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Chapter 1

I WAS IN London, and I think every other person in the room was posh. So posh, in fact, they never used the word. ‘Posh’, I clocked quickly, because I’m a fast study, is a little too close to the knuckle. ‘Posh’, it turns out, is actually rather common. ‘Grand’ and ‘smart’ are the words the posh use to describe houses and people and parties that are very posh. And if at those parties the posh ever meet an outsider who questions, even obliquely, the distribution of wealth and privilege from which the non-posh are excluded, they get ever so gently nailed forever as ‘chippy’, and that’s a killer cobweb from which there is really no escape. Never be chippy around the posh. I got that fast too.

So, I was in a posh house in west London, and I could feel every single point at which my clothing was touching my body, and I couldn’t imagine what in the whole wide fucking world I could possibly say to anyone.

We were all there in a sitting room up on the first floor, which struck me as a very sophisticated floor for a sitting room. It suggested that anything, really, could go anywhere and only the anxious bourgeoisie would feel required to have their sitting-around rooms at ground level.

The rough cotton of my shirt collar was chafing particularly. Taking a look in the large mirror over the mantelpiece, yes, I thought – for this encounter with Penny’s family and close friends, for the Great Announcement, I had ended up choosing the sort of outfit a mother might pick for her seven-year-old to wear to a friend’s wedding. M&S ‘chino’ trousers; a shirt checked with brown-and-red stripes that its manufacturers presumably hoped implied some sort of relationship with the countryside, and what it might be slightly grandiose to describe as a ‘green sweater’.

Along the sides of the rectangular sitting room were sofas and comfortable chairs. A couple of low tables in the middle were stacked with champagne glasses. You could try to read the history of the rise and fall of the British Empire along the mantelshelf under the mirror: Indian jib jabs and silver candlesticks, Chinese pots and invites to American Embassy receptions. Underfoot, the rug over the carpet was red and Persian or similar, the pile so thick you felt a little unstable walking on it.

Actually, looking into the antique mirror, perhaps I looked more like a gawky cleric than a seven-year-old? The Doc Martens, poking out like a pair of regular-sized clown shoes, did very much give me the look of a once hip vicar who had undergone a crisis of faith and retired somewhere quiet to have a big think about everything.

Nearby, Penny’s parents and younger brother, Von, were talking about an acquaintance’s son who had been either promoted or mugged; it was hard for me to make out the concrete detail because I was preoccupied with trying not to fuck up the complicated manoeuvre I was engaged in: drinking from a glass. For some reason, taking a sip without chomping a bite out of the champagne flute like a loon or choking to death on the booze felt like it required all my powers of concentration. As her father moved round with the bottle, topping guests up, I was actively ‘planning’ my next swallow. But it turns out swallowing is one of those things where too much planning is counterproductive. I spluttered a little and looked down at a side table.

Because all the while, as I tensed up ready for the announcement, there was, lying there like a time bomb on the table, my own personal problem. The humdinger, the shame-maker: The Gift. Back in the bookshop, it had all seemed quite amusing, after – what? – seven tours around the shop. Everything else seemed a little gauche. I wanted something playful. Not something obvious from the offer piles by the door, nor something classic and suggestive of the exam room. Nothing, for God’s sake, from ‘Humour’. Something a little bit tasty. Something unexpected.

Well, none of them would be expecting this. I could confidently predict that. For there, buried three gifts down, asymmetrically wrapped and poorly taped, was a hardback copy of Elite Fighting Forces: Maximum Power – a survey of various paramilitary commando units from around the globe and, furthermore, some cross-section diagrammatics of their key equipment and weaponry. This was what I was giving to win the heart of the young woman I believed I loved.

Penny stood and offered round the room a bowl of the jagged, lead-heavy crisps they liked – so expensive and painful to eat. She stood a head taller than her adoptive mother and father. A Nubian queen transplanted, she regarded her folks, as they rustled their fingertips in the snack bowl, with what looked to me a disdain so ingrained no one dared notice it.

The number of people in the room felt perfectly judged to make it unclear whether it was necessary to verbally excuse myself for a visit to the toilet. Can you, I wondered, just walk out of a room here, or is that in fact incredibly rude? Where, after all, are you going? Are you coming back? Perhaps not. Perhaps you have been grossly offended? Perhaps you’re trying to steal something? But similarly, surely you don’t normally, to everyone, state exactly where you’re going each time you leave a room? Or do you? Is that exactly what you do? In the end I reversed out like I was at Versailles, or might have been stabbed in the back, laying down an additionally extended plasticised grin as covering fire.

In the toilet I splashed water onto my face, seeking comfort in the sort of thing someone might do in a film, like knocking back a Scotch in a bar after getting fired in the opening scene.

Elite Fighting Forces. In the shop it felt so obviously wrong as to be rather hilarious; the shiny cover shot of an SAS man crouching ready to shoot was an amusing counterpoint to the Nobel laureates and prizewinners. But isolated from its shop-mates I was pretty sure Elite Fighting Forces was going to look not hilariously, but slightly psychotically, misjudged.

‘Gone to Ground?’ a very thin man said in a cartoon speech bubble up on the toilet wall, unaware of a fat man, also in red hunting garb, hiding on the other side of a hedge. ‘Gone to Ground?’ When had it been produced – 1790? 1870? 1987? Product of the English Social Signifier Wall Coverings Company.

Splash.

But why had fatty gone to ground? What was he hiding from? Was this the Cheers of its day? But now the layers had built up so you couldn’t see the joke? Presumably, fatty – like the fox – had gone to ground. But why? Why the fuck had fatty gone to ground? Was he looking for something? And then, as in the moments of mad allusive connection before sleep, for a beat it felt like the family – even fatty – knew I was hiding, and the cartoon was a rebuke to all the misplaced provincials who had wandered into the house over the years and found themselves going to ground in the downstairs loo.

I was looking at my champagne glass thinking how wrong it had been to bring it with me (as if I was in a rough pub and someone might spike my pint), when it suddenly struck me that the length of my absence had probably crossed the point that implied defecation. What a horrible thing to do. To come to another person’s house and then sneak away to a little room and do a huge shit.

