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“I write a song because I want to. I think the moment you start writing it to make money you’re starting to kill yourself artistically.”

Pete Seeger

 

“John and I literally used to sit down and say, now, let’s write a swimming pool.”

Paul McCartney








 

 

Thinking back on it now, I didn’t become a bitch overnight, leastways I don't think I did. I didn’t scheme any scheme or dream any big dreams. I just took what life placed in front of me and ended up a different person. I can’t really claim any credit for what happened. Perhaps I stayed the same while the world shifted around me.
 

Put it this way: I was blind to the possibilities laid out for me and then I stumbled into them. So you can all piss off. Change is natural; dealing with it is anything but. Shit, I was just a little kid — what did I know?






BOOK ONE
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Face your fears




This Is Where It All Ends

THE MUSIC blasting inside the small office on the seventeenth floor was always so loud that people in the hall routinely paused conversations as they passed. How the occupant was able to conduct telephone conversations in there struck many as a mystery, but he in fact did, seated behind a dented metal desk, surrounded by the records, cassettes, souvenirs, awards, fashions, detritus and marketing tchotchkes of the record business. A phone shouldered to his ear, a feathered hat perched above it, a cigar in his mouth, he went about his job unperturbed by the jet-propulsion laboratory of ambient sound he inhabited, exhibiting an uncanny ability to isolate a speaking voice in a telephone receiver from the din enfolding him.

The person on the other end of the line, however, was having difficulty making out words over the background noise. The nuisance of repeatedly being asked to repeat himself, a growing problem among high-decibel rockers who had not yet discovered the long-term benefits of ear protection, might have led a reasonable adult to adjust the volume in the office, but this one had clear and firm priorities, and music was at the very top — so, no.

“International Musician magazine, eh? Yeah, I get a comp from you guys. Try to read it, but y’know…Sure. I said sure. What would you like to know? To know?”

Eon Clean shifted the receiver to the other ear and set about igniting the cigar in his hand with a Billy Joel lighter.

“Shit, I haven’t thought about her in years. Haven’t. No, years. No. Hey, would you like me to shoot you a cassette of demos for this amazing band we’ve got in the pipeline? They’re from Seattle. Seattle. Seattle. It’s gonna be the next Liverpool. Liverpool. Never mind. Forget it.”

Exhaling a nimbus of smoke, he tossed the lighter onto a mess of papers in a basket marked “COMING.” Next to it, a Playboy daybook displayed 1989 Playmate of the Year Kimberley Conrad in all her buxom blonde glory.

“Yeah. OK. Rockit LA. Yeah, I knew her. Knew her. I knew her when she was

just plain Laila Russell. Russell. We had, y’know, a thing. A thing. A thing. Affair? Don’t put words in my mouth. No, not from the south. Mouth. Mouth! Fuck. No, not an affair. N-o-t-a-n-a-f-a-r-e. A thing. Fling? No, a thing.” He blew out a cloud of smoke, imagining the numbers she could have done in the States had MTV been around back then.

“Cute kid. Is she dead or something? Dead. She’s not? Good. Good. Sure, sure.”

“Hold on, what? WHAT? Hang on a tick, let me turn down the music.” He switched off the 400-watt Sony tube amplifier, leaving the room silent save for the tinnitus whoosh of air conditioning. The sudden sonic vacuum was noticed by a publicist meeting with a product manager across the hall; she checked the fluorescent lights over her head to see if there'd been another blackout.

Clean plopped back down in the burn-scarred executive chair he’d had special ordered and pushed a suede loafer against the desk, leaning the chair back at a precarious angle.

“Wow, that was a long time ago. We were just kids. Yeah, she did one tour over here, but it wasn’t really happening for her in the States. But then none of those glam bands really made it here. Bolan, one single. Bowie, it took a while to get his skinny ass off the ground, sales-wise. But Slade had a rough time of it, Alex Harvey did a bit of TV… a couple of tracks clicked for the Sweet, but not the ones they wanted, right? And Cockney Rebel — he might have been a huge star at home, but the fact of the matter is Steve Harley couldn’t get himself arrested if he took a dump on the White House roses. What a talented guy. Just too British.”

“The Kinks? Yeah.” He switched the receiver to his other ear. “Yeah. Rockit LA.” He picked up a stack of messages and idly thumbed them as he listened. “No, American, born and bred. I picked up a bit of an accent living in London in the early '70s. Yeah, it was an amazing time. Paid my dues, don’t you know, learning the biz from the ground up. Worked in a record shop. Right around the time Virgin was getting going. Yeah, I know Richard a bit. Quite a charmer. I’d like to work for him someday. That’s off the record. Right.”

“What did you say your name was again?”

“And what sort of piece are you doing on her? Who gives a crap this late in the

day, man? I mean, really, c’mon, it’s been, what, like fifteen years since she was big, and now you’re doing an article on her? How old were you in 1975?”

“Shit, I’ve got a jock strap older than that.”

“Chaz Bonapart? Yeah, that’s a sad story. I used to like his records, but then he really lost the plot. Sad to see an old-timer fall so far down the ladder of success. I see his name in the trades now and again, managing some loser or another. Sad.”

“Lyrics? What do lyrics have to do with anything?”

“Yeah, I remember those songs. Catchy enough, but they did squat over here.”

“Did I do what? That’s a strange question.”

“What? No. No. Look, I really can’t go on the record about this shit. Like I said, a good kid. But you’re barking up a dead tree here, pal. I can’t help you. There’s legal things involved. And my memory of those days is a bit fuzzy. Sorry. Look, if I think of anything, I’ll call you. Alright. Alright. Yeah.”

He put down the phone and reached for the power switch on the amplifier. The tubes began to glow and, in a minute, the music was back on, full blast.



Lost and Found

“I SAY, erm, miss, is that seat taken?”

The seat in question, across the carriage, was occupied by a leather knapsack and what I took to be some of its former contents. The gentleman’s enquiry was directed at the top of a head bowed in a book: neat brown hair, cut short at a sharp angle.

