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ONE

‘GET OUT! JUST get out! Do it for yourself if you won’t do it for me. Take a holiday. Go away for a month. Go away for a year. You’ve had the best of my life. Can’t you find it in your heart to leave me to enjoy what little’s left of it?’

But what man can believe in his heart that a woman will enjoy her life without him?

‘Mel . . .’

‘Get out! Get the fuck out!’

He feels he is being attacked from the air. Buzzards are after him. Lean, ill-balanced, scraggy throated scavengers with torn wings and bleeding eyes.

Serves him right. Teach him to have loved the bird in the woman.

He sits in his study, his head on his desk, protecting his eyesight, amid the machinery indispensable to the smooth running of his life. The phones, the fax machine, the computers, the screens, the printer, the scanner, the photocopier, the batteries on charge, the tape recorder, the radio, the CD player, the strip-screen television, the laptop television, the VCRs, the manual typewriter in case of a power failure, the dictaphone in case of a manual failure. Only twelve months ago he had an electrician in to give him more sockets. ‘Enough to get me through to year fifteen of the new millennium.’ By which time civilisation will have discovered an alternative to electricity? No. By which time he will be dead. ‘Say two doubles on each wall?’ ‘Say three.’ Making eighteen in all, one wall being nothing but books. But already he needs more. Today every socket is in use, three with adaptors. Twenty-one plugs all warm and whirring at the same time.

‘Shut the fuck up or get the fuck out!’

The noise his room makes is part of the problem. He has the volume down on everything. The phones’ ringers are off. His laser printer is the quietest money can buy. He oils his office chair. He has rugs on his carpets. Nothing bleeps. If he is in his room when a fax is arriving – and when isn’t he in his room? – he throws a cushion over the machine to stifle the sound of the paper-cutter. He watches television all day. He can’t not watch television. Watching television is his job. ‘Wear fucking headphones, then!’ And he does. He sits in a creakless chair watching television all day, wearing fucking headphones, the gaps between his ears and the pads stuffed with tissues so that not a sound, not a squeak or a throb, can leak out and distract her from what’s left of her fucking life. If he could fit his halogen reading light with a silencer he would, God knows he would.

But the problem still isn’t solved. He fears that the problem can’t be solved. When she says he makes too much noise she means it ideologically. She can’t think with him in the house. She can’t think with him in her life. ‘Let’s face it,’ he says to her, ‘you can’t think with me in the fucking universe.’

‘Just try shutting your door,’ she tells him.

‘Ha!’ He laughs. As if one little door could fix it.

Everything is stopping her from concentrating. He is just part of the wider problem. It’s not personal. He can see that. Every adult female of her acquaintance feels as she feels. They can none of them think above the ceaseless racket of a masculinist universe: the humming of the spheres; the sizzle of static; the mad bleepings of car alarms – the assertion of men’s rights over men’s things.

But why can’t he just try shutting his door?

Ask him that and he’ll tell you that he’s keeping it open for her. So that she shouldn’t feel rejected by him. The truth is, though, that he’s the one who fears exclusion. He keeps his door open so that he can hear her moving about, hear her thinking, sighing. This isn’t jealousy. He isn’t straining his ears to catch her sighing for someone else. It’s devotion. Love. He’s fixated on her. He hears her breathe and he knows he’s alive. Close the door and he’s dead.

So that’s something else that’s preventing her from concentrating – the sound of him listening.

‘Stop that!’ she calls to him from her study.

‘Stop what?’

‘Stop listening to me!’

His point is that she couldn’t hear him listening if she weren’t so finely attuned herself. And by she he doesn’t just mean her, Mel, he means her sex.

‘You’ve turned yourselves into acoustic freaks,’ he tells her. ‘You’ve all got micro-hearing. You can hear yourselves fucking bleed . . .’

‘Bleed? Shows the age of the company you keep when you’re not at home. Women of my years don’t bleed.’

‘Doesn’t stop you listening.’

‘Frank, I’d leave the subject of blood if I were you.’

