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  1


  . . . its been said that flowers are Mother Natures way of showing us that she loves us stop and we must be loved stop whatever the cost we must be loved
   actually make that at all costs  at all costs we must be loved stop in a few weeks time it will be Valentines Day stop perhaps the doorbell will ring stop perhaps a
  glorious array of fat and succulent red roses will be there to greet us stop we will gather them into our arms with a happy heart comma but only because we cannot see the trail of misery, injustice
  and disease these perfect blooms bring dragging behind them stop and all in the name of . . .


  LOVE!


  My voice booms out, amplified a million times across the sea of faces tilting uniformly in my direction, a field of sunflowers searching for the light. The crowd is enormous. It could fill
  Tiananmen Square. It stretches as far as I can see in every direction.


  LOVE! I boom again. What is it for?


  Theres movement below, the crowd rustles, theres a shaking of heads, an uncertain murmuring, and then it starts to produce, first here, then there, then everywhere, bubbling up to
  the surface, little red things. Small, red, fluffy objects. At first I think these objects are hats. I think the crowd are throwing their hats in the air and the hats are dancing above their heads,
  like lottery balls in an airstream. But then I make out that these red objects are not hats, but hearts. Small, red, fluffy hearts.


  Somewhere somebody is screaming. Maybe its me.


  It might have been right then that I woke up. It might have been an hour later, two hours later. Did I dream about a horse as well? Was that before or after? But now Im sitting up in the
  bed, sheets twisted around me, my heart pounding. Im drenched in sweat. Not because of the nightmares but because its so damn hot in here. So relentlessly, brow-beatingly, numbingly
  hot. Im in a saucepan and the lid is on.


  Sitting up like that, I sense someone in the room. I freeze. Stop breathing. Theres someone in the room. I dont want to turn my head, I dont want to find out, but I turn my
  head despite myself and I see him. A scream starts 


  Theres a man in my bed. Asleep.


  I stifle the scream. Its Rico.


  Of course. Rico.


  I remember now. No need for alarm. I like Rico.


  Sort of.


  I untwist myself from the sheet and pad naked across the lino floor to the bathroom. I hold my wrists under the cold tap. The water isnt cold enough, its warm. I give up, go into
  the bedroom to pick up my tape-recorder and reporters notebook. I go back and sit on the edge of the loo. Its the only place to sit thats not the bed.


  Holding the tape-recorder, I rewind a few seconds and replay. My voice recites the following, sounding synthetic and tinny through the tiny microphone: fungicides, insecticides,
  nemoticides, dichloropropene . . . I pause the tape to write these names in my notebook. Then I press play again and take notes where relevant: February the third, two thousand.
  Bought Elida another meal. She earns less than twenty p an hour and is named after a shampoo. She told me she got pregnant coming up to the Mothers Day rush last year. She had to have an
  abortion or she would have been sacked. The flower-pickers centre say they get sixty new cases a week of bad rashes from the chemicals. They cause miscarriages too. Elida snuck me into a
  greenhouse and I saw the flowers. Its funny to think of them as unnatural things bringing unhappiness. So programmed to think of them as beautiful. Got a sense of the flowers being forced,
  or nature being forced, and felt really sad about it. Like seeing an animal being beaten. Also I dont like feeling so powerful with Elida. I think she thinks Im the great white hope.
  Im Father Christmas and Mother Teresa wrapped up in one.


  At this point on the tape, you can hear a moped backfiring, a mans voice shouting . . . my name, as it turns out: Stevie!


  I was coming down from the savannah and, turning a corner, came abruptly upon a cavalcade of vehicles sweeping up the dusty road. It was reminiscent of the kind employed by Latin American
  dictators: a couple of jeeps loaded up with important-looking equipment followed by a big old Mercedes with dark windows. The cars whipped by scattering all in their path, the
  cavalcade feel provided by dusty boys on mopeds looking a little like outriders. It was one of these boys who shouted to me, then slowed, executed a wobbly U-turn and, abandoning the
  chase, puttered back in my direction. On closer inspection, this outrider turned out to be not a boy at all but Rico, who is Italian, very much a man, and a friend . . . sort of.


