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STANKY

killer stink in the house

Stanky have the whole place tagged. STANKY: BIG, it says on the Bevington Road public convenience. STANKY: FLYING 4, it says on the window of Ootie’s Late Nite Store. STANKY: MASSIVE, it says in skull logo green on the firedoors of Trellick Tower, a concrete slab that looms over Golborne Road like a giant gravestone. And if you look up to the thirtieth floor of Trellick near where the walkway from the main block joins the stairwell, you’ll see STANKY: CHONGA LOCO. My guess is as good as anyone’s what that means.

Only thing I know is that all their tags and all the other versions of their tags like S:RY (STANKY: RUFF YOOT) have got the same characteristic: a colon. That colon, those two little dots, they’re my contribution to yoot and yoof culture. I taught them that on one of the rare times the Stanky 4 bothered showing at school. They wanted tags with impact, tags that would blow the opposition out of the water. Tags that would stay on the walls of the old toilets at school. Well, it’s given them an edge, and seeing their tags is the nearest most people get to seeing them at all, being as they are no more than a handful among a million truants.

So I’m always kind of surprised when I run into them anywhere. But today they ain’t just anywhere. Today they’ve got real face. They’re standing – hangin’ more like – bang on my home run. I mean, see the picture: half seven, sun setting on W11 and the summer term, and there they be, cool and big, living large in fresh trainers like they had daddy’s standing order allowance propping up their lifestyle, like they were straight-A guys with careers mapped out all the way to the golden horizon. Instead of being the flakiest all-in under-sixteen bullshitters ever to skank off school and munch out on junk food.

As I’m approaching The Ridge, Big C and W, also known to parents and police as Ridgecroft, Clarke and Witter, they all look to their number one. Number one, who mostly responds to the name Stanky B but is down on the register at Kensal Grove as Burston, is way too busy to notice shit. He’s backing his twelve stone of teenage protein nice and slow out of Golborne Kebabs and Burgers. He’s unnaturally large in a yellow ski jacket, looming mean, and brandishing a leaky kebab:

—Hey you, binnissman: I ain’t payin’ for this cos it stink of poo. Get me? Look at that red smelly shit man. It’s poo. Ain’t takin’ my peas for this. Look at it man: poo meat innit. Killer stink in da house. Get me? Nobody move nobody get hurt . . .

There’s silence inside. Not even meek protest. Nothing. Burston hops out the store, holds up his free kebab and takes the biggest bite he can, then looks to his crew for acknowledgement. The boys fold with fake laughs, keel about with wailing street laughs that get right to the core of an enemy’s ego. Diss ’em good. Tuff ’em down. Be first with the backchat. Then they’re all banging and slapping fists with Burston, congratulating him on his pioneering sense of humour.

When Burston finally spots me I’m no more than twenty feet away, lugging my shoulder bag of books and marking. Suddenly, eight smirky eyes with insider knowledge are scoping me hard, which is really what the Stanky 4 like best. Hangin’ an’ scopin’. Only they should know better than to wrongside me on my home run, especially when all I want is to skin up a monster spliff, mark some delinquent drama projects, and kick back for the night. Burston shifts the food to one side of his mouth so that it swells out. Making sure I can hear, he drawls in a real showtime voice:

—Check Miss Thing boppin’ down the street . . . One day she gonna be my ex. Y’na mean.

The Ridge and Big C fold over each other’s shoulders, their faces screwed with hysterical laughter.

—Wicked, wicked, W’s mumbling.

Burston pulls on his bumfluff whiskers, barely ten years younger and with a mouth too big for any age. I stop in front and give them one of my double-edged smiles, nice and sweet with the lips, nasty and sour with the eyes, a smile for which I’m famous and feared at Kensal Grove, a smile which has kept abuse and chair legs from flying in my direction. Burston clicks straight away and sticks out his chin trying to face me down. So I go:

—Say Burston: when you’re absent you’re meant to stay absent. Yet here you are, feasting on the fat, a real presence on the street and hey . . . dressed to kill . . .

Burston falls for it and puffs up like a designer pigeon. The Ridge slaps himself on his freckly orange forehead. Big C flips his wrist so that his thumb clicks. W copies both in turn. And all together again they fold laughing. So I go:

—What’s the story? You just had to hang out here specially to see me right? And there I was hoping for another of your love letters . . .

