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    For

  


  all my women friends


  but especially


  my sister


  Rachel


  


  
    
      
        It may be that we are doomed, that there is no hope for us, any of us, but if that is so then let us set up a last agonizing, bloodcurdling howl, a screech of
        defiance, a war whoop! . . . Let the dead eat the dead. Let us living ones dance about the rim of the crater, a last expiring dance. But a dance!

      


      Henry Miller


      Tropic of Cancer


      


      


      


      
        
          
            
              March is the month of Expectation.


              The things we do not know 


              The Persons of Prognostication


              Are coming now 


              We try to show becoming firmness 


              But pompous Joy


              Betrays us, as his first Betrothal


              Betrays a Boy.


              Emily Dickinson
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  1


  Love is easy. Love is cheap. Any idiot can do it. You dont have to have brains or looks or money  you dont even have to be a nice
  person. Hitler fell in love  so did Stalin and Genghis Khan and Vlad the Impaler. An amoeba would weep at Brief Encounter (if an amoeba could weep, that is). I dont resent
  people who are in love. I just wish they wouldnt walk around as if its an achievement.


  So. Let us have the facts. On the first of March, a year ago, I met Peter. By the end of March, he was dead. He was killed in a road accident three weeks after our first date. He was driving
  along the Watford by-pass, going at roughly sixty miles an hour, when a lorry which was pulling out of a side road ahead blew a tyre, slammed on the brakes and skidded. A van in front of Peter went
  into the lorry. Peter went into the van. He was killed outright. The van driver was trapped for three hours; the lorry driver unscathed. It was nobodys fault.


  Why Peter was driving along the Watford by-pass at eight oclock that night was a mystery to me  although I found out later. I was waiting for him in a pub in Mill Hill at the time.
  We had arranged to meet at seven.


  Several days after his death, I received a polite and sympathetic letter from a solicitor called Mr Jay Benby, inviting me to a meet him at his offices in the West End at my earliest possible
  convenience. After coffee and condolences, he informed me carefully that one week before the accident, Peter had altered his will, making me the sole beneficiary. I was now a wealthy woman. Mr Jay
  Benby pronounced these two words with a slight drawl  as if wealth was something it was necessary to be a little sarcastic about, perhaps in an effort to reduce its potency. He was leaning
  back in a leather-padded chair. On the wall behind him was a poster print of a landscape done with broad strokes in browns and oranges. It was hung in a cheap glass clip-frame which struck a note
  of incongruity in an office which was mainly old-fashioned (wood, carpets, ticking clock). The rest of the office said, trust me. The glass clip-frame with its burnt river and orange
  mountains and brownish sky said, dont believe a word.


  I looked at him and said, What?


  Benby paused. You are the sole beneficiary. You are a wealthy woman.


  The second time round, it occurred to me that the drawl was not so much on the word wealthy as woman. I wondered if women were also something Benby felt it necessary to be sarcastic
  about. He was around thirty but had an air of being older. His hair was thinning and the flesh on his face a little slack. He was nicely dressed  expensive shirt, silk tie  but it was
  already clear what he would be like at sixty. Here was a man whose future was made of concrete. Nothing unexpected would be happening to him. Perhaps, as a consequence, he did not believe in the
  unexpected  which would mean, of necessity, that he did not believe in me. A man dies a week after rewriting his will. No wonder Benby was drawling.


  The estate includes Mr Attwells house on Lake View, Benby said, leaning forward in his chair and resting his forearms on his desk. In front of him, there was a blotting pad
  with brass corners. Next to it bobbled a green plastic man on a spring, with two biros and a pencil protruding from his head. I can arrange for it to be put on the market, unless you are
  thinking of inhabiting it yourself of course. His effects . . .


  I shook my head, playing for time. Benby didnt know it, but I was living there already.


  *


  Iris sits at her desk and types. In front of her, the PC chunters softly. There is something about the noise that reminds Iris of aeroplanes; the sound of an aeroplane waiting
  on the runway; a constant, expectant, slightly terrifying whoosh. Her friend and sometime associate George Leary hates the sound. George tells her that all PC-users are living in the Dark Ages and
  that Mac technology is taking over the world and as far as hes concerned she might as well go back to the abacus. But then George is a bit of a prat; a prat with a mouse fetish. Iris is a
  function-button girl.