I hurried to return, hoping to fit myself into a time frame that might simply have suggested a very long piss. But a spurt from the brass tap zoomed up the scalloped curve of the sink like an ambitious skateboarder and left my trousers looking urine-spattered. The solution, I decided, was to ensure the accident couldn’t be misinterpreted. I flicked extra droplets quite liberally all over the area below the waistband. This was an unambiguous overspill, I wanted my trousers to announce. Not a urine situation.

In the sitting room, Penny oohed and aahed at every new present as if the person who’d given it had divined the true desire of her secret heart. The swathe of damp across my lap went unmentioned but not unnoticed as she claimed a set of expensive French art pencils were exactly what she’d been hoping for, dealt with an incredibly thick Norman Mailer book by swearing she had nearly bought it herself, and gobbled up a piece of sheer silk, wrapping it around her head and fingering the fabric with delight.

As she turned my package in her hands, I held for a moment a hope that God or elves might mean Elite Fighting Forces was a dream and beneath the wrapping would be a suitable book. But the truth was no book that shape and size could be suitable. A4 like a football annual. But thin. So cheaply, depressingly thin. As if even the people knocking out this man-crap had given up halfway through.

‘Oh – wow. Thank you. Thank you, Andrew, so much!’ she said, looking at it with a moment’s hesitation.

‘Yeah, it’s supposed to be, I thought . . .’

‘It’s great!’

‘It’s just – stupid.’

‘No, I’d like to know more about . . . Fighting Forces.’

And before I could interject, she took this treasure for a tour of the room. I wanted to make a public explanation, but an essay, maybe even a set of officially written histories, like those produced after the Second World War by each arm of the military, something like that would be needed to explain the cultural and economic factors that had led to this gift. Simon, my rival, and Cally, her best friend, gathered with an older couple in deliciously soft cashmere jumpers to take a careful look at Elite Fighting Forces. The last time anyone outside of an Oxfam shop would open its covers.

‘It was supposed to be sort of – funny,’ I said to her father.

‘It’s incredibly kind of you. Very nice of you to come. I’m Kenneth, wonderful to meet you.’ The father extended his hand warmly. Admittedly, it didn’t have quite the same warm effect as when we had been introduced standing in pretty much the same spot, in the same room, twenty-four hours earlier. But it was still nice. After all, I had the feeling that I was so insubstantial in Kenneth’s estimation that up to eighteen or twenty visits might be necessary before I became fully visible. Up until then I would be a ghost who, if treated civilly and offered enough expensive crisps, might eventually fuck off. Kenneth looked like he’d met enough people now; he was basically full.

‘And how do you know Penny?’ he asked.

‘From Manchester.’

‘Ah. Yes. And what were you reading?’

‘Oh, I wasn’t at the university, actually.’

‘Right?’

‘I’m actually a construction worker,’ I said. (‘Like you might find in an American storybook or a pornographic video,’ I didn’t say.)

‘Oh, right.’

‘Yeah. I was thinking about going to university, but I’m sort of –’

‘No, absolutely,’ he said.

If our conversation was a cat, I had the feeling about now he’d have hit it with a spade, to put it out of its misery.

‘Yeah,’ I said.

When Penny first told me what her dad did I misheard lobbyist for ‘hobbyist’ and went on for several months thinking he was an attic Airfixer or annexe egg-cup potter. And even now, like a young child, I couldn’t quite shake the conviction that my imagined version of him might turn out to have a basis in reality.

‘And have you been busy at work, lately?’ I asked.

He ignored this almost completely, giving just the husk of a laugh as he looked across the room.

‘Huh, yeah. Nice champagne,’ I offered, almost inaudibly, then a puckish variation: ‘Champagne is nice.’

Kenneth walked away, leaving me alone to clench my buttocks five times in a row as self-sentenced punishment for general social crimes, before Penny arrived.

‘Really, thanks, Andy.’

‘It was meant to be –’

‘It looks interesting.’ She turned to an illustrated cross section of the outboard motor of a Special Boat Service dinghy.

What was worst was that in its flumping thud to the ground my gift seemed to have caused no surprise at all, as if any oddity I offered up would have been indulged: a chewed bone; broken biscuits. That, like a child wrapping his mother’s hairbrush, I should be congratulated for offering anything at all.

‘I thought it would be funny, Penny – look at these fucking beefcakes!’

She flicked her eyes over the photo as Cally and Simon joined us and she said, ‘OK, listen, I’m going to do it now.’

‘Shit, yeah?’ said Cally.

‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘we should wait till at least –’

‘I think now is a good time,’ said Simon.

‘No,’ I agreed, catching up, ‘maybe, now is a good time. Is it? Would it be a good time, now?’

‘Look, I’ve waited and delayed. I got you all here as support and I’m very grateful for you coming and I should have done it last night, and Shannon and everyone is going to be here tomorrow and we need the credit card. So I’m just going to fucking do it. But if it goes weird, will you help? Don’t let me leave without saying it, all right?’

‘No pasarán,’ Simon said, clenching his fist playfully, and Penny did it back while I chuckled indulgently, like I knew what the hell they were on about.

Then Mrs Calman was upon us – ‘We’re thinking about just walking to the restaurant, is that all right?’

‘Mum, there’s something I need to tell you about the summer.’

‘Oh, right?’

‘I’m going to go. To Yugoslavia.’

‘Oh. Your idea?’

‘Yes. My idea. Our idea. We’re all going.’

Simon and I smiled: it’s going to be OK, we’re on board.

‘Well, let’s talk about this later,’ Mrs Calman said and gave a broad smile that tightened her mouth so her lipstick parted in places and revealed how white her lips were beneath.

‘But I am going.’

‘Look, let’s not spoil this evening. Let’s talk about it later.’

‘Fine, but I am going.’

And through the mist, Kenneth, the imperial gunboat, came in to dock.

‘What’s this?’

‘We’ll talk about this later. I’ll tell you later,’ Mrs Calman said.

‘I’m going to Bosnia, Dad.’

‘No,’ Kenneth said.

‘I am.’

‘No. No. No no no no. No,’ Kenneth argued.

‘Where? To do what?’ Mrs Calman asked.

