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Harry’s one ambition is to find the perfect girl for him. He doesn’t ask for much; just a beautiful intellectual who doesn’t mind his constant infidelity. Harry’s best friend Gerrard did once find true love – but he didn’t realise it until the day she left him. Even if he does find a woman who meets his exacting criteria, he’s not sure he can trust her not to grow old eventually. Then they meet Alice. She’s the only woman in the world Harry and Gerrard can agree on. Unfortunately, she seems to like both of them. Gerrard wants Alice for himself, but Harry will stop at nothing to win her. Friendship is forgotten and even a little light poisoning is on the cards. But can a man who thinks size ten is a bit on the chubby side grow up fast enough to win the girl of his dreams?




Mark Barrowcliffe grew up in Coventry. He worked as a journalist and also as a stand-up comedian before giving it all up to write his first novel, GIRLFRIEND 44.
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The legal details and police procedures in this
novel are broadly true to life. However, I have
taken liberties with them where I have felt like
it. The law has never done right by me, so I
don’t see why I should do right by it.



‘Love then, and even later, was the whole
concern of everyone’s life. That is always the
fate of leisured societies’

Napoleon Bonaparte

‘Nemo repente fuit turpissimus’
No one ever suddenly became depraved

Juvenal, Satires No. 2




Dear Emily

I do not expect to emerge with any credit from what you are about to read.

This is goodbye. You always suspected that I couldn’t love you and you were right. I respect you very much, and I care for you very much so, although you will find it painful, I have decided to tell you why we must part. You are not perfect.

I do not want to be unkind so let me reassure you that your shortcomings are largely physical.

If you were perfect, for me, you would have to be between 5'6" and 5'7" with hair that looks as if blonde and brunette had put their heads together and come up with a better colour. Your coif would be natural, about 12" long, neither curly nor straight but with an amazing wave to it that would come to life as you flicked it over your shoulder.

Your body should look like Bardot’s but be capable of suggesting Hepburn’s. Obviously your tits would be capable of looking either huge or tiny, as the dress demands.

Your skin should be blemish-free, apart from perhaps a charming beauty spot. It should have a texture to make alabaster look like a quattro formaggio, although you wouldn’t give a damn for cosmetics – apart from when you wanted to dress like a tart, which would be often.

Your beauty should be idiosyncratic, within the above parameters.

Most of all you need kind, intelligent eyes. When I say most of all, I mean it’s no good without the rest of the package too. Plenty of dogs (the sort that bark) have kind, intelligent eyes, but you take my meaning.

On this last point, I feel your eyes are intelligent but you naturally screw in your face when you talk, which holds them a bit close together. It means you always look as though you are calculating the price of something. This is unfortunate, because I know you are generous and free with the little money you have.

All the sugary sick things – the idiosyncratic way of flicking the hair, the lop-sided smile, the slightly theatrical way of smoking a cigarette – I’m afraid you’d be needing to do those too, if we were to have a chance.

There is a load of personality requirements which you score very well on. I very much admire your originality in thought and dress, for instance. I know that when I say things like that you always ask difficult questions such as: ‘In what way?’ It’s hard to put into words, just take it from me that I do.

I am aware that this is a sorry way to end our relationship, and I didn’t want the whole perfection thing to get in the way. I thought for years that I could get round it, that I could love women in all their diversity, that closeness was what it was all about.

I was wrong. You can’t love someone if you think they’ve got a big nose, not properly. As a man, you might have kids with them, dogs, a cottage, etc. You might get caught in rain storms and drink wine in the sun, do all the romance bit, but when you look deep into her eyes it will be because you want to avoid looking at her nose. Don’t worry, you haven’t got a big nose – it was just an example.

Rest assured, there isn’t just one model of perfection, this is just the one that appeals to my demographic, which, unfortunately, is also yours. There are probably five or six others, maybe more, across the range of men, but I can’t see you as Miss Sexy Wellies, the ideal stockbroker shag, or the mini-skirt-at-minus-five-inner-city-dream-babe, really, can you?

Don’t think me cruel, you just need to know where you stand so you can work your life around this, like living with diabetes. Most women are in the same boat, but they are with men who lack the self-confidence, or looks, or money to trade up from them. There are plenty of these about, men who grit their teeth as they look at their sagging wives and say, ‘I’m no oil painting, she’s the best I can get, I’ll try to love her.’ That’s what the kind ones say anyway, and they go to their graves missing the girl with the smaller nose, the girl with the bigger tits, the girl who understands.

I used to think it was OK to be size ten, a great laugh, with a good figure and nice-ish face. It isn’t. Size eight is the very fattest allowable, unless you’re Marilyn Monroe, and we can’t allow you an ‘ish’ or even a ‘nice’. It’s horrible, but it’s true.

I know you will do well without me. You are a pretty girl, a wonderful girl, but just not pretty enough for me. All I want from a woman is perfection in body and mind. The rest – career, job, kids, money, success – she can look after while I go down the pub.

I am sorry for my sentiments. I had always tried to believe in the opposite – in love being blind, in working at relationships to overcome the little things. If you’re wondering if it was another woman, it was. Is, I hope. I don’t know. Whatever, she meets the criteria stipulated above, so I have to go for it. I know you’ll understand.

I suppose it was Farley who made me realise all this, indirectly. Which brings me on to a bit of bad news – he’s dead and I’ve inherited his flat. (The dead bit, clearly, is the bad news, although I know you didn’t like him.) It’s a bit complicated to go into by letter so I’ll tell you all about it when you come back. Look forward to seeing you, and say hello to the penguins for me.

Cheers.

Your ex-boyfriend, Harry (Chesshyre)


1

Ineligible bachelors

My wife would normally have been in bed at 11 o’clock on a Saturday morning, but that Saturday emotional torment had propelled him upright long before his normal hour. Already, at 10, he was up and directing his bile at a piece of paper.

