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Chapter 1 

 

#2 Laura (1979) 

 

 

I am back.  

 London. This city has been in my head like a photograph I have moved 

through in memory a thousand times. And here it is again, as if 

photoshopped, at one moment as it was before, the next entirely different.  

I am permanently disconcerted, suddenly shocked at how a shop has 

turned into a café, or a house has gone. I look through the windows of brand 

new buildings into a motley past of old brick and iron. Red buses, black cabs, 

underground stations: yes, they remain, but they are all shiny now. People 

are better dressed, and there is so much more diversity of ethnicity, 

language and food. I walk through this city as someone who has awoken 

from a coma, gazing about amazed. I round a corner and out jumps a 

memory: a snatch of conversation, a laugh. 

 I said I would never return here. There are reasons. I say I like my 

comfortable apartment in Melbourne, with its view over the Murray River, 

where I can work and think. I am described as ‘fiercely private’ by 

interviewers. I am not a good traveller, but I do it for art. New York, fine. I 

can handle New York, just, for short stays, despite everything. But London - 

never. At the centre of the place is a gigantic hole. I could never look at it 

again.  

 But when someone like Digby Smith says he’ll put on a retrospective of 

your work, do you say ‘no’? Do you say, ‘I’m sorry Diggers but do it without 

me - I can’t set foot in London.’ 

 Sure. 
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 Accepting was probably a mistake. The opening party at the Speculum 

Gallery last night was for me … oh I don’t know the right word. Surreal? 

Digby had turned the exhibition space into a nightclub where the London art 

world had come to be seen, with each image spotlighted. “They’re all here!” 

bubbled Digby, popping from clique to clique, while I tried to keep out of the 

glare that was in my eyes the moment I was positioned by a frame. “Bravo!” 

he whispered, “You’re a star, Samantha.”  

 A star, as in small shiny dot in a field of total black. 

 A shaven-headed designer of fur-fabric furniture had just told me how 

he adored “the Arbus and Mapplethorpe intertextuality in number 69”.  I’d 

signed the catalogue of a lady in a pink bra and tutu. There was a terrible 

moment when I sensed that all my photographs were a mere background to 

the true art event of the party itself, like a giant participative installation. At 

last, I found an obscure niche in deep shadow behind a pillar, from which I 

could listen to the hum of conversation without anyone recognising me for 

approximately 40 seconds.  There, you found me. You: a neo-punk girl with 

clipped-back peroxide hair, tattooed arms and hipster stovepipes, shooting 

yourself into me like a little dart. 

 I purposively looked away from one with whom I felt both an 

immediate affinity and a fizzle of irritation. You could have been a clone of 

myself at that age, in London, or (Christ!) my daughter.  I resented your easy 

cool. God knows it’s hard to be cool when you are past 50, and all your youth 

was in the last century.  I was a punk girl when it wasn’t so much a fashion 

statement; it was a condition of the soul. I did not want to be reminded.   

  You reached me and spoke. “Hey, ah, Samantha Newell, yeah - wow, 

it’s great to be here and I just gotta say that I’ve been really into your work 

for years. I went to the New York show last year, and that was awesome. I 

tell everybody about you.” Young American.  
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 “Oh, great.” 

 “Yeah, ... well, phew, I’m actually talking to you.” You clapped your 

hands once hard, like it might wake you up, and shook your head. Then a 

smile. “So ... ah, so ... you are my really major hero, right?” 

 “You’re a photographer?” I asked. 

 “Well, put it this way - I’m learning. I’m studying at Slade.” 

 I glanced away. Maybe I’d given you enough time. You looked suddenly 

fresh and keen, pleased to be in London. How could I tell you how much I 

hated being back in this city, and how much, in you, I was looking into a 

mirror. 

 You saw me break off my focus on you, but you persisted. “So I know 

this is probably a bad moment but I guess I’m not going to get another, and, 

ah, I really have to ask you something.” 

 I looked back, looked you in the eye.  

 “It’s about the holes,” she said. 

 “The holes.” 

  “Yeah. I’ve read just about everything ever written about you, right, 

and nobody really mentions them, but mostly they’re hidden away and 

people don’t even see them, but there’s a hole – like a tear or a puncture or 

something cut out - in just about every picture you’ve ever done. It’s like 

playing with those I Spy books and looking for some little figure, you know, 

and it’s always there even if you don’t see it right away.  So what are the 

holes about? Hole-iness? Is it a visual pun, like a cryptic thing? And this 

might be shit, I know, but tell me I’m not just seeing things.” 

 I inhaled, glanced away again. One part of my brain was going: 

“Brilliant, insightful girl, she’s seen them.” Another was saying: “She would 

be a great subject, with all the holes she’s made in her body.” Another part 
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just: “Why the HELL did she have to ask me that NOW. I think I’m going to 

CRY!” 

 “You’re right,” I said, tightly.  

  You clapped your hands again hard, whap, and laughed.  

 “It’s part of the damage theme,” you said. “That’s what my 

photography lecturer said is your main leitmotif.” 

“Really? So what have the holes meant for you?” I asked, distractedly, 

looking away. Leitmotif – Jesus. I never knew what that word meant at your 

age. You had clearly wised up on theory.  

 You pulled me back. “Oh no, excuse me, but forget about what they 

mean for me. I know my experience, but I wanna know why you put them in 

your pictures in the first place? What’s the experience you have. Wow, you 

know sometimes they’re just so hard to find, but they’re always there, like in 

that one over there with the hole left by a missing nail, or in the woman’s 

pantyhose.” Your expression was a little earnest now. 

 Clearly you have what I have never attained: an intrinsic self-

confidence. I can be praised a hundred times, but I will obsess in anguish at a 

single bad review. Ask me to stand up on a podium and speak and I shake, 

my sentences lose their grammar and I’m mumbling by the third minute. 

There you were, articulate and savvy, in fact nothing like me at all.  A 

perfecting mirror. Rose tinted. 

“My experience? You want a simple answer?” I said, sharply now. “The 

pictures are what they are. You can take them whatever way you want.” At 

that point, I was interrupted by an acquaintance kissing the air above my 

cheek and congratulating me on the success of the show. Some moments of 

chit-chat later, I looked around for you and you were gone. Digby came up 

with two elderly Swedes, who had known Ansell Adams. I managed a slow 

scout through a forest of bodies who caught me at every step, and saw you 
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nowhere. What happened? One minute I was thinking you had all the 

confidence I have always lacked, the next minute you disappear when I seem 

to brush you off? 

 Now as I sit here in my hotel your face haunts me, wrapped up in my 

mind with the feeling that you knew more about me and my work than 

anyone else in the gallery, because history does repeat itself, and in you 

there was me, as I was at your age, staring out at something, with life not 

really answering my questions.  

 The Independent newspaper this morning has a feature on David 

Bowie, because of his latest album, because of the exhibition at the V & A of 

his stage costumes, and because he has suddenly been remembered as a 

phenomenon, and it is as if I have been forced back into a room I ran from a 

long time ago, to witness again the details of an ancient crime. How ironic, 

that a renaissance of a reflective Bowie should greet me as I return to this 

city with a backward look at my art. There he is, like a kind of arrow pointing 

me to that room, and there I am: the arts pages hold a review of my 

exhibition.  

Of all the pieces they might have chosen to print as representative of 

my work, they have used image #1, as if to bring me back to the start of the 

story with one of your claps: dandelions grow through cracks in concrete 

paving, next to a shrivelled condom and a smashed pair of glasses, with a 

hole in one of the lenses. It was something I spotted in August 1980. The art 

critic alliteratively calls my early work “bleak and black”. But now in these 

photographs I see light and life bursting through, like those dandelions, 

intimating survival. 

 “The pictures are what they are,” I’d said, and there was a door 

slamming in your face, a second after I’d validated your observations. You’d 



6 
 

asked too big a question. And I am left feeling guilty. Surprise surprise: that 

someone who reminded me of myself left me feeling guilty. 

 So let me try to explain my experience. It will help me, anyway, to sit 

with my slab on my lap, to process, as they say. At your age I kept a diary. It 

was a photography diary, at the beginning, written to ensure there was a 

written context for every picture I took, and I have stuck in contact sheets. It 

became confessionary, and it never left my side, living in my bag wherever I 

went. Given I was finally returning to London, all these years later in 2013, I 

made myself find and pack it before leaving Melbourne, thinking positively 

that on some perfect occasion I would manage to open its dark green covers 

and be strong enough to read. That moment is now, though already as I flick 

the first pages I feel a crumpling discomfort at encountering the immature 

chronicle of my own self-absorption and cowardice. But, here’s the thing. 

Despite what I did, I think you have helped me. I realise that if I imagine 

myself as a version of you, perhaps I can be more sympathetic. Because 

looking at you - from where I am now - the most striking thing about you is 

simply your youth. Oscar Wilde once said, ‘Youth is wasted on the young.’ 

Maybe, in telling you this story, mine won’t be. 

 

 My diary starts in Auckland, New Zealand, in July 1980.  There are 

some contact sheets of photographs of various people asleep on the wooden 

floor of an old house in Ponsonby, too stoned to go home after a long party. 

 It was not the best of times or the worst of times. It was somewhere in 

between; a grey haze of a time, as if the past were a vast burning forest and 

we were choking in the smoke of it. In 1980 we looked back at decades of 

wars and grand disasters and glory with resignation and knowing weariness. 

The 1970’s had begun with Vietnam, protests and causes, but it was a decade 

of recession, of slipping downhill from the modernist dreams of the 60’s. 
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Now, clogged by Cold War rhetoric, the arms race and economic atrophy, we 

thought of global thermo-nuclear war and the clash of superpowers. Protests 

still continued at times, but we were worn down. In a strange way, we were 

probably better mentally prepared for the advent of Aids than for an 

economic boom or rejuvenation, let alone the telecommunications explosion. 

If the world continued, it would be weird and dangerous, and probably 

poisoned to the core. 

 The mood was curiously despondent ... or was it my mood? I don’t 

know. But at the age of 20 when I decided to leave Auckland, New Zealand, 

for London, I felt resigned and weary of all the experiences I had crammed 

into my years. I was no fresh-faced Kiwi lass. I looked years older than I was, 

and took pride in that, as if it were a sign of maturity.  

August 1980. Picture me staring into a mirror in the aeroplane toilet 

cubicle, under stark fluorescent light: the dark rings under the dry, red eyes; 

the stubby blonde hair, black kohled eyes, pinky pale lipstick, that old torn T-

shirt and leather wrist band, thin black jeans, double steel earrings in each 

ear. Picture me smoking in my seat, onto my third packet, after 36 hours of 

travel. 

  I had decided to go to London because I didn’t fit in New Zealand, I 

thought. You’d think given the alternative-friendly place it is now that people 

might have accepted a kid who wanted to dress in black, paint up her eyes 

and wear Doc Martens, but most of my friends thought I was weird. The 

strange thing is that fashion has followed the trajectory of what we called 

the New Wave, so that what I wore then is contemporary. What didn’t last 

was the look of everyone else. Other people were puffy. Hair was big, clothes 

were wide and flowing, and there was a lot of colour and floweriness. 

Growing up in Takapuna, in the 1970’s, I was a dark shape marooned on a 
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white sand beach. A permed woman in a grocery store once sneered at me as 

she clapped change on the counter: “Going to a fancy dress, darling?”  

 I was cool. I knew about coping without letting emotions fire. Good at 

running, art and maths, I had plummeted into apathy at my parents’ divorce 

and swift remarriages, both to people with tribes of young children. In these 

unions, I felt I was an anomaly, a redundant and unloved legacy of a picture 

cut into pieces, and I solved the situation by moving into a unit (a small 

apartment) in Devonport, at age 17 and still at school, which my father had 

bought as an investment. My place became a base for everyone to do the 

sorts of things they couldn’t do at home. I gained the reputation of being this 

aloof person who was never surprised by anything.  

 Despite clinging to the belief that in rejecting each other my parents 

had also rejected me, I survived by generous hand-outs from my anxious 

father and mother, which I explained to myself by assuming they were 

assuaging guilt. 

 The Arbus-homage photograph #2 in the exhibition depicts a slim 

young woman with dark wavy hair and perfect white teeth, laughing. She 

wears a sequined 1940’s dress and plastic flower earrings with a central 

hole, and there is an unknown lecherous man behind her left shoulder who 

has not noticed me taking the picture. The young woman is Laura O’Neill, 

and it is early 1979. From the time I met her in 4th Form, she was my best 

friend. She was what people called “bubbly”, and she latched on to me as her 

sidekick when she arrived as a new kid from the nearby town of Hamilton, 

and never let me go. She kept me at school, and pushed me into essential 

exams and tests. Otherwise I spent my time in the photographic darkroom of 

the art department.  

Laura was gorgeous: like some kind of Hollywood girl from a bygone 

age, utterly vivacious. She was fun and seemed to have a head full of wild 
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ideas, apart from when she had to stay off school for occasional migraines. 

While I embraced failure with an insolent yawn, she was a prize-winner, but 

instead of going to Auckland University like her family wanted she took time 

out. She took waitressing jobs and saved money for her OE, Overseas 

Experience, as we say. She wanted a couple of years away, to see London, 

mostly. She’d always loved British films. But more than anything she loved 

David Bowie. Ziggy Stardust, Alladin Sane, Thin White Duke, all his personas: 

Laura was smitten. She made me listen to everything he had ever done, over 

and over and over. The only boy she ever went out with for a while was a 

guy with a Ziggy haircut.  

Fans of Bowie there may be, but she was the best. When he gave a 

concert in Auckland in December 1978, to 41,000 people, in Western Springs 

stadium, she was at the front. This was how we celebrated the end of school.  

 Over the next year Laura always had the look of someone who was 

going to be famous. She became more and more glitzy. She wore brightly 

printed skirts carefully selected from op(portunity)-shops and she 

pirouetted through the world of people one should know as a mini-celebrity 

of dances and parties, friend to indie groups and actors. With her, it was 

possible for me to be a shadow. It made me feel safe. Laura, I think, liked 

having me as a shadow. She had a way of seeming constantly on the move, in 

a dance, and yet I just moped around, as if she were a balloon I glumly held 

in my hand.  

 Then all of a sudden she took off, the moment she had amassed her 

target money from working in bars and restaurants. That was in January 

1980. She announced she was going to see Bowie’s home town. It was as if 

she had to go on a pilgrimage to his boyhood places - Bromley, Beckenham - 

and find the sacred sites he played before he was really famous. It seemed a 

kind of thoroughness, of going one step further than any other fan.  
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Post-school, I too had worked in bars and restaurants, and managed 

reasonably well. But after Laura left I plunged downwards, into a heroin 

binge that ended more by luck than by choice when my supplier-boyfriend 

moved to Sydney. I then had an abortion I told no one about, since Laura was 

not there to tell. I never told my departed boyfriend either. Off smack and 

post-abortion, I went into a kind of emotional solitary confinement. This was 

my really dark space, where inner and outer joined together, glued with Patti 

Smith, the Velvet Underground and the Clash. 

 I missed Laura. I went on long walks taking photographs, but the sharp 

light and colour of the North Shore seemed only to make me fade. Laura 

wrote on a Buckingham Palace card that London was filthy, decrepit and 

stank. Breathing in the fresh salt air, I wanted that. I was a creature that 

should skulk around in grime; I was not right for a world of bright 

cleanliness. She also told me about an exhibition of photographs she’d seen. 

Culture and stench: a perfect combination. 

 The one thing I had loved at school was photography, and despite 

everything I had persevered with an evening course and even managed to 

stay the distance to completion, mainly because I fancied the pants off the 

instructor. But I liked to be in darkrooms too, with the acidic smell of the 

developing chemicals and red lighting, where people are born on paper. My 

parents saw my interest in photography as some hope in my long phase of 

uselessness, and wanted to encourage me to ‘do something’ with my life. I 

told them both how much I missed Laura. They offered me money to go 

overseas, because they thought I needed a kick start. I wrote to Laura that I 

would join her. 

 So here goes, and I am not going to write out my diary. I am going to 

use it as the foundation for a story you will enter as if you are reading a 

novel, though I will not tidy it up so much as to lose those juvenile things 
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that make me squirm now: they were part of me then, and perhaps you will 

understand them better than I do, at my age.  It is a resurrection of a life, 

done for you and those like you: a fleshing out of the dry bones of truth. I 

think you will comprehend things better this way, as another type of art. 

This is a picture in words.  
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Chapter 2 

 

#1 broken glasses (1980) 

 

  

 I left New Zealand with a Nikon camera as a gift from my mother and 

an open-ended return ticket to London from my father. After all my trials, I 

anticipated seeing Laura with the closest thing I got to happiness.  So I 

arrived at Heathrow Airport, one morning in mid-August 1980, wobbly on 

my feet, with a heart newly zippy with anticipation.  

 I had written to Laura with my flight details and arrival time, and she 

had written back affirming that she would be there to meet me. I collected 

my backpack from a conveyor belt in the luggage hall, and was quickly 

through passport control and customs. Out I strode expecting that Laura 

would call out ‘Samantha!’ loudly. But no. I looked, searching the faces, 

wondering whether she had changed so incredibly in the months she had 

been away that I was just not recognising her. The faces stared, inhospitable, 

expressionless and pasty. I slowed down. I stopped next to men carrying 

small signs with peoples’ names. Not my name. No Laura. 

 Disappointed, there seemed nothing else to do but to wait. I hauled my 

pack over to a plastic seat and sat down. In an age without cell phones, 

resigned waiting was not that uncommon. I smoked cigarettes, enviously 

watching people arrive, get hugged by welcoming friends and family, and 

move off in small throngs. In a decade without smoking restrictions, 

resigned inhaling of nicotine was quite common too. I watched a Black 

woman sweep the floor, the first Black woman I had ever seen for real and 

not in movies. I read newspaper headlines about the strike in Poland’s 
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Gdansk shipyard. I went to the toilets and corrected my smudged kohl in the 

mirror. Then I was back outside.  

 And so I begin this story with a pause. After being propelled across the 

skies for almost two days, the main break being lying for hours on a floor 

after changing planes at Hong Kong, with refuelling stops at Calcutta and 

Rome, I was sitting, staring, barely thinking. You could say there was a bit of 

a hole in my heart there.  

 

 

 After one hour and 45 minutes there was still no Laura, and I decided 

that I had to be resourceful. Pep-talking to myself like a football coach, I 

hauled my pack on to my back. I would find Laura sooner or later, as long as 

she was all right.  Since I knew she was in a the Diamond Hostel in Islington, 

I decided to try and find my own way. 

 I asked an old man how to get to the central city, and was directed to 

the split circle of the underground sign, which reminded me of the planet 

Saturn. There was a feeling of stepping into the future. I followed the route 

shakily down long corridors in dim artificial light, until I got to the station. 

There I handed over one of my crisp £10 notes, obtained in advance, and 

received a heavy pile of coins as change. On the platform, the air was stale 

and dusty. I had arrived. 

 In a few minutes a train came in. People bustled off, struggling with 

luggage, or pushed past in a rush to the airport. There were men in suits, 

women clopping in low heels and billowing skirts, trendy girls with tight 

clothes and pumps. My main feeling was just how many people there were, 

all at once. People looked either too smart or too drab to be Kiwis. Extremes. 

Pallor. English voices. Round vowels. How now brown cow. 
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 And there she was. She was wearing a short yellow dress with straps 

falling over her shoulders, dashing along worriedly in loose sandals. Not her 

usual artistic flare here. Her hair was knotted on top of her head.  She saw 

me with a few yards still to run, and walked floppily forward without a smile, 

with her arms out in front. “Oh my God Samantha you’ve no idea what I’ve 

been through,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” She came up and gave me an 

awkward hug. “The bus got stuck in a traffic jam. The tube waited twenty 

minutes in a tunnel. And I was late to start with. Oh bugger. My head.” She 

pulled away grasping her hair on one side. “I didn’t even have time to take a 

pill.” 

 “Migraine?” I asked, wondering what a tube was. 

 “Hangover,” she said. “I’m such an idiot.” 

 Trying to put this beginning behind me, I sat down on a seat next to 

Laura and said, “It’s great to see you.” She smiled weakly, apologetic, and 

started to rattle off tales of her life in past months. The train moved off, and I 

looked out of the window at rows of small brick houses, closely packed and 

tight, with little tiny gardens, and the pale sky and pale sun. Summer was 

still full, and yet it was muted, as if there was a filter over everything so that 

the light was not so bright. This was definitely a different place to Auckland, 

a place perhaps where I fitted in better. There were bits of litter and 

cigarette butts all over the corrugated wooden floor. A tabloid newspaper 

featured Prince Charles with a story headline: “Always a bachelor?” I took 

out my camera and consumed the moment. I was here. I aimed the lens at 

Laura. 

 “Sam, not now,” she protested weakly, interrupted.  

 “Sorry, go on,” I said, and I did my best to concentrate on her story of a 

wine bar where she was fired for calling her parents on the work phone. 
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 “I had to get them to lend me some money,” she said. “I thought the 

guy in charge wouldn’t notice.” The two people she had been rooming with 

in Clapham took all her cash and disappeared, apparently, so she was 

desperate. She got another job as a cleaner in the Strand Palace Hotel, and 

left that when one of the porters kept trying it on and grabbing her. She then 

got a job as a barmaid, but had been late for work so many times because of 

migraines she thought she would soon be out. The hostel in Islington was 

great, she said, full of people I would just love. Parties every night.  

 “So how’s Bowie?” I asked. 

 “What do you mean?” she said, defensively. 

 “I mean, I thought you wanted to get to know Bowie’s town.” I was 

teasing a little. 

 Laura looked crestfallen. “He’s long gone. I’ve arrived too late,” she 

said, somewhat mystifyingly. 

 I didn’t follow up on this. We started to talk about something else. But I 

guess it was the first time I vaguely wondered what was going on in her 

head.  In my diary I made a list of curious things she said that day, like the 

name of the hotel being ‘a sign’. She told me she’d graffitied ‘DOGS’ 

underneath the name above the door, so it read ‘Diamond Dogs’, which was 

her favourite Bowie album. 

 We emerged at the Angel underground station to heavy snarling traffic 

and a haze of smoggy heat. The airport and underground had been insulated 

zones, but now London became real, and immensely noisy. Passively, I let 

Laura guide us through the cacophony, trudging down Islington’s grimy 

Essex Road until we crossed over and went up a side street hemmed in by 

rows of three-storied brick buildings. Laura directed me to concrete steps 

leading up to a red peeling door. ‘DIAMOND’ in large black letters was 

indeed annotated with DOGS in small, presumably done with a marker pen. 
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 “This place must be the cheapest hostel in London,” Laura said 

proudly, as we went in. “I was so lucky to find it. I paid £5.60 a night at the 

YWCA when I first arrived and here it’s only £13 for the week. We’ve got to 

share, but that’s usually OK. You have to ignore the surroundings,” she said. 

“Two days ago I had to scrape nine huge slugs from the wall and kill them 

with salt.” 

 “Salt?” 

 “Yes - I guess it just wipes out their water absorption system or 

something. They just shrivel up and die.” She said this with a smile. 

 An hour later she was showing me how it was done. We’d got another 

key and registered me with the shaggy young manager, Billy, who smiled at 

Laura like she was a treat. We both had bunk beds in a dark below-ground 

room with a door leading out to a side alley strewn with cigarette butts. 

There she put three slugs she had found under her bottom bunk, and tipped 

teaspoonfuls of white salt onto each one. They squirmed and bled clear slug 

juice, and took a long time to die. They tried to struggle free, coated with this 

dissolving burden. They made a break for it, with their tiny horns wiggling. 

Laura tipped some more salt on them, and then they went into themselves 

again, dead, shrouded in a salty blanket. 

 I didn’t like it. I wanted to push her away. 

 “Why don’t you just squash them?” I asked. 

 “I don’t want squashed slugs all over the place,” she retorted. “The 

leftover bits smell in the heat and attract flies. This way I can easily scrape 

them up and throw them over the wall.” 

 “You could do that without killing them.” Laura seemed weird to me 

then. It was the strangest thing to do. 

 “They’d come back.” 
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 “Killing them? You’re not planning on murdering anyone now are 

you?” A Scottish-accented male voice. I turned around to see a guy with 

round Lennon sunglasses and messy dark hair leaning on the door frame 

watching us. He was wearing a pale green shirt with rolled up sleeves, worn-

out faded jeans, and brown boots. 

 “Slugs,” said Laura, looking slightly bothered. 

 He gave Laura a wry smile. “Thank your lucky stars you don't have 

rats.” 

 Laura turned to me. “Mike and Steve have rats.” 

  “Mike and Steve deserve rats,” said the Scot. “American rich kids need 

a dose of reality.” Our visitor looked to me. “Anyway - welcome to the Ritz ... 

and whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?” 

 “Samantha,” said Laura. “She’s the one I was telling you about.” 

 “Oh ... she’s the one,” he said, smiling, and I had the impression he was 

looking me over, though it was hard to know with his dark glasses. “Aren’t 

you supposed to be unconscious at the present time, Samantha? Though I’ve 

heard one of the symptoms of jet-lag is a need to conduct outlandish 

scientific experiments on primitive life forms.” 

 “We were just clearing them out,” said Laura.  

 “Slugs are harmless. It’s the bacteria you really need to worry about. 

By the way,” he said, offering a handshake, “seeing as Laura isn’t introducing 

me, I’d better tell you that my name’s Stuart.” 

  

 

 Stuart did not stay long. Laura left me to go with him to buy some food, 

and I slept for about two hours. I woke abruptly when two French girls came 

into the room to take up position on the other two bunks there, laughing and 

chattering as if I were nothing but a pile of old sheets. I then went to an 
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ancient bathroom, and managed to fathom out how to put 10p into a slot and 

get a hot bath, though I spent 15 minutes vacuously watching it fill out of 

taps that squealed water in strange and erratic dribbles. When the cracked 

bathtub was reasonably full and steaming I inched into it, and stretched out. 

