ONE
Dexter, get this down ya! John gives me another pill.
That sweaty, gurning, huggy prick. I love him. I love everyone in the club at this very moment – at the exact point when the room falls silent, save for a few whistles and yelps,  and then the needle drops to the heart of the bass-line and the crowd throbs in unison to a club anthem. Arms twitch close to hips, eyes roll, lights laser through smoky black, all the while beats are piercing the optimistic souls of youth. I fuckin’ love it. A simple piano melody slaloms between a shaker and a vocal and as I follow the melodic rift into a euphoric wank-inspiring climax - that’s the moment when I first see her. She too is a slave to her dance, which if the lights were turned on and the music and drugs turned  off, would make her look like a drunken maths teacher, with cerebal pulsy, trying to ‘hail a cab’. I smile and she smiles.... or gurns, and the club bubbles to a crescendo of love and lust and liberty and all the things that you forget when you grow a little older. And that night I fuck the dawn into her lost world, until eventually we find each other.
TWO
Her youth has now faded, coroded, along with the hopes and ambitions of a generation of young clubbers once embraced by the warm arms of ecstasy. 
In the aftermath of my twenties I am left depleted of serotonin, exhausted with cynicism and I’m a little bit more of a cunt. At least that’s what she tells me. 
I’ve just wasted two hours of my life watching patronizing television shows. The latest of which pits two overweight women against each other, to find out, ‘for certain’ you understand, which of them is Darren’s true love. The women have been screaming their worthless venom at each other for the entire segment, goaded by a cock who conducts their argument, in harmony with the audiences’ gasps and jeers, in an operatic master class. The audience reach fever pitch when Darren enters stage left, to a chorus of boos, holding the hand of a third woman – with bump. Booooooooo - Booooooo! 
What a load of bollocks I think, as I turn it up.
I look at Darren and wonder how he managed to attract three women? Poor bastard. 
I’m on a downer. Indulging myself in pity, mourning my youth. I want desperately to drift on the breeze of a melancholic high. To stir the emotions usually triggered in me by a change of season or a lost song. 
I reach forward and grab my can of warm lager, I take a large swig, allowing the bitter wash to bring me back home. The noise of the television is suddenly loud, Darren’s girls have each other by the hair, and I swear I can see a wry grin on the face of the host.
I look up to see Kate, my wife, standing in the doorway. She is saying something, but I’m looking at her hips. The white shirt that she’s wearing is pulled tight over her breasts and hugs her body, resting at the top of her jeans.
Well? She asks
Well what?
Are you even listening to me?
And in her agitated state, I still see the beauty of her firm hips. She stands by the window allowing the cast of a late sun to drench her flesh. Her eyes, big and black, in contrast with her pale skin. And just for that moment I can reconcile the image with a young dancing angel, lost in her world. 
Sorry, I didn’t hear you.
You never do Dexter, that’s the problem.
The fading tones of our relationship hang in the air along side the tolls of distant church bells, ding, ding, ding, ding, the repetition is emblematic of what our marriage has become. Routine being a blight on our love.
I can feel my anger now. A recoiled rage stirring in my gut, waiting for its chance, briefly arrested by a large intake of breath.
I’m watching this. What do you want?
The rage simmers, eluding my control, an untamed beast. An ugly manifestation of a thousand past fights, waiting, idol.
I hope you’re not planning on laying around, watching this crap all day! she pushes. 
And now the rage is on its way. A freight load of bubbling, burning anger, surging through my stomach, up through my lungs and I’m on my feet, launching the spent can against the wall with very little affect, in fact it makes barely any noise at all.
It’s nearly finished Kate. Just fuck off will you.
Fuck you Dexter.
She retreats into the kitchen. Leaving me to face myself, to ask myself questions in the aftermath of another overreaction. 
The instant solitude brings with it a wash of guilt. I shouldn’t have lost it. It’s just another sign that our respect for each other is fading. My unreasoned rages are becoming more frequent and holding less justification. My weak attempts at applying reason have all failed in the past, and I can’t explain this outburst either.
Kate returns to clean up the pathetically feeble, wall-tapping, empty can. Her immense emotional strength is paraded in front of me as a threat. It is her form of retaliation. She is a positive force and she remains unshaken.  But I know what she’s thinking, ‘you’re the cunt Dexter - not me’. 
There is no room for words. The space between us is dense with repulsion and dusty hostilities. Any such repent now would be exposed as the worthless token it is. An apology, my apology, would carry more than a whiff of insincerity and she knows it. She would rather I just let rip with another rant than offer such pathetic compensation. ‘Be the angry twat that you are’ she urges with a fixed glare. ‘Be the demon that dances in this fiery hell, the snake that slithers in the pit of my soul, the sadistic cunt that clipped the feathers of his flying angel, then didn’t catch me when I fell. You will face your retribution Dexter. Crucified with burning guilt and solemn justice. Without a witness. You will end up a very lonely old man’.
Yeah, that’s what she was thinking alright. She wouldn’t articulate it that way, we can agree upon that. She’s just thinking I’m scum, not worthy enough to be her partner, but it amounts to the same thing.
But it was a thought, a sentiment, that I could feel boring its way down into my life with ferocious intent. A thought that would often confront me wildly and unsuspecting. Friendships have become transient, melting into acquaintances. My social landscape is in autumn bloom. The glories of my youth laying scattered among the leaves, being kicked around the pavements of a distant town, gleaming a red and orange hue, the fallen remnants of a past life. Just like me.
When did you become such a horrible man Dexter? she asks me.
‘When’ did I become such a horrible man? not ‘why’ or ‘how’ but ‘when?’ – A single word implying it had occurred without our awareness. It was just some gradual disease that happened upon us, infecting our marriage, rendering me terminally ill with rage and resentment.
It was a moment for consideration, I delved inside myself to sound out my emotions... nothing. I imagined myself fishing. Standing on the bank of a river flowing from my brain to my heart, with a rod in my hand I cast deep into a fast current, hoping to pull something out that I would recognize as an ounce of love for this woman. The sunlight of my soul beaming down upon the river, desperate to return a reflection, a clear and honest image of myself on which I could plot my path forward. But as I reel the line back in from the mind-fuck, all I’d caught was an introspective image of a wellington boot with a used tampon hanging from it.
‘When did you become such a horrible man?’  The thought revolves, slowly, sparking bursts of recollection, of calling Kate a bitch, of failing to collect her from the station one cold October night, of not holding her, loving her or, worst of all, even needing her. Years of complacency had driven us apart and now the bitterness has come knocking at our door to collect the back rent.
I thought back to the roots of our love, to a February embrace that fertilized eight years of clean living for me. An end to my all consuming desire for escapism. 
I am now in a place I had desperately longed to be, for many years. The warm bed of security, a daily routine and steady job. All puncuated with the solid dependency of a wife. Yet this promise land with all its jewels and riches provides me with nothing more that mere mediocrity. Life tosses out it’s fatty scraps on which my rage can feast all day, every day. But what is the alternative? I know my memories of darker days are masked with rose tinted anecdotes. Smiles supersede any tears in the fight for recollection. And my memory of the night I met Kate is no exception.
We met in the Empire. A club that routinely gave birth to couples. A maternity ward for young love with alcohol and drugs embodying the role of the midwife. We were not on a date, in fact I’d never even met Kate before that night. After she had smiled at me on the dance floor, I had waited for an opportunity to talk with her. I saw her standing at the bar, waiting to be served.
Look, I don’t normally chat up random women in clubs. I admitted. But you look pretty bored. Actually, you look pretty and bored. I thought I’d come and cheer you up.
Her dress wrapped itself tight around her figure, forming a skin of silver. 
So, just to be clear, are you chatting me up?
Her brunette hair, bobbed just short of her shoulders. Her understated make-up and bright eyes intoxicated me with lust.
What man in their right mind wouldn’t?
A married man?
I held forth my hands and performed a finger dance, 
no rings. I said.
It’s a good start. She said.
And it was. We remained at the bar lost in conversation, presenting our personalities, I laced mine heavily with humour and confidence to strengthen my pitch. Both of us stood with our heads tilted down and forward, ensuring we caught every word above the loud thumping sound system.
Do you fancy going to somewhere quieter?  I suggested. She agreed.
The surge of life that had run through our blood, that first night, would never again run as red or as urgent. We fell in love there and then, to the back drop of a small Sussex town,  perched on the edge of exultant ecstasy under a canopy of February stars. On a bench outside a cheap seafront fish and chip bar.
Enslaved to this emotion, this natural high, I found it difficult to progress and evolve at the pace our relationship demanded. Real life got in the way, when all I wanted to do was to bask in the sunshine of new love, to hear the sounds of poetic verse encapsulating my lyrical, beating heart. I wanted to lose myself in the sinews of desire, deep inside my soul, to stay young and exhilarated. Or ‘immature’ as she calls it.
I remain desperate for pleasure, even now in my late forties, worn to the bone with social exhaustion. I seek out my twenties on bended knee. I beg for the stomach churning, heart turning, self defining blows of youth. The women and music and clothes and parties and beer and drugs and Sunday afternoon in parks chasing come downs to sun down. I thrived on my hope and hunger for life.
During the absorbing intensity of that first year, we marched through the cliches of love, hand in hand. Kate was my waking thought, she was a ray of red sun that made me glad to wake and live and to smell the street air through an open window. Our hearts were spiked on the same hook and cast high above the universe in a unifying retreat from everything before. Our golden souls shining naively across the faces of cynical onlookers, of which there were a few, starting with her mum and working through her list of friends.
Our fuse burnt fiercely through the years, down wick, warming the doors to my rage. It was only time itself that prevented me from cracking like wood in the fire.

THREE
Receding summer evenings surrendered to autumn’s call. The rusting landscape signalling England’s seasonal defeat. Surrey encompasses all that is beautiful in this serene metamorphasis. The cooling sun purrs blood orange, passing clouds absorbing hues in harmony with dying leaves. A consolidating colour palette spreads across the hills and woodland like spilt ink. The change brings with it a mysterious and poetic message from the earth and the dirt of life. A message to be heed by society’s ungrateful lodgers, the moaners and grumblers, the negative comrades of mankind. Men and women who choose to embitter their souls with self pity and darkened distortions of hope and dignity. Autumn brings to those with sorrowful minds a blanket of comfort. A soft, feathered edge to the harsh desolate nights of despair that await in the corners of winter.
A self-motivated seasonal depressive, I have often visited these corners. A perverse indulgence that I undertake without thought or enthusiam. This autumn, my lament will seek to sane a summer madness, to reveal a burdening truth, “when did I become a horrible man?”.
