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ONE


All weather forecasters are liars. What is the point? I mean, what is the point of a forecast which is only at best fifty per cent accurate? That’s not a forecast, it’s a guess. It’s a lie. They stand there and they waffle on and on about high pressure fronts and isobars and wind chill factors, and whether it’s raining in Spain, as if I care whether it’s raining in bloody Spain, and they show you little pictures of clouds – which actually rain – and satellite pictures, and radar pictures, and it’s all lies. Have you noticed now how they’ve taken up telling you what the weather was like today? ‘And today was another sunny day.’ I bloody know what the weather was like today. Christ on a bike, they even get that wrong sometimes.


Weather forecasters are false prophets. Their position is the reverse of Cassandra’s. Cassandra, you may remember, was the ancient Greek prophetess who was cursed always to prophesy the truth, but never to be believed. Weather forecasters are cursed never to prophesy the truth, but always to be believed. Although, obviously, the curse is on us rather than them.


They should be banned, they should be shot, they should be stabbed by lightning and drowned in rain tubs.


I say this because last night they’d all announced that it was going to rain today. ‘Thunder clouds, storms, heavy rain, wear a mac, stay indoors …’ And so, this morning, expecting dark skies, I hopped out of bed and gaily rolled back the big roof blinds only to be poleaxed by an intense explosion of light which seared into my brain. It was gorgeous, a gorgeous bloody day. The sky a clear, dark blue, streaked here and there with high, pale wisps of white cloud. A Mediterranean sky. I must confess I gave a little cry as I was temporarily blinded by this foreign sun, burning down, shining, glancing off glass and metal, thick and liquid and heavy.


They’d lied to me again, the fuckers, those mendacious crooks at the Met Office, and there I was, sightless, swearing, fried, with needles inside my head, dry to the core and bad-tempered.


I waited for the hurting to cease and my retinas to settle down and I looked at the clock; it was quarter to eleven, which was a pain in the arse, as I’d wanted a lie-in. But the bloody sun had woken me. If I’d been warned I could have worn my blackout mask, my blindfold.


So, you see, I blame the whole thing on the weather forecast. I started the day on the wrong foot, pissed off and out of joint. If they hadn’t got it so wrong, none of this would have happened.


Let me tell you about it – this thing that happened to me. I don’t know if there’s a moral to this story, or even a point, but it happened, so there you are.


I stretched, my backbone popping all the way down, and dressed in baggy shorts and green vest. Ready to face the world. Ah, well, at least it wasn’t so bad getting up at the crack of dawn when the weather was like this.


I clambered down the steps from my sleeping gallery and sorted out some coffee. While I waited for the cafetiere to do its thing I checked my Psion to see what the day held in store. My short-term memory is not what it could be (my long-term memory is no better) and I constantly have to update my various organisers, charts, diaries, filofaxes, scraps of paper; the alternative memory storage facilities for the burnt-out hard disk in my head.


It being the weekend, I could have done with getting out of town, sitting on a beach somewhere with a cold chicken and a bottle of tequila, but I saw I had a full day ahead. There were a couple of guys coming to look at the car and some bint from the Observer was due in the afternoon to do me for ‘A Room of My Own’. Which would mean tidying the place up a bit. But that wasn’t till later so it could wait. There was also the message, ‘BIRTHDAY DINNER’. I’m sure the bloody gadget had the details of exactly whose birthday and where the dinner was to be held, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember how to access this extra information. So I chose to forget it. If it was important someone would give me a ring.


I poured a small measure of Jameson’s into my coffee and put the TV on to catch the end of the Saturday morning kids’ programmes, hoping Taz-Mania might be on. For about half a second I contemplated going round to the baker’s for some croissants, but decided I could not be arsed. Instead I rummaged in the kitchen cabinets for something suitable. I found a bag of microwave popcorn, put it in the machine and left it exploding away as I went down to pick up the papers. There was a pile of them spilled on the floor, Sun, Mirror, Guardian and Telegraph. I read the broadsheets for the gossip, the cultural stuff, the arts and whatever, and I read the tabloids for the news. There’s far too much of it in the big papers, the tabloids manage to sum it all up in some pithy headline like ‘Fuck off Krauts’ or something. I mean, let’s face it, there’s basically just too much news in the world. You can’t take it all in, you can’t react to any of it. One decent news programme a week on the BBC would be about right. Sift out what’s news and what’s just noise. Who ever reads last week’s papers? Last year’s? Even yesterday’s papers have a sort of sad, unimportant feel about them. No, none of it really matters.


