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He pirouetted rapidly and unsteadily to see if he could spot where his own clothes had been cast down. No part of his body thanked him for this manoeuvre; worse, not only didn’t it reveal what he was searching for, it also caused him to topple sideways across the room. Trying to regain his balance, he performed that peculiar arms swinging, legs crossing dance that music hall entertainers liked to use to work their way off the stage; he’d have needed only a cane, a straw boater and a peppy rendition of ‘Knocked ’em in the Old Kent Road’ from the orchestra to have secured a week of matinees at the Alhambra on the strength of it. Except, rather than ending in appreciative applause, it ended with his crashing into the bedroom door with the top of his skull. The noise this made inside his head could not be measured using human science; it was something like the level of sound you’d hear if you chewed on a hydrogen bomb. Unfortunately, even outside his head, it generated what was, objectively speaking, an awful bloody racket. He bounced back from the woodwork and pluckily wrestled with man’s ancient enemy, gravity, in a bid to steady himself.

A few feet away, Strange Woman stirred from her sleep and asked, ‘Mmmmeeerrrum-m-m-m?’

Chris would swear on anything you cared to name that, at this point, he actually felt his testicles freeze, constrict and then flee upwards into his abdomen.


Mil Millington is the creator of the cult website www.thingsmygirlfriendandIhavearguedabout.com and co-founder of www.theweekly.co.uk. He writes for various newspapers and magazines and lives in the West Midlands with his girlfriend and their two children.
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I can no longer remember how long I’ve been on this island. Sometimes I think I’ve been here always; that what I believe was my earlier life is nothing more than a dream that’s been forged to the hardness of memory by heat and isolation. But then I remind myself that I’m wearing clothes I constructed from empty, plastic, microwave rice packets. I must have lived in a world beyond this place at some time, I must have – it says ‘Savoury Chicken Flavour’ all over my trousers.

Now my days are filled with nothing more than eating seafood and near-relentless masturbation, but it was once so different; once there were days, sometimes weeks, when I ate hardly any seafood at all. Back then I had an editor, Helen Garnons-Williams, whose professional wisdom matched her thorough personal loveliness and, twice, her shoes. Often, remembering, I become teary just thinking about her. Until, after indiscriminately tearing things for a while, I slowly regain the understanding of homographs that solitude has eroded and recall a second editor. When our work was done, Helen took her sweet face and her collection of erotic exclamations to a lucky new publisher, and I moved onto the lap of Jon Wood. The very idea of male editors is, of course, an affront to God and nature; thus, it speaks prettily of Mr Wood that, in his cupping palms, there was satisfaction
(and – I blush – on occasion almost pleasure) in a relationship so intrinsically collied and bestial. Yes, he persistently uses the telephone instead of email (and we all know what that says about a person), but his hard work and his good humour and his repeated declaration that his entire reputation should rest solely on how well Instructions for Living Someone Else’s Life fares in the nation’s bookstores is tremendously winning.

Purposelessness is the carrier of despair, so, to keep myself busy and maintain structure during the endless, empty hours, I have devised a strict routine. On Tuesdays, for example, I pick at my feet. Sometimes, while doing this, I imagine myself once more back in the world beyond these confining shores, and I picture Ali Gunn. Who is fearful. Like a literary agent from the id. It’s a great comfort to know that she’s chosen to stand by my side, though I wouldn’t want to be around if anyone ever decides to dig up her patio.

Finally, sustaining me through the long, lonely nights here with consoling memories of love, support, companionship and shouting is the precious image of Margret. If I could have only one thing from my lost life with me on this island, it would be pizza. But, if I could have two, then the other one would be Margret. Being able to put things down for one damn second without their being tidied away to some ridiculous place where I’ll never find them again, I now realise, is small compensation for the simple yet perfect pleasure of being able to feel the touch of her hand in mine and hear the unremitting movement of her mouth. My heart will always be with her, even if my body, and any kind of right of attorney over my financial affairs whatsoever, remains forever in this cursed place.

And so I cast this message into the sea. If you’ve found it, then that’s enough. That you know I was once a man like you, unless you’re a woman, in which case you’ll have to pretend you’re a man for little while, but not in any sexual role-play way – that’s weird, actually, that you’d think of that; let’s hope that no one sitting by you right now is somehow aware you’re having those kind of thoughts, eh? Anyway, as I was saying, I hope nothing more than that you see this note, understand, perhaps run your fingers gently over the words, then realise what I had to use to write them, and go and wash your hands.
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Something’s about to happen to Chris.

Actually, it’s not quite that simple. From Chris’s point of view (and, coincidentally, from ours) it’s about to happen. From the point of view of the people around him, it doesn’t happen until much later. And, when it does, it’s an entirely different thing that happens anyway. Really, in one sense, you might say that nothing at all happens to Chris, but – at the moment that it doesn’t – long, slow things happen to everyone else.

Right: I’m glad we’ve cleared that up.

Anyway, the important things to consider are … No, enough. You can pick them up as we go along. Let’s get on with the story now – Chris is waiting.

Or was waiting. As you’ll discover, time really isn’t on anyone’s side here.
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Simon Mayo had leapt, mid-sentence, into Chris’s ear.

