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As I write this I’m hurtling through the infinite, velvety dark of the lower troposphere, 30,000 feet above the Indian subcontinent. Next to me Dennis is snoring like a madman.

I know India is below because for the last half hour I’ve been watching a little white icon of a plane creeping slowly across a map on the screen in front of me. Right now we’re just coming up to Hyderabad.

Whatever.

While I’ve been watching the screen I’ve been trying to work out exactly how I got here. It’s pretty complicated, but I suppose if you go back to the beginning it’s because Vespasian, Mrs Pretzel’s Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, had a prolapse two days ago.

*

When I woke up yesterday I was still feeling pretty monged from the night before. I poked my head out from under the duvet and looked at the alarm clock. It was 11.56, technically speaking still morning, though I’m sure my mother wouldn’t have seen it that way, but as she and her best friend Sandra had left the day before for a fly/drive holiday on the Eastern Seaboard of the US it was totally irrelevant. I turned over and went straight back to sleep.

Which was a big mistake because I dreamed of my ‘A’ Levels. Again.

It was the same setting, the dusty gym hall lined with wall bars, full of the pissy stench of teenage fear and the acrid honk of sweaty socks. On the desk in front of me sat the paper; I turned it over and read the first question:


If you differentiate all the occurrences of onomatopoeia in the first act of Hamlet correlated with the effects of transhumance on the Treaty of Versailles divided by the number of hectares in the islet of Langerhans, factored by the incidence of eskers in the Haber Process: what is the value of X?



I was like, ‘What. The. Fuck?’ I looked round; everyone else was writing. I didn’t even know where to begin. The question didn’t make any sense. I tried to remember what onomatopoeia was. Suddenly this insistent, tick-tock quiz-show music started playing in the background. Surely, I thought, it can’t be over already. The girl next to me stopped writing and sat back in her chair with a smug look on her face. A feeling of panic welled up from my stomach into my chest. The music rose to a climactic finale and... I woke up in a tangle of sweaty sheets. It was almost two months since my last exam, but still they haunted my dreams.

I sat up and tried to forget the nightmare. Sun pissed into my room through the gaps in the blinds and collected in a soggy puddle at the end of my bed. I propped myself up on a couple of pillows and lay back with my hands behind my head, watching tiny motes of dust drift in the air, spiralling in the updrafts above the vast, jagged, Himalayan peaks of my duvet, like the souls of the dead or something.

As I lay watching the dust, I started to construct a plan to rid the world of any trace of eskers, so that those coming after me would not be forced to learn about the fucking things. I figured all I’d need was a ton of money and some bulldozers, but then, just as I’d convinced myself that I’d cracked the logistical issues, it occurred to me that I’d also need a strategy to stop them being taught about in a historical sense and I was starting to consider brainwashing tactics and mass hypnosis when I realised that the whole thing was a little obtuse to be truly sustaining or keep me from the inescapable fact that I was bored. Chairman of the fucking bored. If there was a religion based on boredom, I’d have been its pope. The High Pontiff of the Church of the Grand Ennui. People would have had to kiss my ring.

Actually, instead of mouldering in my scratcher that sunny summer’s afternoon, I was supposed to be working for Mrs Pretzel, but the mad old crow had called the night before and cancelled work until further notice on account of her having to deal with Vespasian’s intestinal issue.

I’d been working for Mrs Pretzel for a couple of months, though it’s not like I wanted to or anything. After I finished my exams I’d totally intended to kick back and take it easy, figuring that I’d earned myself a little break. My mother had other plans. She gave me like one fucking day off after my final exam before she started nagging me to get a job.

‘Felix, before you get comfortable, I want to make it absolutely clear that you are not hanging around this house watching television and playing video games for three months until you start university. You are going to do something constructive with your time.’

I managed to fend her off for about two weeks with a vague and entirely fabricated story about the possibility of some work in a supermarket, and I was just starting to think that maybe she’d forgotten about the whole thing, when she came home one day and announced that she was cutting off my allowance. Completely. No grace period, no nothing. I protested. She stood firm. However, she hadn’t reckoned on the sheer scale of my slackness and, as she could barely refuse to feed me, the whole thing resulted in one motherfucker of a Mexican stand-off. I spent the next week avoiding her, lounging around the house during the day and then heading round to my mate Jim’s just before she got home, only returning in the early hours of the morning when I knew she’d be asleep. The plan was working pretty well until she ambushed me in my crib one morning.

