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CHAPTER ONE

Emily hit Kevin with a coffee table – just upped and did it. And was she now content with leaving the man writhing around on the ground (his eyes quite dulled yet lit with surprise, all overlaid by a thick and dripping, big brown slice of fear)? She was not – of course not: this was Emily, after all. She couldn’t have told you why her imbecile husband maddened her so, why sometimes the very sight of that large and moonlike face of his should move her to passionate violence.

‘Don’t do anything you might regret!’ implored Kevin, from amid the debris, as Emily bore down upon him, waving above her head a dense and mighty pair of tassels on a rope.

‘I won’t regret it, Kevin,’ insisted Emily. ‘I have never regretted hurting you in my life, not ever.’

‘Look!’ tried Kevin, struggling upwards none too steadily (hadn’t seen the table coming, of course – was hardly aware that Emily had even been in the room). ‘Look!’ he went again – seeing full well that there existed here more chance of halting a shield-thumping and fully-fledged Zulu attack by means of extending an imperious arm than there ever could be of diverting the fury of a wild and hurtling Emily.

‘Glag!’ was the noise Kevin was making now, because Emily seemed newly intent upon choking the man. One of the huge and much-swagged tassels had been forced into his mouth, and with each downward thrust of her bunched-up fists, Emily intoned a mantra in tune:

‘Why – are – you – always – so – bloody – damn – bloody – annoying – Kevin?’ to which Kevin could only reply glaaaaaarg – and even Emily could see that a fair deal of his cheeks was tinting over nicely into quite a palette of warm and festive colour. She stopped, then; Emily prided herself on always knowing just when the time had come to stop (often some years later than anyone else on this planet, and sometimes right on up to the point of death – but there you go: that’s Emily for you).

She looked down at Kevin as he coped with dribble – which, when you are in the business of extricating a colossal tassel from halfway down your throat, tends to be a by-product of the whole endeavour: just another part of the deal.

‘You’re just not worth it, are you, Kevin? Just not worth the bother.’

Kevin knew better than to reply: was anyway feeling none too chatty, if he was being honest.

‘Just get all this mess cleared up,’ sighed Emily. ‘At least you can do that. I’m going out.’

It was bliss when the front door clanged shut: Kevin could breathe again – a thing that just a short while back had seemed very much touch-and-go. He rubbed his back and half-heartedly patted down a clump or so of hair as he rose now and cast a glance around him. One of the legs of the coffee table (cabriole, in point of fact – sturdy, you would have felt safe in thinking) had cracked (amazing it hadn’t been his bones) and no prizes were to be doled out for guessing – once Emily had settled back down again into as normal as she was ever going to get – just who it was to be well on the receiving end of any sundry portions of blame going begging.

Kevin smiled really rather ruefully as he left the room to its own devices. God – that Emily! She was really quite a one, was she not? Yes indeedy – quite a one, our Emily: no mistake about it.

*

‘It’s not so much the sensation of having a tassel in your mouth,’ reasoned Kevin, quite mildly, his wide eyes urging Raymond to listen and understand. ‘Although neither is the sensation one to be ignored, I have to say. Some of the tassels on those great big tie-backs – you know the type of thing, for curtains: drapes, Emily calls them – they’re pretty sizeable, I can tell you. Quite a mouthful.’

Raymond looked at the man before him; Kevin, as ever, sat slumped and scruffy with a lopsided haircut, the oldest child in the world. What was he now? Forty-five? Yeah, must be about that: three or four years younger than Raymond. But never mind all that – the point now was, what could Raymond say next? What on earth could he say? Whenever Kevin talked like this – and, let’s face it, this was Kevin’s usual way of talking – Raymond was always struck dumb: every single time. I mean, this time the man was talking about having a tassel in his mouth, right? A tassel.

‘No,’ went on Kevin, ‘it’s not so much how it actually feels when it’s inside your mouth – along with quite a fair deal of the attached, er – you know, rope sort of affair, I have to say – no, it’s more the insight, the thoughts, the way it has of making you reconsider the manner, the style, the instincts of the person who stuffed it there. You follow?’

Maybe for once Raymond vaguely did.

‘You mean Emily? Emily put this, this tassel in your mouth? Why in God’s name would she do that?’ Christ – that woman.

