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ONE

Irrational Exuberance

I knew what was coming next. Jesus Christ, how I knew.

‘Well, sir, I’m afraid there’s nothing more I can do. It’s company policy. We can replace them, or give you another model, but we can’t give you a refund.’

‘Why do you think I want a refund?’

‘Because you are not happy with the product, sir,’ she said.

‘Dead right. They cost me nearly £500 and they are utterly useless. This is the third time I’ve been back here in three months, because they’ve broken, again and again. It’s not my fault. It must be a design fault, at the very least.’

‘As I said, sir, we’re willing to put in polycarbonate lenses. These are much stronger.’

‘Why didn’t you do that in the first place? Or the time after that? Besides, when I initially bought them you told me you’d fit them with the toughest lenses known to man. I said I needed a strong, reliable pair of glasses, I do a lot of travelling, often to extreme and dangerous places. I can’t just pop into Canary Wharf every ten minutes. Do you think they have a David Clulow in Kabul, or in Baghdad, or in fucking Pyongyang? How often have I had to come back here already? This is wasting a huge amount of my time, and money. You’ve got no idea how busy I am.’

‘I’m very sorry.’

She was quite pretty – darkish, long, straight hair tied back, with a good figure, neatly tucked into a rather demure, patterned blouse and tight black trousers. A uniform of sorts or she was still under strict parental guidance. Perhaps there was a devout spouse. Already? I wanted to shake some sense into her, if not life – before it was too late. ‘I just haven’t got time for this. I want a refund. Now.’

‘I can have another word with the regional manager.’

‘Fine. Speak to whoever you have to. But I want a refund.’

As she walked back over to the phone, I continued to search the fiddly, hopelessly fragile display racks for a pair that might do instead. I picked up frames by Oliver Peoples, Alain Mikli, Prada, Tom Ford, Philippe Starck – I hated Philippe Starck, out of principle, anyone who tried that hard to make a statement – Giorgio Armani and Paul Smith. Oh dear, what’d happened to poor old Paul Smith of late – too successful? Resting on his laurels? Simply relying on past performance? Didn’t I know how that scenario could develop.

I had seen all these frames before of course and the only ones that I thought might be OK, by Tom Ford – now there was a brand on the make – were far too similar to the pair I was currently wearing. What I wanted was a pair like the ones that had just broken the third time and destroyed my trust. These were by Lindberg – Danish, titanium, hypoallergenic, weighing just 2.5 grams or something ludicrous. I needed them as a second pair, a spare pair, to the pair I was wearing now, which I thought of as a more fashionable pair. These were Oliver Peoples – plastic, tortoiseshell effect, with neat silver bits at the tips of the arms. They weren’t very comfortable, especially in hot weather, because they made my nose sweaty and slid about even more than usual. And they were virtually impossible to wear playing tennis, or doing anything remotely physical, because they didn’t just steam up and slide about but could fall off too. So I’d plumped for the Lindberg rimless, which probably were the most expensive pair of glasses in the shop, but fuck it, with their special, hypoallergenic silicon nose and ear pads, creating an almost perfect fit, at least a secure fit, I wondered how I could go wrong. As usual I wanted the best. Pay the most and look what you got – rotten lenses, or a crappy frame that cracked perfectly good lenses.

I couldn’t fly off somewhere, and who knew where that might be, comfortable in the knowledge that I could rely on those rimless. I always travelled with two pairs of glasses in case a pair broke. Obviously my Oliver Peoples were going to be hopelessly inadequate as an all-round pair. I wouldn’t even be able to have a gentle knockabout.

She eventually came back, this demure babe, with the bland smile. ‘As compensation, the manager says he’ll fix your glasses with the polycarbonate lenses, obviously at no extra charge and we’ll give you another pair of glasses, complete with lenses, for free.’

‘Right.’ I wasn’t expecting this.

‘We’re very sorry, but is that acceptable?’

‘I guess so.’ What could I say? I didn’t want yet another pair of glasses. I had drawers full of them at home. But I wasn’t so keen on the pair I was wearing, my supposedly fashionable pair, and not just because they weren’t so practical. The tortoiseshell effect was actually more solid brown than tortoiseshell – clearly not enough attention had been paid in the production – and too dark for my pale complexion and however much I had them adjusted they were still slightly wonky set against my eyebrows. I hated that, how they sat there on the slant. And I didn’t think they were the best-made pair of glasses I’d ever had by any stretch, whether they were Oliver Peoples and supposedly made in Japan or not. The plastic composition seemed too soft and they sort of squeaked oddly when I bent them however lightly, plus the hinges were certainly nothing special, let alone built to last. I was a stickler for detail. And quality.

Also I wasn’t at all sure about the Lindberg rimless pair either – the ones apparently they were going properly to fix at last. They were just a bit too angular, a bit too Danish. They made me look like a fucking architect – one of those architects who wore crisp white, collarless shirts done up to the very top button. And whenever I had occasionally popped them on I couldn’t stop taking them off again and fiddling with the special silicon nose pads. One pad wasn’t quite in line, despite the fact that the glasses looked straight enough on, and so I didn’t trust this pad, this arrangement not to get worse, when I was God knows where. At least I was overly aware of the problem, of being caught out, but obviously it made me feel even more uneasy and insecure about the glasses in general.