It had been a bit of a jolt at the time, but Chris was over it now. Now, he was happily eating a slice of toast while he looked through the window at the busy street beyond. There wasn’t much distance between the front of his undesirable ground-floor flat and the pavement that marked the beginning of the not-sought-after neighbourhood as a whole. With the curtains pulled back, he could easily connect visually with any passer-by and, as he nibbled his burnt Mother’s Pride, he occasionally waved at one and made an expression of surprised, fancy-seeing-you-walking-here! recognition. He didn’t actually recognise any of them; he simply liked to watch as they, instantly and instinctively, returned his cheery gesture; outwardly unfazed but, if you knew to look, with a frantic, ‘Christ! Where the hell do I know him from?!’ just howling behind their eyes.

He was in a jolly mood this morning. Normally, he would never do anything so puerile as standing at his window greeting random strangers simply to see if they’d greet him back out of panic. No, this wasn’t Chris’s normal behaviour. Normally, he’d do it on the Tube; he’d wait until he heard the beeping alert begin then (apparently having just spotted them) brightly call out, ‘Hi! Great to see you again!’ to the person directly beyond the shutting-in-three-seconds train doors.

This was the ideal place for the game. Those who didn’t respond (mostly because they were simply stunned inert by confusion) would then find themselves peered at oddly by the fellow passengers with whom they were trapped. Why had this person completely ignored their friend? What terrible secret or psychological defect might explain that? Usually, the opposite happened – and this was even better. The person would respond, then be whisked away almost immediately to spend who knew how long racking their brains trying to recall where they might possibly have met Chris before; but, better still, because they’d been tricked by their own reflexes into mirroring Chris’s wide and merry gesture before they could think about it, they’d been outed. The dead-faced, insulating shell that everyone in a commuter train wears would have been shattered, and there they now were: on the Tube, exposed as human.

But, best of all, was Chris’s fantasy. It wasn’t a consuming fantasy, far less the intention of the whole exercise – not remotely – but it was one he enjoyed having from time to time. In this dream he would unleash his bright, booby-trap salutation to some woman, and she, lightning fast, would slip out before the doors closed and acknowledge him twice as warmly. ‘My God! It’s so wonderful to see you again!’ This she would do in the full knowledge that she didn’t know who the hell he was, and that he knew she didn’t: it would be done to call his bluff. (Right, smart-arse, what are you going to do now, eh?) If a woman ever did that, Chris thought, he would, there and then, ask her to marry him.

In his fantasy, she always replied to his proposal with, ‘No, you twat.’ Which rather annoyed him; not because she’d say it (of course she’d say it), but because it was his fantasy, after all. In the real world he already had a very attractive girlfriend and he wasn’t looking for another one (that’s to say, a ‘different one’ rather than ‘another one’; women can be picky about such semantic distinctions), but that wasn’t the issue. The issue was that it’s a bit unfair when even your own fantasy ends with your being called a twat. Still, it was merely an idle dream purely for entertainment purposes so he was easily able to shrug off its going a bit pear-shaped at the end.

He was resilient. He was, let’s not forget, someone capable of coping with Simon Mayo leaping, mid-sentence, into his ear.

Simon Mayo did this almost every weekday, because of Chris’s six-minute-sized declaration that he was not a number, but a free man. It would have been easy (too easy, that was the point) to set the radio alarm by his bed to activate at an o’clock or a half hour, to start with the beginning of a news report or the pips. But Chris had deliberately programmed it to go off six minutes past the unthinkingly obvious.

‘Get up,’ he had said to his muscles in response to the abrupt arrival of today’s Breakfast Show. He wasn’t a morning person. He never had been. His birth, his father had often told him, had taken hours longer than expected. Twenty-five years ago optimistic midwives had predicted he’d emerge at four or five a.m., but his mother had been in labour until ten. This was almost certainly because unborn-Chris’s final in-womb act after the contraction alarm went off was to repeatedly hit a snooze button on the cervix and go back to sleep. He understood that, for some people, waking up was a brisk change of location – one moment there, the next here. For him, however, it was slow, precarious, and not especially pleasant: no swift hop out of slumber, but rather more like being sucked back into consciousness through a thin straw.

Even this morning, the morning of a day he’d been planning for months (a day he was looking forward to: a Day of Action), had slumped on top of him out of the mouth of Simon Mayo and had to be manhandled off his eyelids like a fat corpse before he could claw his way into himself proper.

‘Get up,’ Chris had told his muscles again as he’d reluctantly opened his eyes to look towards the digits on the clock-radio. At first, his vision had been still too blurry with sleep to read them, but seeing their snot-green glow at all had informed him that Katrina wasn’t there.

How Who-takes-which-side-of-the-bed? comes about is one of the bigger mysteries of relationships. Rarely, if ever, is it discussed – it simply happens, as though preordained. Nonetheless, it’s fixed very early on, and thereafter changes only if you get a new partner, or a new house. When Katrina stayed, she always slept on the right, between him and the radio – her shoulder blocking the view from where he lay. No snot-green glow: Katrina. No Katrina: snot-green glow. Chris had reached into his still-sleepy memory and managed to pull out that she hadn’t come back with him the previous night because she’d been all fired up about the new painting she was working on and wanted to keep in the flow. He’d decided to leave her to it and get a good night’s sleep at his own place. He had a Monday to prepare for: and a big Monday at that.

By the time Chris had successfully remembered all this Mayo had begun playing Nick Kamen’s ‘Tell Me’, for who knew what possible reason.

But that had all been twenty-five minutes ago – a lifetime away. Generally, once he’d managed to break through the sticky, surface tension of the waking barrier he was fine – and, this morning at least, he’d raise that assessment to fine and dandy. The unaccountably huge and wondrously addictive weight of the duvet was no longer pinning him down; now he stood eating buttery toast at his front window, casually disconcerting random strangers with his waves, and full of eagerness to begin putting his plan into effect. He chewed, and smiled, and savoured the keen anticipation.

