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Chapter 1

 


It is the same
every time.

 


Jack wears a top
hat and a dirty black coat – not dirty in an obvious way but he
knows it isn’t really clean; in the way that nothing can really
have been clean in the mid-Nineteenth Century.

He stands
at the Clifton side of the suspension bridge –the city side–
looking across it, surveying his creation. He feels pride but it is tempered by the
legitimate concerns that any great man feels by virtue of his many
and weighty responsibilities.

Then she enters
the scene. She is wearing a white crinoline. It is pure white. It
is utterly clean. This fact, and her beauty, render her already
remote and unobtainable.

She must have
walked onto the bridge from the other side but he doesn’t notice
her until she’s reached the middle – there’s fog and smoke;
smog.

She turns
to face him and looks directly into his eyes. It’s as though he’s
known all along that it’s her but it’s only at this point
–only when she initiates
eye contact with him– that he realises.

And by
the time he has realised, she is already climbing up onto the
railings.

There’s
that horrible inevitability. He lurches forward but seems unable to move and she is,
by now, standing on the side of the bridge, balancing.

She
lifts up her arms so she
looks like a milkmaid carrying pails (but his view is in profile)
and, just before she does it, she turns and looks directly at him
again.

Her face
holds no expression. She doesn’t look at him like she’s looking at her husband of five
years or her lover of eight.

He knows
it’s going to happen but still he can’t move. In desperation he bellows, ‘Lowenna!’ and,
at that, she turns her head to face the centreline of the gorge and
her fate, and lets herself fall forward.

 


* * *

 


Lawrence is one
of thirteen people seated around a large, imitation-pine conference
table in an air-conditioned fish tank. He is paying intermittent
attention to the Dominatrix, who stands at the table’s head,
presiding over her meeting. Outside, all is summer – but not your
idyllic Southern English summer (neither too warm, nor too still);
no, today is stifling.

Indeed,
today is so hot that Michelle, when she turns a corner to enter the scene,
teetering on rather impractical heels, clutching a coffee in one
hand and a panini in the other, is mourning the fact that she now
has no free arm with which to remove her jacket. And her scalp is
burning in the mid-day sun, though she’s only been out of her own
artificially-cooled cell for ten minutes.

Lawrence’s
attention wanders from the Dominatrix and her apparently endless
discourse on her –their– current
business mission, to the wall of glass behind him. If you stand at
it, you can imagine yourself stepping through and plummeting to the
street below, to the astonishment and horror of passers-by. Safely
installed in his chair, he looks down from his fourth-floor vantage
to the opposite side of the street, and spots a girl gazing into
the window of a small boutique. She is bent over and her focus is
intent upon a particular object.

Lawrence notes
–though he can’t possibly discern clearly from such a distance–
that her skirt, which is short and has a slit up the back of it, is
now almost revealing to the world parts of her anatomy that
shouldn’t be revealed during business hours. This makes him
smile.

At this
instant the Dominatrix clears her throat and Lawrence realises that his inattentiveness
has been registered. Immediately, he turns back to face the head of
the table and, in his state of elation, even manages to sustain his
smile whilst looking directly into the eyes of the Dominatrix
herself. She is not amused. She burbles on and, thankfully, within
moments is engaged in a direct discussion with Francis on a point
of contention.

Lawrence seizes
his opportunity to look once again over his right shoulder, just in
time to see the girl receding.

The way
she is walking puts him in mind of Marilyn Monroe. But she’s younger than Marilyn as
he remembers her, surely. And she’s not blonde – her hair is dark
and long and voluminous, ranging about her shoulders. And Marilyn
would never have worn a suit like that.

And the girl is
best described as slim. Not that Marilyn was fat, in Lawrence’s
opinion; but in his wife’s, he recalls, she was – and also
talentless, not in the least funny, and unable either to act or
sing. Anyway, in short, it is not that the walk is
like
Marilyn Monroe’s – it’s that
it reminds him. And
at this point she turns the corner again and is gone.

Lawrence’s
meeting that afternoon was interminable. When he finally escaped at
four-thirty he managed to leave the office immediately. He stopped
short of telling Elaine (his secretary) that he needed to buy a
present for Angela (his wife), as he realised this would be clichéd
and would result in suspicion on the part of one so astute as
Elaine. He just told her he’d had enough for one day, which he
considered a stroke of genius.

On
exiting the office building, he crossed the street to the boutique, positioned himself
as she had done and bent over, in order to discern just what she’d
been looking at.