  Hadnt seen him for, what? A year? When was the Cannes dbcle? Couldnt remember. My brain was fried. But this was Colombian extremis and we were glad to see each
  other. We did the My God, what are you doing here?s and retired to the nearest bar.


  Rico was in pursuit of something he calls  with his strong Italian accent  a sea-leb. Sea-lebs are pretty rare in Colombia, but great flocks of them swarm across the western world.
  They are undeniable pests. I said, There are hundreds of species on this planet in danger of extinction and its damn unfortunate that the sea-leb is not amongst them. He
  told me I was funny  or I obviously thought I was  and that this particular celeb (a huge one, apparently) likes a bit of gritty Latin realism in her pop videos. Rico is a paparazzi
  photographer.


  What does this pop star think poverty is? I said, as scathing as I could be. Some kind of set dressing? A condiment? A type of seasoning to be peppered liberally all over
  her first-world ego in order to add some spice?


  Rico rolled his big old eyes right up into his furrowed forehead. Hed heard it all before. Stevie, he said, what exactly are you doing here?


  Trying to be a journalist, I told him. Well  Im not really a journalist, am I? I mean, I cant seem to get my foot in the door. Okay, the
  News said theyd take a look at anything I came up with. No commission, though. The Daily News is a low-brow high-brow; a British broadsheet with a tabloid heart. Its
  against my principles, really, to write for them, but its the only paper where I have a decent contact. According to Rico, I have too many principles. If I had fewer I would have more work
  and I could buy myself some nice clothes. We always have this same old argument, me and Rico. But is it possible to have too many principles? Easily. This is not a simple world,
  Stevie, he says. Things are not so black and white.


  He really isnt my type, Rico. He is stocky and hard and always a little tanned. Hes losing his hair young and crops it to a bristle to disguise the fact. Hes got a big head
   his body is one taut muscle. Hes like a human bullet, Rico, an Italian paparazzi dynamo and hes polluting the world with an oily slick of celebrity trivia. Hes not my
  type, but whenever I see him I want to fasten my lips to his big fat ones and stay that way for quite some time.


  I told him how much I disapproved of him. There are flower workers out there far more deserving of his photographic attentions. He agreed with me. He said he hates the sea-lebs too. Why else
  would he go around the world trying to ruin their lives? Didnt I realise hes fighting for a cause, just the same as I am? In fact, he said, he thought he and I should work together
  one day  wed make a good team  and then maybe Id finally earn some money (and get some nice clothes).


  I was only wearing a T-shirt and jeans, but good ones actually, Italian ones, thank you very much. What did he want me to wear? Black lacy corsets and satin skirts? Also, I told him, I
  wouldnt be seen dead earning money by violating the privacy of pop stars and suchlike, and he asked me if I was defending them now. Well, they are human beings too, are they not? Well, no,
  okay, theyre sea-lebs  but, still, its not right. Rico said all celebrities have waived their human rights, and this is a fact upheld by the courts of many countries, because
  they made a deal with the devil long ago.


  Whos the devil, Rico?


  Not me, he said, not me.


  And thats how it went with Rico.


  
    Stevie?

  


  Is he coming in here?


  I look around  nowhere to hide. Nowhere to hide my tape-recorder, even  I am naked and so is the bathroom. Untreated plaster walls, stark toilet pan, sink, shower head, and that is
  all. A cockroach to wipe your arse with and thats if youre lucky.


  I saunter out casually and slide the tape-recorder into the first available hiding place  Ricos jeans pocket, his jeans that are hanging on the back of the door. Dont want
  him to think that Im the kind of person whos up in the night talking to myself. Dont want him to think that.


  Hes still in the bed. He looks very brown against the white sheets in the half-light. I have a simple desire to touch the little pad of flesh just above his armpit, where its soft
  but hard, hard but soft. Rico, however, is busy being Rico and that makes things more complicated.


  Amore mio, he says, and tucks some hair behind my ear as I sit down on the edge of the bed, I get sick of the beautiful people, you know, its too much candy.
  Youre so real, thats what I like about you.