It was a year to the day since Gerrard’s last girlfriend had finished with him and his anger, having subsided from the bare-fanged fury of the early months, was now at a level where he was calm enough to put pen to paper without perforating the Basildon Bond.

He had waited this long before communicating to her his observations on their separation because revenge, he had said, is a dish best served cold. From the way he was bent over the table, hackles high and emitting a low growl, however, it looked like he had just popped it into the microwave that morning.

I call Gerrard my wife because that is really what he is. We own a flat together, we buy furniture together, we share the bills. We used to be good friends but we have now learned to work around each other and have carefully honed the art of avoiding breaking the kitchen implements when we do come to blows.

Obviously, we don’t sleep together – neither of us is homosexual – although we do pretend to be gay when convention demands. When we got the dog from the animal shelter, for instance, they wanted to know all sorts of stuff about us before they would hand him over. By presenting ourselves as lovers we appeared a more stable unit – and so a more fitting home for a former stray.

Some people can’t believe that me and Gerrard have been together for so long – ten years as flatmates in various accommodation – without feeling some kind of attraction to each other. So let me, at some suspicious length, clear this up once and for all. As far as I am concerned the Christian Right should stop conjuring up the leering spectres of predatory homosexuals seeking to enslave children into a life of dark lusts and just put up a picture of Gerrard’s wan gob. The slogan ‘Men – do you want to wake up next to this?’ would make the ideal advertisement for a wife and family.

I have to say that for me homosexuality is an attractive idea as I understand men far better than I do women, but it would be too heavy a responsibility. I already have too many identities to answer to. Being gay would be one restraint too many – one more thing to be, to explain at parties.

Homosexuality for Gerrard would be far too lofty an ambition; he is scarcely heterosexual, having only slept with three people in the last ten years. He tells me I meet the World Health Organisation definition of promiscuous. I tell him he meets the World Health Organisation definition of ‘loser’.

I actually don’t think I am promiscuous – although the WHO definition of two or more partners a year puts me in that fold. As I have pointed out to Gerrard, promiscuity is not defined by action, it is defined by intent.

If I tell you that in my life I have slept with over forty women then you’ll probably have one of two reactions. If you’re a man then some part of you will think, ‘You roister toister, you sly old dog. Good on you, mate.’ Some of you, of course, will think ‘Why so few?’ but those on the average eleven or so partners will feel mildly envious.

If you’re a woman you may think of me as an emotional pauper with the morals of a cabinet minister. But there is a defence.

Given the fact that I’m running at nearly four times the national shag average, it is ironic, and a little sad, that ever since I went out with my first girlfriend at sixteen (I started late) I have had one aim: to find my life partner, to make it to the big relationship – what we used to call marriage. I am gagging for it.

It’s not like I used to be particularly fussy – all I wanted was someone who looked better out of a Hallowe’en mask than in one and who wasn’t too demanding – and it’s not like I’m ugly. In the course of my life up to that Saturday morning forty-three women had been attracted enough to me to allow me to suck their tits, put my penis in their mouths, dress up in a variety of clothing that I demur from describing, tie them up, spank them, have arguments with me about why I won’t let them do that to me, have straightforward sex with or without condoms, shag them in the bathroom, garden, pub toilets, tube train and other locations too unbelievable to record. At least three have, against my finer sensibilities, prevailed on me to sodomise them – one on her friend’s bed. But a lifetime of gently exploring each other’s personalities, reaping the rich reward of companionship as we approach our mellow years? No, thank you. They don’t want that, these women, at least not from me, and that really is the only thing I ever wanted from them. How many women have I slept with? More than I would have chosen to, that’s for sure.

I was reflecting on this as Gerrard, across the breakfast table from me, continued to thump at his letter with his pen, face rigid with anger and head weaving like a boxer’s in a grudge fight. Women are all around me. To write his letter Gerrard had borrowed a pen given to me by an ex-girlfriend, I was wearing a shirt that an ex-girlfriend bought for me and sitting in a flat that my last girlfriend thought was bohemian but my present one thinks stinks. Even the location of the flat – Fulham with its pearl necklaces and gun dog shit – was influenced by a previous girlfriend who originally bought into it with me and Gerrard, an ex-girlfriend whose ‘priorities have changed’ and who now lives in Hoxton surrounded by installation artists.

Before me on the table were the faces of my most important girlfriends, all the putative Mrs Chesshyres, in a box containing my holiday photos for the last ten or so years, softly rattling as the table moved to the torment of Gerrard’s pen.

I had this out for very good reason. My one proper female friend, Lydia, was visiting and I was trying to get myself into the mood to look upset that my girlfriend Emily had left that morning for a tent in Antarctica with fifty-six blokes with beards. She would be gone for a year, and though I was sad, a bit, I couldn’t help feeling that a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. It wouldn’t really do to let Lydia see that. You have to do the right thing with women – look like you’re sad when you should be sad, delighted for friends’ successes, remember birthdays, anniversaries, etc. etc. It takes a lot for men to do this; I can’t help feeling it would be better if we all got given a book at adolescence on ‘how to be human’ in which we could mark the important dates.

So, as I said, I had taken out the box of holiday photos to get myself nostalgic about stuff. Lydia is very important to me and she would expect to see me miserable. It’s important to cultivate your female friends, they are necessary to your self-esteem. It means there is something more to you than the beer, football and fags. Crucially, it hints at emotional depth and this is a powerful aphrodisiac to women in my cultural group. You can drop it into conversation when you meet them. ‘I was saying this to my friend Lydia,’ you can say or, ‘that’s interesting, a very close friend of mine, Lydia, feels the same way.’