It was a
pair of red shoes:
patent leather stilettos; a classic design, with full toe and back.
And it was not inconceivable, perhaps, that Monroe
would
have worn these.

The shock
came when he looked at the price tag: two hundred and ninety-nine pounds and ninety-nine
pence (no wonder she’d just been looking).

 


* * *

 


What you look like isn’t an issue. Was that the best he could do? Did some women
actually warm to that? Lowenna, if she were honest, interpreted it
to mean that he himself was ugly (though there was no picture of
this one to confirm her suspicions). Also desperate –if he really
didn’t care– or lying. Or maybe just sincere; maybe a genuinely
nice man. Anyway, she wasn’t interested because the very ambiguity
of the phrase made her think he couldn’t be very
intelligent.

She was
so judgemental. And she really didn’t have time to ponder it
anyway, as she had about eighty more of them to scroll through
before Megan would be
awake and she’d have to go to pick up William and then, of course,
there’d be Jack’s evening meal to prepare.


Chapter
2

 


Michelle
arrived at Adam’s house
at seven forty-five. As he opened the door to her, he gave her that
look. ‘I know, I know,’ she began, angry enough with herself
already, ‘Richard’ll be livid.’

‘Did you bring
the wine?’

‘Yes.’

‘Let me see.’
She produced a bottle from beneath her raincoat.

‘Six
ninety-nine from Waitrose. It was all I could run to.’

‘It won’t
do.’

‘I know.’

‘Give it to
me.’ She handed it over, without question.

‘Can I come in
please, I’m getting wet.’

‘Of
course,’ he said as he disappeared in the direction of the
kitchen.

A moment later
he returned, clutching an alternative bottle. ‘We’ll take this,’ he
stated authoritatively, holding it out for her inspection.

‘Thank
you,’ she returned sincerely, nodding with approval based entirely upon her trust in
his judgement, rather than any knowledge of the label or
grape.

He handed her
the bottle and put on his coat. Within moments Shelley was once
again whisked out into the damp, dark night.

When they
got to Richard’s, he received them by opening the
front door and then immediately
looking at his watch. Neither he nor they, however, said a word
about it.

Their greetings
were minimal and they ate, as was their habit, in almost complete
silence.

Shelley
often thought during these meals, and whilst reflecting upon them
in normal life, that this must be what it was like to live in a convent (only that
she’d be eating with other women – not men). She found it a strain
and always wanted to ask Adam if he did too but she never had the
courage. She would often sing songs to herself during the meal, to
try to alleviate the stress – not out loud, but sometimes she did
fear she was audible (not that Richard would recognise a
pop
song).

It was
only after they’d eaten
that conversation was really permitted, it seemed. And tonight it
was, as ever, Adam who instigated it.

‘So
what’ve you been up to, Richard?’ he asked, following dessert.

‘I’ve been
thinking,’ came the reply. It was standard.

‘About what?’
Adam pursued.

Richard
put his right elbow on the table and put the fingers of his
right hand to his mouth,
knocking his fingernails a couple of times against his teeth. He
looked diagonally upwards to the corner of the ceiling. Michelle
and Adam observed his gestures and waited.

‘This
civilization is turning in on itself – imploding,’ Richard finally
declared, in his measured, dispassionate tone.

‘What makes you
think that?’ was Adam’s casual response.

Michelle didn’t
dare cross-question Richard when he talked like this.

‘I had
the misfortune to turn on the television last night during
a broadcast of celebrity
rollerblading–’

‘The final?’ Shelley
interposed involuntarily.

‘Tragically, yes,’ he conceded.

Shelley
regained her wits and managed to stifle her next question.

Adam
stared at Richard intently, expecting an eloquent elaboration on
his assertion. Richard, however, merely said, ‘I felt like I’d stumbled into the
Coliseum,’ and then looked steadily at the darkly varnished
floorboards. After a few moments Michelle started to look at the
same spot on the floor, hoping to find some foreign body there but
she could discern no irregularity.

‘I suppose you
both want coffee,’ Richard declared eventually.

‘Yes
please,’ Shelley said.

‘Please,’
echoed Adam.

Richard
rose, gazing straight ahead, in that way of his that made Adam think him about to
undertake some enterprise of great moment and led Shelley to
believe him possessed. He floated out of the room and into the
kitchen.

As soon as he
was out of earshot, Shelley leant over the table and whispered to
Adam, ‘You saw it too?’

‘Of
course–’

‘Who
won?’

‘Dean and
Trixie–’

‘I knew
it!’

