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One



Bradley
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She ain’t a bit like I’m expecting.

‘Kindly remove your headgear,’ she goes, ‘in the presence of a lady.’

Well, that’s me done for, I think, pulling off the beanie. Just when everything was going smooth as.

It’s a miracle I get there at all. Never go in that newsagents no more. On the Parade. On account of the creep behind the counter. He’s a gawper. One of the worst. That’s why I always wear a beanie or a hoodie when I’m out. Both sometimes. On account of the gawpers.

His fingers is black from the papers, except for the one always up his nostril. That’s pink, glowing pink. One minute he’s snot mining, the next he’s serving sweets to little kiddies. Makes me want to vom.
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Two



Eloise
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He was exactly what I expected. Skinny with a pinched face, as if a square meal would choke him. Restless brown eyes. Not shifty exactly, more watchful, though whether readying himself to pounce or to flee it was hard to tell, as most of his face was hidden under a woolly hat and a stringy fringe. Nice eyes though, deep and dark. Nose, biggish; chin, weakish – though that could have been my varifocals.

Smartly turned out by today’s slack standards in well-pressed black t-shirt and jeans. A pity they were several sizes too big, swamping his underfed frame.

Functionally illiterate, of course, but a distinct improvement on the last one. She didn’t have a word of English, not a word. Not even the essentials like ‘gin’ and ‘tonic’. I don’t know what Tabby was thinking.
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Like I say, it was a stroke of luck I saw it. Sellotaped in the corner of the window. 

‘Wanted!! Urgent!! Refined, respectable lady authoress seeks domestic assistant of same ilk. Usual rates.’

And a mobile number. 

Well, I get the ‘domestic assistant’ bit. That’s a cleaner, right? But I don’t know nothing about no ilks. Still, what have I got to lose? I break my rule, nip into the newsagents and pretend to be browsing in the gardening section. I glance over. He’s got his elbows on the counter, head deep in a mucky mag. As I’m leaving, I feel his dead, gawping eyes follow me to the door. Don’t matter ‘cause I got the card in my pocket. Well, don’t want no-one else going for it, do I?

I go home. Just my luck, Dom’s up. He’s in the kitchen, ramming a sarnie in his gob like he ain’t ate for a week. Raspberry jam dripping everywhere. Right off, he eyeballs the card. Next thing, he’s snatched it.

‘Watch it,’ I go. ‘You’ll get jam over that.’

‘You’ll get jam over that,’ he goes, in a stupid whiny voice what’s supposed to be me. ‘What’s this then, Bradley? Postcard from your boyfriend?’

He’s always saying stuff like that.

‘It’s a job,’ I tell him. ‘Leastways, could be.’

‘You stupid or something?’ he snorts. ‘You know Ma’ll go mad if you get a job. Messes up her benefits.’

‘No, it’s sound,’ I go. ‘Cash in hand.’ Leastways, that’s what I’m hoping.

‘What kinda job?’ He squints at the writing. Never were much cop at reading, our Dom.

‘Dunno ‘til I call, do I?’

‘Cheeky,’ he goes, cuffing me one round the ear. I take my chance and reach for the card. He grabs my wrist, twists my arm up my back and shoves his gob up against my ear. ‘You come across anything interesting, you be sure and let your big brother know,’ he hisses, spraying jammy paste over my cheek. ‘No sneaking behind my back, you little freak.’

He loosens his grip and for a sec I think that’s it. Then he comes back at me, jabbing me with a nasty little John Wick punch. He strolls off, still chewing. I hear the flatscreen fire up and stand there, wiping jam off of my face.

Been practising what I’m gonna say on the phone but when the woman answers, she ain’t in the mood for no chitchat.

‘You can ask all the questions you want tomorrow at the interview,’ she goes. ‘Lancaster Gate. Ten-thirty. Don’t be late.’

‘See you tomorrow morning, then,’ I go, all chirpy.

‘You most certainly will not. I’m merely the dutiful daughter in this equation. I’ve done my bit by getting my housekeeper to go halfway across London to put that wretched advert in the shop window in Kilburn. The rest is up to my mother.’

I’m thinking, why get the poor woman to schlep all the way to NW6? They got newsagents in Lanky Gate, ain’t they? Then I get it: posh Lanky Gate or scabby South Kill? No sense paying over the odds for a cleaner, is there?

‘I hope you’re accustomed to dealing with dotty old ladies,’ she goes on, ‘because, if you shape up, she’s the one you’ll be working for – God help you!’ And she’s hung up.

Ain’t no skin off of my nose. Doddery old dear or her stuck-up, skinflint daughter, long as I get the gig.