Kevin shrugged, smiling sort of fondly. ‘Why does Emily do anything? She’s a funny girl, you know that. But she’s a diamond, though – a real gem. The business would be nothing without her. She’s the brains – she’s the talent. And the drive. Emily gets things done, all right – no fears on that score. Did I say? We’ve got two separate commissions on at the moment – one enormous flat and a bit of a hotel, small hotel. And they both want the works: redecoration, carpets – right down to the pictures and knick-knacks in the hotel. Tell you, Raymond – even the big-name designers are fighting for jobs like that, these days – and she got both of them, just went out and got them. She’s a dream, like that.’

‘I’m sure,’ said Raymond.

‘Yes,’ agreed Kevin, rather airily. ‘Sorry – what were we talking about?’

‘Emily. Being a dream. Stuffing a tassel in your mouth.’

‘Oh right, the tassel, yeah. Well, that’s Emily for you. I expect I was being tedious. Am, sometimes. Probably asked for it.’

Good Lord, thought Kevin – I think Raymond’s a wee bit shocked by this. Wouldn’t have told him, wouldn’t have thought to mention it if … well, I never imagined he’d be shocked. Better not go into that business of the other day, then. Now I don’t know if you have ever undergone the experience of a Mies van der Rohe Barcelona chair very narrowly missing your head (I very much doubt it) having been dropped from a considerable height – actually from the minstrel gallery affair we got from a chapel that we were going to install in some club or other – but from that moment on, let me tell you, your day can only improve. And the Barcelona, I have to tell you, is not the cantilevered tubular one, the curvy one – although that would have been plenty bad enough; no, the Barcelona is a bleeding heavy solid steel job – elegant, very elegant in its way, and covered in buttoned leather upholstery. Emily has strong views about modern furniture. Hates it. It’s not all bad, I’d say.’ Tis, she says: hate it. Not that the Barcelona is that modern – nineteen-twenties: that’s not modern, is it? Not really. Anyway, it’s worth a bomb – we could have sold it; not now we couldn’t – all the legs are buckled up and the joint at the back’s gone. She acts before she thinks, that’s Emily’s trouble. Acts before she thinks. The Thinker, I told her, Always Drinks Last. She just looked at me: I think she understood. I didn’t understand; I never understand half of these little homilies I come out with, but they obviously have considerable impact with others because they never say anything back. They just look at me. Anyway, not a word about the chair – not to Raymond. Best leave well alone.

‘It’s just that Emily can be rather, I don’t know – touchy.’

Raymond nodded slowly. ‘Touchy,’ he repeated. More like fucking demented, you mean.

Kevin for his part was nodding energetically, as if swiftly to verify that all parts of the neck and vertebrae were in full working order.

‘It’s no more than that,’ he allowed. ‘And to be fair, I suppose I must be absolute hell to live with, on the whole. So sometimes she just – you know, lets off steam. Understandable, really.’

‘Like the time she tipped the gravy all over you.’

‘Ha ha. Yes. We laughed about that, after.’

God oh God, what was Raymond to make of the man? He’d known him for years but it was always as if they had only just met. They’d talked for hours on end on countless occasions but nothing had ever been said, not a single idea exchanged. What Raymond could never understand – and Kevin would never tell him – was why the man had walked out of a perfectly decent job, when? Two years ago? Well-paid job doing something or other Raymond couldn’t recall, not very interesting, and then the next minute he was suddenly employed by his wife in the interior decoration business – something that Kevin knew bugger all about, a state that was to continue. I mean – this is Emily, for God’s sake. Well that was the end of Kevin, so far as Raymond could see. Emily’s contempt rapidly became palpable, and now she treated him – well, it was perfectly obvious just how she treated him. And Kevin seemed to lap it up – sucked the punishment into him: gloried in the humiliation. Sickening, Raymond thought. Quite sickening.

‘Any chance of another drink?’ he said. Didn’t really want another drink, but he had nowhere to go and it was something to say.

‘Of course, Raymond. But natch. It’s not bad, this stuff, is it? Some sort of Spanish stuff Emily got from somewhere. She’s got a good nose. She’s got a good eye.’

She’s also got a bloody nice arse, thought Raymond; which made him smile a bit. ‘So what’s your part in all this prettification of the house beautiful?’

