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The Past 1.1


The only advice I can offer, should you wake up vertiginously in a strange flat, with a thoroughly installed hangover, without any of your clothing, without any recollection of how you got there, with the police sledgehammering down the door to the accompaniment of excited dogs, while you are surrounded by bales of lavishly-produced magazines featuring children in adult acts, the only advice I can offer is to try be good-humoured and polite.


Presumably having blacked out, I whited on to this tableau and assayed amiability as I tried to figure out what all the fuss had to do with me. My endeavour at goodwill was the result of my belief that it is what should be to-ed to all men and, as I subsequently discovered, even if you don’t (a) feel goodwill or (b) feel like showing it, because of powerful sensations of ill will, it’s all the more imperative to display friendliness and zing since it makes the police fret about having got something wrong.


Do remember, they’re only doing what they see as their job, as I attempted to when they lifted me up just enough to make it worthwhile for them to slam me down onto the floor. They then pointed a large number of handguns at my unmitigated flesh (distastefully pale and goose-pimply) as I thought about offering them a cup of tea or something. Soon, it occurred to me I had no idea if there was a kitchen. Where it might be. Let alone whether there might be the required items for the preparation of tea. Having enough vigour for running minimal vital functions, I admired the patch of floor next to my face (and the compliment slip from the Zenshinren Bank), holding on firmly all the time.


Unsatisfactory floors of the East End 1.1


It was very cold.


But still a floor, and, being prone to being prone, I have often drawn comfort from them; they’ve backed me up in vicissitude. Very stable, floors. Replete with admirable qualities: reliable, supportive, uncomplicated, patient. And no matter how awkward your posture, how pained your joints or points of contact, you know you’ve eluded serious injury, you’ve cheated the perils of gravity when you’ve made it to the floor.


As my hands were cuffed behind my back, and I had a zet at the footwear of my arresting officers, I couldn’t help hailing Nietzsche’s dictum, what does not kill me makes me stronger. One could add that what doesn’t kill you can be extremely uncomfortable and can give you a very nasty cold. I sneezed with no hands and discharged some nose marrow across the short distance between my nostrils and the gleaming footwear of the detective in charge of the operation, where it spread-eagled and made itself at home.


The trouble with Nietzsche – who in any case never prescribed instructions regarding conduct while being hand-cuffed on chilly floors in undignified circumstances – is that you can never be sure when he’s doing some levity or not.


The Metropolitan Police had the same problem with me. They were hugely unconvinced by my responses to their questioning.


We stalled on the very first question. My name. Coffin. I can’t blame them. I can see that it’s a name that could be easily categorised as extempore and provocatively preposterous. It is, bearing in mind, the definition that accompanies it in the dictionary, a stupid name.


Not as stupid as say, Pine-Coffin, of whom there are a number running around. Not as stupid as Cock, Dick, Death, Loony, Longbottom, Stutter, Semen, Thick or Vermin (look in the telephone directory, it’s stupendous what people will endure for their geniture – not to mention their genitals) but good for a laugh. All through my school years I was a bringer of much amusement and there did come a period when I thought about changing it, either for something bland or for something more pleasingly exotic; but then when I reflected on all the punishment I’d taken, I resolved however difficult it was to spell out, however often I was going to receive letters addressed to Dr Coughing, Dr Muffin, Dr Kaffeine or Dr Co-Fin, I was going to stick with it. You don’t want to let the cosmos catch you backing off in any way.


Besides, my father would have lathered mightily at the suggestion that after the Coffins taking guffaws for centuries I was going to chicken out. Also there are eerie significances in the supposed origins of the name: from coffer, as in money-coffers. Certainly, for as long as I can recollect, I’ve always had an affinity with money. I’ve never gone through a phase, where, for whatever reason, I wanted to show money the door, belittled it, or pretended that there were more important things (though some entities get parity). Though it might well be that I would have wanted to swan about on ziggurats of tenners even if my name had been Jesus Mohammed McBuddha.


The uncanny significance in the other supposed origin of my name is that it comes from the French for bald (don’t ask me how they work these things out) and this is uncanny because not only am I as bald as you get, but I have been since the age of twenty-five. No heroic follicles of resistance anywhere, no die-hard islets round the back spurning surrender.


And while being as smooth as a billiard ball at say forty or fifty might invite ribaldry, it doesn’t look suspicious. When you’ve been delivered to a police station in a blanket with a shinehead at the age of thirty, it compounds your improbity.


Then came the date of birth. We were all happy about that. No opening for controversy there.


However … occupation?


“Philosopher.”


“Philosopher?”


“Philosopher.”


Why ask questions if you don’t like answers? This response put a polish on their conviction that I was making things up for my amusement. What relevance did it, does it have? Were they contracted to arrest a certain quota from each profession? “We’ll have to let you go. We’ve already got two existentialists in the tank.” Why not ask for your favourite novel, if there’s a need to differentiate between two Eddie Coffins born 9-5-45?


I wasn’t much help to the police – to their demonstrated irritation. Having been supplied so quickly with a blanket, I did feel a bit guilty. Our dialogues were rather trite and one-sided, with a variety of questions from the forces of law and order, and mainly the same answer from me, with a variety of apologetic inflections.


I told them over and over that I couldn’t tell them anything about the set-up at the flat in Zetland Street, because I didn’t know anything about it. Or its occupants. The police, I indicated, were informationally advantaged, because they at least knew the address. All I could offer was a minute description of the lino.


