
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Leaving London

Garry Crystal


Copyright Garry Crystal 2015

Republished 2019

All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.



  	
	    
	      Also by Garry Crystal

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          All of Us With Our Pointless Worries and Inconsequential Dramas

          
        
          
	          Leaving London

          
        
          
	          Red Lights

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Beat Corrida Publishing











[image: ]




Also by Garry Crystal

All of us With Our Pointless Worries and Inconsequential Dramas

Red Lights



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedicated to the muse, who always made life that little bit more interesting.
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“Go where we may, rest where we will,



eternal London haunts us still.”

― Thomas Moore

“You have to die a few times before you can really live.” –Charles Bukowski

“A great fire burns within me, but no one stops to warm themselves at it, and passers-by only see a wisp of smoke”

― Vincent van Gogh

Reader’s introduction

Some people you meet in life are mad. 

You might not recognise the madness at first because the inflicted may exhibit initial symptoms to which you can relate. Loneliness, sadness, an overwhelming need to communicate or make a connection with another are by rights not signs of madness. These symptoms however, can be a sign of something deeper and can ultimately lead to behaviour that others might deem to be madness. 

And it’s only later with the aid of hindsight, when the symptoms are coupled with behaviour not seen as normal that we can then suspect madness. When behaviour is assessed by others as outside the usual social norms and boundaries, and they encroach on the freedom of others to the point where the ability to enjoy everyday life has been diminished, only then can we say, without doubt, “this person is mad.”

And with that, welcome to the City of London, a character in its own right.
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Christmas Day

The present
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The place stinks of sex and cigarettes. 

Even before I open my eyes I know that something bad is about to happen. That smell gives it away, as well as the fact that the pounding on the door has woken me. The office phones are ringing and Melanie is still asleep, naked, lying next to me on the floor. The three or four empty wine bottles we consumed last night come into focus as a hazy reminder of how we had gotten to where we are now. As the pounding on the door becomes more urgent, I lay my head back down and resign myself to the hopeless realisation that I am about to be fired from yet another job.

How has it reached this point again?  
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NOVEMBER - SIX WEEKS EARLIER
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“So Cal, how was New York?”

“I really can’t remember. Most of the time, I was pretty drunk.”

When the ice exploded in my Jack Daniel's in the airport departure lounge three hours before take-off I had the feeling then that I shouldn’t have gotten on this flight, but I had dismissed it as pre-flight jitters and here I am, in another fucked up situation that’s beyond my control. One of the engines has just blown and the pilot’s voice – at least I’m assuming it’s the pilot – coming over a speaker is telling us to, “Stay calm, follow the instructions of the flight attendants” who are nowhere to be seen but are more than likely attending to the needs of the first class passengers. I look around me. People are starting to get agitated but there are no hysterics, just an overwhelming sense of perhaps fear and urgency.  

Conversations continue around me.

“But what if this is the last chance we get? Who knows what’s going to happen?”

An American guy in his forties seated next to me is whispering something to the younger woman next to him.

“But I don’t even know you, are you married?” she replies while kissing his face and hugging him. “Shouldn’t we at least go into the toilet?” 

“No, screw that, baby, there’s no time. My wife would understand. Probably the only time she would. Honestly, I don’t think we’re going to make it out of this.” 

His voice drips with desperation, but he has absolutely no trouble whatsoever unbuttoning her shirt. He then starts to pull off her skirt and she slides on top of him. And then, then they begin fucking right next to me. Or are they just dry humping? Two hours ago he was showing me photographs of his wife and kids, telling me they were the most important thing in the world to him along with his medical practice on Long Island. Now Dr. Love is going at it hammer and tongs with a complete stranger.

I wait for the attendant to come over to put an end to this not altogether unpleasant impromptu show, but she doesn't, and then I hear it, low at first but then louder, groaning and moaning coming from all round me. I look up over my seat.

“Oh, Hank I love you. Harder push it in harder, I told you that Viagra was a good idea.” 

Never mind the Viagra this is 100% Hank you’re getting. Feel the love, honey.”