Next morning I’m out of our house by nine. Good thing about getting up that time is, ain’t no chance Ma nor Dom will be stirring, poking their noses in, asking awkward questions. Takes me best part of an hour to walk it but I’m there, good and early, outside her address.

Big old red-brick building it is. I’m looking up, taking in the curved steps up to the front door and the fancy stonework round the windows when I see it: the crest over the entrance. Courtland Mansions. It’s only a flipping mansion. I rub my hands.

Not so fancy inside, mind. No lift for starters and cold, concrete steps. A sickly smell like someone’s been boiling tomato soup on a stove for about a fortnight. Anyways, I walk up to the second floor, like I was told, and ring the bell. No answer. I knock, quiet at first. I call through the letterbox. Still nothing. I knock again and put my head to the door. Can’t hear no-one. I’m well put out. Seems I’ve come all this way for nothing. Bang my fists on the woodwork hard enough to hurt. I’m getting in a right strop. Then I hear something. A voice from inside. An old lady’s voice. I flip up the letterbox.

‘Do come through,’ she warbles. ‘You’ll find the key under the mat.’

This is gonna be a doddle, I think, letting meself in.

‘I’ll receive you in my boudoir,’ she goes. ‘Proceed along the foyer and it’s the second door on the right.’

I go up the hallway to the end and turn left, following my nose. The smell I mean. It’s her kitchen and it’s in a right state. Don’t hardly like to walk across the floor. I’m wearing new kicks, see. OK, so they’re hand-me-downs and a size too big but sharp, black Nike Blazers, right? I take the biggest strides across to the cupboards, the soles of my shoes making a noise like ripping Velcro.

That’s when the stink really hits me. Like when you’re on a bus stuck behind the binmen. Rank. Brown slime trails out through a split in the bin. Towers of dishes is stacked up on worktops covered in tea rings. I go to pick up a plate. Two come away, stuck together with what looks like baked bean juice.

One thing I cannot stand is dirt. Even if you ain’t got nothing, even if you’re stony, it don’t cost nothing to wash your pots and mop your floor. Dom says I’m OCD. Dom says a bit of dirt’s good for you. But he says a lot of div things.

It’s all I can do to stop meself from getting down on hands and knees there and then and giving the floor a good old wash. I don’t though. I Velcro my way over to the fridge. Rip, rip, rip. Big old thing it is, stood against the wall. Used to be white. Now there’s grey grime round the silver handle and red rust coming through chips and scratches. I grab at the handle and yank. It don’t move. I give it another tug. Seal comes apart with a crack. A dim light comes on.

What am I looking at? Small, furry animals crouched on plates and in bowls. Then I twig and my head jerks back. It ain’t animals. It’s mould. Greyish-green mould covers everything. You can’t tell cream buns from lamb chops. Black spots is spreading up the walls and down the insides, like the fridge has zits. There’s a different stink. Like Dom’s most cheesiest socks. Out the corner of my eye, I see something move on the top shelf, behind a burst yoghurt pot, something that really is alive. I slam the door sharpish.

She’s calling me again, more tetchier now. ‘What’s going on out there? What are you doing?’

‘Just taking off my coat an’ that,’ I go. She ain’t to know I got no coat. That’s top of the list when I get some readies. Nice warm Puffa. ‘Won’t be a mo.’

I edge my way down the hall and push a door. Bathroom. Don’t go in. One sniff from the doorway’s enough. On the other side is her sitting room. Poke my head round. Busted red settee. Cushion on one side squashed and worn pale, where a big, fat, lonely old backside has been parked on it. Long grey hairs stuck to the back. Little table covered in puzzle pieces and four mugs in need of a good soaking. Old-style telly, big as a Mini. Dead flowers in a dry vase. Dining table piled up with papers and photos. Run my finger through the dust. Scrub the muck off with a wet wipe. Always keep a sachet or two in my pocket. You never know.

Next to that’s her bedroom, where she’s waiting. Door’s ajar. I sneak past to another bedroom, smaller this time, with a single bed and a dusty bookshelf. One more door left to recce. Across the hall. I try it. It’s locked. Interesting.

‘I say,’ the old lady shouts. ‘Do you want this sodding job or not?’

‘Sit here and let me examine you properly,’ she goes, pushing away an eggy plate and patting the tatty bedcover. ‘I like to get to know my staff.’

Not falling for that one. I plonk meself down on a chair well away from the bed. I know her game. Women can be pervs too, you know. Dom told me.

‘Don’t mind if I do, missus.’