The police greeted all this with considerable and much-practised derision, because as anyone involved in the criminal trade will affirm (although I didn’t know this at the time) the phrase I don’t know anything about it is employed almost exclusively by those, paradoxically, who do know all about it; that this concatenation of words is a code, a slang, a camouflaged way of saying: prove it. It is the criminalese for: don’t expect me to do your job for you.


Going to a pub, the Zodiac in Tower Hamlets, that was where my remembrance was amputated, after I had launched into my ten-minute package on the nature of knowledge, the product of the inevitable inquiry about philosophy. I was, admittedly, already collating collapse before I entered the premises.


After a day of detention, however, I was voided from the police station, because, despite the greatest of efforts, the police couldn’t fit this Cambridge philosophy lecturer into the scenario of malfeasance: I didn’t know any of the people who were shepherding those wicked goods and also, as it turned out, when some of the culpable were subsequently tracked down and arrested, they knew nothing about me. Ubiquitous puzzlement. Especially as my clothes were never recovered.


The scandal, if there was one, I didn’t cognize. A few fellow academics looked at me thoughtfully, but said nothing. Strangely, the Master didn’t seem surprised or put out by a detectivy phone call in regard to one of the fellows. “Ah, Coffin,” he said when he saw me before zooming off in the direction I clearly wasn’t going. Apart from that observation he seemed to have nothing more to say.


Indeed, though it was inconvenient, cold, and many other things drawn from the collection of qualities frowned upon by hazelnut-headed philosophers, I’m quite sure that I only got tenure because I became known in wider academic circles as “isn’t he the one who was found in an East End flat with a few hundred grand’s worth of kiddy pics?”. It gets you noticed. People want to meet you.


Get on with it


One could easily argue against beginnings, bash determination and rub causality’s face in the dirt, but that’s a good point to point at and say that’s where I became trapped in philosophy, encased in the biz.


The present 1.1


So sitting here at the airport about to flee the country, that scene presents its credentials. Perhaps because this is a good point to point at and say, this is the end of my stint in philosophy, or at least the end of my career as a nine-to-five thinker.


When you flee your country, when you are about to embark on fugitivedom, you expect a heightening, dramatic music, a stirred soul.


The plane’s late. Outside it’s dark. Atrous. The sort of black, miserable, gloomy dank evening that you could expect any evening in England, but it’s barely April so you can’t really have a substantial rant about how disgusting the weather is. I don’t understand why people insist on carrying on the pretence that there are four seasons in this land. What we get is four types of winter, all so rainy they’re hard to distinguish from one another.


Most commuting is exciting and glamorous compared to this. Tragically, having run out of reading matter I laboriously write this on the margins of my newspaper. I am surrounded by French businessmen, all so zinjanthropine, that any one of them could single-handedly torpedo the notion that Frenchmen are suave and stylish.


Everything is so forgettable and dull I am surprised my consciousness bothers doing its job. This would be a good moment for a break.


Now that I’m expecting the police to appear, they don’t. Surely they’d want to wave goodbye to me and my career? Even more tragically, this gate is too far from a bar to really tank up. I uncap my duty-free bottle and conceal some milligrams of vodka about my person; but there’s only one bottle and that’s not enough to buy out my awareness.


I catch my reflection in the glass, balancing the bottle like a vast exclamation mark in front of my face. I look like cobbles with too many centuries. A Frenchman glares at me reproachfully but his disapproval is couched in zero since he carries a briefcase so laughable no six year-old would want to burn it. Besides, I’m English: a race known for its feats with lawns, for saying sorry when people walk into us, for queuing in the rain and a miscellany of other traits, but one thing not in the compact is looking sharp in departure lounges, especially as one bids farewell to the remains of one’s career.


Not enough future to go round


Shortage of future. Some past that passed me by. Take your pick. I’ve had significant bursts of black many times before.


When my career as a banker came to an end. A career so brief it was transparent. It didn’t even endure twenty-four hours, though it hurdled one working-day. A doomed attempt to flee the university life, to evade the world of nine-to-five wisdom. I had succumbed to a bout of wanting to find the realworld, a vagary most of us are ensnared by at some time or other, that certain parts of our world have more packed in them. Much as dust self-appoints itself into clumps in one corner rather than another, so the idea that the reality is realer over the horizon reels us in. (More about the realworld later.)


The mnemonic gap took place (a) again in the evening (b) far beyond the ten pint zone. I still have a very clear image of myself standing on a snooker table. This snooker table was in the hall of residence where we were being given our introductory course to high finance. My memory is unusually zealous at this spot, almost as if it were concentrating so much on that instant, that it dillydallied too long and gorged itself on that representation and then had to take a short cut to the next morning.


A voice was shrieking at those gathered there about the unexamined life and promising to knock the stuffing out of anyone who disagreed. From (a) the effort being made by my lungs (b) a familiar ring to the voice and (c) the snooker cue I was brandishing in an inexcusably aggressive fashion, I deduced that it was mine.


Then the present wasn’t present. My senses were censored. The future stopped supplying me.


Gradually, I was presented with the present of the present, and I resumed recording the thing deemed reality. It was the next morning, and I was first aware that only my feet had gone the full road and made it to my bed. Like a stretched zed, the rest of me was lying on the floor with a numbed discomfort (steadily losing its numbness), and my face was looking up at two of the course organisers looking down at me and releasing raw displeasure.


