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  Dedication







  For Elliot




  Epigraph







  There’s nothin’ like the humdrum


  Of life and love in London


  Chasin’ girls out of the sticks


  Changing worlds with twelve quick clicks




  —“Girl in a Photo,” The Kicks








  As good things go . . . she went.




  —“Ex,” Hovis Presley




  BEFORE




  It happened on a Tuesday.




  I suppose the noise it would make in a film would be boom, but there was no boom with this.




  No boom, no bang, no tap, crack, or snap.




  Just a flash of glass, a moment in flight, a flicker of shooting star through a history lesson, and all the colder for it.




  Things like this aren’t supposed to happen on Tuesdays. It’s history, then art; it’s not this.




  I shivered the second I saw him, but the strange thing is that I also noticed the weather; this weak gray veil of rain beyond the chipped old railings, beyond the thin scarred trees.




  It was like the moment in a dream where you see something happening, something bad, something that should never be, and your bones become heavy and your feet hard to raise, as whatever warning you try to call out through the fog of it all becomes too slurred and too blurred to be useful.




  It would have been better, had it been a dream.




  What would you call him? A gunman? Seems dramatic, especially this early in the story, but a gunman he was. There, on the other side of the street, maybe nine stories up, pleased with his first shot, now cocking the rifle and snapping it back, reloading, finding his aim.




  Gunman will do.




  “Right. Up. Let’s go.”




  Calm. Short words. Quickly.




  “Now, please.”




  I’m suddenly in the middle of the room. It feels like I can do most good here, but really, what can I do? I turn and scan the flats again, find him.




  He’s laughing. His mate is, too.




  “What? Where to?” said someone, maybe Jaideep, or maybe the one with the hair whose name I could never remember. You know the one—the one the teachers call Superfly. Instinctively I stood in front of him, his paid protector, like he’d made himself a target just by asking sir a question.




  “Hall” was the best I could manage, the back of my neck expecting attack, my faked calm fighting my fight or flight. “Up.”




  “Hey . . .” said someone else. “Hey . . . ,” and I looked at them, and right across their face was the terror I felt, as they struggled to understand what they were seeing, what it meant.




  “Okay, now please, Anna. Please.”




  “Sir . . .”




  The waver in the voice, the fear; it would spread, and fast.




  “Out the DOOR.”




  They moved, shocked, and quickly now, as quick as the news spread through the school. As quick as the police arrived, with their own guns, their cars and their dogs, their helmets and shields. The kids found their confidence again then, pressed up against windows, peeping through buckled Venetians, as eight or ten armed coppers made a heavy path up the stairwell of Alma Rose House while the others, tense and furrow-browed, stared the place out, willing our shooter to try something.




  The kids applauded as they dragged him out. Applause was the first sign it was over. They applauded the vans, shouted jokes at the coppers, and cooed at the chopper . . . but the kids hadn’t seen what I’d seen.




  I was last out of 3Gc, I’d tell Sarah, later. She’d stopped at the offie for an eight-pack of Stella and a bottle of Rioja—the only medicine she had a license to give—but she’d rushed home to be with me, her arm on mine, her head against my shoulder. The kids had been safe, I told her, and I’d stayed with them while Anna Lincoln and Ben Powell ran to Mrs. Abercrombie’s office to get help, though Ranjit had already dialed 999 by then, and probably posted on Twitter, too.




  But I’d stayed in that room just a second or two longer, just to work out whether this could be real, whether he could actually be doing what he was doing, whether I was making a mistake raising this alarm.




  And that’s when he’d laughed again. And taken aim again.




  I’d never felt more alone. Never more aware of myself. What I was, what I wasn’t, what I wanted.




  And another glimpse of shooting star flit its path inches from my face, to bounce against a wall behind and scutter and scuttle and skip on the floor.




  And that, Doctor, is when the damage was done.




  ONE




  Or “(She) Got Me Bad”




  I wonder if we should start with the introductions.




  I know who you are. You’re the person reading this. For whatever reason, and in whatever place, that’s you, and soon we’ll be friends, and you’ll never ever convince me otherwise.




  But me?




  I’m Jason Priestley.




  And I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking: Goodness! Are you the same Jason Priestley, born in Canada in 1969, famous for his portrayal of Brandon Walsh, the moral center of the hit American television series Beverly Hills 90210?




  And the surprising answer to your very sensible question is no. No, I’m not. I’m the other one. I’m the thirty-two-year-old Jason Priestley who lives on the Caledonian Road, above a videogame shop between a Polish newsagents and that place that everyone thought was a brothel, but wasn’t. The Jason Priestley who gave up his job as a deputy head of department in a bad North London school to chase a dream of being a journalist after his girlfriend left him but who’s ended up single and going to cheap restaurants and awful films so’s he can write about them in that free newspaper they give you on the tube that you take but don’t read.




  Yeah. That Jason Priestley.




  I’m also the Jason Priestley with a problem.




  You see, just in front of me—right here, on this table, just in front of me—is a small plastic box. A small plastic box I’ve come to regard as a small plastic box that could change things. Or, at least, make them different.




  And right now, I’d take different.




  I don’t know what’s in this small plastic box, and I don’t know if I ever will. That’s the problem. I could know; I could have it open within the hour, and I could pore over its contents, and I could know once and for all whether there was any . . . hope in there.




  But if I do, and it turns out there is hope in there, what if that’s all it is? Just a bit of hope? And what if that hope turns to nothing?




  Because the one thing I hate about hope—the one thing I despise about it, that no one ever seems to admit about it—is that suddenly having hope is the easiest route to sudden hopelessness there is.




  And yet that hope is already within me. Somehow, without my inviting it in or expecting it in any way, it’s there, and based on what? Nothing. Nothing apart from the glance she gave me and the fleeting glimpse I got of . . . something.




  I’d been standing on the corner of Charlotte Street when it happened.




  It was maybe six o’clock, and a girl—because yeah, you and I both knew there was going to be a girl; there had to be a girl; there’s always a girl—was struggling with the door of the black cab and the packages in her hands. She had a blue coat and nice shoes, and white bags with names I’d never seen before on them, and boxes, and even, I think, a cactus poking out the top of a Heal’s bag.




  I was ready to walk past, because that’s what you do in London, and to be honest, I nearly did . . . but then she nearly dropped the cactus. And the other packages all shifted about, and she had to stoop to keep them all up, and for a moment there was something sweet and small and helpless about her.




  And then she uttered a few choice words I won’t tell you here in case your nan comes round and finds this page.




  I stifled a smile, and then looked at the cabbie, but he was doing nothing, just listening to TalkSport and smoking, and so—and I don’t know why, because like I say, this is London—I asked if I could help.