I might also drop in the fact that Lydia is forty, to make me seem even more sensitive – gets on with older woman equals has great depth, being the prospective shag’s equation. If you’re after that kind of girl. I clearly don’t mention the fact that I used to go out with her, that looks too much like obtaining a female friend by false pretences and gives the impression that I’m desperate enough to go out with someone eight years older. I am, in fact, that desperate but I just don’t want to seem that way.

If this is making me sound calculating then let me reassure you that I was genuinely sad Emily had gone to the South Pole, but more at the form – lovers part for a year – than at the content – Emily and Harry part for a year. I was sad like you are sad at a film. It reminded me of the time I had seen two baboons making love at London Zoo. Unaccountably I had developed an erection. Did this mean I fancied baboons or was it just that the idea of sex had been suggested to me? Did I feel sad because Emily was going or was it just that the idea of sadness had been suggested to me? Was I upset? About as much as I fancy baboons.

I don’t discount the convenience of the framework, of the formal side of relationships, having a girlfriend, of doing the right things, but I would one day like a little bit more. I would like the love bit.

It’s not like we haven’t tried, we’ve given the relationship thing a very good go, me and the women; we’ve had all the structure in place, we’ve just made a mess of the execution. I’ve met three sets of parents, four sets of brothers, shagged a sister and been punched by an uncle. I call that giving it a go.

We’ve done all the things that lovers are meant to do. Take my box of photos. Here’s Kate, tense-faced outside the Louvre, then there’s Kate tense-faced next to the gallery with the pipes outside. Here in the next packet is Sophie smiling womanfully in Wenceslas Square, despite the fact she wasn’t speaking to me. Thumbing on we have Tabitha staring into space at the top of the Empire State Building. And look, on the bottom of the box a professional snap of an organ grinder with his monkey trying to cheer up Karen after I’d told her I didn’t fancy her any more. He charged her £15 for the privilege.

I have one here of Wendy, smiling and happy in St Mark’s Square, Venice. She was later sea sick on a gondola and I wasn’t sympathetic enough. Great memories, photographs I can show to friends and say, ‘Oh, look, here’s us strangling each other. A magnificent backdrop, don’t you think?’

In fact the only time I enjoyed myself on a holiday was when I went to Cornwall with mad Linda. We had a great time camping until she got off with a bloke in a pony tail, our surf instructor. At least they look happy in the picture.

Why had all these relationships failed, given so much effort on my part? My mother had asked a similar question when I’d finished with Wendy. ‘What’s wrong with this one?’

‘I don’t know, Mum,’ I’d said, ‘we were just incompatible.’

There was a brief pause.

‘Your father and I are incompatible and we’ve been married for thirty-five years,’ she’d said with a proud catch in her voice.

I couldn’t explain to her how it never used to matter, this incompatibility, but it does now.

Gerrard had a big thing about incompatibility. I could have shown him every girl in my box of pictures and there would be something – usually physical, but sometimes he’d remember an unpleasant personality trait – he didn’t like.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ I’d say, showing him a picture of Caroline – anyone’s idea of a good-looking girl, with a fantastic figure.

‘Breasts the wrong shape,’ Gerrard would say.

‘They’re breast-shaped, what shape should they be?’

‘They don’t point up at the ends.’ He would give an ‘I don’t make the rules’ sniff.

I would ask him how he knew, seeing as he had never had a look up her jumper.

‘I just know,’ he’d say.

There were a variety of things that would turn Gerrard off girls: wearing designer clothes, being too ‘ballsy’ in the American sense, having too much pubic hair, having an almost invisible line on the top lip, being too fat, being too thin, not having a kind face (I would say soppy), objecting to him farting, not agreeing with him, wearing Poison perfume (I was with him on that), going down the gym, looking unfit, liking to be dominated in sex, taking too much of a lead in sex, talking too much, being too quiet. The worst sin was being old, or rather going off the boil. He just did not find women of his own age, thirty-two, attractive. In fact, he didn’t find the body of anyone over twenty-five attractive. ‘There is,’ he would say, as if delivering the law unto the Israelites, ‘an appreciable difference between the body of a twenty-two-year-old and that of a twenty-seven-year-old.’ It would cause him considerable anguish, thinking that if he ever found the right woman he was doomed to find her unattractive eventually. He had an image of himself forcing his way through sexual encounters with a drooping wife into his forties. I thought this showed a lack of self-knowledge. Gerrard would be much more likely to tell her she was getting old and unattractive and ask what she was going to do about it. There would be no forcing himself at all. Oh, plastic surgery, there was another of his dislikes.

Allied to this fear of ageing was the fact that he always went off having sex with any girlfriend after about the third time. As the novelty faded, he began to notice that the girl’s nose was a funny shape, or that she was slightly overweight, or had skin blemishes, or something. But that’s a common enough complaint. I drag it out past the three-shag mark by introducing props or fantasies but normally after about six months I’m pretty much going through the motions. It’s not that I notice blemishes, just that I don’t want the same fayre (I love spelling that word with a Y, it gives it the niff of warm sandwiches served by a bankrupt farmer in period dress) day after day. I wonder if women feel the same? Perhaps I’ll ask one. I think my dissatisfaction is caused by boredom, Gerrard’s by something else. He is capable of being nostalgic about events that haven’t yet happened. The first kiss is for him the worst, as its freshness and perfection mock every kiss that follows.

I remember him saying to me once: ‘That first moment, when you take off her bra. You’re always chasing that, aren’t you? You’ll never get it back, the excitement of seeing a new lovely pair of breasts – providing they’re nice breasts, of course.’ I was reminded of a fairy-tale miser gloating over a hoard of jewels, or an addict describing the first hit, and felt in sudden need of a wash. I suppose I must have had my own hang-ups like Gerrard’s because I had never really been smitten by anyone. Perhaps that’s why I was still single.