This guy, who is at least in his seventies, is giving it to his wife from behind in the seat right in front of me. His wife’s face is contorted into some sort of rapturous mask, as she looks over the head rest, ten inches from me, and stares at me directly in the eyes. This cannot be the last thing I’m going to see before I die. The plane shakes violently from side to side and I grip the armrests as the plane suddenly dips and we go into what feels like freefall for about twenty seconds before the shaking begins again. 

Two women to the left of me are kissing and pulling off their tops. One of them suddenly stands up and starts rummaging in the overhead locker, 

“What are you looking for babe?” 

“My strap on, I know it's in here, it’s a new one, The Dominator, I was gonna' surprise you with it at the hotel.”

“You’re so thoughtful. And that is why I love you.”

Finally the Captain comes running out, shouting, “People, people.” 

These guys are for it now; this is bound to be against some sort of air flight regulations. “This is looking bad, but please remain calm, or as calm as you can. Candy, honey, get over here.”

The air hostess with the improbable name throws down the miniature bottles of vodka she’s been downing and runs down the aisle, stripping off as she does. She jumps into the Captain’s arms and he then carries her through the cockpit door.

This is too much. Now the crew is having sex. It's like being in an interactive in-flight porno and here I am sitting watching it on my own. Economy class has become a mass of writhing bodies and God only knows what’s going on in first class. Caligula is probably presiding over them with champagne and cocaine as they screw their way to oblivion. The doctor turns his head and looks directly into my eyes. 

Between each thrust he grunts the words, “Seize..the...day...bro.”

“Yeah, loser, do something, you’re about to die, ya’know,” his almost satisfied partner shouts at me, sweat glistening across her forehead.

I sit gripping the armrests as the plane starts to dive, the face of the old woman going back and forwards in front of me, sucking on an oxygen mask and giving muffled words of encouragement to Hank. It only takes one over eager thrust before I see her front teeth hit the inside of the mask. I have no idea what to do now. Jerking off comes to mind, but I know I couldn’t do that. It would just be too, I don’t know, embarrassing? What if we make it out of this? Someone on this plane is no doubt recording this on their phone right now and I would no doubt end up as a viral online video before the plane even lands, entitled, Loser caught jerking off when faced with death.

I look at the doctor’s face and my eyes fix on a drop of sweat, which runs down his forehead to the end of his nose. As I watch, the droplet begins to fall, but then slows down until completely motionless, hanging in mid-air. As a I look at it the liquid I can see the blurry image, someone’s reflection, someone who is trying to open the passenger door. I look towards the door where a woman, her face blurred because of the shaking of the plane, stares back at me for a split-second before being violently sucked through the door as the plane hits freefall again and starts hurtling downward. 

The girl next to me grabs my shoulder and grinds down harder, screaming, “Oh. My. God. What a rush...”

“Sir, sir we’ve landed you can depart now.”

I open my eyes and look around at the empty seats, the air stewardess in front of me, her hand shaking my shoulder.

“We’re here?”

“Right on schedule. Welcome to New York.”

I had missed the view of New York’s skyline from the air. It had taken me thirty years to get here, and I’ve missed it.  

Never, ever, take ecstasy a few days before you fly. The nightmares will fuck with your head for weeks.




LONDON
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This woman is going to rip my beating heart out.


[image: ]




The first time I see her I’m sitting at my desk, hard at work losing at solitaire, trying not to prolong a conversation with the nerd next to me about the merits of the new Macbook Pro. 

My replies to Tim mainly consist of repeating the words, “I really don’t care. I really don’t care.”  

“But if you compare the hard drive capacity with that of a...oh fuck me, who is that?”

She is walking through the office alongside Alma, my crone of a boss who is introducing her to everyone. This girl is beautiful, tall and slim with glowing, olive coloured skin and she is making her way towards us.

“I think I’m in love. Is my tie straight?”

“You're not wearing a tie,” I reply, peering over the top of the PC. “Shit, look at Rick hamming it up.”