FOUR
John’s a good friend. Probably the only true friend I have. He’s done really well for himself working in finance somewhere in the city and has a great six-bedroom house about 10 miles down the road from me. John dates a lot of women through one of these online dating sites. He buys a lot of dinners in a lot of fancy restaurants but rarely does John get a second date. He’s a very positive bloke but, facially, he’s working with a difficult set tools. Okay, John is ugly. He has a full head of hair and he dresses well. He’s got very pale skin. Not translucent more like a Farrow and Ball shade of white such as School House White or Skimming Stone white, or grey as most people will know it. John’s skin contrasts strikingly with his red hair (Red Earth). It’s not a ginger thing, the ugliness, it comes more from the arrangement of his features. His nose is too high up his face, much further away from his mouth than it should be. And his eyes closer to his ears than his nose. He has a short forehead and so his hairline flirts with his eyebrows. I often wonder if he can smell his own hair. I’ve not asked him this.
I am a little surprised when he tells me he is seeing a new girl. A girl that he has been on a date with, more than once. It seems remarkable to me.
Her name is Susan. He tells me. She’s late-forties, pretty successful actually. She has a property portfolio.
Despite her ‘portfolio of properties’, I suggest that the four of us should meet. Firstly, I want to check if she’s real. And if she is real, I want to assess just how ugly, or potentially pyscho, she is. You’ve got to understand - I love John, but John is much richer than me, he has a nicer house and up until now he’s enjoyed a life without an embittered marriage. So if I can at least have the satisfaction that he has an offensively ugly girlfriend then it’s something I can be smug about, if only for a short while. Smugness is a reward I like to hunt down at my stage in life.
I propose a date for the end of the month. It’s unlikely either of us have plans for the next couple of weekends but you can’t scare people off with spontinaity.
Shall we meet up in town? John asks. He means London but says up in town. The ‘up’ is very important. 
There’s a new restaurant just opened on the High Street, in town. Fancy it? I counter. In town, no ‘up’ means Guildford.  
Ok great. Text me the deets. Jon says. 
Deets? I echo back to him. I understood of course, but I can’t let it pass without comment.
Details. He bites.
Prick. I reply.
FIVE
The four of us arrive outside the restaurant at the same time.
Dexter! John says, reaching for a handshake. How’ya doing mate? His exagerated South London accent has made a reappearance, last heard in 1997 while talking to strangers, also from Surrey, in Legends nightclub. 
All good. I reply, looking across to Susan, who takes two steps away from us all to receive a call on her mobile.
John looks back at Susan and smiles, before turning to Kate. You look beautiful. 
Thanks John. It’s amazing what make-up can achieve these days. Kate says. She isn’t lying.
We stand around, a little awkwardly, while Susan continues her phone conversation. She becomes increasingly more irrate with the poor person on the other end of the line. A few minutes later and she is in a full blazing row, and even though she has crossed to the other side of the street for more privacy, you can still hear the venom spewing from her mouth. 
You’d better pay, you Turkish guttersnipe, or you’ll be seeing Ahmid - Do you hear me? And with that she calmly switches off her phone and crosses the road to rejoin us. With a smile on her face she greets Kate and I. She seems remarkably upbeat considering what’s just happened. 
You must be Dexter and Kate, I’ve been hearing all about you.
Not from your Turkish friend I hope? I say jokingly.
She laughs. Sorry about that. It was one of my more testing tennants, I let a few properties in the area. She lowers her voice. Mostly Turkish tenents. 
Is someone late with the rent? Kate asks.
Anyway... Susan continues, pushing the question aside, I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you guys, shall we go in?
The waiter shows us to a table at the rear of the restaurant.
Sorry, Susan begins, turning to the waiter with a sour look on her face, I’m not sitting here watching people go in and out of the toilets all night. I turn to see a door to the toilets a few tables away from us on the back wall. Do you have something more suitable? she asks.
The waiter scans the rest of us for an objection before walking away to find the manager. We remain standing until the manager wanders over. 
There is a problem with your table Sir? He addresses me, he looks right into my eyes. He’s going to spit on my food, I think.
Yes, I’m not particularly enamoured with our table. Susan says laying claim to the matter. Can we sit over there? she points at some tables near the entrance.
Follow me. The manager weaves through the middle of two tables and we are directed, at most, two meters to the left. 
How is this Madam?
Really? Can we not have a table by the window? You appear to have some empty tables there.
Maybe something worse than spit, I think.
Unfortunately we have reservations on these tables Madam. The manager replies, appearing to stand his ground.
Well this table is ok. John intervenes, trying to reason,
Yes, this’ll do. I confirm, before declaring, I’m getting thirsty.
Susan shoots me a look that says ‘don’t undermine me you fucker’. I thought of Ahmid.  I pictured a burly Asian, snapping Turks for pleasure. My eyes look back to the table and I pull out a chair ready to sit.
No! Susan says sharply, her eyes still fixed on me, then quickly they shoot back to the manager. No, I’m not sitting here. I’ve asked for a table near the front. Now, I’m not unreasonable, in fact I will  even be willing to pay a premium for the privalage. Shall we call it a £75 surcharge? 
Unfortunately we are unable to change the reservation at such short notice Madam. We will however be happy to accommodate you on another evening? I will just retrieve our diary and check availability. Please bear with me. He was cool under pressure. An experienced restaurant manager used to dealing with drunks, children and people with ‘control’ issues. He could deal with us in his sleep. He made Susan look inferior, while at the same time appearing to help her. The guy had class.
Don’t bother with your little diary. We’re eating elsewhere.
Certainly Madame. Good evening.
And that was that. We all follow Susan out of the restaurant and back out on to the High street.
Well, I’ve never been so insulted. Susan claims. But I doubt that.
I’m starving. Kate stokes.
There’s a Pizza Express just around the corner, they’ll have some tables. John says trying hard to salvage the situation. He was aware that finding a table in a decent restaurant, without a reservation, on a Friday night in Guildford, will be near impossible.
I don’t fancy pizza. Susan says.
They do pasta dishes. I dared.
Fine. She finally concedes. 
SIX
We manage to get seated and we order our food. Susan asks for a salad while the rest of us order pizza. She orders an expensive bottle of white wine and requests that it was chilled thoroughly and brought to the table in an ice bucket with fresh ice and just a small amount of water. The waiter, a spotty kid barely out of school, looks at her with berwilderment as he writes down her specific instructions. His mouth remaining open the entire time. 
You can see life eating away at Susan, the loose salt on the table, the angry spots on the waiter’s face. The couple laughing loudly on the adjacent table. It all pokes at her like an annoying kid. I loved it. I mean, I am cynical, angry and occassionally obnoxious, but this lady is something else. She can turn just like that. I didn’t like her at all but I didn’t want the evening to run too quickly either. 
SEVEN
The taxi drops Kate and I back home a little after 11.00pm. I walk straight to the kitchen and pull a beer from the fridge. I’m drunk and tired, Kate’s talking urgently and condescendingly about Susan.
You can see why she’s rich though. I countered.
Dexter, she’s a bloody idiot.
Well, I suspect she’s a lot of things Kate but not an idiot.
You just wouldn’t behave like that.
No. I wouldn’t.
She can have all the money she wants, but manners don’t cost a thing.
No. They don’t.
It was embarrassing. She’s rude.
No. I know.
Do you fancy her? 
What?
Oh my god, you fancy her!
Fuck off Kate.
I know you too well Dexter, she’s your type. Angular face, petite, big hips, brunette.
You’ve just described yourself Kate. 
And there were some similarities. Susan, however, wore her make up in abundance. You can see she has spray tans and nail treatments. She is a tiny bit fitter than Kate, but less natural. Susan would look a lot different in the morning, I think to myself.
I’m nothing like that tart. Kate says. But she was.
You are a little. I reply
You’re such a twat Dexter. I’m going to bed.
I down the rest of my bottle and place it on the side. Yeah, I quite fancy an early night. I say letting out a small, forced yawn.
Don’t get any ideas! she says.
I tutt, turn around, open the fridge and grab myself another beer. I stumble into the front room and turn on the television. ‘My wife’s father made a pass at me” is the title of the segment. A different conductor, the same shitty opera. I watch it until I fall asleep.
EIGHT
I think of how often I must have sat at this desk, at the start of a new week, cringing about my weekend’s beahviour. It feels good this Monday morning not having to deal with that pain. I wonder if Susan is having any post-weekend cringes. It’s a universal issue. Hang-xiety. I’d bet half the people in this office are suffering! 
I look across my desk to Lisa. She’s a party girl in her early twenties. She sits there staring at her computer screen, unwrapping a bar of chocolate. I imagine all the bad things she could have gotten up to over the weekend. Pissing in the street. One night stand. Getting off with her best mates boyfriend. She’s capable of anything. 
So what did you get up to over the weekend? I ask her.
Not a lot. She replies.
Right. It’s just that you have this look, plastered all over your face. I don’t know Lisa, but you kind of look guilty. I lie.
What? No I don’t... Do I? 
Seriously, I noticed it when you came in. You don’t look your normal self. I lie and fish some more.
Fuck. Really? Oh, It’s nothing major. I just got a bit pissed and made a complete dick of myself in front of Sean. 
Sean was a guy she had fancied for the past five months. I knew all about Sean, because I had listened to his biography, it seemed, for the past five months.
What did you do? I ask.
Told him I fancied him.
Then what?
Then what Dex? Then that, that was it, duh!
So, you told him you fancied him and that’s it?
Lisa looked at me and tutted.
What did he say? I ask.
I couldn’t hear him Dex. The bloody train doors shut as he started talking.
You were standing on a train when you told him?
He was on the train. She says. She is visibly irritated by my questions.
Have you heard from him since? I ask.
Of course I haven’t. God I’m so embarrased. I’m never drinking again.
I don’t see what the problem is. Just text him.
You’re such a bloke.
What does that even mean?
Forget it Dexter. You shouldn’t be so fucking nosey anyway. I admire her honesty.
She was a good sort. Attractive too. She talked about sex a lot, nothing graphic or crude, but just suggestive banter. It sometimes turned me on. I guess if I’d been ten years younger, I’d be looking to nail her right there, across her desk. 
I left it another twenty minutes before broaching the subject again.
How do you know he wasn’t telling you that he fancied you? I mean, if you couldn’t hear him, he could’ve been saying anything. Right?
Don’t you think he would’ve text by now? She says.
Maybe he’s just shy. 
He’s not.
Maybe he asked you to call him but you didn’t hear... because of the doors.
Maybe we should get on with some fucking work. She says picking up a handful of jobsheets and shuffling them in front of her to signal the conversation is over. 
I couldn’t let it go. It was passing the time nicely.
Look, just text him and tell him you didn’t hear what he said.
Are you mental Dexter. God, I don’t know how your wife puts up with you.