Oh, they were far from perfect. And who the hell was Lindberg anyway? Sounded more like a footballer than an architect. Frankly I was pleased when they broke this morning. I desperately wanted something different. More specifically I needed a refund so I could buy a pair I’d already spotted in Roger Pope, in New Cavendish Street, while I was in that part of town on business the other day. How I loved Marylebone. The money, the discretion.

These were by Lindberg too, but they were a titanium and plastic, or rather acetate mix, from a line they didn’t seem to stock in David Clulow, and much more like my trendy Oliver Peoples pair. They looked fat and stylish enough, but appeared to have the practical and comfort factors I craved also. I could travel with these and play tennis with them, and go to meetings and for drinks and openings and dinners and parties. I could probably fuck in them. In short I felt I could happily live with them and very quickly I couldn’t get them out of my head and became more and more convinced that they were exactly what I wanted, and not the Lindberg rimless pair I’d already and rather rashly purchased, from a high-street chain in a mall too, which was why, when I was fiddling with them this morning, I possibly bent an arm back with more force than was strictly necessary. Though the lens did snap very easily. It could have happened when I was away, or at a meeting, or playing tennis. Who knows when and who knows at what inconvenience.

However, the poor young sales assistant and her regional manager, not to mention David Clulow, whoever he was – and I wasn’t even going to waste time and effort referring to him obviously and crassly as Clueless except I couldn’t now get that word out of my mind – had ruined that plan. Suddenly I not only had to choose another pair, from a selection I’d already pored over for really quite a long time that morning and countless times before, but would have to wait days, if not weeks before I got the rimless pair back with their supposedly indestructible polycarbonate lenses. However, I was certain that I could break them. Indeed I knew I would break them, if I was not suddenly overcome with a newfound passion for them, and couldn’t find a remotely decent free pair right now, and still fancied having those plastic and titanium glasses from Roger Pope. Now there was a fine name, devoid of blatant soccer overtones and not easily lending itself to cheap amendment – more than suitable for an upmarket opticians.

Wondering what sort of bra she was wearing under that horribly frumpy top, if indeed she was wearing a bra and was not sporting some elaborately entwined religious cloth, I said, ‘I’m only agreeing to this on the condition that if they break again I get an instant refund, regardless of whether you give me a free pair or not.’

She smiled and nodded but didn’t verbally confirm any such thing. What could I do? I eventually chose another pair – I didn’t even want to think about them until I had to pick them up, which wouldn’t be until at least Monday, though apparently that would be a week sooner than I could expect the Lindberg rimless to be ready. Those fucking polycarbonate lenses had to be specially ordered from somewhere or other and because of the severity of my astigmatism they weren’t a standard order anyway, which was only going to add to the delay.

Due to the severity of my astigmatism I’d always stuck with glasses and hadn’t switched to contacts, which I was sure would have saved considerable time and effort, not to mention a huge amount of money over the years. I’d heard that you could now get contact lenses for my prescription, but they were hard ones, or weekly ones or whatever, and could I be bothered with all the cleaning paraphernalia that they would entail? No. Especially as I did so much travelling, to all these out of the way and underdeveloped places, and I knew that if you were prone to eye infections contact lenses only exacerbated the problem. Bobbie was always having eye infections and resorting to wearing her truly hideous glasses, which she’d had for years and were falling to bits too. But she hung on to them because she insisted that she was really a contact-lens wearer, the glasses were only for emergencies or first thing in the morning, even though she spent most of her fucking life in them. What would I do if I were in Kazakhstan, or say in Sierra Leone and developed an eye infection? Would I get decent medical attention out there? Not likely. Some secondary infection would probably develop and before I knew it I’d be blind, or worse. I could just imagine some particularly nasty bacteria working its way from my eye socket to my brain – it wasn’t so very far. Even if I was in New York or Tokyo it could prove to be a major problem, certainly a very expensive one. Did I have adequate medical insurance? Did anyone?

Plus I’d grown quite fond of wearing glasses. Being bald – well not bald exactly but thinning, prematurely, and chronically to be honest, and shaved what hair I did have to a number one – I’d found that glasses gave my face structure and depth. And colour. They suited me, especially the heavier, plastic frames, as long as they weren’t too heavy or dark. I really didn’t know why I’d bought the rimless. Well I did, because they were supposedly the best on the market, the lightest and strongest etcetera, etcetera, but I probably always knew they would never work out. What a complete waste of time, again, and money, unless I got the refund. But if I got the refund I’d definitely buy the other pair from Roger Pope. Though I’d probably buy those anyway – who could resist that outlet? I didn’t like to think about how many pairs of glasses I’d then have, even though I’d only recently mangled and binned a couple of old pairs to make more space for the bloody Lindberg rimless. I couldn’t stand clutter, or having a home full of unnecessary items. Everything had to be perfectly wearable or usable, utterly reliable and of course of the very highest quality. And stylish.