This was going to be a very good day.



2


Someone (inexplicably, not Wilde) observed that ‘Friends are God’s apology for relatives.’ No one, however, has yet given us an explanation for colleagues.

Now, workmates can be the people with whom you go out drinking and dancing as well. But almost as common is for them, instead, to be stupid, pestiferous, freeloading gits you can’t wait to see the back of every day, and who – if you think about them outside work at all – cause your hands to spontaneously warp into rigid claws.

OK, it might be that a particular workplace brings like-minded people together. If you get a job in a tanning salon, it’s no surprise to find yourself in the company of someone who also feels that lipliner is central to her life; if you set to work as a builder, then no disinterested person is going to think it unreasonable of you to expect to find yourself with other liars and thieves. That’s perfectly understandable. But it’s equally likely that the people across the office or with whom you share staff toilets are more or less a random collection of humans; it’s simply a lottery. A good proportion of you will spend more time in the company of your work colleagues than with anyone else in your lives. Yet, unlike friends, you don’t choose them, and, unlike relatives, you’re not bound as confederates by your DNA’s timeless struggle to keep itself in the gene pool either.

Chris worked for Short Stick Media and everyone he worked with hated him.

Much as it often felt like it, hating Chris was not actually company policy. There wasn’t even an unofficial ‘Us and Them’ (or, rather, ‘Us and Chris’) attitude dividing the staff into, on the one hand, a coherent, unified group of people who didn’t like Chris and, on the other hand, Chris. His colleagues’ enmity wasn’t organised, or even openly declared; it was a deeply personal thing that they kept to themselves and, though they were always on the lookout for ways to make his life less pleasant, they were also always careful that their doing so wouldn’t reveal that they regarded this as an end in itself. Publicly, between each other, they expressed a professional admiration for Chris. Each of his colleagues believed that he or she was the only one who didn’t like him. This made their dislike all the more intense – due to the aggravation of believing that, while they hated him, everyone else seemed to think that the sun shone out of his backside.

The reason for all this ill will landing on him was a combination of his ability and his attitude. After leaving university, Chris had spent a few years learning his craft in a series of fairly short-term positions at a number of different firms. He absorbed many important facts, had an epiphany or two, and, when he chose to start at the Short Stick Media advertising agency, he’d pretty much made up his mind that he essentially knew it all. He wasn’t brash or arrogant about this. It was simply that he’d realised, correctly, that he had a natural talent few could match: he just seemed to have an innate aptitude for producing cheap and nasty campaigns. Operatic scores, elegant photography and vast spectacles with purple silk were not his forte. But, while there were only a small number of accounts of the Guinness or British Airways variety, there were many, many thousands of clients who needed shrill adverts for local commercial radio stations, say, or something exactly crude and jarring enough to sit well across a full page in some monstrously uninteresting trade journal. And when it came to producing copy that was taut, punchy and crass enough to sell (for example) anodised copper fasteners to their target audience – irrespective of the fact that if anyone else accidentally read it they would become angry and upset – then Chris was a rock-solid maven.

Short Stick Media itself was surging from strength to strength. In fact, the company was so successful that, although a relative newcomer, it had already acquired two other, smaller businesses in the field of advertising and promotion, and its creator, David Short, was – it was widely agreed – going places (some even suggested that, in a few years, he might dominate the downmarket). It was a company with a drive to win and a clear sense of direction: a one-stop shop where, rapidly and at highly competitive rates, a campaign could be taken all the way from an inchoate, appalling notion to a Christ-awful reality. Though Chris didn’t have a senior position at Short Stick, everyone knew that he was by far the most gifted member of staff there. Not only did he produce exactly what was required – create what was, within its own terms, perfection – but doing it was, for him, almost effortless. Chris Mortimer was the Mozart of tat.

Being extremely good at your job is, of course, a sure way to piss off all your colleagues. But you’re really in unpopularity’s fast lane if, on top of this, you turn out everything you do with what amounts to a relaxed yawn while they have to work as hard as they can to squeeze out something that, it’s instantly obvious to all concerned, is far, far worse.

Is it possible to improve upon this neat combination, if you especially fancy being the target of a full forty hours of varyingly concealed, low-level hostility each week?

Well, yes it is.

Almost always in life you really enjoy and value the things you do well. Brilliant mathematicians love maths. Splendid bassoon players are filled with joy and fulfilment from playing bassoons. Even people with a talent for football not only get pleasure
from, but also feel there’s meaningful value to, the ability to run around and intermittently kick something quite accurately. You’ll have noted that this phenomenon is specifically as stated: you enjoy and value the things you do well. It’s not simply the result of effort – borne of consideration and desire. You are not necessarily good at the things you enjoy and value. Any number of people would dearly love to play the piano well, or draw wonderfully, dance in a way that made them even remotely attractive to the opposite sex – but they can’t, and they know they can’t. This fact makes the point unarguable: the point is, it’s as if we’re programmed – as if there’s a routine running secretly in our subconscious – so that, when we happen across something we have an aptitude for, we like that thing. Perhaps it helps to focus our energies where they will be most effective. Perhaps it’s just Nature taking pity on us: when it turns out that the only thing you’re any good at is not getting completely lost, well, then the Pity Protocol kicks in and ensures that you develop a real passion for orienteering, at least. It’s psychology making a virtue out of necessity, basically.