I lay there listening to sounds: people speaking German, Italian, Danish; the 

strum of a guitar; doors opening and closing; footsteps on the stairs. 

  It occurred to me then that Laura was different: edgier, duller. I mean 

in the sense that she did not glow as she used to or float above the crowd. 

There was something funny about her.  The salt-encrusted slugs testified to a 

certain meanness I had never noticed in her before. I didn’t feel I knew her in 

the same way. She was like a flower blooming in fantastic vermillion that had 

been transplanted to the wrong soil.   

But more than that I thought of myself. I wanted to tell her things, and 

there had not been a chance. I rubbed my hands over my belly where some 

primitive life form had once been growing inside me. I pressed it in. It wasn’t 

hard like it had been. Soft now. I rubbed my hand on my skin there, and then 

pushed it far into my abdomen.  

 Finally, when I got back to the room, the French girls had gone, and a 

ray of golden sunlight hit the edge of my bed like a spotlight from another 

world. This world was dim, and filled with the smell of old smoke and beer. 

The walls were fawn. Dusty brown lino covered most of the floor, and 

wooden boards the rest. A ragged orange curtain hung around a spider-

webbed window, under which a soiled sink and tiny gas stove in the corner 

were covered with debris from my absent room-mates. A slug left a silvery 

track on the wall. The main lampshade of the room was an old tissue 

container. Bags, backpacks, towels, magazines, personal effects, hairbrushes, 

clothing, shoes ... everything was scattered all over bunks, under beds, and 
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on chairs. A broken mirror caught my reflection. I thought - just out of a bath 

and without make-up - that I looked wrongly young and innocent. 

 Then Laura appeared, poking her head cautiously around the door. 

“Sam, you’re awake. I thought you’d be out for hours.” Hot and tired, she 

came inside carrying bags of groceries and a newspaper and flopped down 

on top of all sorts of things on a frayed chair. 

 “I’m good. I’ll sleep properly tonight,” I said. 

 Laura looked at me intently as I dressed. “I’m buggered, and you’re the 

one who should be tired.” 

 “Yeah, but I’m firing on novelty. And you’ve got a hangover.” 

 She pulled at her hair, looking worried. “It’s gone now,” she said. Then 

she asked, “What did you think of Stuart?” 

 I shrugged, trying to gauge her expression. “What do you think of 

him?” 

 Laura reflected. “I don’t know. He’s smart,” she said. “He’s doing his 

doctoral dissertation at SOAS.” 

 “So as?” 

 “The School of Oriental and African Studies of the University of 

London, my dear,” said Laura, in an English accent.  “He’s not -” She 

interrupted herself, thought for a moment and then continued: “He was 

going to leave. He had a great offer on a flat, and he turned it down at the last 

minute. I used to go places with him, but now I have better fun with other 

people. He hangs around me though, like he’s watching me.” 

 “So you’re having fun. That’s good.” 

 Her expression did not validate these words.  

 All aboard for funtime: yes, cue Iggy Pop. 
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 After some toast, cheese, coffee and a sticky chocolate Mars bar, we 

found some people Laura had fun with. Laura changed into her social self, 

that self who could win over people with a few smiles and glances. It never 

ceased to impress me. We smoked a joint with Americans Mike and Steve, in 

their small room in the attic of the building, and Laura let them have it. If I 

really had to define what it was, I could make a list of features about Laura 

that were only fully manifested when there were men in her immediate 

environment, and still not quite get what was so sparkling. For example, she 

had a particular flick of her hair, and she would stroke different parts of her 

body. She would smile, listen intently, position herself in languorous poses. 

Her voice would be more sultry. She would laugh at anything vaguely 

amusing. But what it all amounted to was a kind of charm that made her not 

only pretty but alluring and sexy. Perhaps not surprisingly, then, Mike and 

Steve turned out to have a twin crush on my friend. 

 Steve was blonde, silent and sullen, and gazed at Laura as if he almost 

resented being attracted to her. Mike was dark-haired, heavy, and the talker. 

He spoke in an educated East Coast voice about how it was impossible to 

understand British accents of various kinds, and did terrible imitations. They 

both had a passion for motorbikes and Mike had a shared interest with 

Laura: David Bowie, whom he deemed a “mastermind”. Mike had his latest 

single, Ashes to Ashes, and they engaged in exegesis of every line while we 

drank Spanish wine and ate roasted peanuts. The dope hit me with double 

force in my jet-lagged head, and made me realise just how tired I really was. 

I gave up on trying to seem interested, and lay on Steve’s bed watching the 

interesting folds on his green sleeping bag, letting the conversation drift over 

me like a breeze. 

 The song kept repeating, whirling and whirling, tinnily crackling 

around on a portable record player. 
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Ashes to ashes, funk to funky, we know Major Tom’s a junkie 

strung out in heaven’s high, hitting an all time low. 

 

Wasn’t that just so profound, they said. All those dreams of the space age and 

the triumph of modern times, and there was Major Tom up there drifting off 

into space. Space Oddity Tom’s not dead, as in that old song, but still alive out 

of his brain tripping out on everything all alone drifting around, and it was 

just what was happening to everyone. Bowie had captured it all. And so on 

and so on. 

 Such conversations were not remarkable. If the Beatles had 

manifested the spirit of the 60’s, it was Bowie who’d manifested that of the 

70’s, with his constant changes reflecting the decade’s constant changes, 

taking on its monsters in a self-destructive dance. Bowie got linked with Lou 

Reed and Iggy Pop as the alternative face of music, even when he did ‘Young 

Americans’ and got into the soul scene. Young Kiwis loved him, hence his 

show at Western Springs in 1978 broke a national record for a single 

audience. I remember him shouting from the stage, “You are 40,000!” But I 

did not approach his music with mind-games or adulation. It just struck me 

as peculiarly appropriate, that song, ‘Ashes to Ashes’, given how I was 

feeling. The tone of his voice was the tone of my voice. Hitting an all time low. 

 “I wish he was back in London right now,” sighed Laura. “I really miss 

him.” 

 “Where is he?” asked Mike. “New York?” 

 “No, Chicago,” said Laura. “He’s doing a play. I remember him saying 

one night how he really felt music was just one of the artistic things he was 

doing,” she said to Mike and Steve. “Actually, he really wants to be a film 

director and develop his painting.” 



22 
 

 Mike and Steve reacted by making curious and approving noises.  

 I wanted to move, and say something reactive. She remembers him 

saying one night? When did Laura meet Bowie? Wouldn’t she have told me? 

After some time, I managed to prop myself up on my elbow and focused on 

my friend.  

 “He’s a renaissance man,” said Laura authoritatively, after further 

revelations of Bowie’s ideas and personal confidences. 

 “Wow that’s interesting, but … when -” My voice sounded odd. Laura 

jumped. I coughed, started again. “When did you have this conversation?” 

 “Sam - “ she said, a little startled. “I thought you were completely out of 

it back there. Oh you remember – in the week after the concert, when we -. 

Didn’t I tell you everything?” Her eyes were wide and determined. She stared 

at me, as if willing me to endorse her story. “Don’t you remember?” 

 I was mystified. What? December 1978, some 20 months earlier? 

Didn’t I remember her meeting Bowie? 

I looked at Mike and Steve’s earnest faces and figured it might be a 

good idea strategically to agree.  “Oh -” I said. “When you met him then.” 

 Laura smiled smugly at my validation. 

 “It’s amazing to meet someone who really knows him. It sounds like he 

shared so much,” said Mike, reverently. He believed her? 

 “We really connected,” said Laura. “I feel in my heart we’ll get back 

together someday.” 

 I flopped back on the bed. Too much. Get back together with Bowie? 

The concert at Western Springs? Laura had surely never met him then. She 

had been with me at a party after the show. I took a picture of her kissing a 

poster of him on the wall. I still have it. There’s a print of that image in my 

diary, with me, right now. She’s alongside, pouting and bending forward with 

her red lips ready to plant a smacker on Bowie’s left cheek. In the photo 
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there is the arm of a red-haired guy she was with that night, but it sure as 

hell wasn’t Bowie. 

 “So, on that note,” said Steve, finally, “how about a spin?” 

 

 

A ‘spin’ turned out to be a fast tour of London at night on their 

motorbikes. There was some barbed discussion about who would take 

Laura. Laura directed me to Steve’s bike. I flung my leg over a seat and 

grasped Steve’s jacket in clenched fists. He was clearly peeved that Mike had 

Laura with him, and roared his engine loudly. Then we took off, without 

helmets (‘American style’, they shouted) and I was on a roller coaster. Lights, 

traffic, buildings, air banging my face, the noise of the bikes, coldness, a girl 

on the pavement with green hair chewing gum, a boy kicking cans, someone 

shouting at us. Things rushed past too quickly. We passed cabs, cars, people, 

zipping through orange lights, overtaking red double-decker buses. Before 

very long we stopped at a light at a large intersection and there was a sign 

saying Charing Cross Road. Seeing as it was now apparently central London I 

tried hard to look and experience my first sight of this old area. And at that 

point also I experienced a sudden unexpected thrill, of me being hurled 

around on this growling machine in this strange, foreign city.  

Then there was Piccadilly Circus - lights, flashing words, people milling 

around, movie theatres, trees. It seemed as if everything was far too close 

together. How could a city be this condensed? I was just thinking how small 

Piccadilly Circus seemed to be, when suddenly we turned down towards 

Trafalgar Square, through Haymarket. We turned again and I saw the great 

pin of Nelson’s Column and got a sense of open space, sky, grand buildings. 

Nelson, put on a pedestal, there so high as if to be among the stars, high 

above the hubbub and the multitudes, with the National Gallery standing like 
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a temple at one end of the square, and the Mall - pathway to Buckingham 

Palace - beginning at the other. 

 We didn’t stop until we got to the Houses of Parliament and the 

Thames, where we pulled up near Westminster Bridge. Steve turned around, 

smiling a little now. “Are you OK?” 

 “Far out,” I gasped, exhilarated,  

 Just then, Big Ben struck eleven pm. Slow, majestic, British, solemn. 

That old haunting bell tune. It really sounded like that. I burst out laughing. 

“Big Ben - Jesus!” I turned, and saw it glowing, looming high, behind me. 

“Jesus - this is London! This really is London.” 

  

 

 We parked and walked to the middle of the bridge looking at the city 

and its lights reflecting in the rippling dark water.  Steve seemed content 

enough to stay with me, while Mike engaged Laura by singing ‘Space Oddity’ 

to bemused pedestrians. Given this situation, Steve must have decided he 

had nothing to lose by asking me for advice. 

 “Hey, listen, Sam. D’you mind if I ask you something?” he said. 

 “Go ahead.” 

 “Well ... you know Laura really well don’t you?” 

 “Yeah,” I said, still staring at the view. 

 “So ... I’m going crazy. What do I have to do?” 

 Then I looked at him. “What?” 

 “I mean ... how can she prefer Mike?” he said, genuinely baffled, despite 

Mike being his friend. 

 I smiled, hearing Mike’s off-key rendition of the Bowie song. 

 “So what do you think?” He looked pained. 
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 I glanced to my friend and shook my head. “Laura hasn’t ever had a 

proper boyfriend.” This was true, since even the guy with the Ziggy haircut 

was more of  an accessory. “You heard what she said. Her heart belongs to 

Bowie.” I said this in jest. 

 I smiled at Steve. He seemed quite sweet and vulnerable. And then I 

leaned close and kissed him. 

 So, the first night I ever spent in London, right off the plane, I ended up 

stoned and having sex with a guy I’d only just met, who was in love with 

Laura. I tell this tale not because it is some trophy of youth, but because it is 

indicative of the complete carelessness with which I approached life. I 

thought it was hilarious that a guy who professed to be so desperate for 

Laura could easily take what was offered from her best friend. Sex, for me, 

was not a close bonding of two people very much in love; it was something 

you did if you felt like it. Ten minutes. Easy. 

 The next day I got up before Steve woke, and then went out. Snap, and 

there was photo #1. The rest of the pictures I took that day are naive, as I 

was naive, but they perhaps show how I had an eye for a shot. I walked all 

over the landscape of Islington, and down to Liverpool Street Station, with 

the aid of an A-Z map. I felt like I had become a camera, my eye the lens, the 

world around me a huge resource of images. It was astounding. London was 

everything I imagined it would be and more: the packs of skinheads on the 

one hand and the frowzy ladies on the other, the policemen with their black 

mammillary hats, and the family groups of visitors from Wales standing for 

pictures by monuments, the Indian women with dowdy coats over shocking-

pink saris, old brick, new brick, chiselled stone, slate tiles, black soot, broken 

pavements, the sheer stampede of traffic, the fumes, the street vendors 

calling to you, rubbish, newspaper sellers, pissing dogs, someone asking for a 

light, the singers and strummers on corners, the man who got angry with me 
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for no reason and the kids running from something very fast, swearing to 

high heaven. Yes. OK. I’ll have you, I thought. Click.  

When I got back to the hostel, around lunchtime, I found Laura reading 

a Vogue magazine on her bunk. The gleaming images of opulence and 

glamour could not have been placed in more contrast by the context. Laura 

hadn’t turned on a lamp.  I flicked a switch, sat down and told her where I’d 

been. She gruffly told me her work was as boring as shit. She showed me a 

picture of a model in a long red dress. “Look at that, will you. Wouldn’t you 

just die to be in that?” 

 “Oh - I’m not so into fashion as you,” I said, thinking that she didn’t 

look that much into fashion herself at that moment. She must have lost 

weight, I thought, and losing weight did not really suit her.  

 “It’s not fashion - it’s ... a kind of new start. Don’t you ever feel like 

that? If you wear something new it’s like you re-create yourself. A new dress 

is a rebirth, like you can become another person and have another life.” 

 “Do you want to do that?” 

 “I have to.” 

 “So is that what you’re doing with that story about Bowie?” I smiled, 

hopefully, like it was a joke she would share.  

 “Are you laughing at me?” she suddenly snapped.  Her voice sounded 

different. 

 “What -?” 

 “It’s not a story. You remember.” 

 “I don’t. OK.” I held up my hand, baffled. 

 “What? Sam, come on. Don’t tell me you were so into all your own crap, 

you didn’t even notice I was gone?” she said. I was surprised at the ferocity. 

“I always thought you knew really, deep down, even though I promised to 

keep it a secret.” 
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 I didn’t know what to say. I had been with my boyfriend of the time, 

Gary. But if she’d gone searching for Bowie in the days after the concert, and 

found him, why the hell wouldn’t she have told me afterwards? Why wait 

until now? 

 “We met up again when I got to London,” said Laura, “but it’s always 

had to be really secret. It’s just that now … things are changing. I’m letting 

the cat out of the bag, for a start.” 

 Laura paused then, and stared at the magazine. 

 “So-?” I said, not really knowing what to say. 

 “So that’s it,” she said, mildly. She smiled, in a rather distant and 

superior way. “You heard what I said last night. We’re going to get back 

together.” 

  “Laura …” I began. This was nuts. What was she playing at? “But …” I 

tried to think. After the concert, I’d stayed around at Gary’s for a night. I 

remember seeing Laura at the bar she worked in, soon afterwards, and there 

was nothing unusual. I remember talking with her about the concert and 

how close she was to the front. “What happened?” I asked. 

 “You know, I don’t want to talk about this. I feel really hungry. Let’s go 

and get something to eat.”  

 “I’ve just come in.” 

 “Oh Sam - come on.” She got up. She reverted to a more familiar mode, 

and gentleness. “You’re in London. It’s time to live.” 

 ‘Living’ consisted of milling about the hostel and talking to people so 

that we did not get out till about four, going to a cheap and not very good 

restaurant, drinking beer, chatting about the people we knew back home, 

and then walking back through the city with our laughter lighting the early 

evening. Any mention I made of the concert night was batted away; any idea 

that I might have talked about my experiences after Laura left Auckland also. 
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I told her about my time with Steve, which she thought was funny. She 

always liked to hear about my sexual experiences; she never shared any of 

her own. I was pretty sure she didn’t have any. Any guy who made a move on 

her was rapidly ejected. 

 When we re-entered the hostel there was a party going on, and Billy 

the manager was busy organising live music from various guitarists, with 

intermediate tracks from records. When Laura came in he put on Bowie’s 

‘Diamond Dogs’, bowed to her and blew her a kiss. 

Laura saw Steve and went over to him cheerily, and Mike joined them.  

Laura beckoned me, but I could see that Steve was, like myself, happy to 

draw a line after the night before. I found some beer in a box someone had 

bought, and relaxed against the door of the common room wishing I could 

have some peace to lie down and sleep. I yawned. 

 A voice. “Not again. Billy doles out this tune every single night.” 

 I turned to see Stuart beside me, without his sunglasses now. I noted 

he had very piercing, yet soft, grey eyes. Nice eyes. He was wearing a raggedy 

brown suit jacket, which I thought was cool. He was quite tall, but not gawky. 

Like most of the others in the hostel, he was tanned from the northern 

summer.  

 “How long have you been here - quite a while?” I asked, leaning a little 

closer. 

 “Ah too long. I should have moved out to a flat by now and thought 

about my studies, but ...” 

 “But what?” 

 “Things keep me here,” he answered, elusively, and sipped on a drink. 

 “Well, it’s quite a place,” I said. “Rough diamond.” 

 He grimaced. And then he looked at me wonderingly. “So what do you 

think about your young friend?” 
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 “Laura?” I asked, as if there was anyone else. ‘Young friend’ he’d called 

her, as if I were much older than her. 

 “Indeed.” 

 I shrugged. “Well, what do I think? I don’t really know what you want 

to know.” 

 “Ah, well. What I want to know is ...” He looked at me thoughtfully, and 

then said. “Actually, I think I need to explain something to you. I trust you 

instinctively. Well, either that or I’ve drunk one too many, which is always a 

possibility. Let’s go somewhere quiet.” He took my arm and led me through 

the crush of people. I felt a little hesitant about this, seeing as it looked as if 

I’d made another very easy conquest, or he had, but I was curious too. 

Perhaps there were some things I should know about Laura that would 

explain the change in her. Perhaps he knew something more about Laura’s 

mystery relationship with David Bowie. He led me down some stairs, and out 

through a small kitchen area where there were people cooking, to a back 

door leading to some steps and a tiny back yard. He closed that door behind 

us, let go, and sat down. I sat down too. 

 I offered him a cigarette, which he refused. Lighting one for myself, I 

waited to hear what he had to say. “So?” I prodded. 

 “So -” he repeated. “How do I start?” He looked into the darkness. “Do 

you know Laura very well?” 

 “Yes,” I said. “Why?” 

 “I’ve stayed here because I felt someone should keep an eye on her, or 

that girl is going to go way, way off the deep end.” 

 “How do you mean?”  

 “I mean Laura is a deeply disturbed human being.” 

 “Well I know she’s had some bad experiences lately,” I said, 

defensively. 
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 “Like what?” 

 “Well you tell me what you think you know.” 

 He smiled again. “Ha - sounds like you’ve got your epistemology 

worked out there,” he said. I smiled a little, wondering what an epistemology 

was. “Well, what I think I know is this. When I got here, Laura was working 

at the Strand Palace Hotel, and she had some story about being broke and 

robbed of all her earnings. I lent her money and looked after her a bit. So, 

sucker that I am for wounded birds, I thought she needed me. Or perhaps 

she did need me. But I made a mistake.” 

 He paused. He looked at me. 

 “I ruined our friendship by a kiss,” he said. 

 “Bummer,” I said, feeling surprisingly disappointed that he’d kissed 

Laura.  

“She didn’t really want to see me after that. Then Mike and Steve 

arrived, and it was quite apparent that they were rather taken with her. And 

then they told me that Laura’s got a part-time lover in the form of a well-

known international musical celebrity. It’s funny she never mentioned that 

when I was spending most of my free time with her. So ... what’s the truth?” 

 What could I say? I felt I had enough to deal with sorting out my own 

way without Laura’s problems. She’d always been rather light and playful 

company. I was the one with the angst. And I had not even begun to tell her 

what I had gone through. 

 “I don’t know anything. I hear what you’re saying, but ... it’s not like I’m 

... you know I’m the last person ...”  Where did I begin to talk to this stranger 

about myself, about Laura? 

 “It’s not true at all is it?” Stuart laughed a little to himself. “Has she 

always been a bit crazy?”  
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 “No. She’s not crazy. She’s having a hard time here, that’s all. Don’t 

worry about it.”  I had to stop this.  

 “So if someone has conversations with an imaginary friend that’s not 

crazy?” 

 “You’ve seen her do that?” This was new. 

 “Yes. Opened the door on her once, and she was in mid flow.” 

 “What was she saying?” 

 “Nothing much. Nothing I could really fathom. She was being sweet 

with someone. I closed the door and she didn’t see me.” 

 I blew out my smoke.  

 “This is a very small place,” said Stuart, “and I’ve spent a great deal of 

time with Laura. It’s bloody ridiculous how much I’ve felt I should be looking 

after her, mistake and all. Though I suppose I won’t need to do that now 

you’re here. I can hand her over.” 

 “Hand her over?” 

 “Yes, it seems to me that she has someone else to look after her ... I 

hope. You see, what I’m trying to tell you Samantha is that she really needs 

looking after. Maybe that’s not been a big part of your friendship with her 

before, but it has to be part of it here, or the girl’s ... Look, I didn’t leave this 

God-forsaken place when I had the chance because I felt Laura needed 

someone, to care.”  

 I looked at Stuart intently. Laura’s charm never ceased to amaze me. 

“So, what do you think I should do?” I asked, unsure. “It’s probably just some 

fantasy that’s got a bit out of control.” 

 “OK. But take her away from here, for a start,” he said. “She’s been 

waiting for you to arrive to get a flat. She wants to share a place with you, 

though in some ways she also wants to stay in this ludicrous world here, and 

she’ll  probably procrastinate as long as you let her.” 
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 “If you think it will help.” 

 “Well, Samantha, I’m just thinking that a real friend is better than an 

imaginary one.” 
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Chapter 3 

 

#25 table (1992) 

 

   

 The trouble with the task Stuart had set me was that it required me to 

act with maturity, and care - in quite practical ways - for another human 

being. I cared about Laura, but this had never implied any personal 

responsibility before. Whenever she had withdrawn from view with her 

migraines, I had let her be. She had never struck me as being particularly 

vulnerable, though as I think about it now this may well have been a simple 

perception problem. Her ‘migraines’ could last days, and were often brought 

on by something stressful.  If I had been thinking about her, rather than 

almost entirely about myself, I would probably have recognised that my old 

school-friend exhibited certain signs that others might have thought about 

further, but having a friend at all – given what I was like – was so precious to 

me the last thing I was prepared to consider was that she was not entirely 

balanced. To me, she had been the success I was not. 

So in London in 1980 everything was turned upside down, as if the 

orientation of our feet created a topsy-turvy mode of life. I was supposed to 

look after Laura in her fragile mental state. That was a tall order for someone 

like me, given everything. I felt searing disappointment: I had needed Laura 

to talk to about what had happened to me, after my binge and the abortion. I 

had felt lonely, and missed her. She was my buddy. She’d always been the 

one to listen as I talked through the mess that was my family. Now what? 

 And could I trust what Stuart had told me? I wasn’t entirely sure. A 

large part of me wanted to assume that everything could be explained by the 
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fact that I had just got strange memory lapses concerning past years, weird 

expectations and the wrong end of the stick. I wanted Laura to be reliable. 

 I took myself to bed eventually, after the party, feeling like I might 

suddenly wake up to discover I was still on the plane, having had a 

nightmare of a worst case scenario. Real sleep was fitful, interrupted by the 

French room-mates giggling, a cat-fight, and someone blasting Abba’s ‘The 

Winner Takes it All’ (the number one song of the week) on a radio in the 

next room. 

 I woke the next afternoon when Laura slammed the door. She dumped 

herself into a chair. “Hi Sam,” she said blandly, “I just went to work, and quit. 

I can’t stand it.” She fiddled with her hair, away in herself. 

 My brain a fog. “So you’ll need another job?” What was her job? 

 She looked at me enviously. “Some of us don’t have daddies who pay 

for our every need.” 

 Envy? Laura had never been envious before. She had pitied the 

dissolution of my family. Her family was large, Catholic, secure, but, 

admittedly, impecunious.  At school, she would always work in restaurants 

to earn her own cash. Her take on things was that it was better to have a 

rock-solid family and not so much money than fall down a fault line when 

the family split apart. She said I was an example of how money meant 

nothing. Now, apparently, it did. 

 It was true my father was going to send me an allowance while I was 

away. But I thought of what Stuart had said. Be a real friend. With this in 

mind I mumbled: “I need a job too. Let’s get one together. Maybe we could 

share an apartment. A sit-bed.” 

 “A bedsit?” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “What’s wrong with here?” asked Laura defensively. 
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 Now that was a question. It had all the requirements I’d wanted. So if I 

had to be a friend to Laura, I had to look after myself as well. Think. “I like 

my own space,” I said, picking up someone else’s underpants from my bed 

and tossing them away. I yawned and lay back. 

 Laura sighed, uncomfortable. “Well, now that you’re here ... yeah. 

Maybe, we could find somewhere. I guess we could see what’s out there. 

Maybe we could get a squat. There are stacks of empty houses around the 

old docks.” 

 “Great,” I said, trying to look pleased. It struck me as a real hassle to 

look for a flat. Staying in the hostel would have been a lot easier. The thought 

of living in a squat around the old docks had a ring of squalor to it that tested 

the limits even of what I thought I had been looking for. “So how was it with 

Mike and Steve last night?” I asked, stalling. 

 “Oh -” Laura looked distant, uncomfortable. “I went with Mike to 

Primrose Hill.” 

 “Sounds ... romantic?” 

 “It could have been.” 

 “But -” 

 “We talked a bit, and then ... he’s just a friend.” She shook herself, as if 

shaking off his hands from her body, like a wet dog. “Oh.” She closed her eyes 

then. “I hope I can’t feel a migraine coming on.” 