Leaving David Clulow and stepping straight into the heaving mass of Canary Wharf at lunchtime, or to be specific where the east and the west malls met at Cabot Place – the shockingly bright, subterranean commercial epicentre – was almost the last straw. I was not in the mood for it, which was why I somehow found myself wandering around Gap, escaping the crowd. I tried on three pairs of trousers I knew I didn’t like and knew wouldn’t fit, because Gap trousers never fitted me. Part of me always thought I’d find a bargain in a chain like Gap – what was the point in spending £180 on a pair of trousers from Paul Smith or Margaret Howell, say, which frankly weren’t always the best made in the world, when you could buy a pair of cords from Gap for £30? Until in the dressing room. Aside from the fact that none of the trousers remotely fitted me, and I’m an easy size, a simple 32 32, or maybe more like a 32 33, the colours were all slightly odd – why couldn’t they make a chocolate brown a chocolate brown, instead of some browny purple colour, or a dark grey a dark grey without any hint of blue? – plus they were made by Gap, or rather teams of sparely paid South East Asians, or Eastern Europeans, or North Africans, or Mexicans. Whoever, but certainly not by experienced, gentlemen’s tailors.

I wasn’t going to be seen dead in a pair of Gap trousers, but I was increasingly coming round to the idea of not being financially squeezed by more exclusive designer brands, such as, and I suddenly couldn’t get them out of my head, Paul Smith or Margaret Howell, and was valiantly trying to stick up for places like Gap, especially in these fiscally restrained times. I wasn’t a boutique snob. But the quality was simply not there, not that places like Paul Smith or Margaret Howell were as good as they once were. Nothing was.

Bobbie rang as I was stepping back onto the concourse. How I hated that concourse. It wasn’t just the luminous artificial light, the cheap marble flooring, the ubiquitous second-rate stores, the overweight office workers shuffling from outlet to outlet while stuffing their faces with foul-smelling Wotsits – why did everyone have to snack all the time, mostly the obese? No, it certainly wasn’t just the density of the crowd, nor the unimaginative decor. It was the stink of hollow money. There was nothing remotely discreet. Or particularly real. This, all this, amid a growing global recession. Give me muted Marylebone any day. Or Mayfair. I could take wealth, even extreme wealth, if it had a bit of class, and beauty.

‘Hi,’ she said, ‘just wondering what you are up to.’

‘I’m really busy. This is not a good time. I’ve had a terrible morning. One meeting after another. And now I’m late for a lunch. Really late. With a complete jerk as well.’

‘Oh, honey, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s OK. Look, I’m sorry for sounding stressed. It’s just this new business plan is getting to me. It’s so bloody complicated, and crucial. But once it’s over, things will be a lot easier.’

‘How about I come round and cook you supper? I’ll call in at M&S on the way. Or we could get a takeaway. Or go out, but the TV’s quite good, and I wouldn’t mind having an early night and just chilling.’

I thought of my apartment, suddenly remembering what had happened there yesterday. ‘I can come to you.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, it’s fine. I’ll need to get out by then. You should see what I’ve got to do at my desk this afternoon, after this fucking lunch. So many people want to be in on this venture. I should be grateful in this climate. But I’m completely snowed under.’ I removed my phone from my ear and wiped my forehead with my sleeve. As usual the mall was bringing me out in a cold, air-conditioned sweat. ‘I’m the victim of my own success,’ I said, clamping the thing to my head again and sighing.

‘I’m sorry, honey.’

I wished she wouldn’t say that.

‘I’ll make everything all right.’

‘Yeah.’ I pushed the end call button, and stomped over to Waitrose.

What a day. It felt like the end of the world, not a mild, early evening in November. But I had to keep reminding myself that comfort, or at least Bobbie, still awaited. However, I wasn’t there yet, and I knew that the slightest thing would set me off. I simply didn’t need any more hassle. But of course I wasn’t able to determine how smoothly things went from now on. What I increasingly hated about London, perhaps what I’d always hated, was how the smallest, most inconsequential things could suddenly flare up. And I wasn’t thinking of the weather, but how so many seemingly mundane, pathetic little events and incidents – not to mention the more elaborate goings-on and out-and-out threats and catastrophes in the making – could so easily conspire against you. It was virtually impossible to get around, to simply exist in this town without being fucked about by somebody, either through incompetence or maliciousness. Because obviously it wasn’t just the machinery failing – gadgets, systems, signals screwing up, endlessly – but the idiots behind it. Not to mention activists and terrorists, and petty bureaucrats from Health and Safety adding to the mayhem. What exactly, I wondered time and time again, were Londoners so fucking proud of? Putting up with it all? Perseverance? To be a Londoner. Big deal.

Of course I was going to drive, though I hated driving, especially at night, what with my astigmatism and love of fine wines – and fear of marauding gangs – but the offside rear tyre was flat. It shouldn’t have been flat – a relatively new tyre, a top of the range Michelin, with an eco tread designed to save the planet. I didn’t remember kerbing the car the last time I’d driven the thing, not that I was particularly car proud or attentive and cautious when it came to manoeuvring in tight spots. There were many other things to be concerned about, in this environment, if you ever wanted to get anywhere. On closer inspection the tyre actually looked slashed, or rather stabbed. Who the hell would do that?

Surprised with how calmly I was taking it, given all that had recently happened, though it was only my despised vehicle, a brand and defunct model so embarrassing I’d often contemplated mutilating, I began walking to Moorgate Tube as I was parked vaguely in that direction, and I needed to get on the Northern Line. At least I thought it would be quicker in the long run than going back to Barbican Tube.