Chris, however, was an aberration – the exception that proves the rule. He didn’t like what he did very much, and he certainly didn’t regard it as having any worth. The bleak, unsightly stupidity of what he produced was something he wearily commented on almost daily. Chris regarded this as his own personal misery. But, as misery is, let us say, solipsistic, all his colleagues saw was someone declaring that what they did (they were doing the same thing as Chris, after all) was utterly without merit.

Put these factors together and you can understand the (unspoken, quietly festering) attitude of Chris’s workmates. They didn’t actually wish him dead – he was too obviously an asset to the company and thus, by extension, to each of them as individuals. But they did hope he would fall badly on the stairs, ideally chipping the bone in his shin on the edge of a step.

However, none of them gave any thought to the possibility that Chris might be thinking, ‘Bugger this for a game of soldiers.’ His burden of aptitude made him prominent professionally, but, by nature, he was too unassuming for them (dynamic and thrusting and dynamically thrusting as they all were) to think he’d do anything … well, that he’d do anything. Oh, he complained all right; he didn’t conceal his cynicism and discontent, that was plain enough. But it was so near-constant that the impression it created was that he enjoyed moaning as an activity – he’d never actually act on the moans, because the moaning itself was sufficient. It was also well known that he was prone to Pointless Acts of Trivial Rebellion. Someone, for example, now always checked the initial letters of the sentences if his idea used a number of lines descending the page or poster, as Chris found it hard to resist the temptation of a childish acrostic. Or take the fact that, recently, and to everyone’s puzzlement, he’d been very insistent about the precise piece of dialogue that needed to be delivered by one of the two child actors due to record a radio ad for some biscuits. What had baffled his colleagues was that the ‘dialogue’ wasn’t even words – it was nothing but ‘enthusiastic speech made completely unintelligible because the child’s mouth is full’. ‘What do you think?’ Child Actor One was to ask, and Child Actor Two’s reply would be mere (but obviously happy) mouth sounds, as he couldn’t bring himself to stop chomping away. Why, then, was Chris so determined that the garbled words absolutely must make the noise ‘Jouma … sewapskiet … pap’? That nothing else quite conveyed the innocent, totally consuming, biscuit-eating ecstasy. The answer accidentally emerged when, by pure coincidence, it turned out that the technician at the recording studio happened to come from South Africa; and he couldn’t help mentioning how bizarre it was that the random ‘I’m a child with an unstoppable love of this biscuit’ line sounded exactly like ‘Jou ma se wap skiet pap’ – a common Afrikaans curse meaning ‘Your mother’s twat shoots porridge.’

This kind of puerile behaviour was Chris’s league. If he had any strategy at all, it was probably something like, ‘Come the revolution, I’m going to knock on your door and run off.’ His colleagues assumed that they could depend on his getting on their nerves daily, forever, at a more or less stable, low-level intensity. That was Chris, they all knew: he was a target, not an arrow.

‘I’ll be there,’ Andrew insisted, holding the telephone receiver between his shoulder and his ear – giving a sort of ‘hanged man’ flop to his neck. He was glancing through a stack of invoices; placing them into piles on the table one by one, like dealing cards.

Chris snorted. ‘You always say you’ll be there, then you cry off at the last minute.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Yes it is. You say you’ll be at the pub, and you say you’ll be at the pub, and you say you’ll be at the pub, and then you stay at home watching Dynasty or something, like a big girl.’

‘No I don’t. I—’

‘Oh, crap – I have to go.’ Chris had spotted his boss approaching.

‘Somewhere there is a crime happening.’

‘What?’

‘RoboCop.’

‘What?’

‘RoboCop. “Excuse me, I have to go. Some—”’

Chris put the phone down before Andrew could continue. Andrew, he knew only too well, couldn’t stop himself pouring out everything that happens in a movie you haven’t seen. You had the feeling that he tried to, but the thing was simply bigger than his will to resist it: ‘I’ll … I’ll … I’ll just tell you this bit … ’ Once the fragile membrane holding it back had been pierced by your accidentally enticing him with an opportunity, it all came gushing out unstoppably. And Chris had missed RoboCop when it was on at the cinema a few months ago, having made the tactical error of going to see it with Katrina. She’d wrinkled her nose, and pushed a strand of her hair back behind her ear in an especially cultivated fashion, and – to maintain his position as sophisticated and thoughtful – he’d had to sit through Babette’s Feast instead (a film during which–despite its being many, un-BBFC-cut minutes longer than RoboCop – nothing whatsoever blows up).

‘Personal call?’ asked Chris’s boss with a broad, I’m-one-of-the-lads-just-like-you grin that left no room for any doubt that he was genuinely narked about it.

‘No,’ Chris replied.

David Short decided to respond to this by remaining silent.

Chris decided to let him.

To get a psychological submission by forcing a nervous and hurried scramble for an obviously invented explanation, the head and founder of Short Stick Media carefully applied the extended, awkward pause like a martial artist digging a thumb into a pressure point. Like some other kind of martial artist, Chris reached into his drawer and took out a bag of crisps.

The person next to Short shifted uneasily from foot to foot. His name was Euan and this was his first day. He’d been introduced only briefly to the others in the office, and was anxious about who it would be expedient to befriend and who he should make a point of disliking – the latter aspect reinforced the former (your friendship is valued more if you appear to be choosey about your friends, and hating the same person is a useful bonding technique too). Was Chris the alpha male in this place, or was he the office wanker? It’s always tricky to make that particular call.

Short gave a big, loose laugh and turned away to nod towards Euan. ‘This is our new gofer,’ he said.