I looked at the front of the Telegraph; more Africans were dying. They’d started by killing each other and then nature had got in on the act and now they had another full-scale disaster on their hands. Cholera it was this time. Jesus, change the name of the country and it could be a paper from any time in the last twenty-five years. Every year millions more of them seem to snuff it in some new apocalypse, and it never seems to make any difference. Next year there will be millions more around to die of something else, starvation or AIDS or war or something. And their population just keeps on growing and growing. It’s not just Africa, I’ve got nothing in particular against that lot, what I’m saying is that none of it matters. The Berlin Wall’s come down, apartheid’s been given its marching orders, the Arabs and the Israelis are still at each other’s throats, the Irish have bombed some people, the Muslims have bombed some other people, right-wing-survivalist-God-fearing-Christian-Cadbury’s-fruit-and-nut-case militiamen have bombed some more, the USSR and Yugoslavia have split into a load of countries that nobody can remember, let alone give a shit about, the Russians are shooting and bombing the crap out of their neighbours, the Iraqis are doing the same to the Kurds … we’ve had boom-bust-boom-bust, the Japs are all set to rule the world, the Japs are going bust, the Krauts are all set to rule the world, the Chinese are all set to rule the world, the Koreans are all set to blow up the world, America has a crack problem, England hasn’t won anything in any major sporting event anywhere in the world for as long as anyone can remember, and it’s all just blah blah blah …


What difference does any of it make? There’s too much news, too much blather, and the more you watch, the more you read, the more you listen, the less you know, and in the end you come to the conclusion that nobody knows nothing and nothing changes.


Anyway, I was just reading some choice bollocks in the Sun about a pop star being caught with the wrong woman when the buzzer went. I pressed the button on the intercom and asked who it was.


‘Hi, it’s Mister Kitchen,’ said a male voice, made thin and reedy by the speaker. ‘I’ve come about the car.’


‘You’re early.’


‘Took me less time to walk round from the tube than I thought.’


I considered telling him to sod off but thought I might as well get it over with. It would be one less thing to do later.


I went downstairs again and opened the front door.


He was a skinny chap, about my height and age, with little, round blue sunglasses, some sort of sixties mod-style haircut and an unhealthy complexion. On his feet were ridiculously large black boots, far too rugged for wearing around London, and over his arm was a neatly folded grey mac.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’ve already had a look at the motor. I assume it’s that one.’ He pointed to my Saab parked outside.


‘Yes.’


‘Looks fine to me.’ He came in without being asked. ‘I’ll write you a cheque.’


‘Don’t you want to talk about it at all?’


‘What’s to say?’ he said and I watched him clump up the stairs in his great boots. I closed the door and followed.


I couldn’t place the man. His accent was flat. He was either a prole who’d come up in the world or a pitiful middle-class guilt-tripper trying to sound more of a man of the people than he really was. Estuary English, I think the current jargon is. That no-man’s-land of speech and style that allows the ‘cor-blimey-love-a-duck-apples-and-pears’ cockney wide-boy to appear not quite so plebeian and the ‘I-say-chaps-what-ho-you-horrible-little-man’ middle-class twit with a chip on his shoulder to sound not quite so privileged. Class Esperanto.


I suppose it’s the accent I’m expected to adopt. To fit in. Being a youngish, London, man-about-town, nouveau entrepreneur kind of a bloke. But a man’s got to have some kind of pride. You can’t crawl in the darkness all your life and still look forward to a decent obituary.


You see what I was saying about being in a bad mood. Just this twerp’s accent had put my back up.


When I got to the top of the stairs he was draping his mac over the back of one of my chairs. He smiled at me.


‘Rain later,’ he said with authority. ‘They said so on the weather. It’s coming over from the North Sea, apparently. Wind’s turned. We’re going to be getting it from Siberia.’


‘Siberia?’ I said. ‘That is interesting.’


‘Yeah, apparently,’ he replied and looked around the flat, nodding his head. ‘All one room, is it?’ he said fatuously.


I’d had it done before I moved in, had most of the top floor removed, so that all that was left of it now was a platform for my bed opposite the huge skylights which I’d knocked into the roof. The rest I’d opened out so that kitchen, dining room, sitting room, office, whatever you wanted to call any of the parts, was one big space, broken by low walls and movable screens. The only other rooms were a tiny bathroom and spare bedroom.


‘I’d be worried the place would fall down,’ said Mister Kitchen, gawping up at the light streaming in through the roof.