  The noise irritates her too. She didnt notice it when she worked from home. Her workroom there was too full of other sounds  cars going past, the wind in the trees outside her
  block of flats, a neighbours radio  buzzes which said, this is where you live. Now that she is installed in this rented, echoey office, the hum of her PC has taken on a
  completely different tone; something to do with the size of the room, perhaps, or the fact that it is half-empty. Here, she is aware of all sorts of things.


  She had to rent somewhere, though. She was going mad at home.


  She is trying to write a marketing plan. It is dull as ditch water. The client is someone she has been working for for years, the managing director of a small chemical company in Middlesex. She
  did a set-up job for them when they first got going and theyve used her ever since. Systems set-ups are her speciality and with the Internet, the field is exploding. She is running training
  courses every other week. Information Consultant, says her business card, although her regulars know that she does some marketing and report-writing as well.


  It annoys her that she is not yet at the stage where she feels able to turn down these deadwood jobs. She has been self-employed for several years but still suffers from a seemingly congenital
  inability to say no to anything. She is on her own. She worries about money all the time. However much work is coming in, there is always the ache and weight of responsibility.


  The current job is irritating her in particular. She knows that the managing director  who has ginger hair and is called Mr James  thinks that he has been using Iris for too long
  and someone else could do it better. Iris doesnt want to work for him any more but continues to do it and undercharge him as well, out of some weird sense of superstition. It would seem bad
  luck to dump James Chemical & Hygiene Co Ltd, in the same way that it would seem bad luck to tread on a spider. She suspects they still hire her for the same reason. As a result, there is an
  edge of bad feeling all round. She thinks their product mediocre. They find her marketing plans unexciting. They exchange Christmas cards each year as if they were old friends.


  Iris has just typed, What profit a company if it gains a greater percentage share of the market but loseth the competitive edge that gave it the profits in the first place? She stops
  and frowns. Mr James left school at fourteen and, as a result, likes his marketing plans peppered with references to Shakespeare. They hurt Iriss professional pride. They give her the mental
  equivalent of a bunion.


  She pushes herself away from her desk then presses both of her shoulders back, arching her spine. Then she lifts her hands and wobbles them from side to side, shaking out her fingers. Iris is
  terrified of two things: back pain and repetitive strain injury. She has a long-term pension for the self-employed but no sick cover. She would work with a broken leg. She hauled herself into her
  office throughout a two-week bout of flu in January. But if she develops RSI or back pain she will only be cured if she sacks herself. They are the only things she can think of which might finish
  her off.


  But she must plough on. It is 7.10pm and the rest of the building is in darkness.


  She uses the cursor to scroll upwards. It is lazy of her to read through from the top without printing out but she wants to get to the end of the first draft before her brain packs in
  altogether. The white letters on the screen flash and blur. It gives her the sick sensation you get by watching a goods train rattle past when youre sitting on a station platform. Her eyes
  flicker.


  Iris. Her name is neat, appropriate. It is her job to look. Computer information always comes through the eye  there is rarely any need to listen. Appropriate, then  and
  not just distasteful as she had thought at school. Iris; a technical term for a piece of coloured jelly. In her second-year Maths class, there had been a girl called Marietta Twigg who screamed
  every time she heard the phrase keep your eyes peeled. The boys used to sneak up to her and whisper it, just to watch her scamper over to the corner and cower there with her hands over her
  face, squealing like a rabbit.


  Keep your eyes peeled. Iriss eyes were permanently peeled, wide open, gathering information like a whale sucking in plankton.


  As she reaches the top of the document, the cursor bumps against the ceiling of the screen and her machine gives a small dull clunk which it repeats grumpily for the duration of the second it
  takes to lift her finger off the button. The machine is quicker than she is, albeit blind.


  *


  So. Who am I? I am twenty-seven years old. I am tall, with legs that tend to muscular but neat hips which are the envy of my women friends. My hair is short. My mouth is large;
  my skin smooth. I tan easily. I have the kind of face that you would call interesting, if you were being polite  a little odd, if you were not. It has been observed that I have a
  models features  you know, not conventionally beautiful but would look good when photographed in the right light. This, frankly, is bullshit. I dont look good photographed in
  any light. What I look is different. Large mouth, then, large eyes  straight, slender nose, short cropped hair with floppy fringe  something sparkly, a man once told me, and
  I think it was the nicest compliment I have ever had. There is something sparkly about me. Once in a while men catch on to the sparkle and become obsessed.