NINE
Lunch hour comes quickly and I decide to stretch my legs. I walk into town. It’s a hot day and I fix my eyes on the bare legs of pretty woman. There is plenty to look at. The local university and office blocks spit out young women in their droves.
I head for a small cafe just off the main street. They make the best sandwiches in town. I order my usual, bacon and avacado on brown with a medium americano. I take a table out on the street and make the most of summer’s tail.
Then I see her, she’s looking right at me and it’s too late for me to pretend otherwise.
You’ve got the right idea. She says.
Susan. I reply and politely stand to greet her. I want to offer my hand, but she’s bent herself toward me, presenting a cheek. I oblige. Yeah, it’s a lovely day. I say. 
I sit myself back down. 
I had a nice evening on saturday, we should do it again sometime. Susan says.
Sure, yeah. It was, great. I reply
She pulls out the other chair from under my table and takes a seat.
Do they do table service? She asks.
I don’t think so.
An old guy in an apron appears from the cafe with my sandwich and coffee.
Can I get a cappucino? She asks him.
You’ll have to order inside. He replies. 
Go on, be an angel and bring me a cup. I’ll come in and settle up in a bit. I promise. She does a little thing with her eyes and she smiles. 
Shit, here we go again, I think. 
Sure. You want sugar? The man relents.
I guess it has to work sometimes. The guy retreats and within minutes she is sipping a cappucino and drumming on about the cost of building maintenance.
Can I ask you something Dexter? 
Sure.
Would you say I am John’s usual type? She asks.
Shit, tough opening question, I think. John doesn’t have a type. He’d spent too much of his life on his own. I can’t recall a single relationship lasting more than a few months. And of the small history he did have, there was no consistency in looks. Small, fat, light, dark. John took what was there.
I would say so, yes. I assure her. 
She reaches in to her bag. I meant to give you this on Saturday. She says and hands me her business card, it read
SUSAN DE LANDERS
INVESTMENT INSTIGATOR & CONSULTANT
DE LANDERS PROPERTY PROCUREMENT LIMITED
on one side with her contact details on the other.
It’s best to reach me on the mobile, I’m hardly in the office at all these days.
I wasn’t sure why she had given me her card or just what the fuck an investment instigator does.
Investment Instigator eh? That sounds like pretty specialist stuff. I say.
A fancy term for scrounging. She says and then flashes me the same smile she’d given the waiter.
We talk some more about her business and then she moves on to talk specifically about one of her houses nestled in the South Downs, on a country road that threads the surrounding villages together. She owns a number of rural properties.
Do you have property in Hamilton? I ask her. My uncle used to own a lot of farm land around there.
Yes, I have a three bed, barn conversion. At the bottom of Clay Lane, do you know it?
I do actually. My uncle’s farm backs on to Clay Lane, from the Winterborne Road entrace. He’s been there for years now. He used to be a stable lad for Lord.....
Sorry Dexter, I’ve just realised I’m late for my afternoon meeting. Susan grabs her phone from the table and stuffs it in her bag. Well look, it’s been lovely to see you, I do hope we bump into each other more often.
Me too. I lie.
She leaves. I watch as she walks away, her fit arse tilting from left  cheek to right cheek. I go inside and pay for her coffee.
TEN
Ten minutes later and I’m back at work. Lisa is also sat at her desk. She is watching something on YouTube, eating a fruit salad. 
Before you ask, no he hasn’t. She offers.
I don’t give a shit Lisa.
Kate called, she wants you to call her back.
Fuck sake!
Someone’s got themselves into a mood. Lisa says, taking some delight in my personal anger.
I proceed to tell her all about Susan and her behaviour on Saturday. I build the story nicely, crescendoing with the fact that I just had to buy her coffee. 
Not that I’m tight Lisa, you know me, it’s just that she expected it.
She sounds like an idiot. Lisa says, enthralled with my description.
Why do people keep saying that. She’s not an idiot Lisa. She’s just rude.
So why is your friend with her?
You’ve met John.
Is that the same John you set me up with?
Yeah.
Oh, ok.
It felt good to moan about Susan and it helped me to calm down enough to call Kate.
What’s up?
I can’t find the hammer.
It’s in the shed, in the green suitcase.
Obviously, why wouldn’t it be, she says sarcastically.
I was about to hang up before instinctively asking – Kate, why do you want a hammer?
I want to hang a picture.
Of what?
You’ll see when you get home wont you.
I saw Susan at lunch today.
What? Where?
She walked past me in town.
Did you talk to her?
I explained the encounter to Kate, thinking the chance to have another dig at Susan may make her happier. 
It’s a bit of a coincidence isn’t it? she asks.
What?
You ‘bumping’ into her, for lunch?.
I can’t be bothered! I say and I hang up.
My stress levels are back to max and I am obviously right on the cusp of a bad mood and losing it completely. I look up at Lisa. She can sense my distress. She seems much happier.
ELEVEN
A few weeks pass. John phones and invites us over to his for an evening, as couples. Kate whinges about it for a while, before agreeing to come with me. 
It’s a Saturday night and we arrive around 8pm. Susan answers the door, dressed in a long, tight black dress. The house smells of sweet onion and garlic. 
John’s just finishing off the risotto. Come through. She says.
Susan takes Kate through to the dining room and I find John stirring a pan of rice and chorizo, it looks good.
Check you out! I say, slapping him on the back. 
Not bad, eh? Here Dex, let me show you the starter. Here....  
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small clear bag of white powder.
What? Coke?
Shhh...
Sorry. I hush
Go out to the shed and chalk us up a couple. Don’t make it obvious. He says.
I hadn’t done coke for over two years and even then it was just a line at a friends wedding. And it was shit stuff so it doesn’t count. But John had always bought the good stuff. He never had a habit so he could hold out for it. Not like me. When I was at my worst, just before I met Kate, I was sniffing everything and anything labeled coke. I sniffed as much as I could afford as often as I could afford it. Four or five times a week. It defined me for a while. Dex, the coke-head. 
I take the bag and put it in my pocket. Susan walks in a moment later. Kate would like a small glass of Rose, I think I’ll have the same. She announces.
Great, there’s a bottle in the fridge. John replies, I fancy a small glass of port. Dex, nip to the shed and grab me a bottle will you. 
John’s shed is more of a summer house. It’s four times the size of my shed and everything is tidied away in it’s own little cubby hole, labeled and cleaned for it’s next purpose. Even the lawn mower looks like it’s fresh out of the box. I find a clean surface and tap out some of the powder. After little effort I chop up two small lines and sniff one away. I find a bottle of port in John’s wine rack and return, without an appetite.
Here you go sir. I say to John, passing him the bottle of port and the rolled note.
Cheers. It’s good stuff eh?
I wouldn’t expect anything less from you John.
I dish up the risotto as John retreats to the shed. When he returns we take the plates through to the dining room where Susan is in full flow, talking feverishly to an unimpressed Kate – so you see, the property in the suburbs pays less rent but in the long term it should give me more ROI.
Wow, this looks delicious! Kate says quickly, desperate to change the conversation. 
Thanks, I hope you like it. John replies.
It’ll be lovely. John does an awsome risotto. Susan says in encouragement ...Mind you, it is the only thing he can cook. She adds.
The drink flows steadily. John invites me to the shed to ‘look at his new putter’. We consume more coke and eventually I begin to enjoy myself. Conversation fuzzes and buzzes around me. Occassionally I’d get excited about something and labour an opinion that would mutate into a lecture, delivered with the subtlety of a fanatical preacher. Susan has me in her sights. She lets me run with a blag or two before hooking me clean out of the water with her sobering intelect.
She challenges me on everything from politics to Porches. She can out-stat me, out-wit me and out-talk me, slowly she maneouvres me, moulding me into a submissive drunk with nothing of any worth to bring to the table.
All the while Kate sits back in her chair, refusing to be drawn on any subject. Susan fires a couple of baited hooks in Kate’s direction, but Kate stands her ground, remaining silently dignified throughout.
Kate watches me dissolve into the red-eyed mess that I was when we first got together. I wonder if she thought back, amazed at herself for falling in love with such a repetitive, incoherent fool. At the time she had bought into me. She had interpreted my intoxicated energy as charisma. My overpowering opinions as passion. And eventually my drunken lust as love. And now she sits, a bystander, as I pipe the same tunes out to Susan. Kate must be able to tell I’m on coke. My jaw is skewed and tight. But if she does suspect anything, then she doesn’t care enough to ask me.
My drunken behaviour mixed with the arrogance radiating from Susan is eating away at Kate. I can sense her anger building with every exchange, I can see it in her eyes, in her posture. John’s offering no alternative to the debate. He sits there with his glass of red wine cocked at an angle that looks as if it’ll spill any minute. A smile is fixed to his face, his eyes glued to Susan. 
The time is approaching midnight. 
I’m going to ring a taxi Dexter. Kate tests.
Ah, come on Kate, it’s early. I inevitably protest.
Don’t be a spoil sport Kate. Susan adds Have another drink love. She offers Kate an opened bottle of Rose.
No thanks Susan. I would like some water though.
Susan smiles, John, be a darling and fetch Kate some water. So Kate, are you guys going anywhere nice this year? John and I have just booked up New York for Christmas.
Wow! I say, coming back into the conversation, recharged, floating on a second wind. – New York! Good choice, I’ve always wanted to go at Christmas.
Oh it is magical. Susan rambles on about her many visits, not just to New York and not just at Christmas. This lady has been all over the States at every conceivable time you could imagine. ‘New England in the fall’, ‘Los Angeles in the summer’ ‘Utah in the sping’. 
You want another drink Dex? John asks as I gulp down the rest of my red wine.
Go on then, I’ll have a brandy if you’ve got some.
Not sure I have. How about another port?
Sure.
Susan finally shuts up about her international conquests. The evening feels like it’s getting heavier. Kate has taken her shoes off and is curled up in one of the armchairs, her eyes are not closed but she’s battling to keep them open.
I felt fluffy and warm and buzzy. I follow John out to the kitchen, retrieve my port and sniff another spot straight out of the bag. 
I’ve just had the best idea. Susan says as John and I rejoin the girls on the sofas and chairs.
What? I ask.
I sit up, I’m ready to debate this one, the line is kicking in nicely.
Well... she continues, ...my sister owns a beautiful cottage down in Devon, in the middle of nowhere, it’s awesome, isn’t it John?
It’s lovely. John confirms, with his jaw skewing left and right uncontrollably. I can see Kate looking at him. If she hasn’t spotted my coke face by now then John’s is a sure give-away.
Well I spoke to Carol last night and she’s flying out to Mumbai next wednesday for a three week training programme.
Carol? Training? I ask.