‘They walked
away with it–’

‘They
deserved it,’ Michelle
said definitely.

‘Yes!’ Adam
concluded emphatically.

‘They
won’t be in soaps for much longer,’ Shelley added prophetically, shaking her head. In
response, Adam nodded his. But they both knew that this
conversation was safest abruptly curtailed under Richard’s
roof.


Chapter 3

 


‘You never told
me what happened about that,’ Cleave said to his brother.

‘There’s
nothing to tell. I only went up there a few times.’

‘But what
did he do to
you?’

‘Nothing.
We just studied – well, we were supposed to be studying. Sometimes
he asked me what I knew. Sometimes he talked at me. Other times he
was silent. It was a bit embarrassing.’

‘Why did
it end?’

‘I’m not
sure really. It wasn’t
long after they took Concorde out of service–’

‘You remember
that?’

‘We
watched it fly over the suspension bridge together. He said, Thus proving that all human endeavour is
futile…’

‘Wanker!’

Swain was
silent.

‘But she ended
it.’

‘Yeah.’

Cleave looked
at Swain quizzically.

‘I think
it was because he told her that I wasn’t very bright. I think he even said he thought I
was a bit dim–’

‘He’s a
wanker. You’re not thick. I’m the thick one.’

‘I don’t think
she could accept it.’

‘No; it’s
difficult.’

‘We’re
going to have to tell her aren’t we–’

‘What?’

‘The
truth.’

‘Which
is?’

Swain
hesitated in order to
get the words right. ‘That I’m not clever. That you’re not
talented.’

‘She
already knows, stupid
cow.’

 


* * *

 


Hello
Sunshine!

 


Judging from your profile I think we have a lot in common. I
like beaches too – and birds. I don’t have a photo either – but
it’s just a desire for anonymity; it’s silly really. I hope it
doesn’t put you off. It would be lovely to hear back from you – if
you’re interested.

 


GWR

 


How poor was
that? It was as though he’d just scrawled it on the back of a fag
packet. It was rubbish! And he had shown such promise.

Lowenna
had visited GWR’s profile on a daily basis over the last week. And
for the last couple of
days he’d visited hers – late at night both times (which suggested
he might be a pervert –but then there was always that possibility–
and it might just be that he worked late – like someone else she
knew). And he’d seemed so literate, so articulate, from the
profile. But this was appalling. Which meant, either that he’d got
someone else to write his profile for him, or that he had next to
no real interest in her.

Should she
reply?

 


* * *

 


‘Ever
thought about this?’ Kathleen began as she and Michelle sat at a table in a beer garden
of sorts, looking out towards the suspension bridge, Kathleen
eating the remains of her lunch, much to Shelley’s embarrassment as
they were sitting directly beneath a sign that stated only food
purchased on the premises could be eaten there and they hadn’t even
bought any drinks yet. ‘You are worth exactly the value of what
you’re wearing.’

‘What?’

‘Today,
for instance, I’ve just
calculated that my approximate value is two hundred and fifty
pounds.’

‘That’s
not much,’ Michelle
observed.

‘No but on a
good day I can be worth as much as six hundred.’

‘Really?’
Michelle said, in truth
uncertain as to the meaning of the discussion.

‘I have
to wear all my good stuff at once though. And quite a lot of
jewellery –
bling. And
although it makes me feel good it also makes me aware that I’m more
likely to be mugged.’

‘Yeah,’ Shelley
mumbled absently.

‘What
about you?’ Kathleen
asked. ‘What are you worth today?’

‘I don’t know,’
Michelle replied blankly.

‘What do
you reckon though? Four
hundred? Five?’

‘I don’t
know. More than I can afford probably,’ Shelley admitted.

Ten minutes
later Kathleen and Michelle were joined by a sheepish Imelda, the
Irish niece of Kathleen.

‘Would
you look at this girl? Would you believe this girl was fully
twenty-one years of age? Sure, it doesn’t seem a moment since she
was a baby–’

‘Kathleen!’

Michelle
wondered where Kathleen’s Irish accent had emerged from.

‘Sure,
Imelda, in the absence of your Mummy, it falls to me to embarrass
you.’ Kathleen grabbed the slip of a girl and hugged her as if
intent upon suffocation.

‘Happy
birthday,’ Michelle added, thinking there was something distinctly
melancholic about a girl celebrating her twenty-first birthday with
only her aunt and her aunt’s work colleague. And all the girl
wanted to do, Kathleen said, was to come here, to the terrace-bar
that overlooked Clifton Gorge and
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