‘How quaint,’ she laughs, giving me a view of pink tonsils and black fillings. ‘But you must call me “Miss Eloise”. Everybody does.’

Who’s everybody? I think.

I get a good look at her for the first time. She’s no fluffy-haired Werther’s Original sweet old lady – and that’s the truth. Not at all. Even though she’s lying in bed, propped up on a pile of filthy pillows, she’s painted up like she’s on stage or something. I got sort of used to her after a bit, but back then, that first day, I’m pretty much gobsmacked. And believe me, I’m used to old dears what cake on the slap. Ma on karaoke night for one.

Her face is thick with powder, her cat’s-arse lips is painted over with sticky pink stuff and she’s drawed wobbly black lines round her eyes. A few wisps of grey stick out from under a red and orange scarf she’s wound round her head like a bandana. Only she ain’t done it right and it’s dangling down over one eye, like a pirate. She looks like Captain Jack Sparrow’s mad old granny to be honest with you.

‘The last one was useless,’ she goes, struggling to pull a shapeless purple cardy round her big, saggy wobblers. ‘You can hardly be any worse.’ She frowns, making wrinkles in them wrinkles, and then goes chatting on about some foreign girl. I do my best to look interested but I must have been staring too hard, ‘cause all of a sudden, she stops.

‘Oh, you’re admiring my lashes,’ she goes, fluttering them up and down like flapping vampire bats. Heck, I think, is the old girl flirting? ‘I do all my own styling, you know. Have done for years. And this peignoir’ – she pulls at the purple thing again – ‘is from my collection. I remodelled it with my own fair hands.’ She strokes it like it’s a cat. ‘It’s the very one she wore that night... you know, the coat hanger. The bride.’ She goes silent, drifting off. I wait for her to explain. I clear my throat. And she’s back in the room, like someone’s plugged her into a charger. ‘Ah, but that’s a day for another tale.’

She turns to me and that’s when she says it. 

‘Now, kindly remove your headgear in the presence of a lady.’

There’s nothing for it but to do like she says. I take a deep breath, sweep the beanie off and stand, twisting the life out of it, waiting for the inevitable. Don’t know what gives me the most aggravation: the gawpers, the smart-arses, or the head-on-one-side, sad-faced do-gooders.

This old dear ain’t any of them. She looks me straight in the eye, like most people can’t bring their selves to. Her eyes narrow and I see she’s weighing me up. Not grossed out, nor no bleeding heart neither. Just curious. She’s sharper than I thought, I reckon.

‘That’s better,’ she goes, without a flicker. ‘Now I can see to whom I’m speaking.’ If she notices anything, she don’t say. All she does is lift one bum cheek and squeak out a little fart. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ she goes.

I just about die on the spot. ‘Name’s Bradley,’ I splutter, trying to hold it together. ‘I’m seventeen and–’

‘Bradley, hmmm?’ she goes interrupting my spiel before I can even get going. She presses a finger to her chin. ‘It smacks somewhat of the council estate but I suppose it will do. Bruno took me to a council estate once, you know. Where he was born. Somewhere up north. Ghastly place. Dreadful people.’

And she’s off, hardly pausing to take a breath, lah-de-da-ing on about people and places I ain’t never heard of. I’m losing patience.

‘Scuse me,’ I go, when I’ve had enough. ‘do I get the job or not? Your daughter’s said I had to have your say-so before I could get stuck in.’

‘Dear, dear Tabby,’ she goes. ‘How I long to see her, but, as she says, Greenwich Park to Lancaster Gate is such an awkward journey.’

No worse than Kilburn, I think. And I had to walk it. But I don’t say.

‘Look upon today as a trial run,’ she goes. ‘If you perform satisfactorily, then we’ll see about making the arrangement permanent.’

I’m well chuffed. ‘Where do you want me, in the kitchen or here?’

While I’m talking, something’s bothering me. Underneath her fart, and the fruity-floweriness of the powders and paints spilling out on her dressing table, my nose has picked up another smell. Something not nice. Coming from under her bed. I bend down and – guess what? – there’s only a pink plastic potty there. Like they has for little kids. Brimming, it is. With a rainbow skin an’ everything.

‘I’ll just get rid of this,’ I go, sliding it out and wafting away the ripe old pong.

‘As you wish,’ she yawns, not one bit put out I’m standing there holding a pot of her stale piss. When I get back, she’s slid down the bed and a dreamy look’s come in her eyes. I wonder if she’s been on the booze. Know the signs, see.

‘I asked for Martin Bashir, you know,’ she murmurs, half asleep. ‘A man with his track record would’ve been ideal.’ She gives a gynormous sigh. ‘Sadly, he’s unavailable, Tabby informed me. So you see, like it or not, we’re stuck with each other. Are you ready?’