Although my mother makes regular attacks on the marriage front, my dad only once had a go. ‘If you’d been in my generation you’d have been married by now,’ he’d said. The unspoken second half of the sentence was ‘or still a virgin’. It’s not like my dad to be jealous, but just in case he was I thought it as well to let him know how many women I’d slept with, adding ten for good luck. He went back to his paper smartish after that.

My dad, of course, was my role model as is the case for most boys who have a father on the premises. However, he has taught me as much about what not to be as what to be. Yes, he taught me to be kind, and to pick up litter and a few other things, but there are many ways of behaving that friends of mine seemed to adopt very naturally from their fathers that I just couldn’t countenance. Consider the common male trait of taking control in a situation. Now I never do this, ever. You won’t catch me offering to fix things or telling you what to do when driving. I think the reason for this goes back to one of my earliest memories of my father.

We had been going on holiday in our car. Our dog – a huge cross between a Great Dane and a Boxer – was notorious for his fountainous bouts of travel sickness. Luckily he used to make a fair bit of noise for the fifteen minutes preceding the first wet woof, giving us the chance to administer a travel pill. On hearing the first notes of canine discomfort my dad pulled the car to the side of the road. We stopped just in time for the animal to step from the car and disgorge the contents of his stomach into the soft verge. After a short pause to allow the dog to recover his dignity, my mum tried to feed him the pill. No easy task. Whatever delicious sweetmeat we concealed the medicine in, the dog would always consume the food and then lift his lip to spit the pill from the side of his mouth, like a cowboy expelling chewing tobacco.

After the sixth or seventh go my dad had seen enough. ‘I’ll fix this,’ he said – words which to this day make my blood freeze. He went to the back of the car, opened the boot and produced a twelve-inch length of clear plastic tubing normally used for some occult mechanical purpose. My mum prised the dog’s jaws apart and my dad, with a seaside magician’s flourish, placed the tube a good way down the dog’s throat. Putting the pill into the tube he blew hard, expecting it to be delivered with force to a point where the animal would have no choice but to swallow it. Unfortunately the irritant effect of my dad’s breath, the pill and the tube caused the dog to cough. I have no idea what the velocity of a dog’s cough is, but I do know it’s a good deal faster than my dad can blow. The pill was returned at speed on a wave of dog breath down the length of the tube, hardly pausing as it passed my dad’s tongue to a point where, as my father had rightly conjectured in the case of the dog, reflex action caused him to swallow it. The dog was delivered to an animal boarding kennels about two miles up the road, taking a large chunk out of our holiday spending money. That’s why you’ll never hear the words ‘I’ll fix this’ or ‘give that here’ from me. You swallow your own pill.

This made me think how glad I was that I was free from the responsibilities of fatherhood; for the moment even free from the responsibilities of boyfriendhood. Looking through the photos added to my sense of relief that for a whole year, with Emily in Antarctica, I would not have to think about having a girlfriend. I would have all the kudos of having a girlfriend, I would be able to speak about her at parties, have a picture of her on my desk at work, but mercifully I wouldn’t actually have to do anything beyond write the odd letter – especially considering she was on a survey out of all human contact for the best part of her time at the pole. All the social structure would be in place, I’d have time to look around and find someone I was genuinely interested in. Sex would be a problem, but then, when wasn’t it in some way or other? I seemed to have reached a natural gap.

‘What do you think of that?’ Gerrard – I’d never worked out why we called him that instead of Gerry or Ger – had finished chiselling out his letter and was staring at me across the table, his jaw fixed and taut, stretching the skin over his emaciated face as if pickled, like Piltdown Man. I knew he was angry because he’d not fidgeted for a quarter of an hour. Fidgeting to Gerrard is what breathing is to the rest of us. Always, somewhere, there is an itch, though nowhere that a normal human being would want to be seen scratching – an itch in the armpit, an itch in the bottom, an itch, perhaps, up the nose.

Gerrard never held back on his scratching, no matter what the company. In his graduation photo he resembles a nineteenth-century general – one arm extended to take the degree, one invisible in the folds of his gown, servicing some unendurable vexation of the arse.

I was saved from having to express an opinion on his letter because Farley entered the kitchen. Even though I knew he was there, it was still a shock to see him; he had certainly never been to our flat before so early on a Saturday morning. If I am promiscuous by necessity, like an archaeologist gets dirty when searching for Roman coins, Farley is promiscuous like the sea is wet. It’s an essential part of what he is – always and forever on the pull. In fact, he is beyond promiscuous, he is sexually incoherent. His sex life rambles and roves like a feral cat, without ever achieving a focus. True, he has slept with some beautiful women, but he is really not fussy. If he can’t get a good-looking girl by the end of the evening, he’ll just move on to an ugly one who’ll be more grateful for his attentions and hence less resistant. He’s tall and handsome with the gift of the gab and he goes about his work methodically, putting in the research hours. He reads Cosmopolitan in the same spirit that anglers read Trout Monthly and is not afraid of splashing out on some top clobber. He can afford to. When his dad, a bookmaker, died he’d left Farley enough money to ensure he didn’t really have to work again if he was content to remain on a relatively modest salary for the rest of his life. As he had been on a fucking pittance as a reporter on Grocery Insight, a trade mag, he’d jumped at the chance to move up to relatively modest and had spent the last two years doing nothing, a career choice I very much envied.

Actually, I should point out here that Farley’s first name is Mike, but I seem to know too many Mikes. We call him Farley so we know who we are talking about. I just want to make that clear because, with Gerrard being called Gerrard and Farley sounding like a first name, you might get the idea we were a bunch of posh public-school types. Just to be plain, we’re all in that gone-to-average-university, got-media-job-that-sound-glamorous-to-your-mum-but-is-in-fact-incredibly-boring, clinging-to-well-off-working-class-roots-by-exaggerated-love-of-football and born-again-sexism set.