Rick liked to think of himself as the office hunk.  A six foot, perma-tanned, 20 year old, German who went for “A leetle workout” every night after work. In reality, once you got to know him, he was a reasonably good guy and his humour kept was much needed in this soulless working environment.

“Look at him, what's he doing?”

Rick had stood up when the two women approached him, probably so that they would be hit with the full force that he claimed was the Ricardo hunk-fest effect.  As he is speaking to her he’s taking off his jacket. He is actually flexing his biceps under that ludicrously tight, short-sleeved shirt. Any minute now the music is going to start, the sprinklers will come on and Rick is going to go into a male-stripper dance routine. 

Alma is rubbing Rick’s upper-arm and he must have said something slightly amusing as she is in the process of soaking the carpet, her head thrown back, pissing herself with over enthusiastic fake laughter.

“Here she comes, here she comes.”

“Calm down, Tim, you're going to cream your trousers.”

She glides through the office straight towards us. She is moving in slow motion towards my desk, working the room, tossing her silky, jet black hair and smiling at people with those almost luminous teeth.

“This is Sofia. She’s going to be working as an accounts assistant.  Sofia, this is Cal...he’s a Temp.” 

Alma spits out the word temp with the same venomous contempt that we’ve come to regard each other with since I had descended into this data-inputting hell. I hate the job, she hates me because she knows that I hate the job, plus she embodies the job. The natural pecking order was set in place and trapped in a vicious circle.

I look straight into Sofia’s caramel brown eyes and try to give my best nonchalant drawl.

“Hey, how you doing?” 

She looks into my eyes; there is a connection, definitely. She is holding her gaze longer than is needed, looking over my face. Actually I’m beginning to realise she is looking at my face maybe longer than is needed, as if...

“God, what happened to your face?” 
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TWO WEEKS EARLIER
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Christmas Eve, the West End of London. It's an eerie feeling to be wandering around Leicester Square when it's completely deserted. I’d never seen it like this before.  No “hustle and bustle” on this, the supposedly busiest shopping day of the year in Britain’s answer to Disneyland. Three-o-clock and already the streets are empty, save for a few lone last minute shoppers rushing home, their arms laden with brightly coloured packages. The small, merry go-round that is part of the Christmas carnival in the square is being covered up with tarpaulin, protected against the drifts of snow blowing around the streets.  

The charity collecting Santas had all retired to the pubs to get drunk from their day's takings before they make their weary way home and force their wives into an abysmal Christmas Eve leg-over while entertaining the vain hope that maybe tomorrow they could sleep through the torture of a whole day with the family and in-laws. Tiny Tim has shut up shop and gone to score some festive cheer to make it through the ho-ho-ho holiday season. No cold turkey for him.  Tis the season to be wasted.  

I walk on towards Piccadilly Circus with no real idea of where to go. I just need to get out of this cold.  

How I came to be cold and alone on this particular day of the year does not merit going into in great detail at this point, suffice to say that in the previous thirty years leading up to today I had been dogged by a catalogue of unrelenting failures and disasters in both my personal and professional life. A cacophony of women had passed through my fingers, each one treated more carelessly than the last. Any money I had acquired had been gambled or pissed away and the self-imposed exile I now found myself in was a fitting karmic payoff to the debt of wrongs I had unwittingly inflicted on others.  

The final straw had come with the breakdown of my last long-term but unavoidably doomed relationship with a girl nine years younger than I. I should have seen it coming; a pattern had already been set in stone with my relationships. A three year use-by date barcoded on each one. A year of fun and non-stop sex and thinking that I’d fallen in love, followed by a year of increasing boredom, unfaithfulness and suspicion, and finally an unbearably long year of recriminations and silences as we waded through mud towards the inevitable break up.  

When I had kissed her goodbye before boarding the plane for a week in Greece with friends, I knew that when I returned my girlfriend would be gone, but I didn’t realise how hard this one would hit me or the severity of the meltdown that would follow. This was my third and final shot at London. This time, I had to make it count.  

I swing open the door of The St James Tavern, a corner pub just off Piccadilly. It was empty, or near enough empty, for me to feel conspicuous. 