 

 

 This one did not develop. So, with her approval, I let Laura guide me 

out on to the street, and provide information on what constituted a good 

deal in terms of a furnished apartment or ‘double-bedsit’. We bought the 

Evening Standard newspaper when it came out in the afternoon, and marked 

with red ink any housing possibilities within our price range in a five mile 
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radius of central London. Feeding urine-scented red public phone boxes with 

coins, we spoke to landlords who sometimes reacted to a Kiwi accent with 

outright hostility. By the end of the day, I was filled with images of the 

London A-Z map which I could not fit together into a coherent whole and the 

rainbow strings of underground lines: green, red, orange, yellow, brown, 

black. 

 We met up with the ubiquitous Mike and Steve again. They were 

selling their motorbikes and heading back home, having already done their 

Grand Tour for the past six months. They showed me a huge number of 

photographs of themselves on their motorbikes in front of famous European 

landmarks. 

 I could have done with running into Stuart, but despite me hanging out 

hopefully in the common room, and even knocking on his door, he was 

nowhere to be found. That night I went out with Laura to the movie Fame, 

and then to a venue called the Music Machine in Camden, to see a succession 

of bands and drink too much. The music was so loud it was not the place for 

conversation.  At one point, nevertheless, I tried to engage again with Laura’s 

fantasy. I happened to see a guy who was clearly dressed to look like Bowie 

in Nicholas Roeg’s film The Man Who Fell to Earth, with floppy bleached 

blonde hair, and pointed him out, shouting in Laura’s ear: ‘Hey look at him. 

Someone that fits your taste, Laura?’ 

 She scowled at me. “I’m not interested in imitations anymore.” 

 “Yes, but hey - be realistic.” 

 “Sam, this is why I could never talk about it all before with you. You 

just don’t understand. It’s just a joke to you.” 

 “What don’t I understand?” 

 “About connections.” 
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 Right, right, I didn’t understand those. True. What the hell was she 

talking about? I ordered another drink. 

 A few minutes later I tried another line of enquiry. 

 “So Stuart ... he seems a really nice guy,” I said. 

 Laura looked as if she hadn’t heard. Then, after a while, she said, 

“Stuart tried it on. I thought he was a friend and he jumped on me. Guys are 

just after one thing. I told him I am not available.”  

 I nodded emphatically. Christ. 

 “And now I feel he keeps watching me.” She looked at me with an 

expression of disgust. 

 Now, if I were a psychotherapist, or if I was who I am now rather than 

the useless person I was then, or if I had not drunk too much already, I might 

have tried to follow that up. Instead, I let the comments pass, distracted by 

people and noise. Then, after another couple of drinks, I was in no way 

capable of keeping quiet about Stuart. Instead of sleuthing around asking 

intelligent questions and sensitively probing into Laura’s world, I came out 

with something more direct. 

 “For fuck’s sake don’t go crazy on me, Laura.” 

 This was at a bus stop, on Camden High Street, where people said 

there was a night bus coming at 2.15 am You need to imagine two skinny 

girls: one punky with short blonde hair, cigarette in mouth, black trou and 

boots, and the other a pretty brunette with big red lips, dressed in a flowery 

satin frock, talking far too loudly.  

 “What do you mean?”  

 “I mean, don’t go crazy on me, OK? Just ... be sane.” 

 Laura burst out laughing. “I’ve had too many drinks to be sane.” 
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 “Let’s get a cab,” I said, noticing a taxi coming on the other side of the 

road. I whistled, called out something, and it did a U turn to pick us up. Laura 

started singing, ‘Who’ll love Alladin Sane ...’ 

 

 

 The next day, hungover, I searched for Stuart in practically every 

corner of the hostel, but he’d gone out early to look at a flat, and I was bent 

sideways with a harsh headache, wondering if this was what a migraine was. 

Skulking around the hostel I managed to whisper messages to various 

people that I needed to see Stuart. No luck. I wanted to tell him that there 

was no way I could look after Laura. I couldn’t even look after myself. 

 That day, after I had taken about four painkillers, there was a sudden 

reversal of fortune. Laura and I got jobs. It happened after we went to view a 

place upstairs from a shop in Covent Garden that was supposed to be for two 

people but was in fact a room which measured only 3.5 metres square. There 

was a sink and one fold-away double bed. This was renting for £35 a week, at 

a time when bar work earned you £60 for the same time period. It was 

raining hard. 

 We decided to cheer ourselves up by walking around the sheltered 

Covent Garden Piazza, which had recently been given a face-lift after the old 

vegetable market there had been moved south. The collection of trendy, 

expensive shops and cafés had been created in the old store-rooms and all 

was pristine, new and novel, with some shops still to open. We enjoyed the 

diversity and colour of a Thornton’s chocolate shop, a tea shop, a Penguin 

bookstore, Body Shop, Cranks Healthfoods, boutique oddity shops like 

Parallax and Strangeways, though after a time Laura became down-hearted 

by alluring commodities. “I’ll never have any money,” she said. “Look at all 
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these people. Look at the clothes they’re wearing. They just don’t know what 

it’s like.” She looked at me then, with that same envy of before.  

 We stopped to watch some street performers outside St. Paul’s church: 

an eclectic bunch of quasi-Gospel singers who were rendering the Beatles’ 

‘Let It Be’ with big claps and a jazzy percussion in the sheltered front area.  

 It made my belly twinge, my head throb again. 

 “Let’s go,” I said to Laura. 

 The rain eased up. We veered off from the Market with its Doric 

columns and high arches, and started to walk down a narrow street with 

funky little shops, ostensibly heading towards Soho, where Laura knew of an 

Italian place with great Florentines and Cappuccino. There, not far from the 

piazza, we were halted. Rounding a corner and slopping through a puddle, I 

happened to look up just outside a vegetarian café called Spill the Beans 

which had a piece of paper on its window saying, “Help wanted. Enquire 

within.” 

 “Hey - Laura. Look at this.” 

 “Far out. This may be luck.” 

 We thrust our damp bodies to the door only to discover it locked, but 

through the frosted glass and the big front window I could see lights were 

on. I knocked loudly. A shape came into view, and the door was opened. A 

leggy and attractive middle-aged woman with henna hair and very red 

lipstick looked us over with some amusement. “Hello,” she said, smiling, “Are 

you wondering about the jobs?” 

 “A job in a place like this is just what we’re looking for,” said Laura, 

over-enthusiastic. “And we have heaps of experience.” 

 “I see,” said the woman, looking slightly taken aback by the hard-sell. 

“Come on in. Awful weather.” 
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 Inside, the place was cosy and curious. Interesting designs had been 

painted on the wall, with stars and moons, and red heart shapes on a deep 

blue background. The furniture was second-hand, polished, dark wood. 

Paper lampshades hung down low over tables. House-plants were 

everywhere. There was music playing: a haunting harp. It seemed a 

wonderful, warm place, where you really could spend hours sitting at a table. 

Back then, there was not the same kind of café culture in England as now: 

there were tea rooms, and in New Zealand there were coffee bars too, but 

there were not so many cool places to hang out over a hot drink. Cappuccino 

was rare and exotic. We walked over to a table behind the shapely sway of 

the woman, who wore a black velvet skirt and white apron. She sat us down 

at a table in the food preparation area, where a newly-fitted kitchen 

gleamed, and gave us each a paper towel to dry off with. 

 “Wow, this is so nice,” enthused Laura, glowing. “This is heaven.” 

 The woman smiled. “Really? I’m glad you like it. I designed it all myself. 

I suppose this café has been my dream for years. And now in a few days it’ll 

be open.” 

 “We’d love to be part of that,” said Laura, smiling, much to my 

embarrassment. She really could be too much when she was turning on the 

charm. 

 “It’s going to be a bit of a muddle to begin with,” said the woman. “I’m 

still waiting for the plumbers to do the dishwasher connection. The 

blackboard I ordered hasn’t arrived. It’s going to go there.” She pointed out 

beyond a food counter. “Anyway, I should introduce myself. I’m Jean.” 

 We gave her our names, and Laura provided our work histories 

involving retail and food, with embellishments. Then she said, “Well, I think 

you’re hired. Now, you can do me a favour and try out this cake.” Jean took a 

huge cake out of a white cardboard box, very dexterously managing to get it 
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on to a plate. “I have a cake-maker who’s been experimenting,” she said. 

“This is his Black Forest Carob number. It’s supposed to be healthfood 

vegetarian - no animal products, not even in the so-called cream. The 

question is: what does it taste like?” 

 “Well,” said Laura, “I’m willing to try.” 

 Jean cut large portions of the great black cake decorated with red 

candied cherries and handed these to us with small forks. “Dig in,” she said. 

 Laura dug in. I felt like the last thing I could eat was that gateau. Laura 

looked at me as if it were compulsory, and I duly stuffed in mouthfuls, while 

faking pleasure. Laura finished her piece. I left half. We all agreed the slices 

should be fairly thinly cut, but that it would probably be a seller. Jean asked 

us if we were vegetarians. Laura sincerely affirmed that we were. This was 

untrue. She asked if we smoked. Laura said absolutely not. At this, I had to 

interject. “I do.” 

 “No smoking in here,” she said. “You’ll have to go outside if you want a 

fag.” 

 Laura gave me a wide-eyed look that said I should have kept the 

information to myself. Jean presently went off to get some paper from an 

office at the back, so she could write down our details. “I’m not working in 

place where I can’t light up,” I said. 

 “Light up - I wish you would lighten up,” said Laura. “Just say what she 

wants to hear.” 

 Jean came out smiling a little as if she’d overheard. “It’s just as well you 

came in. I had my quota of six staff until this morning when two of them 

pulled out to go off and work on a kibbutz. Actually, I suspect they may have 

found something better paid. You haven’t asked me about wages.” 
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 We both made ‘money is no object’ noises, thinking that we could drop 

the job if something better turned up, but for the moment it was better than 

nothing. 

 “You’ll be paid £55 gross per week. It isn’t a place where you’re likely 

to get tips, because you’ll be serving at a counter.” 

 “That’s fine,” said Laura reassuringly. 

 “And you’ll be on shifts. We’ll be open 10 am till 8 pm every day except 

Sunday, in line with the Market.” 

 “Great,” said Laura. “I can’t wait to start.” 

 Jean wrote down our names, said that national insurance numbers 

were unnecessary as we would be paid cash, and then asked for our 

addresses. 

 Laura hesitated. “Well - that’s -” 

 “We’re in a hostel in Islington,” I stated flatly, not waiting for another 

lie. “We’re looking for something permanent.” 

 “Are you?” she said. “How permanent?” 

  Laura and I looked at each other wondering what she meant. 

 “I mean,” said Jean, “I happen to have a friend who’s bought a place on 

St. George’s Square in Pimlico. He’s going to do it up to sell. At the moment 

he can’t get started and he was going to put the flat on the rental market. 

Would you be interested?” 

 Laura looked oddly diffident. I leapt at the opportunity. “Absolutely. 

Where’s Pimlico?” 

 “Beyond the Tate Gallery, on the way to Chelsea,” said Laura, less than 

enthusiastically. 

 “Wow,” I said. “That’s a great location, isn’t it? On the way to Chelsea?” 

 “Yeah, and we crap money,” said Laura, the second after we left. “We’d 

blow all our earnings on rent.” 
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 St. George’s Square had an elongated oblong patch of green with large 

leafy trees, framed by wrought iron fencing. The streets were rimmed by 

white Georgian buildings with columned entrances. The architecture looked 

grand and stately taken as a whole, with the run of columns like a temple 

portico, but individually many of the buildings were in need of repair, with 

peeling paint and cracked windows. Some had scaffolding around them, on 

their way to future gentrification. Others were fading into grey, and the front 

pits beside their basement windows collected litter from passing 

pedestrians. At one end was a stone church with a high spire, with an effigy 

of Christ crucified outside, and beside it there was a small hall from which 

came the sound of children. At the other end was Grosvenor Road, the fast 

highway which winds along the Thames and turns into Chelsea 

Embankment. Across the river and a bit further on was Battersea Power 

Station, looking like a giant upturned table. 

 The owner of the apartment was a suave, brown-haired man in his 

late-twenties, named Rupert Ward-Pryce. He shook our hands with 

enthusiasm, straightened his red tie and explained in a posh accent that the 

place was in need of a lot of work, but he felt it was still rentable as is. The 

location was, after all, fantastic. When it was done up he could rent it for 

more than £150 a week. That said on the front doorstep, he proceeded to 

show us into a dark space off the dusty entrance hall on the ground floor. A 

stale smell of old carpets and damp wrapped around us as we entered. There 

was a front room hung with heavy purple curtains, with some old sofas and a 

chipped chest of drawers. A long corridor on the right hand side of the 

entrance led to two bedrooms, with single beds in each, a small bathroom 

and a kitchen. Apart from the window at the front, in the lounge, there was 
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little natural light. There were threadbare carpets on the creaky old wooden 

floorboards. Cobwebs shimmered in the windows. I loved it. 

 “Well, what do you think?” he asked, rather keenly. “I’m actually going 

to put it on the market in the next few days at £80 a week. If you wanted it, 

seeing as you’re working for Jean, I’d rent it for £60, and I’d need a £60 bond 

from each of you too.” 

 “Too expensive for us,” said Laura, flatly. 

 “Not if we get more people,” I said, in front of Rupert. “A couple could 

have the front room. With that, it would be a good deal.” 

 “Well, quite,” said Rupert. “I’ve no objection to extra tenants. As I said, 

in a few months I’ll be stripping it bare.” He smiled at me. 

 “I don’t know,” said Laura. “I think Sam and I need to talk.” She looked 

at me with import. 

    

 

 “What’s wrong with you?” I said, as soon as we had waved off Rupert 

in his shiny red Aston Martin.  I filed the scrap of paper with his number on it 

in a pocket. 

 “Well, what’s wrong with you?” Laura retorted. “If you want to live in a 

high class dungeon, then do it without me. I’ll stay in the hostel.” 

 “You think any of the places we’ve seen are better than this?” 

 “There will be something better. £60 a week for that is ridiculous. And 

I don’t have £60 for the bond.” 

 “I do. Leave that to me. You were willing to pay £17.50 for your share 

of a little bedsit, why not the same for this whole apartment if we get a 

couple moving in? They could pay £25 for that big front room, when you 

think of the double bedsit rentals we’ve seen. We won’t get anything better 
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for the money. Here at least there’s a bit of space, even if it’s dark. Think of 

what we saw this morning.” 

 “But that was in the central city.” 

 “This is central city - Jesus, we could walk to … clubs, work.” 

 As we squabbled, we marched back to the underground station, past a 

recently-constructed school, which looked like a huge concrete block that 

had been slammed into the earth diagonally, surrounded by asphalt 

playgrounds. Behind this there was a luxury apartment complex called 

Dolphin Square.  

 And then, because I was not watching where I was going, I trod on dog 

turds, left in the middle of the pavement. Brilliant. “Oh ... shit,” I exclaimed. 

 Laura couldn’t help laughing at that. “Literally!” she said. I stood there 

with my foot hanging limply and tried to shake off the worst and then scrape 

it on the curb. Laura went to a rubbish bin outside a wine shop and took out 

some brown cardboard, trying not to laugh too loud at my condition. “Come 

on,” she said and proceeded to do the unpleasant job of scraping dog excreta 

off my boot. “The pavements here are hazardous. You should know that by 

now. There.”  

 “Thanks,” I said, angrily. 

 “What are friends for?” she said, looking affectionate. 

 Given that she had melted slightly, I tried again. “Laura - that 

apartment would be great. We could each have a room. Why don’t we move 

in and advertise for some people. Students are arriving from all over. We 

could get a couple in a day.” 

 Laura threw the soiled paper in the bin, and inspected her hands. 

 “Well, to be honest Sam I guess if you keep paying for me the whole 

time, it just makes me feel like I’m a ... failure.” 
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 “Oh Laura. How could you be a failure?” Topsy-turvy again. That 

comment really annoyed me. 

 Laura turned away for a moment, and then turned back. “I don’t want 

you to pay for me, Sam. Wherever we go, I want to pay my own way.” 

I sighed. What would happen then? Fiercely independent Laura with 

no money. Perhaps a squat at the docks? Isn’t that what I had been prepared 

for anyway? Didn’t I want real squalor after Takapuna? I didn’t know what to 

say. 

“Oh - listen!” said Laura, after a moment. 

 I listened, and heard an ambulance yowling. Then I realised there was 

something else: a song, coming out of the wine shop. It was Bowie’s ‘Jean 

Jeanie’. Laura all at once lost herself and sung along. “The Jean Jeanie, let 

yourself go ... wo!” I sighed again. Not only was my friend saying strange 

things about David Bowie, my entire time in London seemed to have a 

soundtrack of his music. 

 “Oh God,” she said then, as if experiencing a revelation. Her eyes went 

wide open, and she stared as if seeing someone in the distance. I actually 

looked around. 

 “What?” I said. 

 “That’s a sign.” 

 “What?” 

 “We have to be here. We have to take this flat.” 

  “OK,” I said, dumbfounded. 

 “That’s what I mean,” she said. “This is the connection.” 

  

 

 I could have been relieved and happy that at least this meant we had 

jobs and a place to live all in one day. But my relief was rapidly superseded. 
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While we were in the underground on the way back to Islington, it started to 

rain again. When we emerged at Angel, it was pouring. Water dripped off the 

end of my nose as we squelched down Essex Road. More than that, my 

headache returned, and I felt more and more queasy and weak. Laura noted 

my low spirits, and started to talk more positively about how it was good 

that things were working out, and how if it wasn’t for me being here that 

never would have happened, though she was still insistent that she would 

make ends meet without any help from me. 

 When we got back, I went down to our room, and stretched out onto 

the bed. “I’m not feeling that great. I need to sleep.” 

 “Then I’ll leave you in peace,” said Laura. “I’m going to get some coffee. 

Do you want a cup?” 

 “No,” I said, and watched a slug slide slowly down the wall next to my 

bed, into thin craters where someone had chipped away five layers of paint 

to reveal the plaster board beneath. I thought of stepping into dog shit, and 

felt sick. I was feeling shivery, and pulled blankets around me, cocooning 

myself for comfort and warmth.  

 My heartbeat was rapid, pounding in my ears. I thought of the sickly 

carob cake. The door slammed. I was alone. 

 I slept.  

I dreamt of odd things, and of fighting some sort of beast. 

 I awoke on the floor beside my bed. I was still alone. My head was 

swirling. My stomach churned. I had to get to the bathroom. I remember 

kneeling, standing, reeling to the door, grasping hold of the handle, crawling 

up stained carpeted stairs to the nearest bathroom, entering it on my knees, 

throwing up in the toilet, flushing, standing up shakily with the porcelain 

and linoleum swimming around me, bulky and bizarre. And then there was a 

gap. 
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 “Jesus,” said someone, probably the manager, Billy. “Bloody hell. Get a 

doctor.” 

 What had happened to my bed? It was cool and hard.  

 There had been a noise. What was lying on top of me? My bed had 

collapsed? 

 My shoulder hurt. 

 “Has she OD’d or something?” 

 Stuart’s voice. “Sam? Sam - are you all right?” A weight was removed 

from me. 

 “Don’t move her,” said Laura. 

 Murmurs, murmurs, pounding feet.  

 “Help me,” I said. “That thing got hold of me and pushed me over.” Why 

were these people here, messing me about? They should be calling the 

police. “Someone get rid of it. I really need my sleep.” 

I was lifted up. 

 

 I woke up again when there was a cold object on my chest. It was 

wielded by a bald man with glasses. A crisp, snap-snap man. “She’s bumped 

her head and shoulder, but I don’t think it’s concussion.” 

 Sleep. 

 When I next woke, the doctor had gone. Laura was cleaning the dishes 

area with Ajax powder and a yellow sponge. It seemed such a remarkable 

activity that I thought I might be having another dream. Then the smell 

tickled my nose and made me sneeze. 
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 At that, Laura turned around, gasping, and rushed over to my bed. 

“Sam,” she said. “Oh thank God. You’ve woken up. I was going to call the 

doctor again. You really banged your head you know.” 

 “Where?” I said, putting my hand up to feel it. 

 “There,” she said, applying a finger very gingerly to a lump on my right 

upper forehead. “You fainted in the bathroom, and you must have grabbed 

hold of a step-ladder someone put in there. It fell on top of you. I heard the 

crash in the kitchen and ran up right away. You were lying on the floor with 

this ladder on you, all kind of twisted around. God it was awful. I thought 

we’d have to take you to the hospital. I thought you’d broken your back.”  

 “Silly me,” I said. 

  “I sat with you for hours last night. The French girls said they’d go and 

sleep somewhere else, so I had the light on most of the night.” 

 “Thank you,” I said weakly. 

 She perched on the bed, her face glum. “I’m such a lousy friend, you 

know,” she said. “I’m such a loser.” Her eyes started to well with tears. 

 I tried patting her weakly on the arm. “It’s OK.” Why was she the loser? 

 “No, it’s not OK.  I sat up last night and thought. You know, even if you 

pay for me sometimes, I can look after you in other ways. I know you need 

looking after.” 

 I would have laughed at the irony had I sufficient energy. 
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Chapter 4 

 

#4 columns (1980) 

 

 

 My sickness left me feeling as if I’d just been baptised, and come up out 

of the water as a strangely changed person - not sinless or born again, but 

transformed nevertheless into something else. Cue Talking Heads, ‘Take me 

to the River’.  I now felt almost desperate to find Stuart, this time only to ask 

him some more questions about Laura.  He proved elusive, and I was again 

forced to ask people where he was. The word was he was leaving. Eventually 

I tracked him down as having just departed to go to the local laundrette. I got 

directions, quickly threw my dirty laundry into a bag and chased off there 

not at all clear about what I wanted to say. I could start off by thanking him 

for his help after my faint. 

 I found Stuart in front of a washing machine, and tried to say hello 

casually, as if our meeting was coincidental. I was aware of how attractive he 

was, handsome in an unusual way. He had also an air of maturity, and I 

guessed he might be 26 or 27, some years older than myself at least. I 

admired him. I liked the way he looked as if he’d been wearing the same 

clothes for days, without being dirty. 

 He talked quite easily, and wanted to brush off my fall lightly, as if 

preserving my dignity by nonchalance. “You’ve got a lovely bump,” he said, 

smiling at my forehead, though I found myself feeling oddly self-conscious at 

this comment. He changed the subject to a tale about how he had left a glass 

of beer under his bed the night before and found it full of dead slugs that 

morning. 
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 “Pickled. They must like beer. They go into it and drink themselves 

blotto. Creatures after my own heart.” 

 I couldn’t help but smile, and then concentrated on shovelling my 

clothes into a machine. I struggled to work out what coins to put in the slots 

to get some washing powder, and then how to get things to work, with 

Stuart’s help. Was he looking at my underwear? Why did I find this acutely 

unsettling? Me? 

 “I like that red number,” he said of a particular pair of underpants, as if 

recognising exactly what was making me uncomfortable.  

 Did I blush? Did I blush? Surely not. 

 This is what I mean about being transformed. It felt as if something 

inside me had broken, or some armour had slipped off temporarily. This was 

not good. And why had I run after him here anyway? What was it I wanted to 

say?  

 “So did Laura tell you - we’ve got a flat, and we’re lined up with work?” 

I asked, as we sat down. 

 “Yes, she did, over your unconscious body. And I think you must be 

some kind of miracle worker to have done all that so quickly.” 

 I looked at him, with a rush of shyness, given his approval. This was 

not a familiar feeling. “So we’ll be leaving,” I said. “You won’t be seeing ... us.” 

 “Well, I don’t think Laura wants to see much of me now,” he said, 

ruefully. It irked me then, that he was thinking of her. 

 “Right.” 

 “You mean, I’m right?” 

 “I guess … the ‘mistake’ has made her suspicious, like you want 

something from her, and she just saw you as a friend.”  Bugger. I didn’t want 

to be talking about Laura’s feelings. 
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 He laughed. He ran his fingers through his hair. “Woow,” he said. 

“Would it help if you told her I was drunk at the time?” 

 “She says she’s not available.” 

 Stuart smiled wryly. “So what do you think now about her mental 

state?” 

 I shrugged. “She’s OK. I mean, it’s just a fantasy. It’s harmless.” I said 

what I wanted to believe.  

 Stuart pulled a face, a little let down. “Well, it’s none of my business 

any longer.” He sat back, mock-relaxed. 

 I looked at him again, aware of his peculiar attractiveness, and this 

feeling took me by surprise. Here we were stuck in a laundrette together. I 

had walked in at the end of his friendship with Laura, and that was the end 

of me seeing him too, I supposed. I glanced towards a pile of old magazines: 

Radio Times, Woman’s Day, Newsweek. I grabbed one on top, and looked 

through it, skimming. Here I was. I’d been dying to find Stuart, to talk to him, 

and now I didn’t know what to say. 

 “Laura told me you’re studying at ... ” I began, and couldn’t remember 

the place. So be it? So as? So what?  

 “SOAS. I specialise in Indian religion. My doctorate is on Kali, the 

Divine Mother.” 

 “Ah,” I said, trying to look as if I was not completely stupid. He was 

studying for a doctorate. He had to be incredibly smart. 

 “Look,” he said, and brought out of his pocket a post-card showing a 

multi-armed goddess with her tongue sticking out and a necklace of skulls. 

She had a dagger in one hand and a severed head in another. Some punky 

princess! 

 “The Divine Mother?” I asked and laughed a little. This had to be a joke. 
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 “Indeed. She rips up demons. It’s better to have her on your side than 

against you. It’s a bit like how the super-powers justify having nuclear 

weapons. Something this dangerous should be on the side of the good and 

the true. If she’s against you then you’re finished, because nothing is going to 

protect you against Kali.” 

 How very strange. I had vaguely thought Indian religion was quite 

benign, given transcendental meditation and chanting for Krishna. There 

used to be a great Hare Krishna restaurant on Queen Street, Auckland, with 

really cheap food, and delicious milk-powder balls. That locus contained 

most of my information about Indian religion. I liked the colour: the blue 

Bhagavad Gita sitting on the table, the flowers, the people with strange hair 

who dressed in orange robes. “How do you know if she’s against you?” I 

asked. 