  My real name is Felicity (another Fact) but somewhere around the age of three or four I acquired the nickname Bet; a corruption, perhaps, from a term of endearment like pet or
  petal  or maybe it was short for something; Beth, Bettina, better, betrothal, bte noire. Betrayal.


  It was probably my father. Felicity would have been my mothers choice  my mother, who liked all things flowery. Any new purchase for her or myself or the bathroom would be
  justified with the phrase, but its so pretty. She must have been overjoyed when  after thirty hours of very unpretty labour  a baby girl popped out. Even a baby girl
  as strapping as myself could still be prettified somehow, in my case with endless streams of ribbons and bourdre anglaise and puff-sleeved little dresses. God knows what she would have
  done if I had been a boy.


  My father died when I was six so memories of him are hazy  but I remember someone big and loose, someone who swung me around a lot. I remember weeding the garden beside him dressed in
  denim dungarees, my hands black, soil smeared on my forehead. Do we inherit distinct characteristics from our parents? I certainly did. They could not be more distinct if I was piebald. From my
  mother I inherited a certain petulance when I am thwarted and a fondness for silk. My father bequeathed to me my height, my toughness and my proficiency with a trowel. I may be felicitous
   but I am also a good bet.


  *


  Iris stops, her hands frozen above the keyboard, her back stiff. She listens. There is no sound. She listens some more and, while she listens, tells herself not to be so stupid,
  to get on with her marketing plan, to stop thinking about the fact she works in an ancient, half-deserted building and her office is the only one which is occupied on her corridor.


  She will not lock the door. That would be giving in.


  She continues typing for a moment or so but the fear has started up in her belly and she knows it is no use. With a sigh, she rises from her seat. At the door, she pauses, wondering whether or
  not to go out into the corridor and stand in the darkness, defiantly, as she sometimes does, to prove to herself that she is not a character in a made-for-TV thriller who is about to make That
  Fatal Mistake. Which is more silly  the Mistake, or the determination not to make it?


  She is too busy for any of that nonsense tonight. She has this damn thing to finish. She clicks the Yale lock on with a noise that seems unreasonably loud, then returns to her desk and
  recommences typing, furiously. Later, she will have to get from her office to the exit but she can manage that as long as she does it quickly. Shadows only exist if you notice them. Shut your eyes
  and run.


  *


  After I left Benbys office, I strode swiftly down the corridor, past the doors to other offices which contained other Benbys (being sarcastic to other unexpected
  heiresses no doubt), past a hot-drinks machine at the top of the stairs, past the receptionist on the floor below who grinned at me as I swept by. I was breathing hard and biting my lip. I felt as
  though everybody on the planet knew the secrets of my heart  everyone, that is, except myself.


  As I reached the ground floor, my feet slowed down. I paused on the threshold of the building. Stone steps led down to the street. I flopped down them, one by one, and with each step I sank a
  little lower, both physically and metaphorically. By the time I had reached the bottom, I had reached the bottom.


  I took a few steps out into the street. It was a typical March day. Bleeding freezing. A grey wind chuffed horizontally down the street, lifting the corner of my coat to peer underneath. I felt
  its cold fingers grope around my legs. The sky was dense with cloud.


  Just before the curb there was a lamp-post, an old-fashioned wrought-iron one with a fluted surface. I took a step towards it, then stopped. Then, gently, I leant my forehead against the rough,
  frozen metal and closed my eyes. Peter, I thought. Peter. After our first date, I had woken with a hangover. He had laid his hand on my forehead and his palm had been cool balm. Peter.


  After a moment or so, I stood back and glanced around. The street surrounded a quiet square and was almost empty. A few yards away, there was a red telephone box.


  Inside, it smelt of stale smoke and car exhaust fumes. I plumped down my handbag on the little shelf and pulled out my address book.


  The phone was answered after four rings.


  Sophie? I asked.


  Yes.


  Its me, Bet. Ive just come from the solicitors office. Ive found out what it was. Youre not going to believe this . . . I drew breath. I had
  begun to cry. Everything. Hes left everything to me. Every penny. What am I going to do?


  There was a pause on the other end of the line.


  I snuffled and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. Is Alex out? I asked.


  No, she said. Hes outside dealing with someone. Im in the office.


  What am I going to do?