Burston’s jaw hits the pavement. His crew turn bug-eyed.

—Wha’ you sayin’? I ain’t never wrote you no love letter. I ain’t—

—Don’t explain. I understand . . .

I swing my bag on to my shoulder and I’m walking, sassing it up like a schoolgirl. It hits the spot. Burston takes a full three seconds to get a reaction together.

—Wha’? he goes stepping after me followed by numbers two, three and four. Wha’ you dissin’ me for in front of my homeboys? This is streetside now. This ain’t no schoolyard.

—Burston, I say over my shoulder, you wouldn’t know the difference.

—Needa would you innit, goes Burston throwing his free hand out at me then standing in front so I have to stop. You ain’t even scoped them poh-lice boys down Trellick. Yeah workin’ over your own yard.

Then he pauses, screwing his face with mock confusion, the corners of his mouth turned down.

—Or is they up Trellick? Ridge?

The Ridge has been trying to scratch his peepee which he cannot locate inside very baggy jeans. Now he’s thinking up an answer. I can’t help glancing over towards Trellick. Sure enough, past the bric-à-brac store, past the Lisboa café and the Moroccan Advice Centre both crowded with people looking for a way out, past the gutted salt fish and iced squid of Sisson’s Seafood, and over the railway bridge past the lighters and matches man on his fold-out chair, there are a couple of bright white police vans, parked at odd angles, one still flashing blue, like they were props in a movie.

—It’s go’a be up Trellick, says The Ridge with a sly bonehead smile. Things is goin’ down up Trellick innit.

—Yeah, goes Burston looking at me then W, high up. Like around maybe floor number three oh innit . . .

—Could have been two nine, says W, could have been the roof terrace . . .

—Bus maybe ten fifteen hard stone stair between innit.

—Hundred per cent between boy, says W.

—Yeah, goes Burston, and we’s all been wonderin’: wha’ could be goin’ down so high up Trellick between two nine and the roof terrace? Innit . . .

—Yeah, says W, and like usual we ain’t got no answer to wha’ we been wonderin’. Innit crew.

—No answer, grins Big C stepping right in front and slouching down from six three to human size. But we got this theory . . .

And that’s the cue for a four-way hysterical fold. I mean their laughter is so rehearsed you could dance to it. So ok, I’m thinking, they know where I live. But whether they’re winding me up or trying to psyche me out I can’t say. Either way, there’s a teenage hysteric in my stomach doing step aerobics. It’d be useless to pick their brains about their theory. You couldn’t torture it out of them. Information like that is power. They trade it. They use it to lever open people’s heads and put the fear inside. For a second too long I don’t know how to react. Act mean. Act tough. Smile honey sweet. Teachers always react. Most of them anyway. Should’ve been a maths teacher: fuck with me and I’ll kill you. Ones and zeros. Keep the message simple.

In that second of hesitation, they see me, see everything I am, know everything I can say or can’t, know even better than me what I will say. I have to come back at them with something, anything. It’s always about last words.

—Burston: you better have a good excuse for not showing today . . .

Stanky clutch their guts and hold their breaths, their expressions frozen on the edge of the Almighty Fold. I walk off knowing full well I’ve just uttered the term’s most pointless sentence. Burston throws it back at me, exaggerating my Manchester accent. So much for discipline. I’m ten steps away when their street laughs break. The wails ride high above the heads of grim, stubbly men slumped out in smokey groups, above shopping-laden old women arguing the price of dodgy toilet cleaner with shifty stallholders weighed down by 50ps, and above oily slicksters double-parked in tinted Mercs in front of the Jerico cake shop. Everyone seems to look up in an instant, searching the air for The Joke, then following the collective stare of the Flying 4 down the street . . . to me.

I have to make sure I stroll, not fast not slow, neither carefree nor uptight, just strolling strolling strolling till I’m well away, till everyone decides there are better things to figure than the mysteries of teenage humour. Besides, nobody’s putting in requests for a punch line. Skanky fuckers.