Witnessing this surrender – a shaming acceptance of defeat in the face of his plucky counter-attack of silence – Chris tingled inside, deep down where he suspected his soul used to be. Usually, he wouldn’t have had the slightest interest in any kind of silly ego wrestling, but today was different. Today he was going to allow himself a bit of satisfaction – and, obviously, while you get some satisfaction from doing something that gives you pleasure, you get even more from doing something that annoys someone you don’t like. In that sense, this was a perfect start to the morning: if you wanted to hit Short where he lived, then what you needed to do was deny him a petty victory.

‘Hi there,’ said Chris, offering Euan a crisp.

‘Euan,’ said Euan.

‘Cheese and onion,’ said Chris.

Short put his hands deep into the expensive pockets of his foreign trousers to signify that nothing concerned him less than whether or not he got offered a crisp too. ‘Chris will teach you all the basics, Eu, yeah? Show you a rope or two.’ He placed three beats here and, on the third, the cheery brightness of his face gave way to an abrupt intrusion of fearful anxiety. ‘That is OK, Chris, right?’

Having him train a newcomer, while still doing all his other work, and the whole carefully seasoned with the insinuation – for Euan’s benefit, of course – that he might not be up to it. Top notch.

‘Yep, that’s fine, David,’ Chris replied with a smile. It really was remarkable, he thought to himself, how sanguine you can be about everything when you know that, a fortnight from tomorrow, you won’t be there.

That was at the centre of Chris’s plan. Well, at what would have been the centre, had there been any actual plan to go around it. But we’ll come to that detail later.

‘Well, if there’s anything you need …’ Short said; after a careful moment he completed the sentence with a substantial slap across Chris’s back that could equally well have meant either ‘I’ll be in my office’ or ‘you can sod off’. With that, his Gucci’d feet turned snappily, he spun on his designer balls, and Chris watched him saunter away across the office.

‘So, what’s the story, Euan?’ Chris asked. ‘Straight out of uni?’ He popped another crisp into his mouth.

Euan nodded. ‘Yes.’ He supposed that being introduced as ‘the new gofer’ didn’t exactly create the impression that he’d been headhunted after single-handedly conceiving and running the whole Levi’s campaign, but he was a little irritated that Chris had made the assumption all the same. After all, there was surely only two or three years difference in their ages. ‘Business Studies,’ Euan added. ‘Got a first, in fact.’

‘Really? Excellent.’

There’s not much that’s worse than doing a Business Studies degree, thought Chris, except, that is, for doing it well.

Chris’s attitude to education was rather hedonistic. Which is to say that he felt its chief good lay in studying something because you enjoyed (or were at least interested in) the subject; not because it was a means to an end. Nobody, of course – other than some kind of inhuman freak – was going to be interested in Business Studies, and the idea that there was a mind on the loose somewhere out there that might actually enjoy it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. It was the type of course that attracted people who would be happy enough to go to the lectures sufficiently often, or to copy out someone else’s essays, or to just sit in a tin bath full of baked beans for three years, if it resulted in a bit of paper that would statistically raise their projected post-graduation salary into a higher percentile. Even to consider the question, ‘What will this degree be worth in practical terms?’ before choosing a course spoke, Chris felt, of a dismal excess of clinical focus for an eighteen-year-old.

Andrew was an accountant now, and that was fine (for him). He’d taken the qualification post-grad, after realising that otherwise, within two years, he’d probably be back living with his mother or end up working in a library. That was how you ought to make practical decisions about your financial future: in a panic, when things are looking desperate. It didn’t reflect badly on Andrew that he was an accountant – Chris didn’t think any less of him. He, like Chris himself – like Neil too, amazingly – had taken a Humanities degree. So, the fact that they were all doing reasonably well career-wise was certainly not the result of bleakly sensible choices made while they were still studying for their A levels. Who’d want to have their life plotted out at that stage? You shouldn’t have a plan that maps your whole journey from clearing to pension. You should have nothing but a hasty list left in your pocket during the wash, a list reading, ‘Complete assignment; buy even sillier trousers; continue attempts to lose virginity.’ The roads ahead might lead in wonderful, unexpected directions. Finish your A levels, then do a Humanities degree, and you’ll arrive at twenty-one still not heading anywhere at all. That’s how it should be.

Chris, casting a black crisp into the waste-paper basket, mused that Euan had appeared before him not much more than a minute ago, and had said under ten words, but already he’d made many sweeping – and less than positive – decisions about the newcomer’s character, motivations and moral worth. He scolded himself inwardly and, for the eighty-thousandth or so time in his life, resolved to stop doing that.

‘Well, I suppose—’ Chris began, but he was interrupted by a hand coming down on his shoulder from behind. He turned to look at it, and then traced his eyes upwards along the attached arm and neck until he reached the face of Abigail. It wasn’t worth the journey.

‘What’s the ETA on the completed Thurston proposal?’ she asked. She was holding a pencil lightly in the fingers that weren’t pawing Chris, and, as she finished speaking, she brought it up to her mouth and laid it vertically across her lips – carefully constructing the image of a young, fiercely intelligent businesswoman. Chris thought she looked like the first frame from a ‘Stripping Secretary’ photo series in Fiesta.

He got as far as almost considering the question then, a sudden joy leaking through his insides (as though the shell of the sweet his spirit had been sucking had just split, exposing a chocolate centre), he replied, ‘Three weeks.’

‘You’re sure you’ll have it done in three weeks?’

‘My assessment is absolutely, definitely, that it’ll take three weeks to make everything perfect.’