  And she smiled at me. This incredible smile. And suddenly I felt all manly and confident, like a handyman who knows just which nail to buy, and now I’m holding her packages and some of her bags, and she’s shoveling new ones that seem to have appeared from nowhere into the cab, and she’s saying, “Thank you, this is so kind of you,” and then there’s that moment. The glance, the fleeting glimpse of that something I mentioned. And it felt like a beginning. But the cabbie was impatient and the night air cold, and I suppose we were just too British to say anything else and then it was, “Thanks,” and that smile again.




  She closed the door, and I watched the cab move off, taillights fading into the city, hope trailing and clattering on the ground behind it.




  And then—just as the moment seemed over—I looked down.




  I had something in my hands.




  A small plastic box.




  I read the words on the front.




  Single-Use 35mm Disposable Camera.




  I wanted to shout at the cab—hold the camera up and make sure she knew she’d left something behind. And for a second I was filled with ideas—maybe when she came running back, I’d suggest a coffee, and then agree when she said what she really needed was a huge glass of wine, and then we’d get a bottle, because it made better financial sense to get a bottle, and then we’d agree we shouldn’t be drinking on empty stomachs, and then we’d jack in our jobs and buy a boat and start making cheese in the country.




  But nothing happened.




  No screech of car tire, no pause then crunch of gears, no reverse lights, no running, smiling girl in nice shoes and a blue coat.




  Just a new taxi stopping, so a fat man could get out at a cashpoint.




  You see what I mean about hope?




  “Now, before we go any further whatsoever,” said Dev, holding up the cartridge and tapping it very gently with his finger. “Let’s talk about the name. ‘Altered Beast.’ ”




  I was staring at Dev in what I like to imagine was quite a blank manner. It didn’t matter. In all the years I’ve known him I doubt he’s seen many looks from me, other than my blank one. He probably thinks I’ve looked like this since university.




  “Now, it conjures up not only mysticism, of course, but also intrigue, meshing as it does both Roman culture and Greek mythology.”




  I turned and looked at Pawel, who seemed mildly traumatized.




  “Now, the interesting thing about the sound effects—” said Dev, and he pressed a button on his keyring and out came a tinny, distorted noise that sounded as if it might be trying to say, “Wise fwom your gwaaave!”




  I put my hand up.




  “Yes, Jase, you’ve got a question?”




  “Why’ve you got that noise on your keyring?”




  Dev sighed, and made quite a show of it. “Oh, I’m sorry, Jason, but I’m trying to tell Pawel here about the early development of Sega Mega Drive games in the late 1980s and early 1990s. I’m sorry we’re not covering your personal passion of the work of American musical duo Hall & Oates, but that’s not why Pawel is here, is it?”




  Pawel just smiled.




  Pawel does a lot of smiling when he visits the shop. It’s usually to collect money Dev owes him for his lunchtime snacks. I sometimes watch his face as he wanders around the floor, taking in ancient, faded posters of Sonic 2 or Out Run, picking up chipped carts or battered copies of old magazines, flicking through the reviews of long-dead platformers or shoot-’em-ups that look like they were drawn by toddlers now. Dev let him borrow a Master System and a copy of Shinobi the other day. Turns out you didn’t really get many Master Systems in mid-’80s Eastern Europe, and even less ninjas. We’re not going to let him borrow the Xbox, because Dev says his eyes might explode.




  “Anyway,” said Dev. “The name of this very shop—Power Up!—owes its existence to—”




  And I start to realize what Dev’s doing. He’s trying to bore Pawel out of here. Dominate the conversation. Bully him into leaving, the way men with useless knowledge often do. Throw in phrases like, “Oh, didn’t you know that?” or “Of course, you’ll already be aware . . .” in order to patronize and thwart and win.




  He can’t have enough cash on him for lunch.




  “How much does he owe you, Pawel?” I asked, fishing for a fiver in my pocket.




  Dev shot me a smile.




   




  I love London.




  I love everything about it. I love its palaces and its museums and its galleries, sure. But also, I love its filth, and damp, and stink. Okay, well, I don’t mean love, exactly. But I don’t mind it. Not anymore. Not now I’m used to it. You don’t mind anything once you’re used to it. Not the graffiti you find on your door the week after you painted over it, or the chicken bones and cider cans you have to move before you can sit down for your damp and muddy picnic. Not the ever-changing fast-food joints—AbraKebabra to Pizza the Action to Really Fried Chicken—and all on a high street that despite its three new names a week never seems to look any different. Its tawdriness can be comforting, its willfulness inspiring. It’s the London I see every day. I mean, tourists: they see the Dorchester. They see Harrods, and they see men in bearskins and Carnaby Street. They very rarely see the Happy Shopper on the Mile End Road, or a drab Peckham disco. They head for Buckingham Palace, and see waving above it the red, white, and blue, while the rest of us order dansak from the Tandoori Palace, and see Simply Red, White Lightning, and Duncan from Blue.




  But we should be proud of that, too.




  Or, at least, get used to it.




  You could find a little bit of Poland on one end of the Caledonian Road these days, the way you could find Portugal in Stockwell, or Turkey all through Haringey. Since the shops came, Dev has used his lunchtimes to explore an entirely new culture. He was like that at university when he met a Bolivian girl at Leicester’s number one nightclub, Boomboom. I was studying English, and for a month or so, Dev was studying Bolivian. Each night he’d dial up Internet and wait ten minutes for a single page to load, before printing it off and committing stock Spanish phrases to memory, hoping once again to bump into her, but never, ever managing it.




  “Fate!” he’d say. “Ah, fate.”




  Now it was all about Poland. He gorges himself on z szynka cheese, proclaiming it to be the finest cheese he’s ever tasted, ignoring the fact it’s processed and in little plastic packets and tastes exactly like Dairylea. He buys krokiety and krupnik and more cheese, with bright pink synthetic ham pebble-dashed across each bland jaundiced slab. Once he bought a beetroot, but he didn’t eat it. Plus, if it’s the end of the day he’ll make sure whatever customer happens to still be there sees him with a couple of paczki and a goblet of jezynowka. And once he’s made it obvious enough and they’ve asked what on earth he’s got in his hands, he’ll say, “Oh, they’re brilliant. Haven’t you ever had paczki?,” and then look all international and pleased with himself for a bit.




  But he’s not doing it to show off. Not really. He’s got a good heart, and I think he thinks he’s being welcoming and informative. It’s still the laziest form of tourism there is, though. No one else I know simply sits there, playing videogames, and waiting for the countries to come to him, with each new wave of what he likes to call the “Newbies.” He wants to see the world, he’ll tell you—but he prefers to see it all from the window of his shop.