Stanky M chalk up another mental victory, busting out with made-to-fit wisdom, big with untold streetside Re-speck, and smug as fourth years with sick notes that they ain’t never growin’ up.

The late sun washes orange over Trellick, marking out hundreds of windows. Red velour curtains flapping on floor twenty. Toothy kid hanging a shoe out of the window ten floors below. Wideload mother in floral pink eating biscuits in front of the tele, corner of floor six. Trellick Tower in big red letters like an international hotel, like an international warning. And the poh-lice still flashing blue by the propped open fire door.


TRELLICK

the square one thing

I’m standing on the thirtieth floor on what might have been an average Thursday in late June looking at the trashed front door of my flat. There are marks round the lock, chips of wood on the floor, like someone’s actually hacked through with an axe. Inside are three suited guys, the taller bearded, standing in the middle of the living room, hands pocketed, whistling Yankee Doodle. He glances in my direction just as he gets to macaroni. He raises his eyebrows at me, as if to say: fancy joining in the chorus? So, naturally the first words to pop into my jumbled head are: who the fuck are you? Only I say nothing. Or maybe I do. All I can hear is my heart. It’s going so hard my eyelids are shuddering. There seems to be debris spread over the floor around his feet. My hand is in my bag. Deep down, under my regular stuff, is this canister of pepper spray that I got one time off a friend of my brother. He told me it could take out a cinema audience if the wind was right.

Whistler unpurses his lips and takes his right hand out of his pocket. With thumb and finger he curtains aside the bottom of his green M&S jacket to reveal, clipped to his grey polyester trousers, his shiny police badge.

—Detective Sergeant Mills. Grove CID, he says in this jerky monotone like the words were on ticker tape punching out of his mouth. And you are?

My throat lumps up.

—Cee Harper. I live here.

I realise I’m about to be invited into my own place.

—’Fraid you’ve been burgled . . .

Not like I couldn’t have figured that out for myself. Yet when I look past him properly, I go numb. Mills is still talking only I can’t hear him. Something about a neighbour calling. I’m sort of aware of stepping over some dark spats of goo at the door and wondering if that’s what other people’s blood looks like. The front door’s nothing compared to the wreck inside. Whole place has been turned over. Shit everywhere. My big cheese plant’s broken near the root. Like it’s been snapped off or trodden on. Black earth spreads in a trail to the windows.

Beneath the windows which run the length of the wall there’s only a mass of stereo wires and disconnected cables, snaking to nowhere or knotted, useless. Everywhere there’re gaps in the grand scheme. Nothing but space where CD, computer and stereo used to be. Speakers gone, outlined in dust. A blank rectangle of wall where the TV used to be. Records lying out of their sleeves like someone’s used them for indoor frisbee. Including a couple of Dennie’s old Charlie Mingus albums that he parked with Big Sis for safe-keeping along with his bass that better be in the cupboard.

Behind, a chair and coffee table lie turned over near the door. Cutlery leads out from the kitchen merging in with a pile of clothes from the bedroom. Everything, bra, crockery, bucket, furniture, seems to be on the move like a line of refugees escaping my life. Never realised I had so many separate things.

Mills turns slightly sideways, extending one arm towards me, the other into the room to usher me in. Very non-confrontational. The whole gesture’s straight from the training manual under the section called Bonding with Victims. His two colleagues keep busy, one dusting for fingerprints, the other staring at the cracks in the ceiling like the prime suspect was Santa Claus. Mills I can feel looking. His mouth is moving, explaining something.

I’m scanning the floor, recognising familiar things in unfamiliar locations, listing it all in my head, all the missing things, then listing what I’ve got left, what they’ve left me with. I mean all this now? I mean I was coasting. It was the end of term, the big wind-down. I was coasting home. Time to breathe, time to think, make plans. I can’t believe this now. The square one thing.

And all I can do is try to order the whole process of clearing up. Working out the time it’s going to take for the knives, forks, spoons to be divided and sorted, the time it’ll take for everything to get back to normal, and for the police to go. Most of all, I’m wondering how long before a big spliff fills the room with lush smoke and I can call it a day.