The speaker cleared his throat and tapped his brolly on the floor as if he were a circus ringmaster urging an elephant to mount a plinth. In response, and with a theatrical sigh, the head tilted back, although not far enough to meet his gaze. “All yours, guv'nor.”

Oversized red plastic specs, large bright eyes, smooth, pale skin, thin lips with a slight upturn at the left that suggested a wry smile, independent of mindset or intent. Tasteful makeup. I took it all in at a go. The smashing balance of prim and plucky continued downward: tailored white shirt and knotted tartan tie, red wool mini, no tights. Leather boots; red laces up to the knee. Smart, I thought. Very smart.

“Erm….”

She was staring directly at him with a look equally free of curiosity and concern and nary a move in response. The gent waved at the offending bag, then turned around, his cheeks reddening with irritation and despair. Just about the right mix, I thought. Welcome to bloody old England, where the goal is to fail a bit less and put up with what remains a bit better each year.

She sighed, placed a finger on the page and did a slow pivot from his face to her bag, as if weighing what possible connection they might have. And then again. A breeze of citrus, wood and spice floated into my nose.

“Oh, right. Sorry.” Can a voice be said to drip with insincerity? Carefully laying the book on her lap, she leaned over, shoveled the loose bits in and dropped the bag at her feet, every movement expressed with ultimate disdain.

I glanced at an advert over her head, hoping to inspect her face without being caught. But she must have seen and ducked back down to her reading. I moved my gaze to the paperback in her lap, which I decided, without a shred of evidence, must be Lolita, a book I’d read a bit of in the library. A young heartbreaker recognizing and admiring herself in a novel, seeing the potential of her power — perhaps as yet untested — over men expressed in words. I imagined her reviewing a parade of gentlemen callers, weighing them on the scales of benefit and bother and finding each in turn well short. Me, I wished somebody — anybody! — would fancy me the way Humbert did Lo. Even if he was ancient and creepy.

She wasn’t much older than me, but despite the clear evidence that we were both young English females seated on a warm, close eastbound Tube in the late afternoon of the last day of March 1972, she might as well have been a member of a different species space-warped in from a far-off planet.

I felt a green pang of envy that a girl could look so sharp. I would never have the nerve. Or the imagination. Clothes did nothing for me. The magical transformation from goose to swan that was always on offer in the shops and magazines never took when I tried the clobber on; rather than improve or disguise my shortcomings, clothes just hung on me, more shapeless box than clingy wrapper.

I reckoned this girl knew things. In my tatty brown jumper and blue denim flares, ripped plimsolls and khaki book bag, I was merely a bog-standard example of Teenasaurus Gawkus, a thawed-out fossil from the time before things got groovy. If only I’d got groovy along with them. She was strictly 20th century fox, all high style and frosty pose. I’ll be surprised if people like me aren’t soon shipped off to a desert island as a cosmetic contribution to London’s greater good. Perched on the sill separating supreme confidence from offensive arrogance, she looked like a preview of next year’s model, cool Britannia’s thrilling future. Maybe we would all be gorgeous, fearless and proud someday, fitted with top gear, clear skin and Yankee teeth.

She might be snobby, I thought, but then she probably had full rights to it. Superiority is its own reward. Wish for it now, have it tomorrow. And bring it home, free and clear, not on hire-purchase.

I glanced from an older bloke — who’d been staring at the same page of The Mirror so long that he had to be illiterate or asleep with his eyes open — to a black girl painting her eyelashes with a bristly brush (I would never dare that, I’d put an eye out) and then focused on a tourist family. The man had an A–Z in his hand and was squinting — holding his specs up over his eyes — at the map over the doors. “I hope this is the right train. I can’t find Lie-chester Avenue on this damn map.” The two children (boys, maybe four and six) looked fidgety; their mum weighted with resignation. With a weary sigh, she sought to help. “Let me have a look. I’m good at reading maps.” The man’s retort was irritable and curt. “No, you’re not.”

The train slowed suddenly, causing the family to stumble with no serious harm. The parents looked concerned, as if it might happen again, but the boys began throwing themselves about and falling down for sport. The father grabbed the older one’s arm roughly and pulled him up, which set off an air raid siren of crying and wailing. I couldn’t watch anymore.

As we neared Leicester Square, the Americans began chattering excitedly but ultimately stayed put. The girl closed the book and closed her eyes with the grace of a curtain coming down on a play as the heat and the gentle rocking of the Underground worked its narcotic power on both of us.

“…Cross – St. Pancras, alight for connections to the Metropolitan, Northern, Victoria, Circle Line and British Rail.” The driver’s announcement jerked me back to consciousness. I looked at the door for a sec and then faded back to black. I still had a ways to go.

But the girl did not. “Bloody hell, where are we?” She was suddenly awake and seized with alarm. (So, she could be rattled. Comforting to know.) She squinted at the window, her head pivoting quickly, her coolness well and truly gone. “Is this King's Cross?” she said. “Oh, Christ!”

That brought me around. I suppose I could have just murmured “yes,” but that felt too wan, inadequate to the drama of the moment. In as serious a voice as I could muster, I announced, “As a matter of fact, quite.” She didn’t look in my direction, just pushed by the Yank family — who had begun to disembark but with no great dispatch — and scrambled out the door. The Americans followed, shouldering aside a woman attempting to board, who gave the dad a haughty up-and-down and an indignant “I beg your pardon.”

The book, which had been thrown from her lap, was abandoned to the floor near my feet. I reached down to pick it up, thinking I might be able to catch up and return it to her, but my sack fell off my lap in the process; I got myself in a tangle on the floor and was sitting stupidly on my arse as the train doors closed. By the time I had the book in hand (it was not Lolita after all, but one called A Separate Reality) and spotted an open window, I realized it was beyond my athletic abilities and sure to brain someone if I’d given it a go. Plus, she was nowhere in sight.