It wasn’t – Moorgate was shut, apparently due to a body under a train. Not a Northern Line train, but a Hammersmith & City, which must have taken some suicidal planning, or a particularly opportunistic pusher, given the reliability of that line. Still, was it necessary to shut the station? It had recently happened, so I was eventually informed, or rather so I overheard, which might have explained the numbers of police and paramedics, and the few London Transport officials. Though frankly they didn’t seem to be doing much, except chatting amongst themselves at the half-shuttered entrance. The thin crowd of resigned commuters and passers-by was slowly dispersing.

I could have walked on to Bank, but I was more than aware it was getting late and I hated the Tube at the best of times, plus it was beginning to drizzle. I was pleased for an excuse to take a taxi though not at all happy at the prospect of paying some outrageous fare. Amazingly a cab materialised just as I was thinking I wouldn’t be able to find one, given the weather and the problem at Moorgate and who knew what else, so I hastily climbed in, ignoring the stench of sweat and cheap perfume – who had just been in here, and doing what? – sat back and watched the rest of the City crawl by. Rain smudged the windows and the streetlights stretched into long, bleary lines. Finally crossing the Thames, the windows steamed up completely.

According to London Tonight, we were in the middle of a particularly mild and muggy spell. It was meant to be late autumn, but didn’t feel like it. It felt like it always did. Cocooned in the back of the fetid cab, I sent a text. Car fucked. Tube fucked. Body on the line! In smelly cab. But stuck in traffic. There shortly? x. I knew I wouldn’t be but at least the cabbie wasn’t trying to talk to me. He was listening to Radio 5 Live, loudly. It was Arsenal versus Luton, a Carling Cup game. I hoped Luton won, but not enough to want to listen.

There was little point asking him to turn it down, judging from past experience, so I tried to ignore the tiresome racket – sports commentators, honestly – as south London snarled up. He was taking a very odd route – we were passing the vast council blocks of Loughborough Junction, or maybe we were just off the South Lambeth Road, in deepest Stockwell – but I didn’t say anything. I must have been more exhausted than I imagined.

It cost me £29.80 to get to Bobbie’s. Out on the sodden pavement I handed him £30 through the window, properly noticing his amazing gut. How he’d managed to drive his cab, especially on such a circuitous route, I had no idea. He appeared to have been poured behind the wheel. I told him to keep the change. Why Bobbie, or indeed anyone, would choose to live in this far corner of Clapham I had no idea. It was almost Wandsworth. Perhaps it was. Bobbie always referred to it as Battersea Rise, or just the Rise. As far as I was concerned it certainly wasn’t Battersea. Battersea was miles closer in.

As usual I’d got the cab to drop me a street or so away from her place. I never liked to reveal my exact destination to anyone, especially cab drivers, however fat and obviously incapable of pursuit on foot. It was still drizzling and horribly mild and passing the rows of compact terraces, curtained for the night, I couldn’t help thinking that it wasn’t that easy to shut yourself off from the world and enjoy an evening at home with your loved ones. Plenty had told me as much.

Bobbie had a maisonette on the top two floors of a small Victorian house, which should never have been turned into flats. Nothing fitted properly, everything was flimsy and the sound insulation, particularly on the first floor, was virtually non-existent. I still didn’t have my own set of keys and her buzzer wasn’t working so I had to call her on the mobile to tell her I was finally here.

She took ages to answer. ‘Matt, where the hell have you been?’ I could hear the TV in the background.

‘Didn’t you get my text?’

‘Yeah, but that was ages ago.’

‘I’ve had the most terrible fucking journey. You wouldn’t believe it.’ I was waiting for her to say ‘I’m sorry, honey’, but she didn’t. ‘Aren’t you going to let me in?’ Eventually the first-floor sitting-room window opened, Bobbie appeared, waved briefly, and dropped me the keys. I failed to catch them, and had to root around in the dirt by the overflowing wheelie bins to find them. The bins stank of fish. What sort of refuse collection service did they have in Wandsworth anyway? I guessed that that was what you got for not paying any council tax. Served them right. Though at least Bobbie didn’t live in Lambeth, where, as I knew all too well, residents didn’t only have to pay record council tax, but had to put up with even worse public services, and crime. I’d found myself living in Lambeth once – albeit briefly. I was mugged twice, at knifepoint. Sometimes I wished they’d managed to stab me in the heart, at the very least between the ribs, rupturing my lungs. They seemed so much more accurate nowadays.

Having dropped me the keys Bobbie must have rushed back to the TV not bothering to unlock the door to her flat as she normally did. However, standing in that dismal first-floor corridor, I remembered that I hadn’t bothered to bring any wine. She took ages again to haul her arse off the sofa and to walk the few small steps to the door. It might have been a maisonette but her flat was tiny. Fortunately her flat-mate was in America.

‘Hi,’ she said, barely glancing at me before rushing back to the sofa and I’m A Celebrity . . . Get Me Out Of Here!

I walked over to the walk-in kitchen. A saucepan with a few clearly drying parcels of Sainsbury’s Taste the Difference Slow-cooked Pumpkin Ravioli sat on the dirty hob. She’d been eating the pumpkin ravioli solidly for months.

‘I’m sorry, honey,’ she shouted, not taking her eyes off the TV, ‘I couldn’t wait, I was starving. You don’t mind do you?’

‘Is there any wine?’