And that’s the first thing that really gets to me, the thought that whoever was here found my stash in the small wooden cigar box on the bookshelf, thieved it, and is now standing somewhere smoking down my skunk. Like smiling to themselves and getting buzzed on my misery. Most of the books are off the shelves, scattered. No sign of the box. I mean taking my smoke would be just too fucking personal.

Can see Burston’s face in front of me. The Ridge all sarky. Big C leery. Happy-go-lucky W happy with whatever mood’s going. And I’m standing here with a Yankee Doodle cop who’s now got his hand on my shoulder trying to get me to pay attention to him. I don’t need this shit. Which I guess is something anyone can say about anything that doesn’t quite square with their world order. Even so, I really don’t. Finally I have to look at Mills.

— . . . Know it’s a shock . . . But there’s one or two things . . .

He starts moving towards the kitchen, treading carefully over lumps of black earth, making sure he doesn’t disturb the wreckage. After all, now it’s my wreckage. He keeps his eye on me in case I lapse back into a shocked silly stupor. Don’t want to touch anything. I follow him, follow his exact steps, pulling down my black Wonderbra, yeah right, off the lamp shade then putting my bag down on top of it. Mills sees this but makes a polite show of ignoring it, scratching his chin instead, thoughtfully, like he was piecing it all together. He stops just inside the kitchen.

—Been a fair few burglaries last couple of weeks . . .

That makes me feel a lot better Millsy. Like we could all go support group togevver innit.

—Specially round the area . . . Golborne. Portobello. Normally it’s been kids. You know, stomp the door down and go for cash and plastic . . .

—How d’you mean normally kids? Is all this slick professionals?

—Maybe, maybe not, says Mills coming on all crafty then nodding over to the far side of the kitchen. What d’you make of that . . .

At first I think he’s commenting on two days’ worth of washing up in the sink. Or the remnants of a dahl curry from Ootie’s Late Niter, and a carton of mango juice leaking sticky yellow across the draining board that I don’t even remember eating. But below the sink’s a cupboard, and below that there’s a large hole in the floor. It’s circled by the imprint of the bucket that was there, a bucket that was never moved. You know, until now.

To create the hole, someone’s obviously cut the lino, dead precise, then jacked up the floorboards. To get at something underneath. Something hidden. Which means the hole was made another time, earlier, before today. A hole in my floor to hide something. I’m about to glance at Mills and shrug. But he’s a step ahead.

—Had the plumber in?

Mills scratches elsewhere this time, his head, along his half-inch silver-grey crew cut that he was probably born with and has probably scratched a million times in a million homes to hide his shitty sarcastic smirk. Mills can see I’m not exactly in the mood to play twenty dumb questions but goes ahead anyway.

—Now why would anyone do that?

—I have a clue? I mumble out, shrugging. I don’t have a clue . . .

It doesn’t seem to convince Mills despite the fact that it’s the truth. Mills pulls on his ear lobe to cover a moment of silence. He’s already a long way down some theoretical road towards a truth he already knows. He ain’t gonna trust anything I come out with. Trying to sound truthful when you’re telling the truth is not easy. Specially with Mills, who’s most likely always taken other people’s truth with a pinch of salt, who’s always ready with a bit of sound advice, who double checks and double locks his whole life and gets great deals on double glazing. I can’t help avoiding his eyes.

—Sure you don’t keep anything down there?

—Course I’m sure. Wha’m I gonna keep down there?

—You tell me.

—I’m gonna tell you? What do you think I keep down there?

Mills pauses, sizing things up. I feel like Burston playing for time while brewing a good excuse. Mills reaches in his pocket. With thumb and forefinger, he pulls out a wooden cigar box. When I say a cigar box. Like fuckface opens it under my nose. Inside, wrapped in clingfilm, the way I left it, is a juicy green bud flecked with orange. I can smell it, almost taste it.

—Some more of this maybe . . .

—Oh please . . . Come on Sarg . . .

I don’t know why I say it like that. It’s one of those things you hear enough on television and just have to say the moment you get an opportunity. Better than the full Sergeant which sticks right in the throat. Silly rank anyway.

—Detective Sergeant, goes Mills real patient like it was a listen and repeat hour for exchange students.