“That’s the one,” one said to the other, who nodded.


What exactly transpired I never managed to piece together. However, judging from the regards of horror and amazement that I garnered from my peers as I was escorted, floppy, from the building and chucked into a taxi (given instructions, but not a fare to remove me), it was forgetfulnessdefying.


Years afterwards, I met one of those who had been in the process of getting banked up with me. It was in full commuterdom on a train. “I know you,” he said. Despite my fleeting employment I was still anecdoteable in the company he informed me. My reminiscer had to get off but he left me his number (which of course I lost) with a promise to give me the complete story of my antics which he had himself witnessed.


Get on with it.


Summary: what was the upshot of my birthday-suited arrest? What does my memory wish to serve up? It’s hard to forget the wicket-gate opening as the entire police station came to see me one by one, the remarks “that’s him”, the raspings as they revved up their contempt, the comets as they flobbed on me.


I met some interesting people. To wit, a plasterer who had the whole line up of the 1966 English World Cup team tattooed on his penis. He volunteered this information quite readily, after only a few minutes of acquaintance, as well as a lament that he was being stitched up for drunk and disorderly. “Drunk? Ask anyone – I only had eight pints and a couple of shorts.”


Having an ornament like that doesn’t count unless people know about it, I suppose. I asked why. “You’re either a fan or you’re not.”


I also met Zak, probably one of the greatest, most successful smugglers alive. His name isn’t passed in public, which is the most cogent testimonial to his ability. He shifted all sorts of things, from the pretty to the unbelievably illegal, and sums that many small nations would quite fancy as their GDP. Appropriately enough he was helping the police with their inquiries into a matter of speeding on the Mile End Road.


You haven’t even started yet


So there we have it. When I was innocently unconscious, the police pour in, can’t get enough of me, but now I am consciously guilty, they can’t be bothered to turn up to stop me leaving the country.


Let’s go.
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I gaze out over Bordeaux, Montaigne’s beat.


My view from the café is good. Any town or city is largely flavoured by the people you know, and although he hasn’t been out on the streets for four hundred years (due to death) I can’t think of this place as anything else but the town that was mayored by Montaigne. The first great compiler that we know of (though perhaps Athenaeus is in there with a claim). The first encyclopedist of human endeavour.


He was the first to sift through the totality of human knowledge (as it stood then) to see what answers might be sprinkled over the centuries. To crack the code and fillet out the structure.


Sitting down in his vast library around 1560 he asked the question: what do I know? His zetetic method: to choose questions and then to skewer together chunks of thought like a kebab, morsels taken from top commentators and cogitators, spiced with a few opinions and experiences of his own. Mr. Database. The interrogator of history and letters. And not giving an answer, but giving them all.


I add but I don’t correct. Anything you say may be taken down and used in evidence. A clever method, a man with a great chateau and a great vineyard that I shall shortly visit.


Montaigne’s task was herculean, but possible. Now you could spend your life trying to decide where to start. I heard one of the university librarians wistfully talking of the need for a good book-burning dictatorship. There is hardly an epoch or region whose intellectual door I can’t kick down if I want to search for their customs, findings, ruminations. Whether it’s a zaotar or the parasites in a pottoo’s intestine, I can biblio my way in and demand: “Give me your information, hand over your profundities.” My vision is wider, deeper, longer than Montaigne’s. Your whole three score and ten could vanish without a trace in one wing of the university library. There comes a stage with knowledge, like a city, where it becomes unmanageable, where it boils over. And even our data-dogs shepherding facts for us won’t be able to cope. Word overflow. Shelves of neglected books pleading for readers. Shelves, shelves and shelves. The forests are hiding in the buildings.


What do we know?


I gaze out over Bordeaux fugitively. A very fast peripatetic. Sloping out of town is a distinguished philosophical tradition. On the run, but comfortably seated.


We all need, or at the very least, find useful a model, someone from the past running ahead, whether we follow them closely or faithfully. Montaigne is my pace-setter. Every thinker has teamed up with names from the past even if it’s chiefly to rubbish them, every thinker has chosen some page-mates. Even the venerable M was hitching a lift on Sextus Empiricus. The joy of this arrangement is that deceased philosophers can’t refuse to dance.


Montaigne can’t curl his lip as I make myself comfortable. He can’t ask: who is this tubby bald git? (Especially since he gave up using his own hair). He can’t enquire or protest about my position in the world ranking of philosophy as I sit at his table. That’s the drawback to being dead and published: you’re open all hours. Admission free. Anyone can wander in, make disparaging or moronic remarks and stay as long as they want. A textual squat. I put my arm around Mickey, give a crass grin and a thumbs up for the camera. Flash! Phut! A souvenir picture.


The question.


As a pro, people are always asking me questions. Not so much about the biz, but when they learn that I philosophise professionally they seem to believe I have a big bag of answers and that they can cadge a free panacea off me, like a kid fleecing Santa Claus.


People have turned to me as an agony uncle and laid out their anguishes, unpaid bills, dilemmas, emotional zigzags. Outside the biz you find this preconception that there is a mental gadget that can fix unhappiness. More and more, I wonder what good is philosophy? After all these years, what does philosophy, indeed human knowledge, have to say for itself? We’re a few years from the Big Two. 2000 makes a neat date for an audit.


Thus I fattify here in the sunshine with a glass of Zédé, surrounded by crumbs, the tracks of two sandwich merguez tucked away in my guts. My physical situation is probably about the same as those who started the biz. Sunshine, a glass of wine, a bit of time.