The same was not true of her bag, which I now saw was also on the floor of the carriage. As the train rattled out of the station and into the dimly lit tunnel, I flashed on a family memory. I’d got separated from Dad once when I was little: we were coming back from Wimbledon, where he’d gone to see a man about a dog (his words, not mine) and taken me along because Mum was out for the evening and he was in charge of me. Coming back, we ran for a train at Tooting Broadway that would have had us home in enough time to support the fib he was going to tell her. He could’ve been thinking of her, or of the ten quid he’d dropped, but he clearly wasn’t thinking about me, lagging behind, unable to keep up with those long legs of his. Without turning to check on my proximity, he jumped into the last carriage, just ahead of the closing doors. Once inside, he turned around to see me, still on the platform, hands on knees, staring in terror as the brakes hissed in preparation of departure. He yelled through the glass for me to take the next train and he’d wait for me at Victoria. (Do I need to mention that he had the tickets and I had all of 10p in my pocket?)

Glancing at a sign warning about suspicious packages, I reached for the bag as if it were mine, and when the train stopped at Caledonian Road, I shouldered it and strolled off like nothing was out of order. I found a bench and waited, but there were no trains. Something was clearly poxy with the Underground. I spent the change in my pocket on a Cadbury Fruit and Nut, which passed the time but gave me a headache. I probably should have found an official somebody and handed the bag over for conveyance to the lost property office. But I didn’t. Chalk it up to curiosity or — if the lie I told myself were true — the belief

that I’d be able to locate her quicker and return it, while the city berks would just park it on a shelf and wait for her to come calling. But how would she know to look there?

I got on the next train, the bag on my shoulder, as calm and casual as you please. No one had to know what I was doing. I was just heading home.



In the Bag

DAD WAS peering from behind the net curtains by the door as I came up the walk. If he’d seen me, I’d probably have to explain the mystery bag. He wasn’t always on high alert, but he had a good working knowledge of what I had, and I certainly hadn’t left the house with two bags. I had a story sorted in my head before I put the key in the lock.

“Hello, luv.” Something was wrong, but my course was set so I leaped right in.

“Dad, see, there was this girl at school…”

But he wasn’t interested in any of that and cut me off before I could get my fable out. “I’m glad you’re home. You’re late, and I was getting a bit anxious.” He glanced about, as if he needed a cue for what was coming next. I shrugged.

“Right, we’ve got to get to Dagenham and see your aunt Ruth. She’s had a fall, and she’s in hospital. I don’t know how serious it is, but we’ve got to go and see what she needs. I’ve packed a bag for you and put it in the car, so we’re off. Do you need the loo or a cuppa?”

“No, I’m alright, Dad. Just let me…” I rushed down the hall and did a quick check of the bag he’d packed; there was no telling what he guessed a teenager needed for hasty travel.

I dig Aunt Ruth. She’s more like my nan, ’cause she’s pretty old. She’s really Mum’s aunt, and the one East Ender in the family, a real character. She talks like Alf Garnett on Til Death Us Do Part.

I put my school bag on the bed and chucked the one I’d found into my wardrobe, next to my shoes. I was dead keen to see what was in it, to figure out how to reunite it with that girl, but that would have to wait. I pulled open the bag he’d packed and added a few girl things he’d neglected. Then I changed into a warmer shirt and grabbed a heavier jacket. Dad hadn’t said how long we’d be gone.

“Laila, come on!”

Laila. That’s me. Dad give me that name because I was born the day after the Russkies shot a dog called Laika into space. He was fired up about the CND that year, and I guess he thought it would be cool to show solidarity with the Soviets and their space stuff, even though we were worried about them starting World War III with the Americans. Y’know what? He could have just bought a badge. Or sent a few pound notes to Moscow.

He and Mum had a loose-bowled beagle they named Lenin, but that was only for us. When people came over or if the subject came up in conversation, the dog was called Lenny. I swear that poor thing must have got a complex from all the confusion. He didn't answer to anything that didn't come in a bowl or involve a need to go outside. I guess it never crossed Dad’s mind that people would assume he meant the Beatle, not the Commie. Too literal by half.

Did that satisfy his red boffin sympathies? Not quite. When I came along, he had another bright idea. Mum must have been knackered after twenty hours of labour and, in the telling, Dad was too excited to properly consider her feelings. For a quiet, gentle kind of bloke, he never paid her much mind when it came to things other dads would reckon were too important to decide without proper discussion. I’ve always thought that if it were him flat on his back with the stuffing kicked out of him, she would have given me a regular name: Rose or Helen or Margaret.

But he was dead set on Laika. Fortunately, either out of fear or species loyalty (I doubt it involved any concern for my future feelings in the matter), Mum was able to prevail upon him before my birth was officially recorded and got the spelling changed to make the tribute less obviously canine or Russian. So Laila it was. Thank God for that. Y’know what "laika" means in Russian? Barker! That would have been dead awful. Sometimes I think he wouldn’t have much minded if I did have four legs and a tail.

The worst of it? He never bothered to tell me that the poor mutt, sent from Russia without much love, never made it back home from her space adventure. That bit I had to learn for myself.

Turned out one random shitter was all they could handle. When I arrived, the pooch went to live with Aunt Ruth, who called him Winston. (Sometimes I’ve wished they’d packed me off and kept the dog.) She saw him through a sudden decline and death when I was four or five. I doubt Mum was too upset about that, but Dad talks wistfully about good old whatsisname to this day.

Lucky for me, the kids in school aren’t much bothered about the space race, and my teachers haven’t spent much time talking about it. We’re all happy to leave all that space stuff to the Yanks. Ever since that stupid record came out last year, kids in class have been calling me “Lay-la” and winding me up with dramatic readings of that stupid line: “You’ve got me on my knees.” Thanks, Eric. I could have done without that.

Mum always called me Bunny. I liked that. But then she went and died.

That got Dad's full attention. And so from the time I was seven I’ve been at the centre of it, although most of the time I do the looking after. After she died, things went off for him and he’s never been quite right since. The dole pays our rent and puts food on our table, allowing him to mope around the house, watch the football and pretend to be busy.