  He gives me a look and half-way through it I realise hes never given me this look before. I know this look. Its the look and, sure enough, I can feel my blood reacting. It
  starts to thicken, it starts to curdle.


  Rico, I say, in tones of genuine astonishment, youre not going soft on me, are you?


  You English, he chuckles indulgently to himself, you understand nothing about love.


  Oh, I know all about love, I say, and raise my hands to mime two inverted commas around the offending word.


  But seriously, baby, he says, and lights a cigarette to show he means business, to indicate an intention to ease the brain into gear, Ive been thinking about
  you.


  Goodness, I say.


  You see, he says, a jaded, self-conscious enthusiasm burning in plain brown eyes, thats why you drive me crazy.


  I look a question mark at him, but he doesnt explain.


  I want to tell you something.


  Must you


  You and I. I think, maybe, one day, who knows?, we could be something.


  I dont think thats true.


  But seriously, he says.


  You barely know me.


  I know you.


  Do you mean that youre in love with me? I make the inverted commas again, but less viciously, I suppose.


  Maybe. It happens, you know. Between a man and a woman.


  A man and a woman?


  He laughs at my tone of voice. Amore mio


  Hey, Im not amore your-o


  Suddenly, he grabs me. Im trying to tell you something, he says.


  I pull away, throw on the first piece of clothing I can lay my hands on (his shirt) and dive out of the window on to the balcony. Theres a papaya tree right up against the building. Easy
  to climb down. When I get to the lower branches I swing there a little, enjoying the sensation, the stretch in my body, then let myself drop to the peaty earth. It feels better down there.


  Behind the trees dawn is trying to come but its fighting clouds; another hot, dirty day struggling to be born.


  Do you drive all your men away?


  Rico has come out on to the balcony above me in only his jeans, a cigarette on his lower lip. He perches sideways on the rail.


  Only the ones I really like.


  He doesnt say anything, and I watch the tip of his cigarette glowing and fading, glowing and fading, a fierce firefly in the branches of the tree. I lean against the trunk.


  I think Ive finally grown up, I say. Everything is fairly boring. Nothing personal, I just mean that when youre twenty-eight  not trying to be funny but
  youve pretty much done everything.


  You havent loved, he says.


  My insides furl up like a caterpillar under attack. I dont believe in love, I say. Then I say it again slowly, for his benefit: I  dont  believe
   in  love.


  Or perhaps its for my own.


  Be serious.


  Oh, I believe in loving cats and dogs and children and partners  sometimes  but I dont believe in romantic love. Of course, theres the momentary rush of
  hormones and chemicals that encourages us to mate, but its biology  its no more inherently mystical than the nicotine in that cigarette youre smoking.


  He takes a contemplative drag as if testing my theory.


  You want me to be serious, I say, Ill be serious. Romantic love, you see, and all that goes with it  i.e., marriage  the whole thing was invented by men
  to keep women in chains. The idea of monogamy was introduced by men because they needed to keep tabs on the reproductive source  women. Women were naturally polygamous  did you know?
   originally, to increase the chances of successful reproduction. By the way, Rico, in your jeans pocket  the left one  yes, there  my tape-recorder. Oh, thanks. You
  couldnt turn it on, could you? So, anyway, men invented the couple and commitment so that they could keep tabs on their children  a source of wealth and power 
  and anyway it was easier to control society when people were corralled into easily manageable family units. Economic imperatives kept the whole thing up and running for a millennium or so until
  recently when women went and got themselves liberated and the western world got all liberal too, and then where was the glue? So this idea of romantic love, much derided by our ancestors, is making
  a big comeback. Its becoming the moral imperative, just like religion used to be. How else to keep coupled up? Pause for breath. I have to protest against something that
  enslaves me. Dont you see?


  Rico lights another cigarette. I catch something of a smile as the match flares in the half-darkness. Youre crazy, he says. He chucks my tape-recorder at me, then leans over
  the balustrade looking down at me.


  I catch the tape-recorder and check it, thinking it wont be on, but it is. I say, Romantic love is the ad campaign for institutionalised domesticity. People think theyre
  getting happiness. They actually get confinement, compromise and divorce.