What advantage do they, who were first to spread their reason over the horizon, who got a faction of facts to back them up, have over me? They were cleverer than me. They got in first, staked out the territory. Indeed, things haven’t budged much since the idea tour hit Athens in the fifth century. We’re merely Plato addicts, you could say.


My advantage: that I have two and a half thousand years on them. That I have the whole span of recorded history at my fingertips (or I could in a good library). I have the spadework of thousands of brilliants at my disposal, the servitude of gangs of geniuses.


I have a lot of time. No – that I can’t be sure of, but what I do have is a good lot of time; time unmarked, uncluttered, ready to do my bidding. An open road ahead of me, albeit a short one.


One of the best books I never wrote was one to cash in on the millennium. I did get as far as a title: The Two meets the Three Zeroes (Uptown).


So delighted with that, I took a year off before purchasing and designating an exercise book to imprison my thoughts on the subject. Ten years on, I flicked through to light upon three terse entries, a squashed ant and an address I had wanted so badly at one point I had completely emptied my study in a frenzy to locate it. Two of the entries were illegible and the third was an attempt at a biography to go on a dust jacket of another book I didn’t write.


Granted, the year 2000 is simply another 52 Monday mornings, another 366 days, another batch of 31, 622, 400 seconds, but it’s like a birthday, it may be an unexalted day for others, but it tenders a base for reference, a time for stock-taking. Part of my procrastination was down to leaving things to the last moment in case of a civilisation-spinning idea popping up after I’d started work. Of course, this envisaged procrastination might be hard to spot in my monumental laziness, like a fish’s tears in an ocean.


There have been times when I’ve had a lot to say. I had a great deal to say to the police before I left. Was my effusion on that occasion due to feeling guilty about having wasted police time previously? Was it the revenge of my long-lost probity? Or was it my energetic laziness? The thing about lying, even badly or carelessly, is that it takes effort. The truth has this to recommend it: you don’t have to think too much about it.


The Proposition


I am working on the assumption that my lifelong sloth hasn’t been that, but a well-disguised storage of creative vim for the killer opus to leave known civilisation gaping. One book and out. I’m taking it all down. The trivialities. The ramblings. The drearies. The trites. I’m taking no chances. Rounding up all the usual suspects, and all the unusual ones, picking them off as they emerge one by one.


This is in case I can’t spot a vein-bearing line straight away. Not so much for posterity as for satisfaction, though it would be nice for someone to read this in a few hundred years’ time. And not come to the conclusion I reach with many musty, speckled works I chance upon in antiquarian bookshops: what a zero, what a waste of ink, what a regurgitator, what a ripple from someone else’s imaginative stone. Pages of blank masquerading as writing. Why did anyone bother writing or printing or selling or buying or keeping it? If anyone should be reading this …


Message to the future


Sorry this isn’t more interesting. Sorry if you find this feeble or predictably fin de millennium. Really 2000ish. But I’m glad you’ve made it, that you’re out there. Hope human suffering is at tolerable levels and that situations are an agreeable level of stimulation, with happiness not out of the question.


Ludicrously long postcard home?


This is certainly longer than anything I’ve produced in thirty years in the thought trade.


Never too late to be late


Naturally, there’s no question of suicide as it’s conventionally defined. My consciousness may not be much, but it’s all I’ve got.


However, your life has been dull if you haven’t at least conceived of it. At one unbalanced, black juncture, I got as far as buying pills but by the time I got home, I’d lost them. I went out again in the rain, bought some more, mumbling on and on “you’re born, you fail as much as you can, then you die” in a way that makes me laugh now.


I was on the verge of pulling the R.I.P. cord, when I had a chilling worry that checked me: what if you have to work in the hereafter? Toil after this mortal coil? Floating around nebulously or having my bubble burst, that was fine. I had achieved, at that age, if nothing else, the ability to philosophise with such little effort that I didn’t sense it. A decade’s worth of philosophical perusal puts you in a position to pulverise students whose reading consists of ten minutes of the nearest paperback. No matter how sharp they are, you can zugzwang them. Yes, I panicked at the idea of labour after death. Elbowgrease. Graft. Polishing the pearly gates, or stoking the eternal flames. Transported either to a place where my studies would be eyewash, or where I would be stripped of my memory, and thence my ability to con a living. That halted the attempt.


On the other hand, apart from eating abundantly, I’m not doing very much to prolong my life. Which will claim me first, the peelers or cirrhosis? Or will it be an outsider, a long shot, a hurtling grand piano, an improperly rooted elm zelkova, a pavementing car, a vicious microbe lurking in a cheese or lounging on a chop?


The police did take my passport. But what they didn’t do was ascertain whether I had others. Mislaying passports: one of my weaknesses. I’d apply for a new one (graduate students are excellent for the purpose of waiting at the Passport Office on your behalf) and then would discover the old one under a breakfast tray or book. One even penetrated the vegetable compartment of the fridge.


And of course they weren’t expecting me and the two other passports to do a runner. I was a touch surprised myself. My solicitor was holding the promise of a non-custodial sentence. Because I’d put my hands up and because putting people in jail is apparently considered extremely unfashionable these days. But even as an unlikely option, it was still a risk, and even a nychthemeron in the clink is out. The food’s not up to it.