She’s starting to use his name. That’s how serious this is becoming.

‘Mel, you’re all out there tuning into the silent fucking spring. You can hear the grass grow. If I wasn’t here you’d be screaming at the fucking spiders for swallowing so loud.’

‘You go, I’ll deal with the spiders. I can tread on a spider.’

Go? Go where? Everything indispensable to the smooth running of his life is here.

She doesn’t use machines. Doesn’t hold with them. She writes her feministical-erotic novels long hand. When she’s interviewed about a book, which is rarely – since she finishes a book rarely – she says that slowness is of the essence. As with love-making so with prose-making. You can tell when a novel’s been written by mechanical means, she says. It lacks the pace of real life. The rhythm’s all wrong.

Like him. His rhythm’s all wrong. ‘In fact,’ she tells him, ‘you have no rhythm.’

‘You mean I don’t share yours.’

‘You don’t share anybody’s. When we first made love I used to wonder where you were. You seemed to be out there on your own, entirely solitary, going about your own private business.’

‘And later?’

‘What later?’

He doesn’t say that her feministical-erotic heroines are all out there on their own, going about their private business, getting multiple orgasms as by right, without reference to whoever it is they’re getting them with. Or through. Or by. Or on. He doesn’t say that that’s the only thing that distinguishes them from pre-feministical-erotic heroines, who squandered their sexuality (whatever that fucking word means) fretting about what men wanted. That and the amount of inter-orgasmic intellectualising they do – these Serenas and Cybeles with cunts they can call their own and the conversation of Wittgenstein. It isn’t safe to talk about her work.

Just as it isn’t safe to talk about his.

‘What are you watching that crap all day for?’

He would like to say that it isn’t crap. That he doesn’t hold with snobbery about popular entertainment. But it is crap. And getting crappier. And he does hold with snobbery about popular entertainment. That’s the other reason for not looking beyond the year fifteen of the new millennium – there will be nothing left worth staying alive for.

He would also like to remind her that it’s his job. That he is the best television critic in the country. Or one of. That watching that crap all day is what pays the bills. That without his watching that crap all day she couldn’t afford the luxury of writing a hundred words a month. But that would take them back to talking about her work. Which isn’t safe. If he wasn’t sitting there with his door open watching that crap all day and listening to her listening to him listening to her, her output would be more like the hundred pages a month she was capable of before she knew he existed.

Not safe to talk about the time before she knew he existed.

Nothing’s safe. Now they are fighting over towels.

They have towel rings in their bathroom, one above the other, to save space. On these they hang the identical chaste white dimpled French table napkins she insists on calling bath-towels. ‘What do you think it means,’ she asks him, ‘that in the twenty years I have known you I have always hung my bath-towel below yours?’

It is, of course, an ideological question. One that he knows better than even to attempt to answer.

She shakes her head, disgusted with herself, with her education, with her sex’s long connivance in the rituals of deference. ‘It’s utterly humiliating,’ she says. ‘I can’t assert myself sufficiently to put something of mine above something of yours.’

A string snaps in his brain. The buzzards have cut through a vein or an artery. He lurches past her, blood pouring out of his ears – blood must be pouring out of his ears; he can hear the rush – and pulls the towel from the higher ring. It is so light it floats like a rose petal before it lands. Even before it’s settled he is jumping up and down on it, treading it into a rag, mopping the bathroom floor with it like a curler sooping the ice. ‘OK?’ he says. ‘That better? That do? Or would you like to shit on it now?’

She wants to know why he is treating her towel like that.

‘What do you mean your towel? How can it be your towel? You’ve just seen me take it from the top ring.’

‘Exactly. That’s where mine has been hanging since this morning. I’ve started to assert myself.’

‘Started – !’ But he is not able to finish. A fax is coming through and he has to fly down the stairs to suffocate it.