‘OK. Great.’ She pointed her pencil at him. ‘I’ll be holding you to that.’ As she started to walk away, she realised that she hadn’t smiled – so ‘I’ll be holding you to that’ had probably come across not as a friendly threat made with good-spirited humour (which is what she intended), but rather as ‘Don’t you dare be a second late, you little shit’ (which is what she felt). She pulled up, glanced round at Chris, smiled, then turned again and continued striding over to her desk.

Chris twisted his attention back to Euan. ‘Right – where were we?’

‘I think you were going to start telling me everything I need to know,’ Euan said. He still wasn’t entirely sure, but he was leaning more and more towards the assessment that Chris was someone of little political importance, so his reply – which could easily have been strategically fawning – gravitated in the direction of sarcastic.

Euan quickly rebuked himself for jumping the gun with his nuances like that. He prided himself on his ability to be cool when not under fire. In fact, this was one of the brilliant personal insights that he knew would lead him to success. He’d realised that people like to think of themselves as the sort of person who would – if the circumstances ever arose – be solid when the chips were down. When pushes were coming to shoves and when shit was hitting fans, they would impress with their cool heads and brave hearts. They further assume that others can just, kind of, ‘sense’ this about them. But, in reality, others don’t sense it; it’s nowhere in their heads at all – because they’re fully occupied with thinking about themselves. And what’s far, far more important is that, for the vast majority of the time, there isn’t a crisis exploding all around – our world is vastly more the dull slog than the big push. And even when things do become hectic, it’s often too much of a disorientating blur for anything much to sink in or be remembered properly. Euan had instinctively seen, therefore, that a person will do best not by focusing on pulling off the big coup. That might be how it works in films, but films are about drama not about reality. Instead, he should attend to making the right impressions and alliances during what most regard as the trivial, day-to-day times. It’s better (and, frankly, easier) for a soldier to get ahead by being popular and clever with how he presents himself during the long dreary months in the barracks than by concentrating on doing something impressive during a sudden firefight: target the long periods of boredom, not the brief flashes of violence.

Euan was, then, annoyed at his own carelessly premature snideness. But, as it turned out, his lapse accidentally paid dividends. He saw that Chris hadn’t noticed his little dig anyway. Well, that confirmed it. If he wasn’t sensitive to when people were taking the piss out of him, then Chris was definitely a no-hoper. That was one person in the company labelled and pinned to a board nicely; a good start so early in his first day.

‘Hmmm, OK.’ Chris peered into his crisp packet. ‘Where to start …’

‘I suppose it’s quite a complex operation.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘That’s fine. I’m a quick learner. Complexity is no problem. I can cope with that. High pressure too – I’m sure it’s a pressurised career.’

‘Pressurised? No, I wouldn’t use the word pressurised, exactly.’

‘What then?’

‘Erm, “wearing”. Yes. It’s a very wearing career.’

(Was this banter? Euan wondered. He tried to fake a laugh. But he didn’t try very hard.)

‘Ha.’

(Still, he’d better keep it upbeat; someone else in the office might overhear – it was open-plan and people were all around. One or more of these others might matter.)

‘I bet it’s satisfying to create something and see it realised, though,’ he continued, quite loudly.

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’

Chris had decided on his next crisp now but, as he reached into the packet to take it out, the phone on his desk rang. He scowled at it. Then looked at his selected crisp again. Then reluctantly sucked the salt off his fingers and reached for the receiver.

‘Chris Mortimer … Yeah … Yeah … Uh-huh … Three weeks.’
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The yellow bounced off three cushions, clipped the black, ran into the cue ball (which had been ricocheting around the table completely unrelatedly since their first meeting a short time ago) and, with a provocative wriggle between the jaws on the way, slipped into the left-hand corner pocket.

‘You utter bastard.’

Neil picked up the chalk and applied it carefully while considering the position of the balls.

‘Played for it,’ he said.

Chris looked over at Andrew and appealed to him for support. ‘Andrew, tell him he’s an utter bastard. He’ll listen to you. You have that idiot savant quality that intrigues him.’

Andrew took a sip from his beer and shook his head solemnly. ‘I believe him. Pool is as much about honour as it is about skill. There’s a sort of samurai code. He must have played for it – I don’t think a person would lie about something like that.’

Neil lifted his glowing cigarette up from the ashtray and drew on it like a cool, hard-bitten detective considering a situation of immense intricacy and peril.

‘The thing you miss, my poor, doomed Christopher, is that pool is just an extension of life. And what do we know about life?’

‘That it’s not fair. Terrible diseases strike down people who are honest and deserving. Poverty and injustice oppress whole communities. And, meanwhile, utter bastards completely fluke yellows.’

‘That’s my point exactly.’

‘No it isn’t. It’s my point. You don’t have a point. You point thief.’

‘Tch. I didn’t mean your laughably banal interpretation. I meant that the crucial thing about life, if you look at it scientifically, is that you are rubbish, and I am splendid.’

‘Just put your fag down and take your shot, will you?’

Katrina, grinning, raised a hand and flapped it lightly in a ‘slow down’ motion. ‘Hold on, Chris. I want to see where this is going.’

‘Up his own arse, that’s where,’ Michelle said with a sigh at one end and a smile at the other. ‘That’s where everything he says is ultimately heading.’

Though turning his eyes to Chris, Neil reached across and patted her shoulder. ‘My girlfriend is being self-deprecating on my behalf,’ he said. ‘It’s understandable. You look at me, Christopher, then look at yourself … and despair is sure to follow. She’d like to spare you that. I would too, of course, but I must serve the higher calling of speaking the Truth.’ He raised a hand to sweep the foppish flop of his almost-unarguably-too-long fringe from his eyes, and adopted the pose of a poet gazing into some imaginary, shining distance.