‘Gabriella’s probably got some. Try her cupboard. We can replace it.’

We never did. I bent down and looked in Gabriella’s cupboard. It was stuffed with grimy tins and packets and jars and right at the back was a bottle of wine. An Australian Chardonnay, probably my least favourite wine of all time, but there was nothing else and even though it was above room temperature, because it had been stuck next to a central heating pipe, I unscrewed the top. ‘Want some?’

‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’

Lucky you. I poured myself a large glass, forked a couple of the cold, stiff ravioli into my mouth and walked over to the sofa. Bobbie was almost prone, taking up the whole length. ‘Do you want me to sit on the floor?’ The pasta was disgusting. Bobbie didn’t answer. To take the Taste the Difference taste away I took a huge glug of wine. It was the sickliest, warmest Chardonnay I’d ever had the misfortune of having to drink and I just knew it was going to give me a terrible headache. She eventually budged up a bit and I sat down, wondering when she was going to make everything all right. I couldn’t watch the TV so I watched her watching it.

She kept smiling and chortling quietly and saying, ‘Urrgh’, and ‘Gross’, and ‘I can’t stand that woman’, and ‘Why would anyone want to do that?’, and ‘Urrgh no, they’ve really gone too far this year’, and ‘I love him, I’m going to vote for him. Look at his chest. Fit or what?’

If she hadn’t been so exceptionally pretty I’d have left by now. She was simply gorgeous, even when she was engrossed in some tired reality TV show. She was still wearing her work clothes – a tight dark skirt and thin, baby blue polo neck, with patterned, light pink tights. She went for bright colour co-ordinations, said it was in this season – and she would have known – but for someone who was so careful about her appearance she was remarkably careless about her clothes. She never hung them up properly, choosing instead to leave them where they fell. The bathroom floor was awash with them, along with dirty, damp towels. I had no idea how she managed to look so smart and not remotely crumpled, or skanky.

She had straight, thick dark brown hair, dyed a little darker than it was naturally and cut into a severe, lopsided bob. She had greeny blue eyes and pale skin and usually wore dark red lipstick, but it had rubbed off, possibly when she’d toyed with her ravioli, or more likely long before that when she was sipping one of her endless mochas. Certainly she had not bothered to replace it for my benefit. I started to stroke her leg. She had long legs and thin ankles and long flat feet. Her feet were her worst feature – look hard enough and obviously you’ll find faults – but I never paid them as much attention as she did. Compared to my previous girlfriends she was in a different league.

My fingers were stroking her right calf, and working their way to the back of her knee and up the inside of her thigh. Her short, tight skirt was no hindrance at all, because her legs were slightly parted and her skirt was riding high – she was always so very casual with her limbs, her poise. It was hard to tell when she was being suggestive or lazy. Maybe she could have been a model, which was what she told anyone who was interested, despite her feet – or perhaps because of them – and this was what I was thinking about, generously, given that I was shoved into the far corner of the sofa with a glass of warm Chardonnay in one hand. With my other hand I was reaching for the hot patch right between her legs. I didn’t give a shit about Ant and Dec and didn’t think she should either. I was suddenly feeling very randy. Funny how a crap day can do that.

‘Matt, I’m watching TV.’ She pushed my hand away and made an attempt to close her legs tight and pull them up into her. This was new. Normally she’d let me caress her whether she was interested or not.

‘What’s up with you?’

‘You.’ She hadn’t taken her eyes off the TV.

‘What have I done wrong?’

‘Where do I begin?’ She glanced at me, briefly. ‘You turn up here two hours late, pissed and start groping me.’

‘What do you mean pissed? I’m not pissed.’

‘You reek of alcohol.’

‘I had a glass of wine with lunch, that’s it. It would have been rude not to. You should have seen how much this guy drank. Business still revolves around being social and accommodating, however much you might loathe whoever you’re meeting, which also means occasionally having to drink when you really don’t want to – the sort of people-orientated business I’m involved in anyway.’

‘I’m glad you’re working with such conscientious, sober people.’

How could she say this, given her professional role? But she never saw reason. ‘I would have been here hours ago, but it’s not my fault my car had been vandalised and someone jumped in front of the Tube, and then the bloody cab driver went some completely ludicrous route.’

‘You could have directed him. You usually do.’

‘It was raining so as usual the traffic was horrendous. Plus you should have seen how fat this guy was, he could barely turn the wheel. I didn’t think it was appropriate to make it any more uncomfortable for him.’

‘That’s very decent of you.’

‘As it was it cost me a fortune. For what? I don’t know why I’ve bothered to come over.’

‘Neither do I.’

I leapt up and stepped over to the kitchenette and refilled my glass. ‘Bobbie, I’ve had an extremely stressful day.’ I knew I should have left right then. But something pulled me back.

‘And I haven’t?’

‘I doubt it somehow.’ She claimed she worked in fashion PR, organising events. As far as I could tell all she had to do was sit around looking good, send the odd email, aside, of course, from attend endless parties and functions, where she invariably drank too much cheap bubbly before making a fool of herself. How glad I was that the fashion industry wasn’t exactly crawling with alpha males. But maybe I was wrong.