I’m confused. Who’s this Martin bloke? What is she wanting me to do? I don’t like the weird way this conversation is going. And I definitely don’t like the look in her eyes.

I stick out my chest and, putting a bit of macho gravel in my voice, like I ain’t someone to be messed with, I go, ‘It’s me, Bradley. Remember?’ All the while keeping the door in view over my shoulder. ‘I spoke to your daughter? About the cleaning?’

She ain’t listening. ‘Be so good as to bring over my clippings from the escritoire,’ she goes. ‘And my spectacles on the chiffonier.’

From the what? On the where? Wish she’d stick to English. After a search, I find her glasses on the dressing table and a battered blue photo album on a spindly table in the corner.

As I get a hold of the album, a bunch of loose photos slides out and slaps to the carpet. I kneel to pick them up. Stacking them like playing cards, I grab meself a dekko. They’re a weird yellow colour but I make out people mucking about in the street, arms round each other, jumping in the air, throwing back their heads, looking like they’s having just the best time. The girls is stunners. Long legs and wide eyes. The boys, their hair long and their shirts frilly, is almost as good-looking.

When I come to the last of the photos, I do a double take. Right in the middle, reaching out to write on this piece of paper someone’s holding up, is a baby-faced dude with a thick fringe and a cheeky grin. I kinda recognise him. It couldn’t be, could it?

I turn to her and say, ‘Excuse me for asking. Is this one of the Beatles?’

‘Give the boy a coconut!’ she shouts, making me jump. ‘A glimmer of recognition at last. Yes, that’s Paul with some of the gang. Pretty, isn’t he? Too pretty to be a boy.’

‘Did you used to be famous then?’

She gives a filthy laugh. ‘Better than that, young whatever-your-name-is, I used to be infamous.’ She flicks a hand at me, impatient. ‘Give me those Polaroids. For pity’s sake – the photographs you’re holding.’

I do like she says.

‘I wondered where these had got to. Such memories,’ she goes, crushing them to her chest. ‘Now, enough of your timewasting. Time to get to business. Pin back your ears, Boy, and prepare to be amazed. We’re about to set off on a journey through the life of Miss Eloise Slaughter.’ She throws out her arms, bingo-wings flapping, photos flying. ‘Style supremo and fashion phenomenon.’ She snaps her head round. ‘Well, what are you waiting for, what’s-your-name? Get scribbling.’

At last I get it. I scrabble about in the scrunched-up tissues on her bedside table until I find a chewed-up biro and an old envelope. Sitting down, I smooth the envelope on my knee. ‘Ready,’ I sing out. ‘Oh, and the name’s Bradley, by the way.’

She clears her throat and, staring at the ceiling, starts up in that funny, fruity, whooping voice I get so used to.
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Ahem. What do you think of, dear reader, when you hear the name, Eloise Slaughter? Outrageous fashions? Extravagant parties? A bit of how’s-your-father with every popstar and actor of note in Swinging London? Ah, but there is so much more to my life, as will become apparent as this, my poignant tale, unfolds.

I’ve always fancied myself as a writer, you know, even though I’ve never written anything longer than a cheque before. I have bestraddled the fashion world – if that’s not too explicit an image; surely I can dictate a few thousand riveting words to a goggle-eyed boy?

That’s you, by the way? My little joke. What are you staring at? Eyes down and get scribbling. Is that the best you can do? In your lunchbreak – half an hour and not a minute longer – buy yourself proper implements. A notebook and some pens. In fact – hang it – a pack of notebooks and half a dozen biros. Go to Woolworth’s. Always good value. What, no Woollies? What is civilisation coming to? WH Smith, then. They haven’t gone down the pan too, have they? Now, enough of your mindless chitter-chatter. To work.

Where to begin? Carnaby Street? The Hot Spot? When to begin? The sixties, when I was the grooviest chick in town? The seventies, when I was at the height of my powers? No, the eighties. That’s what you want to hear, isn’t it? When everything went tits aloft. I could start there. Get it over with. Grasp the bullet. Bite the nettle. But no, impatient reader, you’ll have to wait. I’m going to begin with my birth, way back in 19... oh, let’s not get bogged down in boring little details like dates.

You ready, Boy? Pen poised? Good.

Meat pies. I owe everything to them. They paid for my childhood ribbons and tap shoes, my education at St Jude’s and my elocution lessons. It is thanks to them that you won’t catch a trace of Coventry sing-song in my accent, except perhaps when I’m a little squiffy.

