or Dennis
who insists on doing those things? Nothing is
straightforward.’

Drew shrugs and laughs with him now. The
drone of the engine fills the silence once more, and Dave is
content to sit back. After everything he has seen and heard, he
only wants to think about Siegfried.

 


 


 


THE FLY

 


So, while Dave is on
the way home after his eventful weekend away, Brian is in Cannes,
in the foyer of the Carlton Hotel, waiting for Hank and his party
to arrive. Ricky is nowhere to be seen - talking with bankers,
probably - while his people are somewhere in the background making
the final arrangements for Hank’s imminent Clacton presentation.
It’s a busy morning, and the revolving door to the lobby has been
spinning like a fan. Their room is plush, tall and handsome, and is
filled with seats and flooded with morning sunshine, and there is
already a throng of people filing in.

Brian takes a reserved seat on the side of
the room by a window where he can see the Mediterranean: an
alluring turquoise strip of sea glittering in the morning sunlight.
There is soon a commotion as Hank Nero arrives, with Kimberly by
his side. Following him are the bankers from last night’s dinner.
Windmill and April May are sat across the room from one another,
obviously not talking. Peter Palmer arrives too, and joins him as
the room begins to fill up.

‘Well, here we go,’ says
Peter, excitedly taking his seat.

The room settles and a woman representing
some international journal hosting the event rises, to take the
microphone and begin her welcoming remarks to the audience. It’s
the launch of one of the most significant projects of their
careers, as well as the very first Nero project in Britain, blah,
blah, blah…

Meanwhile,
out in the lobby, a common fly is caught in the spin of that
revolving door. Caring only to enjoy the continuum of warm space it
buzzes in, it now finds itself in the foyer of one of the most
expensive hotels on the Riviera where, uninvited, it begins to
circle carelessly. Still, not content with the vases of flowers,
the baskets of fruit, or the even the stacked breakfast plates on
white-clothed tables and trolleys in the restaurant, our fly,
instead, does a swift left turn through a closing door, and begins
making its lazy way through the long room, perhaps attracted to the
musky perfumes of an audience waiting below. In and out of the
shafts of sunlight streaming through the windows it cruises, no
doubt content at having enjoyed, sometime earlier, the remains of
an ice-cream dropped on the Croisette, or a savoury delight found
in the over flowing not-yet-emptied bins. It has even managed to
have a drink or two at the bar, well before it’s open for business
to paying customers. Thus fed and watered, it has nothing better to
do than make its lazy way through a warm and fragrant space, where
Brian is listening to those introductory announcements about the
project to the invited audience.

He thinks
she is sounding rather nervous now because, like everyone, she is
expecting Ricky to arrive at any moment to take her place. As the
client, he is expected to make a welcoming speech of his own. The
room is rather sombre, lifeless, possibly from the surfeit of wine,
food, and other nocturnal activities common to Cannes, but when
Hank Nero is mentioned the room erupts with applause, and the
energy levels begin to rise.

Our fly,
happily cruising through space, is oblivious of the significance of
the man now taking the podium. To anyone else looking in, he is
just a short man with grey hair, wearing beige Chino’s and his
trademark white shirt. Yet, to Brian and the audience, he is
nothing short of a God. Well, this morning, ‘God’ looks relaxed and
smiles to his seated guests, which include journalists from
expensive journals and magazines, and one or two excited reporters
from invited broadsheet dailies, some of which have been promised
an exclusive. They are all smiling back at him. Here, at last, is
the great man himself. He has the prompt in his hand, and images of
the Clacton Project begin to appear now, on the screen above his
head. But, as he glances up at them, he opens his mouth to speak
just as our fly decides to indulge in some breathtaking aerial
acrobatics. Gleaming in the light of the projector, it successfully
performs the equivalent of several back flips, loop the loops,
steep dives, and then ascends to perform one final a triple salco
before, dizzy from the exertion perhaps, diving straight into Hank
Nero’s mouth.

Hank, wouldn’t you know, had at that very moment
taken a deep breath because he’d
been about to describe the importance of some floor plan
configuration, or the primary reason for the building’s whimsical
shape. The hapless fly, caught in his air intake, very quickly
found itself at the back of Hank’s throat. That was the end of the
fly.

Responding to this intruder, Hank chokes and then begins
to cough wildly. Kimberly is
up out of her seat and by his side, as the room begins to murmur
with concern. Brian, who noticed the fly only on its final kamikaze
dive, is open mouthed, too. ‘God’ had been silenced. Kimberly
rushes over with a glass of water as he sits, barely able to speak.
He gestures desperately to Kimberly, who then gestures desperately
to others, who in turn glare at Brian before waving at him,
desperately, to approach the front of the room. Suddenly, everyone
watches as he walks toward the podium.

‘You have to take over,’
Kimberly says, in a harsh whisper.

‘Me?’ he asks,
panicking.

‘Yes. I don’t know about
the project. Ricky should be here, but… Please!’

‘But…?’

Hank glares at him, and gesticulates wildly
to him to continue. So, with little choice in the matter, Brian
straightens up, looks around the room, and notices that there are
about a hundred pairs of eyes now staring at him, expectantly.
Kimberly has the microphone and her announcement now fills the
room.

‘Hank Nero is suddenly
unable to continue. We are sorry, but Brian Farmer has kindly
agreed to deliver the rest of the presentation on Hank’s behalf.
Thank you, Brian.’

In the applause, he hears a ‘woo woo’ from
Peter Palmer. His face is glowing red and hot, his neck sticky
under his shirt collar, but he steps up onto the small podium,
takes the microphone and grins nervously.

‘Hello. I’m
Brian.’

There is silence.

‘Well, well,’ he says,
pausing to cough nervously. There is silence. ‘Hank, hey? I mean
he’s a God right?’

Still there is silence.

‘Who’d imagine a fly could land on him?’

Absolutely no one
laughs. Hank, glares at him though, while Kimberly makes
throat-cutting signs. So, Brian clears his, for the time being,
uncut throat, and begins the presentation proper.

‘How was I?’ Brian asks,
as he sits back in his chair next to Peter Palmer. He thinks he’s
done a reasonable job under the circumstances, and the applause had
sounded genuine.

‘Well done,’ hisses Peter.
‘Not sure the fly joke worked, but I guess you had to get started
somehow.’

‘No. I’ll probably be
killed for that.’

‘By the way, have you
heard?’

‘No. What?’

‘Ricky has been
arrested.’

 


 


WELL HUNG

 


Lucy’s first
exhibition opens just as Brian returns from Cannes. At the Diamond
Gallery in Shoreditch, her name has been stencilled onto the
window, boldly, and the gallery is now filling fast with friends
and selected guests from Diamond’s list of invitees. Everyone from
Stück and Stück is there, including Allegra and Damian. Leonard, of
course, is absent. Petra, arriving late from the office, is greeted
with a warm hug.

‘They are hung?’ asks
Petra, looking around the room.

‘Well hung, thanks,’ says
Lucy, laughing. She is delighted Petra has been able to come, but
she remembers she has come alone, and offers sympathy for Leonard
once more.

‘I’m sorry Leonard can’t
be here tonight,’ she says.

‘He would have enjoyed
seeing your first show,’ Petra assures her. ‘But lets not worry
about that, now.’

‘How are you, Petra? And, how is he?’

‘I am well, my dear, and he is stable. I suppose that’s the
best we can say about him at the moment, and the most we can hope
for given the circumstances. Now,’ she continues, ‘have you met
Drew Sharpe?’

‘No, hello,’ she says,
shaking hands with the bearded man who has travelled in the taxi
with her.

‘I’ve heard a few of the
architects talk about you. You’re a writer?’

‘I am, though I don’t much write about art, I’m
afraid.’

‘Maybe you can make an exception, Drew?’ says Petra,
encouraging him. They are handed glasses of wine and they set off
round the rooms to view the paintings.

From time to time, as
the door to the gallery opens, there are shrieks and laughs as each
new friend is greeted on arrival. There is Sav, an old school
friend with pink hair and her boyfriend Boyd, a punkish lad in
shorts with a skateboard under his arm. There is ‘Rickshaw’ or,
rather, Rick Shaw, a tall, shaven headed artist from the Slade. He
is there with his girlfriend Jade, a short, rotund girl with a
heavy fringe and bright green glasses. Both are known for their
tattoo body art, and are always happy to reveal their own at a
moment’s notice. Alex and Alan are a gay couple that specialize in
sub Gilbert and George poster art, mostly featuring images of
themselves in various, most often sexually compromising positions,
but they have a small dog on a leash that manages to yap irritably
at everyone. There are older school friends, and some of her
family: her brother, Andrew, another architect, and her sister, a
choreographer. None of them resemble her. Brian, playing host, is
introduced to all and sundry, and darts through the crowd to
introduce those he knows to others he has just met.

Pippa is helping Lucy find some more beer
from a room at the back as Allegra, wearing a chiffon dress over
stripy leggings that reveal much of her slim anatomy, finds Eric by
the bar, alone. He straightens up as she approaches.

‘So,’ she says in her
squeaky voice, ‘are you in the exhibition somewhere,
Eric?’

‘Me? No, no. I don’t want
to be painted.’

‘Why not? I’m sure you’d
make a good subject.’

‘Why?’ he asks, bluntly.
Allegra peruses Eric’s rough features.

‘I think you have good
bones,’ she says. Eric reddens slightly, but manages a
grin.

‘I’ve been painted,’ she
says.

‘Yeah?’

‘Yes. In close
up.’

‘Close. How
close?’

Allegra leans in. ‘Very,’ she breathes.

Pippa
appears quickly with a couple of cases of beer. ‘What have you two
been talking about, then?’ she asks brusquely.

Eric doesn’t
answer, but Allegra says, ‘Eric has good bones. I’ve been telling
him he should have them painted.’

‘Oh? Why?’ Pippa is
blunt.

‘He’d make a handsome
portrait,’ Allegra explains.

‘Really? I bet you’ve been
painted a few times,’ Pippa says to her. Eric can hear the
sarcasm.

‘Yes, I was just telling
Eric.’

‘Something tells me you’ve
had quite a bit of touching up over the years.’

‘Pips,’ says
Eric.

‘Now, now Pippa,’ says
Allegra, her eyes glaring. ‘I was only making an interesting
observation.’

‘Well, from what I can
see, your portrait is going to need two sides. For both
faces.’

‘Pips!’ says Eric, sharply
this time.

Allegra shrugs and turns to the crowd.

‘Pippa, you don’t have to
be rude,’ Eric tells her sternly. ‘We work with her.’

‘Yeah? Well, don’t go giving her leg room,’ Pippa quips,
acidly.

‘I don’t,’ says Eric,
smiling now. ‘And, anyway, she knows I’m with you.’

‘I doubt that’ll stop her.
I know her kind.’

Damian is
standing with Lucy. ‘You should paint me,’ he says. ‘I’d make a
good portrait.’

‘Oh? Maybe you would,’ she
says lightly. He is not the first to suggest such a thing this
evening.

‘We could hang them at the
office. Portraits of the family,’ he tells her, fixing her with a
stare. ‘Isn’t that what she calls us?’

‘Petra does, yes. But,
perhaps now wouldn’t be a good time. What with Leonard…’

‘He would understand,’ he
says.

‘He is still very ill,’
she tells him, thinking it impossible for him not to understand the
seriousness of his condition. Brian appears by her side.

‘I was just wondering what
I would have to do to get Lucy to paint my portrait,’ Damian
asks.

‘You offered her a serious
amount of money, I hope,’ he says caustically.

Lucy nudges him, and says, ‘Perhaps later,
when I have got to know you better.’

Damian smiles, and says, ‘You will.’

They look round the gallery briefly. Brian
can see Frankie chatting to a tall woman with orange hair and green
lipstick. Lucy is watching Ray and Charles converse with Petra.
Drew is talking to the two gay artists, and Julie and Santiago are
moving from picture to picture, sometimes hand in hand. Brian
wanders off into each of the rooms, casually chatting, explaining
one or two of the portraits, standing in front of the two or three
that were of him. The noise is deafening now. Everyone has a glass
in their hand, and there are shouts and shrieks of laugher continue
as the door opens to reveal a new friend or guest. Brian joins in,
but all the time he wonders only when…

‘Dave is coming?’ he asks Lucy, as he pulls her away from a
rather intense young man keen to explain how his own paintings were
all based on the Big Bang theory. They are all the more surprising
for being painted on canvases not much bigger than a postage
stamp.

‘He did say he would,’
Lucy tells him. ‘Don’t worry. He’ll come. Give him time, Brian.
He’ll get over it.’

Then, as if in answer
his own nervous query, Brian notices the door of the gallery open
and there, in the doorframe, is Dave. Lucy rushes
forward.

‘You came!’ she shouts,
and those that know him from Stück and Stück are suddenly
surrounding him.

‘Of course. I wouldn’t
miss it,’ Dave says.

Brian watches Dave shake hands with Charles,
manfully, and blush. Petra kisses him on the cheek. Frankie and Ray
are patting him on the back and asking him what life is like in the
‘real’ world. Dave laughs, as Brian pushes his way forward to greet
him.

‘Dave,’ he says, bursting
through the crowd, his hand held out. The crowd of friends around
him disperses quickly, sensing perhaps the need for them both to be
left alone. Brian is uncertain about how Dave will greet him after
such a long time. He manages to ask how he is, but no sooner has he
asked than Drew Sharpe interrupts them both. Dave then begins to
laugh, as Drew and he talk about their weekend away together, a
conversation that can’t include Brian, so he backs slowly away into
the noisy crowd, confused and disappointed. Dave though, is
relieved.

‘It was a fun weekend, Mrs
Drew,’ he says.

‘Ha Ha. Yes, except for
our hosts, of course.’ says Drew. ‘Don’t worry about Jeremy and
Dennis. They’ve always been like that. Like so many gay men I know,
they are brittle on the outside, and tough as iron on the
inside.’

‘You mean the other way
round,’ asks Dave.

‘No, I mean it exactly the
way its sounds. Where as you? You are not quite as tough, I think,’
he says.

Dave ignores him and says, ‘I wanted to ask
you. Do you know how I can get in touch with that friend of yours?
Siegfried?’

‘Ah. Our German friend,’ says Drew, smirking. Dave blushes
and nods. Drew takes pity on him.

‘He is still in Berlin,
but he is coming back to London in a few weeks time, I
believe.’

Dave looks hopeful.

‘And,’ Drew continues, ‘I
imagine you’d like me to reintroduce you both…?’

Dave grins now, as Drew looks satisfied.

Brian is in
the background looking as if he’s about to pounce on Dave again, to
talk to him, but Dave has no intention of letting him. Now, two men
stand in front of him.

‘I’m in media, darling,’
one of them is saying. He has a high voice.

‘Media? Like advertising,’
Dave asks.

‘Films, darling. Films.
I’m a director,’ the man says. Dave pleases him by looking
impressed.

‘Don’t get too excited,’
says the man by his side. ‘They’re only porn movies.’

Dave’s eyes widen. ‘Excited?’

‘Ignore him,’ the first
man says, sounding rather camp. ‘Really, they’re ‘art house’
movies, actually.’

‘Fine, whatever,’ says the
other man, rolling his eyes. ‘But everyone has to takes their
clothes off.’

‘They make a lot of
money,’ says his partner.

‘There’s money to be made
getting people to take their clothes off.’

The first man eyes Dave, and flirts
suggestively. ‘I can imagine you might like to take your clothes
off.’

‘Or would, if the price
was right,’ says the other.

‘Well, I rather like
keeping them on, actually,’ says Dave, not quite sure of himself.
The first man, thin, with thinning hair, and a shiny upper lip,
smiles at him.

‘If the plot was right,
you might,’ he says. ‘We would need to get the story
right.’

‘And the camera angles,’
says the other.

‘We’d give you the best lighting, too. Darling, those cheek
bones…!’

‘Thanks,’ says Dave. ‘I’m
not sure what to say.’ He can see Lucy, and desperately wants to
talk with her again.

‘Listen, we’re going on to
a party? It’s at the top of the Skycicle.’

‘The Skycicle?’ says Dave.
He knows the Skycicle is one of London’s newest towers, with a room
at the top with great views, now famous as a party
venue.

‘Sure,’ he says, ‘why
not?’

‘Oh good,’ the first man
says. The second tells Dave, ‘It’s a photo shoot, so come
prepared.’

Dave looks confused. ‘Prepared? For
what?’

‘Lets just say, it’ll help
if you’re wearing clean underwear,’ the first tells him, looking
him up and down.

‘It’s a film called
‘Frozen Pudding’. That’s why it’s set in the ‘Skycicle. It’s about
a man whose member has been cryogenically frozen. Hundreds of years
in the future it’s thawed out by a colony of women who can’t get
enough of it.’

‘Gee, it sounds deep,’
says Dave.

‘Funny,’ says the thin man. ‘That’s how most of the women
experience it, too.’

Dave wants to move on.

‘Right now,’ he says, ‘I
have to talk to this artist.’

‘Fine. Give us a call if
you’re interested in coming,’ says the first man with a wink, and
pushing a card into his hand. Dave notices them talk with Alex and
Alan next. When he finds Lucy again, he asks her,

‘God, who were
they?’

‘Oh, friend’s of Diamond,
the gallery owner. He knows all sorts of sleazy people.’

‘Talking of which, did I
see Frankie chatting with them earlier? I think maybe he wants to
be a porn star.’

Lucy laughs, but then she puts her arm
around his shoulders, and talks to him seriously. ‘I need to ask
you something,’ she says. Dave waits and watches her.

‘Cut Brian a bit of
slack.’

‘Luce…!’

‘He really misses you,
Dave.’

‘Oh yeah? Really?’ says
Dave, irritated. ‘Then perhaps he should have thought of that
before he dumped me.’

‘Dumped you?’ Lucy looks stern. ‘Look Dave, you need to get
past this. Come on,’ she says, and gives him a big, warm
hug.

‘Maybe,’ says Dave.


 PART
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OLD FLAMES

 


Once Brian had relaxed, he had given a fine
presentation and everyone
congratulated him for saving an important occasion. Even Hank,
recovering from the fly attack, thanked him, telling him he had
done a good job. Ricky might have done so, too, had he not been
arrested for the murder of a young Russian girl in their apartment
building. He was now in a police cell. Pippa and Lucy were agog
when he told them. Petra just shook her head. Most of them fell
about laughing when he told them about Nobby’s hands, though he
decided to say nothing at all about Olga and Xenia. It was best, he
thought, to consign those sorts of details to the very back of his
mind. Lucy is delighted to have him back, but after his few days in
the sun, and having had a taste of the high life, he now has to
return to normal, to attend to all the chores his job requires of
him. And, for that, he is now late in the office. Back at his desk
on a Monday morning as usual Brian is feeling flushed by his
success in Cannes.

It’s quiet.
A few of his colleagues are still at their desks. Ray has his head
down in some report. Charles, too, is working late. Hugh, back from
paternity leave, is finishing off a drawing. Alistair has been in
from time to time, sometimes drunk, and was at his desk now, his
chin on his chest. Asking about Leonard, Brian is told there had
been no change in his condition. He was still in a coma. Leonard is
barely mentioned in conversation now, perhaps because, as seems
clear, they are getting used to his absence. What must it be like
for Petra, many wonder, to live knowing her spouse is lying,
half-dead in a hospital ward? A glance at her confirms that she is
more than bearing up. She seems to be thriving. Others too, have
adapted well to their jobs without him. For one thing, there is no
more bullying. He isn’t there to cajole or humiliate, and it’s
quieter too, with no singing or shouting. Half of the office is
working hard to complete the few jobs Leonard began before his
illness, most of which were run by Associates anyway so that with
Petra’s backing, and her careful assistance they are, without the
Leonard-shaped yoke clamped around their necks, much freer now to
make decisions by themselves. Even before Cannes, Brian had noticed
a growing contentment of sorts. With the exception of Damian, who
is something of the odd one out, the office had become
friendlier.

There is
still concern, of course, that with their figurehead in a coma,
possibly never to wake, the practice will still struggle to attract
new clients and win new work. When asked, Frankie suggested
replacing Leonard with some hotshot designer poached from another
practice. Hugh, on Eve’s behalf perhaps, suggested merging their
office with another. Julie even suggested merging it with Hank
Nero’s, though this idea was not well received. Alistair didn’t
participate in the discussions realising, perhaps, that his
retirement was sooner than he had previously imagined. He was
content to follow the discussions from the safety of his desk or
docklands flat. Discussions revolved around resources within the
practice, with a consensus emerging that staff should be given
their opportunity to develop skills and make a greater
contribution. Surely, it was thought, there was talent enough in
the practice to win and do good work. Petra agreed, keen as she was
to retain her ‘family’, and endorsed this approach. Brian, the
forerunner perhaps, and the first fruit of this new approach helped
when he had the spare time.

The Clacton
project, now anonymously called Fairview Harbour, is going well and
Brian doesn’t miss Ricky at all. He’s rather glad to have him out
of the picture, especially now that his number two, a quieter,
pleasanter chap called William Bourne had stepped in to take his
place. Far less abrasive, though no less sharp, Bill Bourne had no
axe to grind, not a desire to lodge into someone’s head, and it’s a
relief for Brian to be working with someone who not only accepts
him, but seems to value him, too. He has reason to feel contented.
For a while at least, it seems as if he has a more secure future
there.

With just a
few small tasks to complete, tidying up a drawing on his screen,
for instance, he’s done. But then a light on the office phone
begins flashing. It’s an outside line. Lucy and Pippa have gone
home, and the phones are on ‘night’ mode, open to anyone to answer.
Picking up the receiver, he hears a familiar voice in his ear that
makes his blood freeze in his veins.

‘Brian?’ he hears.

He jumps back, his mouth open. Oh no!

‘Kate?’ he says, holding his breath. Brian has recognised
his former girlfriend’s voice. How could he forget it? Hardly
managing to speak, and hardly believing she could be on the phone
to him, he is open-mouthed with shock. Why? Why is she phoning?
What can she possibly want?

‘What is it,
Kate?’

‘Brian,’ she says,
sounding relieved. ‘It’s so good to hear your voice.’

‘It is?’

‘I just wanted to call
you,’ she says. ‘To see how you are.’

‘To see how I
am?’

‘Yes. Brian, it’s been a
long time. I haven’t heard from you. I was wondering about
you.’

‘I don’t get it,’ he says,
nonplussed.

‘I miss you, Brian,’ Kate says, earnestly.

‘You miss me? You miss me? Are you mad?’

They had broken up last year, when he had
stumbled on her infidelity.

‘Brian! Brian, that’s all
in the past.’

Kate, nervous, tries to sound light and
humorous. ‘You don’t still think about that, do you?’

‘No, actually,’ he answers
truthfully. ‘I don’t think about it at all.’

‘Good,’ she says,
surprising him again. ‘Because, what’s in the past is in the past,
isn’t it? And, we need to think about now don’t we? Our
future.’

‘Future? What future?’
Brian is alarmed now. What could she mean?