Carol, my sister, come on keep up Dexter. She’s a statistics analyst, she measures online traffic and relationships between site visits, ecommerce and online advertising. She used to be a wealth management consultant at Coutts years ago. 
Sounds like she’s done well for herself. I suggest.
She does very well for herself. Yes. 
I can sense the difficulty Susan has in acknowledging this. I had hit a nerve, suddenly I could feel their sibling rivalry had bubbled over into embittered envy. It was the first real sign of weakness I had spotted in Susan and I wanted to prize it wide open.
Is she younger than you?
Only by a year.
So you’re older?
Yes Dexter. I’m the eldest daughter of two children.
How old was Carol when she started working for Coutts?
She is getting annoyed, she doesn’t like my interest in her sister. 
Let me just get to the point that I was making please Dexter, the drink really is driving you down some offroads tonight isn’t it? Carol, my younger sister, is off to Mumbai for three weeks as of next week for some seminar thing about statistics. Which will mean her cottage is going to be free.... So... Why don’t we make use of it?... The four of us?... a few days in the country. It’s a beatiful part of the world, isn’t it John?
That’s a great idea! John chips in.
I look across to Kate, she’s on the verge of sleep and doesn’t look in the least bit interested, but still she manages the slightest of grimaces.
Well we haven’t got anything planned have we Kate? A few days in the country sounds lovely. 
As the words slip out I know there’s no way of getting them back in. And, to be honest, it did sound like a good idea, but then I had drunk over a bottle of wine, some spirits, consumed half a gram of good coke and I was desperate to find out more about Carol. I was happy to commit to a weekend away, there and then. 
Ok, let’s do it. How about next weekend? I say this without looking in Kate’s direction. There, I have fully committed. Rubberstamped. Authorised, without any consultation whatsoever.
So is this Carol’s holiday home or her main house that we’re staying in? I ask Susan in an attempt to resurect our duel.
TWELVE
As soon as we are in the taxi, Kate starts.
You’re an absolute cock. She informs me.
I am not sure if it is the coke she is annoyed at, or the weekend away, or just my behaviour in general. She has a lot to aim at.
THIRTEEN
I awake the following morning to more of the same. Kate’s already up, pacing in front of the bed, wrestling on a bra that looks way too tight. ‘yeah Susan’ she says in a high pitched mocking tone, ‘We’d love to go down to Devon and spend another 72 hours with you, being treated like a couple of school children and listening to your tales of grandiour. Oh while we’re at it, can my husband flirt with you for the whole weekend too?’
What the fuck are you talking about? Look, I may have drunk too much.....
And sniffed too much!
....and had a line or two of John’s coke, yes. But flirting? With Susan? are you fucking mental?
Dexter, you’re in denial. Your tounge was hanging out the side of your mouth all night waiting for the chance to shove itself further up her ass.
You’re such a drama queen Kate. I had a couple of lines and a few glasses of wine. So I spoke to Susan most of the night. Let’s face it you and John weren’t exactly life and soul.
Prick.
As she leaves the room I wonder why the hell she insults me with a phalic metaphor - every time! Does she have such a low opinion of a penis? of me? of my penis? It would explain why she avoids it for such longs spells.
You can remember agreeing to spend a weekend with her can you Dexter? She says, walking back in the room for another go.
Unfortunately I could.
Ok, look, I was pissed. I’ll speak to John later and cancel, I’ll think of some excuse. They”ve probably forgotten all about it anyway.
She was sober Dex.
Fuck.
I’ve got to go to the shop. I suggest you have a shower. You stink. Then phone John. Sort this shit out.
Yeah, alright Kate. Shall I shove a broom up my arse and clean the house at the same time?
Knob.
In the shower I blow my nose into my hand and rinse last night’s guilt away with some soap. 
Refreshed, I phone John.
How are you feeling? He asks me.
Rough.
Yeah, you were really knocking ‘em back at the end.
Really?
You polished off a bottle of port in about half an hour and not a metephorical bottle, and actual bottle of seventy-quid port I’d brought back from Porto.
What? I genuinely can’t remember doing that. I tell him. 
That’ll be why I feel so shit this morning. It could give me a great excuse for memory loss – I get excited thinking, then believing, that we could get through our conversation without any mention of Devon and the whole problem will fade away along with my hangover.
And just think Dex, we get to do it all again at the weekend. He says excitedly
Bollocks, I need a plan b. 
John continues, we’re really looking forward to it. Susan spoke with Carol this morning, it caused a massive problem actually as Carol had already promised it to one of her friends. but you know Susan, she can be quite persuasive when she wants to be!... and I’ve put an order in for charlie, while the good stuff’s about.
Great. I say, unable to crush his enthusiasm. No, that’s great. I say again, trying hard to convince myself. I’ll call you in the week to make plans.
I hang up and call Kate on her mobile. I explain to her how proactive they’ve been already, less than 12 hours after our committing. I tell her how excited John sounds and how Susan almost fell out with her more-successful-sister. I explained how difficult it would have been for me to cancel, or even postpone. 
You’re a cock. Kate says furiously.
What’s wrong with us Kate? For fuck sake, they’re a nice couple. Ok, so Susan is slightly irritating but we’re not without our faults. Besides, it’s not like we’ve got friends queing up for us at the weekends. Let’s embrace it, let’s try and enjoy it. Christ, it’s a cheap break in Devon if nothing else.
Dex, if you can push your crush on Susan to one side for just a minute. I mean, you were there last night weren’t you? You weren’t so drunk to have missed how truly fucking annoying that woman can be? I’d rather spend the weekend with your parents than listen to that annoying idiot.
She’s not an idiot Kate. Annoying - yes, but she’s not an idiot.
Whatever. I’m not going.
Fine. I say as my anger stirs. Absoultely fine, but you can call her Kate, and you can tell her that we’re not coming. Ok?
No problem, what’s her number?
I pull out the card of the INVESTMENT INSTIGATOR & CONSULTANT, it’s the only one in my wallet with that title. 
Kate strolls off into the kitchen with the empty plates and makes the call. I can hear her talking through the wall but I can’t hear the words. I can hear inflection but I don’t know if it is good or bad. For a second I think I hear Kate crying but as the sound fully forms I realise that she’s laughing. Kate is laughing. What the hell does that mean. 
I sit and wait. She is on the phone for a full hour. The laughter comes and goes. I resign myself to the fact that she must be on the phone to Helen. Her best friend. That’s it, she must have phoned Helen.
What do you mean we’re going? I ask Kate when she finally emerges from the call and tells me that she has agreed to go.
FOURTEEN
Well what the hell did they talk about? Lisa asks me. 
I’ve got no idea.
It’s a good thing though, right? Something to look forward to this weekend, a nice break in Devon? She asks while brushing a file across the tips of her nails and glancing up occassionally, as if watching a mildly interesting programme on television.
No. I’m not looking forward to it. Jesus, I think there’s something wrong with me. I just can’t enjoy life anymore - do you know what I mean Lisa?
You’re a miserable git if that’s what your asking. Lisa replies
Our eyes connect and she smiles, but I can see that there is truth in her words. Lisa sees both sides of me, the incredibly stressed and angry side and, on rare occassions, a playful, boyish side. I am capable of fun, there is just a severe inbalance. For the past five years I have been putting it down to a transition, to growing up and to my abstinance from hedonistic fuel. I have become more responsible, more stable, more socially acceptable and yet at the same time less accepting of society. That was down to me. My transition had remained in-transport after depositing me on the platform at ‘Grumpy-Old-Bastard’.
When did I become such a horrible man? Well, at lease I can see it now. I am horrible. The first point of recovery is admitting you have a problem. I have a problem. A really fucking big problem. I have an inability to enjoy myself. I hate people – most people anyway. I’m struggling with life and I can’t see any way to change it. I fucked up and I’m still fucking up. There. I said it. Now I have to deal with it.
Dex! 
I look back up at Lisa.
I’m only joking... Are you alright Dex? 
I adjust my postion and grab at some papers on my desk and let a small laugh out as if to register her words as humour.
Yeah, I’m cool.
Look it’s only a weekend in Devon, it’ll be fine.
I feel pathetic that she sees fit to gee me up. It irritates me a little. Fucking hell, Devon was just a minor blip compared to the fuck-up that my life was becoming. I only told Lisa half the things that were going on. Christ, as if I’d be that bothered about going to Devon.
Have you written those reports up yet? I ask her sharply. They need to be in by 4.00pm
FIFTEEN
The week passes slowly, which I appreciateed. We had arranged to meet John and Susan at the cottage on Saturday morning and that meant leaving our place by 8.00am. I begin packing on Friday night.
Why do you always need to leave it so late? Kate moans.
Because I haven’t sorted out what I’m taking yet.
Well, you wont have time buy anything if you haven’t got it.
Kate, were going to Devon, not Everest. What am I going to need?
I don’t know. I’ve had to buy a few bits.
Like what?
Like a new bikini, some boots, some shampoo and conditioner.
What do you need a bikini for, it’s October.
There’s a hot tub at the cottage. Susan told us, remember?
I didn’t remember, and I hated the thought of it already.
Right. I say.
Have you got any trunks? Kate asks.
Somewhere. I haven’t worn any for five years. Since Cyprus. 
That’s a lie. You wore some when we went on that spa weekend with my parents.
When was that?
Beginning of last year, or was it the year before?
I didn’t go. I tell her as I recall it was another occassion that I had managed to wriggle out of.
Oh yes. Well you better find your trunks and see if they still fit then. 
She pats my stomach and smiles.
SIXTEEN
The sat-nav takes us down an extremely tight track and we pull up outside the 17th century flint cottage. The cottage looks amazing. 
They’re here. I say as we pull up.
How do you know?
Smoke. I point to the chimney,
Check you out – Poirot.
And...... I point to the back of Johns car poking out from the side of the cottage..... But I did notice the smoke first, I add.
What a stunning place. Kate acknowledges.
Susan had refered to it as a cottage, we all called it a cottage, but what we are actually stood before is a grade II listed country house and a pretty big country house at that.
Well, what do you think? John asks proudly, greeting us on the path. We came down last night, it’s gadget heaven inside Dex - you’re going to love it.
I wasn’t so sure, but I decide to go with it. I need to prove to myself that this internal misery was temporary and that I was actually still capable of enjoying myself. I was going to locate, confront and destroy this ‘horrible man’ I had become by overpowering him with joy and positivity. Yeah, like fuck!
I follow Kate and John into the house and around a series of corridors with our luggage. 
You guys are in here. John pushes open a door to a room at the back of the house on the ground floor. It’s large, spacious. French doors open out on to the patio and rear garden. 
It’s just before noon and the sunlight bleeds across clean towels placed on the end of our bed. There’s a vase of fresh flowers on the window ledge. They’ve put some effort into making the room nice for us and it feels good. The whole thing feels good. 