Distressing cheese sandwiches 1.1


I still have strong impressions of the cheese sandwich I encountered my first time in custody. Now, the great strength of a cheese sandwich is that it’s an item that doesn’t require a highly-trained begetter and that you would judge impossible to render inedible. It might be a slovenly cheese, a cheese that doesn’t inspire fanatical loyalty, it might be grudging, arid bread, it might not be a cheese sandwich to go down in history, but it should still be a cheese sandwich, however humble.


Thus, while banged up, I approached the provided cheese sandwich with confidence only to discover that there is such an entity as the cheese sandwich which can’t be eaten.


I took one bite and, unwilling to admit how bad it was, I took another. I meditated on the great prisoners who would have zestfully wolfed much less savoury objects, I meditated on the great thinkers at ease in hardship who would have embraced that sandwich with open molars. I dwelled on how weak my refusal was, recognised it as such, and content with that self-knowledge, I frisbeed the sandwich back onto its transport. The flavour wasn’t so noxious, but it wasn’t a cheese sandwich flavour, it had a wet larded carpet tang. That was my main objection: I don’t see the use of a cheese sandwich that doesn’t taste like a cheese sandwich. But prisons are full of people who, evidently, aren’t afraid of bogus cheese sandwiches.


I may well end up there. But they have to catch me first. All in all, I’d rather be sunning myself in a high temperature like a Lord Derby’s zonure and tanking up in a superior French café.


What have I left behind? A home in need of so much repair that you’d have to be a fairly senior Third World dictator to take it on. Not much else. You look at the missed appointments, the poorly-peeled potatoes, the failed friendships, the unwashed plates, evenings alone in restaurants, the traffic jams, the cancelled trains, the unanswered phones, the tooth-brushings and you realise they’re not just missed appointments, poorly-peeled potatoes, failed friendships, unwashed plates, lonings in restaurants, traffic jams, cancelled trains, unanswered phones and tooth-brushings, they’re your life. Many of us, I suppose, see our existences not as lives, but as life-holders, zarfs, waiting for the job, the person, the event to fill it.


I observe my fellow baskers complain, snap, cachinnate, straighten out government policy. That’s the wonder of abroad. Even if you’re well-versed in the language, well-planted in the culture, conversations too oafish to be worth expending ear-time on at home get a topping of interest from operating in a different language.


Things are more interesting abroad, even dying.
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Pauillac


Just outside the Château Latour estate


The only frank and remotely pleasant exchange I ever had with the Master of my college was very short, after one of my slips. “I’m flabbergasted,” he perorated, “that you have managed to make a career as a philosopher.”


“Not, I assure you,” I replied, “as gobsmacked as I am.”


People have said to me: “Eddie, you’re a loafer.” People who don’t like me very much (Featherstone in particular) and who have assessed my progress uncharitably have said: lush, compulsive gambler, zero, drug-dealer, fraud, disaster, slob. People who like me have said much the same.


Mea Culpa 1.1


For the record, I am well aware that I didn’t execute any of the chores, that as a pro, as an official thought trafficant I should have done. I didn’t write any papers or books. I didn’t do much teaching, though this made me rather popular. People were eager to be supervised by me – when they didn’t turn up I didn’t remonstrate because I wasn’t there either.


I did go to conferences, though, if someone else paid. And I was very hot on subscribing to journals. I did the same lecture, year after year, without yielding to the temptation to make changes.


I blame the authorities. In a half-reasonable world I would have been fired a long time ago. In a sixth-reasonable world I would have been booted out sooner. Even in a hundredth-reasonable world I wouldn’t have got far.


I did everything wrong. I got a first. I didn’t mean to (perhaps the secret). By the time my finals arrived I had chosen to go into banking and I knew that without any effort I could pick up enough degree for that. For the last paper, I almost didn’t go. It was only because it would have offended Wilbur, my director of studies, who had taken much stick in my defence, that I trudged along. Perhaps the first was a subtle, rigged, way of encouraging me to stay on, as Wilbur had been trying to persuade me to do.


No, I left (though I didn’t get far). Nick, who had been on the substitute’s bench took the slot for zetting young philosopher, but then topped himself. I was expelled from the towers of high finance and parachuted back into Cambridge, months after vowing never to return.


I made the Ionians my speciality. Very few people realise that you can read the entire extant oeuvre of the Ionians, slowly and carefully, in an hour. Most of them come in handy packets of adages. Extremely important, the first caught having a go with their reason, the inventors of paid thought and science – anything you’ll find in a university – and blissfully curt.


Is this the best you can do?


It’s not a bad life being a fugitive. I’ve been avolating for forty-eight hours and I’ve no complaints. While I have money. That’s the thing about embezzlement, if you do it, do it big, enough for a luxurious new life. Unfortunately, in addition to the options of being arrested or liquidating myself with liquids, there is also the more perplexing possibility of running out of dunops. On the run with no more run.


Exile


Well, not really. France doesn’t count as exile. Over the years with my consumption of French wine, language and letters, I’m at least half-French. Gallicized inside. I’m certainly more imbued with the culture than any zig here but an agrégé. Indeed, since this is the only country in the world where being a philosopher, even with my world ranking, can get you your leg over, I fit in here better than anywhere else. And the boys were always itinerants. Philosophers, like all flim-flammers, have a taste for the open road and new ears.


Château Latour. Peak wine. A wine three times more expensive than my usual plonk. Not three times better, but better. All reputations are over or under; you’d have to be cobra-fast to catch a reputation at the correct level.