  Come over, she said. Come over now.


  Sophie and Alex were Peters best friends. I had known them only a few weeks but it felt like years. I had completed the foursome like the missing piece of a jigsaw
  puzzle, Peter said. We were both tall and dark  Sophie and Alex were short and fair. Peter and I dressed in suits and shirts  Sophie and Alex habitually wore jeans and trainers. We
  were like two bundles sat in either saucer on a pair of old-fashioned scales. Before I came along it had been very unbalanced, Peter said. I was so charmed by my own appositeness that it did not
  occur to me to wonder what had drawn them together as friends in the first place.


  At the funeral, they stood either side of me, like sentinels. I was bewildered. I felt very small, and very grateful. They introduced me to everyone as, Peters girlfriend.
  There were a lot of people to introduce  the crematorium was packed. Two pale grey elderly people came up and shook my hand and it was only after they had blundered away that Sophie
  whispered to me, His aunt and uncle. I observed their departing backs with interest. Peter had been raised by them.


  Apart from that, there were a whole host of people Sophie called, Business associates. Men in suits, mostly, although there was also a smattering of women, all of them with lots of
  hair and nail varnish. At one point, one of the women came up to me and gripped my arm. Her nails pressed into the sleeve of my black linen jacket. You probably didnt . . . she
  said shakily, and I saw that her eyelashes were heavy with huge teardrops, each containing a swirl of mascara which swelled swimmingly, dangerously.


  I didnt know what to say, so I nodded.


  She returned my nod.


  Noiselessly, Alex came up behind me and took hold of my elbow. His grip was protectively firm as he lead me to a waiting car. Confused, I looked back at the woman, my head turned awkwardly
  because Alex was guiding me towards the open passenger door. She was gazing after me, standing quite still and clutching a piece of blue tissue. She lifted it briefly. My last sight of her was of
  that small flash of blue, then I turned back and climbed in.


  Sophie was already sitting in the rear seat, leaning back with a sigh. As Alex climbed into the drivers seat and slammed the door behind him she said, Well that all went off okay,
  thank God.


  As the car reversed, to turn down the long gravel drive, several people who were still standing and talking lifted black-gloved hands to wave at us. I lifted mine, automatically, as I spoke.
  Shouldnt we have organised a wake of some sort, sandwiches and tea, or something? Ive never been to a funeral without a wake. I would have liked to have met the
  aunt.


  I saw Alex glance into the rearview mirror. I dont want to sound mysterious, he said slowly, but there are quite a few people in Peters life who didnt
  really see eye-to-eye, if you know what I mean. A wake might have been a little tricky.


  Sophie leaned forward from the back seat and laid a soft, plump hand on my right shoulder. How are you feeling? she asked, very gently.


  Oh . . . I said, biting my lip and turning my head away to stare out of the side window. Oh . . . you know.


  I loved Sophie and Alexs place. Their surroundings were as plump and blonde as they were; not my style  but that only made it all the more attractive. Their
  kitchen was wide and shiny; pale Swedish wood, white marble. In the sitting-room there was a low, cream-coloured three-piece suite which was so soft that the cushions rose up about your ears as you
  sank into it. Dreadful for your back, Peter had whispered to me, the first time we went round.


  What? Sophie had called over her shoulder, on her way out to the kitchen to fetch the tea.


  Wonderful youre back! Peter called out, and squeezed my hand.


  Sophie and Alex had been on holiday to Tunisia. The coffee table in front of us was stacked with an ominously high pile of photographs in paper wallets, newly collected from the chemist.


  Someday my prints will come! sang Peter as he reached forward.


  Youre such an idiot, said Sophie, as she returned with a white china teapot. Does this kid know what shes let herself in for?


  The front door slammed.


  Alex! Alex! Sophie called out. Were in here and Peters brought someone with him and shes far too nice for him.


  Alex entered, all stocky frame and big hands and lopsided, bounding grin. He swooped on Sophie. Anybodys too good for Peter! Then he bent her over backwards and
  buried his head in the side of her neck, growling.


  She shrieked. Get off me and go and be polite!


  He dropped her so quickly she nearly toppled over. Then he turned to me, reaching out with a muscular arm. I raised myself a few inches, a little awkwardly. He grasped my hand but did not shake
  it. Instead, he looked straight into my face and said without any hint of a twinkle, Has he been rude about our sofa yet?