John leaves us alone to unpack. I sit on the bed and look out to the garden. There’s a squirrel jumping from spot to spot across the lawn and a robin perched on the back of one of the patio chairs. We’re deep in the country and the quietness is something to behold. Kate begins applying her makeup. She looks beautiful. This is going to be a nice weekend I think to myself, without trying.
This is lovely. Kate says and then she smiles to me in the mirror.
I’m going to get a beer. I reply making my way out the door.
Hey, wait for me. What’s the hurry?
I’m thirsty. I’ll grab you something too. Wine?
It’s not even midday.
We’re on holiday.
It doesn’t mean you have to get pissed the whole time.
I wasn’t planning on getting pissed for fuck sake, I just want a beer. A beer, one small bottle of beer.
Fine, go on. Go and get pissed then.
She turns back to face the mirror and carries on with her make up. I look over her shoulder to the chairs on the patio. The robin has flown away.
I find the kitchen with Susan in it. 
Hello Dexter, How are you darling?
She extends both arms towards me, I think this means we have to embrace. So we do.
How was the journey?
She was wearing a short thin silk gown. I take a good look down at her legs. They were in great shape, smooth and long.
Long. I reply
You’ll have to excuse me, she says, I’ve just been in the hot tub and I’m off to get showered, can I get you anything Dexter?
I’m just on the hunt for a beer.
Fridge. She says before pointing to what is obviously a fridge. Help yourself. And with that she turns and walks out of the kitchen and up the stairs, which remain in my line of vision. She paces each step slowly allowing her gown to fall wider open. I watch as her legs become longer. at the top of the flight she glances over her shoulder and back down to the kitchen. She knew I’d be watching, yet I’m still embarressed. I turn immediately to the fridge. I grab a bottle of lager and search a couple of drawers for a bottle opener. 
For the first time I wonder what it would be like to fuck Susan, and then immediately resigned myself to the fact that I’d be unable to perform to the standard she would demand of me. My embarrassment diminishes a little. 
When I return to the room Kate has finished putting her make up on and is forcing on a pair of shoes. 
So, what’s the plan? 	She asks.
I don’t know, but I don’t think we’re in a hurry, if you know what I mean? I tell her in a deliberately affected, creepy voice. I look at her and then down at her legs and back up to her eyes.
No chance, I’m getting hungry. She says.
I pull her towards me and kiss her.
But you look so beautiful right now. 
How many beers have you drunk?
Come on, we’ve got time.
Get off Dex, I’m starving. Come on, let’s find out what we’re doing.
SEVENTEEN
We’re going for a country ramble. Susan announces. 
Are we going to eat before we go out? Kate asks.
I thought we could go for a good hike first, you know, build up our appetites a little, then stop off at this great pub on the way home for some food. How does that sound?
I look to Kate, who doesn’t cope well without food, she’s inspecting Susan’s atire. Susan’s dressed in what looks like brand new hiking boots, dark jeans, a thick NorthFace gillet and a thermol hat. She’s planned well for this hike.
I should change. Kate says, and she strops off to the bedroom to add some layers and retrieve her trainers. I stick with what I’m wearing and grab a beer from the fridge instead.
You want one? I ask John, who is also kitted out in the proper gear. I wonder just how difficult this hike is going to be. They both look like they could survive a night or two.  I imagine Susan knows how to skin and cook a man using just her teeth and a zippo lighter.
John doesn’t take a beer. Kate returns by the time I finish my bottle. She looks a little more chunky and a lot less happy.
It is a short drive to a forest. The car park is busy. There are lots of dog walkers getting in and out of cars. I’m relieved to see a few kids too, it means the hike isn’t going to be too challenging. 
John and Susan set off at a quick pace down this muddy track. The mud has hardened in the colder weather making it uneven under foot, but I still manage quite easiliy without hiking boots. In less than 200 meters Kate and I have dropped a good few paces behind.
What do you make of the outfits? Kate asks.
They’re not outfits. It’s just what people wear when they go walking.
Exactly. She says. Kate’s mood is worsening. I try to snap her out of it.
You’re just hungry. We’re going to eat soon. Try and get in a better mood.
We’re not going to eat soon. We’ve only been walking five minutes. Look at what they are wearing, do you think this is going to be a short walk down a country lane? Her voice had raised a little and I see John glance back.
Shhh.” I say quietly through a smile. John looks forward again and I drop the smile.
It’ll be at least an hour until we get to the pub. At least. And then it’ll take another hour to order food, and then we’ll probably have to switch tables four or five times ... She throws a hand out loosley forward, in Susan’s direction. It was both an irritated and irritating gesture.
There’s nothing we can do about it now is there? Can’t we just try and enjoy ourselves. Look around you Kate, it’s beautiful out here.
As I say it we round a bend in the path and the woodland opens up to a view across some heathland. Patches of wild flowers scatter some purple across the surface and the backdrop of pine trees make a stunning view.
Susan and John wait for us up ahead. I can see them joking with each other and as we near they are both laughing at something one of them had said. 
Beautiful isn’t it. Susan proudly announces, as if she has been out all night growing bunches of wild flowers in preparation for our walk.
Amazing. I confirm. Kate remains silent and carries on walking a little past us. I turn to walk as well so as not to draw too much attention to Kate’s vile mood. At the same time I continue the conversation so that John and Susan walk with us.
So, what is this area Susan?
It’s the edge of Dartmoor.
Right. Isn’t there some kind of beast running loose out here.
No Dexter. She replies, laughing a little, as if endeared by my niaivity. You’re thinking of Bodmin. The beast of Bodmin. That’s another 80 miles down the road.
Well it could have travelled. John exclaims with what sounds like some genuine concern.
Considering the rumour was started in the early 70s I very much doubt the beast, if there ever was a beast, will still be alive today. Susan says, less endeared.
We continue to circumnavigate the heathland. It takes a couple of hours. Kate’s mood worsening with each step.
EIGHTEEN
The Fox is a fine country pub. Slate floors. Lots of glass. A selection of Europen beers.
Kate orders fish as does Susan. John and I go for the game pie. An open fire cracks behind us as we chat away. The waitress brings across a basket of bread and a small dish of butter while we wait for mains. Kate grabs the two largest chunks of warm white bread, putting them on the a small dish to her right. It’s my dish. She has her own plate to the left of her but I don’t correct her. Susan is looking at the bread on Kate’s plate.
We are thinking of a take-away and a film tonight guys, what do you think? John asks just prior to biting down on a slab of buttered flatbread. A crumb breaks and remains at the corner of his mouth. 
Without saying anything Susan reaches across and dislodges the crumb with her forefinger. John looks down at the crumb, then to Susan, then across to me and Kate. Nothing is said. Up for a movie mate? he asks again, this time directed to me.
Sure. I reply. Did you bring that bottle of port with you? I ask, hoping he would understand.
Port?
I thought you said you were picking up a nice bottle for the weekend.
Oh yeah, that port. He looks nervously sideways conscious of our topic. No I didn’t get a chance, we came down on Friday night so I ran out of time.
We could’ve stopped on the way down if you wanted to pick up some port. Susan exclaims as if the whole conversation was a little too simple. We can pick some up on the way back tonight if you like?
I look across to Kate, it’s the first time I see her smile all afternoon. She understand the sub text. It makes me want to laugh but I don’t dare. One laugh could break Susan’s and John’s relationship. That’s the brittle nature of secrets between lovers. Secrets are like bottled poison at the back of the medicine cabinet. No bottle, no danger. It’s simple really.
No, I was meant to pick up a vintage bottle from Gary at work, his old man had a couple for sale. John spins his way out of it very nicely.
Well never mind, I’m sure we have plenty back at the house, Carol always stocks well. Susan assures us.
NINETEEN
Carol didn’t disappoint either. When Susan said she would show me the fully stocked wine cellar I thought she was kidding. But as soon as we are back at the house it’s the first place we head for.
John, why don’t you find us a film to watch. Something lighthearted. Not one of those violent gangster things, ok? I’m going to show Dexter the wine cellar. Kate, would you like me to bring you a bottle of anything in particular?
If there’s a bottle of Baileys down there...
There should be a some in the drinks cabinet. Ask John, he’ll show you. Come on then Dexter, come and choose your port.
I follow her down the hall and out into a large conservatory at the back of the house. Once we are in the conservatory, she turns back to face the main house. There is a small door, to the right leading back into the house. Susan opens it and flicks a switch on the wall next to her. A stairwell illuminates. Old oak steps led us down to a cold open room. There is an enormous wine rack stretching across the far wall it must be twenty bottles high and over a hundred wide. It is immense. The structure of the rack is just as impressive as it’s content. It is for the large part empty but still it contains a hundred or so bottles.
Impressed? Susan asks
I’ve never seen anything quite like it.
She had an air-con unit put in especially, Susan points to a digital display panel on the wall, to keep the wine at room temperature.
Oh.
Some of this wine is worth a lot of money.
I’m sure it is. We’ll have to make sure we don’t pick a good one. I say jokingly.
Nothing from the bottom row. That’s the only rule. She bends down in front of me, her arse pressing tight against the hiking trousers.
This one should do the trick. She says. She stands up deliberately slowly and deloberately closer to me. Here Dexter, read the label, I can’t see it in this light.
It’s a Bordeaux. 2007.
Great. I hand her the bottle back. She is looking at me. I recognise the look, it’s a look that is waiting for me to answer, but there’s no question. And right now there is no answer. 
Do you like Bordeaux? Susan says
Sure. I reply. 
I like Bordeaux. She says. And then there’s a pause. I’m looking at the bottle and I know she’s looking at me. 
So, what about some port?  I say.  
Why ruin a good Bordeaux? she says.
You’re right Susan. Why ruin a good Bordeaux? I say.
When we return to the house John is waiting for us with the TV control in his hand,  I’ve found three films to choose from. he says. Ilook over to the TV and see Jennifer Aniston’s face on a couple of thumbnails on the screen. 
I’m going to pour the wine. Does anyone want one? I ask.
TWENTY
I sit, feeling a little uncomfortable. Nothing to do with Susan and our encounter in the cellar. More to do with supressing a belly full of wind, the result of a very gamey game pie. No one is really drinking so I have to slow my pace considerably. The film drags on. I can’t engage with it. It’s something about a break up, a make up and a happy ever after. Shit. The ladies enjoy it. John laughs a couple of times. Maybe it’s just me I think. 
It occurs to me that a lot of my thoughts are consumed by myself. Self analysis. Self counselling, Self absorbed. Self obsessed. Self conscious. And I have to admit ultimately I’m a little Self-ish.