‘Jesus. Play the bloody shot.’

‘In a moment – after I’ve finished being brilliant.’

Chris shook his head. ‘You know, I always thought that people who were successful in sales did it by talking persuasively. But I bet people will buy whatever the hell you’re offering them, just so long as it makes you shut up.’

Neil raised a finger in the air, and then slowly brought it down to point at Chris. ‘The key is to play for the flukes.’

‘You can’t play for a fluke. If you’ve played for it, it’s not a fluke. Get a dictionary.’

‘Fff – I write my own dictionary.’

‘That’s just plain ridiculous. You can’t write your own dictionary.’

‘Dr Johnson did.’

‘Play the bloody shot!’ Chris looked across at Michelle. ‘God – you actually sleep with this man? How on earth do you have sex with someone that annoying?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s no picnic, but at least it’s quick.’

Chris turned back to Neil. ‘You – even you, lying bastard that you are – cannot tell me that you intended that yellow to go in.’

‘I intended a yellow to go in.’

Katrina, holding a lager and black, paused with the glass halfway to her mouth. ‘Wow. That’s incredibly Zen,’ she breathed, impressed.

Chris glanced at her, and wondered if she perhaps had a bit of a thing for Neil.

Neil didn’t give her a reply, and seemed hardly to have noticed she’d spoken at all. He just absently rolled the cue over in his hands and moved slightly closer to Michelle.

‘It’s odd,’ he continued, ‘that you – of all people, Christopher – are so hung up on the balls that are being hit, instead of the person who’s hitting them. I’m what’s important. The human element. The ineffable, fabulous magic that is me. I strike the white with flair and confidence’ – he mimed striking with flair and confidence – ‘and just know that one of my balls will more than likely go into a pocket. It might not be the most obvious ball going into the pocket I was aiming for, but that’s hardly the issue, is it?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘It’s not. Like I said: as with pool, so with life. You’re forever hearing someone or other mumble that so-and-so “always seems to land on his feet”, or that, “Them what has, gets.” It’s because people affect the world far more than the world affects people. If you’re wonderful, and know that you’re wonderful, then wonderfulness runs into your open arms as inevitably as the key points of a woman’s personality and mental state are revealed by her shoes. If you’re a bit crap, and spend your time reflecting on your a-bit-crapness, you attract crap to yourself out of the ether. As we’ve agreed, I’m very marvellous indeed … so the yellow’s going to go in. That’s all there is to it.’

‘That’s fascism,’ Chris responded, pointing at the pocket into which Neil’s ball had disappeared.

‘No it isn’t.’

‘It is. It’s all Nietzsche, and Leni Riefenstahl filming people holding torches, and it being your destiny to bomb Warsaw.’

‘I bet Hitler was terrible at pool,’ Andrew said. Everyone turned their eyes in his direction. ‘No – I bet he was, though. You can just tell by looking at him.’

Everyone turned away again.

‘Nature–Nurture,’ Chris went on. ‘We’re a product of our society, culture and environment – Nurture. If you think we’re Nature, you’re a fascist. I did an essay on it in year two’s The Rise of Nationalism module, remember? I got an A3.’

‘Cuh. I’m not saying that anyone who can’t beat me at pool should toil underground to provide my tank factories with coal. And I’m not saying my natural ace-ness is the expression of divine law either. I was merely lucky enough to be born magnificent, that’s all. If I can help those less fortunate than myself, then I will. I’m no more worthy than they are: I’m simply more super … I may even deliberately miscue on an important shot later, Christopher, just to give you a chance. You watch and see if I don’t.’

‘It’s the odd humility in his nauseating arrogance, isn’t it?’ Michelle said to everyone and no one. ‘You’re not sure whether to slap him, or kiss him, and then slap him.’

‘I think Chris is heavily on the kissing side,’ Andrew muttered, hunching forward and burying a grin in his lager.

Chris flinched away from this comment, as though the surprise of it was similar to unexpectedly leaning against a hot stove. ‘You what?’

‘You guru him. Admit it.’

‘I do not guru him!’ he replied, his face practically concertinaing down to half its size with the expression of astonishment he’d thrown onto it.

‘OK.’

Chris swung to look at Michelle. ‘I do not.’

‘Andrew’s winding you up – it’s just a joke,’ she soothed, rolling her eyes. Though, privately, she marvelled at the interweaving currents that flowed through man dynamics. Did Chris guru Neil? Well, she thought, he certainly spent a very large proportion of any time they were together publicly making derogatory remarks about him – albeit in a non-malicious, jokey fashion. That was a clear sign, in man language, that he had a good degree of respect and affection for Neil. (Equally, she could tell by the fact that Neil aimed many more digs at Chris that he felt closer to him than he did to Andrew.) Whether Chris guru’d Neil wasn’t what she found intriguing here. What puzzled her was why Andrew had made the remark, when he so obviously guru’d Chris. Smokescreen, maybe? And, that aside, she was totally baffled by why Andrew should guru Chris anyway. That wasn’t to say anything against Chris, whom she liked a lot. It was purely that, if Neil was the alpha male of the three (the idea of her boyfriend – who had gone to Alton Towers and been sick, on the monorail – being an ‘alpha male’ struck her as very funny indeed, but that was another matter), then why didn’t Andrew guru him? Was it yet one more impenetrable rule of male interaction that you guru’d not the person at the top of whichever mini-hierarchy you happened to be in at the time, but only the person one or two rungs above you?