On the last point, Gerrard, being of a slightly different social profile from me and Farley, has not bought into the sexism bit. He is fleeing lower-middle-class roots by a kind of twisted New Man-ism. While we remind ourselves it’s fashionable to say ‘look at the tits on that’, Gerrard is getting on with the serious sexism of expecting his women to share his every opinion and outlook.

You might argue that it’s wrong to call this sexism in the true sense, because Gerrard expects everyone to share his opinions: man, woman, animal, mineral and vegetable. It’s just that he expects it more from the women who become close to him. When we had the cat he became very angry with it because it killed a mouse and left it on the back door step. I think up to that point he had regarded it as a fellow traveller vegetarian, at least in sentiment, Kattomeat notwithstanding. The murder of the mouse (his words) made the cat a traitor to the ranks of animal kind and, worse, a traitor to Gerrard. It drove a considerable wedge between them.

‘Morning,’ said Farley.

Gerrard stiffened in distaste at the sight of Farley’s cigarette. Smoking was a major bone of contention between us. He didn’t so much want me to give up as want me to give up and sign a formal declaration that smoking was the preserve of total cretins, fundamentally and forever wrong. Furthermore he would have liked me to have put in writing that I only ever smoked out of wanting to look clever and for me to have admitted that I was generally bad while he was generally good. The thought of it made me light up.

‘You haven’t been fucking on our sofa, have you?’ Gerrard asked Farley with a violent emphasis on the ‘fucking’.

Farley moved to the sink to pour water into the kettle. He carefully watched the little ball of the water gauge rise until it came to ‘one cup’ and turned off the tap.

It was a source of quiet wonder to me that Farley had stayed at our house. Saturday morning would normally have seen him trying to remember some office girl’s name while she rustled him up a full English. Gerrard, who was generally and specifically opposed to change of any type happening to anyone at any time, was having to undergo his most shattering adjustment of world view since Paula, the target of his letter, tried a new lipstick colour. Then he’d been able to do what my mum would call ‘play his face’ (moan) until she changed it back. All the moaning in the world wouldn’t alter the fact that Farley was here, and alone. ‘You mean, you didn’t score last night?’ Gerrard’s black brows quivered uncertainly above his sickly pan.

‘No,’ said Farley. ‘Where are your tea bags?’

‘In the cupboard.’

Farley found the packet, selected a bag and searched briefly for a clean cup in the other cupboards, before turning back to the sink to wash one.

‘Quite a night then.’ Gerrard was suppressing a smirk, as if in some way by not scoring, by deliberately not scoring, Farley was admitting there was something to be said for not sleeping with someone, thereby admitting that Gerrard’s way of doing things was right.

‘Not that unusual,’ said Farley. ‘I don’t always go out looking to tug. I do have the odd night off.’

‘When?’ snorted Gerrard, like a hound nosing for a scent. ‘Life-threatening illness, loved one in coma, funeral of mother?’

‘More often than you’d think,’ said Farley, lazily eyeing Gerrard’s letter.

‘You don’t have to grip that so tightly, you know, I’m not going to take it off you. What is it?’

‘It’s a letter to my last girlfriend.’

‘I didn’t know you had one. I thought your last bird was Paula,’ said Farley, looking impressed.

‘It was,’ said Gerrard, beginning to laugh. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have quite your hit rate.’

‘Give us a look.’

‘I was going to show it to Harry but I suppose you’re a fairly good judge of women, from one perspective. I’ll read it out to you, if you like?’

‘Go ahead,’ said Farley, in his down-the-nose Hertfordshire drone.

Gerrard read out the letter, controlling his voice at first, like a nervous policeman reading out a charge sheet at the trial of the century. But as the list of his wounds built – over fourteen pages of cramped script – I began to fear the vigour of his performance was posing a threat to the crockery.

Twice, he thumped the table and even Farley, who I was quite convinced could watch his family – if he had one – butchered in front of him without blinking, flinched. Once Gerrard thumped the wall, dislodging some flakes of paint. He panted and he heaved, he railed and he ranted. At one point I think I saw him flail. At least it looked like flailing, although it could have been somewhere between a flail and a thrash. As the climax approached his voice became dry with rancour, his words unclear, like an incantation through a desert wind, although I did catch ‘traitorous’, ‘vermin’ and ‘gallivanting about without a care in the world’ among them.

The storm spent, the letter finished, Gerrard sat down, hissing like a deflating tyre.

‘What,’ he croaked, ‘do you think of that? Too strong, I suppose.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Farley. ‘Why not put something in about the genocide of the Marsh Arabs – I’m sure she can’t have been entirely blameless.’

‘Don’t take the piss,’ said Gerrard, ‘I want an honest opinion.’

Farley sipped at his tea.

‘Do you have to call her a thief and a slag?’ he gently ventured.

‘She is a thief and a slag, that is the chief plank of my argument, it’s a central tenet,’ said Gerrard, stirring his cold tea with unnecessary vim. ‘She took our bookcase – a bookcase which I owned half of. That makes her a thief. And she slept with that hippie tosser in our bed – that makes her a slag. It’s not an insult, it’s a statement of fact. Anyway I don’t call her a thief and a slag, I say that I suspect her to be one. That’s different.’

‘I’m sure she’ll make the distinction,’ said Farley, unconsciously picking up the newspaper. It was the review section, which I knew was a favourite of his, although I had never known him go to a film or play or read a book even. One of the things I always found mildly disturbing about Farley was his inability to be fully involved in any one activity. He was always doing something else, talking during a video for instance, reading a paper during a conversation, looking around the room when you were speaking to him. He didn’t miss much, but I had the idea that he didn’t quite get everything either. It was as if he was more interested in the review of life than life itself.