  Men come from everywhere to shop here. Men trying to recapture their youth, or complete a collection, or find that one game they used to be brilliant at. There’s new stuff, sure—but that’s just to survive. That’s not why people come. And when they do, sometimes they get the Power Up! reference. After that, it’s only a matter of moments before Dev mentions Makoto Uchida, and that’s usually enough to establish his superiority and scare them off, maybe having bought a £2 copy of Decap Attack or Mr. Nutz, but probably not.




  Dev sells next to nothing, but next to nothing seems to be just enough. His dad owns a few restaurants on Brick Lane and keeps the basics paid, and what little extra there is keeps Dev in ham-flecked z szynka, at any rate. Plus he’s been good to me, so I shouldn’t judge him. I lost a girlfriend and a flat but gained a flatmate and virtually no rent in return for a few afternoon shifts and a weekly supply of krokiety.




  Talking of which . . .




  “Right, we’ve got [image: ]ubr or [image: ]ywiec—take your pick!” said Dev, holding up the bottles. I wasn’t sure I could pronounce either of them so pointed at the one with the least letters.




  “Or I think I’ve got some Lech somewhere,” he said, pronouncing it “Letch” and then giggling. Dev knows it’s pronounced “Leck,” because he asked Pawel, but he prefers saying “Letch” because it means he can giggle afterward.




  “[image: ]ubr is fine,” I said—something I’d never said before—and he flipped the lid and passed it over.




  I caught sight of myself in the mirror behind him.




  I looked tired.




  Sometimes I look at myself and think, Is this it?, and then I think, Yes, it is. This is literally the best you will ever look. Tomorrow, you will look just a little bit worse, and this is how it will go, forever. You should definitely buy some Berocca.




  I have the haircut of the mid-thirties man. Until recently, I wore cool, ironic T-shirts, until I realized the real irony was they made me look less cool.




  I’m too old to experiment with my hair, see, but too young to have found the style I’ll take to the grave. You know the one I mean—the one we’re all headed for, if we’re lucky enough to have any left by then. Flat and dulled and sitting on every man in an oversized shirt at an all-inclusive holiday resort breakfast buffet, surrounded by unpleasant children and a passive-aggressive wife who have worked together in single-minded unity to quash his ambitions the way they have quashed his hairstyle.




  I say that like I’m any better, or that my ambitions are heroic and worthy. I am a man between styles, is all, and there are millions of me. I’m at that awkward stage between the man of his twenties and the man of his forties. A stage I have come to call “the man in his thirties.”




  I sometimes wonder what the caption at the bottom of my Vanity Fair shoot would say, the day I wrote the cover story and they decided to make a big deal of me:




  Hair by Angela at Toni & Guy, near Angel tube, even though her fingers smell of nicotine and she says “ax” instead of “ask.”




  Smell: Lynx Africa (for men). £2.76, Tesco Metro, Charing Cross.




  Watch: Swatch. (“It was an impulse buy at Geneva airport,” he confides, laughing lightly, and picking at his salade Niçoise. “Our plane was three hours delayed and I’d already bought a Toblerone!”)




  Clothes: Model’s own (with thanks to Topman VIP 10% discount card, available free to literally everyone in the world).




  But I’m not that bad. A Spanish model I met at a Spanish bar on Hanway Street and once even had a passable date with said I looked “very English,” which I took to mean like Errol Flynn, even though later I found out he was Australian.




  “What. A. Day,” said Dev, sighing a little too heavily for a man who can’t really have had that much of a day. “You? Yours?”




  “Yeah,” I said. “You know, not bad,” by which I meant the opposite.




  It had been bad from the moment I’d got up this morning. The milk had been off, but how’s that different from normal, and the postman had slammed and clattered our letterbox, but the real kicker was when, with a grim tightening of my stomach, I’d flicked my laptop on, and headed for Facebook, and even though I knew something like this would eventually happen, I saw those words, the words I knew would come.




  . . . is having the time of her life.




  Seven words.




  A status update.




  And next to it, Sarah’s name, so easily clickable.




  And so I’d clicked it. And there she was. Having the time of her life.




  Stop, I’d thought. Enough now. Get up, have a shower.




  So I’d clicked on her photos.




  She was in Andorra. With Gary. Having the time of her fucking life.




  I’d snapped the laptop shut.




  Didn’t she care that I’d see this? Didn’t she realize that this would go straight to my screen, straight to my stomach? These photos . . . these snapshots . . . taken from the point of view and angle I used to see her from. But now it’s not me behind the camera. It’s not me capturing the moment. These memories aren’t mine. So I don’t want them. I don’t want to see her, tanned and happy and sleeveless. I don’t want to see her across a table with a cocktail and a look of joy and love and laughter on her face. I don’t want to search for and take in the tiny, pointless, hurtful details—they’d shared a Margherita, the curls of her hair had lightened in the sun, she’d stopped wearing the necklace I gave her—I didn’t want any of it. But I’d opened up the laptop again and I’d looked again anyway, pored over them, took in everything. I hadn’t been able to help it. Sarah was having the time of her life, and I was . . . well. What?




  I’d looked to see what my last update had been.




  Jason Priestley is . . . eating some soup.




  Jesus. What a catch. Hey, Sarah, I know you’re off having the time of your life and all, but let’s not forget that only last Wednesday I was eating some soup.




  Why didn’t I just delete her? Take her out of the equation? Make the Internet safe again? Same reason there was still a picture of her in my wallet. The one of her on her first day at work—all big blue eyes and Louis Vuitton. I’d not been strong enough to rip it up or bin it. It seemed so . . . final. Like giving up, or something. But here’s the thing: deep down, I knew one day she’d delete me. And then that really would be it, and it wouldn’t be my decision, and then I’d be screwed. Part of me hoped that she wouldn’t—that somewhere, in that bag of hers, the one full of makeup and Grazia and Kleenex, somewhere in that bag would be a photo of me . . .




  And yeah, there’s that hope again.




  But then one day it’ll be cruelly and casually crushed and I’ll be forgotten, probably just before she decides that she and Gary should move in together, or she and Gary should get hitched, or she and Gary should make another, tiny Gary, which they’ll call Gary, and who’ll look exactly like bloody Gary.




  I’ll probably be sitting there, on my own, when she finally deletes me. In a gray room with a Paddington duvet above a videogame shop next to that place that everyone thought was a brothel, but wasn’t. A momentary afterthought, if that. Staring at a screen that informs me I can no longer obsess over her life. That I’m no longer deemed worthy of seeing her photos, seeing who her friends are, finding out when she’s hungover, or sleepy, or late for work. That she’s no longer interested in finding out when I’m eating soup.




  My life.




  Deleted.




  Misery.




  Still. Could be worse.




  We could have run out of [image: ]ubr.




  An hour later, and we’d run out of [image: ]ubr.