‘I can’t believe you’d just say no.’

‘Well, if you just say you’re going I’m just going to say no,’ Kenneth said.

‘Well, I am going. I’ve got a ticket.’

‘Yes, well, I’ve got a chimney but it doesn’t mean I’m a train.’ I looked at the floor. ‘Where? How? Why? No,’ said Kenneth.

‘This is bollocks,’ Penny said and looked at Cally. They turned and walked out of the room and upstairs.

Simon and I, the men eager to take their daughter to be killed in a war zone, were left to explain things to the Calmans and the couple in cashmere jumpers.

‘I think we just feel that at this moment, in this – era that, Bosnia, it’s in Europe. And we have a responsibility to acknowledge that,’ Simon said.

‘I acknowledge that,’ Kenneth said.

‘We’re hoping, there’s a hope that . . .’ Simon carried on.

‘What are you actually doing?’

‘We have a van,’ I offered.

‘Right. I believe they are already familiar with that technology in the Balkans.’

‘And we’re going to take the van and fill it with provisions, for people, refugees, and also, we’re going to – we have a play to bring a message,’ I said.

‘Oh good!’

‘But it won’t be a one-way exchange. We’ll also be there to listen,’ said Simon, concerned, presumably, that Kenneth’s objection was to any element of neo-imperialist condescension about the mission.

‘Look. I am not letting my daughter drive into a civil war. I saw a man’s hand get torn off by a drilling rig in Shetland. I’ve been to Islamabad, it’s a shithole. My father was at Monte Cassino. I know all about this. I know a man who knows a lot more about this. I’m actually doing something on this, the firm is. I’ve been to Belgrade. In the seventies. So, no. All right? It’s just a no, so will you please go upstairs and tell her that she will not be going.’


Chapter 2

THE TOP PART of the house was given over to Penny and Von. I reckoned that far under the sofas of the ‘playroom’ where our little mourning party gathered bits of Lego might still lie about. There was, after all, still one Babar the Elephant poster up on the wall. But in recent years the carpet had got pocked with little black burns where hot nibblets of hash had dropped from joints. Von, behind a pair of record decks, nodded his head out of rhythm with the music. Periodically he slid the cross-fader to bump two deep-house tracks seamfully into one another, looked up, bit his lip, and gave a little yeah-baby-I’m-on-it nod to the room.

Once Penny had got us all assembled – a mix of her London friends and some of the Peace Play Partnership – she retreated with Cally to her bedroom, visiting the playroom only periodically to smile at the pity of it all.

Sitting cross-legged by the wall, I wondered if maybe now I wasn’t going to Bosnia? That would be a shame. I mean, mainly I liked the idea of going. I wasn’t so sure about actually going. In a way I still didn’t really believe we would actually go. Not us, physically. Though I did feel strongly that something should be done.

Most particularly, I felt this in relation to the fact that Helen hadn’t been reading the papers or watching the news when it started happening. I was watching a lot of everything and I used to beat her over the head with it when she was groggy. ‘We need to do something!’ I’d say, and show her pictures of dead children when she sat quivering and pale, sipping at tea, dipping her lips like a fragile blue tit at the rim of one of our thick-sided mugs. At that time, I dare say, I had one of the most coherent foreign policies of anyone working on a building site in the Manchester area. I read the incoming reports with indignation. I had my favourites in the commentariat and on the world diplomatic scene, people who I thought of in some ways as my emissaries. It certainly made the news more exciting to have certain diplomats and particular ethnicities to root for.

Helen said I was overly emotional about it. She accused me during one row of having no inner resources – as though other people might be able to go off to the bathroom and dig some iron ore or diamonds out of their belly buttons. It’s true I did like very much to be on the right side. And as an only child maybe I had grown up a bit milky and overly loved.

On her next progress through the room, Penny lingered a while and slid her back down the wall next to me. Her long legs, burnished with a patina of expensive oil or sheer good health, crooked up from her skirt and I looked over at Simon, twitchy, comically distant, two metres away on a beanbag.

‘And guess what. To fucking cap it, they’ve said they won’t put my play in the drama festival because of a stupid – thing.’

‘Oh, shit, Pen. What thing?’

‘A date thing. They got it late, the date was late. Because I’ve graduated. I sent it a bit late.’

‘Oh. Right. God.’

‘I feel – I feel almost censored.’ I winced. She spotted it and winced too. ‘I mean, I know that’s disgusting when you think of real repression.’

‘Yeah. But . . .’ I said and couldn’t think of anything more to offer.

‘I should shut up.’

‘No. Not at all.’

‘The only effective censorship in late-capitalist nations is self-censorship.’

I agreed, strongly.

‘But that’s what I want to write. I want to write something – about all the things we don’t even dare to think?’

‘Yes. Yes. I know,’ I said. ‘What are they?’

‘. . . I don’t know,’ she said and laughed.

I tried to think of something else true or real to say, but as I went grubbing around my consciousness I found myself barren. In fact, I wasn’t sure I was even quite important enough to have a consciousness. Not a whole one. At least not yet, not a serious one. My feeling is, I’ll think about that later – who I am. Internal conflicts, moral battles, soul quivers, deep depressions, raving happiness – they are all, like smart restaurants and Grand Prix racing, artichokes and the visual arts, not really for me.

‘So what did my dad say, when I was gone?’ Penny asked.

‘It was tough. Me and Simon did our best.’

‘Yes?’ she said.

‘He’s a very determined person and it’s easy to see how you could –’ I flicked my eyes to Simon – ‘crumble, but I think we – I – managed to keep up a pretty good front. I gave him the highlights, the social and economic and military sort of stuff and what our hopes and aims are, and I just tried to face the guy down. For what it’s worth. God help me.’

‘Look. Your old man’s just a twat,’ Simon said as he sat and joined us. For a moment there was a bristle. Then Penny looked at him and said, ‘You know, he is a twat.’

‘No. Yeah. Exactly. He is a bloody twat,’ I said, with all the bravery of the guy who jostles out of the crowd to additionally knife the already dead dictator.

‘Fuck it. I am going, now, to tell him. It is happening,’ she said and gave a nod to Simon.