I’ve got the money. I’ve got the taste buds. I’m going in.




[image: image]


More Bordeaux


I got out too.


A grey morning, uncharacteristic of the region and the season. A sort of grey that reminds me of Cambridge: sullen and persistent. Why anyone set up a university there in the first place is beyond me, unless it was an act of malice. Someone who relished the sound of clerics coughing in foggy fens. The sensible place for a seat of learning would have been Dover – as far south as possible and closest to a country with a proper climate and cuisine.


En route for my newspaper, I walk past a funeral parlour. I fight off a powerful urge to go in and give myself up.


You never know when your number will be up, but I reflect that those who pass me in the street look better than I do, have more breathing in them. The doctors have been telling me for so long that I should be dead that I got bored going to see them (for a while it was amusing rattling them with my continued existence, but the fun wore off).


My GP, a humourless Zanzibari, was especially censorious. He was hooked on being taken seriously. “Goodbye,” he said to me. “This is the last time we shall meet, I think.” A last ditch attempt at scaring me into abstinence. He was right though. He was murdered by his wife the week after.


I often wish I could reason with my liver. Doesn’t it understand it’s cutting its own throat by shutting up shop? I might have some chance, some forwarding address. I can’t rule out my soul being recycled, my me escape-podding somewhere new. But my liver and its confederates? They’re heading for a redistribution of atoms, doubtfully to their advantage. What shakes me most is my heart is a lot for rot.


Montpellier


You don’t know how hard a mug is until you throw it.


That’s always been one of my favourites: redolent of domestic violence. I heard it in a pint-point outside Zennor. Adversity’s revelations.


The trouble is these days by the time I finish a sentence, I can’t remember why I started it.


Trace the movements. I left Bordeaux, making for Vélines, Montaigne’s gaff. I don’t know how the idea of visiting came up. After all, I knew before I’d started that I’d missed him by four hundred years. The pull of the paraphernalia.


By the time I reached Vélines, I’d changed my mind, and put in a mind that was fully aware that this tour wasn’t going to endow me with any acuities. Micky wouldn’t be there at the door with an outheld tray: “Here, try some of these profundities.” It wasn’t going to push a life into my life-holder.


From the car park, I could see Montaigne’s study tower. Somehow I had been hoping for a hand-out. A group of visitors meandered out through the gates. Visiting Montaigne’s tower wasn’t going to do me any more good than scaling the Eiffel tower. Exposure to intelligent folks’ furniture doesn’t help.


On to Cahors. I picked this circuitous route to Montpellier because I’d never been there. I didn’t think it would be of great note, but I always consider every place worth exploring once – just in case there’s a thirty-foot flaming sign, divulging the secret of life, that no one has told me about.


I was driving my favourite type of car: a hired car. Fast. I never get comfortable in a car unless the accelerator is right down. This unsettles some people. I often find cars I drive suddenly empty of passengers at the first stop.


Even Zak, a man who collected risks, would decline a lift from me and would always deny me my second favourite type of car: a friend’s car. “I know other people who are prepared to drive at over a hundred miles an hour in a built-up zone. On the wrong side of the road. In the rain. After a few drinks. Through a red light. Into a bend. Not many, but I can think of a couple. But you’re the only one who thinks it perfectly natural.” I would have lost my licence by now I’m sure, if I’d ever bothered to get one.


To avoid tarnishing my repute as a driver, I want to state: it wasn’t my fault. All the conditions were there for a successful drive: sobriety, good weather, a straight and vacant road. Unless it was a skilled assassination bid by cosmic interventionists, the car simply had enough of me and wanted to buck me. The left wheel blew. There are times when life spells out how little control you have.


No control


The car rolled as if having a dust-bath, and during this, too rapidly for me to appraise, I was ejaculated through the windscreen, reborn from the automotive womb.


I lay by the roadside, shocked that I still owned myself (or that my self had a body). Apart from a dull pain on my head, my body was in as good a working order as when I had commenced my trajectory. No limbs had deserted. No assets stripped. A bit misdirected getting such good fortune so late in life, when I didn’t hugely need it, and I wasn’t doing anything to maximize my life expectancy.


The windscreen had defected at the right moment. It lay not far from me, intact, having fared much better than the rest of the car, which had been patted down to dimensions that prevented anyone but an exceptionally short dwarf getting in it again, and was some thirty feet down a slope.


The car waited for me to struggle down to it, my clothes and skin lacerating on the undergrowth. It waited patiently and then as I was about to delve for my belongings, with a soft but forceful whoomph, like a gas ring, it flamed on, causing an excessive application of heat to my front.


As I watched it burn (I noted that the bottles of Château de Michel Montaigne had no retardative effect on the combustion) my passport, my money in various guises, my clothes, my possession entourage paraded through my mind in their unsmokey forms. There was nothing I could have done even if I’d been in an action mood, but it was before lunch so I dispensed with even the pretence of engagement. Too early for that magnitude of calamity.


I fought my way back to the road where I found the suitcase of civilisation which had also been spewed out by the car. I’d had it thirty years ago when I was undergraduating; it had been tatty and at the end of suitcasing then. For at least twenty-nine years I’d been plotting to buy a new one, shopping for non-fluids being another of my weak areas. The new suitcase was ashed along with my currency and credit, but the methuselah of receptacles, like all cheap objects one doesn’t want, possessed an indestructible indestructibility, housing my books, which weren’t much help in achieving a drinking-yourself-to-death-in-an-unconscionable-zenith-of-luxury situation.