His name’s Cliff, like the singer. Dunno which one’s older, so that could be who he was named after. Or, if not, then someone else entirely. Mum, Catherine, called him Chives. I’ve no idea why. I love him and all, but even I have to admit he's kind of a shit father. Not the truly terrible kind that winds up in nick or on the cover of the Mirror sporting three days of stubble, a bloody nose and a torn shirt, with six little buggers in filthy rags pulling at his trousers — he's not a serious drunk or a drug-taker, and he's never raised a hand to me — but I think he signed on to parenthood expecting Mum to manage the details, not get hit by a motorcycle. Her dying didn't instantly turn him into a model parent the way my being born did her. In his telling, which is all I have to go by, his twenty-two-year-old superwoman of a wife (I was born two days before her birthday; Dad said she thought of me as an early present, I liked that) brought me home from the hospital, had a cuppa and a kip and had the whole business of motherhood sorted by the time the sun came up.

I’m tall for my age and I’ve been told I’ve got a good figure. People always take me for a bit older than I am. The other girls in my form are less developed; some don’t have any curves at all. From the back they could be boys. I could stand to lose a half a stone; I’ll have to see about that.

There are a few total slags in school, but it’s hard to be jealous — they’ll be pushing prams and wiping snot soon enough, and who in God’s name would want that? Boys in class say stupid stuff and clutch their hands out toward my chest like they’re mongs, but other than my monthly visit, I don’t get what any of it is for. I doubt they do either. If they really want to squeeze something, the corner shop is open ’til half six. I don’t see the point. I’ve tried it on myself, and it feels ridiculous.

I might be something if only I had the bottle — and, I guess, the brains and the cash — to present myself better. Dad thinks I take after Mum, but I can't see it in the pictures we have. She's pretty. He’s more funny-faced, but handsome in his way. Still, the features he gave me don't do me any favours. My nose is too small. And my eyes are big and a bit far apart. In the mirror I might have just caught a fright. When I get in a state my face twitches like a rabbit, nose jumping up and down, mouth dancing to the left — hence my pet name.

“Face your fears, bunny.” That was the last thing Mum said to me. Leastways, I think it was — I wasn’t keeping track of everything she said on the off chance she might be about to die. She might have told me something else after  that. I prefer to recall her parting shot to me as a dose of useful maternal wisdom, not a trivial remark about the weather or a scolding about dirty fingernails.

“Crackers, Laila, get a move on!” From the tone and volume of his voice, I had about two more minutes to get it together and fly down the stairs in time to prevent the local version of a nuclear meltdown. I reckoned it was even money that we’d actually get in the car, but less likely that he’d get us there without finding some reason to turn back and leave poor old Ruth to fend for herself. As it was, he’d be useless when we got there, so I’d be up to my eyes in it. Whatever it might turn out to be.

“Laila, you’re really getting on my wick. Can we just go now, please? Crackers!”
	I was tempted to give it back to him, but I would have felt bad about it, so I decided not to bother. (And what put it in his head that “crackers” is an all-purpose swear word?) One of us was going to be the victim here, and it might as well be me. It wasn’t always, just sometimes. I tried not to let the wankers at school push me into being a twat at home.

I always feel that bad things are coming, that it would be better all 'round if I just ducked out of the way. I suppose that makes me a coward, but so what. I can't see the point of standing in the steamroller's path when I can just move out of the way. If that makes me feel pathetic afterwards, well at least I’ve not also been flattened.

I tried to get with it, the teenaged girl thing, really I did. I look at the magazines in the shop at the top of the road, but I have never understood a word. I read an article called All About Kissing the other day that told me nothing useful about something I definitely needed to know more, if not quite all, about.

Honestly, I didn’t get any of it. Lipstick is sticky and hard to put on straight. It gets on everything, especially pale shirts and jumpers. I grasped that boys took notice of it, but that didn’t make putting on or wearing makeup any easier.

I kissed a boy from school at a party a few months back, and it was alright I suppose, but not something I needed to do all the time. Afterwards, I had worked on my technique using the inside of my elbow, but it tickled and felt stupid. And when all was said and done, there was other stuff that interested me a lot more than putting my mouth places it probably oughtn’t to go.

I thought back to the girl on the Tube, the way a hummingbird at the zoo might make you think about nature, and how some things are this way and others are that. How does one even work out the details of a look like that? I could spend a month thinking about it and still get it all wrong. I’d read all the rules and theories — when to wear horizontal stripes and what colors make your bum smaller — but clearly there was loads I didn’t know about looks. She must have been born to it, like boys who are already dead good at football in primary school.

“Be down in two ticks, right. Swear to...” I knew he wouldn’t like it if I finished that sentence, so I didn’t. Instead, I looked to see where my shoes might have got themselves to.



The Call-Up

“SO THAT was your brainstorm blitz of a marketing plan, you miserable tit? To leave a clue about the next single on the Piccadilly Line and see if word of it would spread, like lice in a Brixton infant school?” Flecks of spit sprayed the bowed head of the object of this invective, who stared at her toes through a pricey pair of Shutdowns, the specs trendies called “sod-off shades” for their mirrored black implacability. Amanda Charles looked up, mouth open to deliver a reply that she could not form.

“You young ones… appalling with your casual disdain and…arrogant disregard.” Rubbing his bald head, he paced back to his side of the desk. “And would you please take off those blasted specs. Where the fuck do you think you are?”

She obliged, placing them on a glass table to her left. “Mr Guy, it was an honest mistake. Honest.” Her voice was shaky, a plea for understanding when none was on offer.

He thundered back. “A mistake, to be sure, but what exactly would make it worthy of being deemed honest? What could possibly accord such dignity to your incompetence? That you meant to do it? That you didn't mean to do it? That you only tried to hide this catastrophe from me briefly rather than indefinitely? I fail to see why honestly abject stupidity deserves to be forgiven.”