‘Mm? Oh the jobs, you mean. Well – you know me, Raymond, I’m just the dogsbody. Fetch and carry. Actually, I’ve got to meet the lighting contractor at the flat this afternoon, and I’m not too happy, to tell the truth. I said to Emily – Emily, I said, it’d be much better if you meet this lighting person because you know what you’re talking about and I haven’t a clue. I mean, I don’t know if you know, Raymond, but lighting’s not like lighting any more. I mean, in the old days you had a light, central sort of light thing hanging from the ceiling, couple of wall brackets, maybe – that’s how it was in my house – and the rest you just plugged in – Anglepoise, maybe. Christ, that’s all gone now – it’s all about uplit this and downlit the other and window washers – wall washers, is it? And special funny bulbs that do this and that and the awful thing is – well, he’s the bloody lighting expert, but he’ll expect me to know all about it and I don’t. I mean, when it comes to lighting, Raymond, I’m completely in the dark, quite frankly.’

‘So why doesn’t Emily meet him?’

‘She won’t. She says –’ Kevin smirked, even blushed a bit, Raymond was disgusted to observe ’ – she says I have to grow up some time. Grow up a bit. Do me good, she says, to get out there and get things done. But I tell you frankly, Raymond, I hate out there, can’t bear the thought of it. And it’s she who gets things done.’

Raymond looked at the floor: couldn’t look at Kevin any more.

‘It’s only lighting,’ he said quietly. ‘You’ve only got to talk about lights.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ Kevin said miserably. ‘And God help me if I get it wrong. Christ, if I specify the wrong fittings she’ll absolutely kill me.’

He wasn’t exaggerating much, thought Raymond.

‘Of course,’ Kevin went on, now quite chattily, ‘if I get it right – ah, that’s a whole different story. She’s wonderful, then, when you get something right. She says “Good for you” and “Well done – that was brilliant.” She actually says “brilliant”,’ grinned Kevin, the delightful memory yanking at the corners of his mouth. ‘She can be very. Nice.’

I’ve never noticed, thought Raymond.

‘You maybe have never noticed that,’ continued Kevin, ‘but I know her, you see. You have to know the woman. Knowledge is all.’

Crap, thought Raymond. Another of Kevin’s crappy little sayings. Knowledge isn’t all, is it? It’s a lot, it’s a good deal – it’s important, granted – but it’s not fucking all, is it? And he doesn’t know the woman, does he? Of course he bloody doesn’t. Doesn’t know me either. Kevin knows absolutely bugger all about anything or anybody. Raymond – he knew about Emily, good Christ yes; he knew more about her than Kevin ever would in a million years, and nice she most certainly wasn’t. Wouldn’t Kevin just love to be party to this reservoir of knowledge? Yes he bloody would. But he’s not going to. Not yet, anyway. Not for a good while yet. Raymond would sense the moment – and then he’d let him have it.

*

Kevin had gone to the lavatory, now. He had actually said, much to Raymond’s wondering disbelief, that the time had come for a man to do what a man had to do. No arch or roguish smile, no John Wayne accent, not even the merest trace of an incipient inverted comma: just said it – said it as if no one in the world had ever said it before.

Raymond poured more of the Spanish stuff (which he actually considered to be perfectly filthy, but what can you do?) and glanced around Kevin and Emily’s living-room. He had tried to like it – or at least see the point of it – many times in the past: tried and failed. Couldn’t quite put a finger on why he found it quite so offensive, which ludicrous flourish the most noisome of all. The swagged pelmets? The way they looped the loop and displayed custard-coloured interlinings as in the slashings on a grenadier’s pea-jacket? They were certainly strong contenders. But right up there too was the pair of rock-hard sofas (one of which Raymond had just vacated, as the massaging of his rump sorely testified) in some sort of apricoty, peachy, nectariney – anyway pretty damned repellent crinkly sort of stuff, each flanked by round little identical sofa tables with bloody silly curtains on them and even bloody sillier lacy cloth-type things on top of those and then a couple of table-lamps made from ginger jars that had never seen ginger, matey, each bearing a cream drum shade, pleated and actually quite all right in itself, if only one hadn’t seen so fucking many of them in every single hotel room in the country.