‘Your future. My future.
Our future.’ Kate then adds, ‘Yes Brian, I am phoning you because I
am sure there really is a future for us. We have history, Brian. We
were together for years.’

‘Kate, what are you on
about? You left me.’

‘Oh Brian! We have known
each other a long time. That must mean something?’

‘Sure, Kate,’ Brian says
bitterly. ‘Only that you threw it all away for that chap from your
office, what was his name? Oh yes, Mark.’

Kate laughs,
covering nervousness again. ‘Oh Brian,’ she says. ‘Don’t be daft.
That was just a thing. It was nothing, actually.’

Brian hears
her laughing, but the bitterness stirs under the surface.
‘Nothing?’ he says. ‘What are you talking about? You had been
seeing him for months.’

‘So?’

‘Oh really, Kate,’
Brian says, exploding.

‘Brian,’ says Kate, with a pleading tone now, ‘it was a
mistake. He was nothing. He has gone and here I am.’

‘A mistake?’

‘Yes. There. You see?
I can admit it.’

‘There’s a first time for
everything, I suppose. And now…?’

‘And, now that I have
admitted it, you can tell me you’ll be coming back to me.
Brian?’

‘Are you mad?’ he
shouts.

‘Brian! Of course I’m not.
We have been best friends. We have been boyfriend and girlfriend
for such a long time. Surely we can’t give all that up,
now?’

‘Now? But, you did, Kate.
You did!’

‘Brian, no! It was just a fling. I thought it was obvious.
Look, we have so much between us, so much that we can’t just throw
it all away.’

‘Kate…’ Brian begins,
steadying himself. He knows he needs to tell her how much has
changed for him.

‘You love me. I know you
do,’ she continues, simpering slightly.

‘Kate…’

‘Let’s meet, Brian. We
need to talk.’

‘No. Kate, Look, I need to
tell you…’

‘Brian?’

‘I am in another
relationship. And…’

‘You’re having a fling
yourself?’

‘No, Kate, not a fling.
Look…’

‘That’s fine, Brian,’ Kate
says, summoning a condescending tone. ‘I forgive you. And anyway, I
can hardly complain about yours,’ she says, now trying to sound
fair, ‘when I went with… you know. But, look. It’s different now.
You don’t need her because I’m here. So, you can dump
her.’

Brian is angry and shouts ‘Kate!’ into the
receiver causing Ray to look up from his desk.

‘You don’t understand. I
am in love with her,’ he says, trying to remain calm.

His news is met with silence until Kate
says, caustically, ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘I am not being
ridiculous, Kate. It’s true.’

‘You’re in love? You can’t
be. With whom?’

‘With…someone else, of
course.’

Kate laughs at him. ‘Full marks, Brian. But,
who is it? How can you be in love so soon?’

‘Well, I am.’

‘I don’t believe it. Who?
Someone from the office? Pippa? Julie? Lucy?’

He can hear anger rising in her voice and he
begins to feel uncomfortable.

‘It’s…none of your
business,’ he tells her.

‘Brian, don’t be
ridiculous. How can she possibly offer you what we had? I mean
Brian, how can you be in love so soon? Unless…’

‘Unless what?’ says Brian,
feeling more nervous now.

‘I love her, Kate,’ he
croaks, sounding rather weak, suddenly. He is feeling as if he was
about to be caught, red-handed.

‘Who? Brian, who is it?’
Kate, like a bloodhound, is on the scent.

‘Kate…’

‘It’s Lucy. I know it is.
You always had your eye on her. Is it her? Are you in love with
Lucy?’

‘Oh God,’ says Brian, and
then admits that, yes, he is in love with Lucy, while feeling as if
the walls of his fortress were about to collapse about
him.

‘Lucy! Lucy! So, you were
two-timing me, then?’

‘No, Kate…’

‘Yes, Brian!’ she shouts,
almost triumphant. ‘How can you say you’re in love with her? You
must have been in love with her for a long time, Brian,’ she
shouts. ‘What were you doing? What have you been doing? You’ve been
cheating…’

‘Ha,’ Brian shouts back,
trying to gain the upper hand. ‘Isn’t that what you’ve been doing
these last few years!’

He hears her gasp on the end of the phone.
Then, in a controlled, angry voice, she tells him, ‘I called you
Brian, because I thought there was a chance. I decided to forgive
you. I wanted to forgive you. I thought you’d want me back. But
now? How could I have been so stupid? I thought you still loved me,
and that our past meant something to you. Now, I realise you were
carrying on behind my back, all this time…’

Brian hears a sob on the end of the line.
She can’t be crying, surely?

‘Kate! No,’ he says,
urgently. ‘Don’t do this. Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Ridiculous? You call me
ridiculous?’ she screams. ‘I thought there would be a chance, but
now I realise it’s you. You have been the bastard. You were happy
for me to take the blame. You made me feel like shit,
Brian.’

‘No, Kate. It’s not true.
I didn’t!’

‘Yes, Brian. Oh God, you made me think it was all my fault,
but you were carrying on with Lucy all the time, behind my
back…’

‘No Kate. That’s not
true…’

‘Yes, Brian. Yes, it was.
Oh God! You prick! You bastard! I phoned you, I phoned
you….’

The line suddenly goes dead.

‘Kate? Kate?’

She has gone. Brian drops the handset and
puts his head in his hands.

 


 


SHE, WHO MUST BE OBEYED

 


Brian
retreats to The Cock and Lion where Eric, Ray, Charles and Frankie
are already drinking. Most had heard, or at least caught the gist
of his confrontation with Kate, and begin by trying to console
him.

‘So she wants you back?’
Charles asks.

‘She did,’ says
Brian.

‘And now?’

Brian shrugs.

‘Get over it, Brian. You have moved on,’ says
Eric.

‘She sounds like a
nightmare to me,’ Frankie says. ‘How did you stick it for so
long?’

Brian shakes his head. He honestly didn’t
know. Eric changes the subject, slightly, and tells them he has
news. He has been in touch with his ex-wife and she was finally
suing for divorce. It was what Pippa had wanted for a long
time.

‘She forced you?’ asks
Frankie.

Eric shrugs.

‘It’s what every woman
wants, isn’t it,’ says Frankie with a grin. ‘And, as all men know,
it is ‘they’ who must be obeyed.’

They all nod in agreement.

‘Pippa’s been a ball
breaker about it,’ says Eric. Indeed, Pippa and Eric’s spats in the
office have been audible to most of them.

Ray, who has had a few of his own,
nevertheless asks, ‘Must you make so much noise about it?’

‘I can’t help it. She’s a
powerful woman. She always needs to get her way,’ Eric moans,
staring into his pint.

‘Does she always get her
way?’ asks Frankie.

‘No, not always,’ says
Eric. ‘Mostly.’

‘Like Maria.’ says
Ray.

Frankie
laughs. ‘Not sure I ever want to be married,’ he says.

‘Save yourself,’ says
Eric. ‘Avoid it.’

‘Oh, come on. It’s not that bad,’ says Charles, but they all
glare at him.

‘I’ve agreed to a
divorce,’ says Eric. ‘Fuck! Now she’s on at me about
marriage.’

‘Once was enough, hey?’
says Ray.

‘Who the fuck invented
marriage, anyway?’ says Eric, who then knocks back his
beer.

‘Men,’ says Brian,
forlornly. ‘I think.’

‘Men, long ago, with long
beards, afraid of the dark,’ suggests Frankie.

‘It’s a cold world out
there,’ says Ray.

‘Yeah, and who wouldn’t
want to have a woman in bed every night to keep you warm,’ says
Charles. They nod.

‘That’s fine,’ says
Frankie. ‘But must it always be the same one? I mean, what’s wrong
with a little variety?’

‘Are you kidding?’ says
Eric.

‘They don’t like it,’
says Ray.

‘It isn’t like that for
Christine and me,’ says Charles innocently, thinking of his new
bride.

‘Bullshit,’ says
Eric.

‘It’s subtle,’ says Ray. ‘Your wife makes you dinner at
night just to be sure you’ll come home to her.’

‘Makes you dinner? You’re
lucky,’ says Eric.

‘And she’s ironing your clothes every morning because
she wants you to look good,’ Ray continues.

‘No way am I wearing an
ironed shirt,’ says Frankie.

‘Maria is like a prison
warder,’ says Ray, soberly. ‘She hits me with a stick when I don’t
do the washing up.’

‘You’re all so cynical,’
says Brian, gulping his beer.

‘Oh? Don’t try to kid us,
kiddo,’ says Frankie. ‘You had that ball-breaker of a girlfriend
for years, remember?’

Brian
reddens.

‘Yeah, you were never
happier than when you had a stiletto buried in your cranium,’ says
Eric, smirking.

‘Yes, well, Lucy and I are
different.’

‘Crap. Give it a year and
she’ll be cutting up your credit cards and giving you pocket
money.’

‘A spreadsheet with all
the chores to do,’ says Ray.

‘How much you’re allowed
to drink,’ says Eric.

‘And what time to be
home,’ Ray adds.

‘Fuck off,’ says Brian,
starting to laugh.

‘And to think we gave them the vote,’ says Frankie,
sarcastically.

‘They say that men rule the world,’ says Ray. ‘All the
evidence I’ve seen is that it’s the other way round.’

‘Yeah, submit and
survive,’ says Eric.

They all laugh. Brian buys another round of
drinks, as Frankie asks Eric,

‘So, have you agreed to her wishes, then?’

‘Yeah. I had
to.’

‘You obeyed?’

Eric nods. ‘I like to know she’s in bed with
me every night.’

That resonates. Frankie nods.

‘So, when’s the big day?’
asks Ray.

‘The day before I commit
suicide, probably,’ Eric tells them, and then laughs at
himself.

‘There! You see? You do
believe in commitment,’ says Ray, chortling.

‘Even if it is the last thing you do,’ says
Charles.

‘Thanks, guys,’ says Eric.

*

While they
discuss the battle of the sexes, out in Docklands Petra is letting
herself into Alistair’s flat where she finds him lying across his
sofa.

‘Come on, wake up!’ she
says loudly, standing over him.

‘Petey?’ he croaks,
rousing himself.

Lying on its side, by her foot, is an empty
whiskey bottle.

‘Yes, Alistair! I see you’ve been drinking again?’ she says.
‘Oh Alistair. Look at the mess. Do you know what time it
is?’

‘This time?’ he asks,
shaking his head.

‘Do you always have to go on a blinder?’ she asks, standing
over him.

‘It seems that way, doesn’t it?’

She sighs
heavily, as Alistair begins to rouse himself. Petra looks severe in
her black coat and he now feels the weight of her
disapproval.

‘Don’t look down at me
like that, Petra.’

‘Do you want me to come
here and see you like this?’

Alistair shrugs. ‘Why do you waste your time
with me?’ he asks. ‘Why waste your time with such a loser,
hey?’

‘Loser?’ Petra rolls her
eyes. ‘Oh Alistair. Not now…’

‘Might as well call me
what I am.’

‘A drunk,
perhaps?’

‘Why not? What do you want from me, Petra?’

‘I want you to get up and
come to work. I want you there, with me, Alistair.’

‘You want someone like
Leonard, Petra.’

Petra grits her teeth, and shouts. ‘Stop it,
Alistair. Just stop it. I can’t stand it when you say things like
that.’

‘But, I’ve always been like this, Petra. You know
it.’

‘You’re wrong, Alistair. You were not always like this. You
believed in what you were doing, once. You were strong. You
believed in yourself.’

‘No,’ he manages to shout, but then calms. ‘No, I never
believed in myself, love. You all propped me up, and kept me going.
It was good of you. You ignored my bad times, so you could get the
benefit of the good. You got the work out of me, and for that I
think you expect me to be grateful. But, no, Pet, I never
actually believed
in myself.’

Petra feels
revulsion. She has loved him through the years, loved him even
during periods much worse that this, but now she finds herself
angry.

‘Pull yourself
together.’

Alistair starts to laugh, as Petra turns
away and shrugs.

‘I’ll make you coffee.
Come on!’

‘You poor thing,’ he says
pityingly. ‘I should have done you all a favour, and topped myself
years ago.’

‘You’re being
ridiculous.’

‘Am I?’

‘You did your best work
years ago,’ Petra shouts.

‘Yes. You certainly got
the best from me, didn’t you? You were happy to ignore the
drinking, then.’

‘Is it my fault you
drank? Now you’re really talking like an alcoholic.’

‘Say it. That’s what I am.
Say it. Let’s use the word.’

Petra fills
a kettle, lights the gas jets, and busies herself while he
continues to stare at her from the old leather sofa. His flat, in a
spacious old warehouse, once used to be immaculate and orderly. Now
it was as if he was squatting in it. Newspapers lie unfurled,
sheets scattered across the polished wood floor. There are unwashed
cups, mugs, and glasses everywhere, and Alistair, grey-stubbled and
haggard, could pass for a tramp in his old, creased shirt and holed
sweater.

‘Why don’t you come to
work, Alistair,’ she says, gently now. ‘We could really do with
your help. It would help you, wouldn’t it?’

‘You need me?’ he
asks.

‘Of course,’ she says,
urgently.

‘Rubbish,’ he answers her,
harshly.

‘It’s not rubbish,
Alistair.’

‘I wonder if you need
anyone, Petra.’

She looks shocked.

‘You’re the last one standing, aren’t you dear?’ he says,
suddenly bitter. ‘Leonard half alive and me half dead? It’s the
others you need now. You need Brian. He’s a good guy. But, you’ll
bleed him, like you bled us all to death.’

‘What are saying?’ says
Petra, horrified.

‘Oh? Like we don’t know how it all worked? Who has actually
ruled the practice? Who controls it? You wrote about Leonard. You
trashed him and he collapses and now where is he? Well, he deserved
it, perhaps. But who is left, now? Ray? Frankie? Brian? Dave had
the good sense to get out. The best always leave,
anyway.’

Petra stares at him. He has been vicious
before, and unkind, but this is the first time he has been so
hurtful towards her.

‘You had better sober up
before you come to work,’ she says, suppressing her anger. ‘Or
don’t come at all.’

She gathers her things, and walks to the
door.

‘Petey?’ he calls out.
‘Petey? I’m sorry.’

He hears the door slam.

*

Back in the pub, Brian is staring into his
beer.

‘I miss Dave,’ he
says.

‘Me too,’ says Charles, as
they all look up at him. ‘Well, I do,’ he says.

‘What was that thing he had for
you?’ asks Eric.

Charles shrugs. ‘It wasn’t hard to notice,’
he says.

‘He had an infatuation,’
says Ray, simply. ‘He needs to get himself someone of his
own.’

‘He was all right,’ Eric says, surprising them
all.

‘You’re softening up in
your old age,’ Ray says.

Eric shrugs. ‘It’s the thought of being
married. I wonder if I’d be better off being gay. I might be able
to shag around a bit longer.’

They titter at the thought.

‘I don’t think Dave is
shagging around much,’ says Brian. ‘I wish he would. He might relax
a bit more.’

‘Are you in touch with
him?’ Ray asks.

‘He’s not talking to
me.’

‘Lucy?’

Brian nods. ‘He won’t see me. He still
thinks I let him down.’

‘Yeah, well,’ says Eric,
‘you did.’

Brian stares at him. It was no time for
argument. What could he say?

‘You need to sort it,
Brian,’ Eric says firmly. Then, standing to leave he
says.

‘We all have
to.’

 


 


STONED LOVE

 


Dave, meanwhile, is
at his own desk, hard at work. Next to him, Rupert is clicking away
with his mouse on a new set of drawings for Trevor’s project.
Trevor had wanted to find a firm of architects to help him, but
none proved suitable, or amenable, and Dave pushed to complete the
work with Rupert on their own. Time would come soon enough, when he
would have no option but to accept some additional help.

Rupert, in
the meantime, has proved to be a Godsend, beavering away without
complaint, happy to stay later than usual to get the work done,
though Dave is sure the proximity of the office to Soho, and to his
favourite clubs and pubs has something to do with it. He has an
off-beam sense of humour, which Dave finds useful. He knows Rupert
has a girlfriend, but that doesn’t stop Dave flirting with him
playfully, sometimes mercilessly. Dave knows - just - where the
line is drawn, and he takes certain phone calls to and from his
friends out on the balcony to save Rupert from some of his more
brazen comments. From there, too, he can gaze down at the boys
lying on the grass in Soho Square.

In the office, his mobile phone is ringing
now. With one hand still on his computer mouse, he answers, to hear
the sound of a familiar voice in his ear.

‘Dave?’

He jumps back, his mouth open. Oh no!

‘Dave? Hello.’

‘What do you want?’ he
asks, holding his breath.

‘You recognise my
voice?’

Dave is
open-mouthed in shock. Of course he recognises his voice. Oh
God!

‘Charles,’ Dave
exclaims.

‘How are you?’ he is
asked

‘How am
I?’

‘Yes. I was wondering. I
thought…’

‘You were wondering?’

‘Yes. I was thinking about
you, and wanted to know… how you were.’

‘You were thinking…? You want
to know…?’

‘Dave, you’re not going
repeat everything I say, are you?’

‘Repeat everything I say?’
repeats Dave. ‘Charles?’

‘Yes. Surprise! How are
you?’

‘Charles, I-am-just-fine,
thank you.’

‘Good.’

‘Charles?’

‘Yes?’

‘Have you been
drinking?

‘Eh? What?’

‘Charles,’ Dave shouts into the phone. ‘Are you drunk dialling me?’

*

Later that evening, and Dave stands in a nearby club with friends. He has left
the office in a daze after calling his friends for an emergency
drink. They have quickly rallied to his side.

‘He rang you? What do you
think he wants?’ Laurence asks.

‘I dunno,’ says Dave, and he really doesn’t. He put the
phone down on Charles, quickly.

‘I thought you said he was
straight?’ Binky asks him, looking confused.

‘He is,’ says Dave,
glumly.

‘He’s maybe feeling
guilty,’ says Laurence. Binky frowns.

‘Forget him, honey. You’re
moving on, remember?’

Dave nods slowly, staring at the floor.

‘Come on,’ says Binky.
‘We’re gonna have fun tonight. We’re here for you.’

His friends
have planned to take him to a club where they know he’ll forget all
his troubles, and where he’ll be able to dance his arse off. He
might, they hope, even get to meet someone. In the club, there’s
already a crowd, and the atmosphere is sweaty, the noise loud. On
the edge of the dance floor, Binky is shouting,

‘Here! Take this. It’ll
relax you.’

‘What is it?’ Dave
asks.

‘Aspirin.’

‘Oh yeah?’ says Dave,
looking doubtful. Binky opened his palm to show him a small round
pill printed with a smiling face. Dave screws up his.

‘I’m not swallowing that,’
he says.

‘You should. It’s good for
you.’

‘It’s a headache
reliever,’ says Laurence.

‘I don’t need a headache
tablet. I need brain surgery!’

‘No, dummy. Not yours.
Ours! Believe me, if you have a good time it relieves our headache.
Now swallow, like a good gay boy.’

‘Drugs?’ Dave says,
disapprovingly.

‘Don’t look all worried,’
says Binky. ‘It’s nothing to get uppity about.’

‘Will it take my pain
away?’ Dave asks.

‘And you with it, my dear’ says Binky. ‘It might even make
you a better person.’

‘And, by God, we hope so,’
says Laurence.

‘You take this, and you’ll
forget you never had a boyfriend. And, who knows? Out there,’ says
Binky, pointing to the dance floor, ‘there are more boyfriends than
you could ever hope to have.’

‘Are you sure?’ says Dave,
looking out at the floor full of gyrating bodies.

‘For a while, anyway,’ says Laurence, holding out his rum
and coke. ‘Come on. Swallow. It’ll be fun for you. More importantly
it’ll be fun for us, too. Give us a break.’

‘You’ll definitely be
feeling the love tonight. Guaranteed,’ says Binky, with a
wink.

‘And we can have a good
time, at last,’ says Laurence.

Dave holds it up to the light and
scrutinises it.

‘Swallow,’ says Binky,
‘and put on your ‘dancing shoes’.’

‘It’s your own little
‘disco biscuit’.

‘Get with the crowd, Dave.
Have some fun.’

Dave looks at them doubtfully.

‘Honey,’ says Binky,
pushing the pill towards his lips, ‘Feel the love.’

Dave swallows and then looks at his friends.
‘What now?’ he asks.

‘Give it a moment or two,’
says Laurence. ‘Then let the sunshine in!’

Binky pushes him forward and pats his
backside, ‘And, isn’t it time to put that rear end of yours through
its paces?’

‘Go on. Live, laugh, love, and dance,’ says
Laurence.

So, Dave hits the dance floor just as Gloria Gaynor is
giving the crowd a classic warm up. ‘I will survive. As long as I know how to love, I know I
will survive.’ Around him are
men, lots of them, dancing singly or together, and he begins to
smile. He loves Gloria. The words come and he sings them loud.
Others are singing them and he watches their lips move. His friends
are right. He is beginning to feel light, happy and joyful, and he
starts to bust a few moves. With arms waving and strutting along to
the rhythm, he looks over to those dancing nearest to him. They
look a bit serious, he thinks. Why, when Gloria is singing, and
there is happiness everywhere? He hugs them, kissing a few, too -
planting a lingering kiss on the lips of one, before he is torn
away by someone with an angry face. Ooh, what’s up with him, then?
He is told to fuck off, but it doesn’t bother him. He has tasted a
kiss and, like sweet fruit, has enjoyed it. Now, all the fruits of
the earth are good. Everything on earth is good. And now, in
‘Heaven’, under Charing Cross station, he is surely in Paradise.
That’s silly, he thinks, and giggles, but oh, he feels light and
happy. Kylie Minogue, George Michael, Stardust; they all sing to
him now. He has health, energy, and life, and they all course
through him now, hot, like his blood, pulsing through his hands,
arms and feet. There are smiles everywhere. He smiles back. He
starts to wave, twirl, clap his hands, wing his hips and skip, and
oblivious about how he’s dancing. Laurence and Binky, he can see,
are waving and smiling. No, they are laughing. They are laughing
not at him, of course, but with him. They are his friends, and he
loves them, and they love him. There is such love in his heart that
that he wants to reach out to someone, and he soon has his hands on
a bare chest, but he’s pushed away forcibly, but not angrily,
surely not? How can there be anger on a night like this, with all
this feeling, all this love, with all this light bursting over his
head and heavenly clouds swirling around him?

Soon,
though, he is hot and his sweat streams from his body. He has a
good body and he knows it, and it feels good to be in his body now.
He has a good, well-shaped chest, he thinks. He has some bicep
muscles, which, while not bursting from his t-shirt like some of
those around him, look respectably sizable. So, he pulls off his
shirt and tucks it into his trouser belt. He has a nice arse, too,
and begins to bump into dancers to the rhythm of the music. It’s
surely his gift to everyone, tonight. Bump, bump, bump. Everyone
eyes him now, because they all love him. He feels warm, very warm.
He is glowing with warmth. He is radiant, radiating love and light.
He is in a great big heaving family with whom he now feels the
greatest love of all. He is theirs, and they are his, and he loves
this heaving, swelling, dancing humanity more than anything in the
world.