Head down, eyes focused on the carpet, one small, fair hand gripping the antique chair’s arm as if she might fall off, she stifled a sob. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop. Just stop. Much as it might amuse me to continue plucking off your flimsy wings, I do have more urgent matters than your well-earned dressing-down. Let’s be done with it. You’ve been paid through Friday, so that’s that. I don’t see how you’ve contributed anything that deserves compensation since then, so don’t expect anything from us. Now clean out your desk and piss off. And be bloody quick about it.”

She didn’t respond instantly, but then it hit her, and the tears flowed freely. She was smart, young, beautiful and clever, but in London’s current economic slump, those advantages offered no assurance of satisfying and reasonably lucrative employment. Burgher Management Ltd. (friends and enemies alike referred to the company as BuggerMan, but never to Frank’s face) was her first job. For all she knew, it might be her last.

“I’m s-sacked?”

“Quite. You’re done. You’ve buggered things up royally and I won’t keep you in a position to do any further damage. Now, push off.”

Before she could rise, in strode Chaz Bonapart. Dressed in an approximation of street clothes, he might have passed for a regular bloke, if said bloke had plush lips, gorgeous eyes, magnificent hair and routinely caused hysteria among certain elements of British society. Unlike the Americans of his profession and acclaim, who tended to be unnaturally tall, with enormous heads, he had a loaf of average size and was closer to short; it took custom-made stage shoes, five-inch snakeskin platforms with internal risers, to make him at least appear to tower. The rest of it was down to bearing; a lean frame carried with the posture of a Guardsman and the self-assurance of a headmaster. With pale skin that shaded toward the grey of the undead, he displayed little in the way of health, energy or vitality. That job fell to his eyes. Since childhood, what allowed ordinary Arthur Trundle of Whitechapel to become Chaz Bonapart radiated directly from those two grey-blue spheres, which could — at their owner’s direction — convey pleasure, understanding, kindness, anger or mischief.

“Here, what’s all the shouting about?” He nodded at his manager, who was now parked like a sated pasha behind his enormous Louis XIV desk.

Interrupted by Chaz’s arrival, Amanda had not yet done as bidden. Tipping his head ever so slightly in her direction, Frank enunciated his reply like a newsreader. “Afternoon, Chaz. Miss Charles was just about to take her leave. Permanently. She no longer works for you.”

They both looked at Frank — Amanda ruefully, Chaz bemusedly. “Is that so? And why would that be?” He flashed a grin, a luxurious display of teeth and lips that could mean just about anything, or — as in this instance — nothing. “You disloyal little harlot. And without so much as a ‘tara’ to her favourite rock deity?” The friendly cheek would have been easily understood as ribbing between chums if they knew each other, but Frank was careful to insulate the staff from his stars, and Chaz had spoken with Amanda no more than three times in the eight months of her employment. It was unlikely he knew her name or what she did in the organization. “Have you found a better opportunity beyond our magical kingdom? Don’t tell me, I don’t want to hear about it.” He put a hand to his brow and feigned a theatrical swoon. They all laughed, and the mood lifted. That was what stars did with nothing at stake. But then, when it suited them to be hard or cruel, they could open a trap door that led down to hell.

Amanda sniffled and looked at both men, stuck between Frank’s sincere disdain and Chaz’s phony jocularity. She began to rise, but Chaz motioned her back down. Her non-answer made for an awkward silence, which Frank ended. "She did something frightfully stupid and so is no longer in your employ.”

“Oh, come on now, how bad could it be? Did you catch her humming “Stay With Me” at her desk? Did she steal one of your silk ties to wear as knickers?” Chaz let out a hearty chuckle and assessed both of their faces without reaching any conclusion about the situation. There was no way to tell if he was taking it all in or just playing a game.

“I’ll tell you later. For now Amanda needs to leave. And she knows why.”

Amanda straightened in her chair and turned directly to Chaz. She gave him a thin smile and turned her most sincerely innocent face his way. “Actually, I don’t,” she cooed.

Frank had no desire to have Chaz to muck up a matter that was already sorted, but he was powerless. “Bloody hell, give it a rest” proved a useless parry to Chaz’s meddling.

Chaz liked her look and thought it would be a shame not to see her around the office any longer. Frank took things too seriously sometimes. “Actually, Francis, I’d like to hear what she has to say.” Chaz’s use of Frank’s Christian name was never a good sign. And especially not when uttered with the exaggerated calm of a nursery school teacher.

Amanda reached out for the sunglasses and cradled them protectively in her lap. “My bag was lost on the Tube this afternoon. It had notes from last week’s meeting about ‘Prime Number.’ Mr Guy evidently believes that’s ruined everything for you, and I truly am sorry for my cockup, but really? I bet some Paki cleaner’s binned it by now.” She recalculated the mood of the room and tried a dollop of sneer. “Mr Guy reckons it went straight to St. John’s Wood and is, as we speak, being studied by a crack team of Mickie Most’s marketing genii.”

The men stared in shock at the girl’s temerity. The absurdity of what she was saying had less impact than her audacity in saying it. Chaz chuckled at the thought of Most’s Marketing Genii. He imagined a glass office door with the words stenciled in a trendy typeface. He wondered how to spell it. She pressed on, emboldened by the sound of her own voice. She stood up and positioned herself at an angle to the door that left her immediate intentions a tossup between coming and going. Sliding the Shutdowns back up her nose gave her an added jot of confidence. She checked Frank for displeasure at the gesture and was satisfied at the frown crossing his face. Chaz, however, didn’t react at all to the opaque discs covering a good bit of her face.

“Mr Guy never gave me a chance. He just decided I was useless full stop. I expect I’m done here, but I can’t say I know why. I’ve worked really hard for you, Mr Bonapart.” She looked to Chaz, who had no idea if that was true. He ventured an arched eyebrow, a mild look of disapproval and a tiny shake of the head. Signal received; Frank switched gears with seasoned aplomb.

“Look, Amanda. Perhaps I’ve been a bit hasty. Gi’s us a minute, would you?” She nodded and walked out, head up, shoulders back. Once the heavy doors were closed, Frank turned to Chaz and said, “Jesus Christ, man, do you have to be such a pushover for every well-assembled bit of crumpet wot fancies you?”