“Pretty dire today,” I say to the lone barman.

“Yep, only the dregs left now.”

"Cheers, mate." Wait, did he just include me in the dregs?

I take my pint of Guinness and a double Jack Daniels and take a seat next to one of the huge windows where I can look out at the other ghosts haunting the streets. A girl of about twenty passes by, blonde, very thin, very pale, with heavy black shadows etched under her eyes. She is wearing a long shabby winter coat that looks about two sizes too big for her and she keeps rubbing her arms through the heavy material. Ten minutes later she walks by again, this time headed towards Soho, her face pained, still rubbing her arms. She’d better find something quick or that pain is going to get a lot worse. As she passes by she stops and stares straight at me through the window, and there it is, for a moment we have a connection, we have silently whispered hello, acknowledged each other’s existence. I’ve made up a history for her on the basis of a first impression, my own version of what her life consisted of and more than she’s done the same for me. I hope she’s put her imagination to good use and made it more colourful than the reality.  

I know I shouldn’t really be drinking because of the depressant aspects that follow the main reason to get drunk in the first place, to feel happy, and even if it’s a false happiness I like the quick hit of optimism that comes with a shot or two of Jack and Coke. I am thirty, I have no ties, no responsibilities, no commitments, no debts, and how many people can say that?  I’m in the West End of London with plenty of cash in my pocket. I’ve got a job and a roof over my head and a multitude of possibilities lay ahead of me.  

Sure, I’m alone, but I don’t feel lonely. Some people regard loneliness as a disease – and to be honest – this is the first time in years I have been completely alone. No girl around to put my hand under her chin in the dead of night or feel her warm breath against my cheek in the morning when I awake. But this is just a temporary loneliness, a mild winter cold. The disease only becomes terminal when you no longer realise you’re alone, when you’ve become used to the silence and look forward to it when you get home at night. When you’ve forgotten what it’s like to be loved and in love, and when you've given up on trying, that's when you’re in trouble. Shit, stop feeling so sorry for yourself.  

Always try and have the maximum fun with the minimum effort. Live by that and time should pass quickly – in theory. I down the double Jack and head back to the bar.

10.30pm. King’s Cross, O’Neil’s bar and I’m feeling no pain.  I’m even enjoying Slade blasting out Merry Christmas for what feels like the hundredth time today.

“What...so what the hell are you doing on your own on Christmas Eve, Cal?”

“Well what are you two doing here on Christmas Eve?”

I’m sitting with two guys, both twenty-something recruitment consultants who’ve been drinking since lunchtime and had already burned their ties in the ashtray as sign that the year was over and that new ties would probably be arriving from Santa on Christmas day. No-one needs more than one tie. They’d invited me to join them after seeing me sitting alone at the bar. 

Whereas strangers will normally avoid each other in London bars, the danger being that you could turn out to be a complete psycho after a few drinks, Christmas sometimes brings out the best in people, spirit of friendship and all that sort of stuff, which usually only exists in a town called Bedford Falls in a film called It’s a Wonderful Life and has more to do with the alcohol previously consumed than the time of year. We are well on our way to drinking the bar dry. I look at my reflection in the wall mirror. I wouldn’t like to have your hangover tomorrow.

“I can’t go home because I haven’t bought my girlfriend a present. She is going to be so pissed at me. It’s this fucker’s fault.”

“S’not my fault, I said we would just pop in here for one drink, you're the one that's been buying the doubles.”

“I can’t, I just can’t go home with nothing. D’you think she’d appreciate a four pack of lager?”

“More drink, more drink, same again yeah?”

Mick trots off to the bar blasting out the drinks he wants.

“So why you here again?” he asks me.

“Well my flatmate went home to Austria for Christmas,” I slur, “ and I couldn’t face another Christmas back home,  now I think of it I’ve not been home for Christmas in about five years.”

“Oh thas bad, thas bad, you got to be with your family at Christmas, you just gotta’ be. Mick, Mick tell ‘im, don’t ya have to be with your family at Christmas?”