  Of course he has, Sophie was saying as she knelt the other side of the coffee table and lifted the teapot. Peter couldnt possibly bring somebody round here without
  being rude about the sofa.


  Later I was treated to the guided tour. Alex and Peter had gone out to the back garden to look at rose bushes, which they were both interested in, apparently. Sophie and I were left to bond in
  the way that women always are, based on the assumption that your common gender gives you plenty to talk about.


  So what do you do? Sophie asked as we walked back into the kitchen, she with fistfuls of crockery.


  PR, I replied vaguely, feeling a little awkward because I was not helping her carry things  torn between politeness and my political objections to the implication that that
  is how a womans courtesy is defined. Im between jobs actually, freelancing. Ive got some work from a fashion company but its only really part-time, lunches I can
  charge to the client and so on. I should really sort myself out with more work but Ive got some money left over so its hard to summon up any urgency.


  Fashion, Sophie was saying, divesting herself of cups and saucers onto the immaculate white surface of the kitchen bar. Interesting. Lets give you the guided
  tour.


  She turned and gestured me out into the hall. Well leave out the office, thats the boring bit. They ran their own business selling accessories to people who owned
  boats, Sophie explained as she led me upstairs. There was an office adjacent to the kitchen and a huge shed in the back garden with sailing gear and all sorts of other things.


  The upstairs was exactly what I had expected: a king-size bed in the master bedroom with a duvet the size of a small continent; a peachy bathroom with toiletries decanted into misty glass
  bottles. I realised why I liked the house, and them, so much. They fitted. They fitted each other and then together they fitted into their home. All this softness and cleanness and warmth 
  it was so right for them and they so right for each other. Its rare, after all, to come across people who really suit each other  so rare that its actually quite charming, even
  if you know you would rather be dead than live like that yourself. These are people, I thought, who will have happy lives.


  It was while we were in the bathroom that Sophie had an attack of self-deprecation. Were rather fluffy, arent we, me and Alex . . . and all this . . . she added,
  waving her arm around. The curtains were a fresh peach and white stripe. Somebody more twee would have chosen flowers. They werent that bad.


  Oh, youre not that bad, I said, and Sophie smiled warmly.


  There was a moments pause. Sophie was looking at me. Her eyes were a light hazel brown, round and soft. Her gaze was protective. You like Peter, dont you? she said
  gently.


  I bit my lower lip and looked down at the floor. Sophie was no fool. Yes, I murmured sheepishly. I do. I decided to fish. I suppose youve seen a few
  come and go?


  Sophie was nodding. Oh yes. She paused. Mostly with larger breasts than you.


  I opened my mouth in a silent laugh. She leaned forward and placed a hand on my forearm. The four of us are going to go out together very soon, she said, smiling, and
  were going to have a really good time.


  Downstairs, the boys had returned from the garden and Peter was rubbing his hands together in the gesture which I already knew meant, time to go.


  Sophie and Alex went into the kitchen while Peter and I collected our coats from the hall. As Peter helped me on with mine, he ran a finger down my spine. I turned to him and smiled. Our glances
  collided and my stomach folded in on itself. I turned away from him, to recover my composure, and took a few steps towards the kitchen, to say goodbye.


  Sophie and Alex were emerging together. Sophie was first, holding a yellow plastic duty-free bag. She was talking to Alex over her shoulder and didnt notice how close to them I was. I
  heard her say, Freelance something or other. At the same time, she turned her head and saw me. A broad smile spread across her features. Dont drink it all at
  once, she said, holding up the bag. As I took it from her, I glanced up at Alex. He was not looking at me. He was looking past me, at Peter. The expression on his face was one of
  self-satisfaction.


  They waved us off from the front doorstep.


  I like them, I said, as we swung round the corner, out of the cul-de-sac and onto the main road. The duty-free bag was sitting between my feet. The bottles in it clanked together.
  Peter was gazing straight ahead. He broke into a smile. They like you.


  We pulled up at a set of traffic lights and Peter took advantage of the pause to lean over and pull me towards him by placing a hand on the back of my head, landing a plump kiss on my mouth.
  Theyre my best friends, he said as he sat back, and you were absolutely charming. The lights changed. He grabbed and shook the gearstick. And when we get
  home, Im going to shag the living daylights out of you.


  I let out a yelp of laughter as the car surged forward.