  Youre funny, he says, and laughs.


  You too. I mean, what did you think wed do? Set up home together? We wouldnt last five minutes.


  Allora, he says. Maybe Im getting old.


  Sentimental.


  We look at each other a moment.


  What does this remind you of? he says.


  What? I say. I dont get it.


  He makes a gesture indicating me down below and him up above. Romeo e Giulietta, he says.


  Well, I say, there you go  they came to a sticky end.


  Sticchi?


  Its an expression. You know, sticky  like caramel.


  Huh?


  Dead, I say, dead, dead, dead. They ended up dead.


  Why does love frighten you so much?


  Rico, I say, cant we just fuck?


  Certo, he says. Certo.
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  We finally get off the plane and I bowl along the airport corridors: all those muted greys and blues. The planes are nuzzling into the gates on the other side of the plate
  glass, their big noses dripping on to the rain-wet concrete below. This is the way to walk down airport corridors: to bowl. Fast. With a neat little air-stewardess trolley-bag trilling along behind
  you. Except I havent got a neat little air-stewardess trolley-bag. But I see myself as bowling along anyway. Thats how I see myself.


  I have considered writing a book: Walking Tours of Well-known Airports. The walks could be graded. One star for the easy ones, four stars for walks the elderly or frail are not advised
  to undertake (domestic departure gates numbers 1215 at Londons Stansted airport, for example).


  I have considered this idea. I have also rejected it for being too frivolous.


  As I walk, I pass a little news kiosk and stop to pick up a copy of the Daily News. Turning the pages, I soon discover that my incisive, if angry and somewhat kill-joy, flower story has
  been spiked in favour of a Celebrity On/Off Round-up, a boxed-out presentation, with photos, of the current status of celebrity love affairs.


  When I regain the corridor I really do walk fast, my cumbersome rucksack forgotten. I am fuming to myself, lost in my head, in a world of my own, an all consuming universe, filled as it is with
  hypocrisy, injustice and corruption.


  Hello, is that the News of the Schmooze?


  It is. Dick speaking.


  Hello, Dick. Its Stevie here.


  Stevie, what can I do for you?


  How about getting one of your brain cells and rubbing it against another and seeing if anything happens?


  Youre referring to the demise of your flower piece, I take it.


  Yes. The one that got booted off in favour of a Celebrity On/Off Round-up. Never mind that the flower workers are a modern-day equivalent of the slave trade!


  Your story was angry and somewhat kill-joy.


  So it should be.


  Stevie, the fact is, people like a Celebrity On/Off Round-up. News of a celebrity marriage biting the dust can really make the day go with a swing, dont you find?


  Well, yes  it is cheering


  And so does it not occur to you that the Celebrity On/Off Round-up might serve a higher purpose than at first appears? The people en masse make a very wise judge  they
  know what they need.


  Dick, of course, never says anything like this in real life, but when we argue in my head he does.


  Im still walking furiously.


  The Offs are really where its at, Dick continues. Theres a mild interest in the Ons, its true, but only because they must by necessity precede the Offs.
  The Offs satisfy our deep need to know that a state of happy, coupled permanence is virtually unachievable, although society tells us it shouldnt be. And just think, maybe the day will come
  when we will finally have read enough Celebrity On/Off Round-ups to truly understand that its perfectly natural to fall short of this crazy norm. And then, perhaps, we wouldnt have to
  dress life up so much, with those forced flowers you make such a fuss about.


  Interesting but  OUCH!


  I bump into someone. Quite hard. Clearly some arrogant bastard who thinks he owns the world and isnt looking where hes going. Someone in a hat.


  Dont you look where youre going? I shout.


  You were talking to yourself, he says.


  Before I can gather myself, answer this, get a proper look at him, any of these things, not only is he gone but I find myself staring at the ceiling  Ive never studied an airport
  ceiling before: it looks like its made of Styrofoam  and also at another mans face, a wide black face with many flat planes like a Cubist painting.