I wonder if there is a correlation between people who have introspective thoughts and people who are unhappy. I know a number of miserable people and the unifying factor among us is that we are constantly talking about ourselves and our problems. In contrast, the positive and motivated people I know.... Nope, I don’t know any. Oh actually, maybe Lisa, from my work. She’s positive. She goes to the gym three times a week and she talks about everything, including herself. But unlike my conversations, she does not make herself an exclusive topic. I can tell you about her uncle, her sister, her sister’s cat. I can tell you the latest offers at her local green grocers and what her mum and dad ate for breakfast. She’s a good family girl too. There isn’t any anger or sadness in her life. I mean, I’m sure there has been, but it isn’t lingering. 
That was great. Susan says as the credits roll to a Barry White number.
Kate and John agree. I choose not to comment.
Sunday morning arrives with a mild headache, a poached egg and a hug and a handshake good bye. I drive home and Kate sleeps. The weekend has been just like a normal weekend at home but slightly less comfortable. No drugs, no dancing or betting or banter. No laughs or drunken arguments. What was the fucking point. It was mediocre. Boring. It was as if everyone had bought into the weekend on the understanding that we’d all chalk it up in our lives as an event. Something we have done... See, we’re not boring! We hang out in Devon... Yeah, watching fucking films and slurping red wine. 
Christ, where the fuck has my life gone. And even more worringly, this is the most socialising I have done all year.
Well it was nice to do something different. Kate says, after waking near the end of our jouney home.
Yeah. 
I agree. But it wasn’t different and it certainly wasn’t nice.
TWENTY ONE
On a train to work. Monday morning. I reflect on the weekend. I contemplate my mundane existence and wonder how it can be elevated to another level, one which contains joy and activity. A life of less arguments, more smiles. Looking around at the souless faces of British commuters and reading the bad news on the front of every newspaper clutched in their fists, I know I’m not alone. I think as people we are inherently negative. We’re gossipy and bitchy creatures who love nothing more than a good moan. It’s just that I don’t mask it. And sometimes I allow it to manifest too deeply into my consciousness. I’ve tipped the balance from half empty to spilt all over the fucking carpet. 
Maybe I should hide my anger more. Bury it deeper. Fake happiness until I force a change in my personality. But I’ve always been a strong believer in being honest with yourself. Let your emotions guide you. It’s no good. I have to change. 
I watch people on the trains as they sit in one seat and place their bags and coats on the seat next to them, while fellow passangers are having to stand. And every morning it brings me to the same level of rage and I walk in to the office in a bad mood. My phone vibrates, it’s Lisa. The carriage is quiet and I don’t answer it. My train to arrives at the station and I form part of the bustle that bleeds through the barriers at the exit gates. The guy in front of me gets the dreaded ‘Seak Assistance’ message appear on the barrier display and the thing wont let him through, but that doesn’t stop him from trying again and again. Eventually he concedes and fucks off to find a guard. I funnel out and onto the street.
I inhale a lungful of clean air and call Lisa. 
Lisa?
Hi Dexter. I was just calling to let you know I’m going to be late in.
Right.
Sorry. Car trouble.
What time will you be in?
Ten. Half-past.
She was often late, citing various plausible excuses, all fabricated I presume.
We share a partition, in the office, just us, so although I’m not her immediate line manager we phone each other with this sort of stuff. It is now my job to let George, our immediate line manager, know that she’ll be late. I do this, make myself a coffee and trot off to the toilet for a shit.
I take a newspaper with me and get comfortable. It’s a little past 9am and it’s a good time to use the communial toilets, as most people, I guess, have emptied at home. I sit there and let the weekend’s waste fall from my arse. I hadn’t been since Friday. This was a by-product of me staying at other people’s houses. I clog up. It’s like my bowels shut down. So this monrings shit is a good shit. Noisy too. Big blasts of pulsing air pump out of my arse in an orchestral assualt of noise and smell. I’m grateful that the place is empty. I must have rattled out ten good farts before I wipe my arse, wash my hands and return to my desk.
Not long after that, Lisa comes in, looking hung-over.
Heavy night was it?
What’s that supposed to mean?
You look a bit rough.
Nice. Thanks. She says. Sean came over if you must know.
Ah, that’ll explain the lay-in! I say.
Ha-ha. My starter motor has packed in if you must know. 
She is interrupted by her phont ringing. She rummages around in her bag, grabs it, answers it. She says nothing for about ten seconds, it’s a message. Her facial expression is one of shock. She looks at me and then at her phone.
Oh my god. She says. Dexter, you have to listen to this. What the fuck?
She plays me the message. There is a crumpling sound, followed by a splash and then a big fart noise comes through clearly. She plays the whole thing from start to finish. I feel around to my back pocket. My phone is in there. Oh fuck.
Who the fuck would leave a message like that? She asks.
I don’t say anything. 
That’s fucking disgusting. Who would do that? Sick. I’m going to ring them. She leaves the phone on speaker and plays the message again. By this time a colleague, Charlotte, has joined us... Lisa has gestured for her to come over. The automated list of actions is read aloud at the end of the message. I debate coming clean there but instead hope Charlotte might fuck off before my confession.
‘To ring back press 4’ . She presses the button. The phone in my back pocket vibrates. I don’t know what the fuck to do. I feel like running out of there. Christ what can I do.
I don’t answer and then my message clicks in ‘Hi you’re through to Dexter Macey, sorry I’m unavailable to take your call right now, but if you can leave a short message I’ll contact you on my return.’
Dexter, what this fuck is wrong with you. Lisa says. 
Charlotte gives me a look, the sort of look I would imagine she might give to a pedophile. Then she strops off as if I’d taken the shit on her desk. She’s going to tell everyone in the company what’s just happened, I think to myself. The bitch.
I’m so sorry. I had no idea. Look, look the phone was in my back pocket. I pull out my handset and show her. I just forgot to lock it Lisa. God, I’m really sorry. And embarrassed. I add.
What the fuck. That was proper disgusting Dex. Seriously, I feel sick. I’m not joking either, I might go and ask George if I can go home early.
She didn’t go and see George. In some ways I was relieved. But ultimately it meant I had to sit with her for the rest of a very long day. Everytime we made eye contact I could feel my skin turn deep red. I could deal with Lisa. We knew each other pretty well. So what, she heard me have a shit. I’ll get over this. But it’s my other colleagues. The 30+ staff that walk past my desk throughout the day. I can’t even look at them, and I have no idea how long this feeling will last. Bollocks. I’m going to have to quit my job.
TWENTY TWO
No way! Oh my god Dexter. That’s got to be the funnniest thing I’ve ever heard. Kate says wiping tears of laughter away from her face as I conclude the harrowing account of my day.
Do you even realise how traumatic this is for me Kate.
I’m sorry Dexter. She starts to laugh again.
I didn’t have anything in my hand to throw at the wall, so I kick a dining chair, hard. It chips off the ground a little and the wood crashes down against the stone floor tiles making an impressive noise.
It’s not fucking funny Kate. Don’t you understand. I don’t even think I can carry on working there anymore. Everyone was looking at me like I’m ‘Shit-man’ that’s what I’ve become, the office Shit-man. I’m going to be talked about at every office party. Beyond that even. People who work there are going to tell their mates and from there the whole thing will explode. I’m telling you Kate, one of these days you’re going to come through that door and tell me you’ve heard about me from some random person at your work. I’ll be a ‘Global Shit-man’! And you think it’s fucking funny.
She’s angry at the chair-kick, but amused at the content of my rant. It’s enough to balance her and she calms down from laughing.
Shit. Sorry. I mean, not shit – oh you know. what I mean Look, it’s awful, I know it is. But it’s also bloody funny. If it had happened to someone else you’d be laughing too. You’ve just got to find it funny, laugh at yourself a little. Not everyone actually heard the message did they. So to them you’re just a guy who had a poo and rang someone at the same time. It could’ve happened to anyone. Try and laugh it off. They’ll have all forgotten about it in a week or so.
She’s making sense. It’s only Lisa and Charlotte who heard the recording. Lisa will get over it. Charlotte is a stuck-up yummy-mummy who can fuck off for all I care. But even though Kate has put my mind at rest a little, I’m still fucking angry. 
You just don’t have a fucking clue do you? You didn’t hear it Kate. It was a really bad shit. 
Part of me wants her to laugh again, so that I can really go for her. I have a lot of anger right now and it needs an out.
We’ll talk about it later, when you’ve calmed down a bit. She measures my mood and the humour evaporates completely.
CALM DOWN! Is that all you can say. Calm down. I’d like to see how you’d feel knowing that you have to go to work tomorrow, in an office where thirty people think you’re a dirty bastard and you’re one friend at work has just heard you take the shit of the century. Yeah - don’t worry eh - just calm the fuck down. That’ll sort it out wont it - I’ll just CALM THE FUCK DOWN. 
I  stamp on the chair that is lying with it’s back on the floor next to me. I stamp on it four or five times and evenually one of it’s legs snaps. Still attached to the chair, the leg just hangs crooked. I pause and look at it. I’m close to crying now. I can’t bring myself to look at Kate. 
You need to get some help. This isn’t normal. Kate says. Her voice is calm.
The outburst has expelled all the tension that had built up in my chest and arms and head since the event occured earlier that day. The anger falls away and leaves me with nothing, I’m weaker now.
Fucking hell. I say as I pull the chair up off the floor and snap the leg away completely. 
Look, I should be able to fix this. I tell her as I inspect the broken off leg. I act as if everything that had just happened, had not happened at all. 
It’s fixable, It’ll just be a little shorter. I say to Kate in a lame attempt to try and get her to transfer any anger she now harbours, on to the broken chair, rather than on to me.
I don’t care about the chair Dexter. She says, completely tempered. She had the voice of authority. Maybe it is just that I feel so submissive in this moment, I’m unsure. All I know is that I feel wrong and she feels right. 
Please, you’ve got to get some help. I can’t live with this anymore. I’m walking on egg shells the whole time waiting for your next explosion.
I didn’t mean to smash the chair.
You stamped on it five times! Listen to me Dexter, it’s no the bloody chair, ok. It’s us. It’s you. Your moods. I can’t deal with them anymore.
I’d like to see what mood you’d be in if you had the day that I’ve just had.
Yes. I’d probably be the same. But you were like this last week, when you got Marmite on your shirt.
It was my favourites shirt. I tell her, searching for justification. 
What about when you couldn’t open the can of corned beef?
Oh fucking hell Kate, anyone would’ve been angry. Those fucking stupid twist things can’t open fuck all and then they stick it in a square tin so you can’t use a tin openener either. I was just mad at the stupidity of it all.
That’s just it though Dexter. You’re mad at everything. Nothing makes you happy anymore.
There was a silence. Her words hurt. When did I become this horrible man?