Raymond didn’t know quite why he let Kevin and Emily’s interiors get to him like this, he really shouldn’t let them bother him – but just look at that! Look at that bloody obelisk! What’s a bloody faux lapis, he shouldn’t wonder, obelisk doing just stuck there next to four leather-bound books resting on their sides, all surmounted by a cloisonné bowl full of silver chocolate dragees? Hey? I mean it’s not real, is it? It’s just unreal. Raymond supposed that it was the fact that the pair of them did this sort of nonsense for a living that really turned his mind (well, Emily did anyway – Kevin couldn’t decorate the inside of a cereal packet) and presumably that meant that people actually paid them to make their houses look like this. Crazy. I mean, it’s just got to be crazy, hasn’t it? Raymond’s own house had evolved over the years, and he used to quite like it that way; a few of his father’s pieces, a couple of modern bits – and now all the terrible jumble and debris because of Maureen, of course. OK, sure – it wouldn’t ever be featured (ha!) in one of those shiny house magazines – and look, will you just for one moment look at all the shiny house magazines over there: all fanned out, and just the one curlingly ajar; why hadn’t they placed a Montblanc pen in the gutter and be done with it? The odd thing was, in Raymond’s game (he had a PR company, nothing remotely grand) this was exactly the sort of room he was expected to have. Not that he ever entertained at home (of course not). The house might once have been described as ‘comfortable’ (dowdy dumps in which it was well nigh impossible to live often were) but it was always absolutely filthy, that was the trouble. Down to his wife, Maureen. Why don’t you ever bloody clean the place, he’d go. Don’t want to, was all she said: don’t feel like it. And she couldn’t cook to save her life: Christ she was the most godawful cook in Christendom. Why did he put up with it? Hey? That’s what he’d like to know. Once or twice now, quite recently, he’d said look, look – just look, will you? I’m not any longer prepared – I refuse to put up with this. Nothing changed, nothing had remotely changed, and so now he went on putting up with it and repeating over and over again that he wouldn’t – did she hear him? Are you listening, Maureen? That he wouldn’t, no longer, not for a single day.

And damn! Was that the … ? Oh God, it was – that was the front door clanging shut – and yes, that was a fob of keys being clunked into that disgusting brass Indian incense-burner (that had never seen incense, matey) which loomed so large in the hall. Emily was home, then. Damn. Raymond had very much wanted to be off and away by the time Emily came home. Too late now.

‘Emily,’ he said. ‘Pleasant surprise.’

‘Raymond,’ sighed Emily in a rather busy, somewhat distracted and generally Christ-I-hope-you-don’t-think-I’ve-got-either-the-time-or-the-interest-to-be-fucking-polite-do-you sort of a way. ‘What are you doing here? Don’t you ever work? God, are you actually drinking that filthy Spanish stuff? Good. I thought we’d never get rid of it.’

‘It is pretty filthy,’ Raymond conceded, grimly.

‘It is,’ concluded Emily, ‘but you’re not getting anything else. Where is the tragedy that is Kevin?’

‘Loo.’

‘Well then that’s the end of him for the day. He gets completely hooked on those back issues of Exchange & Mart – loses all track of time. I tell him to comb them for fascinating objets, overlooked trifles, but he just reads about limited-edition Dinky Toys, mint and boxed, God help us, and then he goes on to the animals and birds section and says things like Emily, don’t you think it would be interesting to own an iguana? The man is in a world of his own – a world, unfortunately, that I am forced to inhabit. Are you going, Raymond? I rather wish you would, actually, if only because I simply have to talk to Kevin about this lighting contractor business and explain to him quite patiently that if he cocks this up I’ll fry him alive. More to put the dear lamb’s mind at rest than anything.’

‘You’re a bitch, Emily,’ Raymond said, the semi-wry grin not quite making it. ‘But then you already know that.’

‘And there’s something I wanted to say to you too, dear sweet Raymond. Now what was it?’ Emily passed a hand through her quite blonde hair and peered into the middle distance. ‘It’s clean gone out of my mind. Oh no – I remember: fuck off, Raymond. That was it.’

Raymond shook his head slowly – not in anger, certainly not in disbelief, Christ he’d heard a lot bloody worse than this from Emily – and took another hateful swig of the filthy Spanish stuff.

‘I think,’ he said, ‘I’d better be going. The thought has just occurred to me. I was just saying,’ he tacked on to Kevin, who had wandered back into the room, wearing his usual air of moderate distress, face expressing his determination to remember something, anything (if only his name), ‘that I have to be off. Work to do.’

‘Oh Christ, Raymond,’ spat out Emily, before Kevin could even open his mouth. ‘When did you last do any work? You don’t work.’

‘Oh don’t go,’ protested Kevin. ‘Stay. I’ll open another bottle. Didn’t hear you come in, Emily. You’re looking well.’