‘You only ever think you’re the one who’s worked off their feet. That really pisses me off, Matt. With you it’s always “me, me, me”. “Oh, I’m so busy, you wouldn’t understand. Poor me. It’s not my fault but his fault or her fault or the weather’s fault.” Pathetic. It’s always someone else’s fault. And you never ever think about anyone apart from yourself. Unless you’re after something. You’re nothing but a leech.’

‘A leech?’ Where had she got that idea? Oh, Ant and Dec and yet another ridiculous task. I wasn’t going to inform her that actually leeches had numerous beneficial uses, especially when it came to bloodletting. What was the point? ‘Why do you watch that shit?’

‘It’s my TV, I’ll watch what I want.’

‘I thought it was Gabriella’s TV. I didn’t think you had a TV.’

‘Don’t be an arsehole.’

I didn’t know what had got into Bobbie. I had never known her to be so aggressive. ‘Perhaps we should start the evening again.’ I took a slurp of wine, and immediately wished I hadn’t. ‘Hello Bobbie, how are you? Good day at the office? Lovely to see you.’ I walked back to her, bent down and kissed her on her lovely pale cheek. She was trying to ignore me so I kissed her on the lips, but she wasn’t reciprocating. Not in the least. Ant and Dec had her full attention. ‘Thanks for cooking me supper, it would have been delicious, I’m sure, had someone not slashed my tyre and then someone else not decided to jump in front of the Tube – unless, it occurred to me, it was the same person – ‘and it had not been raining and my cab driver not so hugely fat and incompetent. My fault, as if. I tried my best to get here as quickly as possible. I really did, just as you tried your best to cook me a great meal.’ Had I gone too far? ‘I was defeated, simple as that, by this fucking city.’

Leaning back in the sofa, but making sure I didn’t get too close – I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea again – I realised how exhausted I was. It was like being hit by a tidal wave of jet lag. I wanted comforting. ‘Bobbie, I’m sorry. I’m shattered. I’ve had a truly terrible day. You think I had some boozy lunch with this potential business partner, well it wasn’t like that at all. It was hell. Trying to impress and persuade a complete idiot. And who got landed with the bill? Plus you want to know what happened first? This morning? My new glasses broke. Can you believe it? Things just went from bad to worse.’

‘Which ones?’ She was still glued to the TV, but my mentioning an accessory had attracted some attention.

‘You know, my rimless ones. Those supposedly indestructible, titanium Lindberg glasses.’ I proceeded to tell her the whole saga.

‘So you get a new pair for being a pain in the butt?’ she said, that stupid, chirpy signature music of I’m A Celebrity . . . playing in the background. It was over at last, at least for another night.

‘The trouble those things have caused me, that was the least they could do.’

‘I thought you didn’t like them anyway.’

‘That’s not the point.’

‘I like the ones you’ve got on. I never saw what was wrong with those.’

Finally I had her full attention. She was facing me, legs akimbo, the outline of her knickers just visible in the crotch of her tights. In the early days we used to have sex on the sofa. We’d be watching TV, or she would anyway, and suddenly we’d start kissing and cuddling and the next thing I’d be ripping off her underwear, with the sofa not exactly providing the right sort of support in the right places – it was an ancient Habitat model – but she was young and athletic and just as keen as I was. Amazingly Gabriella never caught us at it, but the people downstairs once banged on their ceiling. We weren’t sure whether that was because we had the TV up so loud, or whether our lovemaking was reverberating around the house. Also, those were the days when Bobbie put on something of a performance when she came. She barely made a squeak nowadays. ‘That’s just as well,’ I said, crossly, ‘because the pair they’re giving me are almost identical.’

‘Yeah? That’s a shame. You should have gone for a bigger, more obvious pair. I know the ones you are wearing now are big compared with some of your others, but big, retro big is really in. You know how sunglasses have got so much bigger, well glasses glasses are going the same way, finally. It’s part of the whole nerdy geek thing. Geek is cool.’

If anyone would know, I supposed, it would be Bobbie. But I couldn’t believe this. I’d just spent all morning in David Clulow trying to rectify a mistake, only to be told, and by my very significant other, that I’d made a further mistake by not ordering a pair of nerdy, geeky outsized frames. I wasn’t sure I’d even seen any in the store. ‘I don’t want to look like a fucking geek.’ I leapt up, again.

‘Fine, look like a middle-aged loser.’

This was obviously a very sore point. As far as Bobbie knew I was thirty-three. She was definitely twenty-four. Of course I was fortunate to be with someone so young and beautiful. But she wasn’t the brightest girlfriend I’d ever had and I definitely wasn’t exactly a loser. I’d had a good position in a global corporation and now ran my own business. OK, it was a startup, but I was getting somewhere with it, in troubled times too. I had a mid-century modern flat in the Barbican, near the Barbican anyway. I had a wide circle of interesting and successful friends. I had no dependants, no complicated ties. I was not a loser. As my mother might once have said, I was quite a catch. ‘What’s wrong with you tonight?’

‘Nothing.’ She got off the sofa and rushed upstairs, slamming the bathroom door behind her.

I didn’t follow immediately but went back to the kitchenette and refilled my glass. I’d reached the end of the bottle already and knew there wouldn’t be anymore. I sunk the wine and threw the glass into the sink. I didn’t mean for it to break but it did. Who knew how cheaply it had been manufactured and from which crappy outlet it had been purchased? I doubted it had even borne the IKEA stamp of quality. It hadn’t been made to last. Nothing was anymore.