TWENTY THREE
The cold breath of winter is breathing down my neck. Work has become unbearable. Shit-man has infested every relationship I’ve ever formed with my colleagues and I’ve become isolated and lonely. Kate has offered no support. John and Susan have withdrawn a little since our weekend away. I’m feeling cut off from everyone and everything.
I’m meeting John for a pint tonight. I tell Kate. 
I’m actually going to the pub on my own, via Tim’s car. Tim was one of my longstanding coke dealers. I’ve only called him a handful of times over the past few years. For the odd stag do or birthday bash or boys nights out. The socialising had faded along with my need to phone Tim. But tonight I just fancy a bit. He’s suprised to hear from me. 
Just the one ticket mate?
Yes please.
I meet him in a random car park near town before making my way to a bar. Town is busy for a Thursday night. It’s late night shopping. Christmas has truly crept up on me this year. We haven’t bothered with decorations at home. The arguments with Kate have left the house house feeling like a kennel full of shit. It’s not a place I want to sleep but I have little choice. The financial entanglement is all that is keeping us together right now.
I need a night out. I had tried John, but he didn’t answer. That’s when I decided to call Tim instead. I need this release. I have already made my decision to call in sick in the morning, I can blame it on a bad stomach, I’m sure no one will question that shit excuse.
I order a pint of Stella. I hate the stuff but I want to start strong. While I wait for my pint to be poured, I head off to the restaurant area of the pub to find the smaller, quieter toliet cubicle, which is empty. I lock the door behind me and pull the toilet seat down. I wipe the seat with tissue and chop out a line. I make it a big one. I always make the first line big. It needs to clear the way for the others. I give it a going over with my driving licence. A photo of my face taken eight years ago grinds into the little pile of white powder. How appropriate I think. It was about eight years ago when that’s pretty much all my face did. I roll the note, sniff in and out a few times to clear what I can. I bend down and sniff the whole thing in one. It’s good gear. By the time I get back to my poured pint, I am chewing on imaginary gum.
The bar gradually grows busier. I sink a few more pints and sniff a few more lines. It’s 8.30pm and the students have come out. I feel letcherous as I stare at their tight fitting skirts. Woman my own age parade around too as the Christmas office parties linger into the evening. I drink more and become more sociable. 
Office party? I ask one lady.
Yeah.
Did you do anything nice.
Tapas, it was lovely, thank you.
And sangria?
Of course.
So what company is it you guys work for?
Wardek Smithfields.
And what’s that then?
Shoes. I work in shoes. It’s really boring.
We all work in shoes I suppose, unless you’re a grape-treader. Well it could be worse, you could be an accountant. I said, trying to be funny behind a coke gurn.
I actually work in their accounts department.
Shit, really?
No, but you’re lucky! So what do you do?
I’m a goat herder. I reply. She laughs.
No you’re not.
Honestly, I am.
And where exactly do you herd these goats of yours?
All over the place. I brought them here earlier for lunch as it goes. They’re big fans of the calamari.
We talk bollocks for a while and she laughs a little more. I want to keep talking, but I need a piss, and a line. She’s attractive. I’d say 34. Blonde, which is unlike me, I usually go for brunettes. She’s wearing a short skirt too. Kate never got her legs out. Not that I was wanting to make comparisons. Or maybe I was.
Do you want a drink, er.............? 
Jennie.” She says, at my prompting. “...and no, thank you. I’ve just got one. She holds her glass aloft.
Jennie, I’ve got to use the bathroom, but.... if you’re in here all night... maybe I’ll come and find you later?
I’m not sure what we’re doing. I just go where I’m told. She says and nodded over to her crowd of colleagues, some of whom were beginning to take an interest in our chat.
No worries. Well look, if I don’t run in to you again, it was really nice to meet you.
You too. And with that she rejoins her group and I make my way to the little cubicle.
I unwrap the paper parcel tipping what is left on to the toilet seat and I go to work. I was just bending down for the big sniff when someone bangs loudly on the door. 
Just a minute mate. I say. I pull the flush and quietly sniff the line. My nose is starting to bung and some white flakes fall back on to the lid. Without thinking I lick the top of my finger and dab it up. I stick the finger in my mouth and consider the disgusting image of what I’m doing. Sure, I may have licked coke from a toilet lid it in my early twenties, but I’m 37 for fuck sake.
The guy outside bangs on the door again.
Hurry up. He sounds desperate.
Sorry mate. I say opening the door. It’s all yours.
I want a word with you.
Me?
Leave Jennie alone, yeah?
Jennie?
You were just talking to her. At the bar. Yeah?
Yeah. Talking. It’s legal isn’t it?
She’s married
So am I mate. I tell him.
Well. I thought I’d tell you, you know, in case you had any funny ideas.
Right. Thanks.  
I move to the sink and begin to wash my hands. The guy remains stood behind me, waiting for something. I’m not sure what. 
Are you her husband then? I ask.
None of your business. He says. 
I don’t like him, he’s really getting in the way of my hit. I can feel the line trying to warm me, but this fuck is a real coke-blocker.
Look mate, I’m just having a beer and chatting to people to be friendly. This is all a bit unecessary, do you know what I mean? I try a ‘come on, let’s be mates’ tone.
Just leave her alone. He says.
I leave him all tense and tough in the toilet and I fuck off the next bar, texting Tim on the way. ‘Half hour’ he replies. It gives me a chance to smoke a cigarette and visit the cash point. I swagger up the High Street. I see a man sat on the cold floor with his back against the wall of a Sports Direct. His knees are pulled up to his stomach and both of his arms are wrapped around his knees in a clench. He sits about 3 meters from the cash machine. He’s trying to stay warm and catch a little cash at the same time. He has a thin grey hood pulled over his head. His trainers are worn and one of the laces is undone, curling away from his body as if trying to escape the pity. Beside him lays a small square of cardboard with a old starbucks cup placed in the middle. I study the cup as I approach, it mainly consists of coppers with a few silver disks and what looks like a pound coin. I guess late night shopping is a good night for begging, although you wouldn’t think it by looking in his cup. I look from the cup to the man’s face. It was hollow, gaunt and haunting. His eyes sunk in to his grey skin and there were sores around his mouth.
Alright Dexter. He says.
It takes me by surprise and it takes little bit of time to place him. 
Bloody hell, alright Adrian? Shit, how are you mate? 
It’s one thing to recognise an old school friend stacking shelves in your local supermarket and finding it a little awkward, but this is way past uncomfortable. This is tragic. Adrian had played in the school football team, the year above me. He was a good player too. I knew him pretty well back then, through the school football trips and playground antics, even the odd social event.
Didn’t recognise me mate? He says. He looks and sounds a little drunk.
No, no I didn’t. What the fuck are you doing here? I look at the cup again.
It’s just a bit of temping. He says, smiling, revealing a mouth that lacks some of its teeth. 
Fuck mate, you look like you’ve been through some shit. I say, not really knowing what else I can say or do. I mean, fuck, I want to help, but how, really? Invite him home with me and give him a bath and half my clothes? Fuck, he’d knick my booze, grab my wallet and be gone by the morning. It had to be heroin or crack. His skin had that drug ravaged pale tightness to it. 
You got a fag Dex? I opened my box and gave him one.
Take one for later mate. I say. 
He takes three.
Look Adrian, I’ve got to get going. I mean.....
Thanks for the cigarettes man. He says and his eyes roll slightly upwards. He’s gouching. He’s recently had a hit. I can see that now. He feels good and so I don’t feel too bad for leaving him there.
Dexter. He says as I turn to walk, got any change mate?
I drop what is in my pocket in to the cup, about £2 in shrapnel, and walk quickly away. I turn back occassionally to watch him as he slumps lower, his head now resting on his arms and knees. I watch as a couple of people walk past him, looking down with disgust. They even change their course of direction, just so he wouldn’t infringe on their life in any way. I feel sick with pity, and at the same time I feel grateful that I haven’t ended up in the same place. 
I have taken heroin, once. It wasn’t very good stuff so the temptation was never there for me. But I had taken crack, regularly, for a short while. I loved it. I’d even recommend it, if you’re rich, depressed, lonely, or on the brink of suicide. I don’t currently fit any of the criteria, but if I ever do in the future, I’m going to find myself a crack dealer. 
I could’ve quite easily been in Adrian’s position by now. Sitting outside a newsagents working my Starbucks account. The only thing that stopped me taking crack was my dealer and his manic depression. Luckily for me my dealer killed himself. In a car with a hose pipe. On his kids birthday too. Selfish wanker. 
I had smoked four fags by the time Tim arrives, nearly an hour late. Standard time keeping for an inner city dealer. They don’t answer text messages and they never call back and they are always late. It’s industry standard. I thank him anyway, give him another £50 and make my way to Victors, the only wine bar in town. 
I am warm and buzzy, but bored. I contemplate chucking money in a slot-machine but think better of it. I position myself on a stool at the bar and drink down a bottle of Leffe. The barman mixes a couple of cocktails for a crowd at the end of the bar. The men gathered are dressed in Hilfiger and Gant, that sort of thing. Susan would love it in here, I think to myself.
Victors hasn’t been open long and is still the ‘new-kid-on-the-block’. I have been here a couple of times before and it has always been busy. I wondered if a man called Victor owns it. I wonder if the guy mixing the cocktails is Victor. He looks too young to be Victor, the propriator of a wine bar.
So, are you Victor then? I ask when he brings me my second bottle. 
He laughs, a tired laugh. He gets asked this question a lot. I can tell.
My uncle. He says.
I thought you looked a too young.
Thanks. He says raising his eyebrows and smiling.
Shit, he thinks I’m chatting him up.
So a family business then. How are you guys doing? 
Four local spit and sawdust pubs had closed over the last year so my question was genuine.
Not bad. The time of year helps. He answers.
He has a point, the bar is the busiest I’ve seen it and it suddenly get’s a lot busier as a new crowd filter in from the street. It’s the Wardek Smithfield office party. Both Jenny and her over-protective friend are present. 
I stay seated. Some of their party find tables while others remain at the bar shouting names of drinks at Victor’s nephew. Jenny was loitering behind the crowd at the bar. She spots me.
This place is a bit posh for a goat herder isn’t it?
It very much depends on your goats. I reply. My goats are exceptionally fussy. They wont entertain a weatherspoons. I’m just checking the place out, seeing if it’s up to their standards.
Can I get you one? She asks pointing at my bottle.
Are you sure?
She took a good look at the bottle. She turned to the group leader, the loudest guy at the bar. Gin and tonic and a bottle of Leffe. She causal asks. There. She says turning back to me. That was easy wasn’t it?
Thanks very much, I feel like, well, like an employee of Wardek Smithfield, I guess.
Heavens forbid.
She stands for a while, as we talk, and I feel a little awkward as I remain seated on the stool.