‘Felix, wake up.’

‘Urrr...’ I moaned dramatically, in an attempt to convey that by waking me and continuing to talk to me she might actually be endangering my life.

‘Felix, stop that groaning and listen to me. I’ve got you a job.’

I turned over and sat up.

‘Yes... good... I thought that might get your attention. I spoke to Dora last night at my Women of Achievement meeting and it turns out that she’s looking for someone to tidy up her mother-in-law’s garden. I volunteered your services. You start tomorrow.’

‘But Mummmm...’

‘And, Felix, if you lose this job in any way or for any reason, you are going to be in so much trouble that you’ll wish you hadn’t been born.’ Which, if you think about it, is a funny sort of thing for a mother to say to her only son.

Whatever. I tried, I mean, you should have seen how hard I tried to get out of taking the job, but there was no escape, my mother is just not the kind of person who takes no for an answer. Resistance is futile.

That was several weeks ago, but now the thing was that as I lay in bed and watched the dust float around my room, I sort of wished I was at work. I don’t want to go totally overboard here, but I was kind of missing the job. I suppose, if I could have been arsed, I would have been inclined to call my situation ironic.

Mrs Pretzel lives in one of the big, old houses round the corner. Mrs Pretzel is also crazy in the coconut, something it didn’t take me very long to work out.

I rocked up at Mrs P’s gaff on my first day and rang the bell, five minutes later nothing had happened and I was just about to sack it and head over to Jim’s, when I heard some faint scrabbling followed by the complaining rasp of a lock. As I watched, the heavy door opened a little, and a small, wizened face appeared, hovering over the thick, brass security chain which spanned the dark gap between door and frame.

‘Who are you and what do you want?’ snapped the living fossil in the doorway.

Mrs Pretzel, for it was she, is a short woman. From what I could see she was wearing this high-collared, black dress made out of some heavy, old-skool, velvety material. She had about two tons of make-up plastered on her massively wrinkled face, which did nothing to disguise the fact that she looked like she’d been around since the last ice age.

‘I’m Felix and I’ve come to help in your garden... my mother arranged it with Dora,’ I said brightly, ‘you, know, your daughter-in-law...’

‘Yes, I know very well who my daughter-in-law is, thank you,’ she snapped sharply.

‘Oh, uh, yeah,’ I mumbled apologetically.

‘But how do I know you are who you say you are?’ she asked, staring at me suspiciously with her beady little eyes.

‘Well... who else would know that I was supposed to come round...’

‘Anyone could have picked up that information,’ she said, ‘and a woman of my age has to be careful. There are all sorts of rapists, perverts and molesters out there.’ I was like, ‘In your dreams.’

‘Look, if you want, you can phone Dora, or my mother... they’ll vouch for me.’

‘Have you got some identification?’ she asked, still eyeing me charily.

I dug in my pocket, pulled out my wallet, extracted my school library card and handed it to her. She grabbed it with her withered little claw, examined it carefully in the light of the doorway before pronouncing it a fake. I was about to tell her to stick her job where the sun don’t shine when she closed the door in my face. For the second time I considered sacking it and heading off to Jim’s, but I knew if I did my mother would bust me so hard that the rest of the summer would be a total write-off. I stood there, not knowing what to do, getting more and more pissed off with her for not letting me do a job I didn’t want to do in the first place, and then getting even more pissed off that I was letting this whole scenario piss me off... when suddenly the door swung open.

The narrow porch opened out into a large, gloomy hallway; muscular, Victorian furniture lurked threateningly in the shadows, a couple of spiteful-looking aspidistras stood guard at the bottom of the stairs. The air was damp and musty, and the whole place had a kind of catty smell. Mrs Pretzel handed back the library card.

‘Before you start on the garden, Felix, I must introduce you to my husband, Aubrey. He’s in the drawing room.’

I was a little perplexed. I didn’t remember my mother saying Mrs Pretzel had a husband; in fact, as I remembered it, my mother had said she was on her own, which was why she needed help in the first place.

The drawing room was pretty dark. Heavy curtains, which appeared to be made out of the same material as Mrs Pretzel’s dress, blocked out most of the light. Phantasmal furniture, draped in dust sheets, skulked in the sepulchral gloom. I saw no sign of Aubrey.

‘Aubrey,’ said Mrs P, ‘this is Felix. He’s the boy I was telling you about, the one who’s come to do the garden.’