 Stuart smiled, less testy now. “Well, you’ll find yourself turning into a 

trophy around her neck. But I only met people who were determined to 

show her the greatest respect, mainly in Dakshinewar, around the temple 

there. They were all loved-up devotees - fans you might call them. They’d do 

anything for their star.” 

 “You went there, to India?” I could not mask my fascination. 

 “I did, and I returned to the hostel to stay for just a short time while I 

found a flat.” 

 “OK ...” I said, suddenly realising we could offer Stuart space in our 

new place. What should I say? Nothing. Laura would not agree. I lit a 

cigarette with great concentration, flicked my lighter, accidentally burnt my 

thumb, dropped it and swore. 

 Stuart seemed to recognise the dilemma behind my cack-handedness. 

He smiled again. Then he started to talk about India, recounting various 
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stories of his trip, and I only needed to say a few things to keep the 

conversation going. He made me smile. He was interesting. 

 Then he walked away, and transferred his clothes from a washer to a 

big yellow dryer. I watched him move, feed coins into a slot, and whack the 

machine to start it. He had what you would call natural grace. I liked his 

scruffiness. He was cool without trying. He came and sat down next to me 

again, below a vandalised sign offering a £100 reward for anyone giving 

information for persons responsible for vandalism on the premises.  

 I had to say something, so that this time together would not be an 

ending. “Stuart, you know you think you can just leave Laura to me now, but 

well … what if want to talk to you?”  

 Stuart half-laughed. I looked at his hands: long fingers, gentle hands. 

He got out a piece of paper and scribbled his number on it. He placed it in the 

right front pocket of my jacket, so close to my right breast I could feel his 

fingers through the material an inch away from my nipple. I had to stop 

myself breathing. “I’ve got a flat now myself,” he said. “I’ve even memorised 

my new number. You can call me whenever you want.” 

 I think I fell in love with him at that moment. 

  

 

 We moved into the apartment on St. George’s Square in the first week 

of September, 1980, a month in which the papers carried news that there 

was a settlement reached at Gdansk shipyard in Poland; 341 prisoners in H-

block in Long Kesh, Northern Ireland, lived in conditions of filth on purpose 

to protest their lack of political status; Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran set 

conditions for the release of the 52 US hostages held since November 1979; 

Iraq and Iran were at war; there was a coup in Turkey; Presidents Carter and 

Reagan competed for the soul of America in the run-up to the US Presidential 
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elections; 88,100 people in the UK lost their jobs in one month, David 

Bowie’s ‘Ashes to Ashes’ single was at the top of the British charts, and a 

Times survey showed that the monarchy and the police were the only things 

the British public thought were right with Britain. 

 Spill the Beans café opened, with Laura and me at the counter. After 

surviving the muddled ordeal of the first day, Jean threw a party, to which 

Rupert, our landlord, came, with crates of Brut champagne. On his arrival, 

Jean almost burst with pride and joy, and she greeted him with a kiss on the 

lips. 

 “Could they?” I said, amazed. 

 “Oh surely not,” Laura said. “She’s old enough to be his mother.” 

 Laura was wrong - not about the age gap, but about their relationship. 

It turned out that nearly all the money for the café had come from Rupert. 

Jean, who had been a model once, had struggled alone teaching the 

Alexander Technique for seven years until Rupert had arrived in her life and 

thrown money at her dream. We realised we were indebted to a couple 

rather than two individuals. This did not, however, stop Rupert from sidling 

up to me to ask questions about New Zealand with undue interest, and 

standing very close. His flirtation was not overlooked by Jean who, from that 

moment, became somewhat more acerbic towards me. 

  

 

 In idle moments, I kept thinking about Stuart, remembering our time 

in the laundrette, and imagining random encounters with him. I 

daydreamed. I daydreamed. To distract myself I insisted on going out all the 

time. Laura dolled herself up and we went surfing through venues, loving the 

Marquee, the Rainbow Theatre, the Lyceum, Dingwalls, and enjoying picking 

up on some of the new music. This was music with maximum street cred, 
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leaving me feeling inauthentic and slightly morose. Furthermore, Laura 

seemed way too over-the-top in the London scene. She got a lot of attention, 

but I really felt she needed to tone down. I watched her with caution, 

observing her way of telling little untruths for the sake of effect. I never told 

her about meeting Stuart before we left the hostel. 

 The summer was not waning, but hot.  I took a newspaper and a plastic 

bag over to sit in St. George’s Square green on free afternoons, and enjoyed 

the pretence of countryside. The plastic bag was to sit on, since St. George’s 

Square was also utilised as a dog’s toilet, despite a rather polite but forlorn 

notice which read: ‘Please try to stop your dogs fouling the grass - we do not 

have the staff to clear it up and it could create a health hazard, A. J. Cryer, 

City Engineer.’ Sounds of children came from the New England kindergarten 

next to St. Saviour’s Church. I even felt so relaxed I meandered into the open 

doorway of the church on the corner, only to be stunned to find a service in 

progress. Someone tried to hand me a hymn book and an order of service. 

“Are you kidding?” I said. 

 As for Laura’s Bowiephilia, or whatever you want to call it, I soon 

confirmed what Stuart had told me, in that I could hear Laura sometimes 

having conversations behind closed doors in her bedroom or in the 

bathroom. They were whispered and melodious, and there was sometimes 

laughter, but she definitely had an imaginary friend she talked to and it was 

not hard to guess who. It reminded me of a child playing with a doll. She 

walked into a dream, but it was serious. Was this the ‘connection’? Yet, apart 

from that, Laura seemed perfectly normal, in her slightly manic way. She 

didn’t have those conversations in front of me, which I thought was a good 

sign. It was just her private thing.  
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 She had put up a picture of Bowie on her bedroom wall. No one could 

say that was kooky. Thousands of young people had a picture of Bowie on 

their walls.  

 I tried at times again to find out more about the days after Bowie’s 

concert, back in December 1978.  Occasionally I wondered if perhaps I really 

had forgotten something important, if some part of my memory had been 

wiped out by heroin sometime in March, but really I could not imagine 

anything that would have made it possible for Laura to have managed to 

engineer a meeting with her idol, let alone a relationship. And she had said 

nothing to me about it till now. Since this was pre-diary, I only had the 

memory of taking the photo at the party; but my pictures are always like 

inscriptions on stone in my mind, no matter what. That red-haired guy was 

hovering beside Laura. I think she introduced me to him as someone she had 

just met at the concert, while I was sitting with Gary on the sofa. I have that 

vignette of recollection. She was at the very front at the show, after all; she’d 

queued all day to get that position, and I was not around then. We’d reunited 

at the party and she’d been happy. 

 Since further questions got me nowhere, given that Laura just told me 

that she was not going to discuss things that were “private”, one sunny day 

when Laura was working I went into her room like a CIA agent, and 

methodically looked through all her stuff, just in case there was something 

there worth finding. 

 The old wooden wardrobe in Laura’s room was filled with her usual 

clothes that she could wear and look like a starlet, and so many shoes. I had 

no idea she had that many. Everything was very neat and tidy. I went to the 

chest of drawers under the high sash window: underwear, make-up, 

perfume, panty-hose, papers. Papers in envelopes.  
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I lifted out the pile and emptied them. It was a great collection of 

cuttings featuring David Bowie. Some of them were quite old. She must have 

brought most of them with her from New Zealand, as a treasure trove. A 

handwritten page dropped out on my feet. I picked it up and read: 

 ‘Dear David, I’ve been meaning to write. There’s so much I want to 

say.’ Except that all those words had lines through them.  

They started again: ‘Dear David, I don’t know if we will ever see each 

other again, but I really want to say that I miss you. I hope this letter catches 

up with you.’ Again, these words were scribbled out.  

One more time: ‘Dear David, Samantha is here now, and we’ve got a 

flat. I feel I can understand things better now. I’m not so lonely, but I still 

miss you. I don’t feel right without you being with me.’ Again, the words 

were crossed out.  

In the bottom drawer I found stamped, addressed envelopes, care of 

the hostel. Not surprisingly, there were no letters back from Bowie in this 

stash. There were mainly letters from her parents, and mine from before I 

arrived: those letters in which I managed to say too little about what had 

been happening to me. I read my scrawl. I read through and saw I did 

mention, once, that I’d had a ‘rough time’ since she’d gone.  

 Damn, I thought, what had happened on the night of that concert in 

Auckland? I tried hard to remember, once more. It was such a major event, 

various incidents of the day flashed through my mind. I remembered 

dancing at the concert, and the huge excitement of being in such a massive 

crowd in Western Springs, the thumping music so loud my ears were 

ringing. The party … it was in Greenlane, at a friend of a friend’s, and I 

remembered Laura in a crimson dress. ‘Hey, Laura, you and David Bowie,’ I 

said, and I told her to stand by the poster. That guy – he followed her over. 
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He’d had his arm draped around her shoulder at one point. She leaned over, 

pouting, and snap: my photograph of Laura kissing Bowie’s face there.  

Where did she go then? I went back with Gary to my place. How long 

afterwards was it that I saw her in the bar, and we talked about the concert? 

I remembered her saying she was so close, “I could have touched him”. What 

had happened: his hand had grasped hold of others, and not hers? She 

wouldn’t have said that if she had touched him in private. 

 I bundled things back under the bed and hoped she would not be able 

to tell I had snooped.  

 Should I let things be? What the hell did it matter in the long run if she 

had an imaginary friend to write to, or talk to? I should just leave her alone. 

End of story. 

  

 

 A couple of days later Laura came home with a New Musical Express 

featuring a big smoky picture of her idol on the cover, closed herself up in 

her room and didn’t communicate with me for hours. After she emerged, 

dreamily, we prepared a meal together in the kitchen, while she played Scary 

Monsters on a cassette tape recorder. I tried to make conversation. I had 

started going to some London art galleries by then. She related everything I 

said to Bowie.  

  “So I went to the Photographers Gallery, and then to this incredible 

abstract show at the Annely-Juda,” I said. “They had Lissitsky, Maholy-Nagy, 

Naum Gabo. Authentic stuff.” 

 “You know, David says the worst joke God can play on you is to make 

you an artist.” 

 ‘David,’ I noticed. “Oh that’s an old one,” I said, passing it off. “It’s the 

worst joke that God makes you a really bad artist. Anyway, you should check 
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out the exhibit. And - get this - I was the only one in the gallery. Saturday 

morning.” 

  “I’d rather go to some music than to some art. David may be playing 

smaller halls this Spring.” 

 In the background the music: 

 

 She had a horror of rooms, she was tired, you can’t hide beat. 

 When I looked in her eyes they were blue but nobody home 

 She could’ve been a killer if she didn’t walk the way she do ... and she do. 

 She’d opened strange doors that we’d never close again. 

 

 “God,” she said, “I’d die to see him in The Elephant Man. It’s going to be 

on Broadway.” 

 “Well, save up and go to New York. Can you turn that down a bit?” 

 Laura turned the volume knob, looking at me with superiority, and 

said: “I can see how he means that lyrics are not always needed because the 

music carries its own message. Like in this one, if you really listen to it, the 

beat and the music are really scary, sort of frenetic, as if it’s right inside you - 

like there’s something bad inside you that’s going to get you in the end.” 

 “Is that what you feel sometimes?” I asked. 

 Laura didn’t answer. She just sang along to the music. 

 “Laura,” I said, “I just want to know something.” 

 “What?” she said, distractedly. 

 “You got together with David Bowie, after his concert. I know you want 

everything that happened to be private, and you don’t want to talk about it, 

even to me, and I respect that, but … I just wondered … who was that guy 

you were with at the party?” 

 Laura looked at me quizzically. “What party?” 
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 “The one after the concert, in Greenlane. I was there with Gary, and 

you were –  “ 

 “A party in Greenlane … ?” 

 “Yes, you were there, with a red-haired guy, kind of big and brawny, 

and -”  

 “Oh Sam, you’re thinking of the film.” 

 “The film?” I said.  

 “Yes, you know, that really weird thing the art students made. You 

were in that, in the party scene.” 

 I didn’t know what to say then. “I … er … no, I took a photo of you, with 

a poster of Bowie, at the party, after the concert.” 

 “No, no, Sam. That was for the film, though they never used that. God 

knows what happened to their movie either – probably buried somewhere in 

Elam art school. Don’t you remember? There was a concert in the film too.” 

 I think I must have looked utterly stunned. 

 “Wow, Sam,” said Laura, with some affection, searching my face. “You 

did used to get so wasted. That’s why you’re being so hopeless about all of 

this. The red-haired guy was an actor with me in the film.”  

  

  

After this I felt a strange consternation. I could not have forgotten the 

circumstances of that photograph. I very much longed to discuss things with 

Stuart, but this was difficult. On the one hand there was Laura’s distrust of 

him. On the other there was the fact that I liked him too much. If I saw him 

again I would like him even more, and given his history with Laura – and her 

feelings about him - it felt that he was completely out of bounds for me. It 

was good to have his number, for an emergency, but I felt increasingly that I 
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had to be strong and independent. I would handle Laura’s mysteries on my 

own. 

I concentrated on practical things. On Tuesday, September 9th, I was 

alone, drafting an ad for ‘flatmates wanted’. It was mid-morning, and there 

was a ring on the bell.  We didn’t have a release buzzer, so I went out to the 

front door to answer. There stood a fair-haired slim guy in a leather jacket 

with a large black camera around his neck, a binocular case, and a black 

shoulder bag.  

 “I’m not a Mormon so don’t slam the door in my face,” he said, holding 

up his hand. 

 “What are you then?” 

 “Just a lad trying to make a living,” he said, and then he proceeded to 

pin me to the doorstep with a speedy barrage of words. “I’m on a 

photographic assignment and I wondered if you’d let me have a small place 

by your front window sill. I’ll pay, if you like. I’ll be absolutely no trouble. 

You’ll hardly notice I’m there. You see, it would make my life a lot easier if I 

had a place just here as a base, so I can keep an eye out.”  He looked so 

positive, as if I just had to say yes. His eyes were hard and determined. He 

had a London accent. This was a guy on the make.  

 Because I was interested in photography, I must have shown enough 

baffled curiosity for him to persevere. 

 “I mean I know you don’t know me from Adam, and you probably think 

it’s a ruse to get into your place, right? So, look -” He took out a wallet from 

his breast pocket and pulled out a couple of cards, one with photo 

identification. “The name’s Chris Reed, freelance photographer. Sold photos 

to all the big London papers - you can phone them up if you want some 

references. Everyone knows me.  I just need to take some shots of Lady Di, 

for an assignment, and I’d get a great view from your front window.” 
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 “Lady who?” 

 “Come on. Charlie’s’ latest bird.”  “Lady who?” 

 “Come on. Charlie’s’ latest bird.”   

 “Charlie?” 

 “Well, pardon me. Prince Charming up at the Palace.” He almost 

laughed at my ignorance. “You Australian, are you?” 

 “Kiwi.” 

 “That explains it,” he said, “I’ll show you.” He put down the black bag 

on the step and unzipped it, pulling out a newspaper and some clippings. He 

showed me the Sun, and a headline reading ‘Stick it up your Punter,’ and 

then another one, the Daily Star with a headline, ‘New Girl for Charles’.   

Chris Reed whistled. “Prince Charles was at the Braemar Games up at 

Balmoral, and some lucky bugger from the Daily Star found him with our girl 

on the riverbank. Good old binoculars,” he added, indicating his. “At 

Balmoral she hid behind a tree before he got a decent shot. She’s playing 

hard to get, but the talk is that she’s probably the next Queen of England. 

This piece says she’s following Charles around everywhere like a little lamb. 

She works there across the road.” He pointed over to the unassuming 

kindergarten hall.  

 “Really?” I said, thinking it unlikely. 

 “Yeah.” He laughed. “Sounds a bit dotty doesn’t it? I mean she’s blue 

blood. Spencer family. Her father’s an earl.” 

 “An earl.” 

 “Yeah,” he said. “But see - I want some shots before the rest of the pack 

gets here. I want some of her arriving for work, or going home. She’ll cycle 

up, or park her car somewhere along here, and I want to get her. Telephoto 

lens.”  

 “Nikon,” I noted. “It looks really nice.” 
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 “Cost me a bob or two, I can tell you,” he said. “So - anyway, love, what 

about it? I’ll give you £20 for a week just to use your window. And if I’m 

lucky, I’ll be all done in a day, but I’ll still pay you for the week.” 

“Um … I’ll need to talk it over with my flatmate,” I said. 

 He said he’d call back.  

Laura was quite enthusiastic.  

 “Hey wow,” was her reaction. “So it’s all happening right outside our 

door. I wonder if he’s got photos of other celebrities. He could be really 

interesting.” 

 On Laura’s advice, I asked him for £50. I phoned. He accepted.  

 

  

 Chris moved in with his paraphernalia early next morning, when Laura 

had already gone to the first shift at Spill the Beans. He had all kinds of 

things with him, including a tripod, another camera, food and drink, a radio 

which he switched to a talkback program, and cleaning materials for the 

window. He worked on the pane until it was as new, though that was just a 

precaution in case he had to shoot through glass. He actually kept the 

window open, and closed the curtains apart from a narrow slit through 

which he aimed his camera, positioned on the tripod. He complained about 

the pillars at the front obstructing some of his view, and said ‘Di’ had already 

arrived; he pointed out her pale blue Volkswagen Polo car. He then lounged 

back on one of the old armchairs, opened a Coke and ate a pork pie. I stayed 

around throughout all this, eating breakfast, and telling him about my own 

fascination with photography. Apart from talking about his brilliant cameras, 

he was not interested. I was hoping he would ask to see some of my shots, or 

magnanimously offer his dark-room facilities, but no. 
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 “Are people really that interested in Prince Charles’ girlfriends?” I 

asked, doubtfully, when he had settled back to his vigil. 

 “Yeah - course they are,” he said. “Royalty gives everyone an interest. 

Royals and celebs - they’re what everyone wants to see. I mean, there’s not a 

lot else to be really interested in right now, is there? The Royals are great. 

They won’t let you down. It’s not just little old ladies and housewives 

reading the women’s mags - everyone feels like Charles should be getting 

married. I mean, let’s face it - he’s getting on a bit. The whole country’s 

saying, ‘Come on Charlie, give us a wedding.’ It would cheer everyone up. 

People want a fairy story to put some magic into their lives. So now there’s a 

real chance, people are saying - hey, let’s see her!” 

 “So you’ve got your finger on the pulse then?” 

 “Yep - that’s what it’s all about - that’s why I listen to all this,” he said, 

indicating the talkback on the radio. “To be honest, the only way I can earn a 

few quid is to give people what they want. I have to be ahead. No one’s going 

to pay me much for pictures of ... I don’t know, a bloody flower show, not like 

they’d pay me for a shot of Lady Di. I don’t think anybody else even knows 

she works here yet.” 

 “How do you?” 

 “A couple of phone calls with the Old Bill ...” he patted his nose 

cheekily, “... and Bob’s your uncle.” 

 

 

 The next morning, on my day off, Chris arrived at dawn. Thursday, 

September 11th, and I was up at 7 am, peering out the window to search for 

the girl who was the object of media interest. Laura joined us by 7.30, and, 

after a wait that seemed forever, there she was, Lady Di, parking a 
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Volkswagen Polo car, stepping out. She was oblivious to us. She locked up, 

and walked off. 

 “Fucking brilliant,” said Chris, quietly, and snapped the shutter over 

and over.  

 It was all done in a minute. 

 “Yeah, got a close-up of her face. You beauty,” said Chris, as he turned 

to us proudly. Very soon Chris had his camera packed, and quickly 

assembled some things to leave. “I’m getting this out.  Thanks a million, girls. 

I’ll be back to get my stuff later.” He gave Laura and me both a kiss on the 

cheek, and was away. 

 Laura went off to get dressed, and I lit up a cigarette, feeling 

contaminated. Chris had shot his prey. He was a poacher, lying in wait 

behind a tree for a fallow deer. Little old ladies who loved Royals didn’t need 

this. Who needed it? Was photography just about satisfying the whims of the 

market? What created the market? Our need for a fairy tale? Our 

hopelessness? 

Annoyed, I grabbed hold of my own camera, went onto the street and 

walked. When I aimed my lens, I thought, it was not to make money, it was 

something I did for myself, or at least for life. It felt to me that there were all 

these moments that were slipping by, out there in the world around about 

me, and so much of what was there we didn’t see, as we lolled about in semi-

sleep preoccupied with the day-to-day. I wanted to make myself see, not the 

usual things, but the things I would not have looked at without my camera. 

My camera was a wake-up call. This world would pass. I would pass. 

Everything would pass away. But my camera was a vehicle of immortality. It 

could bite into the present and keep that mouthful forever. A photograph 

was eternal food. The images would be there for the future, to feed those 

who never knew this place, to take them back here, and make them see too. 
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 I kept walking, past Churchill Gardens estate around the River Thames 

to Chelsea Bridge, which I crossed over to Battersea Park. In my black 

clothes here I was blotted out. No one looked at me, as if I was wearing a 

black chador like the Iranian women. I could be anonymous, and I liked it. 

After a couple of hours I turned to go back home again, taking photos here 

and there, but not many. The London light was muted and hazy, and seemed 

to let me be even less seen, less important even. This was what I needed. 

Here I could blend in with other shadows.  Maybe that’s actually what I had 

wanted, perversely, I realised: to be inconspicuous. 

When I returned to St. George’s Square I anticipated happily getting 

into the darkness of the flat and its particular kind of dinginess. As I was 

about to open the door, however, I noticed how all the pillars of the 

entranceway porches of the buildings formed a long corridor. It seemed 

quite satisfying and abstract, this geometric series of shapes on shapes. I put 

my camera to my eye and adjusted the focus. I pressed, and pressed again, 

trying to get the shot just exactly right. Image #4. 

 As I finished, a car drew up, and I glanced around. With sudden 

recognition, I realised that it was the same Volkswagen Polo that had parked 

opposite a few hours earlier. Oh my God, I thought. It’s her. She’d driven off, 

and come back, and here I was, with my camera at the ready, only metres 

away. That tall slim girl with short blonde hair and a flowery skirt stepped 

out of the car and looked up without seeing me.  

 My strongest feeling at that moment was that I did not want her to see 

me, because I did not want to seem in any way like Chris Reed, the hunter. I 

hardly dared to breathe. I wanted her to go away, as soon as possible. And 

yet some other part of me was thinking, ‘take the shot, just do it, for God’s 

sake’. I had been taking photos of strangers that afternoon, in their private 
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moments, so why not snap her as well? It didn’t have to be for the same 

reason as Chris. I positioned the camera, looking through the lens, focusing. 

 My finger hovered on the button.  

Intention, I thought. The intention of the artist is part of what makes 

the art. Chris’s intention was to sell a product, and therefore he was not an 

artist. My intention would be ... what? To preserve the moment? But why 

was the moment worth preserving? I would not have thought about taking 

her photo if I had not heard she was seeing a prince. It was her celebrity that 

was the only reason to snap. And what was the purpose of taking a photo of 

a celebrity? If I was not going to sell the picture, was it just to say ‘I’ve seen 

Lady Diana and I can prove it?’ So why was that meaningful?  

I lowered the camera. 

 She checked something in her bag, prolonging my anguished 

indecision, as if making sure she really hadn’t got whatever she’d come back 

for. She checked her bag unselfconsciously just as I might check my bag, 

quite unaware of this other person staring. She looked like I might have 

looked if I didn’t have a hole in the middle of me: like some fresh innocent 

person, well-cared for, young and unsuspecting. I was this black shape in the 

corner: the shadow of a wolf ready to spring. I wished I could be a real 

shadow, become nothing. I willed her not to look up at me there at the top of 

the steps, standing there like a thief, culpable. 

 Then, finally, she strode away towards to the kindergarten, crossing 

the road with furtive glances below her fringe, but not to where I still stood 

immobilised. I watched her walking in her low heels. Gone. I had not taken 

her photo.  

 Why not? In not taking her photograph when I had the opportunity I 

was making myself one up on Chris. Had I taken the shot, I would have 
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implicated myself in his moral universe. So what was that all about though? 

Did that mean I wanted to be moral? 

 A bit shakily, I went inside. I had never made such a decision before. I 

was someone who liked to go with the flow and not choose. Shadows do not 

have moral dilemmas. At that moment, with my camera in my hands, 

something in my life pivoted. Something of the intelligence I now know I 

have woke up in me, leapt around and won. 

 Perhaps it was in the end pure gut feeling. I’ve since met people in the 

world who feel that if you take their photo you are taking a bit of their soul. 

Photographers in Africa have had their cameras broken by irate villagers 

who are enraged at having their images taken without their permission. 

They have been forced to give the ‘victims’ money for the trespass into their 

private world of personhood and appearance. Perhaps, deep within me, at 

that time, there was some awareness of this sentiment. 

 I sat down on my bed, amazed at myself. I wished I could tell someone 

about it. I wished I could tell Stuart. 
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Chapter 5 

 

#6 drag queen (1980) 

 

  

 Chris came to pick up his stuff the next day, gloating that his photo had 

made it to several newspapers. He flashed one of the blurry pictures in our 

faces. 

 “I couldn’t have done it without you, girls.” 

 I looked sadly at the image and thought of that girl by the car. Would 

she know the photo was taken from our front room? Would she walk past 

with a sack over her head next time round? 

 I didn’t say anything to Laura, or to Chris, about my opportunity. They 

would have said I was mentally deranged. 

 Soon after Chris’s photo was published we had a large crowd of 

photographers waiting outside the New England kindergarten. Bored men 

chewed gum and left orange cigarette butts squashed into the pavement. 

Like a colony of nesting penguins they claimed the territory of the public 

footpath, becoming an obstacle for kindergarten mothers to negotiate in the 

morning. Small children cried at having to be squeezed through this 

blockade. They were just there. And then, after a time, they weren’t there 

anymore. The big sensation of the royal girlfriend was attractive for a week 

or so, and then it moved off somewhere else, temporarily. They became a 

tide that came and went. 