So, how long have you been married? She asks, looking at the ring on my finger, as I pull the bottle away from my mouth.
Five years. You?
Twelve.
Wow. Married young then?
Twenty-four. Mike was thirty.
Children?
No. I wish we had, but, well we haven’t
Same with us really. We talk about it but it never quite feels like the right time.
It never does, you just have to go for it. Or it’ll never happen! She says. I see some sadness in her eyes, behind the smiles and the make-up and the drink. She is lonely. I imagined her at home with a man she doesn’t love, walking the treadmill. Her vulnerability made her more attractive to me. Her openness made her accessible. 
So will you go for it? I ask bluntly.
It’s too late now.
Don’t be silly. You’re not too old.
No, I didn’t mean age wise. Thank you anyway. No I mean for my husband and me. I wouldn’t want children with.... She pauses and looks around and then back down to the floor.
It’s not too late. I say again, softly.
She looks up and is about to say something when her ‘protector’ comes marching over.
Are you ok Jenny? Is he bothering you again?
I’m fine Brian. You’ll be the first to know if he pulls a gun on me. Ok? She says, making a joke of Brian and his protective habits. Brian gives me a look. It’s not very disguised and I must admit I feel a little intimidated. 
Brian. Jenny says again, I’m fine. Thank you. This time she fixes her eyes on him and gives him a warm smile.
Alright then. I’ll be just over there if you need anything. Brian says, and strops off to one of the tables of employees.
Please tell me he’s not your husband.
She laughs, loudly.
I’m serious. I continue. That guy has a serious crush on you.
What, Brian? She laughs again, even louder. Brian is the biggest gay you could ever wish to meet.
Really? No way.
Honestly.
So what’s his problem then.
He’s just looking out for me. We work closely together. He’s a really good friend.
Right. That’ll explain it.
Explain what?
He’s an accountant.
She laughs. 
I need to use the loo. Would you like my seat? I’ll only be a minute.
Sure. 
Great, I think. She’s going to wait for me.
I go to the gents and make for the only cubicle. It’s vacant. I hurridly take a card, note and the bag of coke from my wallet. Without taking much notice I pour a big hit on to the cistern. It dissolved in front of me, turning translucent. Shit it’s wet. I take some toilet roll and give the ceramic lid a wipe. It was grease. They had wiped a layer of grease over the top of the lid to prevent ‘activity’. I don’t have time to mess about, I don’t want to keep Jenny waiting so I stick a note into the bag and sniff. Job done.
I owe you an apology. Brian tells me as I exit the cubicle.
Not a problem mate. But you will have to stop following me into toilets or people will talk! 
I say this and then recall his gayness and now I’m wondering if he knows that I know that he’s gay and if he’ll take issue with my comment. It plays on my mind a little and once again Brian manages to flatten my high. Brian-the-coke-blocker-toilet-dwelling-wanker.
Back at the bar Jenny is still seated. For the first time that night I think about Kate. At home. Probably in bed by now, or in the bath. I hadn’t flirted or even chatted to a woman in years. I mean, obviously I have talked with women, but you know, not attractive women, in social situations, instigated by me for the fun of the flirt. I have remained completely faithful throughout our marriage. We have hit a bad patch in our relationship, but everyone does right? I hadn’t come out to find a plan b. I have come out to free myself from the confines of routine. To get pissed and to get a little high. What’s wrong with that? 
In the beginning of our marriage, coke was my mistress. It’s who I turned to. It was often hidden from Kate and I lied about it, a lot. If coke was another woman then I fucked her hard and Kate walked in on that ride more than once. She couldn’t compete with coke, not back then. But that’s changed now. I wanted Kate. 
I was suffering from coke guilt half way through a session. It can happen. When you have a history with it, you can never fully enjoy coke. It’s like a self-preservation button is pressed in your mind. You start to think about the money, or how you’re going to feel in the morning or in my case, I start to think about Kate, and how I’m letting her down again.
Would you like another? Jenny asks.
I think about it, about everything. 
I’ll get these. I reply. And so I continue with my session.
TWENTY FOUR
I wake up with time to call in sick. I’m on the sofa, fully dressed. There’s a bunch of screwed up tissues on the floor next to me, full of cum or coke, I’m not sure which, I screw them up and shove them in my pocket.
Lisa, I’m not feeling great today. Think I’ve eaten some dodgy prawns. I say to her answerphone. Then I make my way upstairs and to the bathroom. I pop my head into our bedroom, luckily Kate is still sleeping. She works shifts. She’s a community nurse and mostly works afternoon and evening stints. I strip and got into the shower. I couldn’t remember much of last night. I remembered saying goodbye to Jenny. I had left her at Victor’s. We had swapped numbers too, we even joked about how we would disguise the names in our phones. I added her under the name Victor, and I was Victoria. We had agreed to keep in touch, although now the sun was firing through the frosted glass and onto my face, I wasn’t so sure. I contemplated getting out of the shower and deleting the number. I’ll do it later. 
I was dressed by the time Kate finally awakes. 
What time did you get in?
Around midnight. It was a total guess.
She carries on with her morning routine as if I’m not even there. I can’t actually tell if she is in a mood with me or just taking a while to wake up.
What did work say?
Lisa was fine. We’re not that busy at the moment, so....  I haven’t thrown a sicky in ages.
I was suddenly aware of my little sniffs. A persistant, post-coke habit. I remain conscious of them and try to limit them. Eventually Kate leaves for work. My hangover tails off and leaves me bored. I retrieved my phone from my coat pocket. There’s a message, from Victor.
– Hope you’re feeling ok this morning.  –
It was the last message bubble in a row of four or five. Bollocks, I’d gone on a coke ramble. I read through the messages from the top.
– I had fun tonight, it was really nice to meet you – She texted me, shortly after she had left Victors. I could just about remember receiving this one.
– Me too. I’m already looking forward to your next office party, I hope Brian can make it again. x ;) - 
I wasn’t sure why I had added the wink. I fucking hate those things, but they come out now and then. And the the kiss. I had instigated kissing.
– Brian means well. Honest. Maybe you could invite me out on one of your goat herding parties? x –
Then there was a gap in the time, of about forty minutes. I had made my way to the snooker club, which stayed open until 3.00am and served alcohol too. I had obviously finished off my bag and consumed a few more pints before going home. The coke had also stirred me - I wanted sex. It can do that. And once it’s on your mind it just starts to take over, until you cum. This reminded me of the lump of tissue still in my pocket. I think about flushing it, but instead continue to read my ramble.
– I’d love to invite you out on one of our parties. We’re having one at the end of this month. I’ll text you. x –
That’s ok. Good. That’s alright that is.
– It’ll be fancy dress though. The theme will be Goat herders and bikinis. ;) xx –
Maybe bordering on Flirty/Pervy... but just about within the boundaries. Not very sophisticated, granted.
– Do you think you could get a night pass? I would love to have our party in London this year. It would make sense to stay over. xx –
Fuck it. Overstepped.
– If my gate come and we dance if you dsn deepenmd on your tast I guess? xx –
I had to laugh at that one. At least now she knew the extent of my condition. I was just glad there was no dick pick anywhere, not that I do that kind of stuff but when you’re in that state anything can happen. 
I thought for a while about how best to respond.
– I’ve felt better to be honest. How are you feeling? –
I press send and wait with my phone in my hand, staring down at the screen, for at least ten minutes before I decide to shift my focus elsewhere.
I’m about eight minutes in to a frustrating wank when my phone pings. I decide to clear my history and button myself up not even bothering to shift my stock. I’m far to eager to read her reply.
– Dexter. I have a proposition. When can we meet? x –
Fuck. It’s fucking Susan. ‘Fuck’ because she made me cut my wank short, fuck because - well, it was Susan, and fuck because it wasn’t Victor - I mean Jenny. Fuck.
What the hell did Susan want? I text her back,
– I’m not around today but we can meet in town one afternoon this week? – 
I decide it’s best not to add a kiss.
– Wonderful. Tomorrow then. 38 Montgomery Avenue. 2pm. Do let me know if you can’t make it Dexter. x –
– Sure see you tomorrow –
I can’t fuck Susan. I mean, she’s fit and I definitely could fuck Susan but John is my best mate. Besides, Susan is hideously self assured. Full on arrogant actually. I can’t bear arrogance. Come to think of it, it’s arrogant men that I have an issue with. I’ve not encoutered a woman with this level of arrogance before. And now that I stop and think about it, I actually find it a bit of a turn on.
My phone pings. 
– I’m feeling a little delicate this morning but I had a good night and it was nice meeting you. :) Be great to meet you again but I can’t commit to staying out for the night - as tempting as the goats and bikini theme is, it’s a little too soon. x –
I’d momenterily forgotten about the matter of Jenny while I was text -tangled with Susan.
As I’m contemplating my response my phone buzzes in my hands. It’s Kate. This is getting silly. I suddenly have three woman pecking at my attention and I haven’t been laid in over month. I haven’t even managed a successful wank in over 24 hours.
I answer.
I can get tickets for Glastonbury this year if you fancy it? She says.
What?
Glastonbury. You know, the big festival you’ve always wanted to go to?
Yeah, I know what... how?
Steph at work. Her brother runs one of the food stalls. He’s looking for a couple of people to help out and he’ll provide us with tickets and food. 
So we’ll have to work?
Only two, five hour shifts on the Friday and Saturday. So we’ll get to see the headliner on Sunday and a few bands over the weekend. 
Right.
I thought you’d be really excited.
I am. I say trying to sound enthused. No, it’s amazing Kate, sorry, I’m still a little hungover. 
I’ll let her know we’ll have the tickets. See you later.
Kate hangs up. She sounded bouncy and happy. There was a bit of the old Kate in there. I smile to myself. A good festival with Kate could be just what we need to get things back on track. Glastonbury was still six months away. It’s going to be hard to stay enthused for that duration of time. 
I quickly tap out a message to Jenny.
– I’m so sorry about those texts. I think I had a little too much goats milk on the way home. I wouldn’t expect you to commit to a night away or to wearing a bikini after only just meeting me! But can I tempt you with afternoon drink in town some time soon? x –
The goat joke is wearing thin. I think to myself as I read my text back. It’s not long before I receive her reply.
– that would be lovely. I’m pretty full on this week and then I’m away for a couple of weeks but I could meet tomorrow afternoon? sounds a bit eager doesn’t it? x –
I’d arranged to meet with Susan at 2pm. So that was my lunch hour already haemorrhaged. I could call in sick again tomorrow. That would validate todays sicky a little more if nothing else.
– That would be great. Any time from 4 onwards works or me. x –
– 5pm at Victors? x –
– perfect. x –
I head back to the bedroom. I had unfinished business.