  Dev had suggested the Den—a tiny Irish pub next to the tool hire shop, halfway down to King’s Cross—and I’d said yeah, why not. You never know. I might have the time of my life.




  “Ah, listen,” said Dev, waving one hand in the air. “Who wants to go to Andorra anyway? What’s so good about Andorra?”




  The Pogues were on and we were now a little drunk.




  “The scenery. The tax-free shopping. The fact that it has two heads of state, those being the King of France and a Spanish bishop.”




  A pause.




  “You’ve been on Wikipedia, haven’t you?”




  I nodded.




  “Is there a King of France?” asked Dev.




  “President, then, I can’t remember. All I know is it’s somewhere you go and have the time of your life. With a man called Gary, just before you have a pride of little Garys—all of whom will look like tiny thuggish babies—and then you buy a boat and make cheese in the country.”




  “What are you talking about?” said Dev.




  “Sarah.”




  “Is she having tiny thuggish babies?”




  “Probably,” I slurred. “Probably right now she’s just popped another one out. They’ll take over the world, her thuggish babies. They’ll spread and multiply, like in Arachnophobia. They’ll stick to people’s faces and pound them with their little fists.”




  Dev considered my wise words.




  “You didn’t used to be like this,” he said. “Where did you go? Who’s this grumpy man?”




  “It is me,” I said. “I am Mr. Grumpy. I called home last week and Mum was like, ‘You never come back to Durham, why do you never come home to Durham?’ ”




  “So why do you never go back to Durham?”




  “Because it’s a reminder, isn’t it? Of going backward. Anyway, Sarah doesn’t have that problem. She’s gonna have tiny thuggish babies.”




  “I don’t think she’ll have thuggish babies. I thought Gary was, like, an investment banker?”




  “Doesn’t mean he’s not gonna have thuggish babies,” I said, pointing my finger in the air to show I would not accept any form of contradiction on this. “He’s exactly the type of man to have a thuggish baby. A little skinhead one. Who’s always shouting.”




  “But that’s just a baby,” said Dev.




  “Whatever,” I said. “Just don’t feed one of them after midnight.”




  There was a brief silence. An AC/DC track came on. My favorite. “Back in Black”—the finest rock song of its time. I was momentarily cheered.




  “Let’s have another pint,” I said. “A [image: ]ubr! Or a Zyborg!”




  But Dev was looking at me, very seriously now.




  “You should delete her,” he said, flatly. “Just delete her. Be done with it. Leave Mr. Grumpy behind, because Mr. Grumpy is in danger of becoming Mr. Dick. I’m no expert, but I’m sure that’s what they’d say on This Morning, if you phoned up and asked one of those old women who solve problems.”




  I nodded.




  “I know,” I said, sadly.




   




  “These are 2,000 calories!” said Dev. “2,000! I read about it in the paper!”




  “You read about it in my paper,” I said. After several pints in the Den, we’d had the “one we came for” and stopped at Oz’s for a kebab on the way home. “I’m the one who showed it to you and said, ‘Read this! It says kebabs are 2,000 calories!’ ”




  “Wherever I read it, I’m just saying, 2,000 calories is a lot of calories for a kebab. But they’re good for you, too.”




  “How are they good for you?”




  “They line your stomach with fat, so that when the apocalypse comes, you are better prepared. We’ll survive longer. Tubby people will inherit the earth!”




  Dev made a little “yahoo!” sound, but then started coughing on his chili sauce. He’s a little obsessed with the apocalypse, through years of roaming postapocalyptic landscapes, scavenging for objects and fighting giant beetles in videogames, which he genuinely regards as his “important training.”




  Right now, he was having trouble getting the key into the door. You’d lose points for that in an apocalypse. You’d also lose points for wearing glasses, but they’re an important part of Dev. He has an IQ of around 146 according not just to a psychiatrist when he was four but also to some interactive quiz he did on the telly, which makes me proud of him when I’m drunk, though you’d never think it was anywhere close to 146 to speak to him. He has applied for four of the however-many-seasons of The Apprentice there’ve been, but for some reason they are yet to reply satisfactorily to this part-owner of a very minor secondhand videogame shop on the Caledonian Road, which I would find funny, if I didn’t know this actually broke his heart.




  It’d be easy to argue that Dev was defined at fourteen. His interests, his way with girls, even his look. See, when Dev was fourteen, his grandfather died, and that had a huge impact on his life. Not because it was emotionally traumatic, though of course it was, but because Dev’s dad doesn’t like to see money wasted. And the year before, Dev had started to notice he wasn’t like the other kids. Just small things—not being able to see a sign, not being able to read a clock, and persistently and with great flair falling out of his bed. He was short-sighted.




  His dad is a businessman. His dad thought, why pay for frames, when a pair of frames was clearly so nearly ready and available for no money whatsoever?




  And so Dev had been given his granddad’s frames. His granddad’s. Literally three days after the funeral. Relensed, obviously, but by his dad’s mate, on the Whitechapel Road, and with cheap, scuffable plastic. Dev went through the next four years ridiculed by all and sundry for having a young boy’s face and an old man’s pair of specs, like a toddler wearing his mum’s sunglasses. He tried to grow a mustache to compensate, but that just made him look like a miniature military dictator.




  And he’d never bought a new pair. Why should he? He’d found his look. And these days, it was working to his advantage. At university, at least at first, it had been considered odd, these thick black frames on a weird new kid, but they were a comfort blanket in year one, an eccentricity or quirk in year two, and, he hoped, a chick magnet in year three.




  (They weren’t.)




  But later, when you added them to the hair he couldn’t be bothered to get cut and the T-shirts he either got for free or bought from eBay for a pound and a penny, these glasses screamed confidence. These glasses screamed . . . well, they screamed “Dev.”




  Foreign girls, who couldn’t understand him but liked bright jackets, thought he looked cool.




  “Come on!” he said, finally through the door and slamming the banister with his fist as we stumbled upstairs. “I know what’ll cheer you up.”




  In the flat, Dev threw his kebab onto the table and made for the kitchen, where he started to go through cupboards and loudly shift stuff about.




  I wandered into my bedroom and picked up my laptop and made a determined face.




  Maybe I should do it, I thought. Just delete her. Move on. Forget about things. Be the grown-up. It’d be easy. And then I could turn on my computer without that low, dull ache. That anticipation of maybe seeing something bad. I could get on with my life.




  I heard Dev shout, “Aha!” as I fired up the Internet.




  “Found it, Jase! Prime bottle of jezynowka! Blackberry brandy! How’s about we hook up the N64 and drink jezynowka and play GoldenEye till dawn?”




  But I wasn’t listening. Not really. I was only guessing at what he was saying. He could have been knocking over vases and composing racist songs for all I knew, because I was transfixed, and shocked, and I don’t know what else, by what I saw on the screen.