Michelle was completely captivated by men: they could look very agreeable in boxer shorts, and yet you could also study them like ants.

Neil tapped Chris’s shoulder to get his attention. ‘Your shot.’ He gestured towards the pool table. ‘Come along – we haven’t got all night.’

‘What? You’ve … Ah, missed, then? Ha.’

‘I’ve developed the balls. And given you a Tao. I consider that’s enough for one visit.’

Andrew opened his mouth to say something funny in a Neil/Steve Davis-crossover manner, but pulled himself up. However clever the joke, he bet that what would happen was that everyone would picture him at home alone watching live coverage from the Crucible into the early hours, like a saddo. No one would take in his amusing comment because they’d all be too busy imagining him sitting there glued to the Embassy finals; in their minds, he’d probably be wearing cords and a tank top, and eating small cheese sandwiches off a plate balanced on his clamped-together knees too. So he kept his mouth shut and merely adjusted the position of his beer glass instead.

‘Anyway,’ Neil continued as Chris stood considering whether or not to go for a risky double, ‘I don’t want to be too fascinating. It’s your night, isn’t it? And at some point, you’re surely going to tell us why it’s your night. Why you insisted we all came out to the pub this evening, but why you wouldn’t reveal what the special occasion was beforehand.’

Chris turned his attention from the balls and leaned back against the edge of the pool table. He took the opportunity to smile in a way that – he was fairly confident – everyone would find inscrutable, try as they might to scrute it.

‘Well …’ he began, but then unexpectedly found himself stepping into a small falter. Actually, he realised, he didn’t really want to say, now it came to it. It had reached that point where keeping back a secret or a surprise has overtaken whatever the secret or surprise is. The means has almost become the end, and you suspect that once you let it out you’ll feel sort of ‘emptied’; tangibly void of looking forward – like that hollowness you find in your stomach when you first step back into your house after returning from a holiday.

‘Well …’ he repeated, and took a self-urging breath. ‘I’m leaving Short Stick.’

No one said anything in response to this for long enough for their continuously not saying it to become quite awkward.

Michelle sighed inside. She saw that Katrina was twisting her lips as she peered with no little intensity at her own lap – indicating that she’d clearly known nothing about Chris’s news before now. Her boyfriend had made a big Life Decision without mentioning it to her at all, and then announced it publicly. Though Katrina was entirely blameless, Michelle knew that this situation would be widely considered to diminish her status as a girlfriend and as a woman. (If Neil ever did something like this to her, she thought, her vengeance would surely be protracted and barbaric.) So she empathised with Katrina’s obvious humiliation, and knew that the poor woman wouldn’t want to draw attention to herself still further by saying anything just yet. Neil and Andrew’s motionless silence was doubtless due to their both trying to think of something sarcastic to say in reply. This was a significant emotional and psychological moment for their friend, and thus – unless they could come up with an appropriate gag – they’d have to address it like mature human beings and, as a result, be consumed by fire. Michelle realised it was up to her.

She was sure she’d got a ‘fairly good’ to ‘absolutely airtight’ hypothesis already (these things simply came to her, luckily). Chris’s mother had died when he was still young – nine or ten, if she remembered correctly. So you have one aspect, right there: a need to fill the hole that was left – searching, restlessness, always longing for an ineffable something. Then – she knew for a fact, because she’d been seeing Neil already by this point – his father had passed away while Chris was in his final year at university. And he was only in his mid-fifties when he’d died too. OK, that was a few years ago now, but the shock of these things can take a long time to finally hit home. Put this all together, and it was clear to Michelle that Chris was wounded in his core by the absence of his mother, in addition to being nervous about his own mortality as highlighted by the early death of his father. That’s why he was dramatically changing his job. She was itching to explain this to them all, but thought she’d better allow the others time to settle first, so that they could fully appreciate and enjoy her analysis. Something that moved things on, but also left them open, was what was needed right now, she concluded.

‘Wow,’ she said absolutely without inflection, so that everyone listening could colour it with whichever one they preferred.

‘Yes,’ replied Chris, thankful for, at last, a sign of astonishment and admiration. ‘I’m giving them my two weeks’ notice first thing tomorrow morning.’

‘Tomorrow morning?’ Michelle squinted. ‘You’re giving notice on a Tuesday morning? Why didn’t you give it to—’

Andrew cut in before she could finish. ‘Because he’s Chris, of course. He’s deliberately avoided doing the obvious thing. Everyone gives notice at the start of the week, or at the end of it. So he couldn’t possibly do that.’

It’s a demonstration of his individuality,’ added Neil, nodding. ‘He’s a puckish free spirit, our Christopher. Unconcerned with the accepted mores and the only master of himself.’ He tapped ash off his cigarette. ‘Also, he’s inadvertently revealing – yet again – that, for all his Marxist Soc ranting and his A3 essay, he knows I’m completely right about our not being a powerless product of what happens around us.’

‘Or,’ Chris said, ‘it might simply be that I want to bugger Short Stick about as much as I can, and resigning on a Tuesday seems like a good way to do that.’

Andrew raked his fingers through his hair. ‘You’re actually destroying capitalism from within.’

‘How can he be destroying it from within if he’s leaving?’ said Neil.

Michelle sucked on her teeth. ‘Well, he’ll still be destroying it from within. Just a different bit of it. So – where are you moving to, Chris?’

‘I’m glad you asked me that, Michelle. I am moving …’ He held his arms wide, like someone in musical theatre at the very end of a song about making it big in musical theatre. ‘To nowhere.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that I’m not leaving to go to another job. I’m just leaving.’
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