‘Kevin, dear heart,’ explained Emily, acid-sweetly, ‘that’s the sort of thing, you say that sort of thing, “you’re looking well”, to comparative strangers in the street, or people recuperating in a hospital, do you see?’ And now the blood rose up to her neck – Raymond saw it even if Kevin didn’t. ‘Or someone you haven’t seen for fucking years. You don’t – nobody does – you simply don’t say it to someone who left the house barely an hour ago – particularly me.’

‘Sorry,’ smiled Kevin, wryly. ‘You’re right – of course you’re right. I tend to do that. Sorry.’

‘I’m off,’ said Raymond, making for the hall. Jesus God Almighty, he was thinking, I’ve just got to be out of here; I simply can’t stand it when these two do all this. And now what? More keys rattling in the lock – Jesus damn why didn’t I leave when I said I would? More bloody people to talk to. But it was Raymond who spoke out first:

‘Oh it’s you two,’ he said, quite genuinely surprised by the sight of his son Gideon (and pretty relieved it wasn’t anyone he’d have to smile at), and there hanging on to his arm (as per usual) was Shelley, Emily’s girl – and of course they were both laughing and snorting and hooting (as per usual) as if the funniest joke in the world had just that minute been cracked, but of course there never ever was a joke, and Raymond had long since ceased to search for it: this maddeningly youthful bloody laughter was just their usual state. And wasn’t it odd a while back there the way he mentally registered Shelley as being Emily’s girl? Of course, strictly speaking, she was the daughter of both Kevin and Emily, but somehow, somehow – no, this gorgeous young thing (well she was, she was really – you just have to look at her legs if nothing else) was very much, and quite exclusively, Emily’s girl.

‘I thought you were going to see a film?’ said Kevin. ‘Shall I open another bottle of wine? You’re looking well, Shelley.’ And then the panicked and anguished glance at Emily – just caught her, just got it in time before another torpedo was launched at his face. ‘Sorry, Emily, sorry. Stupid thing to say – you’re quite right. Stupid.’

‘Not that filthy Spanish stuff!’ protested Shelley – which set the pair of them off into another snuffling collapse of the giggles.

It was all very juvenile, all very bloody silly, in Raymond’s opinion. Christ – they were both twenty-two, near enough, it’s not as if they were children, is it? I mean, please tell him if he’s wrong, but the point here is that there’s never anything actually funny, is there? It’s not funny, is it? So why the fuck are they always bloody laughing? (Of course, once he’d even wasted breath on the business of asking Gideon and Gideon had assumed a rare straight face and told him to lighten up: no surprise there. Raymond just turned away before all the blood in his body coursed up into his neck and blasted right out of his nostrils.)

‘You don’t have to drink that,’ said Emily. ‘Kevin – open something decent if anyone wants it – but we’ve got to talk soon about the lighting man, Kevin – and also Portobello. You’ve got to go there as well. Raymond – weren’t you leaving?’

‘I don’t have to go,’ said Raymond, throwing himself far too energetically into one of the concrete sofas and damn nearly cracking his spine. Anything that annoys Emily, he thought, is perfectly fine by me.

‘Is there anything decent?’ piped up Gideon. ‘I wouldn’t mind a glass of wine, actually.’

‘So what happened to the film?’ asked Kevin. ‘I could open some of that Marks & Spencer stuff if anyone’s game.’

‘Oh, thicko Gideon got the times wrong, didn’t he?’ grinned Shelley – and Raymond turned his back on the inevitable storm of hilarity that this perfectly banal non-bloody-statement evoked from the two of them.

‘Don’t open the red one, Kevin,’ ordered Emily. ‘We need the—’

‘Not the red one?’

‘—I’m speaking, Kevin. I can’t stand it when you do that. I simply can’t bear it when you cut in when it’s utterly plain that I haven’t finished speaking.’

‘I just thought—’

‘Very humorous, Kevin. You – thinking. Now just run along and open the white one because we need the reds for next—’

‘Oh I’ll do it,’ interjected Shelley.

Emily smiled. ‘Oh I wish you would, Shelley my sweet. If we wait for your father we’ll all die of thirst.’

Kevin brightened. ‘It’s A Noble Thirst That Awaits To Be Quenched,’ he announced, and everyone just stopped dead and stared right at him – and I don’t know, can’t explain it, this always made Kevin feel just so good: putting one’s finger on the nub – it certainly made people sit up and think.