Boy? I mean, I was going to say something, but I thought better of it.

‘Felix, this is Aubrey, he says hello.’

I looked over at Mrs Pretzel, who was staring at the fireplace directly in front of us. I followed her gaze. On the mantelpiece stood an ornate stone urn. I stepped forward to get a better look. The urn was surrounded by a host of pictures of this totally furtive looking individual, who seemed to be trying to hide behind a mouldy old handlebar moustache festering on his top lip. Mrs Pretzel turned to me with a sort of expectant look in her eye and nodded at the urn.

‘Er... hello, Aubrey... I’m Felix,’ I said hesitantly. It was totally weird, but what was I going to do? Looking back, I should have bailed then.

Now when my mother ‘sold’ me the job she said something like, ‘Felix, there’s an old lady who needs a little help to tidy up her garden.’

As I stepped through the decaying, wooden patio doors into the garden, I realised that when my mother said ‘tidy up’ she was about a million miles off the mark. It’s like saying that Hiroshima needed a bit of a ‘tidy up’ after the Americans dropped the Big One.

The French windows opened onto a ruined patio on which stood a peeling, wrought-iron garden table covered in suppurating, red rust sores and a couple of similarly afflicted chairs, surrounded by a dense, suffocating wall of plant life. I’m not exaggerating when I say that the garden was one of the world’s last great undiscovered wildernesses. I could see that I wasn’t going to be gardening; I was going to be making a journey into the heart of fucking darkness.

On the table sat a bottle of supermarket own-brand sherry, a murky tumbler, a pack of Peter Stuvyesant and a copy of the Daily Mail. Mrs Pretzel sat down on one of the chairs, poured herself a glass of sherry and sparked up.

‘Sit, sit,’ she said, before knocking back her sherry and pouring herself a second.

As I was making myself comfortable, a rustling from the edge of the patio caught my attention; I turned to see a dog’s backside protruding from a slug-ravaged border. Mrs Pretzel took a little sip on her cigarette, almost immediately sending a thin jet of smoke skywards.

‘Before we discuss the details of your employ, you must allow me to introduce you to Vespasian,’ she said, motioning towards the dog’s butt with a regal flick of her hand. ‘Vespasian, come and meet Felix.’ The dog totally ignored her and continued moping around in the undergrowth.

‘Why’s he called Vespasian?’ I asked, still labouring under the mistaken impression that Mrs Pretzel maintained at least a slim grasp on reality.

‘Vespasian was the emperor who restored stability to Rome after the death of Nero,’ she said enigmatically. I was like, ‘Right.’ Did that mean Aubrey was her Nero?

In the following weeks Mrs Pretzel was pretty tight-lipped on the subject of Aubrey. I never discovered how he died or anything. Though, if you asked me to guess, I’d say it was by his own hand. I know I fucking would have if I was married to the old gibbon.

Whatever. Despite the fact that the dog had just completely ignored her, Mrs Pretzel launched into this total paean to the creature. She went on and on, crediting the mutt with all sorts of abilities. From the way she told it Vespasian could have led the country if it hadn’t been for some unlucky breaks.

‘Yes, Felix, Vespasian is a natural leader, when you see him in the company of other dogs you will understand immediately.’ The dim-witted pooch removed its head from the foliage and looked up at me with its soppy eyes.

‘A bit of a Tony Blair?’ I asked innocently, in an attempt at some adult-friendly bullshit.

‘Oh, no, no, no, no, no,’ moaned Mrs Pretzel, before lungeing down and scooping up the hapless hound, which had wandered over in our direction. ‘Don’t listen to the nasty boy,’ she cooed, clamping her hands over its floppy saddlebag ears.

‘Tony Blair is the most evil man in Britain; he intends to tax the old and weak and take all our money. Vespasian is a defender of the weak and old, aren’t you Vespasian?’

What did I tell you? Loop the fucking loop. Anyway, then she went into this whole wounded bird act, gazing mournfully into the middle distance whilst hosing back a couple of big glasses of sherry, like she was drinking brandy from the barrel on the neck of a St Bernard after a close shave with an avalanche or an esker or something.

‘Yes, Felix,’ she said eventually, the sherry having worked its cut-price magic, ‘I haven’t touched the garden since the day Aubrey died... it will be fifteen years next March.’