“No, I don’t. And why do you have to be such a miserable fuck? It doesn’t flatter you. Did Joe run off with the gardener?”

“Chaz, really, we’re running a business here, not an orphanage for wayward girls. If we were a bank, and a trainee teller left a bag of your readies on the lift, you’d be pretty brassed off, wouldn’t you?”

“Sorry? Wouldn't be my problem, now would it?"

Frank was nearly shouting. “If she’d left your best topcoat on a bench in Hyde Park, you’d be upset, no?”

“Oh, balls, she didn’t do that. And what if she had? You leave piles of cash on the table every time you go out to eat, and what’ve you got to show for that other than a thickening middle? You’re out of order, mate.”

Frank got up and walked around to stand directly in front of Chaz.

“Here’s the bottom line, mate: the ambitious marketing plan we put together, at no small expense, for your next single could now be in anyone’s hands. I can’t go to the label and demand they commit thirty-five grand to fund a promo campaign that could be completely derailed by her carelessness. And without that push, your single is going to be deader than bleeding Winston Churchill.”

“And how exactly is sacking her going to fix that?”

Frank hated when Chaz came on all lord of the manor in matters that neither concerned him nor even, if challenged, actually interested him. This kind of meddling was just a pain in the bollocks, and he’d had his fill.

“It’s not, but at least I can tell them straight that we did something about it. And she won’t have an opportunity to do it again.” He rubbed his mouth, buying a moment to contain his irritation. It poured out all the same. “And are you sure she didn’t just give it to the other side? How do we know she’s not in their employ?”

“Don’t be daft.”

That snapped the remaining tip off of Frank’s composure. “I can’t believe the idol of millions is wasting time on the employment of a £50-a-week dogsbody, admittedly a stylish and pretty one. Why don’t you just let me sort things out and you stick to the rock star stuff, yeah? What you’re good at?”

If Chaz even considered the suggestion, he would never abide by it. In a firm end-of-discussion voice, he announced, “Here’s what you’re going to do: Tell CBS we may have to hold the release. A week or two won’t mean anything to them. They’ve got their hands full with that Paul Simon album anyroad. Give her the a few days to find the bleeding bag. If she comes up with it, she keeps her job. And a small rise to make up for your rotten temper, you twat. If she comes a cropper, cancel the single, forget her name and we’ll get started on Plan B. Got it?”

Shocked at the clarity and thoroughness of the orders, Frank swallowed and blinked. He knew the score. “Right. Consider it done. I’ll walk her out.”

“And be sure to say this was all your bloody idea, not mine,” Chaz laughed, no longer at all interested in whatever this nonsense had all been about. He wondered what the girl’s name was again.

“Very well, your lordship.” Frank left Chaz in his office and found Amanda puffing furiously on a fag in reception.

“A word please.” He pointed at her hand.

She stabbed out the smoke and followed him outside.

“Right. I expect I’ve been a bit hasty here. I’m sorry. I’d like to keep you on for now, if that’s alright, and give you a chance to locate the purloined papers before we make a final decision about your future.”

“As you wish.”

“Turn it up this week and we’ll forget all about this little row. I’ll add a fifteen percent rise to make it right. How’s that sound?”

“So I’m not sacked?”

“Not for the moment, no.”

“Very well, then. I reckon that’s best for both of us.” It was amazing, Frank thought, how she was able to combine relief and smugness into a most annoying version of gratitude, colored with the implication of privilege, as if she presumed to have her failures not just forgiven but erased. The do-over generation, that’s what they were becoming. And no good would come of it.

 

AMANDA WAS HOME, drinking wine and worrying a bit about how she might recover her bag, when she remembered that her parents were expecting her. She was already several hours overdue, and they were all the way up in Newcastle, so there was no chance of just turning up late. But it wasn’t her fault, not this time, it was all down to that blasted bag. As she picked up the phone to call, she realized their new telephone number was written in her Filofax. Which was in her bag…

After sulking for a good quarter-hour, Amanda called Directory Enquiries in Newcastle and obtained the number. There was not even a glimmer of surprise in Mr Charles’ voice when he sleepily answered the telephone and heard his daughter’s voice from 250 miles away. “Your mother is very disappointed,” he said, knowing full well how little impact that would have on her.

“I’m sorry Dad, but I’m in a terrible spot. I’m off my head about it.” He noticed more conviction in her voice than she usually mustered for parental excuse-making, and that worried him. Holding the Trimphone to her right ear with her left hand, she picked up a brush and put it through her hair absentmindedly.

“No, of course I understand how upset Mum must be. Would you be a dear and explain it to her?” He’d get it sorted, he always did. “I promise I’ll be on the train first thing in the morning, and I’ll be to you lot by afternoon. Monday’s a holiday, so I can stay two nights and be back to work Tuesday. Alright? Can you check the schedule for me? Alright? See you tomorrow.”

She put down the phone and got into bed.







And That’s the Truth, Ruth

THE AUNT RUTH visit turned out to be more of a false alarm than a real ordeal. She wasn’t too poorly, and she was ready to go home from hospital as soon as we arrived. We stayed a day and a half. She only needed a bit of handholding and concern, a pot of tea and a few minor house repairs, which Dad attended to with surprising competence.

I like Ruth. She reminds me of Mum, although I don’t suppose they were really anything alike. She’s not my auntie, in fact, she was Mum’s auntie. She’s a lot older and a real East Ender, with all those weird rhymes I never understand, like, "Would you fancy some Tommy Tupper?" and “I’ll just close the burnt cinder" and “with all the rain pissing down, be sure to wear yer weasel and stoat so's you don’t catch a frock and frill.” Dad knew some of it, but for me conversations with Ruth could be a puzzle that didn’t always get solved.