He sits among his startled, twitching machines, like a shepherd calming his flock after a thunderstorm, and wonders whether it will be towels that finally do for the relationship – whatever that fucking word means. He considers himself hard done by around towels. When he steps out of a shower he doesn’t want to have to dab himself dry with a kitchen roll. Going from wet to dry should be a voluptuous experience. The towel he has always wanted wraps itself around you like a courtesan. In his mind’s eye he sees the towel he would have were he allowed a choice in the matter; it is as voluminous as a sail; it is as soft as a cloud; ribbed like an acre of Santa Monica beach; fluffed up like a Playboy bunny’s tail; the colour of a Pasadena sunset, all pouting carmines and molten golds . . .

‘To go with the gold chains around your neck . . .’

‘I don’t wear gold chains around my neck . . .’

But of course she means ideologically. Ideologically he is gross. A used-car salesman. An arriviste. A crap-watcher. His taste in towels proves it.

As does his taste in bathrooms. He would have liked a sunken bath. A spa system. A star’s dressing-room mirror, lit by a thousand winking bulbs. A Moorish tiled floor. Black silk blinds. And yes, yes, gold taps. What he gets is a Shaker chapel: plain white bath with its legs showing, hinges on the outside of the cupboards, tongue-and-groove walls, and communion cloths for towels.

But then he would have liked a penthouse or an apartment in a huddled mansion block to sink his Babylonian whirlpool in. Something with a Malibu terrace giving out on to the odours of the city, the fried food, the petrol fumes, the screams. Life. Life with a whiff of death in it. And what does he get instead? A whitewashed cottage on a village green in Dulwich. Dulwich! A garden. A wooden fence. Space. Death with a whiff of life in it.

So why doesn’t he assert himself?

‘Ha!’ Ask her. She knows. ‘You may not think it,’ she tells him, ‘but you are living, in every particular, the life you want. That’s why you stay. It’s what you understand. This is the domestic universe you were brought up in – you and the rest of your sex. A mad woman with an eating disorder hidden away in the bowels of the house, getting madder every minute, while you complain, bang your forehead, and get on with your work. You couldn’t live any other way.’

Couldn’t he?

Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe his know-all painstaking feminist pornographer of a companion, Wittgenstein-the-Fucking-Wise, is right: this is the only life he understands. There’s a deranged woman concealed in the attic, the bedroom, the kitchen, the scullery, the hen-house; there’s a lunatic loose – wasn’t that the terrible unspoken truth that the men in his family had passed down to him through the generations? He remembers his grandfather smiting his forehead whenever his grandmother opened her mouth. And didn’t his father do the same? Woman – mouth – speak; man – forehead – bang.

His father’s father’s brother, great-uncle Noam, used to rise from his rocking-chair, button up his waistcoat and leave the house the moment the mother of his children so much as gestured at him. As a young man he had enlisted to fight the Kaiser, took a wound in his knee and was photographed in gaiters. That gave him the right never to work again and never to be spoken to by a woman in his own home. Great-aunt Isadora was permitted to clean for him, screw the heads off the chickens for him, raise sons for him, but not otherwise make a sound. Only let her look as though she might be thinking of saying something and Noam would put up his hand to indicate the desirability of silence, touch his head to denote the presence of craziness, and be gone limping through the door. Where did he go to every night? No one knew. Some said he had another woman. But who? A mute? Others claimed they saw him going into the local pub, and that he was known to sit over a single half pint of ginger beer and water, talking to no one, until closing time. Wherever he went, he went there every night of his married life for close to fifty years. And when Isadora died – with her lips sealed – it broke his heart. A month later he was dead himself. He couldn’t bear the loneliness.