I looked at the photos and takeaway menus stuck to the fridge with a collection of faded and dusty fridge magnets. I had never understood the appeal of fridge magnets, and it baffled me as to where people bought them. Most of these were trying to be mini items of food such as burgers or hot dogs or bananas or slices of pizza and failing abysmally, as those things always did, while the other magnets were meant to be items of clothes, which were designed to be stuck in some humorous order on either a male or female master outline. Except neither Bobbie nor Gabriella had bothered to do this so I tried to dress the man as a woman and the woman as a man but bits kept falling off, along with the pieces of paper and photos and fliers they had originally been supporting. I kicked the lot under the bottom of the fridge and headed upstairs. The bathroom door was locked and pressing my ear to the sticky surface I could hear running water and sobbing. I rattled the handle but it wouldn’t give.

‘Bobbie, let me in.’ She didn’t answer. ‘Bobbie, come on, let me in.’ I rattled the handle some more and banged on the door also. I could have pushed the door in if I’d wanted. The door and the frame were not original, having been poorly flung up when the house had been converted into flats. ‘For God’s sake, what’s the matter?’

‘You,’ she shouted.

‘Me? What have I done?’

‘I can’t take it anymore.’ She could barely get the words out.

‘What? I don’t understand.’

‘You. I can’t take you anymore. You’re impossible. You’re too much.’ She was sounding clearer, more confident, more sure of herself, more certain. ‘I want you to go away. I don’t want to see you again. I’ve had enough.’

‘Wait a minute. Just wait a minute. What the hell are you saying?’ I was banging on the door with some force now. Maybe it wasn’t so flimsy.

‘Go, Matt. It’s over. I don’t want to see you anymore.’

‘Just because I bought the wrong pair of glasses?’ Suddenly nothing made sense. I was being dumped because I wore the wrong fucking spectacles?

‘What is the matter with you?’

‘What is the matter with me? What is wrong with you more like. Let me in.’

‘Matt, I don’t want to see you again. It’s over. Leave me alone.’ She was shouting again.

‘Why are you having a bath?’ The water was still running. She never had baths at night. She washed in the mornings, if at all. Then it hit me. ‘You’ve been seeing someone else, haven’t you? I’d understand, I would Bobbie, but just tell me. I need to know the truth.’ She wanted to wash all traces of him off her before I’d worked out what had been going on for myself, courtesy of his sweat and semen and stray pubic hair and who knows what else she might have picked up – crabs, lice, genital warts, herpes, chlamydia, AIDS? Except I’d rumbled her. She must have seen him at lunchtime, which was why she had called me, when I was at Canary Wharf. She was checking where I was. Checking I was well out of her way. Because she rarely called me during the day. Where the hell had she gone with this guy? Quickly back to his place? Did he live in west London, near her offices? Some Notting Hill type – I could just picture him. The skinny jeans, the trench coat, the hat, the cash. Or central London? Was he a West End boy? A City boy, God forbid? He couldn’t have lived more centrally than I did. No one did.

‘Of course I haven’t been seeing anyone. Apart from work and you breathing down my neck every five minutes, when would I have time to do that?’ She was clearly watching what she said. She must have realised that she had to be extremely careful. One slip and I’d have extra proof. It was almost proof enough, her talking like this.

‘Right, so now you’re suddenly rushed off your feet at work. You’re always telling me you don’t have enough to do.’ I shouldn’t have gone to Canary Wharf at all today, and gone to Notting Hill instead. That’s what I often did at lunchtimes or early evenings. Not always to meet Bobbie but to be in the vicinity in case she had a free moment, or in case I accidentally bumped into her. Those fucking glasses. David Clulow was going to pay for this. I hadn’t finished with them by any means. ‘Open the door, Bobbie, let’s talk about this properly, face to face. We’re both grown-ups.’

‘You’re not.’ She was shouting again. ‘You’re the most immature man I’ve ever met. You’re a complete child.’

‘So one minute I’m a middle-aged loser and the next I’m a kid.’ I left the dingy corridor with its horrible woodchip wallpaper, painted magnolia years ago, and the worn, fawn carpet and stomped into Bobbie’s bedroom. It was at the back of the house, and the quietest bit of the flat, bearing the original configuration of walls, and least prone to neighbour noise. Still the floorboards shook as I went over to her chest of drawers. I opened the top drawer, her underwear drawer, and started throwing the contents onto the bed. I didn’t know what I was looking for but was sure I would know it when I saw it. I recognised all the underwear and the tights and loose socks and hairbands and scraps of paper and old receipts. What a mess. It wasn’t of course the first time I’d had a good look in there. I slammed the drawer shut and started going through the drawer below. This was her T-shirt and jumper drawer and it didn’t take me long to find nothing of note in there either.

‘What are you doing, Matt? Get out of my bedroom. I can hear you.’ Bobbie was shouting from the bathroom.

If she wasn’t going to have the decency to unlock the door and confront me face to face, especially given what she had done – oh, the betrayal – I wasn’t going to stop what I was doing. She was hiding something in her room all right. I looked under the bed and flung open her wardrobe and pulled her dresses off the rack and chucked them on the bed too, some came with their hangers and some came without. And some came free with a faint ripping noise. How absurdly delicate were these things? How weakly constructed? And considering how much they must have cost, even with the hefty discounts Bobbie got – because supposedly she was in the fashion business. What a joke.