For me she’s a reminder that Catherine Russell was a real person, not just a name and a fading memory. I like spending time with her, but I think this visit did Dad in a bit. He rabbited on for the entire ride there and then fussed over her like an old hen all weekend. I got the feeling Ruth was ready to see the back of him after a short while. Or maybe it was me she was wishing away. Who can tell with pensioners? It’s probably on account of what happened to Mum. It must still haunt her.

The best part of the trip was a photo Ruth gave me. I’d never seen it before, and she made a point of getting me alone, as if it was a big secret from Dad.

“I want you to have this, luv. It was taken on the first day of Catherine’s job as a teacher. It's outside a school in Streatham, the one where she met your dad. But don’t show it to him. It’ll make him moody.”

I stared at it. Mum looks like a bit like an older me, with a smile that can fix anything. Her hair is back, and she's got on clothes that were probably in style a decade earlier. My heart broke looking at it. I gave her a hug, burying my gratitude and sadness in her bony chest.

“Dad gave me a photo — from a different school, maybe five years later. They’re standing together and he looks more like a teacher than she does.”

“I don’t recall that one, luv. I wonder…”

I could see it clearly in my head. I’ve stared at it a million times. She’s showing a bit of leg, and her white shirt has a few buttons undone. He’s wearing the teacher uniform —white shirt, loosely knotted necktie, rumpled trousers, wingtips and the all-but-mandatory academic brown corduroy blazer.

The photo was actually the second secret thing Aunt Ruth gave me. When I turned twelve, she handed me a list Mum had given her. I don’t think she was keeping it for me, or from me, it was just in a shoebox she happened to look in while cleaning out a wardrobe one day. In a crap novel, it would have been sealed in wax with a note reading, “Do not open until your 12th birthday” or locked in a safe deposit box with a mysterious key delivered by a solicitor.

It was nothing like that. It was just an old sheet of foolscap that was found and given to me, evidently months after its excavation (Aunt Ruth could be a bit dotty). Mum had — in her happy young schoolteacher way, cleverer than your usual sort — put down a list of lessons (in alphabetical order, mind) that, Ruth said, she planned to teach me when I got older. As if she somehow guessed she mightn’t be around to guide me to adulthood in person.

She’d typed it on the back of a '60s political flyer; the ink was a bit thin in spots, especially in the creases. There was a wine ring in the lower right corner. Her name was written at the top: Catherine Russell.

A few of the — what would you call them, fortune cookie phrases? doubled up on letters, as if she couldn’t decide which one she believed in more solidly. There weren’t any items done for “q” or “z,” which I suppose is understandable, and the ones for “K” and “X” seemed to bend the rules a bit. A few I didn’t understand at all, but I found one for “E” terribly ironic, tears flowing at how quickly her life was erased.


		Assess your advantages

		(Your) body will betray you

		Creativity is competition. (Competition can be creative.)

		Doubt is d-u-m-b and destructive

		Don’t look down (on people)

		End things efficiently

		Face your fears

		Gladness leads to greatness

		Have a heart; hurl it at the one you love

		Imagine what’s inside

		Jail your jealousies

		Know your (k)needs

		Live your lies

		Make time for misery

		Never a need to be nasty

		Outlaw the obvious – own your oddness

		Pull the plaster

		Remember who you are

		Stay silly

		Tell your tale

		Undertake the unthinkable

		Victory of vengeance has no value

		Worry is a waste

		EXamine the complex

		EXperiment. relaX

		You can only be you




The only one of the those she got around to sharing with me in person was “Face your fears.” I remember the first time she said it to me: I was five or six, and we were about to leave for a seaside holiday, probably Brighton, but I’m not sure. She put me in the bath and told me to put my head underwater so’s I’d be ready for proper swimming lessons. I couldn’t do it. It turned out facing one’s fears was a lot easier said than done. Fear is a powerful force, and until you work out what the worst possible outcome could be, the imagining of how bad it will be is the real problem. I’ve given that a lot of thought each time I’ve backed down or chickened out. It always makes me feel crap, and it always sticks me back in that awful dim green hospital passage, waiting for Dad to arrive, unable to bring myself to go in and witness the final moments of her life. I thought about what she’d tried to teach me after that, but thinking it did not enable me to do it. I know I couldn’t have done anything for her. But I hate to think of her all alone, thinking in her fear and pain that perhaps no one loved her. That was a lot for me to carry around, especially after reading that Shakespeare bit about cowards dying a thousand deaths.

We got back home Sunday in time for tea. I wasn’t thrilled that the visit didn’t get me out of school, but I was anxious to get back to the bag in my wardrobe. And I kept thinking about the smart girl who must have gone spare over losing it. But first we went out to the chipper, a treat I usually enjoy but not when I’m on pins and needles. I was so distracted that I back-shook red vinegar on my white jumper, leaving a pink circle in a rather embarrassing spot (but only one, thank goodness). Dad didn’t even notice. I would’ve died if we’d run into anyone on the way home, but luckily we didn’t. When we got home, I ran it under cold water and rubbed it with soap.

“Dad, do you think Aunt Ruth is going to die soon?”

“Laila, why would you say something like that? She’s getting on, but she’s right as rain. Don’t you worry about such things.” He settled into the big chair in front of the telly and quickly nodded off. I watched for a few minutes, news of more labour actions. Christ, nothing — or nobody — in this country works.

 

I CLOSED MY door, fetched the bag out from my wardrobe and set it down on my bed for a look. I kicked off my trainers and got to work, unloading the contents in neat rows. I spent a while emptying a tartan plastic makeup case: Max Factor and Mary Quant Youthquake lipsticks in seven different shades of red, fake eyelashes, mascara of several sorts, blush, eyeliner, nail polish remover (but no nail polish; odd, that), tweezers, a small round mirror that was too dusty to use for anything as obvious as reflection, hair brush, man’s comb, mints. Black, blue and red biros. Silk Cuts, a lighter. Oh! de London perfume. A toothbrush. I delicately removed a greasy Wimpy wrapper (that went straight into the rubbish) and tissues with bleary makeup traces but nothing disgusting. They went in the bin as well. I went and washed my hands. Just to be safe.