On the edge of the dance floor however, his
friends are watching.

‘Should we go and get
him?’ Binky asks.

‘Leave him. He seems
happy,’ says Laurence.

‘Too happy! I want to go.
It’s boring here.’

‘You should have taken a
happy pill, like Dave.’

‘They don’t
work.’

‘Tell that to
Dave.’

They stare at him, still dancing alone.

‘Bless him. He’s gonna
crash.’

‘And you’re gonna have to
pick up the pieces,’ Binky tells him.

‘It was your idea, too,’
says Laurence

Later, with
the dance floor emptied, Dave is still dancing. He has so much
energy that it feels effortless.

He ducks and dives through puffs of dry ice that pulse with
light, and cloud the floor. This really is heaven, he thinks. There
are still a few dancing, but Dave has spotted someone in the crowd - someone he now knows he
really likes. He’s had his eye on him for a while, and he’s sure
that he is being admired, too. He’s wearing similar clothes, has
short hair like him, and dances in the same joyful rhythmic moves.
And, what’s more, he is dancing alone. This is my chance, thinks
Dave. Here is a guy he has been looking for all his life. Move over
Charles. Move over Siegfried. You both had your chance. Oh, where
did you go, Siegfried? Why didn’t you…? Oh, what the fuck! That
doesn’t matter now. He has love only for this new man, even if he
does seem a little familiar. Hey, he smiles when Dave does, and
knows exactly which way to move, too. Dave wants so much to reach
out to him, to touch him.

‘What’s he doing now?’
asks Binky, watching Dave.

‘I don’t know,’ says
Laurence. ‘I think we had better go and rescue him before he does
himself an injury.’

Dave has decided to make an overture. This
is his chance, after all. He has danced with this guy long enough,
and now it’s time to tell him that he’s in love with him, and that
he wants him to be his, forever. So, twirling, flapping, swinging,
and still clapping, he pirouettes, and then lunges towards this
handsome guy. But, ow! Now he’s hurt. What’s happened? He is on the
floor now, dizzy, his head aching. Laurence and Binky are by his
side.

‘He hit me,’ says Dave,
tearfully.

‘No Dave, he didn’t. You
just collided with that mirror.’

‘Mirror. What
mirror?’

‘Yeah, Alice, that
wonderland there. There. Come on, let’s sit you down.’

‘But, I just met this guy,
didn’t I?’ Dave says, dizzy and protesting.

‘You sure did, Dave. You
twit, you’ve been dancing with yourself.’

‘Me? Myself?’

Binky is
laughing, trying to hold him up. ‘Come on, Disco-Queen. Time to
go.’

‘But, I want to give him
my number,’ Dave cries.

‘You’ve got his number,
honey.’

‘I do?’

‘Yeah. Come on, you need
to sober up and drink a lot of water. Laurence is going to put you
to bed.’

‘You are?’ says Dave, with
his lips ready to kiss again.

‘Oh God,’ says Laurence, laughing. Dave looks disappointed,
his eyes almost closed now. A bump is appearing on his
forehead.

‘He’s coming down,’ says
Binky.

‘God rest his soul,’ says
Laurence.

*

Dave wakes
several times during the night after dreaming he is in a desert.
It’s a dusty, parched landscape, without trees, without grass,
without water. He is on his knees, scraping at the dust. Then, oh
horror, dust pours out of his mouth and his bones begin to snap. He
is turning to dust. As his eyes open, he knows he has just dreamt
about The Return of the Jedi, and he had been face to face with
Sarlacc in the Great Pit of Carkoon. Now, Gudrun is standing over
him with a mug of tea.

‘Have a good night?’ she
asks, with a smirk.

‘How did you get in?’ he
croaks.

‘It’s my house,’ she
says.

‘Ah yes. The
landlady.’

‘And, you never did put a
lock on the door, Dave.’

‘No,’ he says, wanting to
go back to sleep.

‘Though why you need one,’
she continues, ‘I have no idea. You never do much to be ashamed of
in here.’

‘Don’t remind me.’ Dave
sits up, ‘What time is it?’

‘Ten.’

Dave groans.

‘You needed the
sleep.’

‘What
happened?’

‘Your friend Laurence put
you to bed. That’s all I know.’

‘Laurence got me like
this?’ he asks, pulling the duvet up to glance down at his naked
body.

‘I guess. I’m not sure
I want to know what else he was doing.’

‘Nor me,’ says Dave,
rubbing his face and yawning.

‘So, where did you go last
night?’

‘Heaven. I
think.’

‘The club?’

‘Where else? Some disco.
Smoke and lights. Maybe.’

‘You gay boys are so
easily pleased, aren’t you?’

‘I took a pill,’ he says,
ignoring her, and scratching his head. ‘Now I feel
awful.’

‘Now you’re in hell,
sunshine. Serves you right.’

‘Thanks,’ he says, sitting
up. Then, irritably, says, ‘Is there something you want?’ He takes
the mug of tea from her hands and begins to drink.

‘Yes. Your sperm.’

Dave nearly spits out his tea. ‘My
what?’

‘You heard.’

‘Hey, how’s about a little
tenderness first? A little conversation?’ he says, pulling his
duvet up.

‘No. I need the stuff that
proves that, somewhere, under that sweaty duvet and bitchy exterior
of yours, you really are a man.’

Dave drinks some more the tea. It helps oil
his tongue. ‘Some guys can’t enough if it,’ he says.

‘Really? Looking at you
now I find that hard to believe.’

‘Yeah well, it’s vintage
stuff in a dusty bottle.’

‘Well I need some of your best stuff in a cup, so get
yourself together. You’re about to make a lesbian woman very
happy.’

‘Oh God. Is it
today?’

‘Yes. You don’t have to
wear a suit.’

‘Good. Remind me. I don’t have to touch you either,
right?’

‘No. That’s the beauty of
it. And the pleasure, may I say.’

‘Our own separate
pleasures.’

‘Quite. You have an
appointment at twelve. So get it together.’

Gudrun heads for the door, but turns, and
says, ‘Leave yourself alone. I need everything you can muster, from
that little mister.’

‘It isn’t little,’ he
shouts, as she laughs her way down the hall.

 


 


THE LADY IN RED

 


Pippa and
Lucy have brought flowers, even if the hospital advised against
them. The hospital hates the mess, the water is rarely ever
changed, and anyway, an unconscious coma victim is hardly likely to
appreciate them.

‘I don’t know. Maybe he’ll wake. Then he can see them,’
Pippa said.

‘I’d like him to see some
flowers, too,’ said Lucy.

‘He’ll think he’s in a
funeral parlour,’ Eric said. ‘Like he’s been prematurely
buried.’

‘Well, all the same, I
can’t go without flowers. I just can’t,’ said Lucy, and she bought
a large bunch of white lilies.

‘I must admit they are a
bit funereal,’ Pippa tells her.

‘They smell lovely. Do you
think he’s able to smell?’

‘Lucy, he’s
unconscious.’

‘Maybe it will give him
better dreams.’

‘I don’t think he
dreams.’

‘It must be so lonely in
there, all by himself,’ she says.

Pippa stares at her, disbelieving.

‘I feel sure he’ll to wake
up, soon,’ says Lucy.

‘No way,’ says Pippa,
bluntly. ‘He’s a gonner.’

‘Pippa!’

‘Sorry, but that’s what I
think.’

Pippa and
Lucy stare down at his comatose body. The ward is silent, of
course. None of its patients were about to roll over and share a
joke, after all. There is a distant conversation at a ward desk,
and a trolley squeaks somewhere along the linoleum floor, but
that’s about it.

‘It does feel like we’re standing at his
grave,’ says Lucy.

Pippa nods.
‘Now that I’m here, I don’t think I have much to say. Except,
perhaps, get well soon.’

‘Pippa, he hasn’t got a
cold,’ says Lucy.

Pippa begins to chuckle, which suddenly
feels very inappropriate. Embarrassed, she says, ‘Should we say a
prayer?’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. I just seems…we ought to.’

‘I don’t know
any.’

‘Nor me.’

‘Then, let’s
not.’

After
another respectful pause, Pippa says, ‘Okay, shall we
go?’

Lucy agrees, but as they turn to leave, they notice a woman approaching them from the
end of the ward - a smartly dressed middle-aged woman, in a bright
red coat. At first, it seems she is approaching them, but soon it
becomes obvious she is there to visit someone else.

Passing by her, they notice how handsome she is; a woman
with beautiful blond hair, streaked finely with grey, and cut to
shoulder length. She wears light make up, has clear blue eyes, and
has arched ‘pencil’ eyebrows high on her forehead. More strikingly,
she wears a shiny red raincoat over an expensive looking orange
dress and on her feet are
sharply pointed black boots that click noisily on the shiny floor.
Lucy thinks she looks like a flame on a matchstick. After she
passes, Pippa swings round to watch.

‘Look,’ she says, watching her approach Leonard’s
bed.

‘Who is that?’ asks Lucy,
whispering.

‘I have no
idea.’

‘A friend,
perhaps?’

‘Let’s see.’

They reach
the last ward bed and quickly duck behind closed curtains. Through
a gap, they watch, noticing how elegant she is. Class, thinks
Pippa. She’s a lady, thinks Lucy. Next to Leonard’s bed she reaches
out for his hand, picks it up and kisses it gently and with great
solemnity. Pippa gasps, silently.

‘An old flame?’ whispers
Lucy.

‘Maybe. He had loads of
them, didn’t he?’

‘She’s an older woman,
though. I’m guessing Petra’s age.’

‘Yeah, not the usual young
blond thing he goes for.’

‘A sister,
maybe?’

‘He hasn’t any. Only
brothers.’

‘I’m lost. Maybe she loved
him, once.’

‘One or two must have
done,’ Pippa suggests, nodding. ‘Or tried.’

Now, the woman in red sits on the side of the bed and begins to talk in a low
voice. They’re unable to hear properly, but they do catch a few
exciting words, such as ‘divorce’, ‘pregnant’, and ‘child’. For a
while she talks at him in a steady voice until, her voice rising,
later, she is angry and much more animated. When she begins
thumping the mattress with her fist, Lucy and Pippa become
concerned. Is she a lost lover, Lucy wonders? A jilted woman,
wonders Pippa? Should they call for help? A distraught stranger is
in danger of doing some harm and, who knows, could pull out the
very tubes and wires keeping Leonard alive. But then, as quickly as
it began, the angry scene changes and she stands once more, bowing
low to kiss his hand again. Then she leaves. Still hiding behind
the flimsy curtains, Pippa pulls them tight while holding her
breath until they hear the click and clack of her heels on the ward
floor fade as she struts down the long ward corridor. Lucy giggles,
but Pippa jumps back suddenly, frightened. She has seen a man lying
prone in the bed behind them - an old man with a wrinkly face and
dark, sunken eyes.

‘Oh, Sorry. Sorry,’ Pippa
hisses, as they began to fuss with the curtains to
leave.

‘Pippa,’ squeals Lucy, pointing to the man in bed. ‘I think
he’s dead.’

They stand
perfectly still, staring down at the old man with dark eyes, until
a hand suddenly appears through the curtain and Lucy now utters a
loud cry. A nurse stares up at them.

‘What are you twos
doing here?’ the nurse asks them sternly. Pippa and Lucy are
paralysed with shame.

‘Hiding,’ Lucy admits,
calming. ‘Sounds ridiculous, I know.’

‘That’s right, honey. It
does,’ she says. The woman is short, with curly hair and, despite
the stern look, has a kindly face. She starts to
chuckle.

‘Oh, they may not see’s
you, honey, but the Lord sure can. And he is watching you two’s
now, and wondering what on earth he did putting you two’s
here.’

‘We are sorry,’ says Lucy. ‘This poor man. Is
he…dead?’

‘No, he ain’t dead. But,’ she says, closing the curtains
again, ‘he can’t see you. All these old boys here, they’re all up
d’ere with de saints and de angels for de time bin…’

On the street they laugh loudly, relieved to
be outside at last.

‘Do you think Petra knows
about the woman in red?’ Lucy asks.

‘Who knows? He’s near to
the end. I suppose they’ll all be coming out of the woodwork
now.’

 


 


ABOUT THE BOY

 


Meanwhile, Drew and Siegfried are meeting
for dinner. It’s the first time they’ve met since their weekend
away.

‘You were missed,’ says
Drew. ‘How was Berlin?’

‘It was okay. I am sorry I
had to leave so early.’

‘Oh, I think a certain
young man was sorry you weren’t there in the morning.’

Siegfried smiles, reddening slightly. ‘Dave?
You know about him?’

‘Of course.’

‘He told you?’

‘Not at all. At least, not in so many words. I saw you leave
for your little walk that night. I wish I’d come, too. That dinner
was insufferable. Really, Jeremy’s friends are too
much!’

‘You saw us?’ asks Siegfried, surprised.

‘Darling, I see everything. You both
looked very sweet together in the moonlight.’

‘So. You know. But, I wonder…’ Siegfried begins.

‘You want to get in touch
with him?’

‘Yes. Is that
possible?’

Drew regards
him with a smile. ‘Of course. And, about time, too.’

Siegfried reddens more and hangs his head
low.

‘It’s time to find someone
new, Siegfried,’ Drew says. ‘It’s been too long.’

‘After Michael?
Perhaps.’

‘He’s been gone a long
time. You shouldn’t be alone.’

‘I’m a writer,’ he
says.

‘Don’t use that as an excuse,’ Drew says, wagging a finger.
‘Michael understood. So will Dave.’

‘You think?’

‘Yes, I think. Let me be
Fairy Godmother,’ Drew says, laughing, and then tells him that he’s
been invited to a one off performance of a new show, and that Dave
is starring in it.

‘Why don’t you come. too?’ he says. ‘I am sure he’d love to
see you.’

Siegfried is excited now, and agrees. His
early morning flight to Berlin had deprived him of the chance of
getting to know the first man he’s really been attracted to for
quite a while. But, facing Drew, something else is on his mind, and
he needs now to talk to him about it.

‘I was at the hospital,’
he says. ‘I saw a woman standing by Leonard’s bed.’

‘Ah,’ says Drew, looking
away.

‘It wasn’t Petra. It was a
woman in a bright red coat.’ Looking squarely at Drew, he asks him.
‘You know who it is?’

‘So, you have seen her, too?’ Drew says quietly.

‘Too? Yes Drew,’ he says,
‘and she looked very upset.’

Drew takes a deep breath. ‘It’s a woman from
his past,’ he says. ‘From a long time ago.’

‘I know who she is,’ says
Siegfried.

Drew nods. ‘She found out…’ He stops to
correct himself. ‘She knows Leonard is ill, gravely ill. She has,
perhaps, come to say her goodbye.’

‘She is… still beautiful, I think. So, you saw
her?’

‘Yes, I saw. Even from a
distance. I was hiding.’

‘You know her
then?’

‘Oh yes. You could not
forget Hildegarde.’

‘Does Petra know?’
Siegfried asks.

‘I’m not sure. I didn’t
expect her to come. It was a long time ago, Siegfried. They met,
fell in love, and had a brief affair. It lasted a year or so, I
think.’

‘And Petra never knew of
this?’

‘I don’t think so.
No.’

‘Petra is very
perceptive,’ says Siegfried.

‘Maybe. Leonard will have
hidden it all away.’

‘But how could he? What
happened?’

‘Leonard has a son,’
Siegfried says.

‘Yes,’ says Drew, simply.
‘And he is here, now. In London.’

‘Petra must never know
about this. It would destroy her.’

Drew fidgets uncomfortably. ‘I know,’ he
says quietly.

‘Does the boy know who
Leonard is?’

‘Yes,’ says Drew. ‘I’m
beginning to think he does.’

 


 


BAD BOY

 


It’s Eve’s turn. At the end of the bed, she stands where
others have stood, gazes down
and at Leonard’s body.

Eve had ‘enjoyed’ an
affair with Leonard that had lasted only a few months. Really, it
had never been much more than a brief fling, conducted out of sight
until, one day at the office, he seduced her right under Petra’s
nose. Petra had seemed to be careless, allowing him to wander as he
did, but Eve had taken advantage of that, and had gone on to share
a bed with him. But the truth is, she has never been able to
forgive herself for giving in to Leonard, or for those
indiscretions that followed. For a long time, her colleagues,
having found about her affair with Leonard, believed she was about
to have his baby. In her arms now, is a rosy cheeked, brown-haired
boy, a boy looking very much like his father, Hugh. That had been a
pleasant surprise, but Eve remembers, only too clearly, how she had
cheated Petra out her husband’s affection. One night, over dinner,
Leonard suggested to her that Petra believed they were at a
conference.

‘Petra? Let’s not talk
about her…’

‘Fine,’ says Leonard,
handing her a filled flute of champagne.

‘I’m worried she’ll
suspect…’

‘Why should she? No. She
knows I get up to all sorts of things. You know she lets me
wander.’

‘I find that hard to
believe. She is a proud woman.’

‘She understands. She
knows me well enough. But, she’d never suspect it was with you,’ he
says, pulling a wry face.

‘Oh? Why? How can you be
so sure?’

‘You’re a married woman,’
he says, simply. ‘And she believes in the sanctity of
marriage.’

‘Don’t. That makes me feel
terrible,’ Eve says, looking away.

‘Why? You don’t feel that,
do you?’ he asks.

What struck
Eve, then, was the truth of what he was saying, and she disliked
him for saying it. She’d been prepared to two-time her own husband
Hugh, and betray her own boss with little effect on her own
conscience, and she’d been flattered by Leonard’s attentions -
attracted as she was to his fame and his power, as much as by his
mind and body - but the seeds of doubt were sown on that first
proper night together. The affair could have been one of snatched,
clandestine kisses in out-of-the-way pubs, and nights away in
grubby bed and breakfast’s, but no. Leonard had been a magnanimous
flirt, and proved to be a generous, sometimes demanding lover. They
may have indulged in sex on the office floor one night, and that
might have remained a secret had Brian not seen them, but Leonard
had a taste for the unusual and the flamboyant. He had reserved a
riverside suite at the Savoy Hotel, and was ready with the chilled
champagne, and a table in the Grill Restaurant. He’d been
attentive, gentle and funny. She remembers a particular
conversation. Most of their evenings ended with plans to meet,
though it became increasingly difficult to co-ordinate diaries. He
was always busy with meetings and events, and she had to put in a
few evenings at home with Hugh. After spending several minutes
trying to sort another assignation, she sat back wearily, and
sighed.

‘There’s no future in this,’ she says.

‘Don’t despair,’ he tells
her, taking her hand. With a laugh, he says, ‘We can always do it
on the office floor, like the first time.’

‘Leonard! Don’t…’ says
Eve, horrified at his insensitivity.

‘Come on. Don’t think
about it. Let’s just live in the moment, shall we?’ He kisses her
hands.

‘Fine,’ she snaps, pulling them away. ‘But what about Petra?
She must suspect? What is she doing right now?’

‘Oh, who knows?’ he says
dismissively. ‘Petra is devoted to that office. She’s probably
reading through some dreary contract right now.’

‘I feel sorry for her,’
Eve says, thinking now of all the hard work she had put into the
practice.

‘Isn’t it a bit late for that?’ he asks gently, with a
smile.

‘What about you?’ she
asks, feeling anger rise. She wants to wipe the smile from his
face. ‘Why aren’t you helping?’

‘Darling,’ says Leonard. ‘She knows I’m devoted only to
myself.’

‘God, Leonard. How could
you…?’’

‘Eve, let’s not pretend. You and I are cut from the same
cloth of gold. You have Hugh. Petra and I are friends.’

‘Really?’ says Eve,
angrier now he could even mention her husband’s name. ‘Is this how
friends behave? You have a problem. Your marriage has broken
down.’

‘No it hasn’t, but it has changed, Eve. Look, let’s not do
this,’ he says, stroking her arm, and hoping to divert her
attention.

‘It is my problem, Leonard,’ she says, rather indignantly.
‘I’m married. And, I do love my
husband.’

‘Of course you do. And I
love Petra. We both love them. But does that mean we
can’t…?’

‘I mean is this the really
the right way to treat them?’

‘You are so beautiful,’ he says, ignoring her.

‘Leonard!’ she cries,
furious now.

Leonard
sighs, and sits back. ‘It’s never enough, is it?’

‘What isn’t?’

‘This.’

‘I don’t think it should
be this easy,’ says Eve.

‘But it can be. Come on.
Kiss me.’

After a pause, she got up and, without another word, left Leonard at the
restaurant table.

*

Eve wakes
from her reverie, disturbed now by the arrival of a young man. He
is that by now familiar, tall, red haired young man with a bright
face and blue eyes and, like others before her, Eve believes there
is something familiar about him.

‘Hello,’ she says, almost
whispering. ‘Are you friend or family?’

He grins, ‘I work with Petra Stück.’

‘Oh?’ Eve says, smiling now. ‘I’ve never met
you before.’

‘I haven’t been there
long.’

‘No?’ she says, confused.
‘Then, what are you doing here?’

‘Visiting,’ he says, not
bothering to whisper. ‘I wanted to see him for myself.’

‘You know who this is?’
asks Eve, glancing at Leonard’s body.

‘Not really,’ he says.
‘But, I hope to. Soon.’

Eve thinks it all sounds enigmatic, but she
looks down at Leonard and says, quietly,

‘He may not survive, you
know?’

‘He’ll survive,’ Damian
says, confidently, and she is now surprised.

‘You seem
sure?’

‘He is a Stück,’ he says,
proudly. Then he asks, ‘So, who are you?’

‘I’m Eve, an Associate at
Stück and Stück, but I am still on maternity leave.’

‘Ah,’ Damian says,
quietly, nodding. ‘That is why I have never met you
before.’

‘Exactly,’ she says, and
searches the young man’s face again.

‘Have we met?’ she asks
him.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ he
says, and looks at the sleeping baby in her arms,
asking,

‘And this?’

‘This is my baby boy.
Anthony,’ says Eve, bouncing her child on her arms.

‘Is he Leonard’s, too?’
Damian asks, bluntly.

Eve looks horrified, and splutters, ‘No. Absolutely
not!’

Damian is unaffected and just smiles.

‘What can you be
thinking?’ she hisses.

‘Only what others must
have thought,’ he says curtly, and then turns to leave.

Eve,
open-mouthed and flushing with anger, watches him stride away and
wonders how this stranger could ever have thought such a
thing.

 


 


HENS
PECKING

 


Petra is
lunching with Pippa at their usual restaurant; one with a fresh
pale green interior, and white tables, and specialising in large
salads. In front of them are bowls stuffed to overflowing with
salad leaves and decoratively arranged vegetables. Pippa is looking
serious, and in need of conversation.

‘He’s a hurt child, you
know,’ Pippa says, leaning towards her.

‘Our Eric?’ says Petra,
not yet ready to dig her fork in.