From the beginning, my parents, Terry and Urse Armitage, adored me. And who could blame them? ‘My angel’ Terry used to call me. Cherry lips, lavender blue eyes, cascades of blonde curls – I was delectable. Thinking back, it was probably from my father – known throughout the meat processing industry as The Pie King of the West Midlands – that I inherited my instinct for business. My good looks I got from my mother, a renowned Coventry beauty.

Some might say I was a spoilt child. I prefer to think of myself as blessed with a sensitive and creative nature. Like many gifted children, I was prone to the occasional tantrum. To this day I can turn ratty if I’m not the centre of attention.

Terry always knew how to handle me.

‘Oi’d chuck yow over me shoulder and tek yow ‘ome, kicking and screaming, to Mother,’ he used to remind me, in his heavy West Midland tones. ‘Remember when yow blacked my eye?’ What a card he was.

Where Terry was a man of hearty appetites, Mother – Urse – was the opposite. How best to conjure her up for you? Never a party girl, my mother, but always well turned out – for a butcher’s wife, at least – and admirably thin. No lipowhatsit or gastric whojamaflip back then. Urse kept her figure by the simple process of hardly ever eating. And so house-proud. I almost never saw her without a duster or a broom in her hand.

Standoffish, I suppose you could call her or, as the family fortunes improved, an out-and-out snob. ‘Do I look like the kind of person who’d pass the time of day with the likes of yow?’ I overheard her say one day to a neighbour whose husband was a mere milkman.

Yes, dear reader, hard though it is to credit, the woman who was to become the fashion queen of the sixties  – that’s me by the way – began life in a humble flat above a butcher’s shop in Coventry.

All in all, life was good. I was happy. Then Terry and Urse did a dreadful thing. They had another child. Silvia. What to say about Silvia, my dear sister? Tall, gangly Silv. Clever, hard-working Silv. Happily-married-to-the-same-man-for-more-than-forty-bloody-years Silv.

‘Get used to it, ower Elaine,’ I remember Terry saying, cooing over her crib. ‘This little babby is ‘ere to stay.’

I should explain. Terry and Urse were the only people on earth who called me by my hideous birth name. No matter how many times I forbad them.

Silvia didn’t stay a ‘little babby’ of course. She grew fast and kept on growing. My nickname for her was the Carthorse because she was always so big and clumsy. Said with affection, of course.

Do you have siblings, Boy? Oh, for pity’s sake. Brothers and sisters? What’s he called? Dominic? That’s nice. Nothing council house about that name. Not like yours. Remind me again what it is. Never mind. Now you’ve made me completely lose my whatsit... you know. String, is it? I do wish you wouldn’t interrupt.

Terry and Urse. Urse and Terry. What a pair. Maybe if she hadn’t been so uptight and po-faced, he might not have started hopping on his bike and delivering more than pork bangers to the ladies of the district. Always one for the ladies, Terry, right up until the day he dropped down dead in a platter of Scotch eggs at a Worshipful Company of Meat Manufacturers dinner dance in Wolverhampton. Two brassy blondes with stiff perms attended the funeral, shooting daggers of hatred at each other across the grave. Who they were, one could only speculate.

Thinking about it now, that must be where I got it from, my huuuuge sex drive? From Terry.

No need to look so alarmed, Boy. My libido vanished long ago, along with everything else I had of value. You’ll have to get used to earthy talk if you’re going to be my aman... aman... what is that sodding word? My personal secretary. Now, where was I? Meat pies. Jolly old meat pies.

Terry made his money during the war.

‘Folk en’t so fussy what’s in a pie, when there’s a war on,’ he used to say.

Never one to worry about the niceties, by the time I was eleven, he had a second shop and we’d moved to a neat Victorian semi with a walled garden and an upstairs bathroom.

‘Ower brain and tongue pies is going grite and the new shop is doing a grand trade,’ he said one day, a self-satisfied look on his face. We two girls were swinging our legs on the sofa, where we’d been sat down to hear a big family announcement.

‘Me and yower Mother,’ he glanced over to the doorway to where Urse was polishing the door handle to within an inch of its life, ‘’ave decided to send yow girls to private school.’ Terry puffed out his chest. ‘Next term, ower Elaine, you’re starting at St Jude’s with the posh girls. What do yow reckon to that then, eh?’

‘Oh, how thrilling, Daddy!’ I trilled, throwing my arms around his neck, taking care not to come into contact with his bloodstained apron. No more mixing with girls with common accents and nits. I was going to St Jude’s. 

My St Jude’s education didn’t get off to the best of starts.