Well there goes my job. First I get burgled. Then in a neat twist stitched up for an eighth. Less than an eighth. What’s that? Nothing. Stanky get through an eighth just walking to school. Then another eighth to wind down after double biology. And then they’re smokin’ down eighths between passes during Wednesday afternoon football. At least they don’t have CV’s to worry about. Won’t look too good on mine. I say nothing, expecting a reading from Mills’ book of universal bullshit.

—Seems to me Miss Harper that whoever got in here knew what they were looking for and knew exactly where to look for it. The rest just looks like fun. I mean, they didn’t come up for the view . . .

Too late, you said it, I’m thinking. Fun. I’d love to hear Mills explaining the difference between fun and crime.

—Well they got something didn’t they. TV, stereo. And the rest . . . Computer . . . Left the answerphone. Wasn’t big enough for them I guess. Then somehow they took all that stuff down thirty floors . . .

Mills just stands there motionless.

—I don’t know what’s going on, I say giving out a little too much sincere exasperation. All I know is my place is stuffed and anything worth taking they’ve taken. But that doesn’t include six tons of marijooani kept under the floorboards for all my chums with Parkinson’s. Ok?

—You get on with people here?

What do I read in his eyes when he asks that? What people is he talking about?

—Not exactly united colours of Benetton but sure . . . Get on with everyone I suppose. Why not?

—No grudges, arguments, spats with the neighbours?

—No. Why?

—What do you do for a living?

—Teacher. Part-time.

—Teaching . . . ?

—Drama.

—So you’re an actress . . .

—Every Saturday night after a bottle of vodka. Otherwise I’m resting, as they say.

—My cousin’s an actress. Does voice-overs. She was a barmaid in Crimewatch just recently. Reconstruction sort of thing. Funny that . . .

—What with you being a policeman you mean, I go, getting more sarky, leery, facety and anything else I can work up.

—Where d’you teach?

—Kensal Grove.

—Boys?

—All of them.

—Live alone?

—Yep.

—No boyfriend?

—Come on, what is this?

—Anyone else use the place? Like a boyfriend. Or a girlfriend.

—Not to my knowledge.

—Anyone else have keys? Neighbours? Friend?

—Brother I suppose.

Regret it as soon as I say it. You can almost see the working part of Mills’ brain working on this half of a half of nothing.

—And his name is . . . ?

—Dennie.

—And where is he?

—On holiday. Spain. Back next week or so . . .

—So he doesn’t live here . . .

What to say? Always have to be careful with these type of questions because I never know D’s exact arrangements with the DSS. Or mine for that matter.

—Sometimes stays here. Sometimes stays with friends. You know . . .

—No fixed address?

—In between fixed addresses.

—Well, goes Mills scratching his nose. That’s it . . . Unless you have anything you want to mention . . .

I shrug, take a deep breath. When police take an interest in your stuff, everything takes on new meaning. All those bits of your life you figured you had covered suddenly look like gaping holes. And it’s like there’s violence in all my things, like violence has suddenly collected as dust in all the junk that ever cluttered my life. And you never get rid of that dust. It just circulates round, settles invisibly on one surface then another, and finds its way in everywhere. Like Burston. Come to that like Dennie since the first time he got arrested, rousted one rainy dawn on Moss Side with a roomful of bootlegs, a couple of bags of weed and a heavy duty water pistol to explain. And carry on explaining ever since.

Mills seems uncomfortable, shifting from one leg to the other, searching for the right word, thinking of a crime number, any number, filling a form, any form. Eventually, he passes me a form and goes:

—Insurance . . .

Deep silence. The word just hangs there like it was the abracadabra for the burglarised world. Or maybe he thinks I’m scamming the insurance. Only one flaw in that plot:

—What insurance?

Mills coughs a pointless cough, arranges his jacket, checks his tie, and looks round at his colleagues hovering in the background, keeping busy. Then he pulls out a card with his details on it, slips it into the stash box and hands it to me. I take it from him, big-time inner relief, managing a smile without either looking sheepish or like I suspect his motives. I mean, it’s like he’s dreaming a second. Like there’s this whole thing going on. For a second he’s in some deep fantasy about really saving someone, about the good life; some fantasy in which he sees our lives, mine and his, spread out before him, a vision of domestic bliss, a schoolboy flash of how it could all be if only school didn’t exist. All growed up with his twinkie illuminating the end of the rainbow. Dream on.