Has he, Frank the crap-watcher, ever lived in a house, visited a house, heard of a house that doesn’t have a mad woman – a Mrs Rochester from whom you have to keep the matches, a Lady Macbeth from whom you have to hide the knives – sequestered away in it somewhere? These days it’s the keys to the drinks cabinet or the freezer you have to hide from them. The restaurant critic for his newspaper doesn’t leave for work until he’s marked the level of every bottle in the house with a hair plucked from his wrist, and even then he has to ring home from whichever eatery he’s scoffing in at fifteen-minute intervals, just to boost morale. ‘Hang on, sweetheart. Back soon. I don’t know, soon. Soon! All right, but only halfway up. Good girl. Love you.’ The books editor is herself a woman, never at home except at weekends. But she can do as much damage to herself on a Saturday morning in the kitchen before sun-up as any conventionally crazed Hausfrau can do in a week. Frank knows the hubby. Come Friday evening he has to remember to take the light bulb out of the fridge. ‘It doesn’t stop her,’ he explains to Frank, ‘but it slows her down.’

Woman – mouth – drink; man – forehead – bang. Alcohol, cigarettes, pills, penises, ice cream – if it fits into their mouth they’re in trouble. What does Mel weigh right now? Six, seven stones? Fresh out of Belsen. Her friends all look the same. Big staring eyes. Sunken cheeks. Rickety, uncertain limbs. Down in Mel’s kitchen, where they huddle, heroin-haggard, with their backs to the fridge, complaining about noise and shaking with hunger, it’s like Battersea Dogs’ Home. And last week they were all the size of Oliver Hardy.

He knows she is putting her finger down her throat again. The usual tell-tale signs. Blotches on her neck. Sinks clogging up. The liver-coloured nail polish on the finger in question corroding. But he doesn’t crack on he’s noticed. Live and let live is his philosophy. Which only underlines what she’s been saying: a house with a woman going mad in it is a perfectly acceptable phenomenon to him. He couldn’t live any other way.

And she’s right about his work, too. The further back into his room he is pushed, the quieter he is required to be, the better his column gets. Coincident with the finger going in and out of Mel’s throat, comes the award – Broadcasting Critic of the Year. Except that it’s no coincidence. 

But even a man who is living in every particular the life he wants can be pushed too far.

‘Funny how engrossing a domestic brawl is,’ he says to her, since they happen to have collided in the kitchen.

‘You’d call this a domestic brawl, would you?’

He realises he has blundered. ‘I use the phrase loosely.’

‘What phrase would you use instead?’

‘Forget it, Mel. I’m sorry I spoke.’

‘No you’re not. You’ve just said you’re engrossed. You’ve just said it’s funny how engrossed you are. What’s funny about it, Frank? Show me the joke.’

‘I didn’t mean funny in that sense.’

‘No. You never do mean funny in that sense. It’s a long time since there’s been any funny in that sense. I tell you, Frank, I don’t mind that we don’t fuck every morning. I don’t mind that we can’t talk to each other any more . . .’

‘You like it that we don’t talk.’

She breathes in. He’s interrupting her again. ‘I’ve just said, I don’t mind that we’re not talking. I don’t mind that we’re not fucking every morning. I don’t mind that we don’t have a friend or an interest left in common. What I do mind . . .’

‘Is that I’m alive.’

‘Shut the fuck up.’

‘Stay calm, Mel.’

‘It’s perfectly calm around here as long as you keep your trap shut. You’re offensive. You’re an offensive individual.’

‘Whom do I offend, Mel?’

‘You offend me. Now will you shut the fuck up and be quiet. Will you shut your fucking trap when you’re in my company.’

She waits for a response. Apparently she has asked him a question.

‘Well?’

What can he say? Yes, I will shut my fucking trap when I’m in your company. For two pins he’d bang his fucking forehead and retire to the quiet of the local pub for the night. Supposing there to be such a thing left as a quiet local pub, one that’s not a discotheque full of kids sucking Mexican beer through a lime wedge. For two pins, if there were somewhere to go, he’d be gone.

‘What do you mind, Mel?’

‘I mind that you’re engrossed, as you call it. What are you doing being engrossed, Frank? Who do you think you are, a member of the fucking audience? Waiting to see what the mad woman is going to do next. What about you, Frank? What are you going to do next? What do you want?’

‘I want to know what else you mind, Mel.’