Hee-hee


Luckily, no one had samaritaned along, so I had the chance of skipping the site of the crash, not wanting to be associated with anything that might attract the attentions of the police who couldn’t do my liberty any good.


Having created a disassociating distance between myself and my ex-car, I then became most enthusiastic about making contact with fellow motorists.


There I was, a singed, bald, ageing philosopher with a ripped shirt and a frayed suitcase. Four francs twenty in my left hand pocket. In deepest nowhere. I concede I was not the ideal candidate for a hitchhiking post. Certainly the traffic that belted by displayed no hesitation in speeding away.


It started to rain. Like the cars, it didn’t stop. I took the time to be sorry for myself while the sky juice marinated me with my suitcase which had grown a heaviness that outdid its volume. Not how I’d envisioned my flight to the South of France.


I walked on, purely because walking in the rain wasn’t as asinine as standing in it. I couldn’t condemn the cars for not stopping now. Who’d want to give a lift to someone insane enough to be trying out pedestrianism in a storm?


Arizona


I hadn’t got so wet since my trip to Arizona years ago. I had automotive distress there too. On the trail of a Zonian student (I’ve never been worried about being one of those despicable teachers who discharge in their charges; my anxiety was always being one of those despicable teachers who didn’t discharge in their charges) my car expired in the middle of what could be described, without fear of legal action, as a desert. A deserted desert, with no other voyagers in sight, only me and the zacaton.


I perscrutated the engine, awaiting a celestial voice to chip in and guide me through the problems. It was off duty. The thought that I was soon to die parched perched, vulturine, in my noggin. Too much imagination isn’t much use in a desert. However, I hadn’t got a mile from the car when I was getting all the water I needed. It rained without interruption until I had reached the nearest habitation eleven miles away (I got a lift for the last half mile) by which time I had contracted pneumonia. Everyone said it never rained in July. That was all I heard in hospital.


Ha-Ha


My ineptitude at hitching confirmed, I strode on cursing, as the total of cars making their journey precisely so they could not stop for me rose. The discrimination against rotund thinkers was infuriatingly unjust; I had no doubt if my chromosomes had been femaler and younger my sense-data would have been on their sedentary way.


But we all get a fan club.


A lorry pulled up blowily. I couldn’t believe it had been ensnared by my wet, cursory thumb but I ran, ready to board, with or without invitation. However, a door ajarred and as I climbed up I was assailed by a reek of long-distanced lorry driver so potent it almost knocked my teeth out. Only the momentum of desperation drove me on. The driver’s physiognomy was as enticing as his odour, but I couldn’t be deflected.


Wherever he was going, I didn’t care. My plan was to jump out when we got somewhere incontrovertibly urban. Problems of a financial nature seem more solveable in a concreted environment. “Montpellier,” he told me was his destination. I was relieved to be vehicled and out of the rain, and I didn’t add much to the introductory chit-chat because I was zombied by his face.


What had happened to it I couldn’t divine, but a world congress of plastic surgeons couldn’t have dedisastered what would have looked alarming stuck on a baboon’s backside. His nose was awol, and the features that were present didn’t cohabit too well. An astounding number of purple hues had made themselves at home on his countenance, not leaving any room for the more traditional fleshy tones. His age was undiscernible from his face (ravages of old age, tough shit) but judging from the looseness of the overample arms that were on show from the mangy vest he wore, this body was a big billionaire of crapulent seconds. His breath gave free passage to many foul things; his teeth were a remarkable refutation of the achievements of fin de millennium dentistry.


“I’m a philosopher,” I replied to the ineluctable question, too lazy to lie or invent. He nodded approvingly, complimented me on my French and told me about the bricks he was taking to Montpellier. I’m not very good on bricks, but I didn’t listen to his exegesis, I was enjoying the consumed road.


I was still measuring out our progress when I heard him say what sounded like “you’re cute”. I thought I had misheard or that he was quoting from a popular song, but then I noticed that he had a hand fiddling in his crotch in what was too protracted a manner to qualify as scratching and which was shaping up to be offhand masturbation. “You’re cute, my little philosopher,” he added with added amplification, banishing auditory or elocutional doubts. Licking his lips, his hand zedded on my thigh and he commented, penetratingly, that it wasn’t pussy, but that driving the unmade road wasn’t at all bad. “Why don’t we spend the night together in Montpellier?” he offered.


I became incredulity. In my youth, when I still had the factory finish, I had received inquiries, but I honestly felt I was a decade or two past my sell-by date, and long past the era of inciting uncontrollable lust in lorry drivers. Secondly, if I had been anxious to find someone willing to let my todger be a lodger (and women must be familiar with those suitors who go to enormous trouble to make themselves unpalatable and then expected to be snapped up) Gustave wouldn’t have got an application form for last place. Even the roughest-tradingest of my acquaintances (and Cambridge has a proud heritage of wild sodomy dating back to the thirteenth century) would have made excuses and left.


“It’s kind of you, but no.”


“Why not?”


He said this so readily that I had the certainty he had had this conversation before. Because I would sooner die seemed a little harsh as a reply to an appeal for intimacy. Every creature has the right to solicit some events in the genital arena, but if you want to play hostthepost you’ve got to be in greater proximity to the norms of hygiene and the cosmetic triumphs of the fin de millennium. One might reckon that an offer is always flattering, but you had the feeling that Gustave would fall for anything with a pulse, and while that species of pantophagous appetite has its admirable side (it makes life easier) you don’t want to be marooned in a cab with it. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to recommence my career as a rain-gatherer, the headlong onset of lubricity not having allowed much travelling time to have elapsed.