  Im on the floor. The descent was sudden and enjoyable  I feel somewhat exhilarated, in fact. I didnt so much hit the floor as arrive there, my fall being expertly achieved
  then broken by the owner of the many-faceted face. And I am, so to speak, in his arms.


  I do turn my head a second however, to see what has become of the man I originally bumped into, the man in the hat. He is being hurried away by a group of people in expensive shoes  I see
  only their feet. I turn back to my oppressor.


  Hello, I say  politely.


  Whats your game? he says.


  My game? Whats my game? Thats a very good question. I receive a fleeting image of a man in a lemon yellow sweater swinging a golf club. But no. Golf certainly isnt my
  game.


  So what is?


  What are you playing at? he says.


  This is just as difficult.


  Im sorry, I really dont know what you mean, I finally manage. Why are you sitting on top of me?


  This last question I ask in a pleasant way. I dont mind him sitting on top of me. I feel quite safe. Quite cosy, even. He smells nice too.


  But Im a little puzzled.


  He pulls back. I can see the thought crossing his mind that perhaps Im not playing the game he thinks Im playing. The thought is like a cool breeze that springs up unexpectedly
  from the north. It ruffles his eyes.


  You just accosted someone. You dont do that.


  I bumped into someone. Accidentally. I was thinking about something else.


  He looks at me now with enormous amusement, a great glow of geniality seeping out from under his facial armour. He gives a little giggle. You bumped into someone?


  Yes.


  You dont just bump into Louis Plantagenet.


  Who? I say.


  If Id been amusing before, now Im downright funny.


  He guffaws. His face is split by a grin, cracking open from side to side. Who? he echoes. Who?


  Look, I say, Ive been out there saving the world. Who is this guy?


  Hes not at all sure Im not taking the piss. But he cant resist educating me. After Eight, Science Fiction, Outrage . . . surely you saw
  After Eight?


  Ive heard of it. A film, isnt it? I dont know if I saw it. Maybe. What was it about?


  A guy gets kidnapped by this girl and they drive through the desert and he doesnt realise shes involved with some bad guys


  At this point a pair of blue serge trousers arrives in my line of vision. Close up they look very bobbly. They need to be de-bobbled. I look up beyond the trousers to see an airport security
  guard.


  Whats going on? he says.


  Were discussing After Eight, I say. Have you seen it? Apparently a girl kidnaps a guy.


  My oppressor stands up and sets me free in the process. I clamber into an upright position beside him.


  Michael Chambers, he says gruffly, and flashes some kind of ID at the security guard. This young lady accosted my employer Louis Plantagenet. Probably a fan of some kind.
  She seems fairly harmless but you cant be too careful in this day and age  know what I mean?


  No, I do not know what you mean! I immediately say. Ive never heard of Louis Whatshisname and I am not harmless and what, in Gods name, is this day and
  age?


  I wasnt talking to you, says Michael Chambers, as I now know him to be called.


  Have you seen After Eight? Me to security guard.


  You havent? Security guard to me.


  I dont think so.


  Youd know if youd seen it.


  Louis Plantagenet gets kidnapped by Grace Farlow and they drive off in that red Volkswagen Beetle.


  Oh, that! I saw that! I remember the red Volkswagen Beetle  in the desert. I think about it some more. Is that Louis Whatshisname? I say, and find
  myself glancing involuntarily or the spot where we had collided. My colour increases slightly, my pulse, fractionally. The word wow forms somewhere in my left temporal lobe and wants
  desperately to come out. I wont let it.


  Exactly, says Michael Chambers. Louis Plantagenet! Louis fucking Plantagenet!


  Theres no need for swearing, says the security guard, reminding Michael Chambers of his presence.


  Hey, listen, he says to the guard, were all set here. I dont think we have  ahem  an ongoing situation.


  Wrong, wrong, wrong, I say hotly. This situation is going on and on and on. Im a journalist. My job is to expose this cosy little fascist state youve got going
  here. Whats more, Im going to sue your smug arse. And your bosss.


  Another giggle from MC. Peace on earth, he says.


  You messed up, Michael Chambers. This was a false arrest.


  Can I buy you a coffee? he says. And you can call me Mike.


  You may not buy me a coffee  Mike. I dont approve of coffee unless its Fair Trade.