I’d noted in the past how he was drawn to extreme characters; one of his favourite descriptions of people he liked was that they were ‘mad’. Perhaps that was it, he preferred people who were polite enough to present the highlights of their personalities in vivid colours, rather than the ill-bred deep and meaningful types who require you to wade through a lengthy introduction before getting into the action. I did sometimes wonder why he liked me, I was sure I wasn’t one of these larger than life sad types, although he had caused me some nagging concern when I had discovered he routinely referred to me as ‘Mad Harry’. Still, this was a step up from Gerrard’s ‘Fat Boy’.

Gerrard chooses to call me this, despite, in fact because he knows I am sensitive about my weight. I’m not that fat, I know I’m not – I’m only fourteen stone and I’m 6'1". But, to fit with my mental self-image, I should have the body of one of those Russian gymnast blokes who swings about on the hoops. So in fact I know I am fat, if you catch my drift.

This oscillating body image might be enough to paralyse a lesser man, yet I do take action to ensure that I always look in good shape. I have a very good way of standing in front of the mirror and holding my bicep across my chest to accentuate my muscles. If I hold my stomach in at the same time I can look quite fit. Unfortunately, there is only one angle from the infinite number available to me where this looks any good but I can unerringly find it. Just as an experienced potter instinctively knows where to place the thumbs to turn out the perfect vase, it would be difficult for me not to find it, it would feel weird. This is just how I stand in front of the mirror – much to the amusement of various girlfriends and my mother who have caught me in this position.

But the cover was recently blown when I bought one of those cameras that you can set on a timer to take a photo of yourself. I decided to take a ‘humorous’ shot of myself stripped to the waist, to have a reminder of what I looked like in my prime. When I got the photos back I was drawn to one of two conclusions: either the developer had mixed in the shots I had taken of Emily bathing the dog with the ‘before’ shots from a Charles Atlas advertisement, or I was very fat. Anyway, I’ve now bought some fat-busting B complex pills which, combined with walking the dog, should have me stick thin in a week. I am of course also just about to join a gym, but there again I’m also just about to learn Spanish, get a pension sorted out, give up smoking and find out what I really want to do with my life.

‘Well, what would you put, then?’ said Gerrard. ‘What’s the politically correct term for slag?’

‘Soiled dove?’ I suggested. I’d been looking at the thesaurus where Gerrard had it open under ‘prostitute’.

‘It depends what your aims are,’ said Farley, ignoring me. ‘I’d say it’s ancient history, gone. I’d just forget it. Next, please. If you want her back, that’s a tricky one. I don’t know, can’t you give her some bullshit about how you accept the blame for driving her away and you’d like to meet to apologise?’

Apoplexy is a word rarely used today. Whenever it does get an outing it’s generally taken to mean extreme rage. However there is an older meaning – that of a sudden loss of consciousness. It was in this sense that Gerrard was apoplectic, although perhaps just to protect himself from feeling apoplectic in the modern sense, if you see what I mean. He’d clearly blanked the apology sentence completely and concentrated solely on the ‘forget it’.

‘I can’t forget it.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t think I should tell you this, but I will. She said something to me that’s so terrible, I couldn’t even mention it in the letter.’

I’d always wondered about these people who harbour grudges. How do they remember them all? Judging by the shifty way certain friends have treated me at certain times I must have been pretty well wronged over the years, but I’ve never known exactly how. I once received a bunch of flowers from a girlfriend labelled ‘Sorry’, with a small picture of a teddy bear crying. I didn’t see what there was to apologise for, other than the teddy bear. I would carry grudges, plot revenge, the whole caboodle I’m sure if I could just notice or recall when people had done me down. If I have a motto it is ‘I don’t forgive, but I do forget.’ I should be furious about the amount of books and records I have lent over the years, never to see again, but I don’t know who borrowed them.

I have tried randomly accusing people but that didn’t work. Lydia got quite angry when I suggested she’d kept my one copy of Thor’s 1980s classic ‘Let the Blood Run Red’. I didn’t really like the record, but anyone who can blow up a hot water bottle to bursting point between the chorus and the guitar solo is my kind of musician. I’m surprised it’s an idea the Beatles never adopted.

However, Gerrard had intrigued me, as I couldn’t ever imagine Paula saying anything worse to him than what she’d said when she’d left him. She’d said he was a controlling, inflexible green Nazi whose belief in a perfect past made him resent anyone enjoying the present or having hopes for the future. By way of an afterthought she’d told him he had the spiritual depth of a fruit machine and that she’d received more sexual satisfaction from her last hernia operation than she’d had with him. It wasn’t what she said that surprised me, far from it, I would have gone a little further myself, but the vehemence. Paula was normally the kind of woman who would be too polite to ask you to move if you parked on her foot. Like me, Farley was interested.

‘Go on,’ he said. He had put down the newspaper and was looking at a snap of me and Wendy crammed into the gondola, as natural as two feet in a single shoe.

‘She said she loved me,’ said Gerrard.

‘So?’ said Farley, for some reason looking at the same photo upside down.

‘What do you mean, so? She said she loved me and then she left me.’

‘Well, maybe she did love you, then maybe she changed.’ He put the photo of me and Wendy back into the box and gave a theatrical shudder. He hadn’t liked Wendy, but then he hadn’t liked any of my girlfriends. He looked on them as a self-indulgent diversion from the serious business of my social life.

I’d once asked Farley why he only went for one night stands, to which he had indignantly replied that he didn’t go for one night stands – he couldn’t possibly be tied to that level of commitment. Although it was a joke, I had known him go home with a girl at around one in the morning and be back in the club by four. This, apparently, is standard behaviour in Mediterranean holiday resorts although I have rarely seen it attempted on a Tuesday night in central London.

Gerrard was approaching that dangerous ground where impassioned insistence gives way to ranting. ‘She either loved me or she didn’t. You don’t fall out of love with someone – it just means you were never in love with them. So you either lied to yourself or you lied to your partner. Either way you’re a liar.’

‘Unvent your spleen, baby,’ said Farley. ‘It seems very possible to me that you can fall out of love. Maybe she changed, maybe you did.’