‘I mind that you don’t know what you want. I mind that you’re engrossed. I mind that you think it’s funny. I mind that funny doesn’t mean funny any more. When did funny last mean funny between us, Frank? That’s what I mind most, that we don’t play together any more, that there are no more jokes, that you’ve stopped making me laugh.’

Without any warning his eyes spring tears. His first instinct is to defend himself Not make her laugh? Him? Broadcasting Critic of the Year for the very reason that he makes three-quarters of a million readers laugh – aloud, aloud, Mel – every Sunday. But he knows what she will say. ‘That’s work, Frank. That’s what you do for a living. I’m talking about me. It’s me you don’t make laugh any more.’ And he knows he will have no answer to that.

He wonders if his tears might melt her heart. Might affect the way she feels. But what can they change? The fact that he doesn’t make her laugh any more? Can he cry her into finding him funny again?

‘What’s the matter with you?’ she says. ‘Upset that you’re not appreciated?’

‘I’m upset for you,’ he says. And he is. How can he not be? She has attacked her hair with kitchen scissors this morning. Cropped herself like a penitent; jagged into that dense dangerous jungle of dark-plum ripe-fig purple mane, where once, given half a chance, he would go burrowing for days at a time, led by his love for the aroma of strange fruits. Not enough hair now to provide cover for an ant. Moreover, she appears to have shed another fourteen pounds. Her short slut-schoolgirl’s skirt – into the likes of which, moons ago, it had also been his wont to vanish for long periods – soughs like an empty coal sack in the wind. You can irrigate a colon one too many times. She’s leaving bits of herself, scrapings, coils of intestine, in clinics all over London. And helixes of body hair all over the house. Nothing sprouts under her arms any more. Nor between her legs. Although she’s not a beach girl, never was a beach girl, she’s taken to shaving her pubes down to a minimal vertical strip, like a furry elastoplast or an exclamation mark. Uncover Mel’s once proliferous cunt today, and you find yourself staring into Hitler’s moustache.

She can’t stop plucking at her pores and clawing at her innards and hacking at her flesh. All because his jokes (he has nothing to say about her sentences – it’s not safe talking about her sentences) have dried up. How can he not be upset for her?

Easy. Mel knows how. By being more upset for himself. ‘You always were a sentimentalist when it comes to your sense of humour,’ she says. ‘All I have to do is tell you that you don’t have one any more and I can have you blubbering like a baby.’

And that’s what does it. After so many shut-the-fuck-ups and get-the-fuck-outs, this is all it takes to get him pulling out clothes from his wardrobe and stuffing them into a travelling-bag – her insinuation that he is incapable of feeling for another person, her accusation that the waning of his comic gifts matters to him more than anything else, her considered opinion that his comic gifts have waned. He’s not a boy any more; he’s looking down both barrels of fifty. What does he have left except the capacity to enter imaginatively into another’s distress, and a sense of the ridiculous? If neither is in operation here, then he may as well be off.

Since the subject has come up, he also minds that she doesn’t mind that they are not fucking every morning. But only since the subject has come up.

And his machines?

To hell with his machines. She’s the silencer – let her keep them quiet.


TWO

HE’S OUT. FREE. Feeling fifteen, not fifty. Call me Kerouac. The greatest ride in his life is about to come up.

He’s over the river and on the Shepherd’s Bush flyover, following the signs to Oxford, before he remembers that he can make all the noise he likes, that he can have the soft roof of his Saab down and his radio on loud. Where has he been for the last half century? What has he been doing? His car’s ten years old and it’s got four thousand miles on the milometer. How many trips to Sainsbury’s is that? Where’s he been? He’s been at home, turning down the volume of his life.

Somebody honks him for hogging the fast lane. He puts up two fingers and goes slower. He’ll hog the whole fucking flyover if he feels like it.

A cargo of pimps and pushers in a beaten-up Mercedes overtakes him on the inside, yelling and pointing at their foreheads, just like his uncle Noam. ‘Shoot me then,’ he shouts. ‘Go on. A life for a lane. Go on – ram me!’