 Photos appeared of Lady Diana and a couple of kindergarten kids near 

where I used to sit in St. George’s Square green. They were taken in such a 

way as to make her dress transparent. The images exposed not only her legs, 

but the press’s prurient desire to look under her skirt, like boys in a 
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playground tricking a girl into showing her panties. In those images there is 

an acute contrast between the shy, cautious expression on Diana’s face, 

reflected in the innocence of the children in her care, and the intention of the 

photographers in taking the shot. Whenever I have seen one of those 

pictures over the past thirty years, I feel a slight discomfort of implied guilt. I 

put myself on trial for aiding and abetting.  

Even after they appeared at the time, I felt a rush of defiance. 

Somehow, I thought, I wanted to invert everything that Chris was doing. I 

would take photos, but not those photos. It was my first sense of destiny in 

terms of my photographic work.  

 The news stories of late September drummed in the threat of nuclear 

apocalypse. The army conducted a trial named Exercise Square Leg which 

aimed to train personnel on what to do in the week leading up to a 

theoretical H-bomb being dropped on London. They had soldiers pretending 

to be protesters heckling soldiers pretending to be soldiers in checkpoints 

around the city, so that the army would be trained in “how to handle 

protests in the few days of mounting tension before the holocaust”. The 

regional sub-commanders then went into nuclear fall-out shelters, with the 

expectation that the population of the region would also go into home-made 

shelters for two weeks, after which everyone would emerge to rebuild 

Britain. At the designated time for the dropping of the bomb, CND protesters 

outside Islington town hall staged a dramatic enactment of what would 

actually take place, to counter the kind of positive thinking inherent in the 

army exercise. They all fell down ‘dead’. 

 A survey determined that nuclear war was expected as likely by 48% 

of people polled, and 70% felt that the threat of nuclear war was greater 

than it used to be. Then, almost to warn the world of what would indeed 
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happen six years later at Chernobyl, a Titan missile warhead blew up 

accidentally in Damascus, Arkansas. 

 Our advertisement in ‘flatmates wanted’ drew over twenty responses 

that we then had to cut down to five for interviews. We had been quite 

specific about the requirements: ‘Couple wanted for Pimlico apartment, 

must be open-minded, tolerate cigarettes, enjoy current music. £30 per 

week.’ I remember every twosome who applied: the Iranian refugees; the 

accountant and nurse; the heavy metallers; the divorcee and her lover; the 

married couple with a baby on the way; and then Xavier and Don. 

 Xavier and Don. I opened the door to see a couple of guys, dressed to 

kill in shiny nylon, enthusing about the fact that Lady Di was our neighbour. 

Well, actually it was Xavier who did that. Don was trying to keep him quiet. 

They were pale skinned and lanky. Xavier was tall, with black shiny hair. Don 

had dyed blond hair. Xavier seemed to shine: skin, hair, clothing. It was 

impossible not to stare at him. It turned out that he was a transvestite singer 

who was the star performer in a club in Soho. Xavier and Don were so 

different from anything I could possibly have imagined, there was no 

question they would be mine. Laura would have gone with the heavy 

metallers, but I was intransigent.  

 Xavier and Don moved in on a Monday and immediately started 

organising a phone connection. Along with them came a household of 

personal possessions which transformed the front room into a rather quirky 

bijou space, with fish tank, lamps of all kinds, a hat-stand full of masks, 

plants, costumes, a TV, a record player and a long line of LPs. Our flat 

immediately felt less grim. We bonded with wine, hash joints and Lou Reed 

albums, plus an assortment of their favorites: Patti La Belle, Bette Midler and 

miscellaneous disco.  
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 They thought it was hilarious that they were living across the road 

from a girl who would be queen. “Fancy,” said Don. “Xavier’s just a girl who 

would be queen himself.” 

 They managed to see Diana once too, as Xavier was pulling back the 

curtains one afternoon, on a day when I came in while they were still in bed. 

“Oopsie daisy. There’s our princess.” 

 “You’re pulling my plonker,” said Don, coming over. 

 “It is - look.” 

 “Very Sloane. Got the Sloane walk.” 

 “No, she hasn’t got the right hair for Sloane. She hasn’t got that -” He 

imitated a flick of longer tresses.  

 “Deary me. He’ll be doing Lady Di in the show if we’re not careful,” said 

Don. 

 “Silly,” Xavier chided. “She’s much too much of a sweet young thing. I 

only do tarts.” Then he looked to me. “You should come down and see me, 

Sammy. I do a perfect Cher.” 

 And I did. I went along one night to see Xavier strut his stuff in Soho 

and mime ‘Gyspies, Tramps and Thieves’ while Don served drinks and made 

erotic jokes with the clientele. I was propositioned by a woman, who took 

some shaking off, and left me feeling slightly uncomfortable. Xavier and Don 

thought that was funny. “Well you could easily pass for a dyke, dear,” said 

Xavier. “Consider it a compliment.” 

 Xavier and Don were like nothing I had ever encountered before, and 

made me laugh more than I had laughed since I was a child. They were 

totally over the top, as if they had to act out a part every day in defiance of 

convention. The first photograph of Xavier and Don in the exhibition is from 

that night at the club.  
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 The autumn set in. The trees turned from green to russet, yellow and 

brown. Leaves fell, first a few, and then in great numbers, as they do. We 

kicked them up in the air as we walked to the tube. In a film, such images are 

stock ways of indicating time passing, and so they are here. Seasons change. 

We go on. Xavier and Don’s TV gave us news of speculation that the hostages 

in Iran would be released before the American elections, a bomb outside a 

Paris synagogue killed four and injured twenty, the Pope met the Queen, an 

earthquake destroyed the Algerian city of El Asnam, killing thousands, 

Jeremy Callaghan resigned as the leader of the British Labour Party, and it 

was announced that Greenham would be the first of two British bases to get 

US cruise missiles.  

The hit song was the Police, ‘Don’t Stand Too Close To Me’. I went to 

see the band Bauhaus perform at the Music Machine on September 18th. 

They were monochrome like me, theatrical like Laura, bleak, bad, deep. They 

were clearly one step beyond anything else around, at the cutting edge. I 

loved them. I loved their fans and took one of them home. But having sex 

with him was not very good. I kept imagining he was Stuart. 

I did occasionally get out Stuart’s phone number and look at it, but 

more or less as you might look at a holiday brochure for a South Sea island 

vacation when you know you’re never going to get there. I did not really 

expect him to take any initiative, given that seeing me would only be 

complicated, because of his history with Laura. It was therefore with huge 

surprise that I saw him, one afternoon when Laura had already gone home, 

entering Spill the Beans café in his brown suit jacket and jeans, holding a 

newspaper. I jumped out of my skin, hoping my face stayed totally blank. 

 Stuart looked about and spotted me, raised an eyebrow and walked 

over. “So, here you are,” he said. “Billy said he thought he’d seen you 

sweeping the floor in this place. How’s Laura?” 
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 “Fine,” I said, non-committal, nervous. I didn’t want him to see how 

pleased I was to see him. 

 “And you?” 

 “Fine.” 

 “You’re sure you’re not just telling me the weather forecast for 

Tunisia.” 

 “I thought you weren’t going to come and see us,” I said. 

 “I wouldn’t come and see Laura,” he corrected, and gave me a glance 

that I would replay several hundred times during the following days and 

nights. “I thought you were going to phone me.” 

 He wanted me to phone him? Not just in emergencies? Not just with 

important news? 

 Wow. I smiled a little. “Have a coffee,” I whispered. “On the house.” 

 “Any chance of a chat with it?” 

 I looked over my shoulder, to the office where Jean was doing a till-

take for the banking. One of my workmates was cleaning tables. Someone 

was washing up. It was quiet. “OK,” I said. I poured him a filter coffee. “How 

are things with you?” I asked. 

  “The flat’s excellent, and I’m actually doing some work, which is nice. 

It’s good to get some solid time in a library.” He put down his newspaper, the 

Morning Star, spooned three sugars into his coffee and helped himself to 

cream. “And what about you, really?” 

 “Really, things have been fine.” I said. ““With Laura, actually, I think the 

less said, the less everything is an issue. The more I try to investigate things, 

the more they seem … strange. But Laura’s thing with Bowie is just a silly 

fantasy. Unless something comes out and hits me in the face, I’m just letting 

things be. I’m not doing any more digging.” 
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 Stuart didn’t look hugely convinced, and searched my face. “You’ve 

found out something.” 

 “Oh … nothing, except she thinks what I remember happening is a 

film.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean that after David Bowie’s concert in Auckland I went to a party 

where Laura turned up with this guy I’d never seen before. I guess she met 

him at the concert, because she was right at the front, and I was with this 

gang of friends miles from the stage. She came with him to the party. I took a 

photograph of her there. She remembers all this as a film, would you 

believe.” 

 “So what else happened in this film?” 

“I don’t know. She thinks I’m a fuckwit for not remembering it.” 

Stuart made a face. “So play dumb, and find out more.” 

That was a disappointment. He wanted me to investigate, just when I’d 

said I didn’t feel I should. I wished he didn’t care about Laura so much. I 

randomly cleaned up some crumbs and a small spill. 

“But otherwise everything is OK?” he said, finally. 

“Yes, absolutely. Laura’s pretty normal. Our flat is across the road from 

Lady Di’s workplace. We’ve had a press photographer camping out in our 

lounge.” 

 “Yikes,” he said, “so you’re really mixing with the low life.” 

 “And we’ve got room-mates. A drag queen and his boyfriend. They’re 

fantastic.”  I completely loved it that Xavier and Don stood out a mile, in their 

supreme difference. It probably showed on my face. 

 Stuart smiled a little. “So have you heard the news about the hostel?” 

he asked. 

 “No. What?” 
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 “It’s been forced to close. I went by there to check for mail and Billy 

was there all alone. He suspects it was the doctor who saw you that night 

that blew the whistle. Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if word gets around 

that it’s all your fault.” His eyes were teasing. “It was below minimum health 

and safety standards on fourteen counts. Apparently the fire escapes were 

inadequate, there were only two extinguishers, the bathrooms were 

crawling with greeblies, some of the mattresses were mouldy, there were 

electrical faults -” 

 “Good thing we came out alive.” 

 “Aye well, Billy’s managing the emptiness until it re-opens. Anyway, 

that’s the end of it. The slugs can completely take over for a time.” 

 “They’ll be relieved.” 

 “Oh they were relieved when Laura left, I can tell you. They all came up 

and had a party in my room to celebrate.”  

 I then realised that I had a customer, an elegant woman in a purple 

suit and white frilly collar who ordered quiche and Perrier, while looking me 

up and down with disdain. 

 Stuart kept leaning on the counter, drinking his coffee, and clearly saw 

no need to interrupt our interesting conversation for her convenience. 

“Anyway, it’s nice to see you again,” he said. 

 “It’s ... nice ... to see you,” I said, awkwardly, as I tried to serve the lady. 

 “I’ve got another reason for popping in though, to tell you the truth,” 

said Stuart. “I’ve been doing the rounds. I want to see if your café would 

think of giving me leftovers to take to the homeless. They’re sleeping under 

the London bridges like the lepers in Calcutta. It’s a fucking disgrace.” 

 The lady edged away from Stuart as if he was contagious. She paid 

quickly and retired to a table by the front window. 

 “Really?” I said. This seemed so unexpected.  
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 “Yes. I wondered if at the end of the day you had leftovers here. I mean 

bread, cakes, salads, that sort of thing – all that stuff you can’t save for the 

next day. You throw it out?” 

 “Yes,” I said. “Of course.” Actually we often took such left-overs home. 

It supplemented our groceries. 

 “I wondered if me and some friends could come and take them away 

for you when you’re closing up. There are some people down at the bridges 

who could do with a meal at that time of night.” 

 Truthfully, I felt shocked at this altruism. As I stood there, not quite 

knowing how to respond, out of the corner of my eye I realised Jean was 

watching. I turned around, and she beckoned me over, looking stern. 

 When I had come to her she said angrily, “Samantha - please keep your 

personal conversations outside working hours. It looks bad to have some 

shabby young chap like him draped all over the counter.” Her irritation was 

not altogether surprising. She had been more edgy with me than with 

anyone else, a factor I blamed entirely on Rupert flirting with me at the 

opening party. 

 “He was just asking a question about our leftovers,” I said, trying to 

sound respectful.  

 “Our what?” 

 “He wants to know if he can pick up anything we might throw out, so 

he can take stuff down to the homeless.” 

 Jean looked from me to Stuart, who stood up, nodded and smiled 

slightly in her direction. She came over to the counter and explained his 

wishes again for her. “Well that sounds rather noble of you,” she said, 

softening. “Are any other restaurants participating in this project? Is this a 

work scheme?” 
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 “No - it’s just something a group of us have decided to do,” he said. “I’m 

not that into charity as a rule. It can create dependency, and patching people 

up only stalls changing the entire social system that put them there is the 

first place. It can be patronising as hell - a real load of feel-good crap for the 

privileged classes - but it seems a bit sick to whine about the Tories and then 

not to do anything for those less fortunate than we are, when they’re dying 

of pneumonia on the street right in front of us. We’ve got two restaurants to 

agree to give their throw-aways. We’ve tried sixteen. We need places close to 

where the homeless like to congregate, so we can do a quick whip round and 

get there. Some decent food in their bellies will do something for those who 

can’t get themselves to a soup kitchen or whatever. A friend of mine has a 

van.” 

 Jean looked a little uncomfortable and folded her arms. 

 “Why don’t people want you to take their food away?” I asked, amazed 

at the lecture. 

 “Too much trouble,” he said. “They don’t want a bunch of lefty students 

complicating their lives when they’re trying to pack up and go home. Or it 

means their food is associated not with quality but with poverty. And people 

are afraid we’re making a political statement that will get them in the New 

Statesman and implicated in socialist revolution. Perhaps you feel the same 

way.” He directed the last sentence at Jean. 

 She bristled. “No of course not,” she said. “I’d be happy to help. But 

there isn’t a lot here we toss out - bread, soft biscuits, salads, quiche, some 

cakes, the yogurt drinks, but we usually don’t waste much. We’re not a very 

big operation.” 

 “Anything is gratefully accepted,” said Stuart. He made a slight bow. 

 “All right then,” said Jean. “Come tonight at nine and you can take it 

away.” She then picked up Stuart’s newspaper and handed it to him. “But 
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don’t leave Communist literature on our tables.” She went off to her office, 

and Stuart winked at me.  

 “So,” I said, “you have a very shiny halo.” 

 

  

  Stuart arrived later with two guys in old woolly jumpers who looked 

studenty and sincere, and a pretty, round-faced girl in jeans who I instantly 

disliked. They whisked off our food quickly, in a minute, to show how little 

bother they would be, I guess, though I felt an unwelcome tinge of 

disappointment not to have spoken further with Stuart, which I quashed by 

cleaning the stove top. 

 I was rattled also by the new task Stuart had given me. How was I 

going to ask about this film? It was true, though, that if I was sure that my 

memory was sound, then Laura’s ‘film’ actually might encompass reality; her 

fantasy of a relationship with her idol surely had no grains of truth. So to find 

out more about the truth, I needed to know about the film. 

 Back at home, Laura was in her room listening to her Bowie tape. I 

went to the bathroom, ran the bath, and looked at my face in the mirror. My 

dark made-up eyes had smudged. My lipstick had worn off. My white form-

hugging T-shirt, which I considered particularly flattering, had a red stain 

from some beet salad that had splashed when I was serving it. “What a 

mess,” I said to my reflection, wishing I had looked much better when Stuart 

had called by. 

 But he had wanted me to phone! 

 And I would see him now. I would see him. 

 I tried to control myself, and went in to Laura, in a casual way, 

ostensibly just to say goodnight. I didn’t mention Stuart’s arrival. As I turned 
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to go, I said, as an afterthought, “Oh by the way, Laura, that film the art 

students made, with that guy I couldn’t remember. I never saw it, you know.” 

 “Well, I don’t think hardly anyone did.” Laura was sitting up in bed, in 

her pyjamas, her face clean of make-up. She had a glossy Harpers and Queen 

magazine she was going through, and a cup of hot chocolate. I went and sat 

down at the end of her bed.   

 “What … was the plot?” I asked. “You said it was weird.” 

 “Oh yeah. I wish I’d never agreed to do it. Really twisted. Trust art 

students. I shouldn’t have done it really.” 

 “So … ?” 

 “It was all about this girl,” said Laura, her eyes widening a little. “She 

meets this guy at a concert, this older guy who’s come to town for business, 

and he seems quite friendly. They go to a party – that was when you were 

there. And Gary.” 

 “Yes, right.” 

 “So this guy says he’ll take her up to Mount Eden, and they go up there. 

It’s like there are these walls around in the crater at the top, and the moon is 

shining and it’s all romantic. Then the next day they go to Piha beach, and 

they have all this fun together, so the film is like some happy love story, but 

you keep getting this sense there is something not right, like he’s not what he 

seems. They’re back at his motel and he offers her a drink, and she drinks it.” 

Laura was telling this with some drama. “I mean, it was only a short film,” 

she said.  

 “So … how did it end?” I asked. 

 “Well, it ends with this crazy scene, with the girl waking up in a motel 

bed in the morning, and the sun is shining and the birds are singing and it’s 

all really nice, then she feels something is not right, and she looks at her 

wrists and they have these red marks round them, and around her ankles 
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too. And she looks at her body and there are all these bruises, and she’s 

really sore. And she finds a note on this card on her that says, ‘Thank you. I 

had a lovely time.’ And he’s long gone.” 

 My heart raced. I didn’t know what to say. Bloody hell. 

 “Did she see this guy again? Who was he?” I said, tightly. 

 “I don’t know. It was just a film. A bit of a horror flick. A moral tale. 

Don’t trust people.” Laura smiled. “So anyway, Sam, can you turn off the light 

as you go, I’m really knackered. See you tomorrow.” 

 

 

 I lay awake most of the night, ruminating on what Laura had told me, 

and imagining the real scenario, feeling sick. I audibly groaned. I tried once 

more to remember visiting Laura in the bar she worked in near the harbour, 

some time after the concert. It was not as if I could recall what she was 

wearing, whether this covered her wrists and bruises. She was surely her 

usual self, wasn’t she? And with the new year, we were at the same party on 

Takapuna Beach, and she was as effervescent as ever. In fact, 1979 was 

Laura’s year of fame in the artsy Auckland social scene. Everyone loved her. 

She was on a roll.  

I wanted to tell Stuart immediately, but I needed to go away with him 

somewhere private to talk seriously. I couldn’t phone him in Laura’s 

presence, and the next day we were on the same shift. There was the 

problem of his appearance to deal with too. All morning I tried to find the 

perfect moment to tell Laura about him coming in. On the way to the café 

from the tube I finally mentioned the surprising coincidence that Stuart was 

collecting for the homeless in the evening. She was silent. 

In the afternoon, Laura turned to me by the dishwasher and said, 

“Why’s Stuart coming here really?” 
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 I shrugged, drying pots. 

“I wish he’d just leave me alone,” she said. “I told you before - he’s 

watching me. Someone followed me home the other night. Don’t talk to him, 

Sam. I’m not going to. He gives me the creeps.” 

 “What do you mean someone followed you home?” 

 “It was after I’d been with Chris on his assignment outside Diana’s flat 

in Chelsea,” said Laura, much to my distaste. “I came back really late and it 

was really quiet, so I could hear the clipping footsteps behind me. They 

stopped when I stopped. I turned around and there was this guy … he 

stooped and tied his shoe laces when I turned.” 

 “What did he look like?” 

 “I couldn’t see. He had a coat on, and a hat.” 

 “That’s not what Stuart wears.” 

“He would if he was in disguise.” 

“Oh Laura.  How close was he?” 

 “I don’t know. It was dark.”  

 “Did you say anything to him?” 

 “No. Why would I? I wouldn’t want to invite him over. Look, all I’m 

saying is … just … don’t talk to Stuart, please Sam. He’s not what you think. 

He’s just trying to show me he won’t go away, when I want him to, because 

he’s pissed off I wasn’t interested in him. Why else would he be coming into 

the café?” 

 “To do something positive for the homeless.” 

 “Bullshit, he’s just trying to freak me out.” Laura’s eyes welled with 

tears. “Believe me, Sam.” 

 I looked at her miserably, thinking of the ‘film’. Something terrible had 

happened to her, and I’d never known. Now where was she? She couldn’t 

trust any guy who seemed to show an interest in her. The response to any 
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guy who touched her was grounded in awfulness, crime, and she had turned 

the incident into make-believe, and make-believe into reality. Looking at her 

sad face I put my arms around her and hugged her tightly. My poor friend. 

And where was I when all this was going on? Hanging out with Gary and 

getting stoned. 

 She started to calm down. I let go of her, and she brushed her cheeks 

dry of tears. “I don’t tell you everything,” she said, then. 

 “Like what?” I said. 

 “I don’t know if I can trust you. Why didn’t you tell me about Stuart 

last night?” 

 “I didn’t want to upset you before you went to sleep.” 

 “Girls!” A shout. Jean was there, with her hands on her hips, staring at 

us with approbation at our lack of productive work. We went back to it, 

leaving things between us in suspension. What could I do now? I desperately 

wanted to talk to the very guy that Laura saw as a stalker. She didn’t trust 

me. That’s what the ‘film’ had taught her. 

 So perhaps I myself should keep quiet? Let things rest. 

  

 

   

 I waited. I reasoned that the supposed follower of the night was 

imaginary, a creation of Laura’s paranoia, but that did not help me. Alarming 

Laura now seemed much more problematic. She was damaged by an act of 

abuse I had never known about. She must have been too shocked and 

horrified to share it, even with me. Now things had gone very wrong in her 

mind. 

I myself did not need much of an excuse to do nothing. I was not a very 

pro-active person. My mode was to drift, after all, and see whether 
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something struck me. Instead of seizing hold of Stuart to tell him what I 

knew I let him and his friends come and go to the café, picking up food, and 

gave him only a cursory greeting. Stuart always seemed to be busy, anyway, 

and in a hurry. He needed to show Jean he was not going to loiter. He 

occasionally asked how Laura was. I would brush his question aside. “Great,” 

I’d say. “She’s great.”  

Laura nudged me at times when Stuart appeared, and raised her 

eyebrows, as if to say, ‘Here he is, looking at me again.’ She mentioned his 

interest in her, again and again, as something disturbing.  

But the more I stopped myself from confiding in Stuart, and the more 

Laura identified his interest in her, the more Laura started to irritate me. 

Despite what she had told me about the ‘film’, I was suddenly torn between a 

deep sympathy for my friend and a deeper frustration at not being able to 

see someone I very much wanted to talk to. I started to feel irked by Laura’s 

avoidance of reality, and the way Laura put on a bit of a performance for 

Xavier and Don.  

It annoyed me that Chris the photographer called round to see her, and 

that she enjoyed his company. Xavier and Don thought of Chris as a bit of a 

moron and a homophobe, because of some interaction they’d had with him, 

which made me feel even less like I wanted to engage with him, but they 

tolerated him for Laura’s benefit. Laura went off with Chris, sometimes to lie 

in wait at interesting photo opportunities, but often also to go out to parties 

and do things socially. It was slightly perplexing. They weren’t an item, that 

was for sure; Laura insisted he was just a friend. In fact, I hoped he’d make a 

move on her soon, because if he crossed the boundary of friendship she’d 

reject him like she rejected all the others, and then he would be out of our 

lives. He’d trip up on the wires of her psychological difficulties; for once they 

would work in my favour. 
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Chapter 6 

 

#17 the black goddess (1982) 

 

 

 I have to add here that reporting a case of date rape was not 

something women did that often in 1979. If there was any suggestion that 

you asked for it, in some way, then a common assumption was that you just 

accepted the consequences, and felt deeply ashamed and stupid. That there 

were sexual predators was well recognised, and in the old order I guess it 

was believed to be men’s responsibility to ensure women in their families 

were kept safe; a girl’s wild independence and carelessness with unknown 

men was considered to be hazard, like swimming in a rip. Even with strides 

forward in terms of rights we were still not very assertive when it came to 

this kind of thing. Laura, in keeping quiet after a violent incident like this, 

was probably not so unusual. But not every case like this ended with a 

psychotic disorder. I did not myself think of either getting Laura to make a 

statement to the New Zealand police, retrospectively, or of pushing her 

towards a psychotherapist. Professionals were a different world. The police 

were too. 

I felt the onus was on me, to be reliable, to help her. Stuart was right. 

Yet having this burden on my shoulders was hard. It would be easier, I 

thought, if I could share it with Stuart, and yet I felt I couldn’t.  

Thinking of him, I bought a strange memento. During my break on 

Monday the 20th of October I went further than my usual stroll around 

Covent Garden, and ambled up beyond Neal’s Yard, looking in shop windows 

down Neal Street. The stores there then were not anywhere near so chic and 

sassy as now. There was a café with Formica tables and cheap, food like 
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baked beans, oily bacon, sausages, chips, and pungent tea: a ‘greasy spoon’ as 

they say in England. There were always weary men sitting inside reading 

tabloid newspapers: the Sun, the Daily Express and the News of the World. 

Next door was a dark little shop with Third World crafts at the front and 

racks of kaftans. Incense blew out of it, and there was the sound of a sitar. I 

went in. 

 It was one of those places with far too much in a very small space, so 

that you could not see any individual objects for a while, as if you were 

standing in the centre of an Eastern market, part of an overwhelming collage 

of colour and texture. Huge stacks of hand-made rugs were piled high with 

cushion covers and throws, there were shelves of brass and copper objects, 

wooden carvings, boards full of jewellery, candlesticks, candles, sandals and 

leather goods, kites, glass of every hue, mobiles, stuffed toys, records, tapes, 

cane furniture, straw mats, tablecloths, Tarot cards, chess sets and, in the 

corner, a guy who looked like he’d walked out of 1969: long hair, a plaited 

beard, beads. “Hello,” I said, when I noticed him move. 