“I don’t do that.”


“This doesn’t happen in England?”


“Continually, but not to me.”


“We could make the windows rattle,” he elaborated. I declined with a smile exteriorizing that while such an offer was a delight and the acme of the day, it was one that I, for a variety of very regrettable reasons, couldn’t take up.


“Is it because I didn’t go to university?” he demanded, furious. Again, I assume this is a circumstance that ladies become accustomed to early on: when your no isn’t working. When you fire no after no and your target still wants to zephaniah you and your no gun is empty.


“Is it because I drive a lorry?” I took refuge in silent contemplation of less road between me and Montpellier. “It’s because I didn’t go to university, isn’t it? This not good enough for you?” he said, unleashing something resembling one of those bruised bananas still in the gutter two days after the market has gone and which he started to manhandle.


“I think I should get out,” I announced.


“Oh no. The least I’m entitled to, my haughty philosopher, is an auto-rub.” I logicked it up, and considering that it was (a) his lorry (b) not my desire to carry on absorbing rain in the wilderness, I decided that, bearing in mind (c) the famine (d) the slaughter and (e) the less photogenic suffering sloshing around our globe, I couldn’t work up a fulmination about one off the wrist. I concurred and placed my gaze outside.


“Hey, you’ve got to watch,” he protested, appalled at my disetiquette.


“I have to listen,” I parried, “but I’m not watching.”


“But take off your top. Please. As a favour.” It was hard to refuse.


Civilisation is, after all, based on compromise. We had our social contract: he wanted a class wank, I wanted to get to Montpellier (though I felt unable to comply with his suggestion that I finger my nipples). “You were superb,” he eulogised after evincing the symptoms of a zam-zum-mim of a goodness.


We drove on with new camaraderie and detente, and without incident (apart from Gustave shearing off the wing-mirror of a smaller, softer car as he expounded on the ultimate glory of, at high speed on the N6, galloping the maggot in the centre of Lyon – certainly the only worthwhile activity if you happen to be there).


“We work hard,” he emphasised as we parted company on the outskirts of town.


His address was supplied to me on the inside of a chocolate bar wrapper along with the tip that he mostly plied the N6. The writing was in the very careful style of those who really have to think about it. Initially, I had a very intense compulsion to burn it, but then I reasoned it best to keep the information to make sure that I never accidentally (a) visited his town (b) his street (c) his block of flats in the mini future I had.


Money


I didn’t know what to do. A bit futile coming all the way down South merely to watch your stash incinerate in the brazier of a wrecked car that I had gallingly just topped up with petrol.


Hunger made a scheduled appearance, but I was unable to push my consciousness through the French restaurant experience. With the spending power I had I might as well have been up the Zambezi.


I’ve always disliked those who’ve played down the charms of money, they’re usually the ones a couple of heartbeats from inheriting a castle. Tourists in indigence. The boys have been divided on this question – Bias, Aristippus, and others turning out to praise the good of goods, but a lot of them (usually the well-niched) sniffy; then the Dogs, the no pain no gain school, the be cheerful at your execution troop, Diogenes (himself on the run from Sinope for using moody money) and Crates, the only reason-merchant in world history known to have blown his yennom by giving … it away to his fellow citizens. But true misfortune always features poverty, because true misfortune involves powerlessness.


I pondered whether any of my chums up North would be in loanable form. I pondered giving some lectures. I had played Paris at the Boulevard Saint-Germain once in my youth. I was drunk as a drunk, but I did get a bulging pocket of francs from a large crowd, annoying some zig on stilts and a fire-eater who had come to milk the tourists and the pavement flotsam. I had wanted to see what it was like to be an itinerant packing only rhetoric. Never let people tell you people aren’t interested in ideas, as my careers officer at university once said of philosophy, “one of our problem areas”.


But I sensed it wasn’t a night for twirling ideas on a street-corner in Montpellier and passing the hat round. What to do? I had been counting on my liver failing before my wad.


Ho-Ho


I found a seedy hotel not far from the station, where you would expect to find one. France has some of the finest seedy hotels in the world. Elegance tends to be uniform: seediness surprises. I like three or four different types of wallpaper in the same room, and not knowing which fixture isn’t working or is going to come off in your hand.


I explained at reception that I just had my money pinched on the train and that I’d like a cheap room. They understood. It was obvious that they dealt with much more outlandish customers than grimy philosophers in grave difficulty with their world ranking, and that weird and dangerous as I thought I was, they handled odder oddities.


A passport excavated from the suitcase of civilisation seemed to satisfy the receptionist. “The English are always welcome here,” he said as if there was a reason. It didn’t seem any way to run a business. I’m not sure I would have let myself in, but the place didn’t seem burdened with customers. A lanky youth in a cheap black leather jacket and half a haircut was slumped in an armchair, waiting openly, as if he were paid to sit there to heighten the disreputability of the establishment.


I went up to my room, opened my suitcase (in the mechanical way one does, although I had nothing that needed unpacking) and lay on the bed. I find I can think better this way, and a horizontal position makes you more streamlined for life. Nearly all the trouble in life comes from standing up.


There was a tapping at the door.
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