‘Have you ever thought about hiring a professional gardener?’ I asked in my most helpful voice, hoping that this might prove to be a revelation, like maybe she’d say, ‘Why Felix, I hadn’t thought of that, how clever of you, I’ll phone one now...’ but then, as she picked up the phone, it would dawn on her that she would have to lay me off, so then she’d make to put the phone down, but I’d stop her and say, ‘No, it’s for the best, it’s a job for a professional,’ and then she’d insist on paying me for the next two weeks and...

‘Gardener?’ she screeched incredulously, as if I’d asked her if she’d ever thought about indulging in some monstrous sexual practice. ‘Gardener,’ she said again, choking slightly this time, like a cat coughing up a hairball, ‘Felix, let me tell you about gardeners.’

Which she did. At great length. According to her all gardeners are cheats and thieves who rob, overcharge and trick old women just for kicks; in her book there’s no difference between gardeners and her unholy trinity of rapists, perverts and molesters.

‘But why are you hiring me?’ I asked when she’d finished her tirade, sensing that if I could perhaps align myself with the gardening fraternity in her mind she might turn against me and dispense with my services.

‘A good question Felix,’ she replied, eyeing me with suspicion, ‘I must confess to having manifold doubts about your honesty and integrity and it is also clear to me from what your mother says that you are an unfocussed individual. However, both Aubrey and I feel that a dose of honest manual labour may help build some character, and, as my dear departed husband Aubrey always used to say, character determines fate.’

I was outraged. She made it sound like she was doing me some sort of favour. Plus what was all that guff about character and fate?

‘Yes, Felix, I could sense that Aubrey shared many of my reservations about your general character and ability, but despite that, I think we will take you on... on a trial basis.’

Which, even disregarding her seemingly miraculous ability to communicate with her dead husband, was total bullshit. I knew that the only reason I was working for the old iguanodon was because my mother had hired my arse out at virtual slave-labour rates. I mean, a tenner a day, what the fuck’s that about?

Even then, I wouldn’t have minded so much, if:


(a)I hadn’t known that the old viper was as rich as Croesus; or

(b)she hadn’t cheated me out of my rightful pay.



For some unexplained reason Mrs Pretzel paid me at the end of every day. Actually, I was pretty happy when she informed me about this arrangement because it meant that I’d get my hands on some money straight off instead of having to wait for ages like with most other jobs. However, when she called me into the house to pay me after I finished the first day, I got a nasty surprise in the form of a big pile of one and two pences sitting on the kitchen table.

After taking an age to count it out, the whole lot came to the grand total of £7.08.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Pretzel, but I think you’ve made a mistake, there’s only seven pounds here and my mother agreed it would be ten.’ Her eyes screwed up like two squashed flies.

‘Now, sonny, just because I’m an old woman, don’t be thinking you can get one over on me, I might be a little bent and bowed, but it’s all still in full working order up here,’ she said tapping her forehead. OK, so she may be insane-in-da-membrane, but she’s not fucking stupid.

‘I’m not doing that again,’ I said emphatically. My mother turned round from the dishwasher.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked, her eyes narrowing like she was Clint fucking Eastwood.

‘Um, well, you know we agreed that she would pay me ten pounds a day?’

‘Yesss,’ my mother said, her hand moving slowly to her holster.

‘Well, she totally diddled me, she only paid me like seven...’ A vulture circled overhead in the cloudless desert sky.

‘She’s an old woman, she’s probably just a little confused. I hope you didn’t cause a fuss...’

‘No, Mum, but she promised, that was the deal...’ Like a rattlesnake striking, her hands shot to her gun, in a blur of smoke the bullets crashed into my stomach.

‘Well, I’m sure it was just a mistake, I think you should let it go this once.’ A gut shot, guaranteed death out here. Blood trickled through my fingers; I looked up at the sky, where a minute ago there was one vulture, now suddenly there were three, wheeling in long, languorous loops.

‘Ahh, Mum... well, I’m not doing it, I’m not working for nothing.’

‘Felix, she’s an old lady, helping her should be a reward in itself,’ and that was that. The coup de grâce.

After that it only got worse. The old bat gradually knocked off more and more money here and there. My last pay for a full day’s work was £4.20 mixed in with some old half pences which she insisted were still legal tender. The day before she even had the neck to give me some pre-decimal coins, which she insisted were valuable collector’s items and worth a good deal more than their face value. When I complained she threatened to phone my mother and then started prattling on about how I’d only play ducks and drakes with the extra money. Whatever the fuck that means.