Gerrard paused, as if in deep regret for himself, or for the world. ‘I don’t change,’ he said darkly. ‘Ever.’

‘Maybe you should,’ said Farley. ‘Are you perfect?’ I enjoyed this question greatly, as it is almost impossible for a man to answer. Of course, we all want to just say yes, but we are so perfect that modesty forbids. Even our imperfections are proof of our perfection. Am I depressed? Then it is a mark of my sensitivity. Am I short-tempered? I am merely complex and artistic. Am I a drunk? Well, I’m certainly a bon viveur. Gerrard, however, seemed to have less difficulty than most in answering the question.

‘No, I’m not perfect, but I am me. I’m constant and that makes me better than most.’

I couldn’t let this pass.

‘Go on then, in what ways are you not perfect?’ I said. ‘Make a list.’

Gerrard grinned.

‘Well, I was wrong once.’

‘When was that?’ I asked. I knew the answer, but I wanted Farley to hear the line.

‘In 1992. I thought I was wrong when in fact I was right.’

‘You can’t dodge out of this with humour,’ said Farley

‘I bloody well can,’ said Gerrard. ‘I’ve spent years preserving schoolboy wit, are you going to tell me all that effort was wasted?’

‘Come on, how are you not perfect?’ Farley was unusually serious.

‘Well, that’s ridiculous, how do I know? What am I meant to say? I wish I was kinder, I wish I was more pleasant, I wish I was more charming, I wish I had a bigger dick?’

‘I’m surprised that’s not on the list,’ I observed. ‘Paula used to say it was small.’ I wasn’t saying this to be cruel. Contrary to popular opinion I don’t think most men care how big their penis is as long as it’s big enough. No one wants a tiddler, but many of us are perfectly happy with a tench rather than a tuna. I was just saying it because that’s what you say when someone says something like that. It’s a burnt offering to the god of the conversation; once out and said we could proceed with a grin to the next point. At least we could have, had we not been dealing with Gerrard.

‘She did not say it was small,’ he said, precisely and with feeling, ‘she said it was small-ish. Very different.’

‘She did, actually,’ I confirmed for Farley’s benefit, in case he thought Gerrard was joking. I knew at this point we were moving from the marshy ground of serious conversation to the firmer sod of flippant exchanges.

Farley recoiled in mock astonishment. ‘Small-ish is the same as small. Even big-ish is the same as small. It’s arguable that even big means small. The only word that means big when it comes to dicks is “huge”. Everything else means small.’

‘Who cares anyway, I mean, have you ever had a complaint about the size of your penis?’ I asked.

‘No, but I’ve had complaints about the size of your penis,’ said Farley.

Another burnt offering, but with the unpleasant odour of truth. Inevitably on a small social scene of twelve years’ standing Farley and I had shared several girlfriends, though at different times, in the interests of good taste.

I smiled. ‘What were we talking about?’

‘Paula lying to me,’ said Gerrard. ‘She said she loved me and she didn’t.’

‘I don’t think that’s what we were talking about,’ I said.

‘Did you ever say you loved her?’ asked Farley

‘As soon as I realised that I did, yes.’

‘When was that?’

‘Well, it’s embarrassing, but when she finished with me, I really did. The moment she said she was going, I knew she was the one for me.’

‘So the only thing she could have done to make you love her was to leave you,’ stated Farley wearily, like a prosecution barrister with his mind on eighteen holes.

‘No, I’m sure I was beginning to love her as she left. She must have seen that.’

The door went and the dog barked. It was Lydia who had, surprisingly, cycled over. I say surprisingly because her normal idea of exercise is rolling her own cigarettes. She had been good-looking years ago, in a too-much-make-up, pale-faced, dark-eyed-gothy sort of way, but when she had split up with her last boyfriend Kevin she had taken to drugs and buns. Surprising, really, because she had finished with him. Gerrard had said that her life had hit the crash barriers and it looked as though an air bag had gone off inside her face, which I thought was very unfair. He only said it to be funny though and that, as we know, excuses anything.

Lydia was pretty, which I suppose is a way of saying that she looked nice but wasn’t my type, which I suppose is another way of agreeing with Gerrard. She had certainly put on a bit of weight, something she had failed to do when she and I split up, I was slightly disappointed to note. She’d always been bonny, but had slipped into what the personal ads call ‘curvy’ and cruel people ‘fat’. The bike, I thought, was a good move. I hate to see a friend letting themselves go, even if I’m letting myself go at the time. She herself said that she was two pounds over her ideal weight so, by her own admission, she had bloated hugely.

She’d obviously cared for Kevin more than she had for me. I don’t know why I was inclined to be annoyed by this because, although I had loved Lydia, I had always really wanted to go out with someone better looking – a desire that was fairly obvious to her, I think. I didn’t want to feel that way, I just did. Sorry.

‘Come in,’ I said, remembering to look disconsolate.

‘How are you? Did she get off all right?’ Lydia pushed her over-large bike across the threshold, skilfully catching the dog’s head between the wall and the front wheel in order to forestall a suicide dash for the road. She handed me a space-age brief case which, unaccountably, she had been carrying in one hand instead of strapped to the bike rack.

‘Oh, fine, yes, very well. Excellent really. The plane took off and everything.’

‘Wasn’t delayed then?’

‘Don’t think so.’ I closed the door with one hand and collared the dog with the other. ‘Come back, Rex,’ I said.

‘Ben!’ came a voice from the kitchen. When we had bought the dog from the home it had been called Ben, but every dog in the park was called Ben and I didn’t like the look of their owners, too much of the Wellington boots and corduroys, so I had rechristened him Rex. It strikes me that the middle classes are ever more inclined to give their children names like dogs and their dogs names like children. The dogs are called Graham, Penelope and Ben; the children Talisker, Colour and Topher. The day can’t be far off when someone has their daughter spayed by mistake.