The problem with Simon, from my point of view, was that he was essentially me, only better. Any margin I could gain by playing up for Penny the exoticism of my normality was trumped by his. Simon was slim and aggressively Geordie – his family had actually been touched by the miners’ strike. He had an omnivorous, serially monogamous intellect, becoming a fascinated expert in topic after topic: poetry, string theory, close-up magic, hypnosis, Middle Eastern cookery. He was, unfortunately, very interesting. He smoked roll-ups and sat around looking like he was thinking about things and, I felt, fucking up my chances of sticking around. I was pretty sure, after all, that metropolitan London accepted outsiders into the mix only drop by oily drop; not too many at once in case the mayonnaise might curdle.

Cally joined us as we headed down the creaky stairs. She was a great beauty, I suppose. Her face made up of protracted planes of flawless skin, stretched like canvas from her sharp cheekbones down to her chin. She clopped down the stairs at the rear like a happy heedless horse. The four of us arrived at the bedroom door. As in a farce, I felt the Calmans would surely be doing it doggy-style in bed, red-faced, when our deputation entered, but no. Kenneth was frowning, reading P. J. O’Rourke, and Mrs Calman Wild Swans.

‘Hello. What the hell is this?’

‘Dad, I am going. All right? That’s what I’ve come to say. Bob is driving the minibus and we’re going to Bosnia to stop that war.’ We looked at her parents, old and corrupt in bed. Penny’s face was set with determination, but as her words hung in the air she gave me the briefest glance and rolled her eyes, biting her lip at what she’d found herself saying. ‘Doing whatever we can to stop the war.’

‘Did you tell her?’ Kenneth asked me and Simon, who both looked at the floor. ‘I’ve seen a hand come off.’

‘You’ve told me about the hand, Dad.’

‘Once you’ve seen a hand come off, on the floor, and yes, now they could sew it back on, but – the human body is fragile. There are horrible things.’

‘Exactly,’ Penny said.

‘The genie is out of the bottle. They need to see sense. It’s dog eat dog out there. And it’s right, none of those dogs is our dog.’

‘So we let them eat each other, alive? The Serbs against the Muslims? It’s not a dogfight. One of the dogs is a cat.’

‘It’s true, Mr Calman, it’s really, more like a dog versus a cat, versus a chicken. Where the Serbs are –’ I started, always eager to explain.

‘It is not our business.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Calman, but if it’s not our business, then whose business is it?’ Kenneth looked at me. ‘For – whither the human man – if we do not – aid our brothers in peril?’

There was a pause, during which people perhaps considered how wise I was.

‘Where are you going to stay?’ her mother asked.

‘Shannon knows people.’

‘Where?’

‘Sarajevo.’

‘Oh Jesus Christ,’ said Kenneth.

‘We’ll just be using it as a base, taking my play to hot spots, to defuse things.’

‘Oh, perfect, brilliant. Yes – go to the hot spots! This is a war, Penelope, a war.’

At that moment I followed Penny’s eye to her father’s clothes hanging over the back of a chair by the dresser. Poking out from inside his trousers were his crumpled pale blue underpants, the fabric worn a little thin, and the pathos of these creased man-pants seemed to undermine everything he said. Of course a man of such pants, with his sagging chest and his fuzz of grey hair curling out from the V of his pyjama top, would be scared.

Penny ended the interview by stating, ‘I have a passport, I’m twenty-three years old. I can do whatever I want.’ And then added, not entirely truthfully, ‘We don’t need your money. So I’m sorry if you’re not going to support this, but we are leaving tomorrow.’


Chapter 3

‘WHERE ARE YOU going, mate?’

Simon and I were billeted together that night in what the family referred to as ‘Patty’s Crap Room’, on account of the large amount of crap that had been left in there by Patty, a departed au pair. There was a wide single bed and a two-seater sofa not long enough to sleep on. It was not made clear by Penny or anyone really what was expected in terms of our sleeping arrangements. My sense was that the family felt coming from the Welsh borders and Newcastle, from families of innkeepers and teachers, miners and so on, that Simon and I would probably be fine, somehow, in there, and there wasn’t too much need for enquiry or direction. We’d agreed to share the bed and it had taken me some time to drop off. But now I’d jerked back alive.

‘What?’ Simon asked, easing the door open.

‘Where are you going, mate?’ I said again.

‘Nowhere, mate.’

‘Huh?’

‘I’m just going for a leak.’

‘Oh . . . did you not see? There’s one in there. En suite.’

‘. . . I’m actually going to see if Penny’s OK, after everything. OK?’

‘Oh . . . Shall I come?’ I said.

‘You’re tired, get some rest.’

‘OK. And . . . do you think you should – disturb her?’ He didn’t even think he had to reply to that and he began to push the door closed. ‘Tell her I hope she’s OK, from me!’

‘Will do, pal!’ Simon said softly, through the last disappearing crack.

Yes. That was going to be high on his list of priorities.

I tracked his steps until they disappeared out of range, and then – could I hear the knock? Could I hear the door crack? Was that the murmur of conversation? Or was it just the hiss of my ears listening in on themselves? Lying there, my monitoring felt effortful enough to burn calories, as if my hearing was now so sensitised that a pan dropped on a tile floor would blow my eardrums.

As the seconds he was absent became a minute, I began to investigate the new reality: Simon and Penny. The poet and the playwright. Two fresh graduates, magnetically pulled together. And as the minute turned into an unbelievable three, I thought I might be within my rights to simply march down and ask what the hell was going on? Then as three hit five, I started writing a bitter rant in my head, to be biroed out and left for her on the bed, full of nasty one-syllable words, criticism and emotional indignation.

I lived in that sour little pocket for quite a while. But then as seven minutes turned into eight, nine – I mellowed. This was the middle age of my despair and the passion of the three-minute hothead waned. Now I was sitting, like Old Father Time, knowing that ten and eleven and twelve minutes would all come and I would sit, grey-bearded on this rock, watching them all pass and smile at the passions of the human heart. I would leave no note, of course I wouldn’t – too wise for that. I would just eat my toast in the morning, go to Bosnia with the gang, and be a simple soul, bandaging the feet of children, warriors, whosoever as might come to me, eating a little bread and soup in my simple dwelling – and if Simon was perchance shot in the head or nuts, I would be waiting. And when she came to me I would say, ‘We had our moment, Penelope, ’tis passed now. I am happy with my book and my good soup.’