He’s in heaven. With Mel in the car he has to turn a blind eye to every automotive malfeasance, capitulate to every taunting horn. She doesn’t want to be taken out by some drug-crazed road rager, thank you, just because his skin’s worn thin. Today he’s on his own and if there’s any raging to be done he’ll be the one to do it. He accelerates and pulls level with the Mercedes. Blows it a kiss. The driver takes one hand off his wheel and whacks off in the air. Miserable stumpy little spasmic strokes. A bleak working-class jerk off. Frank hits his automatic aerial button, telescopes his aerial down, zooms it up; it whines like a dentist’s drill going into enamel, in out in out. Wanker? He’ll show them that where he comes from even a wank can be lordly. Then, in a single convulsion of speed, he Saabs past them, punching the air with his fist. The lone rager.

Heaven. Except that heaven will never be so good. He’s got cricket on the radio. He’s got the sun on his face. He’s got the west London early August holiday smell of malt biscuits in his nostrils. He’s got that old truant sensation of release from homework in his heart. And he’s got no one in his car.

He’s never been happier.

And does he know yet where he’s going? It’s still looking like Oxford, but he’s leaving it to the Saab to decide destinations. His fingers barely touch the wheel. Wherever the Saab fancies going, he’ll go. All points of the compass look equally tempting to him. If it goes on being Oxford – and doesn’t suddenly become Aylesbury or Warwick – so much the better. He has known good times in Oxford. There have been those in Oxford, long ago, who would have minded had he not been fucking them every morning, had they not been fucking him every morning, had they severally – to be democratic about it – not been fucking one another at all hours of the day.

But fucking is not an issue. Fucking is definitely not on the agenda.

In despite of what she thinks.

It isn’t entirely true that he’s got no one in his car. A part of Mel is in his glove compartment. Her talking spleen. ‘Following our dick, are we?’

‘No, Mel.’

‘First thing we think of when we leave the house – where can we put it tonight.’

‘I won’t be putting it anywhere, Mel.’

‘Liar.’

‘You’ll see.’

And in truth, his dick is the last thing on his mind. Twenty years ago, ten years ago, his dick would have been driving the car. The great consolation of being fifty, for all your other organs, is that they finally get to sit behind the wheel.

The Saab slows so that he can take a look at the royal-icing of the Hoover building. Now owned by Tesco. Tessa Cohen. What odds would you have given against Mr and Mrs Cohen succeeding, however long ago, when they hit upon that artless elision as a name for their wholesale food empire? Frank remembers staring into their garden from the upper deck of the school bus, trying to get a look at Tessa in her kitchen. It troubled him, imagining her life. Do you cook and clean when you’re the Tes in Tesco, do you go shopping in your own shops, or do you just sit there, aloof like a stone statue? It seemed an important question at the time; it bore upon how you escape the ordinary. Once, he took Tesco’s next-door neighbours’ au pair to the pictures. Polish. The only Polish au pair in Manchester anyone had heard of She did everything up close, whispered in both Frank’s ears, blew in Frank’s face, and danced her fingers at the entrance to her mouth when she spoke, as though not just helping her words on their way, but her breath and her spittle as well. He sat wet and entranced and up close while she flicked her fingers around in his pocket. Frank had never owned a pet but he guessed that this was what it was like to bring a white mouse to school in your trousers. Whenever the film reached an emotional climax the mouse nibbled on his dick. Yet the moment he tried a reciprocal nip at any part of her she wagged her free fingers at him and flicked his nose. You took whatever was offering in those days. And a dick gnawed black and blue in the pictures was still better than a night in on your own in front of the television.

Where is she now? Still au pairing on the Bury Old Road? And what’s she like at fifty? Still up close? Might she still be willing to mouse around in his pocket? If he cuts diagonally across the country to Birmingham, and then picks up the M6, he can be in Manchester well before dark.

‘Liar . . .’