“Shutuuup Brycey you maudlin’ bastard,” Mick shouts before planting another tray of pints and whiskey-doubles on the table. “Christmas is just a big commercial rip-off designed by the advertising people to play on our guilt that because we treat our family like shit for the rest of the year we feel pressurised into buying the most expensive bottles of perfume or boxes of cigars so that the guilt will ease and we can feel better and forget about them until birthdays or Mother’s Day comes round again.”

“So cynical for one so young,” said Bryce, clapping Mick’s face. “But what about the kids? Christmas is for the kids, the little bastards. You got any kids Cal?”

“I don’t think so, another reason for not going home, the three thousand questions I’ll get from my mother. When are you going to settle down? When you going to get married?  My brother and sister are both divorced, she seems to hold me up as the last hope.”

“But still, you're going to be on your own on Christmas Day, man, that’s not good, you can’t...be...on...ah fuck it...more drink.”

“The bar’s closed, Bryce, no more drink, time to go home and face the music.”

“Oh shit, I wish I was you, Cal, all alone, no presents to buy, no worries.”

“Well thanks for cheering me up, mate.” I reply. “Next time I think I’ll just phone the Samaritans. Wait, the bar’s shut? What time is it?”

“Nearly midnight.”

“Midnight? I’ve got to get the tube, they shut early tonight don’t they?” I jump up and feel my legs starting to buckle. I’ve drank a lot more Christmas spirit and coke than I thought.

“Woh there, steady boy, that’s it, that’s it, you’re fine. The underground’s just across the road.”

I say my goodbyes and try to walk out of the door in a straight line, which is difficult, but I manage it. Over the road and outside the station. This is bad, the doors are locked and the sign reads, ‘No more trains until the 27th December. Merry Christmas.’ I look around, no night buses to be seen and I’ve more chance getting a ride on Santa’s sleigh than finding a taxi tonight. I stand for a minute and watch the last busker in London playing Silent Night on his saxophone. With the silence that surrounds me and the alcohol coursing through me the notes that are floating into my ears have never sounded so beautiful.  

I throw a ten pound note into his case just to reinforce to myself that I am really drunk and walk on knowing that it’s a hotel or the street tonight. There is no way I can walk all the way to Wandsworth in this condition, even if I’d wanted to. My head will hit the pavement after an hour of pounding these streets.

I’ve been walking along the Caledonian Road now for about fifteen minutes and haven’t spotted any vacancy signs in the bed and breakfasts or small hotels that litter the area. It's started to snow lightly and the optimism I felt only hours ago has now completely disappeared. This place is scary. Every now and then a car drives past and honks its horn. Keep walking, just keep walking. 

This isn’t how I should be spending Christmas Eve – wait, it’s now officially Christmas Day, I should be tucked up in bed awaiting a day with loved ones, friends and family, Christmas dinner and the same old television repeats. A bit of cold and darkness and suddenly I’m getting nostalgic for a day I don’t even like that much.

“Where are you off to, mate?”

I jump out of my thoughts. Two men and a woman appear at my side.  

“Shit, you scared me, just trying to find a hotel, kissed my last train home an hour ago.”

“You’ll not find anything around here, everything’s shut up for the night.”

The guy had an accent I could almost place, but not quite. And although my instincts were telling me that an almost recognizable accent should make no difference, be wary, the strangely familiar sound of home and the amount of drink I had consumed was fogging my brain, telling me that these people were okay.  

“What you been doing?” said the woman. She was quite pretty in a rough, street sort of way. Her age could’ve been anything from twenty to thirty-five.

“Just been out drinking with mates, Christmas you know?”

“You got any weed on you?” said the dreadlocked guy.

“No, no, I’ve got some money, though, if you know where to score any.” 

I know I shouldn’t have said this but they seem friendly enough.

“Man, how much you got? I can get some, then we’ll go back to my place, it’s just round the corner, you can't be wandering around here at this time of night, it’s not safe ya’ know?”

I fish into my pocket, bring out a twenty and hand it over.

“All right, you three go on to the flat. I’ll meet you there in about ten.” 