‘Oh, he’s wonderful and I
love him. But, you know, there’s damage…!’

‘That’s a horrible expression, Pippa,’ says Petra,
recoiling. ‘How? Who?’

‘I think he was abused,’
Pippa says, leaning forward. ‘As a child.’

Petra screws up her face, ‘Oh, how awful,
Pippa. Has he told you this?’

She nods, but says in a low voice, ‘Not in
so many words. I think he was beaten by his father.’

‘Oh dear. The awful things
we find out about people. Perhaps that explains why he is so
withdrawn.’

‘He’s really fine, you
know,’ Pippa says, straightening. ‘But, I think it’s why he buries
himself in his work.’

‘Perhaps so. He’s a good
boy,’ says Petra. ‘I do wish I liked him better.’

‘If you knew him better, you probably would,’ Pippa tells
her. ‘But he is hard to get to know. Did you know that he’s
married?’

‘Oh Pippa, you can’t….’
Petra is frowning now. The last thing she wants is for Pippa to
cheat on another woman.

‘Oh Petra, they’re separated,’ Pippa
says quickly, reassuring her. ‘His wife is older - much older, you
know. He was only eighteen when he married. She’s practically his
mother.’

Petra rolls her eyes, and then offers a
smile, ‘A child groom, then?’

‘It’s strange to think of
it. It’s usually the girl. But, he fell for a woman who probably
pretended to be younger that she really was.’

‘How much
younger?’

‘She was forty
five.’

‘And looked twenty, I
suppose?’

‘Not quite. He liked that she was older woman, but
not that much older. I saw the photograph. Looked pretty
obvious to me.’

‘Good Lord, Pippa. In this
day and age? Was he perhaps, a little naïve?’ Petra
asks.

‘He’s a hurt
child.’

Petra shakes her head, ‘It reminds of that film. What was
it? Oh yes. The
Graduate?’

‘Exactly. She played Anne
Bancroft to his Dustin Hoffman. She ended up making him feel very
small.’

‘A hen pecked boy,
hey?’

‘Pecked? She tore him limb from limb, and then fucked with
his head.’

‘Pippa,
please!’

‘Sorry Petra, I forgot. It’s the truth, though. There are
women like that.’

‘It’s usually the other
way round, isn’t it?’

‘Perhaps. Not this time.’

‘Maybe he just needed a
mother figure.’

‘What guy doesn’t?’ says
Pippa, with a bitter laugh. ‘A woman has a child, and learns how to
change nappies, only then to find herself doing it for her husband
for the rest of her life.’

‘Well,’ says Petra, with a
shrug. ‘How are you both getting on?

‘We’re fine, Petra. ‘But,
he’s still married to that woman, and I want him to be
free.’

‘Free?’ says Petra looking
surprised. ‘To do what?’

‘I want him to marry
me.’

‘You want him to marry?’

‘Yes, Petra. Of course. I want him to make me an honest
woman.’

Petra laughed. ‘Is that what it’s still
called?’

‘I want to be married
Petra. I love Eric. I want him to marry me.’

‘Well good for you, my
dear. I’d like to be able to recommend it, but…’

Pippa squeezes her arm. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Has poor Eric agreed to
your plan?’ Petra asks. Pippa pauses for a moment before
saying,

‘He will.’

*

Back in the office, a hungry Damian is
asking a peachy looking Allegra out to lunch. The office is mostly
empty and he stands at the reception desk, erect and imperious,
gazing down at her as she slowly files her nails.

‘Of course you must find
me attractive,’ he is telling her. ‘Don’t deny it.’

‘Oh? I do,’ she says light-heartedly, without looking up.
‘Deny it, that is.’

‘I’m handsome, talented.
And I’m going to be very successful.’

‘And,’ she says, again
without looking up, ‘you’re so full of yourself.’

‘I know who I am,’ says
Damian firmly, smugly.

‘Good for you,’ she says, wanting him to feel ignored, but
she glances up quickly to look at him. Yes, he is handsome. He’s
too young, but he is handsome.

‘And you know it, too,’ he tells her.

‘Know what?’

‘That I am good for
you.’

Allegra
giggles. ‘I do?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, sorry to disappoint
you…’ she says, smiling.

‘You haven’t. You
won’t.’

‘But, I’m afraid I have
to.’

‘Don’t be afraid. You
can’t.’

‘I think I can. By saying
no, see.’

‘You’re not saying
no.’

‘I am, in
fact.’

‘I never take no for an
answer,’ he says. He is smiling now and, as Allegra glances up to
him, their eyes meet briefly.

*

Back in the Salad Bowl, Petra and Pippa have
finished their lunch.

‘Allegra is settling in,’
Petra is saying.

Pippa groans and throws her hands up. ‘Petra,
what were you
thinking?’

‘What is it, my dear? Is
she causing trouble?’

‘Petra, I can’t stand her. I don’t
trust her.’

‘You need to give her a
chance, Pippa.’

‘I have done. And I know I
don’t like her. I don’t trust her. She’s everywhere, flirting with
everyone.’

‘I’ve seen. But she’ll
settle.’

‘Into whose lap, I
wonder?’ Pippa says, despairing.

‘Yes,’ says Petra,
thoughtfully. ‘I have noticed she seems rather fond of Eric. I have
seen them talking.’

‘She needs to be very, very careful,’ Pippa tells her, with
a thunderous look. ‘Because she does not want to cross
me.’

‘No,’ say Petra, with a look of alarm. ‘Come now, Pippa. I’m
sure she only wants to make friends.’

‘Yeah? I’m sure she’s been
friends with lots of people.’

Petra leans across the table, and squeezes
her arm, ‘Do try to get on.’

*

In the office, Allegra is still refusing
Damian’s friendly advances.

‘I’m probably the best
thing that’s ever going to happen to you,’ he is saying.

‘You are?’ she asks, casually. Allegra laughs. There he
stands, his hands on the edge of the reception desk. He thinks, I’m
going to fall for that? She continues to file her nails. She wants
to yawn, if only to demonstrate that she is bored by his
attentions. The opposite is true, however.

‘Yes. When you realise
that,’ Damian says firmly, ‘it will all be so much better for
you.’

Allegra laughs and turns her head away, but
then pushes her hair girlishly back from her face. ‘You have some
routine,’ she tells him.

‘I’m just telling you,’ he
says, grinning, fixed her with a stare.

‘Where did you learn it, I
wonder?’

‘I’ve always been good at
it. They all fall for it in the end.’

‘They do, do they? I doubt
that.’

‘They have never doubted
me.’

‘Until they dump
you?’

‘I have never been
dumped,’ Damian tells her, proudly.

‘Well,’ says Allegra, with
a broad smile, ‘I would.’

‘You only think you
would,’ he says, smiling now.

‘I know I
would.’

Damian leans back a little and Allegra
notices a satisfied smile on his face.

‘Well, that’s something
then?’ he says.

‘What is?’ Allegra is
looking up at him.

‘You can’t really dump me,
unless, of course, you’ve been out with me. So you may as well go
out with me, even if you find out that you can’t dump
me.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Tomorrow night,’ he
says.

‘Damian,’ says Allegra,
apologetically. ‘I’m interested in someone else.’

‘I know you are,’ says
Damian, lying. ‘But he isn’t right for you.’

‘He?’

‘Yes. You think he is but I know he isn’t.’

‘I’m not sure…’ she
begins, but then changes tack. ‘Oh, and how do you know
that?’

‘Because, Allegra, he
doesn’t have what I have.’

Allegra
laughs loudly at this. ‘Oh? He has rather a lot,
actually.’

‘You’re wasting your
time,’ he tells her.

She replies quickly, ‘And you’re wasting
yours.’

‘No. I know a good thing
when I see it. And I think you will realise that I am, too. I am a
catch for someone like you.’

Allegra smiles as he leaves. She has enjoyed
the exchange.

 


 


BEHIND BARS

 


‘Have you
heard?’

Peter Palmer is on the phone to Brian with
urgent news.

‘Ricky has been
charged.’

Brian
laughs, suddenly, ‘Oh God. No!’

‘Yes, it’s
crazy.’

‘Not for…?’ Brian asks,
remembering the Russian Roulettes.

‘Yes! Can you believe?
Murder.’

Brian gasps.

When Brian and Peter
had jetted home, Ricky had been taken into custody. On the morning
of their departure from Cannes, the police had swooped in, roused
him from his sleep, handcuffed him and bundled him into a police
car. At first, he was a suspect for the murder of a young Russian
prostitute. But, when evidence mounted, he was formally charged
without bail. Peter laughs it all off, glad perhaps to see the back
of Ricky. Brian’s mind races. What did happen that night? Was he
implicated? Was she murdered after leaving their apartment? Might
she be traced to them? Indeed, were they going to come for him
next? His brow is sweaty, and he feels a cold clamminess beneath
his shirt. When Brian hears that the victim was in fact an underage
girl, and that her presence in the south of France had resulted
from an extensive trafficking operation the police were on to, he
feels his stomach turn.

‘What about the project?
What will happen now?’ he asks, with a tissue in his hand. He
wonders too, how Petra will handle yet another bit of bad
news.

‘Ricky won’t be missed, I can tell you. Bill’s running it
now. He’s a nice guy.’

Petra is
calm, sanguine even. Knowing the project is in Bill’s safe hands,
she accepts the news for what it is: a ghastly event, and one of
many that had been slowly re-shaping their lives.

‘Ricky can be foolish and
immature, but surely he is no murderer,’ she says,
evenly.

‘Petra, it’s awful,’ Brian
says.

‘How was he when you were
there?’

‘Horrible. He’s always
horrible. He drinks too much, and goes too far.’

‘That poor girl,’ she says
shaking hear head slowly.

Now that Petra knows, the rumours soon
spread. Brian is ribbed about it, but it seems in poor taste to
joke about the murder. The girl had been brutally raped before
being strangled. Frankie nevertheless cannot resist commenting.

‘Property and
prostitution,’ he says. ‘The two somehow go hand in
hand.’

‘Two of the world’s oldest
professions,’ says Ray.

‘Both run by spivs and
pimps,’ says Frankie.

‘It’s time for someone to
get a grip on that project,’ says Damian, passing.

‘There’s nothing wrong
with the project, Damian,’ says Brian, defensively.

Damian smiles smugly. ‘You’ve lost one
architect. Now you’ve lost the client…’

‘He has a point,’ says
Frankie, laughing.

‘That’s hardly my fault,’
says Brian, irritated now, but Damian is later seen talking to
Petra.

‘What does he want?’ Brian
asks.

‘Power?’ Frankie
says.

*

A few miles
away, Alistair is sitting in one of his favourite bars, tucked in
the narrow streets of St James’, a bar where he is known as a good,
regular customer. Here is where he feels welcomed, by discreet
bar-staff that offer him whiskey in a finely-cut glass, and a seat
in a booth where he can drink for hours, largely undisturbed. It’s
a bar which he found was frequented by several other architects -
architects similar perhaps to Alistair - all estranged from their
practice, from their families, from their wives, and from their
careers. It’s where many gather to remember, to remonstrate with
each other, or just sit silently, to soak in alcohol and the soft
light filtering through the window’s stained-glass panels. He once
joked aloud that The Black Carriage pub was a waiting room, a place
where life’s losers could inoculate themselves against the outside
world before their end. On this afternoon, Alistair is again
wondering why nothing has ever worked out for him, why he has
always felt a failure, and why he hadn’t been born differently.
Alistair is in a self-pitying mood.

In the office, Petra has been distracted by the business,
more so recently as projects reached deadlines, contracts needed
signing, and invoices needed preparing. Petra, always in control,
had come into her own following Leonard’s collapse. They had talked
of retirement briefly, and in passing, but with so much on her
plate now, Alistair doubts she will ever really be able to let go
of the reins. The practice is her life’s work, her project, and her
baby. It might once have been Leonard’s design practice, but it had
always been her business. But, he has to wonder, where did that
leave him? Did he have a proper role anymore? Did he ever? What is
his legacy? Why wasn’t he, now, the practice
figurehead?

Petra had
tried hard to convince him of his effectiveness, but he watched the
practice evolve fast into something new and different, and already
knew that he was redundant. But, as he knocks back another whisky,
he wonders, after all his years of service, whether he has actually
lost the love of architecture. It happened years ago, he thinks,
after several failed projects, several difficult and disingenuous
clients, and several badly built buildings. Leonard, by this time,
had rampaged, with each new project commanding editorials in the
journals; each new project raising his own status ever higher. As
Leonard’s workload increased, and drew on more and more of the
staff, Alistair found there was practically no one left to work
with him. Nothing made him feel less effective than to be alone in
that office, begging for help. He rarely stirred to action now, and
only occasionally received calls from would-be clients, agents
perhaps, or consultants after a favour, only too pleased to
remember him as he was in his heyday.

So, Alistair sits at
his desk, drawing occasionally, staring at his board, dozing from
time to time, or with Petra in her room, comforted by her
attentions. Could he have persuaded her to leave Leonard, and the
practice, to begin a new life with him elsewhere? Leonard had
triumphed because Alistair had let him. His anger has poisoned him.
Drunk from an afternoon’s soaking in The Black Carriage, he decides
to act. He will visit Leonard in hospital for the last
time.

 


 


IF THE FROCK FITS

 


André, who
we met a while ago, has something urgent to tell Dave. Now that he
has finished his new musical, ‘All About Steve’, he calls for a
run-through a few days before its first, and probably only
performance in Soho, later in the week. Invitations to this ‘one
off’ performance have been sent out, with tickets to friends,
colleagues and agencies all allocated. Dave, of course, has done
his bit and told anyone and everyone to come. In his excitement, he
has learnt all his lines, singing them like a nightingale from his
top floor Soho office, late after work. Dave is the talk of Stücks,
too. Excited by this new, unexpected career development, everyone
wants to see him perform because, as they expect, Dave is sure to
give the performance as Mark Channing all he’s got. But now there’s
a problem, as André is about to explain.

For all those not familiar with the famous film,
‘All About Eve’
is the story of a young fan and
ingénue, the eponymous Eve, who manages first to befriend theatre
star Margo Channing, then to become her assistant and, later still,
become her rival. Using arch theatre critic Addison de Witt, and by
manipulating Margot and her close friends, she has them unwittingly
support her ferocious ambition to be a star, even if, ultimately,
it is at Margo’s expense. The film is famous for one of the
sharpest scripts ever written, but more than anything, it was a
vehicle for Hollywood star, Bette Davis. Playing an aging star
fearful of losing power, she gave one of her finest ever
performances in one of her bitchiest ever roles. You also need to
know that, to many gay men at least, the film is revered as an
indispensible camp classic. To mess with it is to do so at your
peril.

Dave arrives
to see André pacing up and down, quickly.

‘Now, don’t panic,’ says
André, ‘but I have something to tell you.’

Dave looks nervous. ‘Oh God, what? You can’t
get in your costume?’

‘What? No!’ André takes a
deep breath. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’

‘What do you mean?’ asks
Dave.

‘I’ve decided…we’re going to do it all in drag, after
all.’

Dave looks horrified, ‘In drag?’

‘Yes. You’re no longer
Mark Channing. You’re going on as Margo Channing.’

‘As Margo? André, what
are you talking about?’

‘Don’t worry. Nothing else
has changed,’ André says, pushing his palms towards him in a
reassuring gesture. ‘The lines are the same. Well, almost. But, now
you’re going on as a woman!’

‘You have got to be kidding!’ shrieks
Dave. ‘No way.’

‘You must,’ says André,
firmly. ‘It’s written that way, now.’

‘Well un-write
it.’

‘Dave. I have to be
truthful to the material. It’s about a bitchy, aging star on her
way out. You’ll be great. And anyway,’ he says, grinning. ‘I have
the perfect frock for you!’

‘You have a frock? For
me?’ says Dave, obviously in shock.

‘Yeah, I’ve had it in my
wardrobe for years. Always wanted to wear it. Oh well.’ André
shrugs, ‘It’ll fit you perfectly.’

‘Are you nuts? I’m not
wearing a frock,’ shrieks Dave. ‘Everyone’s coming. Everyone will
see me!’

‘Get over it, Dave. This
is show business. You’re going to be a star.’

‘A star? I’d rather be
sucked up into a black hole.’

‘I refuse to discuss any
more of your sex life, Dave.’

‘I’m going to be a
laughing stock. I’ll be terrible.’

‘No you won’t, you’ll be
great. A bright shiny new star in the firmament!’

‘Oh God. I need a drink,’ Dave says,
theatrically.

‘Yes, that’s it. That’s Margot,’ says
André, enthusing.

‘No André, I really need
one. Get me one. God, I need that happy pill, again.’

‘Now, don’t
overact.’

‘Overact? Are you mad?’
Dave shouts. ‘I can’t do it. I just can’t do it.’

‘Oh, get over it. It’s
just a show!’

‘It’s not just the show, Dave says, looking horrified. ‘I
have a dinner date, tonight. With lesbians!’

 


 


SPINNING JENNY

 


Gudrun had
suggested, a while ago, that Dave should join her and Jenny, her
long-term partner, for dinner one night, now that she was about to
be artificially inseminated with ‘essence of Dave’. They were all
about to get very close, and Gudrun had been understandably
concerned for them to make a real effort to get on. Past history
suggesed it was unlikely. Dave always found her rude, aggressive,
boringly condescending, and has always thought of her as a mediocre
artist, too. For her part, Jenny thought him fey and emotional and,
anyway, he was a man. She was a radical feminist who would, at the
drop of a hat, have moved into a women-only commune and spent the
rest of her days there. They are, then, not the ideal ingredients
for a successful, happy dinner party.

Dave hesitated. Okay, Gudrun is having his
baby, but Jenny hasn’t been backward about coming forward with her
disapproval:

‘I’m not sure I like you being the father,’ Jenny had
once said to him. ‘But just
so your junk is going spare…’

She thinks Dave hasn’t given proper attention to his
responsibilities, something his friends have suggested, too. They
have warned him to think it through, and to get something down in
writing, in case she came calling for a cheque. Gudrun had made it
clear he was not expected to contribute financially, though he
couldn’t help feel he’d be thought of as a cheat if he didn’t. He
was aiding the birth of a child, to say the least, and felt obliged
to make some form of additional contribution. His salary, such as
his business was able to pay him, was hardly enough to support a
child as well as himself. Gudrun made life easier for him, by
refusing rent for as long as she was trying for the baby. Jenny
didn’t want him to give anything. He had joked by suggesting his
‘junk’ was ‘priceless’. She countered that was only because no one
would ever have wanted to buy it. To her, it was to be a lesbian
love-child, and she only reluctantly acknowledges Gudrun’s need for
a man. Living with Gudrun was going to assure Dave of his right of
access to the child, and Gudrun was keen for him to be involved in
its upbringing. Jenny was less than happy about that, too. ‘We’re
going to raise the child, Dave,’ she had said. ‘We don’t
need you.’

Gudrun has a coq au vin in the oven, and is peeling potatoes when Dave, already
agreeing to come, arrives home. Jenny’s in the kitchen and the
table is laid and ready. After a brief chat about work, Dave makes
an effort to converse. He has promised to help make the evening a
success, and wants Gudrun to believe the new arrangement capable of
working.

‘So, how’s the painting,’
he asks her, cheerfully.

‘What painting?’ says Jenny, gruffly. Already, Jenny doesn’t
look as if she’s going to be keeping her end of the bargain. Dave
shrugs. The truth is, he has always tried to avoid her looking at
her work, having little interest in her long-term obsession to
paint magnified versions of women’s birth canals. They were hard to
avoid though, and a large painting of Gudrun’s pudenda, glistening
in sticky oils, hung over the lounge fireplace, as if she hoped the
heat would one day finally dry it out. Jenny had been to a
‘radical’ art college, one that gave artists a subsidised platform
to explore all manner of relevant gender and sexual issues, and
sexual differences in depth. She had responded by painting the
female body over and over. Gudrun had usefully been her
muse.

‘You still tickling a
woman’s fancy with your brushes,’ he asks.

‘Don’t be immature, Dave.
I paint women’s genitalia. I mean if you can’t handle
that…’

‘I prefer not to handle
them, no,’ he says.

‘Then don’t. I paint for
women.’

‘How can you tell them
apart,’ Dave asks. ‘You know. When you’re that close
to…it?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she
says. ‘If you had any respect for women, you’d know there’s a great
deal of personality down there.’

Dave wants to laugh, but shrugs instead. He
tries again.

‘I mean, with your head
down…. how do you maintain a sense of perspective?’ he asks,
attempting a straight face. Jenny is on to him.

‘I don’t do it with a
ruler, you know. It’s not scientific. I get up close and paint from
there.’

Dave grimaces, and Jenny now turns on
him.

‘You came out of one,
Dave. Like most men, you’re afraid of it, aren’t you?’

‘Absolutely,’ he
says.

‘It’s about a woman’s
power,’ Jenny asserts. ‘There’s a lot of energy in that black
hole.’

‘I’d be afraid of getting
lost.’

Jenny seethes. ‘I dunno why I bother talking to you about
it. Especially as you prefer
the other end,’ she says. ‘Gudrun…?’

Gudrun makes some pacifying comments and
draws Jenny out to talk about her new artistic direction.

‘Yeah, I’m not painting as
much now, anyway,’ she says sulkily. ‘I’m beginning to
weave.’

‘Oh?’ Dave says with a
grin. ‘Carpets?’

Gudrun
laughs, but Jenny just looks at him, witheringly. ‘Ha, ha. No. I’m
weaving stories about women’s conditions into my work. Women are
still oppressed in the workplace you know, thanks to dicks like
you.’

‘Jenny’s given up on
clitoris’ and vaginas,’ Gudrun tells him, quickly. Dave wants to
express relief, audibly, but he thinks he ought to try and behave
now.

‘I’ve nothing more to say
about them,’ Jenny says firmly.

‘Well, you have pretty
much said the last word about the bearded oyster,’ offers Gudrun,
chuckling.

Dave looks confused. ‘I suppose there are
other parts of a woman’s body,’ he suggests, helpfully, though he
prefers not to think of them.

‘I dabbled in armpits for
a while,’ says Jenny, refusing to smile.

Dave looks nonplussed. ‘Armpits?’

‘Yeah. The female
armpit.’

‘Is it any different from
the male armpit?’ asks Dave, trying to sound interested.

‘Not really, but then,’ she says, in a way that brooked no
argument, ‘all armpits are female,
Dave.’

‘What about mine?’ Dave
asks.

‘What I mean is, it’s a
concavity, right? It’s a hair filled concavity and that makes it,
figuratively, a feminine space. I mean it has thin skin, it’s damp,
soft, warm and sensitive….’

‘So,’ says Dave,
recovering. ‘When I shove my deodorant stick up there…?’

‘It’s your penis? Yeah. Probably.’

Dave can’t help but laugh.

‘It’s better than shoving
it up you’re arse, like you’d prefer.’

Dave ignores that, and giggles. ‘So, is that
why you never wear any underarm?’ he asks, remembering that she
could be a little ripe at times.