 “Morning,” he said. 

 So there we were, him and me. Exit, I thought. You’re not going to buy 

anything. And then I saw her. Above the doorway, partly obscured by a fine 

shawl, was a poster of the four-armed naked goddess Kali with shiny black 

skin. She was sticking out her red tongue, and dancing on a prostate white 

figure, apparently turning him on greatly by her extraordinary energy: his 

huge penis was erect. This female powerfulness was so wonderful. 

 “You like the picture?” said the hippy, as I stood there, staring. “I have 

a print here.” He walked over to boxes with numerous rolled-up posters. 

“Parvati, Durga, Krishna, Ganesha, Shiva, Vishnu, Rama,” he explained, 

gesturing to the series on the wall. Indian gods: blue, smiling, elephant-
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headed, monkey-headed, playing a flute, riding a tiger. There was a pale, 

friendly goddess playing a sitar on a great white lotus.  

 I looked around and up at Kali again. She seemed so fearsome. Her 

eyes were glaring. She seemed to be smiling, though, relishing her own 

power. I looked at her feet: right foot forward, and sword in one of her left 

hands. She was wearing a girdle of human arms around her waist.  

 “You like Kali,” he said, “maybe the Mother wants to look after you? 

She’s going to help you fight off all the monsters.” 

 I thought this was one of the strangest things anyone had ever said to 

me. 

 “OK,” I said, nevertheless.  

I felt I had to have it, at the very least to remind me of Stuart. 

 I stuck up the poster behind my door, so no one in the flat would see it 

but me, and spent that night aware of its presence. Kali was now in the room, 

watching, protecting the room from evil. Maybe what the hippy said was 

right.  

 But I couldn’t sleep. Kali’s dynamism and purposefulness provoked a 

sudden deep frustration at myself. I was so undemanding. If there was 

something going on, I went along with it. If a doctor told me the steps I 

would need to take to secure an abortion, I took those steps. All the good 

stuff around about a woman’s right to choose, but what if you didn’t ever 

know what you wanted until after you lost it? Give me a trajectory and a 

push and I went along. I went along with Laura, and her paranoia about 

Stuart. I had gone along with Chris.  

Despite my feisty image, I was probably the most malleable thing on 

the planet apart from plasticine. I didn’t care enough to make a stand on 

anything. It amazed me that Stuart was trying to make a difference, socially. 

He took on responsibility. What did I do? I took photos. Was that taking a 
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stand? OK, I felt it could be, now. But how could I translate the kind of feeling 

I had in taking photos to any other part of my life?  

I did not phone someone I had fallen in love with, or try to talk with 

him when he was near, when I really needed to. Laura’s suspicions, and my 

sense of loyalty to her, tied me up. The fact that every time I saw Stuart at 

the café I felt jittery, wanted to smile, or touch him, or go with him out into 

the night, was something I tried to view as if it was happening to someone 

else very close to me, but not to me myself. I kept detached. Had he invited 

me out, I would have gone, but Stuart was not going to do that, probably, I 

supposed, because he realised that seeing me might set up a complicated 

situation with Laura. Laura thought he was stalking her, but in fact he just 

really cared about her. In fact, he probably loved her, altruistically. He was 

that good, and Laura thought he was some kind of creep. 

The thought that Stuart cared about Laura, and might still love her, 

and that I should not talk to him about her for her sake and I’d only make my 

own feelings for him stronger by doing so, overrode my concern about my 

friend. It set up a quandary that seemed unsolvable. All the next day I was 

particularly irritated. I snapped at Laura. I snapped at everyone. I explained I 

hadn’t been able to sleep, but it actually felt as if something was breaking. I 

decided I would ask Stuart out for a drink no matter what Laura had 

suggested I do, or rather not do. I had to betray the trust she did have in me. 

That decision seemed ghastly to me, a decision that required some sort of 

courage I might not be capable of. But I just had to do it. Drifting was not 

right. Kali seemed to be putting a sword in my hand. 

Eventually, when Laura was not on a late shift, I met Stuart as he 

collected cartons of leftovers. “Hi -” I said, with slightly more interest than 

usual. 

 “Hello,” he said, and was about to go out. 
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 “Wait,” I said. “Can I … talk with you.” 

 “Is everything all right?” Stuart’s question was concerned, and clearly 

connected with Laura’s welfare. Damn. 

  Jean looked over from the fridge, with interest. 

 “Yes, great,” I said, “but ...” But what? “I just wanted to ask you 

something.” 

 Do you want to go out for a drink? Say it, girl. 

 Stuart clearly stifled a look of amusement, interest. 

 “There’s a store down the road selling pictures of Kali, you know,” I 

said. 

 “There’s quite a few,” he answered, putting down a carton on the 

sideboard, waiting for my question. God, he was good-looking: not 

conventionally, but was I the only one to notice how incredibly attractive 

this guy was? 

 “There’s one with her dancing on this body,” I said. “What does that 

mean?” 

 Stuart’s effort to control amusement failed and he smiled broadly. “Ah 

- well, she’s dancing on Shiva, trying to raise him from the dead. She 

succeeds, actually, one central part of his body before anything else, as I am 

sure your poster indicates unless it’s one of the censored versions with the 

tiger skin skirt instead.” 

“Oh … no, it’s … not one of those,” I said, feeling myself blush, wishing I 

had not used this as a conversation starter. 

“It’s a great image, and one that doesn’t fit too well with ideas of piety 

in the West, where religion is to greater or lesser degrees anti-sexual. Sex in 

classical Christianity is only really supposed to be for reproduction, and 

we’ve still got the legacy of that everywhere. Not so in India, where the Kama 

Sutra is a holy book. Kali is an ultra-sexy warrior woman, and Shiva is the 
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god of asceticism. She’s his alter-ego. I love these kinds of paradoxes. And 

she’s so powerful she can resurrect him. In a way it’s about the importance 

of universal balance, of different energies dancing together.” 

 “Kali brings the dead back to life?” I asked, still embarrassed that I had 

indicated an interest in something quite so erotically graphic. 

 “Of course. She’s the redeemer of the universe.” 

 “That’s ... weird,” I said, not very intelligently. 

 “Paradox again. That’s another reason why she’s interesting.” Still a 

smile. Why did I make him smile? 

 A voice calling Stuart from outside. He picked up the carton. 

 “Oh - and!” I said. “And ... can we meet up, sometime? I want to ... talk 

about Laura.” 

 A look of sudden anxiety. “Has something happened?” Stuart asked. 

 “Ah - no, no. Nothing to worry about. Just need to talk.” 

 “When do you knock off?” 

 “Nine thirty - maybe a bit earlier.” 

 “I’ll still be at the Embankment then. Under the bridge. Go there. You’ll 

find me.” 

 “OK,” I said. This was a bit sudden. 

 A curious look from him before he left. 

 I had acted. 

 

 

 I walked down Bedford Street to the Strand, and then crossed over at 

Charing Cross station, pacing along with a light, swift step of anticipation. It 

was raining, and chilly, and cars sped by throwing puddles of water on to the 

pedestrians. Trickles of cold water started meandering down my back. I 

walked down the side of the railway station to Embankment tube. People 
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were out on the town, enjoying themselves, going to shows, films, 

restaurants and pubs. Well-dressed people. People laughing, talking too 

loudly.  

 Then I saw. Down there, under Hungerford Bridge, the railway bridge 

leading to Charing Cross, there was another city. In the dim shadows, dozens 

of men, and some women, lay around on brown cardboard and newspapers. 

The shadows of humanity were there, ugly, stinking and strange. On the one 

hand, there was the tube station, well lit and reasonably clean, with couples 

and groups of people out for an evening’s entertainment. On the other, there 

were these throw-away people on boxes, and in boxes, ready to spend the 

night in this convenient shelter, as the rain poured and the wind whistled 

through, and the world went past enjoying itself as if they did not exist at all. 

 I stood close to the underground station, not wishing to go further into 

the land of these people without anyone else with me, as if their dirtiness 

and poverty were a danger. Then, to my horror, one from their number came 

down the same route I had come, wearing a shabby, stained overcoat and 

sneakers. His red hair was long, greasy and wet, and he had a wild beard 

with bits of food stuck in it. He walked drunkenly with a slightly stooped 

posture, wavering to the left and to the right, talking to himself. Seeing me 

standing there inanely, he veered over and said, “Spare some change, girlie?” 

proffering an outstretched, wrinkled hand. He reeked of alcohol and worse 

odours, and just stood there, hunched and bent, looking up at me with pale 

eyes through his bushy eyebrows. Then he smiled a broken fence of long, 

yellow teeth. 

 I stepped back, and took 10p from my purse. 

 “Thank you very much indeed, my girlie, and God bless you,” he said, 

bowing slightly. He meandered off to where the others were. I wanted to 

walk off.  
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 Instead, wishing I could make myself invisible, I waited another ten 

minutes, wondering if the whole crowd of them was going to come crawling 

forward, grovelling for money from this sitting duck, like in a zombie film.  

 I pretended not to see. Do you know that ruse? The world was so full, 

and your mind so preoccupied, you just don’t see them. There’s a hum in 

your head. There are too many voices. The traffic is too loud. If you don’t see 

them, maybe they won’t see you. It’s so much easier with a cell phone, 

nowadays. Back in 1980, you were more exposed.  

 I stood up against a concrete block wall, which provided some shelter, 

and I started reading posters beside a large sign stating ‘BILL POSTERS WILL 

BE PROSECUTED,’ and a graffiti scrawl reading ‘Poor old Bill Posters. What’s 

he ever done to you?’  In between the homeless camp under the bridge and 

the fast-walking smart people going out to the West End’s night life, I felt 

marooned. 

 Then at last I saw the VW van belonging to Stuart’s friends double 

park, and Stuart, the round-faced girl and one of the guys tumbled out and 

quickly transported some cartons to where the homeless were curled up. 

Now it was all right to see them and be seen. Now I was safe. I ran forward 

and went to help. The guy in the driver’s seat instructed me to take what I 

could carry and to follow Stuart, so I picked up a carton and some bread 

sticks and ran off in the direction Stuart had gone. 

 Inside, in the depths of the place, it stank strongly of urine, shit, and 

rotten things. Stuart put some newspaper he had brought in a pile, and put 

the boxes next to it. The people lying around did not immediately come 

rushing to eat, like birds after crumbs. Some of them were unconscious. A 

few others said, “Bless you!” Stuart and the others greeted some of them by 

name and exchanged friendly words. I put my load down, and looked at 

Stuart. I must have looked frightened. 
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 “Don’t worry, Sam. They don’t bite,” he said, reassuringly. “Most of 

them don’t, anyway. Come on, there’s a second load.” 

 We brought in another few boxes of food, and when we got back, some 

of the people there had begun to stuff food into their mouths with their 

hands, or else had put some items on newspaper and scuttled off to their 

own spaces somewhere further away. They reminded me of dogs. I didn’t 

like making such a degrading comparison. A part of me wanted to spray the 

whole place with water and disinfectant, and forcibly send them all off to an 

institution. 

 After that was done, one of Stuart’s friends came out with black plastic 

bags and they speedily shot around putting rubbish into it, including cartons 

left over from the night before, though it was hardly the thorough spring-

clean the place needed, and then we all left. There were a few goodbyes, but 

it was fast and low-key. The manner of everything was routine: the homeless 

did not seem particularly grateful, and Stuart and his friends did not seem 

particularly like they wanted to be thanked. It was like a household chore. 

We went back to the van. “Pub?” said Stuart to me.  

 “OK,” I said.  

 In truth, I was in a kind of shock. What I had thought I wanted in 

coming to London was the low life, the darkness, the shadows, grime. I 

wanted the inversion of Auckland. Here it was, right in front of me. My 

notions of where I fitted were wrong.  This was utterly miserable.  What did I 

actually want? I wanted what everyone else wanted: life and love.  

 It was the first time in my life I felt real shame. 

 Stuart waved off the others in the van, and took me with him up a few 

side streets parallel to the Thames to a pub Stuart he knew. Inside, it was 

warm, dry, full of people chatting and laughing, drinking, eating. “Step one,” 

said Stuart, “wash your hands.” 
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 It was hard for me to say anything. We emerged from the bathrooms at 

about the same time and Stuart ordered two half-pints of Guinness, which he 

said were compulsory. “You need this. It’s got iron.” We found a table in a 

corner and sat down. “I miss the Edinburgh ale,” he said, “but Guinness will 

do. Cheers.” 

 I looked at Stuart putting the frothy black brew to his lips in this cosy, 

smoky place. I watched him enjoy the first taste, and glanced at me with an 

expression that somehow connected me with the pleasure. 

 I said, “Why do you do this, really?” 

 “What - drink beer?” 

 “No - take food to those people.”  

 “I don’t know. Latent Protestant guilt perhaps, even without God,” he 

said. “Well, it’s only a couple of hours out of an evening, and I’m an owl 

anyway. It helps me keep my research work in perspective. It’s one thing to 

protest but you need to do something practical as well.” He smiled at me, 

cautiously. “And what did you think of what you saw?” 

 I didn’t want to tell him of the dog comparison, or my sanitary 

impulses, or my shame. “It makes me think this is not New Zealand.” 

 “Cardboard city, they call it.” 

 “Why don’t they go to proper shelters? Don’t they exist here?” 

 “Aye, there are shelters, run by charities and churches.” 

 “So why do they choose to sleep down there?” 

  Stuart shook his head and smiled. “Ah, well that question implies 

these homeless people rationally choose not to go to something better. Most 

of those people can’t make rational choices. They’re alcoholics, or drug 

addicts less commonly, or people who should be in a psychiatric nursing 

home making paper butterflies. They’ve run away from the paper butterflies, 
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or their families or community care of some kind or another. They don’t 

really choose anything. They float in a void.” 

 “Oh,” I said. 

 “There’s an underlying assumption that in a free society we should all 

be able to choose whatever we want, and people who make bad choices 

simply reap the consequences, and that’s tough luck. A free world, so-called, 

is a world of unlimited choices and opportunities, but really that language is 

often about the freedom of the market, so that capitalists can exploit as many 

opportunities as they can, in order to get consumers, so that the rich get 

richer. American politicians accuse the leaders of the communist countries of 

giving people no freedom, because the citizens of those nations don’t have 

the range of choices that Americans have. But sometimes people are actually 

willing to trade these off in favour of economic stability and equality, or well-

financed state-run hospitals to care for the mentally ill. That’s not to say that 

societies that espouse social care principles get it right these days, but at 

least there’s the theory.”  

 I was not sure I really understood what he meant. The language struck 

a chord for me, in relation to my own apparent choice, or lack thereof. But 

politics! Don’t ask me. “Have you always been political?” I asked. 

 “Well, no. As a child I was interested in football.” 

 “I mean - it means a lot to you.” 

 “Politics? I’m not sure politics does. I’m interested in the way we live in 

society. Religion and politics - they’re all I ever want to talk about really, 

according to some people. But, whatever, you didn’t come here to hear a 

lecture on Marx.” He looked at me as if he was gingerly touching a wound. 

“What’s happening with Laura?” 
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 “Laura -” I said, and stopped. What did I want to say? “I found out 

about the ‘film’. She was drugged … and raped.” I didn’t tell Stuart how long 

I’d known this, and hoped he wouldn’t ask. 

 “Fuck,” he said, angrily. 

 “So she doesn’t trust … guys, unless they’re just friends.” 

 He didn’t respond. He drank his beer thoughtfully. 

 “She thinks you’re watching her. She’s says you’re spying on her 

whenever you come to the café. So it’s really hard for me to talk to you, 

because she’ll see any contact between us as disloyalty. She doesn’t 

completely trust me, because I think she can see I … don’t think she’s right 

about you.” 

 Stuart looked down, and sighed, and then leant back with his hands 

behind his head and stared into the smoky air. I felt he was about to say 

something, and waited, though the long pause was uncomfortable. Finally, he 

dropped his hands and said, “Laura reminds me very much of my little sister, 

Elsie.” He looked at me. 

 I waited. 

 “Elsie was diagnosed with schizophrenia when she was sixteen.” 

 That was a bolt from the blue. “You think Laura is schizophrenic?”  

 Stuart shook his head, poked the froth of his drink with his finger, and 

then spoke as much to his glass as to me. “I don’t know. It might be that the 

‘film’ is real, just as the reality she’s got in her mind is fantasy, but we don’t 

actually know where the boundaries of truth are. When I said you should 

find out what was in the film, it wasn’t that I was thinking that there could be 

neat edges between truth and falsehood. I have the same feeling about her as 

I had about Elsie. I don’t mean she has a dual personality exactly. I know 

that’s the usual idea about schizophrenia, but it’s much more complicated 

than that. I don’t even mean she sees imaginary things and has imaginary 
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friends. I mean that her grasp of reality is screwed, but there’s nothing 

simple in terms of straightening it out.” 

“What did Elsie do?” 

“Oh Elsie could do a thousand surprising things, and tell you what had 

taken place with absolute certainty. Elsie could do a great job of seeming 

perfectly normal, until she threw the boiling kettle through the window 

because it was a bomb about to explode, or until she suddenly told you 

everyone passing by on the street knew everything about her because the 

secret services had a new technology to broadcast her thoughts secretly on 

TV. She could be paranoid about certain people. She had various different 

realities, but none were what you and I would recognise as true. The doctors 

talked about ‘episodes’.” 

 Another pause. Stuart was still looking into his drink. 

 “Is Elsie on medication then?” I asked, tentatively, fearing the answer, 

recognising he was using past tense.  

 “No. She’s dead.” He quivered a little, and swallowed. This was hard. 

He then continued. “She was in and out of care, but good places to look after 

people with serious mental illness are scarce in the current public health 

system, and we’re not the kind of family with the funds for private 

institutions. She was in hospital for a while, until they sorted out medication 

that would enable her to exist ‘in the community’. They had her in a kind of 

half-way house. The residents weren’t very well supervised because the 

drugs were supposed to control most of their symptoms. One night she 

chose to tie a plastic bag over her head. I suspect she was probably trying to 

suffocate the spy devices that came into her brain, apparently in the form of 

small black beetles. She used to talk a lot about how to flush them out. She 

tried to electrocute them away by deliberately putting forks in sockets.”  

 Stuart looked at me sternly.  
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 “You think Laura ... ?” 

 “Just ... be alert, Samantha. I am no expert on this, but I suspect a 

problem with reality, and paranoia, are not going to lead Laura towards a 

rosy future. Keeping things calm, stable and ordered will help, but ideally, 

you should get her to see a specialist.” 

 I chortled. “We’re here on working visas. We’re not registered with the 

health system. And she doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with her.” 

 “Then, just stay close. But … do me a favour.” 

 “What?” 

 “Don’t run away from me. It’s reasonable that we talk to each other. 

We can be discreet.” 

 I nodded. I wanted to kiss him. 

 

 

 Stuart and I travelled on the tube together as far as Victoria, and 

parted with a feeling of solidarity. I felt privileged that Stuart had told me 

about his sister. I had a sense this was a topic he left in a locked drawer as a 

rule, and that opening that drawer to me gave me a special connection with 

him that few shared. I was honoured, but also strangely shamed and 

confused, and not just by the street people. What Stuart said did make me 

wonder anew about Laura, but more than anything it made me feel even 

more warmth for Stuart. And there was some reassurance too. If Laura 

reminded him of his sister, then perhaps his feelings for her were only 

brotherly, now. This thought was like a candle in a dark room. 

 When he next came to the cafe, I found myself smiling eagerly in a way 

I just did not smile, and he smiled back with that same look of appreciation 

he gave me when he had first sipped his beer in the pub. It was such a 

stunning moment that I had to recover my equilibrium by going to clear 
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some tables. To my joy and surprise, he caught me walking back with a tray 

loaded with dirty dishes, and boldly asked me if I wanted to join him on a 

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament protest march, scheduled for the coming 

Sunday. I tried as casually as possible to accept, to keep some semblance of 

my old careless self, and probably came across like I was doing him a favour.  

He gave me his address, in Victoria, to meet him there beforehand. 

 

 

 When it came to leaving the house to go to Stuart’s flat, before the 

march, it was like trying to get an excuse to skive school. I did not want 

Laura to know I was seeing Stuart, of course, and the thought of any 

complication was troubling. 

 On Sunday, October 26th, I told Laura I was going for a long walk to 

take pictures, and said that I might get some around the CND march. I left 

Laura entertaining Xavier and Don in their room, paced about half an hour to 

Stuart’s flat near Victoria Station, and met him and his friends. Stuart 

seemed a little subdued with me, but he was always by my side as we 

walked. We strode past Buckingham Palace, up Constitution Hill, to Hyde 

Park, where 50,000 people were gathered to demand unilateral 

disarmament and to protest the deployment of US cruise missiles in Britain 

at Greenham. A great model dinosaur was there with a sign saying, ‘heavy 

armour, small brain, died out’.  

When we started to march, the mood overall, though it should have 

been serious and determined, was partyish. It was powerful to be in this 

great mass of mainly youthful humanity stopping traffic and shouting 

slogans. Stuart was made wry observations about this and that, and looked 

at me in that appreciative way that made me ridiculously pleased. I took a 

photo of him there, with a banner behind him saying, ‘No Nukes’, while 
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people shouted ‘One, two, three, four, we don’t want no bloody war,’ a simple 

chant left over from anti-Vietnam War rallies which still seemed to be 

relevant and useful. 

 Eventually, the crowds decided on singing, in a flat wail, John Lennon’s 

“All we are saying ... is give peace a chance,” and since no one seemed to 

know any other words in the song, it kept erupting and dying down until we 

assembled in Trafalgar Square, completely stopping traffic. The police kept 

to the distance, faced with this monster of a crowd. The monumental grey 

buildings framed us, and people with banners stood on top of the grand 

lions. Pigeons flapped and swooped, as we stood and listened to people on a 

distant stage - people like the historian E. P. Thompson, the MP Tony Benn 

and Bruce Kent  - and I felt as exhilarated as I had done that first night in 

London. You couldn’t be a nobody in a great throng like this. You counted.  

 At one point while we were listening, I took a photo of the banners on 

the stone lions, fighting to get the exposure right since the backdrop was the 

white sky, and when I had succeeded, I dropped my camera and found Stuart 

staring at me, just staring and thinking. I felt immediately a rush of leaves 

whirling inside my belly, and smiled hesitantly. It brought him to himself. He 

smiled hesitantly too, came over, and kissed me on the cheek. 

 That kiss was so surprising it was all I could do not to hyperventilate. I 

don’t think I had ever been so thrown by anything in my life. Was it just 

friendly affection? Did he have feelings for me? Afterwards, we were always 

in his group of friends, but somehow close together. There was no other 

physical contact. I could have easily put my arm into his, but I felt so fizzy in 

the middle all I could think of was that I should hold myself together and 

keep calm, and it was easy to be distracted by the buzz and chatter around 

us. I went home after we’d all eaten some cheese pasta together at his 

apartment, with more smiling than my face had experienced for some time. I 
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didn’t want him to walk me back, though he offered to come with me as far 

as the church, but insisted to him that it was unfortunately essential that 

Laura did not know we had spent any time together. Her paranoia about him 

clearly depressed him, but he understood the need for secrecy about any 

association between us.  

So I walked back alone through the dark streets in a state of ecstasy. 

This was a high of the most extreme. I think I had a smile on my face the 

entire time. I ran a little, just because I really wanted to run. Actually, I 

wanted to dance, like Gene Kelly, singing in the rain, or break into song like 

Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady. I am loopy, I thought, to feel this way! But 

how can you stop it when this happens? Stuart kissed me on the cheek! I 

touched the skin as if it had become sacred ground. He feels for me. Surely. I 

relived every word he’d spoken, every glance, every touch. 

 When I got back to the apartment I whisked to my room and put 

myself in solitary confinement. I shouted goodnight through Laura’s door, 

since I could see the light on, and said that I was really tired because I’d 

walked everywhere and just had to crash out, because I knew if she saw me 

she’d see from my face that something had happened.  

 She said goodnight back, and I rushed to my room. 

I sat on my bed looking at the poster of Kali I’d put on my door, and 

stuck out my tongue at her in imitation. Then I got up and replicated her 

stance on an imaginary Shiva beneath my feet. And then I went over and 

gave her a kiss.  

So there I was at the end of 1980 taking images in black and white, 

subversive images of the London I encountered as an alien. There I was, a 

Kiwi girl marooned in London by choice, in the shadow of the arms race, 

struggling to articulate by images the forces around me and in me, loving for 

the first time, finding myself satisfied a little, somewhat redeemed from 
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sorrow and hollowness, and completely unable to stop my best friend from 

walking off into the abyss. And here I am now, engaged in a more subtle 

process than shooting the world with a camera, trying to conjure images in 

your mind by these words, to replicate there the images of the past I carry 

with me as a curse. 

 

 

 The march was widely reported, both on TV and in the newspapers, 

though it was nudged away from the main headlines by the story that seven 

prisoners in the Maze jail near Belfast in Northern Ireland would be starting 

a hunger strike to demand political status. Xavier and Don bought half a 

dozen newspapers and scoured all pictures in case I was in a shot, and 

triumphantly found me quite clearly depicted in the Daily Mail, in a picture 

taken from the front of the Canadian embassy building: I guess I looked the 

quintessential lefty malcontent, as I was standing close to a placard for the 

Socialist Workers Party and a CND peace sign. Even more, Stuart was visible 

right beside me. So much for a secret meeting.   

 “Don’t show this to Laura,” I said. “She’s got this crazy idea the guy I 

was with, there, is stalking her.” 

“Oh, we know,” they said. “She told us about the film noir experience.” 

“What?” 

“You know, it’s like a film. A man in a hat on a dark street. She’s a bit of 

a silly billy at times. She thinks it was this boy here?” 

“It’s ridiculous,” I said. 

“Mmm. But you’ll have to confess, Sammy. You’ve been outed.” 