‘Isn’t this exciting, Mummy?’ I said. ‘My first school uniform.’ I wriggled with pleasure as the shopkeeper removed gymslips and jumpers from their cardboard boxes. ‘Oh! But they’re brown,’ I said, feeling a tantrum brewing.

Brown blazers, brown ties, brown skirts, brown jumpers, brown shoes, even brown knickers, were spread before me. And not a rich chestnut or a vibrant copper, either. These were a hideous shade of diarrhoea not even a Marisa or a Shrimp in their sixties heydays could have carried off, let alone a delicate little thing of eleven with classic English rose colouring. That’s me, by the way.

‘Brown drains my complexion. I cannot wear brown,’ I said, taking in a massive breath in preparation for a major bawling session.

‘Stop yower blarting and tek a look at this,’ the assistant said.

My jaw dropped, my tears dried and my tantrum was forgotten. In her hands she cradled the cutest, snappiest, most adorable straw boater you ever saw.

‘Troi it on.’

As she placed it on my head, I knew – despite the brown – I was going to love St Jude’s.

Note to Boy: I may still have that hat. You know, for the museum.

It was at St Jude’s that I first got an inkling I was someone out of the ordinary. To be honest, quite a few of the girls there fancied themselves as special. It was that kind of school. They were wrong, of course. I was the only one who got it right. How do I know? Name me one other who went on to found a ground-breaking fashion empire? Exactly.

I didn’t really make any friends at St Jude’s. Not as such. In fact, tell you a secret. I’ve never really seen the point of friends. I’ve been friend-ly with many people over the years, usually when I needed something from them. Talent, money, contacts, sex. But as to friendship for friendship’s sake, I didn’t get it. Still don’t, if I’m honest.

Though now I come to think, there was one girl at St Jude’s. I’m not sure she counts. Bethany Sawyer wanted to be friends with everyone.

Bethany was a sweet-faced, sweet-natured girl with a shy, ready smile, lustrous, honey-blond hair, peachy skin, and enormous grey-blue eyes fringed with thick, curling lashes. Top of the class too, without ever appearing swanky or swotty.

In other words, the sort of girl I would usually have run a mile from. I mean, who needs the competition, especially when you’re going through a dumpy, spotty, grumpy phase yourself? But Bethany wanted to befriend me and for a while I went along with it for I had, dear reader, an interior motive: I wanted to copy her homework.

Naturally, the saintly Bethany was unhappy with the arrangement. I appealed to her softer side, however, squeezing out a few tears for good measure. I’ve always had a persuasive nature.

It didn’t work out. It turned out I was no better at copying than at studying. When our marks came back, I hadn’t moved from my position at the bottom of the class. Can’t even spell Bunsen burner! Miss Bohenna had scrawled over my science practical in shouty red ink.

Surveying the bloody carnage of my exercise books, I knew the days of my one and only schoolgirl friendship were numbered. I dumped Bethany in the changing rooms after hockey – a sport at which, with her long legs, she naturally excelled.

For weeks afterwards, she sent me little poems and shot me sad, conciliatory looks from under those annoyingly lengthy lashes. I didn’t waver. Even at that tender age I realised friendship for its own sake was a luxury I didn’t need.

For five years I was happy ploughing my solitary furrow at St Jude’s. Then disaster. Silv joined the school. I was by then in the fifth form. Already taller than me, Silv soon eclipsed me in other ways, winning prizes and topping tests. 

I never understood why Silv was so hard-working. While I spent my time buffing my nails, giving my hair its daily hundred strokes, and devouring every word of Vogue, she was swotting for science competitions, captaining the lacrosse team and auditioning for school productions. It was small consolation that it was Romeo she was cast to play, not Juliet.

Silv had the last laugh, of course. University degree, career as a GP, big look-at-me house in Teddington; six bedrooms, indoor pool, the works. Solid, sensible chartered surveyor husband, who buys her flowers every Friday evening, even if they haven’t had a row. Four grown-up kids. All six footers. All still speaking to her. And in August, the whole merry gang gather together for fun and frolics in their villa on the Algarve. Silv sends me postcards every year. ‘Chaos here with the little ones but wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ Suppose she means the grandkids.

She’s invited me, of course. Many times. Generous old Silv. Couldn’t face it. Just the thought of all that family togetherness gives me the heebies. But bully for you, Carthorse.

Shit, shitterty shit! I’ve only just started and already I’ve gone and depressed myself. Fix me a drink, will you? Where are you going? Tray’s here, on the window sill. Allow me to introduce you. Sapphie, this is Boy. Boy, this is my very good friend Bombay Sapphire. I’d offer you one but you’re on duty, so to speak. No ice, plenty of slice. What do you mean, mouldy? Don’t be such a fuss-arse. Cut that bit off. Lovely. It’s thirsty work, being a lady authoress. Don’t drown it!