He lets the road to Bury idle out of his mind. The Saab hesitates between the A40 and the M40. Oxford, either way. Slow or fast. The clock on his dashboard says four-thirty. If he takes the motorway he can be at the Trout Inn, drinking icy lagers over the river, before six. Fish in the waterfall. Peacock in the gardens. Crazy Jane in her Oxfam trilby and ratty fur coat, his first Oxford romance, his first girl with a mind, ordering pints in her Pete and Dud voice, passing him joints under the garden furniture. Where is she now? Mistress of a college was the last he heard.

Slow . . . slow might be better.

He’s out of touch with the customs of the country, but some indestructible instinct tells him that fish and chip shops open at five. He would love to be eating fish and chips, in the heat, while he drives, with his roof down, with cricket on the radio, and no one to advise otherwise. The car refuses the motorway, pootles round the edges of a couple of forgettable Berkshire towns with their garden centres and their excitable Palladian function and conference hotels, their Beefeaters and Harvesters, and pulls up of its own, dead on the stroke of five, slap outside a half-timbered chip shop on the western extremity of Beaconsfield. Open! And frying tonight! If he’s consented to be booted out of his home for no better reason than this – all the grease and batter his old heart desires, and fuck you with your nutritional censoriousness hanging retching over the bath – then he’s consented wisely.

A chemist’s shop is handily situated next door but one to the chippy. He goes in for a box of tissues, mansize, to protect the upholstery of his car from what he is about to dump on it. Double chips, he is thinking. And two fish. Maybe treble chips. Maybe one fish and two fishcakes. If they’ve got gherkins he’ll have a couple. Ditto pickled eggs. Peas he’ll skip. Or maybe he won’t. Everyone in the shop looks up when he asks for the biggest box of tissues they’ve got. Man on his own, end of the day – they’re bound to have their thoughts.

Because he’s wearing unfamiliar trousers – holiday chinos, pants for starting a new life in – he has trouble finding loose change and scatters coins across the floor. Doubtless they think he’s embarrassed. An old lady waiting for her prescription peers out at him from the alien world of the underprivileged. She has a small boy with her, hanging on to her hand. She nods and trembles, as much out of the perplexity of her class as the infirmity of her age, imparting the vibration to the boy, who nods and trembles along with her. He has a loose eye. Shaken out of its socket. Fucked, Frank thinks. Plebeianly fucked already. The kid’ll either be a doormat or a criminal, but he won’t ever know what any of it’s been about, either way. Thanks, Grandma.

Thanks Ma.

Thanks Mel.

He’s in the queue for his dinner when the old lady taps him in the small of his back. ‘You dropped money,’ she tells him. She gestures to the boy, standing looking at him with his loose eye, obediently holding out his hand. ‘He found it.’ A pound coin. They’ve come looking for him to return a pound coin. That’s less than the price of a syllable at current Broadcasting Critic of the Year rates. All Frank has to do to earn a pound coin is start to write the word crap. Whereas who’s to say that in Beaconsfield a pound coin doesn’t represent a day’s labour. A week’s labour for a kid. A week up a chimney or down a pit; whatever they do in Beaconsfield – a fortnight on the towpath pulling a barge. It would be insulting in that case – wouldn’t it? – to wave it away, dismiss it, laugh the trivial amount back in their faces. So he thanks the kid and takes the coin. Which royally snafues his fish and chips. For the next half-hour, as he drives into the dying sun with his roof up, separating batter from paper with his free hand, he castigates himself for not setting a moral example and saving a soul, for not demonstrating that honesty can still be its own reward in this wicked wicked world, for not blessing the child and telling him that the pound he has found is now his to start a new life with.

He hasn’t left all his machines behind. He has his portable computer with him, and his Hitachi laptop television (having still a column to write), and his mobile phone. He thinks about ringing Mel and telling her about the pound coin. Confessing. Even when they’re fighting they have a tradition of his confessing. ‘I feel such a shit,’ he says. ‘You are such a shit,’ she tells him. It’s the only thing they agree on. But they are past fighting now. They have fought. Full stop. He keeps his fingers off the winking phone. He’s going to have to get used to confessing to himself.