I mean, £4.20 for a full day’s labouring in her garden, it’s a total joke, and what makes it even more frustrating is the fact that whilst I’ve been working for a pittance for this loony old woman, my mates have been sitting around smoking draw and generally enjoying their last summer of freedom.

I sat up, leaned out of bed, retrieved my mobile from the floor and switched it on. There was one text. It was from Rob asking me to call him.

Rob, aka The Plague, is my oldest friend. We went to playschool together. His mum’s big buddies with mine. Nowadays, however, we don’t really have that much in common other than lots of embarrassing photos of us playing together in various paddling pools and sandpits when we were three or whatever. In fact, the only reason I still have anything to do with him is because he buys our drugs for us. I called him.

‘Rob, it’s Felix.’

‘Arse...’

Arse is my nickname; I’m sure you can work out why. Kids are such bastards. Though I suppose it’s really my parents’ fault for giving me a stupid name. In France, and I swear this is one hundred per cent true, there’s an official list and parents have got to pick their kid’s name from it. They should do that here. The other option would be to give kids the legal right to change their own names when they’re like nine or something, but I’m not so sure that’s a great idea. If I’d been allowed to change my name when I was that age there’s a fair chance that I’d now be called The Undertaker or Chewbacca or something.

‘Whhhappen... blood,’ Rob drawled.

‘Rob, why’d you text me?’ I asked, ignoring his pathetic attempts to sound like some bad-ass rudebwoy.

‘Party, innit.’

‘What?’

‘There’s a party tonight at Jessica’s house, man. Her parents are in the BVIs, I’m doing a set... it’s going to kick off big time.’

‘Yeah... and?’

‘So you need anything, bruv?’

When Rob says anything, he means party drugs, but he doesn’t like to discuss such matters directly on the phone in case it’s tapped. Which is a little unlikely as Rob isn’t exactly Scarface, though he does own the DVD. I mean, he’s such a fucking dick; seriously, he acts like he’s the motherfucking O.G., just because he spins around on a Gilera and deals to his mates. All of which is made even more laughable given that:


(a)he goes to the same public school as me; and

(b)his father is a partner in one of the biggest accountancy practices in the City.



‘Um yes, get me whatever Jim is having,’ I replied, playing along with his little charade. He was, after all, going to get the drugs so I didn’t want to piss him off unduly and miss out on the fun. For the same reason, he doesn’t know that Jim and I call him The Plague.

After I finished talking to Rob on the phone, I lay back and scanned my bedroom for something to do. It was littered with the usual adolescent props, a guitar with three strings missing and an artfully scuffed skateboard poked out of a fetid stew of magazines, broken CD cases, and dirty clothes. Unfortunately, I can’t play the guitar, unless you count ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’ or the chorus of ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’, and my skating ability just about extends to dodging dogshit, but if you’re a teenage boy, you’re pretty much compelled to buy the right gear, and who am I to rock the boat?

Whatever.

As I scanned the debris on my bedroom floor, I spotted an empty Coke can, with a half-smoked blunt from the night before perched on the edge minding its own business. I briefly contemplated sparking up, but then I decided to sack it. I had a hectic day in front of me and the last thing I needed was weed...

After I’d finished the joint, I lay in my pit for a while feeling all relaxed and fuzzy, and I could have probably lain there all day, but eventually the smell of my own farts seeping up from under the duvet became so disgusting I was forced to make a dash for the escape module and abandon the mothership.

In the shower I was overtaken by horniness so I cracked one off, blasting my man-fat all over the Burnished Peach tiling. I know it’s Burnished Peach because my mother spent forever talking about it, looking through endless colour swatches, gauging family opinion and then trying to ‘source’ the exact colour for the ‘project’.

She’s totally addicted to those property shows on the telly, and in the last couple of years there’s not a room in the house which hasn’t been subjected to some sort of ‘makeover’. I despise those programmes, you know the ones, where they get some preposterous ponce and a stick insect woman, who evidently spends most of her time with her fingers down her throat, to come in and totally disparage someone’s kitchen. Then, after making sure we all know how uncool it is, they charge off and replace it with another one which they bought from a shop. Then they act like they just split the fucking atom. What’s that about? And what’s wrong with Artex anyway? I once had a dream about a big monkey that lived in space and then one day he came to earth and Artexed the whole sky. It was a pretty cool effect. Plus, at some point in the future, Artex will be back like a motherfucker and all those dullards who ripped it off their walls and ceilings will be queuing up like lemmings at the counters of DIY stores throughout the land to buy the stuff again, because some other stick insect woman has told them it’s the latest thing, and there are only so many ideas on the face of this dying planet.