  One word this time.




  One word that kicked me in the teeth and stamped on my hope and made fun of my family.




  “Jase?” said Dev, suddenly there, in my doorway. “D’you want to be James Bond or Natalia?”




  But I didn’t look round.




  My eyes were pricked with tears and I could feel every hair on my body, because all I could see were the words “Sarah Bennett is . . .” and then that last one, that killer, that complete and absolute bastard of a word.




  TWO




  Or “Some Things Are Better Left Unsaid”




  Engaged.




  That was the word, since you ask.




  Engaged.




  Sarah was engaged to Gary. Gary was engaged to Sarah. Sarah and Gary were engaged to each other.




  I didn’t stay up till dawn playing GoldenEye with Dev after that. I just sat there, numbed by shock and jezynowka, in a cold room that now reeked of blackberry, and clicked refresh and refresh and refresh as the congratulations poured in.




  Hurray! wrote Steve, which is typical of Steve, and Yahoo! wrote Jess, which is just like her, and About time! wrote Anna.




  Really, Anna? About time, is it? They’ve been together six months, Anna. I was with Sarah for four years. But you never thought we should get married, did you? What was it about me you didn’t like? Was it my clothes? Was it my job? Was it that time I spilled red wine all over your table and some of it got on your shoes and you called me a twat and then I was sick?




  Yes, it was probably that.




  Couldn’t happen to a nicer couple! wrote Ben, and that one really hurt, because Ben was my friend, Sarah, not yours. You got custody, of course—you ended up with all of them—but only because I was too ashamed and scared to look any of them in the eye anymore.




  I swigged the brandy from the bottle and read on, each yelp of excitement and each congratulatory pronouncement and each OH MY GOD and extra, unnecessary exclamation mark a jab in the heart and a poke in the eye.




  What about me? I wanted to shout. Is no one thinking of me? How come when Sarah writes that she’s engaged you all go mental, but when I eat some soup suddenly no one’s got anything to say?




  I knew then I had to delete her. Make a statement. Let her know this was not good, not okay.




  But doing it now would look churlish, childish, immature.




  And besides, then I wouldn’t be able to look at her photos.




  Oh, Christ. There it is. The ring.




  He must’ve proposed right there, at that table, after a couple of cocktails on a sleeveless Andorran night with a bad Margherita.




  Margherita! Not even a Meat Feast! What, I suppose you guys are doing healthy eating now, are you? Going to Pilates classes and drinking vitamin-enhanced smoothies? Yeah, I bet you are.




  I wouldn’t have proposed like that, Gary. I’d have made it special. I’d have hidden the ring in a champagne flute, or—you know—abseiled out of a hot-air balloon and into a football stadium, and proposed right there and then, down on bended knee and broadcast on a big screen for all to see. Because I’ve got class, Gary. And yes, Gary, I was going to propose to her, actually. I didn’t, but I was going to. One day. I had it all planned. Or, not planned exactly, but I’d planned to make plans. Plans were very much part of my plan. And even though I never did, and even though I now never can, let me tell you this with no reservations whatsoever, Gary: my plans would not have involved a boring pizza and a bright blue cocktail.




  Oh, God. She looks so happy.




  I swigged at my blackberry brandy and made a V-sign at the screen.




  And then I got up and rattled about in the kitchen and found another bottle.




  It was far too early and I tasted of blackberries.




  But something was buzzing near my face, and it wouldn’t stop.




  I forced my eyes open and found the phone, looked at it.




  It took a moment to register the name. Or not the name. But why the name.




  SARAH.




  What time was it? Seven? Eight?




  I couldn’t. Not now. I’m not prepared. I needed coffee, and maybe a series of notes and things to say that would make me seem diffident and unaffected. I pressed divert and stared at the ceiling. That’d send her a message, I thought. Let her know she can’t rely on me to just answer whenever she . . .




  It was buzzing again. I held it up.




  Maybe something’s happened. Maybe Gary’s dumped her. Maybe I should be there for her at this time of need. Show her how sensitive and brilliant I can be.




  ACCEPT.




  “Hello?”




  Wow, my voice was low.




  “Jase?”




  “Hey.”




  And croaky. Low and croaky.




  “How are you?”




  “Fine.”




  She didn’t sound upset. She sounded cold. Stern. She sounded like Sarah.




  I realized she probably didn’t know I knew.




  Okay, I decided. Just tell me you’re engaged.




  “Rough night?” she said.




  Yes, as it happens, Sarah, a very rough night indeed. Now how about you tell me you’re engaged and I can act surprised and mature.




  “Just a . . . I just had a couple of drinks with Dev, and—”




  “Why are you such a dick, Jase?”




  I frowned. That wasn’t in the script. And anyway, it’s Mr. Dick to you.




  A second passed.




  “I’m . . . what do you . . .”




  “You could at least be happy for me, Jason. You can’t blame me for any of this. We both made choices, and . . .”




  Not this. Not this conversation again.




  “Happy about what?” I said, innocently.




  “You know what.”




  How did she know I knew what? What?




  “Sarah—”




  “I’m engaged, Jason. Are you happy now I’ve said it like that?”




  “I . . . well, that’s good news!” I said. “Good for you.”




  “That’s not what you said last night.”




  I blinked a couple of times. Had I called her? Had she called me? I glanced over at the table in the corner. A streak of blackberry brandy had made its way down one leg, and there, next to it, the messenger: my laptop, my betrayer, still on, still proudly displaying a bright and colorful photo of a very happy Sarah.




  “Last night,” she said, “you seemed to think it was a bad move.”




  “No, I’d never.”




  “You said it was a bad move and that all my friends were bad friends for not stopping me making the greatest mistake any woman has ever made in sacrificing any chance of getting back together with you for a life of Margherita pizzas and stupid days.”




  “Stupid days?”




  “Gary’s very upset. He’s very sensitive. He feels you’ve humiliated him. You said he was the Margherita of Men. You said you were like a Meat Feast and he was like a Margherita.”




  “I probably meant he’s popular, and I’m not to everyone’s taste, especially if they’re health-conscious, and—”




  “That’s not what you meant, is it?”




  There was something else behind the coldness, now. Anger? No. What was it? It was resignation. It was like she just couldn’t be bothered anymore.




  “Grow up, Jason,” she said. “Find someone else. Anyone else. Move out of that rancid flat—it’s next to a brothel for God’s sake—and move on.”




  “It’s not—”




  “Don’t call me.”




  Click.




  I listened to the silence for a moment, and then sat up.




  “It’s not a brothel,” I said.




  My head had started to pound, and I checked my phone for dialed calls. I hadn’t made any. I hadn’t phoned her at all. I knew it.