‘Smells are natural, Dave.
I happen to like my natural smell. Men insist we wear perfumes, but
I’d rather be a natural woman.’

‘Jenny prefers to use
natural methods,’ suggests Gudrun.

‘What’s wrong with
soap?’

‘Dave!’

Dave changes the subject. ‘So what are you
using to weave?’

‘Pubic hair.’

Dave pulls a face. ‘You’re kidding?’

‘Yes, Dave. Men always
insist women shave their legs, shave their armpits, and shave
their… cunts. I’m going to use it and put it into my
art.’

Dave grimaces. It sounds disgusting, like those artists that use blood, piss,
and other smelly secretions.

‘Are pubic hairs actually
long enough?’ Dave asks, trying to sound objective. ‘I mean can you
actually weave with them?’

‘I’m going to spin them
all into a thread and then weave with it. I have a spinning
wheel.’

‘Like Penelope?’ says
Gudrun.

‘Exactly,’ says
Jenny.

‘I hate to ask, but where
are you going to get it all?’

Gudrun looks
interested, too. Perhaps she is using Dave to voice her own doubts
about her partner’s choice of art materials. ‘Will there be sacks
of the stuff turning up on my doorstep?’ she asks.

‘No, darling, it’ll all be
at the studio. Nothing to worry about.’

‘Watch out. She’ll be following you with a hand-held
‘dustbuster’,’ says Dave, laughing.

Jenny looks stern. ‘I’ll be using scissors,’
she says, without humour. Dave winces at the mention of them.

‘The sisterhood will donate, of course. Women stick
together. Don’t we, Goody?’

‘You can have some of
mine, if you like,’ says Dave, grinning.

‘No thanks. These are
going to be women-only works,’ Jenny tells him.

Dave looks confused, but just shrugs.

During
dinner, the conversation thankfully remains light, though Jenny
maintains a level of discomfort at Dave’s presence at the table,
and looks ready to argue at any opportunity. Dave attempts charm,
humour, politeness, all qualities typically exhibited by many gay
men in stressful situations, but he realises that being a gay man
makes no difference to Jenny, who is simply antagonized by any
member of the male population, whatever his sexual orientation.
Dave is the enemy, and it didn’t matter to her whom he wanted to
have sex with. Just how much of a man he is, though, was the
subject of a bizarre exchange that flared between them towards the
end of the evening. Gudrun took a call and disappeared into the
lounge, briefly.

‘Gudrun thinks you’d be a good father,’ she says. ‘I’m not
convinced.’

‘Oh? I’m looking forward
to making my contribution,’ Dave tells her.

‘Well, don’t. All I know is that she needs your man-juice,
not your parenting skills.’

‘I think I’d make be a good dad, actually,’ he says, trying
to sound light.

‘You don’t even have a
fucking boyfriend, Dave. Have you really thought this through?
Goody is about to have a child.’

‘And?’

‘I suppose you think you’re going to be wheeling it around
town, as if it was your own?’

‘Why not?’ Dave is feeling belligerent. ‘Men with babies are
pretty hot right now. I’ll wheel it through Soho. That’ll get me
some attention.’

‘The fuck you will.
Typical gay men! Always trophy hunting.’

‘Everything all right in
there?’ shouts Gudrun, from the lounge.

‘Yes,’ they chorus,
but Jenny is staring at him, aggressively.

‘I don’t think you
actually have the balls for any of this,’ she says,
darkly.

‘That’s quite funny, really,’ he says. ‘I can feel them as I
speak,’ Dave says. He is light-headed and smirks at his
adversary.

‘You pervert! Anyway, Gudrun wants a boy. I don’t. Another
fucking man on this planet is not going to do any of us any good.
But what I do know is that Gudrun needs the real stuff, and from a
real man.’

‘I’m glad you know there’s
a difference,’ says Dave, quickly.

‘I wouldn’t have chosen
you,’ Jenny spits. ‘We want a healthy baby.’

Dave now looks angry. ‘Goody needs my help
and you’re really fucked off about that, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t like that you
have control over Gudrun’s destiny. I want you gone,
pal.’

‘Aren’t you overstating
the problem? She can always go elsewhere.’

‘Yeah, that’s right, you
would do that. Typical men. Run off just when they actually have
some use. Listen, you fairy, your man-juice may not be good enough
as far as I’m concerned, but…’

‘Is it actually because I’m gay? Because, this all sounds a
bit homophobic, to me.’

‘Because you’re a sissy,
Dave,’ Jenny spits.

Dave glares at her, but then laughs loudly.
‘Okay, so she’s not going to get The Incredible Hulk, but I reckon
my gazpacho packs quite a lot of flavour, thank you.’

‘I find that very hard to
believe,’ Jenny says, smirking. ‘I probably have more testosterone
in my little fingernail than in your scrotum.’

‘When it comes to it, you
probably have more testosterone than Arnold Schwarzenegger. But
unless I’ve missed something, you can’t give her what she needs
and, as a woman, you’re pissed off about that.’

Jenny sneers at him and changes tack. ‘I
hear you’re going to be performing in some queer show in a
dress.’

‘So?’

‘Dave, she doesn’t want
some dress-wearing pansy. Much as I hate reminding you, don’t you
think you should behave like a man?’

‘Well, thanks for the
endorsement.’

‘She needs a proper
one.’

‘I wonder, can you see the
paradox?’ Dave says, laughing.

‘Don’t be
cute.’

Dave rounds
on her. ‘You know Jenny, maybe, just maybe you need one, too. Know
what I’m saying?’

Jenny is about to throw a punch at him, but
Gudrun then appears.

‘So, how are we doing in
here?’ she says lightly.

‘Fine,’ they
chorus.

 


 


THE NIGHTINGALE OF SOHO SQUARE

 


Trevor is studying a
set of beautifully drawn plans of a new residential building. Have
done an excellent job, he thinks, even without the help he promised
them. The drawings more than vindicate his decision to employ Dave
and have him working upstairs. Sooner or later, Dave will need to
expand, and will have to collaborate with others, especially when
the time came to build his project. But that’s for
later.

Dave had
surprised him. At first, he thought he would be out of his depth,
and was ready to snatch it all away from him before serious
mistakes were made, and it was all too late. The truth was, Trevor
had been conducting an experiment. He had wanted to play patron and
mentor to a young architect by offering opportunities so often
denied to talented people starting out in business. It was
certainly his intention when, having met Brian at the Webber
Gallery last year, he had suggested getting in touch with him.
Losing Brian was disappointing, and the risks to the project had
multiplied significantly. Now though, with the finely produced
drawings in his hands, he rests happy. His risky experiment, and
his investment, seemed to be paying off.

It’s late and time to
leave. Melissa, his personal assistant, who has looked after him
for years, always fretted over his late nights in the office. He
needed someone, she told him; someone to go home to. She’s right,
of course. He’d been too late in the office on too many occasions,
but now, laying the plans on his desk satisfied, he decides he’ll
leave early and, if she’ll accept, he will take Melissa to a local
bar for a drink. So, he begins to pack his bag, but as he does so,
he becomes aware of a sound, the sound of someone singing. At
first, he thinks it must be coming from the square outside his
window, but looking, no one seemed to be enjoying a lungful of
mild, spring evening air. No, he is sure it was coming from inside
the building, but from where? Pausing to listen, he walks to the
door. Out in the hallway, the singing is louder and it now seems to
be coming from upstairs.

‘It’s Dave,’ he thinks. ‘It must be.’ Smiling to himself, he
starts to climb the stairs, thinking, ‘well, well, my little
architect is a tweeting bird.’ He treads softly, careful not to
make any noise that will disturb this, his own nightingale in Soho
Square. At the top of the stair, it’s obvious now that Dave is
singing full throttle, with a big, showy voice. Laughing, and
without a knock, he pushes open the door.

Instead of
Dave though, Trevor finds a woman with her back to him. What’s
more, it’s a woman in an old fashioned but very suave green satin
dress, with rich, dark, lustrous hair.

‘Hello,’ says Trevor, during a pause in the song. ‘And who
might you be?’

The woman turns suddenly, startled, and as
she does so, reveals herself not to be a woman at all.

‘Dave! Is that you?’
Trevor asks, his face in shock.

‘Trevor!’

They stare at each other for an agonising moment. Trevor
tries to take it all in. Dave? Dave, my architect, wearing a
dress? Not only that, but he notices Dave is wearing a wig, his
face is powdered, he has high arching penciled brows, and his lips
are boldly painted red.

‘What on earth…?’ says
Trevor, now beginning to laugh, but Dave, usually handsome and so
happy-go-lucky, stares back at him now, terrified.

‘Surprise!’ says Dave, his
arms outstretched.

‘Good Lord,’ says
Trevor.

‘Ha, ha,’ he says, suddenly animated. Unsure what else to
say, he throws a line from the show at him. ‘Funny business, a
woman’s career.’

Dave laughs
theatrically, but when he calms, he explains about André, the show,
the dress - everything. Needing a dress rehearsal of his own, he’d
decided to try on the dress in the office, but with no mirror on
the wall, he had been using his reflection in the glass of the
window. Then he splutters apologies, crimson faced.

‘It’s okay, Dave. I’m an open-minded man,’ Trevor says,
chuckling.

‘It’s not what you
think...’ says Dave, raising a protest.


‘It’s hard to know what to
think. I mean, if you’re a…a…transvestite…?’

‘No, Trevor. No,’ Dave says,
urgently, and then sits in a heap of green satin, upset and
frustrated. He tries to explain how he’s been duped into performing
a new musical in a dress.

‘Well,’ said Trevor,
grinning. ‘You are full of surprises.’

‘Aren’t I,’ Dave says, his
head low.

‘Well, I must say,’ Trevor says, adjusting now, and
chuckling, ‘you do make a very beautiful woman.’

‘Trevor, no.’ Dave
whines.

‘Worry not. You carry on,’
Trevor says. ‘Only, I think we had better get some curtains for
your window, don’t you?’

Trevor turns, laughing loudly, and then
laughs all the way down the stairs to his office. Sighing heavily,
and sitting back down at his desk, Dave groans loudly to himself,
and calls Binky to tell him what has happened.

‘I think he must have a
soft spot for you,’ Binky tells him.

‘What kind of soft
spot?’

‘A malignant one, I expect.’

‘Oh, God,’ Dave cries.
‘What have I done? What is going on?’

‘Oh, calm down, Mary. So, he saw you in a dress? So what?
It’s Soho, for Christ’s sake. You think he’s blind?’

‘But I’m his
architect?’

‘So? Now you’ve brought a
whole new meaning to the profession.’

‘He won’t trust me. I
mean, he’s expecting me to build his project.’

‘So now a man in drag
can’t get an erection?’

Dave laughs, almost relieved.

‘That’s better,’ says his
friend. ‘You can do both, you know.’

‘You think?’

‘Be brilliant. That’s all he wants. God knows, it’s all we
want, too.’

 


 


HOSPITAL NEWS

 


‘Pippa. Have you heard
from Alistair?’

Standing at her door with a mug of coffee,
she tells her, ‘No, Petra. Nothing. We haven’t seen him at
all.’

‘Oh dear. I’m
beginning to worry about him.’

‘Phone him?’ says Pippa,
on eggshells.

‘Yes, dear. I’ve been trying, but there’s no
answer.’

‘Do you think he’s…?’
Pippa begins to ask. Petra catches her look.

‘Yes, Pippa, I rather
expect that he is. I can’t stop him. I’ve tried.’

Pippa props herself
on a chair, ‘My father was an alco….’

‘Indeed?’

‘Sorry, Petra.’

‘No. It’s all right. We should use the term. That’s what he
is.’

Petra combs
her fringe with her fingers, and Pippa notices she is wearing her
heavy gold wedding ring again.

‘I need to talk to him. I’ll keep trying, I suppose,’ Petra
says as Pippa makes to leave, but as she does so, the telephone
suddenly rings and Pippa answers it, quickly.

It’s a call
from the hospital. This is it, Pippa thinks, watching Petra take
the receiver. This is the call Petra has been expecting, fearing
perhaps; even hoping for.

‘Thank you, my dear.
Please close the door after you.’

Nearby, Ray, Frankie, and Charles have all heard her answer
the call and stand now, watching, holding their breath. They know
it’s likely to be the
call, like that one before that
changed their lives. As others realise too, a hush descends on the
office.

‘This is it,’ says Ray, quietly. ‘The beginning of the
future,’

‘Beginning or end, either
way we are fucked,’ says Frankie, shaking his head.

Petra nods
her way through the conversation, rubbing her forehead until, with
a slight jerk, she looks up. Pippa clasps her hands to her mouth.
She believes she is witnessing the moment Petra is being told the
inevitable news of Leonard’s final moments.

Petra then puts the receiver down, slowly,
still in shock perhaps. Then she stands and walks towards her door.
Pippa is on her feet too now, to greet her, to help her bear the
terrible news. Petra stares out at all of them with eyes wide and
shining.

‘Is he…is he?’ asks Pippa,
standing close, barely able to speak.

Petra glances at her briefly, and then takes
a long look around the rest of the office, before she says,
simply,

‘Oh, God!’

*

Later, in the pub, Frankie says quietly,
‘So, he’s awake, then?’

Pippa nods,
still tearful. ‘He woke this morning. They are saying…’ She pauses
to sniff. ‘They are saying there’s a good chance he’ll make a… a…
full recovery.’

‘Christ!’ says
Frankie.

The news has
taken them all by surprise. Now, in The Cock and Lion, they are
desperate for a steadying drink.

‘Did they say how long…? I
mean, when he’s likely to…?’ Ray asks.

‘They’re not sure. But he’s already made a huge recovery. They say he is very
strong.’

‘He’s a tough old git,’
says Frankie.

They all shake their heads in disbelief.

‘There’s no way that
massive ego was going to let Nero get all the glory,’ says
Frankie.

‘Or Brian for that matter,’ says Ray.

‘Me?’ says Brian. He
is ignored.

‘Or Petra and Alistair. I
always imagined he’d pull through,’ says Ray.

‘He’s bloody bionic,’ says
Eric.

‘Half human,’ says
Brian

‘Demonic, you mean,’ says
Frankie.

‘He’s just been through a terrible ordeal,’ says Lucy, and
they are respectfully silent for a few minutes. It doesn’t
last.

‘Brian, you might have
driven a stake through his heart,’ Frankie says.

‘Even that wouldn’t have
done it,’ says Eric.

‘I really didn’t mean to…’
says Brian, quietly, protesting.

‘Yeah, you did,’ says Frankie. ‘We all did. It was only a
matter of time before someone had a go at killing him.’

‘Frankie!’ shouts Lucy,
alarmed.

‘But I didn’t mean
to…’ Brian says, attempting an argument and failing.

‘I feel sorry for Petra,’
says Pippa. ‘She was going to be free.’

‘Poor Alistair,’ says Ray.
‘He thought the sun had finally come out.’

‘Every silver lining has a
cloud,’ says Eric, sourly, staring into his beer as
usual.

‘And, if I’m not mistaken,
a new storm is approaching,’ says Frankie woefully.

‘Poor Petra. What will she
do?’

‘I dunno. But I’ll tell
you something,’ says Frankie. ‘The empire is about to be striking
back.’

‘The force is strong
in him,’ says Eric, grinning now.

‘Oh no,’ Lucy and Pippa
say, realising what is coming.

‘And there is a great disturbance in the
Force,’ Eric continues.

‘And the rebel
alliance is weak,’ says Brian, playing along.

‘Oh, God,’ says Pippa, laughing in spite of herself. ‘Do you
think he’ll come back in a cloak and helmet?’

Frankie starts to chuckle. ‘With a wheezy
voice? I hope so.’

Eric cups his hand over his mouth. ‘Yes, my master…’ he rasps.

‘That’s enough,’ says
Lucy, chastising them all, and they all fall silent
again.

‘So, are you going to
Dave’s show?’ Charles asks Brian.

‘I’m not sure he really
wants me there,’ Brian says.

‘Don’t be daft,’ says
Pippa. ‘Water has flowed under the bridge, Brian. Anyway,
everyone’s going.’

‘You?’ Brian asks
Charles.

Charles nods. ‘You think Dave will mind me
being there?’

‘You and me both,’ Brian
says.

‘What is this thing, anyway? Eric asks, looking
up.

‘Dave is singing,’
explains Pippa. ‘It’s a musical.’

‘What?’ says Eric,
looking alarmed.

‘Not a fucking musical,’ says
Frankie, laughing.

‘Frankie, we’re not going
for the music,’ Pippa tells him. ‘We’re going for Dave.’

‘Ah yes,’ he says. ‘He is
a fine lad, to be sure.’

 


 


LAST MINUTE REVISION

 


‘I need to talk to you,’
says Drew.

‘Hello, Drew,’ Damian
says, answering his call. ‘What is it you want?’

Since his suggestion for Damian to leave Berlin and to visit London, the facts
about Damian have always haunted Drew. He played fairy godmother to
the boy partly out of loyalty to a woman he had known and liked for
many years, but also because, with a keen eye for symmetry and a
love of plotting, he always enjoyed making the oddest connections.
He knew Petra needed help, and Damian, a capable if austere lad
with talent and a yearning to get out from under his mother’s
influence, seemed a choice ripe with possibilities. When she had
used him to bring Leonard down, Petra outwitted him and it had
rankled. Loyal to Leonard, he saw an opportunity to put ‘a cat
among the pigeons’, and was determined to gain control again, at
least to enjoy watching feathers fly. But knowing his mother, and
realising the bitterness with which she must have raised him, he
surely anticipated that Damian would grow up to be marked by
betrayal and hungry for some kind of influence. He’d heard, through
the grapevine, the boy hadn’t gone down too well with other
colleagues at Stücks. He hadn’t made friends and seemed only to
irritate everyone around him. Perhaps, out of some deeper paternal
influence, he might have tried talking to him more, and helped
guide him and offer him some kind of home in the city. Alone in
London, and without family or friends, he believes that Damian is
in danger of going off the deep end, and threatened to take others
down with him. His suspicions are raised further when he received a
concerned call from Hildegarde, his mother. Damian was planning
something big, she was told. It would be some big announcement
about something only he knew of, and that it would be like a bomb
going off at Stücks. Hildegarde knew what it meant, but was
powerless to stop him. Drew knows exactly what Damian is planning,
and has decided to step in.

‘You don’t know what
you’re doing,’ Drew is saying.

‘Oh? And you do, I
suppose?’ Damian asks.

Drew wonders how someone so young can be so
coolly composed. Damian, he thinks, is a very odd boy.

‘It will hurt Petra,’ Drew
says. ‘It will hurt them all.

‘What are you talking
about, Drew?’

‘It was a mistake to
introduce you to them. It was too early. Petra has worked hard to
keep the business alive.’

‘That isn’t my problem,
Drew.’

‘You are young. Maybe too
young to understand.’

‘I know who I am, Drew,’ says Damian. Drew believes him. He
hears strength in this young man’s voice, and it surprises
him.

‘She is married to
Leonard. What else was she going to do?’

‘She didn’t do that so
that you could walk in there and…’

‘Wasn’t it your idea that I come to London, Drew? Why else
did you suggest I come here if it wasn’t to take
control?’

‘Take
control…?’

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,
Damian.’

‘I know who I am, Drew. My
mother told me.’

‘She did…?’

‘Yes. I have an
inheritance. And I am here to claim it.’

‘It isn’t your
inheritance, Damian. They have
worked hard…’

‘Leonard knows, and now
that he is awake…’

‘You know?’ Drew asks,
gasping.

Damian
laughs. ‘I always knew he would make it,’ he says, triumphantly.
‘He will return to work now. He will take control again, and I will
help him. He understands betrayal, just as I do.’

‘Damian, she doesn’t yet
know who you are,’ Drew shouts.

‘Then it’s time she does.
Leonard has lived more than one life before. With my help, I’ll
make sure he lives another.’

 


 


A FULL GLASS

 


‘Pips, I have something to tell you,’ says Eric. They are
preparing to leave for the show, and he is standing close by her as
she applies make-up to her face. Now, she looks up at him, and
notices he looks serious.

‘What is it?’

‘She has agreed,’ he says,
grinning suddenly. Pippa looks confused for a moment.

‘To a divorce,’ he tells
her.

‘She has agreed?’ she
says, her face lighting up.

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, Eric. Oh my God! You’ll be free? To marry?’

‘Yes,’ said Eric quietly.
Standing, she now throws her arms around him.

‘Oh, baby,’ she says, burying him in her bosom where he
enjoys the sweet smell of her perfume. ‘This will be a night to
celebrate.’

‘It will take a while,’ he
says, ‘but I think she wants to get it over with, soon.’

‘Sooner the better, Eric. I want to be married. I want to marry
you.’

‘Yes, Pippa,’ he says, and
kisses her passionately. She leaves a smear of lipstick across his
mouth.

‘Better clear that off,’
she says to him, pointing it to him on the mirror.

‘Where are we going, anyway?’ he asks.

‘Dave’s show,’ she tells
him running her lipstick round her mouth once more.

‘I don’t wanna go to some gay show,’ says Eric,
with his hands around her bottom.

‘It’s for Dave,
Eric.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Oh, come on. Don’t be so
macho. And anyway, you still have some lipstick on your
mouth.’

‘Where?’

*

Across the city, another couple are
preparing for the evening.

‘Brian, you’re not ready,’ says Lucy, pulling a dress from
her wardrobe, and indeed he isn’t. Having
showered, he has managed to
pull on a new shirt and now sits on the bed,
trouser-less.

‘I don’t know if I want to go,’ he says, sulkily.

‘Oh, come on. You said you would. Everyone’s going to be
there.’

‘What’s the point? He
doesn’t want me in his life anymore.’

Lucy laughs, and then sits next to him with
her hand on his knee. He is like a sulky schoolboy and she suddenly
thinks of herself as a cajoling mother. ‘I think you’re wrong
there,’ she says.

‘I don’t think he’ll want
me there. Or care if I am.’

‘Of course he will. Brian, he’s been a little sore, that’s
all. He loves you. He’s your friend. He really misses you. You have
to come.’

His hair is still damp from the shower, and
his skin still moist and warm, but she leans across, to take him by
the chin, and pulls his face towards hers to land a kiss on his red
lips.

‘Brian, I have to tell you,’ Lucy says, cautiously. ‘I met
Dave recently. I meant to say.’

He looks up at her. ‘You did? How?’

‘I was going to tell you,
but I suppose it slipped my mind. We met for a coffee. I talked
with him and, you know, I really do think he wants to be friends
with you again.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes. But you need to
talk. You both need to get it out of your system.’

Brian shrugs. ‘Like he needed to get me out
of his system.’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘Lucy, it’s obvious,’ he
says, looking up at her. ‘He was in love with me.’

Lucy laughs, glances at him, and then shakes her head.
‘Brian,’ she says, summoning patience, ‘I need to tell you, while
it’s true we all
love you, I don’t think Dave was
actually in
love with you. About that, I am very
sure.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Brian shaking his head. Brian has
convinced himself that he has been, all this time, the object of
Dave’s love. ‘I think I hurt him,’ he says, ‘but what could I do?
All this time he was in love with me.’