I was absolutely gutted. Bloody press! I hadn’t even thought about the 

photographers there and the dangers they posed. The chances of them 
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taking a picture of me, among so many people, were surely slight. And there I 

was in a newspaper, trapped and captured by some Chris, like Lady Diana. 

 Laura had gone from the flat at daybreak that Monday morning, to 

start her early shift. I joined her just ahead of the lunchtime rush. “How were 

things yesterday?” Laura asked, “You were back late. Were you OK?” 

 “Great,” I said, my mind bottlenecked with thoughts. “I saw Stuart,” I 

blurted. “I ran into him at the anti-nuclear rally, and went back to his place 

with his friends. That’s why I was back so late.” 

 “You hung out with Stuart? You went to a demo?” asked Laura, baffled. 

“I was quite worried about you, you know. I thought you were out a really 

long time. Why did you go back with him?” 

 “Yeah, well one thing happened after another.” 

 Laura scrutinised my face for a moment, with disappointment. “Did 

Stuart ask lots of questions about me?” she asked.  

 “No, no, Laura. I’m sure he’s all over that now. He’s not watching you.” 

 “Well he comes to the café just to see me, doesn’t he?” 

 “Oh I don’t think so. He’s an activist. He gets food for the homeless.” 

Crap. 

 “Did you ask why he was following me?” 

 “Laura, you’ve got to stop this. You’ve got no proof he’s spying on you, 

or following you. He’s … your friend. ” 

 “Puh! He’s not, Sam. I knew I couldn’t trust you. You fancy him, I can 

tell. So you don’t believe me. You wouldn’t have hung out with him if you 

believed me.” 

 My stomach lurched at this. There was something odd in Laura’s eyes.  

 “You know, he broke into our flat and went through my things,” she 

said. 

 “What?” 
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 “Soon after we first moved in. My things were all messed up. All my 

papers.” 

 Oh no. That was me. She’d been able to tell I’d been through her 

drawers. I guessed realising her stuff was not in order was one of those 

things she hadn’t told me. It was hard to keep a level head. “I … er. How do 

you know it was him?” I asked. Should I tell her the truth? 

 “Well, you know about the guy who was following me. A few days ago I 

told Chris I thought Stuart was watching me. I showed him a picture Billy 

took of me and Stuart, so he knew what he looked like, and asked him if he’d 

ever seen him, when he spent time outside the kindergarten, he said yes, 

he’d seen a guy who looked like Stuart leaning over the rail and looking 

through the window. It was just after he’d been with us, and we were out. He 

was over the road, before most of the pack arrived. He saw this guy. And 

those front windows don’t have proper locks. And that was broad daylight. 

Who knows what Stuart does under cover of darkness.” 

 I didn’t know what to say. “Chris told you this after you told him about 

the guy who was following you?” 

 “Yes, and I told him about my stuff. He said he’d seen this guy, but he 

hadn’t thought it was important.” 

 “It can’t have been Stuart.” 

 “Really, Sam. Really? What has he done to you? If you talk to Stuart 

he’ll be manipulating you somehow, to get information about me. Please.” 

Her eyes were imploring, scared even. She was not so much angry with me 

as anxious. 

 “OK,” I said. 
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 Another person would not have felt so sabotaged by that conversation, 

but following so quickly on the heels of Stuart’s description of his sister, I 

had psychosis freshly in my mind. I wanted to keep things calm.  

 Or was she right? I had been completely convinced the stalker was 

Laura’s weird paranoia and there was nothing in it, but the testimony of 

Chris bothered me, even though I told myself that if anyone was 

manipulating anybody it would be Chris manipulating Laura. I didn’t want to 

tell Laura it was me who had been rifling through her drawers. I must have 

accidentally disturbed some order. If I did that I felt I would myself be 

shunned. But would Stuart follow Laura, and snoop around the flat? No, 

surely not. Even still, the fact that there was a tiny thorn of doubt lodged in 

my flesh made me step back from Stuart just at the time everything else in 

me wanted to step forward. 

 The photograph of myself and Stuart was discovered by our fellow 

workers in the café and put on the notice board that afternoon. Laura ripped 

it down and threw it into a rubbish bin when no one but me was around to 

see. She then started to cry, and I had to comfort her and reassure her that I 

would never do this to her ever again. 

When I saw Stuart at the café that evening after Laura had gone home 

he too recognised that the picture made things difficult. “Caught in the act,” 

he said. 

 “I know. So I told Laura I’d met you at the rally. Laura thinks you’re 

spying on her, as I said. Now it’s not only that you come here to watch her, or 

you’ve followed her. You hang around the flat, and you’ve broken in and 

gone through her things. This photographer Chris saw you looking through 

our windows.” 

 “What?” Even Stuart now looked shocked. “I’ve never been anywhere 

near your flat.” 
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 “Well Chris said he saw someone out the front our flat snooping 

around. Laura showed him a picture Billy took of you and her, and he 

thought it was you.” 

“Well, thank you Chris,” Stuart said, with irony. 

“So Laura’s very upset about us meeting up.  We’ve got to be really … 

careful.” I sighed. “I probably shouldn’t see you.” 

Stuart looked at my face. “We can still meet in … secret.”  

He asked me to come out to the pub again, and I said I’d prefer to wait 

for a while. Perhaps he could also see the thorn of doubt inside me. He didn’t 

try to pull it out, however. 

 

 

 A few days later, on Thursday October 30th, Laura got one of her 

migraines. I came in after my early shift at work to sit with her in the 

darkness of her bedroom, where only a candle was permitted since light 

made things worse, and got her to take another of her prescription codeine 

pills.  

“I can call a doctor,” I suggested, thinking this might be the time to 

enlist medical help, and have a private word. But Laura was insistent she 

would be fine. I tried to get her to eat something, but she could hardly talk.  

Eventually, however, when the painkiller made some difference, she 

sat up and asked me to bring her bag. I found it at the foot of her bed, gave it 

to her, and she opened it up to pull out an envelope. Shakily, she handed it to 

me and said, “This arrived this morning.”   

On the envelope there were cut out letters from newspaper headlines, 

spelling the word ‘LAURA’.  

 “Look inside,” said Laura. 
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 Tentatively, I opened the envelope and pulled out a folded sheet of 

paper, a foolscap lined page from a hole-punched block. I opened it up. There 

was a message covering the whole page written with the same cut-out 

letters. It read, ‘I SPY WITH MY LITTLE I LAND  BEGINNING WITH L’. 

 “Why did he do this?” whispered Laura. Her eyes glimmered in the 

candlelight, afraid. 

 “It doesn’t make any sense,” I said, staring at the letters in complete 

mystification. 

 “He’s spying on me,” said Laura.  

 “The writer wanted to be anonymous,” I said, thinking too that the cut-

out letters were really creepy. This could not be Stuart’s doing. 

 “Stuart’s just trying to freak me out,” Laura said. 

 “This isn’t Stuart, Laura,” I said, then, emphatically.  

 “For goodness’ sake, who else would it be?” she asked, even more 

agitated.  

I was baffled. Chris? Would he do this? What should I say?  

 “You do … attract attention. It could be anyone,” I said. 

 “Oh Sam,” exploded Laura, with frustration. “What the hell has he done 

to you? He’s just duped you completely! Look, look!” She grabbed the piece 

of paper and pointed to the letters S of ‘SPY’ and M of ‘MY’. ‘Look – these 

letters are the same – Gothic script.  None of the others are. That’s the clue to 

his identity!’ 

 “S and M,” I repeated, thinking of another meaning. 

 “Stuart’s second name is Macalister.”   
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Chapter 7 

 

#12 mirror (1982) 

 

 

 I left Laura to sleep and went into Xavier and Don’s room. They were 

out. They kept a small stack of old newspapers neatly folded in a pile beside 

their hat-stand, and I pulled them out to look at headlines and mastheads. 

Apart from when they bought a selection to look for pictures of the protest, 

they usually bought the Guardian, but with their recent purchases I had a 

range. As far as I could see, only the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Mail used 

Gothic script. Neither of these had an ‘s’.  This exercise was for curiosity only, 

of course. I was not going to narrow down the suspect by finding out what 

newspapers he had to hand. 

The next day I worked Laura’s early and my late shift back to back as 

she was still headachy and we were understaffed. Stuart did not come to pick 

up the left-overs. Instead the round-faced pretty girl arrived. My 

disappointment was like a stab of hunger. I stood out by the rubbish bins at 

the back, staring up at the foggy stars, one moment thinking I should phone 

Stuart and tell him about the strange note, and the next minute thinking I 

couldn’t. 

 When I got home, I was expecting to find Laura still tending herself, 

worriedly, recovering from her migraine, but she was not in her room. I went 

in to see Xavier and Don, who were sipping gin and tonics and listening to 

Scary Monsters. They greeted me with an air of intrigue and Don poured me a 

drink. They then sparred about whether they should tell me something or 
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not. I was tired, and not really in the mood for theatrics. I sat down on the 

bed waiting for whatever announcement was in store, sure they would 

decide to reveal all. 

 “Well, we know that Laura wants to tell you in person,” said Xavier, 

wide-eyed, handing me the glass. 

  “Thanks,” I said. “Tell me what?” 

“Oh, but Sammy, you didn’t tell us about Laura’s old flame.” 

 A clunk inside. “Her old flame?” 

 “My dear - dare we say his holy name?” Xavier waved abstractly to the 

music. 

 “She told you about ... Bowie?” 

 “Oh I know she said it was meant to be a big secret!” 

 “Uh, well. Maybe.” 

 “Fancy him sending her tickets to his play! My God. New York, New 

York!” 

 What to say? Keep on the level. “He sent her tickets?” 

 “Yes. And a lovely letter. Ding! She miraculously recovered. We went 

out to celebrate at King’s Road – she bought some gorgeous skirts.” 

 “Did she show you the letter?” I asked. 

 “Oh no, sacred secret, apparently,” said Don. “So Sammy sweetheart, 

tell us all!” 

 I didn’t really know what to say. Did they know about the strange note 

that had prompted the migraine? Two letters, one after another: one nasty, 

one nice. One real, one imagined. Was this a pattern? 

Should I confide in Xavier and Don?  

“Laura’s very private about some things,” I said. “Did she … tell you 

about this weird note she got yesterday, made with cut-out -” 
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“Oh my, yes she did, and that’s nothing,” said Xavier. “Someone adores 

her from afar and can’t express his feelings. We told her not to be so timid.” 

“So you don’t think there’s anything to worry about? It’s not Mr Film 

Noir?” I asked. 

Xavier seemed struck. “Oh that has just got to be someone’s name Phil 

Menoit. I once knew a Frenchman called Laurence Menoit.”  

I asked where Laura was now, and they said she’d gone to meet Chris. 

Then I drank the gin very quickly and announced I really needed to go to 

bed, as Xavier kept singing along: ‘Scream like a baby. Sam was a gun. And I 

never knew his last name, and we never had no fun.’ 

 

  

 I could handle only so much. I was very tired. I’d worked Laura’s shift 

out of sympathy, and she’d veered off into some fantasy world and gone 

shopping. Now she was out with Chris. Well, well. I went to bed and turned 

off the light, hearing Laura come in later on, when I was lying awake, but I 

didn’t go out to ask her anything. Buying clothes was what Laura did when 

she was happy, and feeling carefree about spending money. Something had 

clearly lifted her mood. I was sure that a letter with tickets from Bowie was 

fantasy. So what else had happened? 

 Laura kept her early shift the next day, so was out at dawn. I came in to 

Spill the Beans just before lunch and was immediately in a flurry of serving.  

Laura did not seem to want to catch my eye. It was only at about 2.30 pm 

when I connected with her, at the staff table, where she was reading 

Cosmopolitan. I sat down opposite and came straight to the point.  

 “Laura, so what’s this about New York?” 

 “Shshshsh, Sam. Not so loud.” 
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 “You told Xavier and Don about it. What’s going on?” I tried to smile 

brightly. 

 Laura’s manner to me was not so much happy but hushed. “Oh I was so 

stupid. I couldn’t help telling Xavier and Don. But I probably shouldn’t have 

done that. And I told Chris – he was with me when I got the letter. I just … 

burst.” 

She was with Chris? But did he actually see what was in the envelope?  

“So –?” I asked. 

Laura smiled a little. “I wanted to tell you last night when I got in, but 

you were asleep. David has finally written. He’s sent a ticket to his play, The 

Elephant Man, in New York, and a hotel, and the air ticket.” 

 I stared at her, still trying to smile. “When are you going?” 

 “On December the 5th. Sooo long to wait.”  

 Jesus. 

 “So finally I can relax.” Laura smiled then. “Everything’s OK. It’s cool.” 

 “You’re not so worried about that strange note now?” I asked.  

 “Yeah, I know that’s nothing,” said Laura, smiling calmly. “Stuart was 

trying to scare me, but I’m not going to let him. I’ve decided my best defence 

is to look as if anything he does is pointless.  Xavier and Don told me that if 

people try to intimidate you then you just have to laugh in their faces, or 

ignore them. They’re just stupid losers.” 

 “You told them Stuart made that note to you?” 

 “Yes, but actually they think it’s not him.” 

 “Why?” 

 “They said they trust your judgement about Stuart, and you think he’s 

a saint.” Laura looked at me as if I was Judas Iscariot, who had just kissed 

Jesus right in front of her. Her eyes were narrow and accusatorial.  
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 My belly lurched. I said, “I’d give Stuart the benefit of the doubt.” “Oh 

sure,” said Laura. “You trust him. You don’t trust me.” No smiles now. She 

looked down and flicked a page. 

 How ironic. She was the one who did not trust me. I pulled the 

magazine away. “Laura. I am your friend. It doesn’t mean I have to believe 

everything you say. I have to make up my own mind.” 

 Laura stared at me hard again. “It’s OK, Sam. Everything is OK now. I 

don’t care anymore. I’m going to be with David again. Nothing else matters.” 

   

 

What was I to think? I would have gone into her room again for 

another investigation of her things, to see if the was anything remotely 

resembling tickets, but the next day she actually paid for a locksmith to put a 

special resilient deadlock on her door. This action was unexplained apart 

from it being for ‘better security’.  Stuart was configured as a prying stalker, 

after all, and I was someone who was potentially taken in by him. 

 I was left locked out, figuratively and literally, and absolutely stuck.  

In subsequent days my thoughts replayed a sequence that turned 

around and around. If Laura did not have tickets, what would happen? She 

would go to the airport, but then she would come back, and that would be 

that. But what if, somehow, she had obtained tickets?  She would go off, see 

the play, be happy, and come back. She wouldn’t see Bowie in private, for 

sure, but then her fantasy world would kick in and everything would be rosy. 

Perhaps there was nothing to worry about. 

But, if the tickets were real, where was the money coming from? Laura 

didn’t have any, and she’d just blown any pay she’d managed to keep hold of 

in a shopping frenzy. 
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I wanted to talk to Stuart about it. But if I did that, I would be even 

more of a betrayer, and I would be asking Stuart to carry on caring about 

Laura. Laura’s history with him was like a prior claim she had, even though 

she’d rejected him.  She was somehow my rival, no matter how crazy she 

was. Despite my concerns for my friend, I couldn’t let go of that feeling.  

Also, Laura’s demonizing of Stuart kept bothering me. Surely he had 

not sent that strange note, or followed her. How could I prove he was 

innocent? My gut instincts were that he was sound. If I couldn’t trust Stuart, 

who could I trust? 

At Spill the Beans I tried to work, with all this in my head, and was 

rude to customers. Jean hauled me over twice, with warnings. 

 When Stuart finally came to the café, at an opportune time after Laura 

had knocked off, it was all I could do not to run over to him, grab him, and 

tell him I desperately needed to talk. I rushed off and stuck my head in the 

freezer to give myself a blast of cold air before I spoke. Stuart found me 

peering in. 

 “What’s up?” 

 I straightened, and did not look him in the eye. What should I say?  

“Sam, what’s going on? What’s wrong?” 

Here we go, I thought. I am taking this path. Blurt it out. “Maybe all that 

stuff about Laura and Bowie is … a bit more worrying,” I admitted. “She says 

she’s going to New York to see some play he’s in there. She claims he’s sent 

her the tickets.” 

 Stuart pulled a face. “So it gets worse.” 

  “She says Chris, the photographer, was there when she opened the 

letter, so I guess she has a witness that something arrived.” 

 “I guess she could have sent it to herself. Well, well. This is dangerous.” 

Stuart looked concerned. 
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 Then all at once I didn’t want Stuart to care so much about Laura 

anymore. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. 

 He said, “Maybe you should ask to see the tickets and the letter?” 

 “I could,” I said, reticently. “But she’s pretty secretive. And that’s not 

the only thing. The day before, she showed me something else. It was this 

note, and it wasn’t exactly nice.” I paused. 

 “Go on.” 

  “It was made out of cut-out newspaper headlines, a lot of letters stuck 

on a page. It reads ‘I spy with my little eye a land beginning with L.” I didn’t 

get it entirely right. 

 Stuart frowned and thought. “Beginning with L. A ‘laura’ isn’t a land. 

It’s an old name for a kind of region of caves where ascetics – anchorites - 

lived. They’re people who’d vowed to live a life of celibacy. Sounds like 

cryptic crossword stuff. Does Laura do those?”  

 “No. You think she made it and sent it to herself?” 

“Probably.  Who else?” 

What could I say? I folded my arms. “She thinks you sent it to her.” 

 Stuart sighed, and then came and put his arm around my shoulder, 

with me still in the same pose, unyielding. “We need to talk some more. Do 

you want to come out for a secret drink after work?” 

 His concern and tenderness was too much. I pulled away. “No. No, 

Stuart. How can I?” 

 His face.  

 “I’m sorry. Don’t you understand what’s happened? You like 

paradoxes. To be Laura’s friend, the way you want me to be, I need to stay 

close to her and win back her trust. The more I see you, and defend you, the 

more Laura will run away from me.” 

 “Samantha -” 
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 “No, no, really. Really.” I said. “She thinks I believe you, when you’re up 

to no good, and if she finds out we talk about her, imagine then what she’ll 

feel about me. If I’m to stay close to Laura, I can’t also ... stay close to you.” I 

exited then, not looking at Stuart’s face. I walked out into the main café, and 

tidied things up noisily.  

 I could have said one more thing, though. I could have said, ‘And 

because the crap thing is that I love you, Stuart, so not being close to you 

drives me crazy. It makes me so pissed off with Laura that I do not want to 

be her friend.’ 

 Paradox. Here was a guy I had fallen in love with and I wanted him all 

to myself. I wanted to be with him. I could be resilient with Laura if I had him 

for support, but it was incredibly hard on my own. I wanted to focus on him, 

not on Laura. I wanted to share my pain with him.  I wanted him to heal me. I 

hadn’t even begun to tell him about what I had gone through, with my family, 

or in the months before leaving New Zealand: the drugs, the abortion. I 

hadn’t been able to talk to Laura, but surely I could talk to him. He was 

asking me to be strong, when I had a great hole inside. Why couldn’t he care 

about that? 

I hated it that he had ever been attracted to Laura. I hated the doubt I’d 

had about what he might have done. In my diary, there are three pages of me 

cross-questioning myself about why I pulled away from Stuart, and my tone 

about Laura is hard. So now she had proven she was really crazy. I 

recognised that she’d probably been damaged by a horrible act. But what 

justified this? Why did I have to pay the price?  

  

 

 



117 
 

 From that moment everywhere it became darker. The night stretched 

out and grabbed hold of the beginning and ends of the days, and it grew 

colder and colder. I didn’t mind the cold, as I could warm up my room with a 

little electric heater, and pile on jumpers. But I minded the darkness that cut 

down the days into smaller and smaller phases of dim light.  

Stuart appeared on the perimeter at times, apparently accepting that 

he needed to keep his distance, and occasionally saying a couple of 

sentences.  

And I found myself not being proactive, not solving anything about 

Laura. I resented being put into any position in which the onus was on me to 

act decisively or protectively. I resented Laura because she was the object of 

Stuart’s concern. I was angry at not being able to spend proper time with 

him. From flying high on my first gust of fresh romance, I nose-dived into 

something grim. It was as if after spending time making a perfect print I had 

abandoned it in the wash, until its delicate layer of emulsion melted into 

shreds.  

I could not stand it that Laura was claiming Stuart’s attention, even as 

a concerned friend, when I was banned from being with him. It felt as if I had 

had the good fortune to have a few sweet moments with Stuart that would 

never be repeated. It was impossible.  

 I tried various point by point workings out of the situation and they 

always ended up with me not getting closer to Stuart and concentrating on 

looking after Laura. But instead of obliging with the obvious conclusions 

reached I remained frozen in a feeling of uselessness and annoyance. I was 

not a good friend to Laura. Additionally, perhaps to goad myself into more 

resilience, I randomly decided that despite appearances I was not someone 

that Stuart could seriously feel anything for anyway.  
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My overwhelming sense was that I was not worthy of someone as 

good as he was. It would be no wonder if he still had feelings for Laura, 

despite everything. So his interest in me meant what? I shouldn’t kid myself. 

Why would he have feelings for me?  

 I looked at my poster of Kali and felt as if I was a trophy around her 

neck. Some protective Mother. She was life as I knew it. She’d seen me 

smiling and ripped me up, sucked out my blood, and chopped my head off. 

My limbs were her skirt. 

 Laura, by contrast, was a dynamic tornado of preparation and 

happiness. She bought more new clothes and make-up, and looked as if she 

should walk into a movie. People turned to look at her when we walked 

down the street together. She commanded attention by her beauty and 

radiance.  

 

One evening, when Stuart came into the café, when Laura had already 

gone home, we managed to have a conversation whispered over the rubbish 

bins outside, while I quickly smoked a cigarette. It was anxious and tight.  I 

found it hard to look at him. 

He wanted to know if I’d learnt anything else. I shrugged. 

 “If the tickets aren’t real,” I said, “Laura won’t go anywhere, so we 

won’t have to worry.” 

 “Yes, but Laura’s not going to improve by shock treatment, turning up 

at the airport and handing over Monopoly money or whatever. Ask if you can 

see them. When she shows them to you, gently point out what you see.” 

 “But wouldn’t Chris have seen them? What if they’re real?” 

 “Just get her to show you what she’s got in that envelope.” 

 It was as if I someone had put on a huge Sherlock Holmes hat on my 

head, and my eyes were obscured by it. I was no sleuth. I didn’t want to 
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investigate anymore. All I’d managed to find out was that Laura was capable 

of extreme fantasy, and had been abused, or at least had some version of that 

in her mind. The stalker, the strange note, the tickets to New York – 

everything might be something Laura created for herself, if she was not well 

mentally, and that is what Stuart thought. As for me, you have to imagine 

someone who was functioning on only minimal resources, living off nicotine 

and coffee, not sleeping properly, anaesthetising her heart. The legacy of my 

breakages prior to arrival in London meant that I was not standing on firm 

feet. My emotional legs cracked underneath me. I did not make quick 

deductions. I did almost nothing. Personally, I just wanted to sit tight and 

count down the days until December 5th.  Then we’d see what happened.   
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Chapter 8 

 

#13 newspapers (1980) 

   

 

 Days went by. Laura seemed quite her usual self. She was happy. She 

spent time with Chris, and kept a certain distance from me, no matter what I 

said or did. 

 For me, the darkness seemed to stretch out everywhere I looked. On 

the evening of November 4th, the eve of the US Presidential elections, I 

watched a Thames documentary in which the British journalist Jonathan 

Dimbleby examined the nuclear arms race. Despite the fact that in 1978 the 

United Nations published a document demanding a halt to it, the production 

of nuclear weapons had accelerated to the extent that there were now about 

four tons of explosives for each of the world’s 4,000 million population. On 

Wednesday, November 5th, it was announced that Ronald Reagan was 

elected president of the United States.  

 The coldness got worse. I didn’t have a warm coat. I went up to funky 

Camden Market where I found a black coat second-hand in a stall for £10, 

then I went to work. On the way, I saw in a newspaper stand the magazine 

The Face, with David Bowie on the cover. He was dressed in silver frills, with 

his face covered in white powder. 

 Laura would like this, I thought. I bought it for her. I looked again for 

suitable Gothic script, through the racks of newspapers, and found nothing 

that matched the ‘s’ and ‘m’ in the strange note. 
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 There was snow on Friday November 7th, and icy wind, which 

discouraged photographers from waiting outside the New England 

kindergarten. Jean kept Spill the Beans closed, because of staffing and food 

issues, and we had a day off.  

It was then, finally, that I managed to engineer an opportunity to ask 

about the tickets. That morning a letter from Laura’s mother arrived, with 

news of family and various things in New Zealand, which provided a cue to 

me to say to Laura that I’d really like to see Bowie’s letter to her. We were in 

the kitchen. 

 “What … you want to see his letter?” 

 “Yes. That’s really something.” 

 “Sam, that’s personal,” said Laura, rinsing a cup, “I couldn’t show you. I 

wasn’t supposed to tell anybody.  I really hope he doesn’t mind.” 

 A moment’s silence. 

 “Why is it such a secret?” I asked. 

 “Gosh – wouldn’t the whole world want to know about his personal 

life?” 

 “You could show me the tickets,” I said. “They’re not personal.” 

 Laura kept washing up, and then looked at me, with a little doubt. 

 “Why?” 

 “Because frankly, it’s really hard to believe they’re real.” 

 Laura’s mouth dropped open, astonished. 

 “Sure. I’ll show you the tickets,” she said, then, defiantly. She went out, 

and came back holding in her hands a return ticket on a Laker flight, a room 

booking in a hotel and a single theatre ticket for The Elephant Man.  She held 

them in front of her face like a fan. 

 Knock me dead. Firstly, it was something that these tickets really did 

exist. But a Laker flight? That was a cheap airline, the first of the discount 
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travel options. She could believe that David Bowie would buy her a discount 

plane ticket! She should have been flying on PanAm. But there it was. Who 

had bought it for her? She couldn’t have bought it herself, with no money, 

unless she’d borrowed the cash from someone, and it was clear from the way 

Xavier and Don responded to Laura’s enthusiasm that they believed her 

stories about her celebrity lover and had not been involved. Chris? Of course! 