  Hey, maybe she was mental. Maybe Gary had turned her mental. That’d be great, if Gary had turned her mental. Then who’d be right? Me, or her friends? Those same friends writing with such casual abandon about how happy they are for them both, about what a great bloke Gary is, about how well suited and perfectly matched they are, about . . .




  I stopped.




  The faintest glimmer of a hint of a rumor of a memory.




  No.




  Please, no.




  I made it out of bed and stumbled to the laptop. I could see it already.




  Whoops.




  “ ‘Whoops’ doesn’t seem to quite cut it,” said Dev, wisely.




  He was wearing his Earthworm Jim T-shirt and tucking into a full English and a foreign Coke at the café down the road.




  “Nope,” he said, shaking his head and smiling. “ ‘Whoops’ is not in any way the appropriate response in this situation.”




  He was right. I thought about what I’d done.




  I’d carefully and passionately annotated around fourteen online engagement photographs in all, each of which was, in my drunken state, presumably of Wildean splendor and Fry-like wit. I’d presumably thought I sounded sharp, incisive, and intelligent. I now realized, in the cold light of day, I sounded more like a tramp banging on the window of Currys.




  “Ah, look,” said Dev. “How many people would’ve seen it? Really?”




  “Everyone. Everyone who looked at their pictures. Her friends, my friends, our friends.”




  Dev nodded thoughtfully and shrugged it off.




  “Her family. Her many and various colleagues.”




  He looked a little more concerned now.




  “Gary’s friends. Gary’s family. Gary’s many and various colleagues.”




  “Right . . .”




  “Distant relatives. People they haven’t seen in twenty-five years but sat next to in maths. Randoms. Michael Fish.”




  “Michael Fish? The weatherman?”




  “Michael Fish the weatherman, yeah. He plays golf with Gary’s dad.”




  “Well, let’s not worry about Michael Fish the weatherman. I’m sure Michael Fish the weatherman wouldn’t think twice about it.”




  I had a sudden flashback and felt my ego shrink to the size of a peanut.




  Gary’s face. Gary’s beaming face, so full of joy, so delighted that the woman of his dreams had said yes, the happiest picture he’d ever taken, and underneath it, my name and a picture of me with two thumbs up, next to the words: HI! I GARY, STUPID MAN’D FACE WHO LIKE A BAD n BORING PIZZA . . . WILL YOU MARRY AND WE CAN ATE PIZZA BUT BAD ONE!!????




  Christ.




  Stupid Man’d Face?




  I shuddered, and took a sip of tea. Dev’s eyes lit up. Not because I was sipping tea—he’s seen me do that before and not even commented—but because the waitress was here. The same waitress he tries to impress every time we’re here. Because yes—as we’ve established—there’s always a girl.




  “Dobranoc!” he shouted, suddenly. “Jak si masz?”




  The waitress gave him a half-smile and said something back, quietly, and waited for an answer, but Dev didn’t have one, so just stared at her.




  Unlikely as it seems, she wandered off again.




  “This is good,” I said. “Eventually, you’ll build up to an actual exchange.”




  “Shouldn’t have worn this T-shirt,” said Dev, kicking himself. “Should’ve worn the Street Fighter one.”




  He watched her walk away.




  “Whoops,” I said.




   




  Here’s the thing.




  I’ve got absolutely nothing against Gary. He is a perfectly nice, perfectly ordinary man. And I can say that, having met him. An awkward and unexpected encounter at a mutual friend’s birthday, during which I’d behaved impeccably, even made a joke or two, but we could see in each other’s eyes we weren’t supposed to be talking; this wasn’t natural.




  If I was still a teacher, I guess I’d mark him like this:




  Appearance: Average.




  Conversation: Average.




  Overall: Gary is a very pleasant pupil not weighed down by ambition or thought. You will always know exactly where you are with him. And that is Stevenage.




  You see? Nice guy. Perfectly nice, perfectly good.




  But that’s what annoyed me, I guess. This idea that “He’s okay, he’s good enough, he’ll do.” There was no spark, no light. No stand-out trait. And as I stood there at that party, and looked at him, and at Sarah, over his shoulder, pretending she hadn’t noticed that we were talking and that this was a perfectly normal thing for twenty-first-century grown-ups to deal with, I thought: Where’s the magic?




  The magic had been there when we met, Sarah.




  The bar neither of us had been to before. The walk down the South Bank under an almost-full moon. The old lady on the nightbus who asked how long we’d been married. The number you gave me on your doorstep, the call five minutes later from the phonebox at the end of your street, the cheese on toast and wine in your kitchen, the kiss, the next kiss, the promise we made that one day we’d track down that mad old woman and invite her to our wedding.




  Okay. Maybe not real magic. Maybe the moon could have been more full, and we could have found something other than cheese on toast, and maybe our teeth shouldn’t have clashed the second time we kissed, but magic enough for me, Sarah. And I thought magic enough for you. That’s a real start to a relationship. A story. What have you and Gary got?




  You met at a company away day. You were in the same team-building exercise. You got drunk in a Hilton near a motorway. Two months later, due to corporate restructuring, Gary was relocated from Stevenage. You met at seven, you were both on time, and you went to an All Bar One and then a Pizza Express. The next day, Gary helped you get a better deal on a second-hand Golf. Now you’re engaged.




  Well, good God, Sarah, I hope you sold the film rights.




  But no. That’s all fine. And yes. I’m being an idiot.




  But I wanted the beginning to be strong enough to get us to the end, Sarah, and you should have wanted that, too. Neither of us should have to settle for a Margherita.




  And so, to work.




  London Now is the freesheet I told you about earlier—a kind of Metro or London Paper, but this one packed to the brim with reviews of things you can do NOW! or TONIGHT! or TOMORROW! It’s aimed at people who just don’t know what to do with themselves, or who like to impress other people on the tube by turning to the Live In London section and circling avant-garde Mexican jazz fusion gigs they’ll never go to, and would mispronounce anyway.




  There’s the usual mix of other stuff: news straight from our inbox, horoscopes bought in from some mental with a fax machine in the country, pap pics of pop stars and comics stumbling out of the Groucho or Century, there are On This Days, and Did You Knows, and I Saw Yous, and other ways to start a sentence no one will ever want to hear you finish.




  It’s also doomed. We all know it, but there’s only so much a vanity project can do in a market like this. They’d managed a successful launch in Manchester and simply thought they could add a little London content and start a whole new paper in the capital. It was a little swagger in a knee-deep recession, a bold move with a bit of Russian money behind it, but it was Zoe and the team who now had to deal with it day to day.




  And God, I just listened to myself. I sound ungrateful. And I think I may be giving you a picture of myself I’m not entirely comfortable with. I enjoy the job when there’s enough of it, I have my savings, and being freelance means I have to turn my hand to anything, but that’s also kind of the problem. I have no speciality. I am not London Now’s resident anything. I’m just a general reviewer, giving general thoughts to the general public about things in general.