In fact, as I lay there, arms around the pillow, both ears doing their hard labour, I was aware that a part of me was willing my rival on. My heart beat so hard that to deny it the drama of defeat would be a little mean.

I imagined I would certainly be up all night. I took out my fat, battered copy of War and Peace and looked at the cover illustration of a grand ball. It would be impossible to sleep. And staying awake was necessary too: it would be rude to miss an appointment with my torturer when he returned. I was turning over whether I would bother to feign disinterest in the affair or allow myself to be frankly fascinated, when I dissolved into dreams of triumph and disaster during which my bed-mate returned scores of times with faces that morphed from dream to nightmare to primary-school teacher, landing up hard and cold at seven in the worst of all scenarios: he still wasn’t back. Nothing has ever been quite so empty to me as Simon’s half of the bed when I woke. No Cossack wife waving off a husband to Borodino ever missed her bed-mate half as much as I did then.

I sat up, and after considering and rejecting the idea of listening to my Serbo-Croat tapes on my Walkman, headed down to the little kitchenette on the floor below, where I toasted a heel of whitening wholemeal, leaving the untouched loaf fresh in its bag. The kettle boiled and in came the cleaner. She smiled and started to pull things out of the washing machine in a ropey-tangle. I hummed a little and turned to yesterday’s paper on the countertop to mute the silence between us.

‘You see that?’ she asked. ‘The girl?’

I smiled at her, which wasn’t right apparently.

‘The little girl who stab her mother?’ she said and pointed to a story in the paper.

Now it clicked: the horrible and very popular trial of a child who’d murdered a parent. ‘Who could do this?’ she asked and I shook my head grimly. Indeed. Who? ‘Who?’ she said again. I shook my head for all the pity in the world.

‘A stab in the eye. Who could do that?’

Yes, the eye was definitely particularly bad; I really didn’t know who could do it. Yet the cleaner was still looking to me as if I did but was unwilling to admit the answer.

‘Who could do that?’ I offered back in a move I thought might end the enquiry.

‘She stabbed with scissors in the eye and then – all over.’

I really didn’t see where to go other than further head shaking.

‘The mother is asleep and she stabs with scissors? Jesus Christ. Scissors. In the eye?’

‘I mean, who knows what the child must have gone through – to end up able to do such a thing,’ I said, finally, in my surprising new role as counsel for the defence in the case of Good versus Evil.

‘Jesus Christ! She is stabbed forty-three times all over!’ she said, and Penny entered, passing the cleaner without a word as I seized up like something clockwork left to rust in the rain.

‘Morning,’ I said, trying to figure out how you generally look at someone.

‘Morning,’ she said and smiled and I began to plan, based on the smile, how we might have an affair behind Simon’s back.

‘I spoke to Shannon, about last night,’ Penny said. ‘I called her – Simon suggested it. She said, what she said was quite right actually. . .’

‘Oh, OK?’

‘. . . which was, no one wants us to go. No one. But we are going to go. I mean, like Simon said, Laurie Lee walked over the Pyrenees to get to the Spanish Civil War. I mean, for fuck’s sake.’

‘It’s true,’ I said. ‘A lot of people don’t want this play to happen. Which strongly suggests that it really needs to happen.’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I mean, not everything that someone wants not to happen needs to happen – but yeah.’

‘No, yeah,’ I conceded.

‘I mean, why do you want to go, Andrew, apart from your dad’s heritage and everything?’ She leaned back on the counter as the cleaner departed.

‘Me? Well, I just feel, as I think I’ve said before, that 1936, 1939, sometimes there comes a point, a moment, when you have to decide which side you’re on. 1968,’ I said, and then, ‘1976,’ not entirely sure what precisely I was referring to, but confident there had been things to be for and against that year.

‘No, I’ve been up all night and I just think, it’s important to know why you’re doing something.’

I nodded in agreement, my lip caught between my teeth. I eyed the sharp knives on the draining board and wondered which one of them I would use to cut my finger off if someone offered me a trade of one digit in return for the certainty that last night had been chaste between Penny and Simon.

‘It’s what I feel, Penny. It’s what I feel. And – Simon, Simon, he helped you – through it last night? And . . . so on?’

‘Uh-huh,’ she said.

‘That’s nice. That’s a nice thing.’

‘Yeah. Good. So we’re going, yes?’

‘We ride at dawn. Fuck it, let’s do it!’

‘Great, well, Shannon’s going to meet us with the van.’

‘Wicked,’ I said and clicked my fingers. Penny undid the seal at the top of the fresh bread and fingered her way down the slices, past the heel and a couple beyond, to pull out a perfect slice, and I wondered, if we really were going to leave today – to what I imagined would be certain death – how the hell exactly I’d got here. Which was the first domino starting the sequence that would end with me knocked into some trench in a provincial football stadium? Helen? The job? The fall?

Hospital. That was where you would say it had started. I’d ended up in hospital because of the final fall, but hospital was the link to Von. Our meeting in hospital: that was the silver thread that was going to lead to my death, when they traced it back – the tracers – if they could even be bothered.


Chapter 4

I WAS IN a pre-med room getting dosed up before having my arm bones pinned back together, when Von was trolleyed in, legs jiggling on his wheelie stretcher. His first words to me were delivered straining like a mummy out of its sarcophagus, asking my advice as to whether he should admit to the nurse that it was taking much longer than he had expected for him to come down from a powerful Ecstasy tablet.

‘Definitely yes,’ I said. But Von got caught on a wave of euphoric abandon, one of the pill’s last big beats of love, and as he grimaced through the final shudder of the previous night, he said, ‘Fuck it, I’m not doing this all again. I’m gonna give it a go!’

I really thought that would be the last I ever saw of this son of Surrey or wherever – waggling some heavy-metal devil-horns back at me like he was in a video, not his actual life. He was wheeled off around the corner, so merry and high he would have raved on to the rhythm of a heart monitor if he’d heard one ping. But no, as it turned out, the downers fought the uppers sufficiently hard that they knocked out the big ox and he came round with his sinuses drained and all well.