With that, he was gone, and I had a sneaking suspicion so was my twenty. This must have registered on my face as I stood there watching him walk away.

“It’s all right, man, he’s okay, we share a flat together. C‘mon its too cold to be standing about here. Where you from?”

I tell him and a look of surprise comes over his face.

“Been there many a time back in the day. Stop looking so worried, man. It’s alright. We’re just trying to help you out, Christmas and all that.”

“Yeah, yeah you’re right, just a bit drunk. Paranoia working overtime.”

We continue walking for about ten minutes, making small talk until we reach an estate, blocks of flats that look less than salubrious. Rubbish litters the streets, graffiti covers the walls and the place is completely deserted.

Finally after hiking three or four flights of unlit stairwells we enter the flat. What a dump. This was a very bad idea. 

The small living room consists of two battered old sofas, a bed pushed against the wall and a one-bar electric heater. The place is filthy. Damp has made the paper peel from the walls and open tins sit on the floorboards with forks sticking out of them. Ashtrays heaped-to-overflowing with cigarette butts and finished joints are scattered around the room. Luckily for me the alcohol I had consumed has robbed me of my sense of smell. A complete dive, although a London estate agent could probably make it sound desirable and flog it for well over the two hundred grand mark.  

I suddenly spot the works on the table. I knew it, junkies. I should have realised straight away from the shabby clothing and pasty skin. I’ve got nothing against drugs or junkies, I just don’t want to be in this situation while still drunk and with over three hundred pounds in my pocket. So why – when my mind is screaming at me not to be such a dick and to just get out of there – did I say yes when the next offer came?

“You want a whisky, Cal, keep out the cold?” 

I take a slug from the half bottle of Bells and feel the warmth enter my veins and swirl around the back of my eyeballs.

“Good stuff, eh?”

Before I can answer, Rasta walks into the room,

“All right, got the stuff, no probs. You alright man?”

“Yeah, yeah, fine, just downing some whiskey.”

“Good for you but this stuff is better.”

He takes out a wrap of weed and starts to roll a joint.  Ten minutes later and I'm completely wasted, my brain is mush. I try to move from the seat but my legs have become putty.

“This is strong stuff,” I hear myself saying.

“Yeah, it’s not bad,” said Rasta, “but here, try some of this.”

He produces a white china ornament, like a teapot, only smaller, and holds it out to me after he has sucked on the spout, inhaling deeply whatever was inside.

“This is the real stuff, try it.”

“What is it?” I try to focus on his hand as he waves it a few feet in front of me.

“It’ll make you feel good, come on, Cal, have some faith, you're among friends.”

I don’t know what’s in that jug but I am not wasted enough to try it, because if I do there’s no doubt in my mind that I will pass out, and this is just too dodgy a situation to be unconscious in. The girl, whose name I don’t know, is now in front me. My pot-fogged brain has made her look very tempting and she begins to rub my thighs with her hands.

“Come on, Cal, just try it, you’ll feel great.”  

Her voice sounds as if her throat is coated with warm honey and I could drift off to sleep just listening to her. I desperately want to sleep now and my eyes start to close. I see her suck on a joint and then bring her face close to mine.

“Just try it, Cal.”

“I just want to drift, I want to...”

I feel her lips on mine. She blows smoke into my mouth and everything slows down. I sink into the sofa as she rubs my thighs harder, it feels good and I’m getting hard. Wait, isn’t she the other guy’s girlfriend? I push her off me,

“I have go to the toilet. Where is it, the toilet?”

“It’s first on the right, man. You okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, just need the toilet, I’ll be fine.”

I stagger into the small toilet and bend over the sink.  My veins feel as if they’ve been stuffed with cotton wool, my face is burning, I look at myself in the mirror, sort yourself out Cal, just get the fuck out of here. Throwing water over my face I suddenly remember the three hundred pounds and thrust my hand into my pocket to bring out the roll.

“Cal, Cal, you okay in there?” Rasta pounds at the door.

“Yeah, just washing my face.”  I croak, taking my boot off and laying the money flat inside.