—Worth thinking about insurance, he says heading vaguely towards the door. Worth changing the locks as well.

A lot of things are worth thinking about and worth changing. No doubt Mills has got a list somewhere, tucked up safe with other life-changing documents. He signals his chums. I usher them out. Suddenly we’re all ballerinas tip-toeing on egg shells, trying to avoid touching anything and carefully stepping in turn over the dark stains by the door.

—Blood, nods one of them, his navel more or less winking at me from beneath his gut-stretched shirt.

—Don’t expect immediate arrests or nationwide DNA testing, Mills adds doing his jokey best. But if there’s anything else you think of . . .

—I’ll be sure and call.

Mills gives me a parting look, a kind of cop versus suspect I’ll be back look but maybe that’s just me being para. Perhaps he expects me to snitch on the neighbourhood in return for letting me keep my holy herb.

The three wise men disappear into the open lift, experiencing one of the rare magical times when the lift is just there, open and waiting, and you don’t have time to read a potboiler while ten baby mothers, four tattooed doleboys puffing rollies, a hundred and fifty bags of shopping, six killer dogs and thirty tooled up brats unload on floors six, seven, fifteen and twenty before the lift packs up on twenty-four.

It’s when the doors close and the whole thing starts to clunk down, metal scraping and policeman grunts echoing in the shaft, that I start to get scared. Just standing there on the grey landing, nowhere in particular. I mean, like what next? What happens now? What do I do now? Where does my life go now?

Takes me a while even to turn round. Chrome lift. Grey stairwell. The crack in the wall that starts right here and runs through all the way down to the ground getting wider in the heat. Trellick’ll split. Only doors hold the whole place together. Like the blue door of 161 with its sticky black numbers curling off. I imagine an eye in the peephole. A neighbour, smelly bastard called Dave, wears a vest, gets on with all sorts and don’t want no trouble. My door, 160. The metal six has fallen off. It takes me even longer to walk back inside, stepping over what they say is blood. Not mine. Someone’s.

One minute I’m standing in the middle of my place, the next face up to the corner window. Nothing’s moved on. Below, far below, the alleys and narrow walkways that knot round Trellick suggest a million directions property could disappear. On one side the Grand Union Canal flows west towards Willesden Junction, away from yuppie balconies on the opposite bank laden with Ikea bullshit, window boxes, Japanese lanterns. On another side there’s a scarred up chicken-wired basketball court like something out of West Side Story. Which I guess it is, only without the fake knives. Inside, it’s a graffiti stand-off between Stanky Fly, Honk Fonk and some lone Nubian activist: My Bredrin, them that got beaten by police has got Staying Power.

Going the other way is Golborne Road. You can see right along it to where it hooks on to Portobello. Same crowd shifting. Or not. Slumming trustafarians in their Goa chic and blonde dreds. Slumming trustafarians in Gucci slingbacks and Versace wraps. Arab men, Portuguese men, drinking black coffee, smoking Marlboros. Ootie smoking and haggling in front of his store with his cousin Amil. Bicycle bobby O’Hara, the laughing lawman, squeaking his way through toytown till his batteries run out or till the last crime is solved. Whichever comes first. And shadows, the dark fugitive shadows of Burston and his crew that seem to fall everywhere, get in everywhere.

High above in the electric blue red sky is a Philips airship, glowing with its message: Let’s make things better. One day Stanky’ll tag that too.


SABINE

check out the batty

Right now everything has to flow backwards. All things have to be put in reverse just to get back to the shit normal. Eventually I get the cigar box, skin one up which seems to take forever. Then I’m watching the smoke fill up the room. It replaces all smells of strangers, known and unknown, sweaty men whose cheap deodorant didn’t last the shift.

I phone Sabine. Her recorded voice hollers back. This week she’s a Mississippi riverboat queen. Hi. It’s Sabine. Leave a message and I’ll be sure an’ call y’all right back. She could be anywhere. I tell her it’s urgent. Which is not really a word Sabine’s ever got to grips with. As I’m putting the receiver down it occurs that something else has gone: Dennie’s mobile. I mean I look for it but it’s definitely gone. Somebody’s making calls to Rio by now. So I dial the number, just to whatever, see, hear. Welcome to the Orange network . . . I hang up.