She had so many pairs of shoes and most were almost identical. Manolo Blahnik, Jimmy Choo, Prada, Christian Louboutin, it made little difference what luxury brand. I’d never quite realised. She might have thought I had many similar pairs of spectacles but what about her shoes? I threw them around the room, some landing in that horrible corridor. What’s more, I couldn’t understand how she could spend so much money on shoes, even if she got them at hugely discounted prices, and not give a shit about the state of her accommodation. Even a paint job would have made a difference. One shoe smashed into her bedroom window, but the drawn curtain probably stopped it from cracking the glass. I had an incredible urge to damage not just her stuff but the place as well. What a shit hole.

Finally, at the back of the bottom of the wardrobe, I found what I was looking for – a shoebox, an Agent Provocateur shoebox of all things, stuffed with letters and photos and other highly incriminating mementoes. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t found this before. She must have recently moved it from somewhere else. Why? To add more stuff?

‘I’ve got it,’ I shouted. ‘You liar. You coward. Try and get out of this one.’

‘What are you talking about? You’ve got what?’ Her voice, though muffled, betrayed clear anxiety.

‘Your little cache of love notes and photos, etcetera, etcetera.’

‘You’ve got what?’

‘All your secrets, hidden in the Agent Provocateur shoebox.’ I didn’t even know Agent Provocateur did shoes. How out of touch was I? ‘Not exactly a coincidence they’re in there, is it? Who bought those for you? Your lover? What is he, one of those foot fetishists? Into high heels, is he? Into pain, is he? Does he make you walk all over him?’ Like you walk all over me, I thought.

She was out of the bathroom and grabbing for the box before I knew what was happening.

‘Let go. It’s private,’ she screamed.

‘I bet it is.’

‘It’s nothing to do with you. Get off it.’

She was still fully dressed, despite having been running that bath, and frantically cleansing herself, or whatever it was she was doing in there, and with one hand I managed to grab a chunk of her baby blue polo neck and pull her away from me and the box. However, she instantly fought back and was pulling at my jumper, which happened to be a relatively new, black V-neck Smedley. I could feel her nails catching on the fine, merino wool. She certainly knew how to fight dirty.

‘Get off it, Matt. It’s private.’

‘So you keep saying. What have you got to hide?’

‘Nothing. It’s all from ages ago. It’s not really about me anyway. You wouldn’t understand.’ She was crying hysterically. ‘Give it back, give it back now.’

‘No. You don’t have secrets from me.’ I had the lid off and was trying to read what I could but it was almost impossible with her still pulling and scratching me and fighting for the box. She wasn’t going to get it. ‘I can’t believe you betrayed me in this way. How could you?’

‘I haven’t,’ she wailed. ‘What are you talking about? I haven’t betrayed you. I haven’t been seeing anyone else. If only. You’re insane. Give me back my things. You don’t understand how important they are.’

‘Oh yes I do.’ She wouldn’t stop fighting so I found myself pushing her further against the wall, to try simply to contain her wild limbs and nails and teeth, and to stop her from being so hysterical. I had to let go of the box but managed to stop everything spilling out as it dropped to the floor with a thud. There was so much material in there. I kicked it further away.

‘Get off me, Matt, you’re hurting me.’

I wasn’t hurting her but containing her.

‘Get off, you’re scaring me. I can’t breathe.’

I just wanted her to calm down and be reasonable and to tell me, face to face, that she had betrayed me. We could have worked something out. But I had to get her to be still first. It was taking so much force. For someone so slight she was no weakling. She caught my glasses with her chin somehow, hard. They went spinning, hitting the chest of drawers and landing in the corner, by her wicker bedroom bin, which was overflowing as usual with soiled cotton-wool balls and empty make-up tubes and compacts, and used condom wrappers for all I knew – I wondered what brand he favoured, what particular product line. Elite? Fetherlite? Sensation? Comfort XL? One arm of my glasses was looking weirdly bent. I couldn’t see whether she’d cracked a lens. Obviously I still wasn’t applying enough pressure. ‘Now look what you’ve done. You’ve broken my glasses.’

‘I can’t breathe,’ she struggled to say yet again.

I couldn’t breathe. I was the one who was gasping for breath. I was the one who had had the air knocked out of me. I was the one who was choking and puce and bulgy-eyed, with everything drifting in and out of focus. It was all too much. I hadn’t been expecting this. Not after the day I’d had. David Clulow, the failed meeting, my slashed tyre, the body on the line, the rain, the traffic, the price of the cab, Battersea Rise, cold pumpkin ravioli, warm Chardonnay, Ant and Dec, Bobbie’s affair with a foot fetishist. The fucking fashion industry.

She had only made everything so much worse, when she was meant to have made it so much better. Her polo neck, my hands hooked around it. It wasn’t my fault there was no give in the cheap, man-made material. Another branded rip-off. She should have stuck to John Smedley, like me. And what a lurid colour. Did I care whether bright colours were in this season? Colours to be matched and mismatched. Or geeky glasses? Last season, this season, next season, they were all the same to me. It was always drizzly. It was always muggy. Nothing ever worked properly. Nothing lasted. Everything broke.
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