In point of fact, Emily was thinking The Works, The Works – as soon as I’ve got everything straight in pratty Kevin’s mind about lighting and Portobello, I’ve got to get down to The Works and Shelley was thinking that she’d love to touch Gideon right now somewhere really rude just for the hell of it and the look on everyone’s face and Gideon was thinking God in heaven what does one actually have to go through to get just one simple glass of wine in this bloody asylum and Raymond was thinking Noble Thirst! Noble Thirst! Where does he bloody get all this bloody garbage? Reader’s bleeding Digest? Christmas fucking crackers?

Shelley wandered back with an open bottle of Pouilly Fumé, the fingers of her other hand stiff into the mouths of a bunch of glasses. Kevin was mumbling now that there were some other whites, actually, quite a few other ones, didn’t have to open a posh one, it’s not as if they were celebrating anything or anything and Shelley had said Oh Dad and Emily had glared at him and Kevin had said sorry, I thought I’d just say, I’m not making a point – it’s no big deal.

‘Lovely,’ said Gideon, damn near downing his in one. ‘Mm. I quite feel like getting pissed.’

‘You always quite feel like getting pissed!’ roared out Raymond, that fat self-satisfied smirk of youth enraging him more than anything. And then more quietly, ‘That’s the trouble. That’s half the trouble. Thank you, Shelley,’ smiling quickly and collaring his. ‘Very nice indeed, my dear.’ Christ, he thought now – a fresh wave of fury empurpling his cheeks – why in a world that makes any pretence at all at justice does my son bloody Gideon get to put his hands all over this adorable girl? Just look, oh God just look at the strength and the curve on that long, lean, denim thigh.

‘Oh for God’s sake leave him alone,’ scolded Emily. ‘God’s sake – he’s young, Raymond, he’s young.’

‘I know he’s young. I know he’s bloody young.’

‘Well why shouldn’t he get pissed if he wants to? Bloody good idea if you ask me.’

‘Hey!’ protested Gideon in mock indignation. ‘I am here, you know. I can actually speak for myself. I’m not a total idiot, I’ll have you know.’

Shelley squawked like a dying macaw. ‘You are when it comes to cinema times! Everyone knows that 1500 is three o’clock.’

Gideon grinned, almost proudly. ‘Yeah well – I thought it was five.’

‘Prat,’ muttered Raymond.

‘Isn’t it five?’ queried Kevin. ‘Oh no of course because 1200 is twelve so yes of course 1300 is—’

‘Oh Jesus spare us, Kevin,’ exhaled Emily, her arms up before her in defence against any further mudslide of tedium.

Gideon and Shelley were now apparently demonstrating the results of having inhaled the better part of a cylinder of nitrous oxide and Raymond thought now, right now, if I had a bren-gun handy right this minute I’d bloody well blast away the lot of them. Gideon was wiping his eyes and making hoo-hoo noises, it was all so hysterically funny, and now wasn’t he as bold as brass pouring himself more wine – himself, mind you, just for himself – and stroking the little golden hairs on Shelley’s forearm while he was doing it. Christ, that boy. That boy. Sometimes he really asks for it, that boy of mine, and one day soon I’ll let him have it.

*

‘So how’s the world of publishing, Gideon?’ asked Kevin, amiably. ‘Has the end of the fixed book pricing policy had any noticeable—’

‘Oh Kevin I could just scream!’ screamed Emily. ‘Nobody gives a flying fuck, do they, about bloody book prices, do they? It’s just a boring, boring subject.’

‘Well I’m sorry, I just thought—’

‘Well clearly you didn’t, did you? Who on earth do you think in the world gives a damn about—’

‘I just thought as Gideon works for a publisher—’

‘Yeh,’ chipped in Gideon, ‘but to be honest I don’t know the first thing about it. I’m really at the shit end of—’

‘Kevin,’ intoned Emily, darkly. ‘You cut in on me.’

‘Sorry. Did I? Sorry.’

‘Again.’

‘No,’ went on Gideon, gaily, ‘I mean they barely entrust me with making the coffee. That’s more or less what I seem to do all day, make coffee. That and the slush pile.’

‘The slush what, I’m sorry, Gideon?’ checked Emily.

‘The slush—’

‘I’ve never been much of a one for coffee, myself,’ mused Kevin.

‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Kevin!’

‘Oh why don’t you all let Gideon speak,’ squeaked Shelley.