Actually, in the end, I’m glad she chose Burnished Peach, because it shows up the man-fat better than the white tiling we had before and I’m a little paranoid about someone finding one of my abstract expressionist works splattered on the wall. Let’s face it, the shower’s the best place for a wank, but there is the drawback that on contact with water, man-fat adopts the consistency of superglue. Every morning I have to spend a couple of minutes hosing down the Burnished Peach with the shower turned up full to get rid of the evidence.

In the kitchen, refreshed and ready for what was left of the day ahead, I assembled a late lunch of crisps and a choc ice and settled down at the breakfast bar. As I opened the bag of crisps, my mobile rang.

‘Felix... just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how to please a man.’

It was Jim, doing a horrible old woman impersonation of what he likes to make out goes on between myself and the good Mrs Pretzel.

Jim is my best mate, though we haven’t actually been friends that long. When he moved to my school a couple of years ago, he was dragged round my house by his mother, who met my mother at some Women of Achievement event. They’d decided that, as Jim and I were in the same year, we should be forced to be friends. I can’t say I was looking forward to it much, and when Jim pitched up I was like ‘there’s no way we’re going to get on’.

Jim’s a total indie boy, you know the kind... the skinny, pallid ones you see mooching round Camden wearing sixties retro gear and carrying bags full of obscure second-hand vinyl.

Whatever.

In those days I spent most of my time hanging out with my Computer Club homies. Don’t get me wrong, they’re good guys and I’m still pretty friendly with them, but they’re not cool, unless of course you think being down with the Linux kernel or being in a Quake clan is cool. Take Kevin, for example: OK, his IQ is the size of the Death Star, but then so is he. I mean, he’s only seventeen but I think he’s almost twenty stone. Which is pretty bad, because I know that deep down he really wants to be an elf. His main Everquest characters are always elves and he collects all this weirdo LOTR memorabilia off the internet. Now, I’m not one hundred per cent sure, but I don’t think there were any morbidly obese elves in Middle Earth, but then I guess they didn’t live on Pringles, unlike Kevin.

Whatever.

For the first hour or so Jim talked about all these bands and films that I’d never even heard of and when I put on an Eminem album he totally turned his nose up at it. In fact, it wasn’t until I put on ‘Get Off of My Cloud’ by the Stones, as a subtle hint, that Jim perked up. It turned out that he was massively into the Stones as well.

I’m into the Stones because my dad’s a huge fan. He’d seen them like five times, back in the seventies, and when I told Jim that he got pretty excited, he even said he was jealous, because his dad is into classical music and would never have done anything as cool as go and see the Stones. Which was kind of strange, I’d never really thought of my dad as being cool before.

‘Just because there’s snow on the roof, doesn’t mean there isn’t a fire roaring in the grate.’

‘Jim,’ I said harshly.

‘OK. Chill Felix, it’s a joke.’

‘Sorry, it’s just that I’m still a little tired after last night.’ We’d stayed up until four playing GTA III on my PS2 and smoking copious amounts of weed.

‘Yeah, me too,’ said Jim, yawning loudly down the phone in sympathy.

‘What’s your plan?’ I asked.

‘Hmm, dunno, I promised my mother that I’d wash her car, but I’ve subcontracted that job to the squeeb next door. So theoretically, I’m free.’

‘Look, what say we meet in town, I’ve got the money for the trainers now.’

I’d been saving for a new pair of trainers for ages, because my old ones were falling to pieces. I know that can sometimes be a good look, but trust me these ones had left the fashionably distressed phase behind some time ago.

It had taken me ages to save the cash for the trainers because my only source of income was what I earned from my job at Mrs Pretzel’s, and, as you already know, that was a totally derisory amount.

Jim, on the other hand, is minted. He lives in a big villa in this gated development down by the river; his dad is European vice president in charge of raping the Third World or something at one of the mega oil companies. His parents give him this huge monthly allowance, and pay his mobile bills. Plus he gets to drive his mother’s Beemer most of the time.

I don’t want to complain too much, I’m not exactly on the street, but you know, it’s a bit of a pain being skint. I suppose it’s all relative, but still, it doesn’t make it any easier
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