We stayed on in the same recovery ward that night with an old soldier guy who’d fought the Germans in Italy and seemed all charming and wily until he started to talk about how he’d ‘do’ our various nurses: this one in a cupboard; this one in a paddling pool; and one of them via a tabletop go-cart contraption of his own design – he had drawings – pulleys and spindles to be constructed so he could stay still at the table’s edge while she was zoomed ecstatically in and out on his stationary member.

The old Lancashire geezer laughed and Von laughed back. He had the gift of being so totally comfortable with his privilege that everyone else was also put at ease. The next morning when the nurse brought a hand mirror so he could check out his swelling, it gave him visible pleasure to see himself again, that handsome blond best friend. His own countenance in that looking glass was a little pre-breakfast treat – a bump of coke, to put a zing in his day.

With his mild good manners and self-mocking benevolence, Von opened a little porthole and I climbed through and soon enough I was round for a smoke, and was unobjectionable enough to join his posse on nights out. I had no sense of how these rich Londoners regarded me – he lived with three big strong young southern men – whether they laughed about me, or tolerated me, or just watched me float past as they sat on the sofa, stoned and insensible. But with my building-site wages, I could stand a round and my tin usually had some weed in it, and anyway, in the end, the people who get to be in the gang, who are they but the ones who put in the hours? Plus, I realised, I had a certain cachet – not being a student, working on a building site. To them it was almost like I was someone ‘real’.

His place was disgusting. A terraced house in Withington where they piled their washing-up in the bath and eventually started pissing on it. But it was still good to get out. I’d followed Helen from the Welsh borders to Manchester and at our place, by then, things were increasingly shitty. Helen worked night shifts at a bakery and I was on labourer’s hours: early start, early finish. Often I’d come home after work to her waking and having a 5 p.m. breakfast, all woozy. I’d be knackered, my legs wobbling, my hair brittle with brick dust and cement, and my back aching for the plastic squeak of the avocado bathtub. I’d be ready to let the day sink away and be good to myself while she was looking through the binoculars of her false morning to all the troubles ahead.

We rarely shared a bed now and I would take my weekends on the weekend, while hers were Tuesday and Wednesday, so nothing matched and more and more she went clubbing alone. I tried not to think about where she spent the after-party hours before she came back home, fragile and asexual – a little nubbin on the settee, warm and vulnerable and drinking her tea with big eyes, backcombed hair wilting, hungry for cigarettes and gas fire. Those were our best times actually, when she was too queasy to talk and I could give her a cuddle and be forgiving of all because I could pretend there was nothing to forgive so long as she didn’t tell me.

From my end, I tried to package up the stories of what I’d seen round at the student houses Von took me to, but they never landed. I couldn’t quite describe how exotic they all smelt, how I’d seen such remarkable things: young people swaggering with such unwarranted confidence, people eating meals of extraordinary sophistication: a girl who ate a plump little steak, still red in the middle, with nothing but some lettuce leaves and olive oil – Star Trek food; glasses of wine that went undrunk as people left for the pub, the whole second half of a bottle sometimes that didn’t get finished, just abandoned on a table and forgotten.

I couldn’t really frame all that. How I loved them, and hated them, with their electric toothbrushes in the bathroom, too lazy to waggle, grotesque and terrifying pretend little adults.

For a while I tried to include her – took her to the pub one terrible night with Von and his pals where she was so quiet and he was so loud. She didn’t like them. Didn’t like the look of them or the sound of them. They made her queasy and she felt, moreover, that her discomfort somehow, obscurely, was the price of their ease.

That night, as we listened to Von and his friends talking – about London and the people they knew and the rich thatch of connections that kept them warm and dry – I knew Helen well enough to feel the little spring of fury bubbling in her breast. My forehead grew hot, worrying that she was going to burst and accuse them of some unspecific social crime. But, instead, she went inward and dragged a torn beer mat along the grooves of the pub table. I smiled and nodded along with the conversation, throwing glances like fishing nets at her, trying to pull her in, but she refused to be caught. When they went outside for a joint, I asked her outright, ‘C’mon, Hel, what’s the problem?’

She just looked at me and said, ‘Oh, shut up, you rich fucking bastards.’

I shook my head, as if she had failed to live up to our credo of universal human commonality – speak as you find, and so on. But really I admired her a bit for the steely, almost sectarian, edge to her rejection.

So I stopped talking about them, started not to mention how often I climbed on the student buses and went down to the wide suburban streets of south Manchester to visit. Instead, when Helen came home knackered from work, in the grey mornings in the back kitchen where no sunlight ever made it, I’d throw her thoughts about my other obsession: my own personal foreign policy options. She’d smoke cigarettes as I explained to her my idea of what I called FMI, ‘forced mass intervention’. That was my Balkans policy and I had been refining it for some time – ever since I’d got back into current affairs.

*

For a while, when everything had been going well, I’d somewhat got out of history. I was nineteen, twenty, still living at home above the pub that my parents sometimes claimed, trying to drum up business, straddled the border – lounge in England, bar in Wales. It didn’t. We were located across the river, on the dark north-facing side of the valley, the English hinterland of my Welsh town-village, Chirk. This was ’89, ’90, and everyone I knew had a car. We’d drive twenty miles deep into Wales, smoke a joint, and jump into pools where deep cold mountain rivers eddied. Then we’d go out and drink and then back to someone’s place to talk and sleep like happy dogs wherever we lay.

One night I ended up in a sleeping bag next to Helen. She always watched everyone quietly with wide blue eyes. But that night I found out what she was thinking. She whispered funny generous things about our friends and we laughed. We cuddled chastely, from inside the double prophylactic bags, then got together properly the next week. We’d travelled to Stoke together, legs pressed up in the back of the same Honda Civic, and when we made love at her parents’ place the next day it was buttery and gentle. She went to work and I stayed in her bed, up in the converted shed-barn behind the farm, so happy I did a bit of solo music-less dancing, threw myself back against the thick stone wall and shouted ‘Fuck you!’ merrily into the mirror.