 “Wow!” I said. “Lucky you.” 

 “You didn’t believe me,” said Laura, shaking her head. “All this time 

you’ve been thinking I made it up. The letter too.” 

 “You said you don’t completely trust me, Laura. So why should I trust 

you? You said there are things you don’t tell me. You keep things secret. But 

the moment you say anything, I’m supposed to accept that you’re telling me 

the whole truth. So thanks, it is actually great to know you’ve got these 

tickets for real, and you’re going to New York. Fantastic.” 

 “So why do you sound jealous?” 

 “Jealous? I’m not jealous!” 

 “Well, you’re something.” 

 “Oh … boy. Look, Laura, it’s great. It’s great. Enjoy yourself. You 

deserve it. You’ve had a rough time. I’m glad it’s stopped you thinking about 

that crazy letter and the guy who followed you.” 

 “Stuart. It’s stopped me worrying about Stuart,” said Laura, as she left 

the room. 

 

Chris. All my resentments against him sudden landed with a bang. He’d 

bought her the tickets. Yes. I started to piece together a case against Chris. 

On Sunday, November 9th, the Voyager spacecraft discovered the 15th 

moon of Saturn. On Monday, November 10th, the Anti-Nazi League 

announced a campaign to take to the streets to combat a wave of violence 
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and propaganda against black, Asian and Jewish targets in Britain.  On 

Tuesday November 11th I finally saw Stuart again at the café and started by 

reporting the conversation with Laura. 

“So the tickets are real,” Stuart said, in response. “And she still thinks 

I’m up to something.” We were again Laura-free, by the dustbins at the back, 

and it was icy cold. He saw me shivering, took off his jacket and put it around 

my shoulders.  

It was like being stroked. The jacket carried his warmth and smell. 

“When she was talking,” I continued, “it suddenly hit me. That guy, Chris, the 

photographer, was with Laura when she opened the envelope.” 

I pulled Stuart’s jacket around myself more firmly. He wrapped his 

scarf closely around his neck and put his hands in his pockets. His breath 

came out in steaming puffs, illuminated in the light from the back room.  

“OK,” he said. 

 “He could have bought the tickets, but pretended they came from 

Bowie. He types out a letter. With his contacts he could have found out what 

Bowie’s signature was like, so he forges it. He buys the tickets and puts them 

in, gets someone to post the letter with American stamps, and by this little 

ruse he sends Laura over to New York.” I liked this feeling of solving 

something. Surely Stuart would agree. 

“Generous.” 

“Chris had already heard that she suspected you of watching her. So 

what if Chris followed her one night, to give her the idea of being stalked? 

She tells him her stuff had been gone through in her room. Then he tells her 

he saw someone looking at the flat. She shows him a photo of you and he 

says, ‘that’s him’! He was the one who identified you from Billy’s snapshot. 

Actually we only know about someone looking through the front window 
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because of what he said. He might have made that up. Then he creates some 

strange note, to feed her paranoia.” 

“But why?” asked Stuart. “Why pick on me?” Stuart started shivering 

now. We should not be long in the air, but this was a bonding conversation. 

We were both in tune, thinking together. I wished I could move closer, but I 

remained cocooned in his jacket, standing apart. 

“Maybe he thought you were a potential rival,” I said. “So he’s framed 

you, to make sure Laura keeps well away. I never liked Chris, right from the 

beginning.” 

Stuart looked at me anxiously. “Do you really think he bought her the 

tickets then?” he said. “What’s in it for him?” 

“He’ll turn up at the airport, and go with her. He must believe she does 

know Bowie, like Mike and Steve believed Laura. So he hopes if he sends her 

over and stays close she’ll somehow engineer a meeting, and then he can get 

a good shot.” 

“Mmm.”  Stuart looked doubtful.  

“Maybe Laura is not as crazy as you think,” I said, feeling bold. “The 

tickets are real. Chris is a bastard.” 

“Well, tell me what you find out,” he said. 

Ah, there’s the thing. What was I supposed to do? I took off Stuart’s 

jacket, and handed it back to him. I wished I could take off the Sherlock 

Holmes hat. “Thanks,” I said, trying not to look at his face.  

I hovered on the step, and Stuart put his jacket on quickly. How I hated 

how quick our conversations were, and the fact that Laura was the only 

subject we talked about. I turned around to him, and wanted to say 

something, a word of appreciation, but instead I just looked at him for a 

moment, opened the door, and went inside. 

 



125 
 

 

At home, I rummaged through my pockets and drawers, and finally 

found Chris’s number, the one he had written down with his name when he 

first came to our flat. I looked at the shape of his writing.  

If he had written a letter to Laura, and signed it with David Bowie’s 

name, would I be able to tell from comparing this script? Might there be 

some clue? Was there any way of knowing? Or should I try to confront Chris 

face to face? He came by to pick up Laura, but they always went out 

somewhere, never stayed in the flat. He was friendly, but distant. 

But what would I gain by a confrontation? Chris wouldn’t tell me 

anything.  

 I went through subsequent days making no progress at all. Laura 

carefully locked her room every time she went out. Chris swung me a 

cheerful greeting as he whisked Laura out somewhere. If he was up to 

something sinister, his front as a simple-minded press photographer out to 

make a fortune was very polished. Xavier and Don came and went, rising 

late, returning in the middle of the night. I worked. It felt like there could be 

a kind of normality in routines that softened all the peculiarities of the 

present time into a kind of ordinariness. 

 

 

On Saturday November 15th I had a day off. I walked from Pimlico to 

Chelsea, up Kings Road, wending my way through trendy rich people and 

past fashion shops, with no real clear purpose other than to walk and take 

photographs, and then I thought I would head northwards towards 

Kensington Gardens. Near Brompton Road there was some kind of 

commotion. A demonstration? It was Coleherne Court, a brick block of up-

market apartments. There were men in green and brown anoraks touting 
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cameras and TV equipment, and reporters with notebooks, the same kind of 

crowd that had been outside the kindergarten and had swelled there again 

in recent days. There was also a police car and a crowd of onlookers rather 

like me, gaping and staring and milling about.  

 I asked one of them what was going on, an elderly woman with tight 

permed hair and a blue raincoat, what was going on.  

 “It’s Lady Di’s flat,” she said, diffidently. “This is nothing to what it was 

yesterday. They say she’s not even here, but we have these all these men 

outside from dawn to dusk. And she’s only 19 – quite a lot for a girl to take at 

that age I’d say. One of her flatmates leaned out of the window yesterday and 

took a photo of all the photographers, cheeky monkey. Lady Di’s car is here - 

look, over there - that Renault. A traffic warden gave it a parking ticket. Very 

nice of him - with all this going on, she wasn’t going to park it miles away 

was she? You wouldn’t believe the things they are saying to get her to look 

up. She keeps her head down the whole time, and they can’t get a good shot 

of her face.” 

 I looked at the car, which was not the pale blue Volkswagon Polo of St. 

George’s Square, but there seemed no point in correcting the identification. 

Everyone was loitering, waiting for the prey to arrive. Even the woman who 

was speaking to me so protectively seemed to be complicit in Diana’s 

hounding. Blood sports indeed. The very idea that this girl was seeing a 

prince with some romantic possibility was enough to make everyone 

frenzied with excitement, howling for her life spirit. 

 “Maybe she’s gone off to meet Charlie,” said the woman. “He’s just had 

his 32nd birthday up in Sandringham. I heard yesterday he went for a ride in 

the countryside with the Queen and the press were chasing him just in case 

Di was suddenly going to appear from behind a bush. I mean - I ask you.” She 
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smiled and raised her eyes, obviously relishing every minute of the saga, 

despite her disapproval, and glad to be living near Diana’s abode. 

 I said goodbye and left, despondently, trudging up to Kensington 

Gardens, and on under the great arch sculpture recently erected by Henry 

Moore, which looked like huge bones stuck together. 

 I walked through to Hyde Park, where I sat on a bench, looking at this 

Saturday scene. Family groups. Lovers. Joggers. Solitary people walking 

through. Autumn turning to winter. Dry brown leaves on the ground. Colours 

fading.  

 It all seemed a jumble to me: one thing happening after another, with 

nothing clear. The only thing clear was my aloneness. 

 

 

 And then there was a rupture. 

From feeling quite close to Stuart, that night we conferred about Chris, 

the next time we managed to steal a few minutes things went wrong. 

We were inside, and there was only Jean around in the office. I was the 

last person on duty, finishing off the sweeping and cleaning. Stuart had come 

and gone, picking up the left-overs, but then suddenly returned to talk to me. 

I let him in, and he followed me to my final duties at the dishwasher. My 

initial excitement to see him return was soon quashed by his tone. He had 

decided something: I should go with Laura to New York.  

“No,” I said. “I can’t.” 

“You can,” he said. “You can say you really want to see the play as well. 

Laura would accept you going, as a friend, surely. Do you have the money? I 

could probably scrape some together and -” 

“No, Stuart. Laura wouldn’t want me to go.” 
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Stuart was then obviously bothered by my unwillingness to be 

accompanying baggage. “Yes, but Sam, she’s delusional …” 

“But if it’s Chris who has bought the tickets, then- “  

“You don’t know Chris has done anything and you don’t need Laura’s 

permission,” he said, intently. “If Chris is there as well, fine, but you can 

concentrate on making sure Laura is OK. You can buy your own tickets and 

just be on the plane, get a hotel room in the same place, say you’re coming 

along because it sounds like fun.” 

“Yeah, it sounds like a hell of a lot of fun,” I said, bristling. His concern 

about Laura was too much. 

“I don’t understand. Why is this not a good idea?” he said. 

I looked to Stuart and shook my head. “I’d need to get permission to 

leave. Laura’s asked for a holiday to go to a cousin’s wedding, so I’d have to 

tell Jean I’m going to this cousin’s wedding as well. I am sure she’ll buy that! 

Laura would hate me planning on coming with her and think I was up to 

something. It’s not like she’s sharing everything with me these days. I do 

have enough money, and I wouldn’t take anything from you, but it seems a 

lot to spend hundreds of pounds on tracking Laura, when it’s more likely 

that Chris ....” 

“Frankly, I still think it’s more likely that Laura has bought those 

tickets herself,” said Stuart. 

“Laura’s not Elsie,” I said, and regretted it. 

His face fell. He turned away a little. 

“Right. Well, you’re fine with her going off on her own, and there’s 

nothing I can do. I can’t go to New York as that will confirm everything Laura 

thinks. But she’s … she’s in trouble.” 
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“We don’t know she’s in trouble. Chris might be playing a game, but it’s 

not necessarily something that will damage Laura. She gets something 

amazing out of it, even if he’s got ulterior motives.” 

“Oh Christ.” Stuart rubbed his hand through his hair in frustration.  

I turned and clanged a large pot into the dishwasher roughly. I then 

slammed the door shut. “She’d think I was just coming along to meet Bowie 

as well,” I said. 

“What the fuck does it matter what she thinks, Sam. You’d just be a 

friend, who’d stand by her and look out for her.”  

It stung that Stuart was irritated with me. “Because that’s all I’m here 

for,” I said, and walked away down the corridor to the bathroom. 

In the background I heard Stuart saying goodnight to Jean and Jean 

letting him out of the locked front door. I stared at myself in the mirror. I had 

dark rings under my eyes and my hair was sticking up oddly. I looked 

miserable. 

Stuart really cares about Laura, I thought. He doesn’t care so much 

about me. 

 Why didn’t I want to go with her to New York? 

 For that reason. 

 

 

The consideration of the awkwardness of asking for leave from Jean 

was not negligible. Jean wasn’t pleased about Laura’s absence, but I had 

assured her that I would cover for Laura as much as possible. All the same, 

Jean put up a notice on the door for extra staff. I felt our jobs could easily be 

on the line, after Christmas, if the new staff proved themselves worthier. We 

were being paid cash, and there was no contract for our employment. Jean 

could get rid of us whenever she wanted. 
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Over a week passed in which everything seemed obscure, and Stuart 

and I had brief exchanges about Laura in which I basically told him I had 

nothing to report except that Laura was still seeing Chris.  I think Laura 

began to recognise my avoidance of Stuart, and my solitariness, and 

considered it to be a certain level of loyalty.  

Then, I saw the letter. That was on Sunday evening, November 23rd. I 

was aimlessly watching TV – some comedy – with Xavier and Don, lying on 

their bed. The programme was quite funny and distracting and I didn’t really 

notice Laura coming in, so it was quite a surprise when I saw she was 

standing beside us. She announced to me that she wanted to talk. 

 “What are friends for?” I said, disappointed, and followed her lead out 

of the former lounge to her bedroom down the hall at the back of the flat. I 

sat down with her on her bed, and noticed that she had put up more posters. 

I counted five faces of Bowie.  

 “Sam,” she said, “have you said something to Stuart?” 

 Damn, I thought. I sensed what was coming. “Well … er … just that you 

were going to New York … I think.  Nothing Jean doesn’t know, and everyone 

else.” 

 “Are you talking to him then?” 

 “Oh well, just … occasionally.” 

 “Because this afternoon he came in and talked to me. You know, he 

never talks to me, just … looks.” 

 “Yeah, right.” I tried to smile. 

 “So today he asked me how I was, and said he’d heard I was going over 

to the Big Apple, and I said what I’d said to Jean about my cousin’s wedding. 

Then he said if ever I needed to talk about anything or if he could do 

anything to help I should call him. He gave me his number. He said he was 
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sorry things had got very cool between us, but I should always think of him 

as a friend who cares.” 

 “Well, well,” I said. 

 “But that’s all bullshit isn’t it?” Laura asked. “He’s just trying to play 

with my mind. I don’t think he believed me about the wedding.  I didn’t know 

then whether you’d told him about me going to New York, or whether he’d 

found it out by his … investigations, you know, I just don’t know what he 

does or how he gets in.” 

 This was finally a bit much. “Maybe he does care about you.” I can’t tell 

you how much I hated saying these words. “As a friend.” 

 Laura looked diffident, and fired me a look of distrust.  

 “Sam,” said Laura, sharply, “Chris says he saw him snooping, 

remember, and –“  

“Yeah, but Chris –“ 

“Yes Chris. I know you don’t like him. He said you gave him the evils so 

many times he can’t even stand to come to the flat anymore.” 

 OK, I thought. Now is my moment. I should ask a bit more. “Laura – 

Chris was there when you opened the letter with the tickets, right? That’s 

why you blurted everything out to him, because you opened the letter, saw 

the tickets, and there he was to tell.” 

 Laura shook her head at herself. “Yeah. I started to talk about it all 

before I read the letter, because I was just so stoked. Xavier and Don heard 

me and asked what was happening, and I told them, and it was only when I 

read the letter properly I realised there was all the stuff about it being a big 

secret.” 

 “What … happened exactly? You were sick, but you went out and got 

the mail and- “ 
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 “No actually Chris found the letter outside and he had it in his hand 

when I answered the bell. It must have fallen out of the letter box and been 

blown off – it was stuck on one of the railings. Isn’t that amazing? It could 

have just blown away.” 

 Chris brought in the letter from outside? Sure. 

“I really hope David won’t mind that people know,” said Laura.  

 “Do you think he’ll cancel everything if any of your friends know what 

you’re doing, and where exactly you are?” I asked, suspiciously.  

 “No … no he wouldn’t do that. It’s just so hard for someone in the 

limelight to have a private life. I mean – look at Charles and Diana.” 

 I nodded, marvelling at the ludicrousness of the comparison. 

 “Well now it’s out in the open, you could at least show me David 

Bowie’s autograph couldn’t you?” I said, trying to appear relaxed. “That 

would be amazing.” I was ready now, remembering Chris’s writing on the 

note he’d given me. It was quite bold and big. 

  “Oh … Sam,” said Laura, knowingly. “Will you trust me, if I show you?” 

 “Yes. I promise. Look, I’m sorry, OK? I’m sorry I’ve been … I don’t 

know.” 

 “It’s like you’ve been really pissed off with me, all the time. It’s hard to 

live with.” 

 “It’s not because of Stuart,” I said. “I’m just … not feeling great.” 

 “You need a boyfriend,” said Laura. “Or at least some guys to …” 

 “No, I’m good, thanks,” I said, quickly. “So nothing’s happened between 

you and Chris?” That was not a question I expected a positive answer to, but 

it felt important to ask. 

 “No, he’s just a friend. He likes company on his assignments, and 

showing me pictures. He takes me out to show his friends, so they think I’m 

his girlfriend.” 
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 “Why? He doesn’t have a girlfriend?” 

 “He’s seeing the wife of one of his friends. He wants to keep up a front 

so his friend doesn’t have any suspicions.” 

 “Oh,” I said. Bastard, I thought. But that made Chris completely safe for 

Laura to spend time with, on her terms, as he was not interested in her. 

Would Chris then have been rewarding her for her compliance by giving her 

these tickets? So why not do it overtly? Why the ruse? It did tell me, at least, 

that Chris was up for playing pretend.  

 To my amazement, as I was trying to absorb the ramifications of 

Chris’s subterfuge, Laura went to a drawer and opened it, and took out a 

large envelope with American stamps. I was quite impressed that Chris had 

gone to the trouble of getting someone in the US to post a letter he’d written 

to Laura in the name of David Bowie, with tickets and all. What an arsehole. 

She must indeed have told him about her ‘relationship’ at some point and he 

had decided to work into her fantasy.   

 Laura opened the envelope, and pulled out pieces of paper. It was 

clearly quite a long letter.  

 She flicked through to the last page, folded over a wad of leaves, and 

passed it over to me so I could read everything for myself and see the all-

important signature. She beamed broadly, proudly.  

 I took hold of the piece of paper, but she didn’t let it go. I saw a lot of 

thin, wiggly writing. I read the final lines clearly, instantly, before she 

whisked them away and held them to her heart. 

 I had to stop myself saying anything, or gasping. I couldn’t believe it. 

 Oh shit. 

 “There you are!” Laura said, looking as if she would explode with joy. 

 “Wow,” I said. “You’re a lucky girl.” 
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 Lucky.  The final lines had read: I can’t wait to see you. Enjoy the flight. I 

miss you. Love, Mike xxx 

 

 

 Now, another person might have said, ‘Laura, the name is Mike not 

David. Your friend Mike from the hostel. He has sent you tickets.’ Stuart had 

told me to explain gently what I saw, in the case that the tickets were not 

real. But I was too scrambled in shock to do anything but concur with her 

reading. This was not Chris’s doing.  

 Mike? Of course. He was so much in love with Laura, he’d given her the 

one thing he knew she could not resist, just to see her again. And he had no 

idea, no fucking idea, what went on in her head. 

 Well, well, well, I thought. At least there would be someone to look 

after her on the other side of the pond. Mike would be there to look after her. 

She would get reality thrown in her face. This would be it. She’d get sorted 

then. No worries. No need for me to go with Laura at all. She’d have Mike. 

 Almost immediately, I decided not to tell Stuart. 

 Why not? Because I knew what he would do. He’d insist even more 

that I should go with Laura, to be alongside her when Mike’s face appeared 

in the arrivals’ hall. He’d take charge and organise me, and argue that I had 

to protect Laura from herself. I just wanted him to stop thinking of Laura. My 

jealousy stifled my concerns for her.  

 

  

Nevertheless I lay awake half the night, wondering and worrying and 

wearing myself out with thoughts. At 3 am I got up, dressed and went out for 

a walk. The streets were strange, deserted almost, hugged by eerie quiet. Big 

Ben struck a quarter past, loud and strong. I walked along the normally busy 
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road that skirted the inky, shining water of the Thames. Cold clawed my 

cheeks, as I walked faster, faster, relieved to have chosen the street rather 

than a bed infected with my guilt. 

I reinforced myself. I would not tell Stuart this. I flung off the hat he’d 

put on me and breathed deeply. No matter what I felt about him, he wouldn’t 

tell me what to do. I would not tell him that he was right about Laura. 

 I kept going past Vauxhall Bridge, the Tate Gallery, and Lambeth 

Bridge, till I was at the Houses of Parliament before I expected to be. Statues. 

Trees. The great old buildings. I went and stood under Big Ben, as the great 

clock struck the half hour. It was as if it said, “You are thousands of miles 

from home. This is another place, an old place, and a thousand grand 

tragedies have happened below in these streets. Yours is not very 

significant.” The stiff architecture of the Houses of Parliament was 

illuminated from below like friends and I used to illuminate our faces with 

torches, playing ghosts around the house. It felt appropriate to be there so 

late at night - a dark figure in the darkness - when everything was rather 

silent. I could hear revellers laughing and talking as far away as 

Westminster.  

 So, this is what I came to London for, I thought: to confirm the fact that 

I’m a piece of shit. 

 
 
 

 I caught Stuart very briefly the next day. “You’re right,” I said, as 

casually as possible. “I think it would be too much for Chris to have 

engineered everything. He doesn’t really have much of a motive. I was just 

making up some great theory, like a detective. I guess I just wanted to solve 

all the mysteries in one go, and to believe he was pulling all the strings, but 

actually I don’t have any proof he’s done anything.” 
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“So you see that we’re dealing with psychosis?” 

“Well, yeah, it might be that Laura’s just managed to get the tickets 

herself somehow, and made the stalker notes too, just like you say. But I 

think we just have to let Laura do her own thing with this fantasy stuff. She’s 

got to live her own life. Maybe she needs a big shock to get in touch with 

reality. There’s no way of understanding what’s going on right now, but after 

she gets back from New York everything will be clearer. I’ll be here for her 

then, and we’ll sort it out.” 

 “You’ll wait and see, do nothing, and look after her when she returns?” 

said Stuart, frowning. 

 “Yeah. Really, it’s all going to be OK.” 

 He said, “You don’t fucking believe that do you?” 

  

 

Despite my mode of casualness in that conversation, I managed to tie 

myself up with thoughts, and shame, a prisoner of my own emptiness. 

Wasn’t I always a shadow, taking whatever came my way, without getting 

attached to anything, without getting anxious? I justified myself. I didn’t give 

a damn. I could live with my past pain by being a nobody girl in the present, 

someone who does not act, choose, exist strongly in the world. I would stand 

back and be cynical. I would view the world through a lens. I would be a 

support to Laura in her problems if I had to be. But I did not want any more 

problems for myself. I was already burdened, or covering up the crater 

inside me, or both. 

 I let the weekend go by, seeing Stuart only once again, very briefly, 

when I was on an evening shift on Saturday.  I was aloof. I could see he was 

baffled, hurt even, by my distance and lack of co-operation. The look in his 

eyes was a pain I felt inside myself, but I refused to tell him what I knew 
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about Mike. It seemed to me that it would be more painful to get him on the 

track of that mystery. I had to do that, and I had to stop loving him.  

 He asked me again to go to New York with Laura. I refused. 

I had to curb impulses to run to him and tell him. I had to keep cool.  

 But my mind was not cool. I was on fire. How do you root out love 

when it grows strong inside you? Unwanted love is like a sickness, and the 

only cure is to blot out every thought of the one you love until the world 

becomes normal again and the fever passes. I tried to talk myself out of it, to 

see Stuart in the worst possible light, but that was very hard. He had cared 

for Laura. He had wanted to look after her. That was his greatest fault. Did a 

guy like him deserve to be treated unkindly, by her, by me? 

 But no I would not tell him what I knew. 

 Thought control was beyond me. I would struggle not to think of 

Stuart. Then, unexpectedly, the image of him kissing me deeply would enter 

my head, or a picture of him naked, stroking my breasts, or more. It was an 

invasion of forbidden sensations, in the middle of a day, in the middle of a 

walk, during a ride on the underground. There would be a sudden change of 

channel into another programme. One minute I was reading a newspaper, 

and then I was for five seconds involved in an act of succulent intimacy. You 

have to wonder if other people sitting opposite on the tube can see 

something happen to your face when you are dreaming about passionately 

tongue-kissing someone you feel a great longing for. I wanted the emotional 

illness to go away. I needed to recover and get on with my usual life, for what 

it was. 

 Every morning I would wake up and for a few calm seconds not think 

of Stuart, and then suddenly there would be his image and a twirl of feeling 

would twist around me once more. It reminded me of how I felt when I was 

pregnant. I lost my appetite. I couldn’t eat. 
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 I let Laura believe her fantasy. I did not say anything to her about the 

signature, or tell Dan and Xavier. How could I? In seeing that Laura could 

read the name ‘Mike’ as ‘David’ it was the plainest evidence you could get 

that she was mentally ill. Bugger, bugger, bugger. What the hell was I 

supposed to do about it? I would leave that to Mike. 

 Kali’s image seemed provocative, as if she was responsible in some 

way, as if she was the fire itself that was consuming the dead wood that I had 

piled all over me, protecting my core. I was getting too hot now. I had to get 

up and dance with her, or I would perish in the flames. I tried to take her 

image down twice, but each time I felt an eerie feeling that I was being 

stopped. She claimed that space on the back of the door. I’d pull off one piece 

of tape, and it seemed to scream. Kali belonged there, and no matter the pain 

I was experiencing, she had to stay in place. 

 I wanted to lose myself, shrivel up and die with this toxic seed of love 

growing inside, and my crazy friend flung to the wind. The image of Stuart 

inhabited my inner self, and made me crave him like I had never craved 

anything else, not even heroin. 

 I started to have imaginary conversations with Stuart, trying to explain 

to him my quandary, talking about Laura, confessing. And then it would be all 

right, and somehow getting to the point where we explained to each other 

what we really felt, or to the point of a touch, and then ...   

 It was as if once the door had opened by that one kiss on my cheek in 

Trafalgar Square, it kept opening wider and wider, no matter how many 

times I thought I was slamming it shut, until I felt that all I ever wanted in my 

entire life was him, only him, and I would never be a normal person again 

until he and I were together. 

 I would be honest, grounded and true. 
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 And then I would pick up that thought and rip it into a thousand 

pieces.  
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