When does he bloody stop, thought Raymond.

‘The slush pile,’ ploughed on Gideon. ‘It’s what publishers call the unsolicited manuscripts – well, they’re not, of course, manuscripts these days, they’re all print-outs, but we still call them manuscripts for some unfathomable reason – like Fleet Street, I suppose.’

‘I’m very sorry, Gideon,’ interjected Emily, curtly, betraying not a jot of repentance. ‘I appreciate that I must be quite the densest person on earth but I am not understanding a single word you are saying.’

‘Um, um,’ stuttered Gideon, much to his alarm – and then he started to babble a bit: Emily, let’s face it, could be a very unsettling woman, and never mind all that guff Shelley kept saying about her being really not too bad and you just had to get to know her. It often seemed to Gideon – and God, he’d been trying to get to know Emily for nearly a year now – that she was just one of those unget-to-knowable people. She could be friendly, of course – Gideon well remembered the occasions – but here was a friendliness of a sort that Gideon didn’t welcome; or, he was forced to qualify, he didn’t think he did, anyway: pretty sure not. He never spoke to Shelley about any of this.

‘No, I just mean,’ said Gideon – a semi-tone too high, breathing in the wrong place, wheezing badly towards the end – ‘that none of the newspapers are in Fleet Street any more but we still call it—’

‘Yes but what has Fleet Street got to do with your publishing place?’ insisted Emily, now growing rather impatient.

‘Nothing!’ screeched Gideon, as if in answer to a prefect who had asked him just what he imagined he was doing lurking in the corridor when the rest of the school was watching the match. ‘I just meant manuscripts, you know – the old term—’

‘Oh can it, Gideon,’ growled Raymond. ‘No one’s interested.’

‘I’m interested!’ pouted Shelley, in her hands-off-my-man voice – the one voice more than any likely to induce in Raymond a state of bug-eyed apoplexy.

‘Interest Thrives On Disinterest,’ chimed Kevin, his index finger aloft.

‘Sorry?’ blinked Gideon.

Raymond had had just about enough. He swivelled fully in his godawful Christ-my-back-is-breaking sofa and said right up close into Kevin’s face:

‘Crap. Fucking, fucking crap.’

‘Oh God, Raymond,’ drawled Emily, ‘you’re not drunk, are you?’

‘Sorry?’ queried Kevin. Best make light of it, he thought.

Raymond drained the last of his Pouilly Fumé, brought his face even closer to Kevin’s so that his eyes reminded Kevin of nothing so much as gooseberries, but these, it had to be said, were infinitely pinker.

‘I said,’ said Raymond, slowly, and with a good deal of menace, ‘crap. Sodding crappy sodding fucking crappy crap. Everything you say, all these stupid bloody things you say, all of them are just the most total, utter, total crap.’

Kevin nodded, put a finger to his lips, narrowed his eyes into understanding

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Got you.’

Raymond nodded too, apparently satisfied. ‘Good,’ he said, banging down his glass. ‘Gideon, I’m off back to your loving mother – you coming? Or do you want to hear some more of these pearls from Confucius here?’

‘Oh stop being beastly to Daddy,’ giggled Shelley.

‘How is the lovely Maureen?’ smiled Emily, suddenly pleased to be rather enjoying herself.

Raymond seemed genuinely off his guard – that, and trying to suppress a coronary as a result of the gales of laughter billowing around Shelley and Gideon.

‘Maureen?’ he queried with suspicion, even an under-current of true bewilderment. ‘How is she? Christ I’ve no idea. Last bloody person. Gideon? Coming?’

‘Yeah, I wouldn’t mind a lift actually, Dad. I’ll call you, OK Shelley? God,’ he added, apparently adjusting his cheek-bones, ‘that was funny.’

Raymond turned to face him, and there was pleading in his eyes.

‘But it wasn’t, was it?’ He shook his head. ‘No it wasn’t. It never bloody is.’

In the hall, Emily managed to whisper to Gideon You never call me, you say you will but you never do, so why don’t you call me, hm? The clatter of goodbyes took over all that but when Kevin and Shelley had vanished inside and Gideon was waiting in the car (awash with fresh and living turmoil) Raymond squeezed hard Emily’s large left breast and she said Not now and he said I’ll call you and she said They’ll hear you and he said I need you, I need you soon. But right now is what he meant: after all of this, he’d really like to let her have it.
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