  All right, then, says the weary security guard. Ill leave you two to it, shall I?


  The offices of the Daily News are mostly made of glass. Transparent office cells rise up layer upon layer, sliced open like a vivisected insect. Its still
  raining and the building appears to be sweating. Water on glass. Its a good look  like water on young skin.


  Entering the vast reception area, I hear the distant rumble of self-importance and another noise; an indistinct buzz. Not so much a sound, perhaps, as a vibration: all that news coming down the
  wires. News rolling in every day, eternally breaking and dissipating  so much news, pounding uselessly like waves upon the shore.


  Im here to see Dick Leaf.


  The receptionist looks me up and down. I am suddenly conscious of my shaggy sheepskin jacket. Her hair is pulled back with the exactitude and neatness that only air stewardesses can normally
  achieve. It looks like its painted on to her head. She is wearing a head-set of the kind made fashionable by pop-stars.


  You are?


  Stevie Dunlop.


  She cant find me on her list. Are you expected?


  Always unexpected. Ha. Ha.


  Look, could you just phone him and tell him Im here?


  She dials a couple of numbers but shes dubious. Stevie Dunlop? she checks. With?


  With?


  Who are you with?


  Oh. Without. Most definitely without.


  Im freelance.


  She nods despisingly.


  Getting his voicemail, she says. Message for Dick Leaf. I have a Stevie Dunlop in Reception for you. Then, to me, Take a seat.


  A Stevie Dunlop.


  So. There are others.


  Half an hour later  a long time to wait especially for a deputy-arsehole-nobody-features-editor  I am wearing a large degrading, although not degradable,
  plastic visitors badge and standing in the lift. The lift, of course, is as transparent as everything else. It rises in a stately fashion and I with it until at last The Dicks shoes
  appear in my eyeline, then his legs, belt, shirt, collar, until finally our faces are level.


  Well have to walk and talk, he says, and sets off along the inner circuit of the central atrium, his well-tailored orange Paisley shirt flapping behind him. He has a blond
  forelock that falls repeatedly over his pale and weaselly face and is removed repeatedly by his pale and ghostly fingers, sinister and long. He also has platinum-blond eyebrows  which, for
  some reason, give me the creeps. Louis Plantagenet is in town and Im going to have to do the interview myself. Hes just a huge story at the moment and I cant
  trust him to anyone else. Do you like my shirt?


  Huge? Huge why?


  Louis is just in a class of his own at the moment. What can I say? Hes the biggest thing since  since


  Since the last biggest thing? Which youve now forgotten.


  Well, as you know, Science Fiction went through the roof, it just went stratospheric. Theres no other word for it. I dont know if you know what the figures were but
  . . . anyway, phenomenal. And theres all the on/off with Grace Farlow to spice things up. Plus, hes decided to do this left-field indy film thing and it hasnt tested that well
  in the States, which is why theyre opening it here. I think its going to go belly-up, but you know what? It doesnt matter. It doesnt matter! Because its Louis
  trying to be genuine, trying to find his roots, and everyones going to love him for it.


  About my flower workers


  Listen, Stevie. Dick stops for a moment and turns to me for added emphasis. Weve done flower workers.


  Done them?


  Thats right. A couple of months ago.


  But they dont know that. They dont know theyre done. Somebody should tell them, really  otherwise theyll just keep on labouring and
  suffering


  Your piece  how shall I put this? Its gone cold.


  Cold?


  Its just not hot.


  Not hot?


  Listen, I feel for the flower workers. I do. But we cant torture our poor readers, you know. Its not what they pay us for. We arrive at another set of
  see-through lifts and Dick presses the button to go down. How fab is this watch? he says, and holds out his wrist for me to inspect.


  The lift arrives bearing well-polished shoes that descend slowly past our eyes and turn out to house a distinguished-looking gentleman with a comfortably lived-in face. We nod to him as we get
  into the lift and I notice that Dick bridles and simpers a little more than usual in the mans presence, then suddenly hisses, Of course, it was my section that pretty much
  broke Louis Plantagenet, as if this was a reasonable sequitur to our previous conversation. Theres a winding-down noise and the lift judders to a halt between
  floors. We sigh collectively.