  Well, I say “general thoughts.” That’s not quite true. These thoughts aren’t my general thoughts. They’re extreme versions. Because you have to have an opinion. Last week, I went to a Persian in Bayswater called Sinbad. I suppose if I was still a teacher, I’d have marked it like this:




  Starter: Yep, fine, absolutely fine, nothing special, but okay.




  Main: Not bad, I ate it all, so yeah.




  Overall: This place is okay, so if you’re in the area, and you are hungry, and you like Persian food, give it a go, or not. I’m not fussed.




  But now I can’t get away with that. Now I have to say things like:




  Starter: Bland, turgid, ironically a nonstarter.




  Main: Insult to possible internal injury.




  Overall: Irritatingly forgettable. If it were a name referring to its food, Sinbad could not be made up of two more apt syllables.




  You see? Ha ha. I am clever.




  More barbed, more cynical, more knowing. And all from a man who once gave himself food poisoning cooking chips.




  Zoe loved it. She loves all this kind of stuff. And I guess I do it to impress her a bit. Partly because it means she’ll give me more work, but partly also because it’s nice to impress a girl.




  I suppose if I were still a teacher, I would mark her like this:




  Appearance: Zoe Alice Harper is neat and tidy with an eye for the latest fashions, as evidenced by the very many ASOS bags that litter the area around her desk. Her hair, once a long chestnut mane, is now cut into a bob, which is the type of thing that can happen when you have a “long lunch” and are feeling unnaturally gregarious in the stylist’s chair. Zoe would do well to remember this in future.




  Attitude: Zoe is a girl with ambition and drive, whose work is consistent and above average, although her greatest dream, I think, if I can break character for just a moment, is to work on one of those I Hate Everything columns. You know the ones. The ones that tell you everything is appalling. Every new TV show or story in the news has some terrible downside to it that is a complete affront to the person writing it, furious that they could have spent their time doing other, more important things, like microwaving some pasta, or staring. That they could have done a better job, even though they’d never make it past the first wave of interviews. That everything would be better if they were in charge. Problem is, I don’t think she’s really like that. It’s just the trend. A way to get noticed. A shortcut to humor, like those people at dinner parties who mistake cynicism for wit, or bile for interesting opinion.




  Still. It’s her own time she’s wasting.




  (© The Teacher’s Bumper Book of Handy Phrases)




  Overall: I applaud her confidence and like her new hair and predict great things.




  I’m as guilty of faux cynicism as anyone, by the way. Although I’d hope it was for a forgivable set of reasons. When Sarah and I were splitting up, I described almost every album I was given for review as trashy or slipshod or synthetic (I know nothing about music, unless you count Hall & Oates). I started writing “whom” instead of “who.” When she finally left me, I vented by scowling through screenings and crucifying directors (I know nothing about films, either, apart from The Shawshank Redemption, which I love, and I quite like Pedro Almodovar, too, but I don’t tell anyone because it makes me sound pompous). The simple truth is, I did not care. Life dictated those reviews, not me.




  And today, a hungover day after a horrible night, I guess someone’s in for it.




  But whom?




  “Abrizzi’s,” said Zoe.




  She was wearing a black polo neck and those glasses she doesn’t really need but that make her look like she’s some kind of commissioning editor on a metropolitan newspaper. Which she likes to remind me she sort of is. I think secretly she doesn’t like the fact that I knew her at university, when she was all Longpigs T-shirts and 20/20, a doe-eyed Winona Ryder in Converse.




  We’d been close at uni. Talked earnestly about the future and our places in it. Then she’d gone her way, which had earned her a desk and those glasses, and I’d gone mine, which had earned me some bags under my eyes.




  “New Italian place, for the New In Town section. Should be nice for you. You used to say breadsticks were just vegetarian Peperami. Remember those days? When you used to get outraged in the Pizza Hut on Haymarket because you thought that them putting out breadsticks was a conspiracy to fill you up and stop you gorging on the rest of the free buffet?”




  I am amazed I never became a celebrity chef.




  “You look dreadful, by the way. And what’s that smell?”




  “It might be blackberries,” I said, “or nerd. I’ve just had breakfast with a nerd.”




  “It’s not blackberries,” she said. “Must be nerd. How is Dev?”




  “More like Dev than ever,” I said, looking at the printout she’d given me. “A restaurant, then. Another restaurant.”




  She just smiled. She’d been good to me, throwing work my way, and I was grateful. One night, when things had been going wrong with Sarah, I’d poured my heart out to my old friend, told her the mistakes I’d made in life, been far too honest and drunk and lost. Told her if only I could start again; if only I had something of my own to shape and shift and mold. Despite everything that had happened since, despite the distance that was now between us, I wanted to do right by her, as she was doing by me.




  She’d loved the last review, I could see that, because something about it had appealed to the world-weary woman this girl wanted to be. But instantly I had it again: this crystal-clear vision I’ve been having. The head chef at Sinbad, eagerly awaiting the return of one of his waiters, because he’s heard the restaurant’s finally been reviewed, and he can’t wait to see what they thought. “A food critic!” he’ll be thinking. “At last! A well-traveled and knowledgeable urban connoisseur! What delights await me? How do my wonders translate to the written word?” And then, as the waiter dashes in from the tube holding a rain-spattered copy of London Now over his head, his stomach will sink and his eyes sting as the words “irritatingly forgettable” are forever branded onto his heart. And as his ventricles smolder, and his eyes cloud over, it won’t occur to him that really, that phrase makes no sense, because why would you be irritated by something you can’t even be bothered to remember? And yet it’ll all be fine. Tomorrow night, there will be as many people in Sinbad as there are tonight. No one else even cares. Even I only cared for about half an hour, and then I watched The Weakest Link. But Mr. Sinbad? Mr. Sinbad will carry those words with him to the grave, feeling a little less of a chef on the way. And all thanks to a man who can’t even remember what it was he ordered.




  I shook the image away.




  “Where is it?” I asked.




  Somewhere central, please. Not Harrow, or Uxbridge, or Mudchute. The last thing I want is an hour’s trip to Mudchute to eat on my own at a bad Chinese.




  “Charlotte Street,” she said, brightly.




  Charlotte Street. I was just there. Just yesterday.




  Blue coat. Nice shoes. The smile.




  What if I’d talked to her last night? Properly talked to her?




  “It’s a six o’clock reservation.”




  “Six? You must know some people in some pretty high places.”




  She smirked. I thought back to our uni days. When did we change? Were we still pretending to be grown-ups, more jaded and jaundiced than we were? I’m not sure who we were trying to impress: the world, or each other.