There were two square foil packets imprinted with the name Durex. There was something squishy inside which I didn’t care to open and inspect. Binned those as well, carefully hidden under the tissues. I had a suspicion about what they might be and promised myself to take it all outside before Dad saw to it. Not likely, but you never know.

The wallet was in a zipped outside pocket. Brown leather, worn through at the corners. I set it down and stared at it, imagining what it might contain. I blew my nose and felt my left ear close up. As I took things out, I made a mental note of where they had come from so I could put it all back correctly. There was a surprising amount of dosh — four of those new £20 notes — plus some tickets for the Underground, a London Rail timetable for Newcastle, a ticket stub for T. Rex at Wembley and a folded-up advert for Hammersickle Blowtorch, a hair salon, that looked to have been through the wash.

There were calling cards, but all of the names on them were men. One was for a bloke named Harvey Goldsmith; I imagined ringing him up: “Hullo, you don’t know me, but I found a pretty girl’s bag on the Tube and I was wondering if you can please tell me the name and address of anyone who fits that description and might have your card? No? Well, thanks anyway.” That would be pathetic, even for me.

I was starting to think this was the sort of brainteaser I would never solve. After a quick sneezing jag closed my other ear, I dug back in and found a brown folder with a string tie. I put it aside and returned to the inner life of the bag, where I discovered a pocket that hadn’t been there before. I slid my hand in and drew out a small diary, covered in soft brown suede. Beautiful, really. I was turning it over in my hand, enjoying the feel of it when my door opened.

“Hallo, luv, wh’ave you got there?”

Dad was in my doorway, a rumpled mess, rubbing his eyes and scratching his head like some mangy old hound (but, to his human credit, using a hand rather than a hind foot). It was moments like this that I truly loved him. I looked down at the bed, then up, then down again, as if I was seeing the girl’s gear for the first time. I tried to come up with a likely lie but opted for the truth. He’d understand. Or at least he wouldn’t care. So long as I turned up for tea and brought home passing grades, he pretty much left me to get on with it.

“A girl on the Tube left this behind the other day and I picked it up to return it. Only I’ve not had the chance, what with the visit to Aunt Ruth and all.”

“Good girl. Make sure you do. Night.” He pulled the door closed.

He won’t remember any of this in the morning, so I won’t get grilled about why I hadn’t turned it into the left property office. I wouldn’t have had a proper answer for that, so it was just as well.

I glanced at the bin to remind myself to empty it later. Then it was back to detective work.

There it was, neatly written on the back of the diary:

Amanda Charles

17B Tetcott Road

London SW10

“Amanda Charles.” I said it out loud, marveling that she not only had a name but that I now knew what it was. Sounded posh — public school, old money, new gear, chauffeurs, swank invitations, all that. I joined my imaginings with the image I could conjure of her on the Underground and tried to work out whether in real life she more resembled what I saw or what I didn’t see.

I went and fetched the A–Z off a shelf in the kitchen so I could see where in SW10 that was. It took some searching until I found it, just off the King’s Road in Chelsea. The pages of the journal offered no further clarification — it was all numbers and phones and dates and names of cities. Maybe she was an air hostess, or an underworld spy. Or a travel agent. That one would be disappointing. I wanted her to be something important so I could properly enjoy my small brush with posh.

That left the folder. Now that I knew who the bag belonged to, I could see about returning it. I had no reason to nosy any further into her things. No reason at all. But I was too curious about Miss Charles not to.

Inside was a single sheet of Savoy Hotel stationery, a lovely robin’s egg blue with elegant printing at the top. The handwriting beneath it, however, was in red and far less elegant — the scratchings of an impatient child, different size letters sloping this way and that, busy with underlines, scribbles and exclamation marks. Surely not what I expected from the stylish sophisticate I’d seen on the Tube. I must have read it a dozen times trying to work out what it was about.
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A to Zed

THERE WERE, I discovered, eighteen A. Charleses in the telephone directory, none of them at the right address. She might live with her parents. She could have moved houses or have a married name. So I couldn’t ring to arrange the bag’s return. And I wasn’t keen on wrapping it up and putting it in the post. Then again, I didn’t want to go to Chelsea. I had schoolwork to do. I thought again about dumping it on someone in the Underground and letting them deal with it, but I worried they’d nick the good bits and chuck the rest. And then, I suppose, there was always the chance of a reward.

Now that I had worked out the paper was about a record, I wanted to learn whose. I stopped by the newsagents up the road and bought Melody Maker and Music Week — maybe the “1/2 page Ad buys” were in there. They weren’t. But the bloke said there were other music papers, so I scoffed the lot — NME, Sounds, Record Mirror — and took them home for a closer look. Melody Maker had an article called “Blind Date With Chaz Bonapart” in which he said that hearing the chorus of Genesis’ “Happy the Man” might oblige him to “rethink” a song he was working on called “Five Seven Eleven.” When I realized that five, seven and eleven are all prime numbers it hit me that perhaps that title could have turned into “Prime Number.” Makes sense, right? Maybe maths was good for something after all.

Pop music to me is noise — not the sound, actually, I just don’t pay much attention to it. I have a Roberts wireless in my room, but I only turn it on when I don’t want Dad to hear what I’m doing, or I've had it with his snoring. Telly? I watch the music shows now and then just to shrink my clueless-prat rating, but I never remember what I’ve seen. They try so hard to look weird. I don’t need to be reminded that I don’t fit in with my own kind.

Sometimes I think isolation from that standard element of teendom makes me faintly cool, in a backwards sort of way. If you can’t join 'em, make them feel like their club is too stupid to join. Or that you suspect it might be — even though you wish they liked you for something, no matter what that might be.

So while I’ve heard of Chaz, I can’t say that I know what his records sound like, or why he’s supposed to be better than Bovril. I guess he’s good-looking, in a young dad way, although he dresses completely mad.

I looked at the paper again, guessing that what I had in my possession might be a very big deal, a major concern to a tower block office suite of important people I’ll never see in
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