  Nobody panic, Dick commands. This keeps happening. He gives the alarm bell a jab with his finger. The power cuts out or something. Itll start again in a
  second.


  The distinguished gent and I stand there in an unalarmed silence that Dick, after a moment, feels obliged to fill.


  I feel reasonably confident, of course, that if theres any truth in the Grace Farlow rumours then Ill be the one Louis breaks it to. Hes a very private guy, you know.
  A very private guy.


  Silence. I decide its best to leave Dicks ridiculousness hanging in the air and hope he strangles himself with it.


  But I have a sneaking feeling, he goes on, a small suspicion that Louis Plantagenet and Grace Farlow are destined for each other. Did you see them in After Eight?
  They sizzled. Believe me, absolutely sizzled. You could have fried an egg on the screen  a dozen eggs. Its going to be the love story of the century when they finally get together
   or the tragedy of the century if they dont. For them, I mean.


  A scoffing noise comes from deep in my throat somewhere. I cant help it. Dick offers me a hankie.


  That was a scoffing noise, I say, rejecting it. Im scoffing. Did you know that, in terms of world population, at any given moment there are thirteen million people
  out there with whom we might be romantically compatible and three hundred and sixty thousand with whom we might easily think ourselves to be completely in love and, on
  average, we meet thirty-seven point two people a year who could potentially be a life partner  for the happy ever after? I dont think Im going to worry too much
  about Louis Plantagenet and Grace Farlow.


  Dicks eyes are popping. Even the distinguished-looking gentleman seems interested.


  Where did you get the figures?


  Oh, I say, they did a study.


  They?


  Yes  they. The great they. The they who know things about life and get everything organised and decide things. The they that is everyone except
  us.


  But


  Except, of course, for them we must be the they because for them we are not the us  anyway


  Stevie!


  Im sorry, but that made-for-each-other shit is just bollocks, I say, and elegantly put, I think. For good measure I add, with some authority, Louis Plantagenet is a
  wanker.


  Youve met him? Dick says. He seems a little scared by the idea.


  I bumped into him at the airport this morning. The guy makes so much money  for what? For being our hero? Hes not a hero. He walks around with a bodyguard, for
  Christs sake  hes a coward. The bodyguard assaulted me. Im going to sue. You know what? I hate celebrities. Celebrities invade our head space, loot our bank
  accounts, and colonise all meaning in life. They make our non-celebrity existences seem rinky-dink, empty and insignificant, and then they want to go around infringing our civil liberties with
  their own private police force! Did you even read my flower story? Did you read about Elida? Shes a fucking hero. But no one wants to hear about her.


  Dick appears to be breaking a light sweat. I can see he wants to clamp his hand over my mouth and say, Ssssssh! but he doesnt quite dare and its all got something to
  do with the quietly distinguished gentleman in the corner.


  What is more, I say raising my voice slightly, to agitate him further, these celebrities are a plague on the earth. And they must be dealt with. They are cancerous
  cells poisoning our life force  our very blood. They must be cast out, obliterated, destroyed.


  At this, the lift starts to move again, without any fuss. Theres a small hiatus while Dick recovers himself with a sheepish look directed not at, but in the direction of, the
  distinguished gent. He then gives a little laugh and yodels, But its all so boring without celebrities. His voice catching strangely in his throat. Hes gone for an
  Im-not-ashamed-of-my-ironic-immersement-in-trash-culture tone, but doesnt bring it off.


  The lift glides into position on the ground floor and the doors start to open. Escape seems imminent. But no  the doors close again. Its the distinguished-looking gentleman: his
  finger is on the door-close button. Dick and I both look at him. Trapped. Perhaps for ever. Trapped in a see-through lift with a distinguished-looking gentleman.


  You? he says to Dick. You are interviewing Louis Plantagenet?


  Yes, Dick squeaks.


  In the silence that follows, the older man turns his head so that his deliberate gaze comes to rest upon me. A moment later Dick does the same, his eyes as round and glassy as marbles.
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