Helen was hot. That is, it felt like her thermostat was broken. She was so warm to the touch when we slept in the same bed I had to roll far from her radiating heat. She’d grown up on that farm. It was situated in the soft round end of a valley, a finger poked into the Welsh Hills, where the climate was equitable. Spring came early and summer lasted a long time. Her hippy parents had claimed the spot in the seventies. She had been friends with a boy from the hill farm up above. Like Heidi, from age four or five she’d climb the hill to go and see him. They played together every day for years until they moved on to certain naughty games in the hay barn and, caught by his mother, Eden got ended and she wasn’t allowed to go round any more.

She told me that story a month after we’d got together. I liked her a lot. We hung out all the time, and in the end we called what we were in ‘love’ because we didn’t really know what else it might be. It was certainly nice.

So around then, if I saw the news at all, it seemed natural to me that people would knock down walls and let noble old black gentlemen out of jail. History seemed to be getting on really well without any intervention from me.

Then things started to break up. Me and Helen seemed solid, but a couple of the older lads went to colleges and university and cities, then a couple more girls went to jobs or courses. But there were still three or four of us, including Helen, who were planning, getting our shit together, going in – when it suited us, but overall less and less – to the sixth-form college which was more of a hangout than a place of education. Those of us who remained in town would zoom up at weird times of the night to Sheffield and Leeds and Liverpool, to student-housing blocks, with our glamorous quantities of wage money fluttering at the lips of our wallets. Much better, it seemed sometimes, than actually attending. I read the NME, sitting out in the backshop of a low-price supermarket off across the border near Wrexham.

Helen leaving for university kicked off in earnest the evolution of my Balkan policy. I looked around one September and suddenly what everyone had joked hard and funny about all summer, how I’d be the last one left, how I should, finally, actually decide where I wanted to go, what I wanted to do, was suddenly, unamusingly, true. It had seemed unreal through August, but now Helen was in Manchester, her shared phone often engaged, her letters a page or two shorter than mine and my banged-out Mini was the only car left crawling the country lanes at night, looking for a spot to smoke a joint.

In my darkening mood, left alone in the sour-smelling supermarket, the siege of Vukovar started to seem like the sort of thing that would of course happen in the world. Mandela was out and the Berliners were free – but it was all so much more complicated than that. For the first time in my life I looked at my dad’s Express in the morning. Then I started to buy my own Independent. Through the mornings I’d read a book – anything counter-cultural: Miller, Bukowski, Vonnegut, those lovely guys at first. Then my pal in Liverpool sent me his reading list and soon enough I found I was ahead of him. At the supermarket, hiding round the back, resting up on the soft bed of a pallet of nappies, I had a great deal more time for study than anyone starting at university, surrounded by lots of interesting and potentially naked fellow young people.

After fiction in the mornings, at lunch I’d go to this place, the European Delicatessen, where all the delights of the Continent were brought together for the enjoyment of the Welsh Marches. Quite the Mitteleuropean I’d feel as I ate an Edam and piccalilli and value-mayonnaise baguette, followed by a custard tart with a cup of tea and some modernist poetry spread across my lap. Through the afternoon I read non-fiction, theory, news magazines and the paper.

At first it was hard to know who to root for. Yugoslavia had seemed like a sort of fair-enough option to the stupid Left through the eighties. No one wanted to go the whole Stasi, but maybe a bit non-aligned and Yugoslav would be good? There was affection for that rambling nation; you could go there on holiday and if Tito and his partisans had murdered some tens of thousands or so in the mid-forties – well, in the arithmetic of the Second World War, you could round that down to nothing at all.

The Croats, I read, had a nasty, chequered little history to hide. Nevertheless, as their poor beautiful Vukovar was strafed, the first plank of my Balkan policy was laid down and it was this: don’t bomb people. Do not blow human beings up. This led me, deductively, to support Vukovar against the Yugoslav National Army.

Round then, I asked Helen if I could come up and live with her, if she’d move out of her halls of residence and in with me? I made my request by letter, enclosing for comment, also, a long letter to the New Statesman on the situation in the Balkans. I called her up the next day to ask for her reaction. She told me my letter on current affairs was very powerful, but she hadn’t been able to finish it in its entirety because she’d fallen asleep on it midway through, and her drool had made all the ink run. I laughed and asked if I could move in with her. She said no and I made out I was just very unhappy about all the conflict in the world.

I was going through a mildly pacifist stage anyway. The shop lads in the supermarket contained a mini-crew who were Wrexham Frontliners – a football-related organisation dedicated to talking about, at very great length, and occasionally doing, violence. Often they’d make jokes about how if I ever did a night shift with them they’d give me a Chelsea smile with a Stanley knife. I didn’t find those jokes very funny. One of the lads, Neil, had gone to court for breaking a Scouser’s leg with a fencing post at a pre-season friendly.

I could see why they hated the English: pretty, sandy, walled Chester, where I drove to buy jeans and records; pimply, correct Shrewsbury, up on its hill, gift-ribboned by the Severn below. Both were an affront to flat Wrexham, drab on its plain – I could see that. But it still seemed rather tough on me that I should feel a whirr of fear whenever I walked into the stockroom on a quiet night.

One on one, the Frontliners were fine. But in a group, if there were three or more, it could go dark. One time I wandered around into the backshop to find Neil’s pal Sion pulling up his trousers after laying a shit on a flattened cardboard box. Then, as I tried to back away unnoticed, I got hauled into the circle and was invited to watch as he picked up the turd, munched it, and then offered me a bite. It was an inch from getting thrust in to my mouth before I realised it was Soreen Malt Loaf scrunched shit-shaped – we all laughed. But instead of making me part of the gang, it seemed I’d got my reaction wrong. That I was too disgusted by the crap-eating masquerade, all prim and uppity and English about faeces consumption.