‘Who have you been
talking to?’ Lucy asks him, smirking.

‘Whaddya mean?’ Brian says
defensively.

‘Brian, you didn’t get there all by yourself. Who gave you
that suggestion? I bet it was Frankie.’

Brian is now red-faced.

‘No.’

‘Yes it was. Admit it. You
sat in the pub and Frankie told you. Frankie loves playing with
you, Brian. He’s pulling your chain…’

‘Well, okay, he might have
suggested…’

‘Oh Brian,’ she hollers.
‘Get over yourself. Look, as far as I know, there is now someone
else in his life.’

‘Someone else?’ Brian looks
surprised.

‘Yeah, lover boy. You see,
it’s not all about you.’

‘Dave has someone
else?’

‘Don’t look so upset,’ says Lucy, laughing.

Brian
laughs, too. ‘I’m not upset,’ he says, lightening. ‘Well,
well.’

‘Yes. He didn’t say with
whom, though. Maybe he’ll be there this evening.’

‘So, Dave has a
boyfriend?’

‘Maybe. So, let’s put your weird feelings into some sort of
perspective, shall we?’

Brian suddenly cheers, and laughs. ‘That’s
great,’ he says. Then, getting up suddenly, he says, ‘About bloody
time!’

Lucy laughs, ‘Come on. Get ready to go. He
is singing in a show. He needs all his friends now.’

‘Yeah,’ said Brian,
pulling on his trousers. ‘He needs us.’

*

Meanwhile,
at home, Dave is answering the phone as he attempts to apply make
up.

‘Dave, it’s
Goody.’

Dave holds the mobile phone to his ear as he
struggles with a mascara stick.

‘Goody? Oh God, what’s up?
I’m getting ready.’

‘I know. I just needed to
talk to you.’

‘Can’t this wait? I have a
ton of make up to apply.’

Gudrun laughs. ‘Less is more, Dave. If you
had only listened to me and followed my advice all these
years…’

‘Yeah, yeah. This is a one
off, Goody. Believe me, I don’t intend to wear it that
often.’

Gudrun laughs, again. ‘Shame,’ she says.
‘I’m sure it suits you.’

‘Fuck off,’ he says
lightly, and then asks: ‘What was it you wanted,
anyway?’

‘Dave, I just rang
because, well… I think I’m pregnant.’

Dave gasps and shouts, ‘Goody!’

‘Yes. Dave. You’re going
to be a father.’

‘Oh My God,’ says Dave,
stunned now. He can hardly believe what he is hearing, but he
listens as he regards himself in the mirror, and tears well up in
his eyes.

‘Dave?’ she asks, when she
hears a sob. ‘Its great news, isn’t it?’

‘It’s amazing,’ he says eventually. ‘Oh, Goody….’

‘Not so amazing,’ says
Gudrun, laughing. ‘You know, when a man and a woman…’

Dave laughs suddenly relieved. ‘I am not
sure the facts apply to you and me.’

‘We’re not that
different.’

‘Darling Goody,’ says
Dave, emotional now, ‘I am wearing a dress! I am putting on make
up…’

‘I’m sure you look
lovely.’

‘Not now my mascara is
starting to run,’ he wails. She laughs.

‘Oh God,’ says Dave
suddenly, even louder.

‘What is it?’ asks Gudrun,
concerned now.

‘Does this mean I’m a
lesbian?’

She starts to chuckle, ‘Dave, you just need
to be happy being who you are.’

‘I must be everything
Jenny hates about me,’ he says, wryly.

‘Oh, don’t worry about
her. She’s just very nervous.’

‘Goody,’ he says, wiping
away his tears and leaving a smear of black on his cheek, ‘it’s
such great news. Are you happy?’

‘Very,’ she said. ‘What
about you?’

‘How can I go on, now?’ he
asks, sniffing.

‘What do you mean? Of
course you can.’

‘I’m going to be a father,
Goody, and I’m just about to go on as a woman.’

 


 


ENTERING AND
BREAKING

 


The buzzer
rings, but Alistair ignores it. He is too weak and too tired.
Whoever it is can frankly go and jump into the Thames, the thinks.
But, the buzzer rings again, and again. Now, reluctantly, he rouses
himself from the sofa. Who would be calling at this time? What
could they want? Has Petra lost her key? He’s going to tell whoever
it is to piss off.

He barks into the
intercom,

‘Yes?’

‘Alistair?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s Damian.’

‘Damian?’

‘Löwe. Damian Löwe. From
the office.’

‘What the bloody hell do
you want?’

‘I need to talk to
you.’

‘Go away.’

‘No, I need to
talk.’

‘Well, I don’t want to
talk to you.’

‘You do. You will want to
listen to me.’

‘How did you know to find
me?’

‘That doesn’t matter. Let
me in.’

Alistair growls, but releases the door.
Alistair’s apartment door is ajar when Damian emerges from the
lift. Pushing at the door slowly, he steps quietly inside.

‘Alistair?’ he calls
out.

‘Yes, in
here.’

Damian approaches slowly to stand over
Alistair. Glancing around, he notices the piles of newspapers,
empty glasses, and bottles of whisky.

‘So, this is how you
live?’ he says, quietly.

‘What do you want?’ barks
Alistair, angrily.

‘This. I wanted to see
this,’ Damian tells him. ‘I wanted to see it for
myself.’

‘How dare you,’ says
Alistair rousing himself. He feels anger well up in him. He
struggles to get up, but is defeated. He is too drunk and too tired
to stand again.

‘I wanted to see,’ says
Damian, ‘what Petra had been prepared to leave Leonard
for.’

Alistair is aghast and stares up at him with
an open mouth.

‘How dare you. How can
you…?’ Alistair splutters. ‘What are you doing? What do you want?
How dare you talk to me about Petra.’

‘You are in love with
her,’ says Damian calmly. Alistair looks up at this young man, so
virile, firm and strong.

‘That is nothing to do
with you. Why have you come here? Get out…’

But Damian stands
firm.

*

‘Curtain’s at seven
thirty,’ André had said on the phone.

‘André, there is no
curtain. It’s a pub theatre,’ Dave told him.

‘I meant it figuratively,
you silly queen. Be there by six at the latest. And don’t drink too
much.’

But Dave is nervous, and does drink too much. He is at home with a bottle of wine,
panicking. Laurence and Binky arrive to notice he is already quite
nervous.

‘I can’t do it. I can’t go on,’ Dave is shouting,
hysterically. Laurence and Binky glance at each other and roll
their eyes.

‘Is he for real?’ asks
Laurence.

‘All too real,’ says
Binky.

‘I always said you’d make
a great woman,’ Binky tells him, glancing down at Dave still in his
dress.

‘But, I’m a man,’ says
Dave, fidgeting nervously.

‘Get over it,’ says Binky.
‘This is art. Art trumps sexuality.’

‘It does? How?’

‘I have no idea. But, it
sounded good.’

‘Guys, I’ll be a laughing
stock.’

‘You’re one of those
already.’

Dave’s mouth is open.

‘Come on,’ says Laurence.
‘If you’re gonna go down, go down spectacularly. Do your
best.’

‘You’ll be great,’ Binky
tells him, and pulls him up from his chair.

‘You think?’

‘You’d better,’ says
Laurence.

‘Break a leg,’ says
Binky.

‘I think I just
might!’

*

‘Yes, I love Petra,’
Alistair says. ‘What is it to you? You don’t know. None of you ever
knew how precious our love was. We were meant to be.’

Damian is unmoved, stands perfectly still,
and stares down at him. ‘I don’t know anything about that,’ he
says, sharply.

‘No. Exactly. It’s nothing
to do with you. Why am I talking to you? This is ridiculous. You
are so young. What would you know of love? We were unlucky. She had
met Leonard. We could have been so happy.’

‘I don’t think so,
Alistair. You have never been happy with Petra. And, now that he is
back, you can never be. Now, you must leave them alone.’

Alistair is shocked.

‘This is nothing to do
with you,’ he shouts, but Damian remains firm.

‘She will leave him,’
Alistair hisses, angrily. ’She’ll be mine.’

‘No. She will never leave
now. It is too late, Alistair. You have to realise that. It’s too
late for you. It’s time to leave them.’

Stepping forward, and pulling the glass from
Alistair’s hand he says contemptuously, ‘You’re all washed up and
you know it.’

‘How dare you,’ shouts
Alistair again, but is ineffectual. He just cannot sustain the
energy that his anger now needs. So, with a sigh he says bitterly,
‘I don’t need to hear it from you.’

‘Look at you. You’re
drunk. You’re a mess.’

‘Get out,’ Alistair cries.
‘Get out.’

‘It’s over, Alistair and you know it.’

Alistair
looks up him, studying his face. ‘Get out. You impudent...! Who do
you think you are?’

‘I know who I am,
Alistair.’

‘Get out. Get
out! Leave me. Leave
me alone.’

‘It’s time to let go,
Alistair,’ Damian says, ignoring him. ‘It’s time to let her go.
It’s time for us all to move on.’

Alistair looks at him aghast, ‘Who are you?’
he asks, desperately. ‘You come here… into our lives. You disrupt…
you destroy.’ He studies his face. It is a familiar face, too, he
realises. He has seen those features before; the same shaped chin,
the same nose, and the same arrogance.

‘I know that face,’ he
says. ‘I know those eyes. They have followed me for years. I know
that arrogance.’

Damian
smiles, unmoved. ‘I want to bring order out of chaos,’ he says,
with fervour in his eyes.

Alistair wants to laugh suddenly, but in a
dramatic gesture, Damian lets the glass drop from his outstretched
hand and it falls to the floor, breaking loudly. Pieces of glass
scatter across the polished wooden floor.

‘You are chaos,’
Alistair says, looking terrified.

‘It’s over Alistair. You
know what to do. You have been thinking of it. I know you have. Now
is the time to do it.’

‘What do you
want?’

‘Go on. It’s
time.’

‘No,’ Alistair protests.
Don’t make me,’ he says, but he leans back on the sofa.

‘Yes. Do it, now,’ Damian hisses urgently.

‘Who are
you?’ Alistair manages to
ask.

‘I’ll tell you. And then,
you will go.’

 


 


NOT IN THE SCRIPT

 


Allegra’s makeup is
almost complete. She has applied false eyelashes and drawn a thick
black pencil line under and around her eyes, making them look huge.
She has applied a thick band of pink lipstick to her thin lips, and
now brushes rouge on her cheeks. In all it takes her several
minutes, and she sits back now to admire her new face. That done,
she rubs cream into her legs, smoothing them to a satin sheen
before stepping into a feathery light chiffon dress, decorated with
pale pink roses. Around her neck she hangs a string of pearls that
were once her mother’s. In all, there is something slightly dated
about her appearance, a quality of slightly faded glamour perhaps.
It’s a look Allegra has cultivated for years, and tonight she has
brought it to life for a night out with her new date.

But, as she pulls on
an old fur coat, the telephone rings. If it’s Frankie, changing
their plans…? Surprised, she finds it’s

‘Damian!’

‘Hello Allegra. How are
you?’

‘Why are you calling me?’
she asks, in her light squeaky voice. She wishes now she hadn’t
picked up the phone.

‘I wanted to talk with
you,’ Damian says, with the same calmness and firmness he always
used when addressing her.

‘Damian…’ she begins,
hesitant to continue.

‘You know why I am calling,’ he says, and she does
unfortunately. ‘Isn’t it time we went out on a date?’ he
asks.

‘A date?’ she
says.

‘Yes. It is
time.’

‘Well, I’m not sure it is,
Damian. I…’

‘No, now is the right
time, Allegra.’

‘Now?’

‘Yes. Now.’

‘Oh?’

‘You have wanted me to
ask.’

‘I have?’ says Allegra,
mesmerized by his tone. He is cool and calm and, at the same time,
quite insistent, which she quite likes.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘And, you
have been waiting for me to call on you, I think.’

‘Actually…’ she says,
beginning now to struggle against her feelings.

‘So. Tonight. Let us meet.
I will take you for a drink. We need to get to know each other
better.’

‘Damian…’

‘We will go on a date and you will learn more about me. It’s
what you want. It is what I want.’

‘I can’t. I mean, I can’t Damian. I’m already… already going
out.’

‘Going out?’

‘Yes,’ she says, and then in the squeakiest voice says, ‘Sorry?’

‘No,’ he says, calmly and
firmly as before. ‘You will be going with me.’

‘Damian, I can’t. Not with
you. I’m sorry…’

‘You know, I told you
before, I do not take no for an answer.’

‘Well, sorry dearie, but
you’ll just have to.’

‘I said I don’t take no
for an answer,’ says Damian, with greater firmness.

‘But there is no other
answer,’ she squeaks, after which there is silence on the phone,
and Allegra finds it strangely intimidating.

Damian then asks, rather lightly, ‘So, who are you seeing tonight?’

‘Oh, I have a date,’ she
says, hesitating.

‘Someone else? And you
like, this other man?’

‘Well, yes. I suppose I do, Damian,’ says Allegra, hoping
this will settle the matter. There is silence again, and she
wonders what is coming next.

‘Go then,’ he says,
surprising her. ‘But, you will go out with me, Allegra. Soon. I
must tell you. We are meant to be together.’

‘We are? Damian, I don’t
know what… Look,’ she says struggling, ‘you are just a…a
boy.’

She feels a jab of conscience. She really
didn’t mean to insult him, but there seemed no other way to make
her point. She was looking for a man, not some creepy, bad-tempered
boy. Damian is laughing, though.

‘You see a boy, Allegra,
but you don’t yet see the man. I am all man Allegra, and we are
meant be to be together.’

‘Damian,’ she says,
standing, ‘I have to go. I’m sorry.’

‘You will see. One day.
Soon.’

 


 


AN EXIT

 


At home, the evening
sunlight streams through the glass of the old warehouse windows and
rakes across the polished timber floor. It sparkles off old
glasses, glances through old bottles, some upright, others on their
side, casting green shadows behind them. It is still and quiet and
Alistair lies on his leather sofa. He has been drinking
solidly.

He rarely stops now since supermarkets deliver. Boxes of bottles sit on what was once a
sparkling new kitchen worktop. He had given up hiding the bottles
from Petra. She rarely visits now, anyway, and it isn’t hard for
him to understand why. How can she cope with him, and his excessive
drinking? It must be so unattractive to her. At least he has never
been a violent or abusive man like some other drunks he knew.
Except, that is, to himself. That’s how the real damage has been
done, in a soul-sapping welter of self-loathing. Friend after
friend, many of whom he had known for years, some even from his
School of Architecture days, mostly had stopped calling, tired of
attempting to lift him out of his torpor. They believed, anyway,
that Petra was there for him. He couldn’t expect her to run around
after him, though. She had telephoned several times, and he had
listened to her voice on the message machine imploring him to
answer. But the truth is, he has nothing more to say, and any
feelings he once had, well, they have evaporated like spilt
whiskey. His mouth is now useless. His throat is just a mute
channel to aid the passage of liquor.

At the hospital, earlier, he had paced up and down excitedly.

‘I love Petra,’ he said. ‘Yes, I have always loved her. Oh,
she may have been your wife but she always loved me, Leonard. Yes.
Poor, drunk Alistair. Well, no longer the weak one, hey? Yes,
Leonard. She’s in love with me, and what’s more, we have been
carrying on behind your back.’

Alistair began to
laugh aloud.

‘Yes,’ he said triumphantly. ‘We made love in your bed, Leonard. While you
have been lying here, wasting away, dying, we have been making love
on the grave of your sham marriage, Leonard. Look who’s weak now?
Look who has the power, now? Perhaps I should pull out your wires,
pull out your pipes, and have done with you. Everyone wants me to.
It’s what I want, and it’s what Petra wants, too. We all want be
left in peace, now. So, go, Leonard. Go now. Leave us in peace. Let
us all get on with our lives.’

Alistair stopped. He was exhausted, but exultant. He had
finally said what he’d wanted
to say. But, there was something else he needed to do, one last
act. It was time.

From a
nearby bed he pulled a pillow, held it between his hands, and edged
closer to the bed. It would take just moments to snuff this man
out, he thought, to deprive him of oxygen as he, Alistair, had once
been deprived, of what he had needed the most. This was his
revenge, now: a silent smothering and suffocation. But, as he
raised the pillow, he looked down towards that waxy face one last
time he stopped, frozen in shock.

Leonard’s eyes were
open. Leonard’s eyes - blue, clear and shining - were open now, and
they were staring up at him.

Alistair gasped.
‘Leonard…?’

He was
nervously trembling. Oh God. What was happening? What did it mean?
Leonard’s eyes might be open, but could Alistair trust his own,
now?

‘Leonard? Is that you?’ he hissed. ‘Are you
dead?’

There was not a sound, except the bleeping of the hospital machines. They were
bound in a cocoon of silence together, but those blue eyes that had
been closed for so long, were staring at him in the silence, and
followed him now, as he walked around and away from the
bed.

‘Oh God.
Leonard…’

*

The wind is light, and the sky is a tender blue. It is not
quite twilight. Soon it will have dimmed altogether and be dark. At
the door to the balcony Alistair stares down uncertainly to the
river below, to a surging stream of silted water, turgid grey-brown
colour. In his hand is a full glass of whisky, which he spills
several times as he stands, swaying. The flat has felt airless
despite being on the river and he has been feeling hot all
afternoon. ‘Now is the time
to do it,’ says that voice
again, in his head. ‘Now is
the time to do it.’

Opening his
eyes, the light across the Thames plays rather prettily on the
warehouse ceiling of Alistair’s flat, and he watches it for some
time. Below the open windows is the glittering brown river. He can
hear the rumble of marine engines - tourist boats and fast-jet
commuter catamarans powering through the water. Sometimes there are
shouts from mudlarks picking their way through the muddied entrails
of the city when the tide is low.

He notices
an empty glass on its side, and makes a grab for it. He then
shuffles over to the kitchen and pulls another bottle of whisky
from a cardboard box. The sun catches the amber liquid and it
shines in his hands for a moment or two. He tears out the stopper,
pours himself a large glass, and shuffles over to the window. The
whiskey tastes good, as it always has. Nothing finer in fact. But
as he tilts the glass higher and higher, he catches sight of his
sunlit face reflecting in the window and feels a sudden, powerful,
painful jolt of revulsion.

Below, the tide, the highest it has been for some time, is beginning to ebb, and the
water flowing beneath the window and around nearby the jetty is
fierce and furious.

 


 


OVERTURE

 


Arriving at
the at the Daffy Duck pub, Dave pushes his ways past a drunk on the
doorstep. ‘Excuse me,’ he says, though the man is too inebriated to
care, and waves a bottle in his face. Inside is a black painted
room lit with buzzing fluorescents. It was once a dining room at
the back of a pub, where delicate Victorian mouldings and stamped
wallpaper can still be seen even if smothered now by several coats
of black paint. Dave is horror-struck.

‘What a dump!’ he
says.

André, appearing behind him, gives him a
shove, saying,

‘It’s not that
bad.’

Dave sighs, drops his bags, and scans the
room, saying again,

‘What a dump!’

‘Okay Bette, lets move on, shall we? In a few hours this
place is going to be heaving with a lot of gay men desperately in
search of pleasure.’

‘I doubt it’ll come from anything we do,’ says Dave,
pointing to a sign over a door that says “Toilets, and other pleasures, this way”.

‘They’ll like a song and a
dance. Not to mention a bitchy quote or two.’

‘Exactly,’ says Dave. ‘And
right now, mine is ‘What a dump!’

‘Well, don’t add that to
the show. Most queens know ‘All About Eve’ backwards.’

‘Please tell me there’s a
dressing room.’

‘There’s a room,
yes.’

‘What a way to begin a
theatrical career,’ says Dave, sighing.

‘Yeah well, you can end it right here, too if you want,’
says André. ‘Now, toughen up. We have a show to get on.’

*

Later, at
the door to the pub, Allegra meets Frankie, as Charles and his wife
Christine arrive.

‘Wouldn’t be anywhere
else,’ says Charles. ‘Christine’s keen to meet Dave,
too.’

‘You are?’ Frankie says,
shaking her hand.

‘I’ve heard a lot about
him,’ she says, grinning. She is a petite, pretty woman almost half
his height. Frankie checks Charles’ face, but there’s nothing to
indicate anything other than mild curiosity. He smiles sweetly as
Frankie greets Allegra with a kiss on the cheek. Ray has already
arrived with Maria, his wife, looking as if they have been arguing.
Petra arrives soon after, dressed in black as usual, a dress
pleated in clever ways to make her seem shapely and young. Her hair
sits heavy on her head though, like a helmet, her newly cut fringe
giving her the severest of straight lines.

‘Is Alistair coming?’ Ray
asks her, distributing drinks he’s just bought for
everyone.

‘I doubt it. I’ve been
trying to call him all afternoon.’

‘He hasn’t looked well,’
Ray tells her.

‘He never has,’ she says,
with a slight shrug. Ray thinks she looks relieved he isn’t with
her.

‘Any news?’ Frankie asks
her, referring to Leonard.

She responds, ‘He’s up, smiling at least.
He’s not able to speak just yet, but they think he is likely to
regain normal functions very soon. They have suggested he might be
paralysed in some way.’

‘Oh Petra. I’m
sorry.’

‘Don’t be. He’s alive.
He’s proved everyone wrong, hasn’t he?’

‘And, I suppose he’s
coming back to the office?’

She shrugs but doesn’t reply. She knows
there are a few who’ll be disappointed when he does. She sips at
her cocktail and says,

‘I think we could all do
with a little light relief tonight.’

 


 


CLOAK AND DAGGER

 


Indeed,
Leonard’s physical functions have returned, and far quicker than
anyone would have imagined.

‘Are you sure there is no
one you can ask to go with you?’ his doctor asks. ‘This is very
irregular, Mr Stück. You are not fully recovered.’

Leonard
holds up his hand firmly. He can barely speak, but manages a croaky
‘yes’ with some urgency, and it silences the doctor. Against all
advice, Leonard is leaving the hospital. On the street he is helped
into the Ambulance, is strapped in, and given a blanket. On the
way, as the vehicle rocks from side to side, he pulls out his
mobile phone to find a text from someone he doesn’t
know.

‘I am waiting for
you.’

Is this some joke?
Someone in the office, perhaps?

Leonard asks
not to be taken home. Instead, he wants to visit the place where,
months earlier, he had suffered his massive heart attack and
collapsed. But his is not only a return to the scene of his
greatest misfortune. Pale-faced from his months in a coma, his red
hair tucked under a black felt hat, he wears a white shirt and
black trousers brought to the hospital by a mysterious and unknown
donor for his journey home. His old, colourful clothes had
strangely disappeared. So, sombre now and shrouded in, of all
things, a black cloak, Leonard arrives at the office and struggles
up the stairs to the office with a stick in his hand to support
him. He knows he will have to get used to this climb in future, and
is determined to manage it now, without help. At the door though,
he is sweaty from his exertions and stands, breathing heavily, to
look across the dark and empty rows of desks in a room lit only by
a few fluorescents lamps. All is as he remembers it. Struggling
with his stick, he slowly passes desk after desk to where he finds
his own, covered in a pile of magazines and unopened
envelopes.