Then, halfway to the bathroom, I just blub my head off. Like real big tears, weeping like a movie star, which, when it all starts, feels like something I’ve wanted to do since time. That’s of course when Sabine calls back.

—What’s up ba’? Heard the phone go but I was takin’ a soak.

—Just come over, I tell her.

—You can’t talk, she says, for some reason in a whisper, probably thinking I’m sounding weird because there’s some guy here I’m trying to get rid of.

—It’s not that . . . Been burgled . . .

—No . . . Oh babes. Wha’ they take?

—What didn’t they . . .

I go into a ten-minute rant, Sabine going no, oh babes after everything. Then when I say, for the third time, I mean they broke the door an’ everything, Sabine goes:

—Hold tight babes. I’m flyin’ over.

Sabine flies so fast she arrives a mere hour later. Well maybe not that long. I mean she’s only driving from Harrow Road but she probably has to check two bars and a junglist dance first. No matter what the emergency, Sabine has to line up at least two dates before she does anything. Which makes being her friend like playing Russian Roulette: her date always has a best mate, a brother, a main man, a spar, a number one all-time buddy who’d just love to meet me. The only time she didn’t have a whole Lonely Hearts column in tow was when she copped off with, shagged, and even went out with Dennie. But that was long ago and in any case didn’t last half a dozen weekends.

The lift doors scrape apart and Sabine walks out and in through the still open front door. Look up all muss-eyed. Sabine’s chirpy favourite you’ll never guess what look’s been exchanged for an oh my God I don’t believe it face, alive with purple lippie, matching eye-shadow and a nuclear sunbed tan practically melting her purple Lycra cleavage. Sabine wakes me up like a supercharged cattle prod. She hugs me with a sorrowful oh babes and I’m about to boo hoo my face off all over again when I notice the guy.

He’s kinda lurking on the threshold, trying to maintain a low profile through a gold-toothed grin and insect-eye shades. As for shell-suits they’ve been and gone but he’s wearing his like he was signing albums at Virgin Megastore.

—Alrigh’ inn’e? goes Sabine under her breath.

But she sees guy talk is the last thing on my list so she goes:

—He’s gonna fix up the door. Hey Alvin . . . meet Cee. Cee Alvin. You can take the wraps off now Alv: you’re inside.

Alv pushes his finger under the bridge and shifts the shades to the top of his head in a practised move. No doubt the revealing of his eyes improves his appearance almost a hundred per cent. But I’m thinking his disappearance would improve him the full whack.

—Alrigh’ Cee . . .

Brief smile. Grin from him. Half a handshake. Handyman vibes.

—Not in so many words no but thanks f—

—No worries, says Alv going for his tools which he’s left discreetly outside, I fix up the door easy. Barrel an’ a chubb fe dem sly teefs . . .

Sabine scoops up an armful of clothes from the floor.

—You an’ me clear up meantime, yeah? she twinkles as Alv comes back. An’ then we can check out Slack Studio. There’s some—

—Wha’? You want to go out? Now? To Dollis Hill?

—Yeah def. I know wha’ it’s like hon. You can’t let it get to you. There’s a do for some band. Ticker I think they’re called. Or Flipper or summin. They just got a pumpin’ dance toon on the airwaves an’ all tha’. ’Sides I got a sitter in for Miles. We can go in a bit. Sort you out first. You need to go out trust me. I’ve been through this, you know tha’. If you stay in now you’re just gonna get mega depressed. Let some steam out . . . Be ok ba’. Really. Do you g – Oh my God.

Sabine’s just discovered some old knickers I didn’t even remember I had and is holding them up to the light for inspection.

—Check out the batty on these . . . No way you’re this big with your skinny arse. This is more me. Double cheeseburger. Fact this wouldn’t even wear. Cee I swear my arse is gettin’ bigger.

—So thass wha’m seein’, goes Alv, I’s thinkin’ night had come innit.

I have to laugh. Sabine twangs the knickers over at Alv who responds with a burst of drill. I’m really trying to get in the swing.

—Sabine: where am I gonna
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