  The drive from the crematorium to Alex and Sophies house took less than an hour. For most of the time we drove in silence; a calm, companionable silence, the silence of
  soldiers returning from the front. We had not discussed what we would do after the cremation but all three of us seemed to assume that they would take me back to their place, for a drink or
  something. On the way there, we drove past the end of Peters road. I craned my neck to get a glimpse of his house, my house now. Odd to think that inside it were my belongings: my shoes
  dropped carelessly into the alcove behind the front door; my make-up bag squatting on the bathroom shelf; my laundry in occupation of the washing-machine, steaming softly in a crumpled wet heap
  because I had not had time to hang it out before Alex and Sophie picked me up. My presence in the house had never seemed apparent when Peter was there as well. Now there was no Peter, only the
  colonial spread of my possessions  the incongruity of me.


  I had not spent a night in my own flat since the day that Peter and I had met. I had not spent many daylight hours there either. The immediacy of our cohabitation had never
  been discussed. It had just happened. We met at a party. I went back to his house with him and spent the night. The following morning, as I was standing by his bed buttoning my shirt, he said,
  What time can you come back?


  He was still in bed, turned sideways with his head propped up on one elbow and the bedclothes strewn over him as if he was advertising aftershave. I glanced up and then returned to my buttons.
  Not sure, I said. Ive got to see somebody this afternoon.


  He sat up and reached out, catching me by one arm and pulling until I tumbled clumsily onto the bed. He gathered me into his chest. It smelt of hair, sweat, sex  the smell that you only
  get with the combination of all three. I lifted my free hand and laid it against his warm, rough cheek, breathing him in; half sick with wanting him.


  When I let myself in through my own front door, my small square flat seemed small, and square; somewhere which belonged to somebody who was not me. I was carrying a couple of
  items of post which I had picked up in the hall downstairs. I turned them over and surveyed the envelopes without curiosity, then tossed them onto the table.


  It was gone noon. I should have spent the morning preparing for my meeting, an early afternoon tea  at my expense  with somebody who might or might not give me work. There was only
  just time to have a bath and change. A lot of money was at stake and normally I would have been nervous.


  The curtains were still closed from the previous evening. I went over and flung them open, then looked around. The woman who was not me had painted the walls an anodyne magnolia colour and hung
  up a couple of Mexican rugs. There was a second-hand table, brown and beaten, around which were ranged three wooden chairs which had each been painted a different colour  red, orange, green
   to pick up tones from the rug which hung on the adjacent wall. Interesting I thought; stop; hesitate; go. This woman has a sense of humour.


  I wandered around like a car crash victim who has lost her memory and is learning about herself for the first time.


  When the phone rang, I jumped. It was Peter.


  Hi. You got back all right. Hearing his voice was like having treacle tipped over me, slowly.


  Yes.


  Good.


  My flat is . . . weird. My flat is weird.


  I know. My house seemed really strange as soon as youd left, as though somebody had emptied half the contents out. Why do you have to see somebody this afternoon and when are you
  coming back?


  My voice had a catch in it as I answered, Tonight.


  In the bath, I soaped my soft, unusual body  the one I had acquired overnight. It intrigued me. I was keen to get acquainted.


  In the following three weeks I returned to the flat four or maybe five times, just to check the post and pick up clothing. I was using a pager to ring my answer machine in case
  there were any work calls, then returning them from Peters house.


  Peters house had swallowed me whole. Its fair to say that when I first saw it, I was horrified. Peter did not have much in the way of taste  a personality defect which I
  thought rather charming, priding myself on how I would bring him gradually round to Mexican rugs and coloured chairs. The word to describe Peters house was functional. He had an
  old-fashioned belief, shared by my mother, incidentally, that second-hand furniture is somehow tacky and a bit grim, and that included antiques. (My mother took it one stage further, believing, I
  think, that owning other peoples cast-offs of any sort was a sign of a weak character or lack of moral fibre.) I never identified the source of any of Peters stuff  brass light
  fittings and a fair amount of teak. The phrase which came closest was anonymous expensive. It was only gradually that I began to comprehend that it described a great deal of Peter quite
  apart from his furniture.


  Within a few days, he had cleared out a small room next to the bedroom which had previously contained the only junk he seemed to possess  a set of encyclopaedias, a VCR that Peter said
  was broken and an exercise bike. Your room, he had said firmly, edging in a small
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