Suddenly the door bursts open and he comes rushing in, shouting. “What’s goin' on, man, you all right?”



“Yeah, I'm fine, just feeling a little shaky.”

He stares at me as I sit on the side of the bath easing my foot back into the boot. He has to have seen it. He stands there looking around, sniffing the air. Does he think I am holding out on him, smoking weed in the bathroom on my own? Paranoia, Cal, calm down.

“All right, shaky, come on I’ve just rolled another,” he says while walking out of the room.

“Great, be right through.”

Screw this, I'm out of here. I push open the front door and stand on the outside landing. I’m about three floors up and the place is pitch black. I wouldn’t have a clue where to go, it’s a rabbit’s warren. Doesn’t matter, just get out of here.

“What you doing, man?” 

Rasta again, he’s crept up on me without a sound.

“Just getting some air. That was strong stuff. Look is there somewhere I can get cigarettes round here, I’m out.”  

I try to sound calm but we’re both eyeing each other suspiciously.

“Yeah, no probs, there’s a garage just round the corner, hold on a minute.”

He appears a few minutes later with the other guy.

“Need some fags, Cal?”

“Yeah and I want to get some food.”

“C’mon then the garage is about ten minutes’ walk. Can’t be walking round here on your own. I told ya, it’s not safe.”

As we begin walk back up the road the notion to do a runner crosses my mind, but I’m definitely still on the wrong side of wasted. If a taxi comes past I can just flag it down and jump in – something’s not right here. It may be my paranoid imagination but I have a strong, dark, apprehensive feeling gnawing at the pit of my stomach. We keep walking, none of us saying a word but I spy the garage up ahead.  

“Get some crisps. I’m starving.”

“Yeah, no problem,” I shout over my shoulder.

I swing open the door to the garage, the fluorescent lights flooding my eyes, making me blink. The guy behind the counter stares at me as I grab a few bags of crisps and arrive at the counter. He probably had me pegged as a stoner as soon as I walked in.

“Twenty...no, forty Marlboro.” 

Looking out of the shop window I can see the two of them under a street light, huddled together, smoking, talking, stamping their feet.

“Can I phone for a taxi from here?”

“No phone, there’s a public one down the road but it’s usually bust.”

I take out a twenty and slide it onto the counter and walk out of the door.

“Okay?” says Rasta

Yeah, yeah, got the stuff.”

I start walking while the two of them walk behind me. Then I hear it.

“Now.”

Rasta punches the side of my head and I hit the ground. I try to get up but I'm just not quick enough. Another punch to the head and I'm on my back. The two of them are on top of me now. I throw a punch and one of them slam's me back to the ground. I don’t feel scared, just angry, and because of the drugs my legs and arms aren't working as fast as they should. Rasta throws another punch to the side of my face.

“Stay down and you won’t get hurt. Stay down.”

How could I have fallen for this? All the warning signs were there from the start. Had I never watched bloody Crimewatch?

“Get his boots,” shouts Rasta, “the money’s in his boots.”

He’s frantically trying to grab my boots as I kick and twist my legs in every direction.

“Just give us the money, Cal, we just want the fucking money.”  

He says this through clenched teeth, his mouth pressed so close to my ear I can feel his breath, his spit lands on my cheek. 

“Think you can smoke our drugs and kiss our woman and get away with it.”

“You fuck,” I shout, using what strength I've got to kick my foot straight into his face, hitting him squarely in the nose. I can hear the crack as it connects. He reels back, taking my boot with him, money flies everywhere and they both start scrambling for the notes. I look up and see the garage behind me, the garage attendant staring out of the window, watching us. I push myself up just as a car pulls up in front of us, the police. The two of them start walking along the road as though nothing has happened, but I can see one of them counting the money. The cop rolls down his window.

“What's going on?”

I move towards them, stumbling, out of breath. “Those two mugged me, they’ve taken my money.” 

The officer of the law looks me up and down from the comfort of his car, rolls his window back up and drives away in the opposite direction from my muggers. I wait on the car turning round, but they don’t, they keep driving. I wasn’t important enough for them to merit getting out of their nice warm car on Christmas morning.