So that’s why the dog got his name change. Gerrard hated the name Rex, but then he hated the name Ben. I suppose it was the old antipathy to change again. He was lucky, I was going to call the dog Gerrard. I felt I had the right to change its name as I had paid for its release from the home. Besides Gerrard had a strange attitude towards the creature. You can always tell how he feels about it by his use of the possessive. ‘Our dog has done an amusing trick.’ ‘Your dog has pissed on my bed.’ ‘Yes, he’s wonderful, I’ve had him about a year’ (normally to dog-loving woman), as opposed to ‘I think your dog is ill, you’d better take him to the vet’s.’

‘Didn’t you see her off?’ Lydia was tickling the dog behind the ears. I realised she was speaking to me.

‘No, they picked her up in a taxi and I would have had to get a tube back. Beside it’s a lot of waiting around, isn’t it?’

‘Not if you love someone,’ said Lydia to the dog.

‘There’s love and there’s getting up at five in the morning. Come into the kitchen, Farley’s here.’

Lydia came in and helloed everyone. Gerrard looked sheepish. Lydia riled him with her intelligence and her northern accent. It wasn’t that she was a woman and clever that bothered him, it was that she was a Geordie and clever. In the neat compartments of his brain, Geordie equalled thick. He went by the old adage ‘a Geordie is no more than a Scotsman with his brains kicked out.’ Lydia, however, presented a challenge to this happy opinion. She was a Geordie and luminously bright. Anyone else would have conceded that they must be mistaken in a vicious stereotype of the North East, but Gerrard was not so easily shaken. His conclusion was that Lydia put the accent on in order to be fashionable.

Another reason that Gerrard was suspicious of her was that he disapproved of her thirty-a-day roll up habit. The one piece of sexism he would admit to was disliking women who smoked roll ups. I knew for a fact that there were many more pieces of sexism within him, but that was his New Man or Sensitive New Age Guy sexism. It surprised me when I learned that these paragons of virtue allow any unpleasant side at all to show through, but it seems they all need a lapse or rather a LAPS – Life Affirming Piece of Sexism – to get by. Just like the normal fucked up bloke needs a female friend to show the world he’s not all kebabs and curries, the committedly sensitive need an insensitive bit to show that they’re a human being. Otherwise they become too suspiciously politically correct, over-polished like a dodgy second hand car. So at a party the chap who’s been jawing about the theatre with the host’s younger sister for an hour or more might glance appreciatively at her rear as she disappears for a comfort break, winking conspiratorially at the nearest man as she moves out of his cloud of opinions towards the cocaine/toilet queue. I’m not sure they know they do this but they do.

Lydia sat down and immediately began to roll a cigarette. In her mind, I’m sure, the roll up made her look like one of those sexy girls that idea-free photographers place in a man’s suit with a cigar: Grubb’s Tyre Lever Calendar Miss October, or even something from 1930s France. To Gerrard she looked like one of those school teachers who never found the right man and lived with a ‘friend’. This was unfortunate, because I wanted him to think well of her, which he sort of did, in a threatened sort of way. All my friends, perhaps with the exception of Farley, felt a little transparent in front of Lydia, like earthlings in the gaze of an alien super mind. Farley wouldn’t have felt inferior because he’d never valued intelligence too highly, as the genuinely clever do not.

Gerrard casually placed his steaming epistle down on the table.

‘What’s that?’ asked Lydia.

‘Oh, a letter to a friend,’ he said, shrinking inside his collar.

‘It’s unlike you to write, Gerrard,’ said Lydia, sitting down and removing her cycle clips from her suit trousers. As I watched her I came to the sick realisation that she must be on her way to work, on a Saturday. The weekend starts here? Not nowadays it doesn’t.

‘It’s to Paula,’ said Farley. He whisked a cigarette from my packet on the table.

‘Got a new bike?’ I said.

‘No, I borrowed it, which rather neatly brings me to why I came round here. I’ve a bit of an announcement.’

‘I’m holding out an olive branch,’ said Gerrard, ignoring her.

To our mutual credit, neither Farley nor I raised an eyebrow. Farley simply took a long hard look at the appropriated Marlboro, as if studying it for a reaction to Gerrard’s words.

Lydia looked slightly thrown, but seemed genuinely pleased for Gerrard. ‘Good, it would be so nice to see you both together again. That’s why I’m always reticent about setting up my friends together. When they split up you don’t know who to invite round to dinner.’

‘You haven’t invited me round to dinner for a year,’ he said.

‘Seems she didn’t have too much difficulty with where to send the invites then.’ My two pen’orth chinked into the conversation.

Lydia smiled at my joke. ‘Well, I haven’t had many parties. I do hope you’ll come soon, you could come with Paula.’

I silently noted the difference between ‘many’ and ‘any’, as attached to ‘parties’, and chipped in with a flippancy: ‘I shouldn’t splash out on extra cutlery just yet.’

‘Not on the cards, then?’ said Lydia.

‘It’s not impossible they’ll get back together . . . I think they’ve got about the same chance as cat and dog,’ said Farley, helpfully.

He went into a routine taken from a TV comedian – Harry Hill, I think – about how cat and dog used to live together and then dog borrowed cat’s video card and didn’t return the video. I was depressingly reminded of me and Gerrard.

‘You’ve not made it pathetically insulting, have you?’ I’ve always wondered how Lydia had this sixth sense for people’s emotions.

‘I’ve told the truth,’ said Gerrard, raising his hands to push his ears flat to his skull as if anticipating a blow.

‘Oh, dear,’ said Lydia.

‘Oh, dear indeed,’ I said. ‘Fancy a cup of tea?’

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ said Farley, who had finished his first cup.

‘I’d love one,’ said Lydia.

‘Have a look at the letter,’ said Farley, ‘we’d appreciate the female point of
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