  “Whenever you can file is good,” she said. “Ask them what they recommend, order whatever it is, keep your receipt, don’t go mad, and pay for your own booze. Also, keep Thursday night free.”




  “Why?”




  “Gallery opening.”




  “But I don’t know anything about art.”




  “I’m giving you work,” she said. “I thought that’s what you wanted.”




  I spent the journey home looking at the albums and DVDs she’d given me for review, trying to work out how I could make fun of their titles.




  When I got back to the flat, I knew there would be e-mails. Ones I wouldn’t really want to read. Ones telling me what a fool I’d made of myself, how I should just grow up, and others full of concern for my mental health and saying things like, Hey, pal, if you ever want to talk.




  So I checked them anyway.




  Jase, wrote Ben. Do you want to meet up for a coffee? Might be good to chat.




  Delete.




  Jason, it’s Anna, wrote Sarah’s best friend, who’d been just waiting for this engagement to be announced so she could run around town organizing horrible hen nights and buying pink fairy wings for everyone to wear as they crash and whoop and blunder their way into every Pitcher & Piano in Islington and beyond. I just think you need to take a long, hard look at yourself and maybe rein in the drinking because it’s not healthy, all this drinking, Jason. A pint does not solve anything, and you also need to let Sarah and Gareth live their lives because you had your chance and you need to be a grown-up about it.




  There were another nine paragraphs below it.




  Delete.




  And then . . . uh oh.




  Gary.




  Jason. Listen, fella . . .




  I cringed. He was using “fella.” He was going to be matey. Worse, he was going to be understanding.




  Sarah doesn’t know I’m writing this, so best keep it on the down-low.




  Of course she knows, Gary. Because you told her and she said it didn’t sound like a good idea, but you decided to be the bigger man about it, and she probably said, “God, that’s why I love you. It’s so amazing to be with an actual grown-up,” and then she stood there and read over your shoulder as you typed.




  But I saw your messages and I just want to say I know how you must be feeling. I wouldn’t want to lose Sarah either. And the way it happened means I guess there are unresolved issues. If you ever want to talk . . .




  And that’s where I had to stop reading.




  I fired back a quick, Thanks, Gary, that’s really good of you, and I wandered downstairs to get Dev to shut up shop and come for a pint.




  Because actually, Anna, sometimes a pint solves everything.




  There can be nothing worse than sitting in a restaurant on your own, people who don’t often sit in restaurants on their own will tell you. But I don’t mind it. I get to think.




  My afternoon with Dev Ranjit Sandananda Patel had ended at Postman’s Park. We seemed to end up at Postman’s Park, nestled between Little Britain and Angel Street, a lot these days. It’s the tiles we love.




  I’ll explain.




  In 1887, George Frederic Watts, the son of a humble piano maker, wrote to The Times with a brave new idea. An idea that would commemorate for all time the heroism shown by normal, everyday people. It would mark Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, and stand as testament to ordinary lives given out of extraordinary good. It was a beautiful idea.




  Dev and I would make a point of swinging by whenever we were near—and since the offices of London Now were just a few minutes away, that was often—and today, our pub crawl had taken us closer and closer. We didn’t have to say where we were going. We just knew.




  Anyway, Watts’s letter to The Times did nothing. No one backed him. No one believed in him. So he did it anyway. And now, along one wall of an old church garden in the middle of the City of London, yards from what used to be the General Post Office, are dozens and dozens of glazed Royal Doulton tiles, each one commemorating another act of selfless, singular bravery.




  We’d stood in front of one, and Dev had rolled a cigarette.




  GEORGE STEPHEN FUNNELL, police constable, December 22 1899.




  In a fire at the Elephant and Castle, Wick Road, Hackney Wick, after rescuing two lives, went back into the flames, saving a barmaid at the risk of his own life.




  It was the silences after reading I most enjoyed.




  “Maybe,” said Dev, at one point, “it’s because we’re not heroes. Maybe we don’t feel worthwhile because we’ve never done anything heroic.”




  “I didn’t say I didn’t feel worthwhile.”




  “You do, though, don’t you?” he said. “I do.”




  I turned back, and read another.




  ALICE AYRES, daughter of a bricklayer’s laborer, who by intrepid conduct saved three children from a burning house in Union Street, Borough, at the cost of her own young life.




  “I mean, we go about our daily lives,” said Dev. “You write your reviews and I sell my games, and sometimes you sell my games and I write your reviews.”




  I smiled, but Dev didn’t.




  “We feel like we’re doing things,” he said. “But what are we really doing? What will we be able to say we’ve ever done?”




  I thought about it.




  “I had some soup last Wednesday.”




  Dev lit his fag and shook his head.




  “I’m serious, Jase. What if life’s about the moments? And what if you don’t take that moment? What if you don’t take that moment and another moment never comes? You could be remembered as a hero, or you could just be another person who quietly lived right up until the day they quietly died.”




  He pointed at another tile.




  “George Lee,” he said. “At a fire in Clerkenwell, carried an unconscious girl to the escape, falling six times, and died of his injuries. July 26, 1876.”




  He paused.




  “He used the moment,” he said.




  “So what do you recommend?” I asked the waiter.




  Abrizzi’s was fine. It had nice, functional decor (which I’ll have to call boring), efficient staff (Cold? No, robotic. Robotic is better), and, well, I don’t really know what else. What else do restaurant critics look out for? There was cutlery. Enough cutlery for me, certainly, although I didn’t know how to turn that into a negative. And bread—there was a small basket of bread. I guess it could have been slightly bigger.




  “The penne is excellent, we have very good veal,” said the waiter, who moments before had split his sides laughing when he realized the reservation wasn’t for that Jason Priestley. I laughed along, too, even though, now that I was thirty-two, the joke was just beginning to wear a little thin.




  “We also have pizzas, of course, the very best in town.”




  “Cool. What type of pizza?”




  “My favorite is a thin crust, with fresh tomato, plus a little basil, and mozzarella.”




  “A Margherita?”




  “Well . . . an Abrizzi’s.”




  A Margherita seemed fitting.




  “I’ll have an Abrizzi’s.”




  The waiter—whose name I then noticed was Herman, so I don’t think he’s got much right to laugh at others—wandered off with my menu, and I sipped at my drink. I was at a table for two, and I was facing the window, watching the evening crowd leaving work, hailing taxis, heading for the pub. Meeting friends, meeting partners, having fun.




  I snapped a breadstick in two.




  But hey. This wasn’t so bad. Perhaps I looked mysterious to the people around me: this lone, dangerous man staring out onto Charlotte Street. Perhaps I looked like a trained killer, and everyone was craning their necks to see what a trained killer would order, and then be disappointed when it was a Margherita and some Appletiser.
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