A week later, I was drinking in Wrexham on a Friday night when I got spotted by the Frontliners as I nipped out of the pub to use the cashpoint. From the opposite side of the road they called me ‘Bertie Woofter’ and ‘English Bridget’, after the song ‘Always Shit on the English side of the Bridge’. It all seemed quite matey in its aggression initially – I took a mock bow as they chanted ‘cunt, cunt, cunt’ and they all laughed at that. There were a couple of lads with them hanging back in the shadow of a passageway smoking, lads who weren’t from the supermarket, and one of them chucked a two-pence coin over at me. As I read it, if I didn’t respond I was inviting trouble, so I sang out a round of ‘Does Your Sister Know You’re Out Shagging Sheep?’ With just me, against the seven of them, the insult felt humorously ironised by my physical inferiority. But I guess they felt it was insufficiently ironised, because a bunch of the lads darted for me. I turned and started running fast up Hope Street.

My pursuers were more pissed than me and one tripped and a couple lost heart. Soon I too was tired, and only Sion – the friendliest of them – was left chasing me. ‘Andy!’ he shouted.

‘Why are they chasing me, Sion?’ I asked, stopping up and drawing deep breaths.

But as I said it, he took my arms and buckled my knees from behind so I was low down when the others arrived. I didn’t try to get away because it seemed like it might still be a joke if I treated it like one.

The biggest lad punched me. ‘Oh aye, fucking yes!’ someone said to him, but the punch came in at a weird angle so it didn’t really land. I didn’t look up at them or struggle; the whole incident was so degrading I didn’t want to ennoble it with any form of resistance. I just wanted it over. Then three others came in close to give me knees in the face, more grinds than blows, but still the blood came from my nose, warm and worrying and fast.

Back at work that week, like a bit of shameful alley sex, we all pretended the assault hadn’t happened. Sion made me a cup of tea on a tea run, but another lad asked me pretend-innocent how I’d fucked my nose up so that others could laugh. It wasn’t the main reason I left for Manchester, but I didn’t want to be around there any more. Helen had fallen out with the girls she was living with by then. She said she was happy to move in to the dark little place I found for us. Every other Saturday we could hear the groans from the Man City ground nearby and we watched the damp grow up the wall like an advancing army on a map.


Chapter 5

BY THE TIME I first met Penny, Helen had dropped out of her course, landed onto the night shift, and we were into our slump. I’d always known deep down that Helen sometimes fucked other people. When I rumbled her and we fell out, she said that she would ‘try not to do it again’, if she could, and she was very sorry that I was so sad. But there was this subtext that I was perhaps making a bit of a fuss about her simply being very nice to interesting and attractive people she met in nightclubs.

It was the day after our grim summit that I started falling over. The first time was on a patch of grease out the back of an Indian restaurant; then I walked into a lamp post and went over. The next time it just happened for almost no reason in the dark hallway that led to our internal front door. I began to feel a certain amount of respect for all the people I saw managing to stay upright all day. What skill, what judgement, to balance on just two legs!

The worst one, the last big fall, came as I was fingering the gritty residue at the bottom of the pockets of my ex-army greatcoat. I was outside the Whitworth Gallery on my way to the building site, thinking unhappy Helen thoughts, hoping in my despondency I might look a little Ian Curtis, when I changed step to dodge an actual physical banana skin and hit some December black ice. I went over splat-flat and my palms went slap-smack on the pavement. There’s probably nothing as funny as an apparently confident young man in an oversized coat hitting the deck, hard. That’s definitely what quite a few schoolkids and students nearby seemed to think. My teeth crunched, bottom set hard into top, and my arm throbbed as I lay there, wanting to cry. Making it up onto all fours, I did wonder if I might not give up walking altogether as simply too ambitious a form of locomotion.

There is a hospital right across the road from where I fell. But instead of feeling fortuitous, that was additionally insulting – like everyone but me knew I was going to go down. Hitting the button for the pelican crossing, my arm revealed itself to be newly rubbery. I couldn’t get purchase to press in the infinite whorls of the cold, concave stainless-steel button. I had to ask an old woman to do it for me.

So that was how I met Von. And a few weeks later, his older sister.

*

The night I met Penny, Von warned me gravely that she was probably coming round, like she was some downer – an intellect who might X-ray us all and find us wanting. But when she came in – peck-pecking around at things, tall, as if, like a wading bird, her knees might bend backwards – and sat next to me on the settee, I breathed in her showered smell and my back tingled. It took me a while to get it straight that this tall beautiful black woman was the younger white boy’s sister. I rolled my next joint tight with love, crumbled in extra bonus flakes of the soft hash that expanded as you scorched it, licked the Rizla with a dry tongue just wet enough on the tip to stick it, and got ready to pass it from my lips to hers like a kiss.

Her dark skin glowed caramel where the light from overhead hit her forehead and cheeks. I croaked, trying to let her know the joint was coming her way, but she didn’t hear me and when I touched her arm gently she turned sharply as if I’d overstepped the mark. But then her lovely lips formed a soft billowing ‘O’ of comic admonishment and I laughed. She took the joint and passed it on beyond without honking on it.

Of course! Of course it wasn’t cool and great and fascinating to smoke dope. It was boring and stupid and predictable and I wanted to renounce it right there! But that might look a little psychotic, as I blew out a fat stream of grey-white smoke? Besides, I couldn’t frame the words correctly, partly because I was spiralling inwards, a little stoned. Finally I managed to ask what she was doing later – if she was going out, into town? She told me she was off to a meeting above a pub about Bosnia.

The news sobered me like she’d emptied a washing-up bowl of cold water over my head. I gabbled; I explained how I read the newspaper every day; I tried to frame how weird it was that she would say that; I laid out my own personal foreign policy, not as well as I would have liked, but the headlines. She asked what I thought was going to happen over there, as they headed towards the summer. I said I didn’t really know, repeated some grim analysis I’d read. I couldn’t believe my luck. It was as though I’d found another person at a party who liked exactly the same difficult-to-get-into indie band as me: Balkan Slaughter, now working on ideas for their surprisingly vibrant third album. I was all of a sudden in my element, the fug of hash around my brain cleared, and between us we churned up a hearty froth of indignation.

We left together, Penny linking her arm through mine like we were a country couple heading to the barn dance. We walked across the park to the bus stop under a row of great towering lime trees. I expressed my opinion that Europe stood on the precipice of a new age of barbarism, and I had never felt lighter or happier in my life.

Where I grew up was white. White as white Mother’s Pride. But she was so
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