*

In the Daffy Duck, meanwhile, Pippa and Eric
are standing by the bar.

‘There’s that woman,’ says
Pippa.

‘Allegra,’ says Lucy. ‘Who
is she with?’

‘I don’t care, as long as
she doesn’t come over here.’

‘Be nice,’ said Eric, as
Allegra appears in front of them, now. Pippa is suddenly
sweet.

‘Are you looking forward
to the show?’ she asks.

‘I am,’ Allegra squeaks.
‘I hear Dave is a really talented guy. I wish I knew him
better.’

‘There just aren’t enough
men in your life, are there?’ says Pippa acidly.

‘Pips,’ says
Eric.

‘Dave is gay,’ says
Lucy.

‘Of course,’ Allegra says.
‘Frankie told me.’

‘Frankie?’ says
Pippa.

‘Yes. He invited me here tonight. We are
together.’

Pippa looks
ready to drop her drink.

‘You and Frankie. Together? I thought… We all thought you,
and Damian…’

‘Oh no!’ she squeals. ‘Not Damian. He is too
young for me. To creepy.’

Pippa starts to laugh. Lucy looks surprised
too, remembering a picture in an artist’s studio.

‘I thought you were a lesb…’ Lucy stutters, unable to
continue. ‘I say, you don’t know someone called Jenny, do
you?’

‘Jenny, the artist? Oh
yes. She’s my sister. Didn’t you know?’

Lucy wants to shriek.

‘You’re joking?’

‘Not at all. She’s painted
my picture several times. Close up!’

Lucy begins to chuckle now.

Brian is
chatting with Frankie and Charles as the room fills, and they wait
for the show to begin, but he is now about to have a surprise of
his own. He feels a tap on his shoulder and when he turns, is
confronted by his former girlfriend, and she is beaming at
him.

‘Kate?’

‘Hello, Brian.’

‘What on earth… What are
you doing here?’ he asks.

He is startled. She looks different, now.
Her red hair has been ‘permed’ to flow in curls to her shoulders,
and does so over a smart black suit. He thinks she looks
magnificent.

‘I’ve been invited,
Brian,’ she says with a prim smile.

‘Dave?’ asks Brian,
uncomfortable suddenly.

‘Yes, of course,’ she
says. ‘He sent me an invitation. At least he has bothered to stay
in touch.’

Brian senses
her appearance is going to make the evening difficult.

‘Kate…’ he begins, but she
shrugs, and turns to Lucy who has been watching them.

‘So,’ says Kate, eyeing
her up and down, ‘I hear he’s with you now.’

Lucy isn’t sure how to answer. ‘I thought
you knew…’

‘Well, with Brian you can never be sure,’ says Kate. Then,
she says, ‘Lucky you.’

‘Kate,’ says Brian, but
she ignores him.

‘So, you’re the lucky woman that gets to kick his arse after
wiping it,’ Kate says.

‘Kate!’ Brian
shouts.

Pippa had
seen Kate arrive and, realising now there was now the chance of an
unscheduled performance of a very different kind, hovers close to
the little group.

Lucy is red-faced. She has been ambushed and she doesn’t
like it. ‘Well Kate, fancy
you being here,’ she says, bravely.

‘Lucy,’ says Brian, concerned, but she ignores
him.

‘I thought you’d given up
on him,’ she continues, in a tone that makes Brian look across at
her in surprise. He has never heard such tone in her voice
before.

‘I don’t give up that
easily,’ Kate replies, almost snarling.

‘Nor do I,’ Lucy says,
lightly, with a smile.

Pippa starts to chuckle. Eric tells her to
come away, but she bats him off.

‘Well, I know him a lot
better than you do,’ Kate says, gesturing to him. ‘I spent years
with Brian here. I know what this little man needs.’

‘Oh?’ shouts Lucy. ‘Is that the reason you left him,
then?’

‘I know Brian,’ Kate
says, ignores her. ‘I know him, warts and all.’

‘You have warts, Brian?’
Pippa throws in, laughing.

‘Shut up, Pippa,’ says
Brian.

Eric, standing close, is still trying to
pull Pippa away.

‘I don’t have warts,’ says
Brian, looking upset. ‘And anyway, they were cured a long time
ago.’

Pippa
shrieks at this and says, ‘Brian, you are priceless entertainment.
More than Dave sometimes.’

They ignore her.

‘I’m perfectly able to
look after Brian,’ says Lucy.

‘Lucy, don’t,’ protests
Brian.

‘Shut up, Brian,’ she
barks and Brian stares at her, again surprised.

‘Lucy, he may look to you
like a bargain, but believe me, I paid a very high price for that
man there.’

‘Well, more fool you for giving him away, then,’ Lucy says
quickly.

‘Actually, I didn’t, but
I’m certainly here to claim him back. Brian…?’

‘You are?’ he
says.

‘Shut up, Brian,’ says
Lucy.

‘I’m here to take him back
because, let’s face it, you’re just not woman enough for
him.’

Lucy gasps, ‘Not woman enough?’

‘You just don’t cut it,
girl,’ Kate spits.

‘After everything you did
to him?’ Lucy shouts back.

‘You will never get that
about Brian. He needs a kick in the balls. He needs that stiletto
heel in his backside. If you can’t give him that, you just haven’t
got what it takes.’

‘I have everything it takes and more,’ says Lucy defiantly.
‘And at least I’m a real woman.’

‘Lucy,’ says
Brian.

‘Come on. Let’s go,’ says
Eric.

‘And miss this? No way,’
said Pippa. Frankie and Ray are hovering nearby now.

‘What’s going on?’ asks
Ray.

‘Girl fight,’ says
Frankie, grinning.

‘Brian,’ Kate announces, ‘doesn’t ‘do’ boney. He likes big tits and a round arse.
You’re a bag of skin and bones.’

‘Kate,’ shouts Brian,
panicking now that it seems to be getting out of hand.

‘Even if they’re all fake?’ spits Lucy. Pippa is open
mouthed. She has never heard Lucy like this before. Kate gasps,
too.

‘I can tell you, Kate,’
Lucy continues, ‘there’s nothing false about me. I am the real
thing.’

‘Just not enough of it,’
Kate shouts, laughing.

‘Oh? Let me prove it then.
You ought to know that I am carrying Brian’s child.’

There is a collective gasp.

‘You’ll soon see I’m no
withered, dried up prune like you,’ Lucy continues, her eyes
flashing. Brian’s mouth has dropped open in shock.

Pippa shouts, ‘Lucy!’

Eric, listening in as if it was a wrestling
match relayed by radio, begins smiling. Frankie is clapping. Kate
looks stunned.

‘Brian?’ she says, her
face yielding to hurt and shock. ‘You never said.’

Brian ignores her. ‘Lucy?’ he says, looking
across at her, confused.

‘Yes,’ Lucy shouts,
triumphantly. ‘I am having his baby.’

When they
hear the word, several other friends turn to listen, too, including
Petra.

‘Dear, is this true?’ she asks. Lucy is flushed with
victory.

‘Well, what wonderful
news,’ Petra enthuses, delighted.

Kate faces
Brian. ‘Is this true?’ she cries, but Brian is staring at Lucy, his
mouth still open. Frankie is by his side now.

‘Well done, old boy. I always knew you had it in
you.’

Brian’s hand is suddenly being shaken. The
news is spreading amongst his friends.

‘Lucy?’ Brian says again,
still confused.

She ignores
him, to receive hugs and kisses from Pippa and Petra. Allegra
appears and congratulates him. She even manages a wink at Pippa
who, now that she knows she is with Frankie, begins to warm to her
for the first time. Kate stands isolated by the crowd.

‘Brian?’ she says,
pleading, sounding almost tearful.

Brian turns to her, shrugs, and manages to
say, ‘I’m sorry Kate.’ He is still shaken by the news.

‘We were meant to be
together,’ Kate cries, her face now crumpled. ‘What about all those
years we spent together? All those years I looked after
you?’

Brian is embarrassed now. There is nothing
he can say.

‘I wanted to have your
child,’ she shouts. ‘It was supposed to be mine!’

Petra quickly turns to her and takes her by the
hand. ‘My dear, I think it’s
time you were going, don’t you?’ she says quietly, but firmly,
dragging her away from the crowd.

Kate suddenly shakes herself free.

‘Brian, you are making a big mistake. A big mistake!’ she shouts. ‘I’ll be back.’

Brian looks up to see her face contorted in anger
until she turns and is gone.
Everyone he knows now shakes his hand, but he continues to stare at
Lucy. Is it really true, he wants to ask?

Lucy avoids his gaze.

 


 


TIME FOR MAGIC

 


‘Who’s out there?’ Dave
asks.

‘What do you
mean?’

‘I won’t be able to see a thing under those lights,’ says
Dave.

‘You’re not supposed to,’ says André. ‘You’re a
performer.’

There is a knock on the door.

‘Who can that be?’ asks
Dave, and then shouts, ‘Friend or foe?’

‘Friend?’ says a muffled
voice.

‘Well-wishers?’ says André
opening it slightly. ‘Get rid of them.’

Dave opens the door slightly to see Lucy’s
face through the crack.

‘Darling!’ he says, and
then opens it wide. ‘You’re here!’

‘Of course,’ she says.
‘Wouldn’t miss it.’

‘I wish you would,’ he says, and André shoots him a black
look.

‘We’re all here,’ she
says, excitedly.

‘All?’

‘All your friends, Dave,’
she says. ‘Including Drew, apparently.’

‘Drew?’

‘Maybe he’s writing a
review,’ she suggests, giggling.

‘Yeah? Or an exposé. What
queer architects get up to in their spare time,
perhaps.’

‘Perhaps. Anyway, he has a
friend of his. They’re keeping Petra company.’

‘So, how do I look?’ he
asks.

‘Dave! Oh my God, you look
amazing!’ she says, her face lighting up.

‘Do I look like Bette
Davis?’

‘Yes,’ she says,
uncertainly. ‘I’m sure you do.’

‘If you knew who she was,
you mean?’ he said, landing a finger on her forehead.

‘Okay, girls,’ says André, breaking them up. ‘Time to make
some magic. Come on, take your seat.’

‘There are no
seats.’

‘Your places,
then. We’re about to go
on.’

‘Darling. Love you,’ said
Lucy breathlessly. ‘You’re wonderful. See you after the
show.’

Dave blows her a kiss.

And so, the
music begins. Tilda, a retired music teacher and André’s next-door
neighbour, hammers the keyboard of the pub’s battered piano and
begins an overture that includes a medley of some of the show’s
songs. Dave grimaces behind the door while he adjusts his
dress.

‘Oh, very traditional,’ he whispers fiercely, pushing a
falsie down the front of his dress. ‘You might have tried taking
music theatre into a whole new direction.’

‘Shut up and finish dressing,’ barks André, still brushing
makeup onto his cheeks.

‘I look
ridiculous.’

‘You look
fine.’

‘These big
enough?’

‘Like you grew them
yourself.’

‘You think?’ says Dave,
smoothing his hands over his new shape. ‘Hmm, Maybe I could get
used to these.’

‘Just get them out there
and give it all you’ve got!’

‘Okay, okay. How about a
little understanding,’ says Dave, throwing a wig over his head.
André first blows him a kiss, and then slaps his backside. As the
overture ends, there is the sound of just a few people
clapping.

‘It’s a rapturous audience
out there,’ quips Dave, sarcastically.

‘There will be,’ says
André. ‘Right, focus! You’re on.’

‘Here we go,’ says
Dave.

‘Be great!’

‘Always,’ Dave says, and
then pinches his cheeks, clears his throat and swishes out onto the
stage in his green satin dress, to begin his first song called
‘Funny Business’.

“It’s a funny business, to
be sure,

The theatuh, the theatuh! Ah! the lure,

The lights, the make up, and the spot that
follows me,

The rise of the curtain, the props. Mind
that false tree…!”

 


 


AN INTRODUCTION

 


In the quiet
of an empty office, Leonard sits at his desk once more, and opens
his mail. Among the arts organisation newsletters, invitations to
fundraisers, letters requesting a review of a new book or project,
sent before anyone realised just how grave was Leonard’s condition,
there were get well messages and cards of condolence, too. He holds
them up one by one and then drops them onto the table, until at
last he finds the one he has been looking for: a letter from
Hildegarde Rohmer.

‘Dear Leonard,’ it
begins. ‘You thought you had
heard the last from me…’

He drops the letter and pushes it aside.
He knows what had happened to him,
months ago, from a long conversation with the kindly Indian doctor
who’d administered to him as a recovering coma patient. He had
helped him reconstruct the events on the night of his collapse
because he has almost no memory of it. He remembers feeling pain,
and remembers falling to the floor, but after that, he draws only a
blank. From that time until he woke, to see Alistair’s face staring
down at him, he had been in a coma. All Doctor Malik could tell him
was that he had lost all his neurologic functions and slipped into
a permanent state of unconsciousness. It’s a miracle that Leonard
is now so alert and upright, for which the Doctor expressed
considerable surprise. Most coma victims take months to recover.
Not Leonard. He’d been on his feet again quickly, albeit
unsteadily, though he thought he would need a stick for some time
to come.

Leonard looks up. There is a noise from the back of the room.

‘Is anyone there?’ he
tries calling, and hearing his own voice surprises him now, in that
quiet, echoey space. The doctor told him it would take quite a
while for his voice to return, but he tries again.

‘Is anyone there? I know
there is…’

No one answers, but there is another sound. Around him the
room is in shadow as only a few of the overhead fluorescents are
lit, casting a blanching white light over his desk. There it is
again: a rustling sound. Yes, he thinks, there is someone.

‘Who is it?’ he tries calling again. This time, from out of
the shadows a figure appears: a tall, slim young man.

‘Who are you?’ he calls out, worried, but the young man
doesn’t answer. Instead he approaches slowly, and Leonard is now
fearful. He didn’t have the strength to repel an intruder. He holds
his breath, until the young man emerges fully into the light. When
he does, a tall young man with bright blue eyes, reddish blond
hair, and a stern, aristocratic face is revealed.

‘What do you want?’ Leonard says, in a frightened whisper.
‘Who are you?’

The young man smiles now. ‘Don’t worry,’ he
says, calmly. ‘I’m sorry to have startled you.’

‘Who are you…?’ asks
Leonard, struggling. ‘Tell me!’

‘Damian. My name is
Damian.’

‘Damian? Damian?’ Leonard
says, staring at him, his mouth open.

‘Yes,’ says Damian. ‘Hello
father.’

 


 


FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELTS

 


On stage,
Dave has settled into his role as Margo Channing, sashaying around
the small stage with such verve that his audience spontaneously
applauds his bitchy lines and campy songs. André has proved adept
at playing several other parts of the story even if Dave had
worried he would have far too much to do. They had such meager
resources. The largely gay audience seemed to be lapping it up,
however. So, Dave - as Margot - having bitch-slapped André - as Eve
- and having agonised over the fact that she, a fading actress, is
getting old, sings over Tilda’s hammered keys,

‘Age has crept up on me,

I feel like I’m naked.’

His big number, ‘Bumpy Night’, which will close act one, is fast approaching
now. André has already been and gone with his ‘There should be a new word for
happiness,’ and it’s left now
to Dave to bemoan a woman’s lot. Through the glare of the lights,
Dave can see the room is full. There are many of André’s friends,
some of whom he actually knows. But there are many who bothered to
buy tickets at the door, attracted to a musical based on one of
Bette Davis’ finest movies. To give André credit, he has crafted a
smart ‘book’ from the film script, and the show contains not the
best music perhaps but some of the film’s best lines. He feels
good, thinks he looks good, and his voice is in fine shape, too,
and Tilda hasn’t yet lost her way with the music. Dave,
fortunately, has most of the best lines and as he delivers them,
notices how the faces of all the gay men in front of him light up,
adding to his confidence.

In the crowd
are his friends, too: Laurence and Binky, and Ralph, all laughing.
Bless them, he thinks, for coming. They have been so patient with
him these last few months. Pippa he can see, at the back, is
grinning widely. Even Eric is smiling. Bless them for coming, too.
There is Ray and his wife Maria, and for a while they seemed
suspended in time, transfixed by the magic of the theatre. At least
they weren’t arguing. There is Frankie, chatting away with a tall
girl he’d never seen before. Perhaps it’s the new girl Lucy had
talked about.

Dave sings:

‘Like busy bees, we buzz

Full of stings, and
making honey

Day and night, just for the money.’

He notices Lucy and Brian. She looks lovely, as always, her
hair up in a clip so that her blonde hair looks like a sheaf of
corn on top of her bright, smiling face. Brian, too, is smiling. Brian has come to see him
perform and Dave realises now how pleased he is to see him,
resolving to speak to him at last. There must surely be the chance
to repair a friendship that has meant more to him at times than his
own career. Yes, well. Steady on Dave, he thinks. He left you high
and dry, didn’t he? But none of that matters now. Not on a night
like this. And with that thought, he sings louder, and with greater
passion,

‘It’s my life and that’s how I want it

Don’t stand in my way.’

Dave then catches sight of Charles in the audience.
Charles. Beautiful Charles. His face, staring up at him, is as bright and handsome as he
remembers, and is the face of a man clearly enjoying the show. Dave
feels overwhelmed suddenly. The past has caught up with him. No, it
has flown up to him, and now slaps him squarely in the face.
Everyone that has meant so much to him, now and in the past, is
there, watching him. But who is that standing next to him? Who is
that short woman with blond hair? Is that his wife? Oh Charles.
Dave feels himself choke.

Finishing
his song somehow, Dave steps through the curtain at the back,
sobbing. André appears, getting ready to go back on with a tray of
hors d’oeuvres for the continuing party scene.

‘What is it?’ he
asks.

Dave is bent double. ‘I can’t go on. I can’t go on.
I’ll die!’ he whispers.

‘What is it now?’ André
hisses.

‘It’s Charles!’

‘Charles? Charles
who?’

‘Love,’ is all Dave manages to say; his head now back
against the wall as if in pain.

‘So? Is he an
ex?’

‘Yes. No. Not
exactly.’

‘Then shut the fuck up,’
André hisses, angry at yet another crisis in the making.

‘But I can’t,’ says Dave,
weak suddenly. ‘I can’t go on.’

‘Oh yes you
can!’

‘It’s too
much…’

‘Why is this always all about
you?’ André asks him, angrily. ‘Look Dave, don’t get all queeny on
me now. Save that for the performance. Get!’

And with that, André pushes him through the
curtain to close act one of ‘All About Eve’ with a song that ends
with the most famous line in the show. But, before he can manage
it, Dave is in for one more shock.

Standing on stage once more, and peering through the glare
of the spotlight, Dave now finds Siegfried standing tall at the
back of the room. Siegfried! Oh God, not him as well. It’s all too
much. First Brian, then Charles, and now Siegfried. What is he doing? This is all
madness. So runs his thoughts as his heart skips a beat, his voice
dries, and his face freezes. Tilda looks up at him from the piano,
terrified now he’s about to miss his cue, and in a moment of
delicious theatrical tension, that’s exactly what he does. André,
not about to see his show grind to a halt, thinks quickly and
whispers loudly through the curtain for Tilda to ‘go round again’
so that she, as seamlessly as possible, begins pounding out the
theme once more, and begins her run of fingers over the keys. Dave,
in the meantime, wants only to die right there, on the stage. He’s
in a show, in makeup, in a dress, and Siegfried is out there
watching him. He is humiliated. Nobody, and certainly not
Siegfried, will ever love him now. Oh God!

Oblivious,
André has other concerns. He is determined to rescue his show and
appears through the curtain with his tray of hors d’oeuvres. He
nudges Dave violently in the ribs. The audience laughs, clearly
loving every minute of it, and possibly thinking it was all part of
the show. Dave, from where he doesn’t know (and he wonders about
this later, loudly, and late into the night) he finds new strength
and a new resolve, so that stern, flamboyant and utterly in
character in his green satin dress - a dress, by the way, blazing
under the brilliance of a single spot light (operated by Derek, the
pub electrician) - he turns lightly, heads for the curtain and
stops before it, as Tilda, on course to deliver his notes like a
pilot flying a plane on a bombing run, crashes the final keys, Dave
sings at the top of his voice,

‘Fasten your seat belts.
It’s going to be a bumpy night!’

There’s a thunderous round of cheers and
applause as he disappears through the curtain. André follows,
screaming. Tilda beams as the lights go up.

 


 


INTERVAL

 


There’s a brief knock at the dressing room
door.

‘Oh God, who is it?’ Dave
says, grumbling.

‘Get used to it, honey,’
André tells him. ‘When you’re famous…’

Outside are Binky and Laurence, shrieking
with joy.

‘Darling, you’re
fabulous!’ they chorus.

‘Thank you, thank you,’
says Dave. ‘I can’t talk. Must keep my voice…’

André glares at him. ‘You’re not that famous.’

They go, laughing. Soon there is another
knock at the door.

‘Oh God,’ Dave shouts, but
when he opens it he finds Gudrun, excited to see him. Jenny is
standing behind her.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Dave
tells them, managing a nod at Jenny.

‘I couldn’t miss it,’
Gudrun tells him. ‘I wanted to know just how talented the father
really is.’

Dave shrieks
with laughter. ‘Multi-talented,’ he corrects her.

‘Of course!’

‘And you can change
nappies too, I hope,’ says Jenny, deadpan.

Dave screws
up his face. After they have gone, there’s another knock at the
door, and André is about to lose his temper. It’s Hughie and Greg.
Hughie fills the doorframe. Greg is behind him, seen only through a
small gap.

‘Well, Dave! What a
performance!’ booms Hughie.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ he says, with a smile. ‘I’m so glad
you could come.’ There is much air-kissing and slapping of
backs.

‘You make a beautiful
woman,’ shouts Greg, from the back.

‘I caught Greg in a dress
once,’ Hughie says, chuckling.

‘You did not,’ Greg
answers, protesting.

‘I’m joking. But, those
feminine tendencies of yours are nothing to be ashamed of
Greg.’

‘Me,’ shouts Greg. ‘If
I recall, the only dress in our wardrobe is yours.’

Hughie
shrugs, and smiles. André, looking on, is beginning to wonder
whether these bickering queens are ever going to leave. Dave
introduces them.

‘We go back a long way,’
says Hughie, ‘before I even met Greg.’

‘Really? Well, well. Interesting. Now, if you don’t mind,’
André says testily, ‘we have only a few minutes to prepare for Act
Two.’

‘Of course,’ says Hughie,
who has already concluded that André is Dave’s new boyfriend. ‘You
never said anything,’ Hughie whispers, gesturing over Dave’s
shoulder. Dave thinks he must be talking about the show.