Now listen up, important staff announcement. Three things I need to keep me happy. Without them, the muse won’t flow and if the muse won’t flow I may lose my customary placid temperament. You paying attention? Well, look as if you are then. The three things are: Sapphie. You’ve met her already – top me up, a proper measure this time. That’s one. The other two are Gypsies and Camaroons. They are my staples. See that I never, and I mean never, run out of any of them. You can have a good dunk with a Gypsy. Oh and coconut on the Camaroons. I’m old school on that one.

Hush. No more of your moronic questions. Off you pop. Yes – now. I’ll just close my... no, no, leave that where I can reach it. What? Tiresome child. Here you are, warm from my panting bosom. I’ll be wanting change, mind.

Still here? What is it now? I suppose so. After the masterly way you dealt with my pot de chambre, I can hardly refuse. So, yes. If it means that much to you, you can have the sodding job.
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Yaay! I got it. She’s well wavey when she tells me, mind, but I reckon it’s still sound. Drunk or sober, she’s give me the job. Two mornings a week. Tuesdays and Thursdays. She don’t even blink when I say, ‘Cash in hand, OK?’

I go to the shops, her instructions rattling round in my brain. I take the long way round. Scoping out the area, see? It’s well cold out there. Wind whistling up Bayswater Road, whipping the last yellow leaves off of the trees. No matter how deep I stick my fists into the pockets of my hoodie, my fingers is about to drop off.

When I get back, she’s in her sitting room, still in her nightie, mind. Been helping herself some more, she has, and ain’t too clever. Has a go at me about the shopping. All wrong, she tells me, shouting and calling me ‘idiot boy’. But honestly, how was I to know?

Gypsies, she’s asked for. What am I supposed to make of that? Biscuits, I manage to fathom out in the end. Gypsy Cream biscuits. But can I find any? Not in any of the places I go. And I ask all over. Get custard creams instead. You’d think I’d tried to feed her rat poison, the face she pulls. But she still scoffs the whole packet, I notice. There’s not even any crumbs left.

Then there’s Cameroons. That’s macaroons to you and me. Find out when I pluck up courage to go into the Waitrose off of the Edgware Road and ask. They look lush in the chiller, snuggled up together in their own little box, two pink, two pale green and two coffee coloured. Real cream inside. My mouth waters just looking at them. But no, they’re wrong too, she says. No coconut. She has a right mare at me, then manages to force down four of them.

Not that her ranting gets to me. One thing I’m good at, one skill I got down to a tee, is being given a bollocking. You could say that’s my area of expertise, my specialist subject. Ma. Dom. Teachers. Coppers. Kids at school. It don’t matter who it is. I can stand there long as you like, sucking it up, looking all sorry an’ that. Don’t bother me one bit ‘cause my head is miles away. For instance, while she’s giving me a right tongue lashing about what I bought, I’m wondering if the pink macaroon she’s left will taste different from the green one. Waste not, want not, eh?

OK, so I get that she’s bats, as well as being a juicer but that don’t matter. I’m in there and, you never know, could work in my favour, her being a sarnie short.

Let her sleep it off while I make a start on the kitchen. No time like the present. Can’t wait to get stuck into that washing-up. Up to my elbows in hot, soapy water and I’m happy. Seeing them dishes and plates come out of the suds gleaming, rinsing them off, drying them on a brand-new tea-towel I found in the airing cupboard – ‘present from Bridgetown’, still in its wrapper – wiping out her cupboards and stacking up her plates, all neat and tidy, cup handles facing the same way, glasses lined up in straight rows, well, it gives me a good feeling. Like I’ve done something useful with my day. Been a while since I felt like that.

Time goes quick and when my four hours is up, I go to say cheerio, though I been listening to her snoring like a pig all the while I’m in the kitchen. Still it’s only manners. Like I thought, there she is, head back on the sofa, dribble snail-sliming its way down her chin. I decide to get off home. As I’m leaving, I have to pass the locked room. Rest my head against the door, wondering what could be in there. Still, there’s no rush.

Ain’t due back till Thursday. Dom tries to pump me, of course. I don’t tell him nothing. Just about how I had to shout through the letterbox and let meself in. And how minging it all is. Funny thing is, all day Wednesday, when I should be chilling, I’m thinking about the old girl in that tip. So, when Thursday rolls around, I make sure I set off in good time.