I stand there, staring after them in disbelief and then turn and look in the direction of my attackers, who are nowhere to be seen. They’re going to have a good Christmas now, courtesy of yours truly. There's nothing else for it. I start walking with leaden legs in what I hope is the direction of King’s Cross station.

Ducks, I can hear ducks squawking, or is it quacking? I open my eyes and focus – car horns blare at me from the cabs going past. I sit up on the bench. My head is frozen, my jaw is numb and when I feel with my tongue I notice that half my tooth, which had been a cap, is missing. A girl wanders past the bench, double-back and sits down next to me. She keeps staring at me until I look at her.

“Feels worse than it looks,” I mumble.

“You want sex?” she asks quickly in a foreign accent.

I stare at her in disbelief.

“You know what I am saying? Sex, blowjob, £10?”

I pull out a cigarette and light it.

“It’s Christmas day, a holiday, shouldn’t it be free today?”

“No, £10, blowjob, you understand?”

“Look at me. My clothes are ripped, my face is battered. Do you think the first thing I thought when I woke up on this bench was, well now I’m in the mood to get my cock sucked by a total stranger?’

“Weirdo.” She gets up and walks away.

I feel like I’m going to throw up but manage to suppress it and throw the cigarette away. Searching my pockets I find a couple of twenty pound notes and jump into one of the waiting taxis.

“Good night was it?”

Everyone’s a comedian.

“Just take me to Wandsworth.”

I slump into the back of the black cab, my whole head now throbbing as I stare out at the huge advertising billboard we’re now driving past. Two of London’s finest examples of the metropolitan police, male and female, are flanking a huge jolly Santa, all three of them smiling down, their eyes following me as we drive by.         

I read the words that come out of Santa's fluffy, bearded mouth into a balloon. “Keep vigilant, keep safe, and have a Merry Christmas in the Capital.”

3

“So is that true? I mean is that what really happened?”

I’m sitting on the office steps on my own, bent double drawing as deeply as I can on a cigarette, trying to get a hit out of this shitty Ultra-Light that I had begged off Tim. I must look as if I am sucking on a lemon and Sofia had chosen just this moment to come outside and sit down next to me.  Credibility rating - nil.

“What have you heard?” I sigh.

“Alma told me you got drunk and were attacked over Christmas.”

“Christmas morning, to be precise. Alma has a mouth like the Grand Canyon. It’s no big deal I was just unlucky. It could be a lot worse.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, I could be an accountant.”

“Cheeky bastard,” she laughs. “Anyway I’m not an accountant, I’m an accounts assistant. And what are you talking about? You’re a temp, a temp data-inputter at that.”

“Yeah, but I’m just passing through. This is just a stop gap. First job in London to get some money together before moving on to something better.”

She looks at me knowingly, as if she’s heard it all before.

“Mm-hmm. I said that two years ago when I first moved to London. I soon found out the streets aren’t paved with gold.”

“Yeah, but I knew that before I moved here. You can see the people who thought they could come to London, bend over and pick gold off the streets. They’re all lying on benches in Trafalgar Square with hernias and cans of Special Brew”

“That’s a bit of a defeatist attitude, Cal.”

“More realistic I’d say.”

“Do you smoke?”

I hold up my cigarette.

“I can see that. I mean do you smoke, y’know, weed?”

I think back to Christmas Eve.

“It has been known.”

“Do you want to meet me after work for a smoke?”

This sounded good.  I like Sofia, I like her a lot. We had gotten on well the few times we’d spoken since she’d started in the office. She was beautiful, that was for sure. She had all the guys in the office talking about her but had so far rejected all offers of drinks or dinner saying that she had a boyfriend, so I didn’t see that much point in pursuing her. Plus, since my last girlfriend had dumped me, my trust levels had plummeted to below freezing and had been placed on hold for the foreseeable future. But she seemed down to earth and there was a definite amount of eye contact going on between us. It’s just a smoke, Cal, no big deal.
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