In sight of Oxford, he luxuriates in the thought of a night at the Randolph. A third-floor corner room, if he can get one, with views of the Martyrs’ Memorial and the walls of Balliol and the Apollonian urns on the roof of the Ashmolean. Up among the heavenly choir. The Randolph’s not what it was – let’s face it, Oxford’s not what it was – now that Inspector Morse has passed over and through it, like the angel of popular rigor mortis; but that’s the business he’s in himself: killing by commonness. England your England as seen on the telly. ‘Welcome to Jane Austen country’, a sign on the A3 promises as you cross into Hampshire. How many people have read Jane Austen since she died in 1817? But the sign didn’t appear until they put her on the box. Soon the Department of Transport will cede its obligation to erect road signs to the Radio Times. Wildfell Hall, straight ahead. Vet’s Dales, filter left. Throw a right for Brookside Close. There the Hovis Street. Here Frank’s Column.

Did the Elizabethans do that? Guided tours round Falstaff’s Eastcheap. Weekend for two, with dinner, in Dunsinane.

His ire is academic. The Randolph’s full. So much the better. Who wants to be where everyone wants to be, anyway? Popular religion knows you can’t have everybody crammed into one heaven; there has to be an elect. Popular culture has yet to sort that out. In the meantime its purveyors leave the mob to its milling and head for the Tuscan hills.

It’s for the guest houses and bed and breakfasts of north Oxford that he’s heading. Up the Banbury Road, with mounting misgivings, but no will to resist. He knows what’s coming. At the Marston Ferry lights the retrospection gang jumps him, the heartbreak memory boys who have been waiting at this very intersection for his return, their fists in their mouths, for twenty years or more. Drive, they say. Stop, they say. Here, they say. No prizes for guessing where here is. The Dewdrop Inn in Summertown where, ante Mel, ante the melancholy and the maelstrom, he taught the girls from Wittenberg to drink deep.

He does as he’s told and pulls into the kerb. Summertime in Summertown. The very time of the year and the very hour of the evening. If he sits here long enough he will see himself come and go, shoulders rolling, fag burning his fingers love-bite yellow, cord jacket pinched in at the waist, black leather tie, scrotum as tight as a bag of pennies. A sprig in the pink of post-graduation. A feather in any foreign student’s cap. Which one will he have on his arm tonight? The Venetian on whose underclothes you could smell the lagoon? The Spaniard who would touch a man anywhere but only through the embroidered scented handkerchief she kept tucked in her conventual sleeve? Hard to be certain after all this time, but isn’t it the Finnish screamer? Yes, yes, that is who it is, it’s the Shrieker from Hameenlinna.

She fucked them all, the most famous of the language-school Finns, she fucked the principal, she fucked the social secretary, she fucked the head of studies, she fucked the tutors, she even fucked the school minibus driver – smoking throughout and screaming the whole of Oxford awake whenever she came and whoever she came with – but she fucked Frank better and longer than she fucked anybody. And once, sliding to the edge of a crowded bar stool, hooking her ankles under his knees, spurring him like horse, and with nobody able to believe that they were seeing what they were seeing, she fucked him in the Dewdrop.

He prided himself on how squeamish he wasn’t. They passed her along, the way you could in the early seventies, with accompanying warnings about her cigarette habit, the foulness of her breath and the racket she made. He was the last to have her, being busy at the other end of the chain, preparing and passing on Greeks. Her mouth wasn’t the problem to him it had been to the others. He stuffed whatever he could get of himself into it, and later kissed her deep and long.

She lit up and marvelled at him. ‘Nobody before kiss me like that,’ she said.

‘Maybe you didn’t give them time.’

‘Hold my cigarette.’

He liked it that she screamed so loud. ‘What you’ve all failed to see,’ he told the others, talking their nights over in the minibus that drove them down the Banbury Road from where they slept to where they taught, ‘is that it’s a joke. She’s taking the piss.’

‘Finns don’t make jokes.’

‘Where you’re wrong. It’s you who
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