Got enough left over from her shopping to take the Tube this time. Worked it out on my phone. Bakerloo to Paddington, then walk the last bit down Sussex Gardens, cross at the lights and you’re there. Easy peasy.

When I let meself in, I get the shock of my life. She’s sitting behind the front door, perched on a kitchen stool with a face like thunder. She’s dressed an’ all. Leastways, she’s pulled on some awful skirt thing round her middle, over the nightie, and some trackie bottoms, and shoved her arms into a thick, knitted thing what’s so stretched it almost reaches down to the floor. Hard to tell what colours they are. The jumper’s a sort of patchwork of greys. The skirt could have been yellow. No mistaking what she’s got wound round her neck: that purple thing. None of it ever seen the inside of a washing machine, you ask me. She’s done her face again. I wish she wouldn’t. She looks a right munter. I try not to stare. She gets the wrong idea when I stare.

‘Where the sod have you been?’ she goes, not hardly waiting for me to get through the door. ‘Do you know how long I’ve been sitting here? The milk’s off and I’ve run out of bickies. I could have died of malnutrition. I’ve a good mind to sack you right now.’

‘It’s Thursday, missus,’ is all I can think of to say.

‘As if that weren’t bad enough,’ she rattles on, not paying a blind bit of notice. ‘I’ve had so many memories bubbling up inside my brain, I can’t think straight.’ She presses her fingers into her forehead like she’s trying to stop her thoughts escaping. ‘And who did I have to tell them to? No-one.’

Her voice wobbles and round her eyes, watery at the best of times, it’s all wet. She’s been blubbing. I understand now. She ain’t vexed at me. Not really. She’s upset because she’s scared. Scared I’d scarpered. Scared she was on her own again. File away that little gem in my noddle for later.

‘I come here Tuesdays and Thursdays,’ I go, my voice gentle. I move more closer and get a vinegar blast of old lady hum up my nostrils. ‘That’s what we agreed. Yesterday was Wednesday. Today’s Thursday.’

‘You sure about that?’

‘Hundred per cent, Miss E,’ I go, wanting to get the chat over with. ‘Shall I get you out of this draughty old hall and into a comfy chair with a nice cuppa?’

‘What did you call me?’

‘Miss E,’ I go, straight off regretting it. ‘That’s probably disrespectful. Sorry.’

‘On the contraire,’ she goes, wiping her eyes on her baggy sleeve and getting to her feet. ‘I like it. You should always address me thus.’

Ain’t never seen her standing up before. She’s not what you’d call tall. As I’m helping her along, she don’t hardly come up to my shoulders. Five foot at most, and almost the same around the middle, I reckon. Like a squidgy old ball, balanced on a pair of tiny, high-heeled slippers. If you was to give her a good push, reckon she’d roll.

‘Miss E,’ she murmurs, trying it out for size as we trot along together. ‘I like it. I like it very much.’ And she flashes me a big old smile.

Takes me a long time to get used to them mood swings, I can tell you.

‘Do you have to do that when I’m trying to concentrate?’ she grumbles.

I’m not even in the same room as her. She’s in the sitting room listening to some bloke on the radio yapping on about gardening. Why she bothers beats me. It’s not as if she’s got so much as a window box. I’m in her hallway, dusting the row of black and white photos she’s got hanging on the wall. The more I look, the more filthier they are. So I take them down from their hooks and give them a good spray and a wipe.

While I’m doing that, I have a nose, of course. Took years ago, judging by the girls’ short skirts and the blokes’ long hair. No Beatles this time. Just girls and blokes enjoying theirselves. Holding up glasses at a party. Arsing about on a beach. Posing on the bonnet of an old-school motor. Can’t help but smile. Looks like they’d be a fun crew to hang with – if they wasn’t OAPs by now.

One blonde girl grabs my eye. She’s in a couple of them. Despite the old-fashioned hair and the clothes, you can tell she’s a looker. I pay one photo particular attention. It’s of her on her own. She’s sitting curled up, making long, black shadows across a wood floor, bare legs tucked under. Her hand’s on her shoulder, chin resting on her arm, and she’s tilting her head, half-smiling at the camera. What with the dark shadows and the way she’s sitting, you can’t tell if she’s naked or not. I think she is. Her face is beautiful. Glowing. Eyes wide and pure like a little kid’s. Mouth half-open in a wicked smile that’s anything but pure. Man, but she is hot.

Some supermodel. Gotta be.

I pop my head round the door. ‘Miss E. Who is...?’

A long piggy snore cuts me off.

Takes me ages to rehang them pictures. I line them up with a tape measure, so they’s spot-on.

I’m working in her kitchen, on my hands and knees
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