‘I’ve been working on it a
long time. André and I…’

Hughie looked surprised. ‘It takes time,
Dave. You have to work at it.’

‘We have,’ says Dave,
quizzically. Greg is grinning, aware of the
misunderstanding.

‘I think it’s going
well,’ Dave says.

‘Good. Just remember that
you have to struggle to get the good stuff out.’

‘Right,’ said Dave, still
unsure. Hughie continues, more urgently this time.

‘Remember. It’s all in the
shit. That’s where the good stuff is. In the shit.’

‘Right, well, we have to go now,’ says Dave decisively, and
begins to close the door, quickly.

‘Greg, come on. Let’s go.
They don’t want to be disturbed.’ They both shout their goodbyes
and good lucks before returning to the pub.

‘What were they saying?’
André he asks.

‘Not much.’

‘I thought I heard him say
it was shit.’’

‘Don’t worry. It’s where the good stuff is apparently,’ Dave
says, brushing his wig hair. André looks upset, and Dave is about
to explain, when there is another knock on the door. Dave shrieks,
and as he pulls the door open André shouts, ‘Well, he can just fuck
off,’ but its Brian, standing on the other side of the door, and
smiling nervously. André quickly comes to his own
rescue.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean
you.’

‘No problem. I’m Brian,’
says Brian, holding out his hand.

‘How sweet,’ says André.
Dave pushes him away.

‘How can I help you?’ he says, formally.

‘Dave?’ says Brian, as his smile fades. There is silence for
a moment, and this time André comes to Brian’s rescue.

‘Oh, give him a break, honey,’ he says. André has heard more
than enough about Brian. Now, with the show about to continue, he
is in no mood for sentimentality or arguments.

‘What more do you want him
to do? Get down on his knees and beg?’ he says, cattily.

‘You came?’ says Dave,
ignoring him.

‘Sure, of course,’ Brian says, looking uncomfortable. ‘I
wouldn’t have missed it.’

‘Good,’ shouts
André.

‘You sure about that?’
says Dave, looking suspicious.

‘We need to talk,’ says
Brian, reddening.

‘I know,’ says
Dave.

‘Can we be friends?
Again?’

Brian looks as if he’s about to choke. Dave
wonders if he should reach out to his old friend and give him a
brief hug. Catching sight of himself in the mirror, he changes
tack.

‘So, what do you think?’
he asks, holding out his arms for inspection.

‘You look amazing,’ says
Brian. ‘I never knew you had it in you.’

‘Neither did I,’ says
Dave.

‘Nor me,’ André says, from
the back. Dave tuts loudly, but keeps his eyes firmly on
Brian.

‘You sold me out,’ Dave
says to him.

‘Dave. I had to do what I
thought was right.’

‘Yeah, even if that meant
leaving me high and dry.’

‘Dave. It wasn’t like
that.’

‘It was for
me.’

‘Come back, Dave. We need you more than ever. Petra would
have you back in a heart-beat.’

‘We need?’

‘All right Dave,’ says Brian. ‘I need you.’

‘That’s
better.’

André, brushing face powder into his cheeks
laughs suddenly, but Dave ignores him. The two friends fall silent
now, until Brian says, ‘Well?’

André
impatiently breaks in. ‘Okay fine, he needs you, and you need him.
We got it. And now, if you don’t mind, Brian, it’s the show that
needs him. He has a second act to get through.’

‘I’ll think about it,’
says Dave quietly, as Brian steps away and André slams the
door.

‘You know,’ says André, ‘I
think I’m going to kill the next person that knocks on that
door.’

When another knock is heard, Dave angrily
yanks the door open and is ready to shout, but on the other side of
it is Siegfried.

 


 


FINALÉ

 


Back out in the pub, Petra is talking with
suited, booted and bearded Drew.

‘So, is this your kind of
environment?’ she asks him, as a tease.

‘Oh yes, darling,’ he
says. ‘I like nothing more than to support our young
artists.’

‘And Dave is quite an attractive artist, wouldn’t you say?’
she says, laughing.

‘Oh, Petra. He has eyes for another,’ Drew tells her,
sweetly.

‘Good. He needs someone,’ she says. ‘I hoped it would be
you.’

Drew turns to her. ‘Are you match-making,
Petra?’

She laughs.
‘I thought that was your job, Drew. That is what you have been
trying to do, isn’t it?’

‘Petra?’

‘Dave deserves to be very
happy, whomever it’s with.’

Drew feels a little nervous now, talking to
Petra like this. ‘You’ll never guess with whom,’ he says, trying to
laugh.

‘Oh? I am usually good at
guessing what’s about to happen,’ she says, fixing him with a
stare. Then she says, ‘Damian is making quite a splash for
himself.’

Drew is alarmed now.
What does she know? Is she going to buttonhole him, here and now,
about that boy? It is surely time for him to come clean.

‘I’m sorry about Damian,’
he begins.

Petra laughs. ‘I’ve seen it coming, Drew,’
she says. Then, with a sterner look, ‘I’ve known about him for a
long time.’

‘You’ve known? About
Damian?’

‘Of course,’ she says.
‘You think I don’t know what Leonard gets up to?’

‘Well, I…’

‘Call it a woman’s
instinct, perhaps. She doesn’t always need hard evidence, just good
sense. And remember, I have known Leonard for many, many
years.’

Drew raises his glass to her.

‘But this boy? What
were you thinking? Were you so angry with me?’

Drew shrugs. ‘To Leonard,’ he says, glass in
hand.

‘We’re both going to have
to deal with them, Drew,’ she says, firmly. ‘Aren’t we?’

‘Petra,’ says Drew,
grinning, ‘You are amazing.’

‘Yes, but right now Leonard is, I think, in the office, sitting at his desk,
rifling through his mail. He will be expecting me at home and in
the office on Monday morning.’

‘And you will be
there?’

‘Of course. I have no choice, Drew. He is my husband and business partner.’

‘You could never have been
sure he would make it,’ he says to her.

‘Oh? I had a pretty good
idea he would.’

Drew laughs. Petra, he thinks, really is
amazing.

‘And Damian?’ he
asks.

‘Oh, he thinks it’s all
his for the taking. He’s in for a rude awakening.’

‘He’s an odd
boy.’

‘So was his
mother!’

Drew laughs again. ‘And Alistair?’

‘If he is at home he’ll be drinking,’ she says dispassionately. ‘Drinking
himself to death, probably.’

‘I’m sorry, Petra,’ Drew says quietly.

‘There is nothing to be done, Drew. He always drank too much. Soon, I fear, he will drown
in it.’

‘He’s a good man,’ says
Drew.

‘He was,’ Petra says.
‘Once.’

Dave emerges
from the curtain to a round of applause from his friends and André
follows. Buoyed by the success of the first Act, Dave and André
went on to deliver the rest of the show to huge acclaim. André
busied around the stage with many of the smaller parts, while Dave
delivered more of those memorable lines written to songs that
Tilda, outdoing herself, rattled off the piano with increasing
virtuosic skill. She surprised even herself. The bows and curtain
calls lasted a long time, and when eventually they emerged from the
behind the black curtain after the show they were paraded around
the room, to be slapped on the back, kissed, and fussed over. André
was quickly absorbed into groups of his friends, as Dave was drawn
into his.

He looks visibly relieved as Frankie pushes a gin and tonic into his hand, draining
it almost immediately. Binky and Laurence approach him, laughing
and shouting congratulations.

‘A star in born,’ shouts
Binky.

‘Now that you’re big,
we’ll never get to see you,’ says Laurence.

‘I can see good in that,’
says Binky, laughing.

‘I was always big,’ says Dave, ignoring him. ‘It’s just the
stage that got small.’

They push
him on. Petra appears in front of him and he blushes violently. She
kisses and congratulates him, and then whispers something in his
ear. Pulling back, he looks surprised. Has she just asked him to
come back to Stücks? ‘I need you, too,’ she has
whispered.

Pippa smothers him with kisses, and soon
pulls him away. ‘You were wonderful, darling,’ she hollers. ‘And I
want that dress.’

Eric shakes his hand manfully, but at least
he’s smiling. Pippa tells him Eric has enjoyed it much more than he
expected. Then, in front of him, he hears a voice he knows.

‘Trevor?’

‘Dear boy.’

‘Oh my God. You
came?’

‘Of course. I had to, after hearing that lovely voice of
yours. Not only are you a talented architect, but a first class
performer too.’

Dave is
still blushing. ‘You enjoyed it?’

‘Enormously.’

Dave is now feeling emotional, and asks,
‘You’re not put off by all…this?’ but Trevor is keen for him to
meet someone.

‘Here,’ says Trevor. ‘Meet my wife,’ and pulls a woman
forward from the crowd. It’s Melissa, his personal assistant. Dave
looks pleasantly surprised.

‘We got hitched
yesterday,’ Trevor tells him.

‘You did?’ Dave looks shocked, and they laugh at him.
Leaving him to his friends, Trevor searches for Petra to discuss a
deal that he’s been considering for quite a while now.

Charles then
appears. Dave has been expecting to see him since finding him in
the audience, but he thinks his heart will stop when he sees him
(for his heart is still etched with his infatuation for this man).
Charles is chummy and breezily tells him how much he’s enjoyed the
evening. They both thought him a really funny actor. Yes, there she
is, Dave notes, that short blond woman next to him again. His
wife!

‘Christine, I presume,’ he says grandly, holding out his
hand. Pippa rolls her eyes.

Drew and Ray are soon by his side, patting
him on the back. Gudrun appears too and, with a kiss on his cheek,
tells him how proud she is of him and that he will make one hell of
a dad. Lucy, in tears when she now approaches, kisses him with hug
that almost winds him. She has heard the word ‘dad’ and looks at
him, amazed.

‘What was
that?’

‘Yes, Lucy. Goody is
preggers. I’m going to be a dad!’

Brian close by, shouts, ‘You too?’

Lucy hurriedly explains the news she
announced that same evening. Dave thumps Brian on the chest with a
fist, and says, ‘You always did have to follow my lead, didn’t
you?’

‘Oh, ha ha,’ shouts Brian,
and then explains the truth. No, Lucy is not really pregnant. She’d
only said it to scare Kate away.

‘Poor Kate,’ says Dave. ‘But you know, maybe you should be preggers.’

‘We’ll work on it,’ says
Brian, laughing.

‘Anyway,’ Lucy says to
him. ‘You were amazing.’

‘I know,’ Dave tells her.
Brian is beaming now. He is sure everything is going to work out,
somehow.

‘Friends?’ he
asks.

Dave is exhausted, too overcome by the
emotion of the occasion to say much more than, ‘Maybe.’

‘So, guess who’s here?’
says Frankie, when he appears with another gin and
tonic.

Dave gulps from it saying, ‘Surprise
me.’

‘Leonard’s
brother.’

‘Really?’ He, and everyone
else, are surprised at the news. Frankie helpfully points to a
tall, handsome, redheaded man talking to Petra, at which point Dave
nearly drops his drink.

‘A chap called Siegfried,’
Frankie is saying, about to scoff at such a ridiculous name, but
Dave is no longer listening. He looks horrified instead.

‘Dave,’ says Pippa. ‘What
is it? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

Dave cannot
speak. He is staring, horror struck at the man approaching him now,
the same man he’d risked lying in a cow pat for, had kissed
briefly, excitedly, gratefully, before sending him away as the
second act was about to begin. Siegfried is grinning and ready to
congratulate him. But, as he stands before him, Dave
says,

‘You’re Leonard’s
brother?’

‘Leonard Stück? Yes,’ Siegfried says, smiling.

‘You’re Leonard’s brother?’ Dave
repeats, louder this time, his face fast draining of
colour.

‘Yes. Dave, what is it?
You knew this, maybe?’ Siegfried says, calmly.

‘No. You never said,’ says
Dave, his eyes wide. ‘You never told me.’

‘I should have said
something?’ Siegfried says, beginning to worry. ‘But…’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
says Dave, animated now. ‘We…we…I…Oh God.’

Dave stammers. He can’t quite bring himself to say what he
knows to be true: that he has…has…done it with
Leonard’s brother! Siegfried is embarrassed, realising a mistake
has been made. Pippa, not quite getting it, is excited for
him.

‘Isn’t he gorgeous, Dave?’
she says.

Siegfried smiles apologetically and holds out his hand to him.

‘Dave? I’m so glad to see
you again,’ he says, earnestly.

‘Leonard’s brother?’ Dave repeats, faintly now.

‘Look, I’m sorry I left
you…’ he begins to say, wanting only to explain about leaving so
suddenly during that weekend in the country. But Dave has turned
now, to rush behind the black curtain. Siegfried calls after him,
‘Dave…?’, but Dave has gone. Behind the billowing curtain, the door
to the dressing room has slammed shut.

‘Oh God, what’s happened?’
says Lucy, alarmed.

Pippa has worked it out for herself. She
grins, laughs, and then says ‘Well, well, well!’

Lucy is sent to investigate, and she knocks
at the door.

‘Go away!’ shouts
Dave.

Again, she knocks, and again Dave shouts ‘Go
away!’

‘Dave. It’s me,’ she says,
sounding muffled from behind the door. ‘Let me in.’

‘I can’t,’ he shouts back.
‘Leave me alone.’

‘Dave? I have to talk to
you,’ says Lucy. ‘Let me in.’

Dave sighs,
heaves himself up and unlocks the door. Lucy pushes it open, as
Dave falls back onto André’s wardrobe basket, his head hanging
low.

‘Dave? What is it? What’s
happened?’ Lucy asks, kneeling next to him.

‘Don’t,’ he says. ‘I
can’t…’ He turns his head away, as if in shame.

‘What happened? Is it
Siegfried? He seems so nice. What did he say?’

Dave can barely speak. ‘I made a mistake. I
made a terrible mistake,’ he tells her.

‘Why? How?’ she asks,
patting his hand. He looks up into her shining eyes and tells her
all about his weekend in the country, about the man he’d met, the
man he thought was to be the man of his dreams, about the man out
there he had fallen in love with.

‘Dave, that’s wonderful,’
she says. ‘But…?’

He then tells her he has just found out that Siegfried is -
oh God, how can he say it? - Leonard’s brother!

Lucy laughs. Dave pulls his hand away from
hers, abruptly. ‘Yes, laugh. Go on. The laugh is on me, isn’t
it?’

‘Oh Dave,’ she says,
recovering now. ‘Is that all?’

‘All? I’m a laughing
stock,’ he says, dramatically. ‘I wore a dress tonight, make up,
and sang my arse off. Brian wants to be friends, Charles is out
there with his wife, and now I find out that I’ve slept with the
enemy!’

‘Dave, Dave, Dave,’ says
Lucy, doing her best to suppress a laugh. ‘You are not a laughing
stock. Everyone loves you. You were wonderful. And, so what if you
slept with Siegfried. I would have done. He’s gorgeous!’

‘But…Leonard!’ says Dave,
looking as if he’s just caught some terrible sexual
disease.

‘Oh, get over it, Dave. So Leonard has a brother. Well, good
for him. It’s family. It doesn’t mean that you have slept with
Len...’ Lucy stops short of saying what even she knows to be
unsayable. She continues quickly, ‘Okay, but I know which of them
I’d rather sleep with. Everyone is so jealous.’

‘They are?’ asks Dave, looking up. Just then there is a
light knock at the door.

‘Oh God!’ says Dave. He knows who it is, and looks panicky.

‘Talk to him,’ Lucy urges, and before he can reply, she is
opening the door. Siegfried is standing on the other
side.

‘Come in,’ she says. With Siegfried in the room, she tells
them she is going to leave them alone to sort it out. And sort it
they must. Siegfried thanks her.

‘Dave,’ she says, looking
at him sternly. ‘Siegfried is here for you.’

He looks ready to cry.

‘Make me proud,’ she says,
as she pulls the door closed behind her.

 


 


A DOOR OPENS

 


‘They’ve been in there
ages,’ says Pippa. Frankie, Eric, Lucy and Brian sit in a pub booth
with her, waiting for Dave and Siegfried to reappear.

‘They must have a lot to
talk about,’ says Eric. Pippa takes his hand.

‘Poor old Dave,’ Frankie
says, chuckling. ‘What a shock for him.’

‘I quite like him,’ says
Allegra, holding Frankie’s hand under the table. ‘Did he work at
Stücks?’

‘Well done, Leggy,’ says
Pippa. Eric squeezes her hand now.

‘Lucky sod,’ says
Brian.

‘Yes. He may be about to
marry into the family,’ says Lucy. They all stifle a
laugh.

In another booth, André is sipping on a rum
and coke with Laurence and Binky.

‘I wish he’d hurry up. I
want to go home,’ he says.

‘Give him a chance to make it up with him,’ says
Binky.

‘Well I hope he’s not doing it over my wardrobe
basket.’

‘Whatever. I just hope
he’s doing something,’ said Laurence. ‘It’s about time.’

‘Hey, with any luck,’ said
Binky, ‘you’ll have a dress Monica Lewinsky would be proud to
wear.’

André looks horrified.

In yet another booth, Petra, Drew and Ray
are finishing their drinks.

‘Perhaps I should go in
there,’ she says, concerned.

‘Let them be, Petra,’
Drew says. ‘It’s the best thing to have happened to us all
year.’

‘Ray,’ Petra says, turning
to him. ‘Will you help me get him back?’

‘If he wants to,’ he tells
her.

‘I want my family back together again,’ she says quietly,
and then falls silent, thinking that Leonard will at home now,
waiting for her. It has been a tumultuous time, with many
challenges, and she believes she had risen to all of them. There
will be plenty of other challenges ahead, to which she’ll no doubt
rise once more. How to deal with Leonard, for instance? Damian? And
what of Alistair? She will discover his fate in a few days’ time,
but she already knows it isn’t going to be pleasant. It could have
been all so much easier, has she left it all behind and walked
away, but she is just not that kind of person. Now, wise to Damian,
and with Leonard on his way to recovery, the next few months will
surely prove to be her most testing time of all.

They all
notice a movement of the black curtain at the back of the empty
stage. Behind it, a door has opened and a sudden gust of wind makes
it billow like a crinoline. Through the gap in the fabric Dave
appears, smiling now, and he is holding hands with
Siegfried.

‘At last,’ says
Brian.

He speaks
for many still there that night as, stepping down off the stage,
Dave’s friends and colleagues rise to greet them. Petra is pulling
on her coat.

‘Well, my dears,’ she says. ‘Can we all get on with our
lives, now?’

 


***
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POWERLINES

Pride and Fall

 


Read the first part of Powerlines:

 


Brian Farmer has done something
terrible. He has just shot his boss dead at the office Christmas
Party? Or has he?

How could a young,
enthusiastic, talented architect, who loves his job, do such a
thing? Meet Leonard, his victim: flamboyant, famous, and powerful
‘lion’ in the professional jungle. He has bullied Brian and others
over the years to satisfy a prodigious desire for fame and success.
To get ahead, Leonard has often taken the credit for other people‘s
work. When Leonard is given the chance to work with America’s
hottest architect, Hank Nero, he gets Brian to help him win yet
more fame. Brian agrees to assist, but during a rollercoaster week
in Nero’s Los Angeles office, he find he’s an innocent abroad, and
comes face to face, not only with his own failings, but Nero’s
fame, and power itself.

Written in short, funny
episodes, ‘Powerlines’ begins with Brian’s New Year resolution to
change his life, and reaches a climax when, after a year of failed
opportunities and frustrations, he gives his boss the Christmas
present he knows he deserves.

 


https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/102971

 


THE MARBLE BOY

 


Lyrical, tender and sexually
exhilarating, The Marble Boy is a record of a man's journey through
the Mediterranean. Real and imaginary, he recalls, and comes to
terms with lost loves, until he finds a new opportunity to love
again. But, who is Edmund, and why is he running away?

 


When Edmund Payne ran from an
unfulfilling marriage, and a job as an art school teacher, to tour
the rich and evocative Classical landscapes of the Mediterranean,
he began an ‘odyssey’ of the heart and the imagination. He was
running from suspicions surrounding a relationship with a talented
and sensitive schoolboy, but also from the devastation of an affair
with a man several years his junior. Haunted by memories of both,
Edmund journeyed into exile, excited to revisit a region he knew as
a young man, but this time in search of beauty, and hungry for a
more lasting love. With a keen eye for line and colour, Edmund used
his sketchbooks to record his travels, but it was his notebooks in
which he had recorded his relationships, past and present, real,
imagined, and longed for, that Edmund used, years later, to tell
his story. Lyrical, tender and sexually exhilarating, The Marble
Boy is the record of his journey, his imagination, and his search
for love.

 


“A sensual book of infatuation
and longing, it is also a wonderful journey of melancholia and
wistfulness. The book allows us to travel, and it sometimes takes
our breath away...”

David Matthews

 


"Here's a book for every gay
man wondering where his life is heading. Its fragile, melancholic
mood resonated beautifully with my own middle-age-crisis state of
mind. Part travelogue and part psychoanalysis, The Marble Boy
skilfully weaves the protagonist's assessment of his mindset with
penetrating examination of his past relationships and lyrical
exploration of the often less visited Mediterranean landscape he
travels through. Introspective and perceptive, but generally not
self-indulgent, beautifully written and compelling; I found it
uplifting"

CJ
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AUGUST BLUE:

Seven Sea Stories

 


What is true and false, what is
love, and how we come to terms with loss? This beautiful, tender,
and often funny collection of short stories is about love, and
lives, affected by the sea.

 


When boys steal a boat to go
swimming, on a hot day in August, one of them nearly drowns. When
Charlie, the survivor, tells the story to his daughter years later,
he knows he hasn’t told her the whole truth about that day. So
begins 'August Blue', a collection of stories about lives lived on,
in, or are affected by the sea.

 


In 'The Underwater Man', an
absent father haunts a boy who yearns for paternal recognition,
while in 'Absolute Depth', the reminiscences of a famous artist’s
son to a young fatherless student are clouded when both have to
confront the consequences of the past. In 'Sea Light', a lighthouse
keeper is dazzled by destructive visions, while in 'Storm Warning',
fishermen are forced to fight for the riches of the sea, and the
love of a woman. Love is the subject of 'Brighton Beach Memory'
too, a story about a chance encounter whilst swimming in the sea.
But what seemed true on a warm summer’s day soon seems like a lie
as winter, and a new millennium, approaches.

 


The collection culminates in
'Voyages', a novella. Miles, a seasoned traveller, once again sets
sail aboard an Atlantic liner, to be intrigued by his fellow
passengers, not least a Countess recovering from illness, and a
poet she has in tow, returning him to the United States after an
unsuccessful trip to England. While everyone Miles meets seems to
be searching for ‘a port in the storm’, keen to entangle themselves
in each other's lives, he prefers to remain free, single, and a
voyager ‘at sea’. 'Voyages' is a funny, touching comedy of manners,
but as Miles and his fellow passengers sail out to cross the sea,
not everyone will make it to the other side.
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Best of friends, Brian and Dave have difficult
choices to make. As their careers come between
them, must they go their separate ways
to succeed?
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