‘A team of very expensive builders and architects ensured that there is not the remotest possibility of that happening,’ I said.


‘Doesn’t it get cold in the winter?’


‘I hit upon the novel idea of having heating installed.’


‘Expensive, though.’


‘Not particularly. It’s all insulated, double-glazed. Probably more energy-efficient than any of the other buildings in this road.’


‘Yeah, but still …’ He turned to me and grinned. ‘You can obviously afford it, though, can’t you?’


‘Mister Kitchen,’ I said grinning back at him, ‘much as I’d love to stand here all day fielding your witty insights, I am rather busy. Now, I believe you were going to write me a cheque.’


‘How come you’re selling the Saab so cheap, then?’ he said, raising his eyebrows in a failed attempt to look canny and raffish. ‘There something wrong with it?’


‘I wasn’t aware that I was selling it cheap.’


‘Very popular car, the old model nine hundred. Hippest car around at the moment. Your Saab enthusiast don’t like the new model, reckon it don’t look like a Saab … more like a BMW. Thought it might be snapped up before I got here. Tell you the truth, that’s why I’m early,’ he said, tapping the side of his nose and winking chummily. ‘The early bird catches the worm. As they say.’


‘Yes, they do say that, don’t they, Mister Kitchen?’


‘Maybe I ought to take a little peek beneath the bonnet. Just in case you’re trying to sell me a pup.’


‘Listen,’ I said, trying to disguise my impatience, ‘I’m picking up a new car on Monday. I meant to get round to selling this one ages ago. I’ve left it rather late so I need a quick sale. Okay? There’s nothing sinister about it. If you’re not interested, fine. I’ve got plenty of other people coming to have a look …’


‘Woah, woah, woah. Hang on to your horses. I didn’t say I wasn’t interested. Calm down, my friend. I just need to be sure.’


‘Mister Kitchen,’ I said, ‘Perhaps you’re not aware of the philosophical statement “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth”.’


‘I am aware of that saying. I am also aware of “Beware strangers bearing gifts”.’


‘How about “Write me a cheque, or fuck off and stop wasting my time”?’ I countered.


‘You’re quite a rude man, aren’t you?’ said Mister Kitchen.


‘That’s neither here nor there,’ I said, and offered him a biro.


Am I rude? I don’t know. Sometimes life just seems too short. There’s certainly something about me that winds people up. I’m good-looking, slim, confident, well spoken, well educated, well off and I have a full head of hair, all qualities that the average Englishman despises. Plus I have a difficult streak, a compulsion to state the opposite view to whoever I happen to be talking to at the time. Waking up out of sorts wasn’t helping, either. I was feeling particularly uncharitable this morning.


‘You’re all the same,’ said Kitchen, picking up one of my steel lamps and scrutinising it. ‘You public school types. You’ve got no shame, have you? No concept of how you come across to other people.’


‘Here we go,’ I said.


‘You talk loudly on buses, and in restaurants, and you don’t care that everyone can hear you. You have no idea of how you sound. You’re rude to waiters and shop assistants, you’re arrogant and …’


‘This is all absolutely fascinating, Mister Kitchen.’


‘Don’t get me wrong,’ he said. ‘I’m not having a go. I’m just stating a fact.’


‘Well, that’s a relief,’ I said.


‘Where’d you get this lamp?’ he said, frowning. ‘All this gear … This expensive crap that all you lot seem to have. Where do you get it? Is there some special shop in Knightsbridge, or somewhere, that sells this stuff to people with more money than sense?’


‘There is, in fact,’ I said. ‘And another in Chelsea, and a third in Covent Garden. Not to mention Glasgow, New York, Milan …’


‘I bet it cost you a fortune.’


‘It cost me nothing, Mister Kitchen. I made it.’


He picked up an iron piece about four foot high, with three spikes, like some medieval torture instrument. I’d made it during my gothic phase, about two or three years ago, when I’d been experimenting with downers and heroin.


‘What’s this supposed to be, then?’ he said.


‘It’s a candlestick,’ I told him. ‘Based on a sixteenth-century Catalonian design. Represents Christ crucified between the two thieves.’


‘How much you sell one of these for?’


‘That particular item, the Leveller, though no longer available, used to sell for somewhere in the region of six hundred pounds.’


‘Fuck me. Money for old rope, innit?’ he said and winked at me again, this time conspiratorially. I honestly believe that he thought he was being friendly.


‘I couldn’t live somewhere like this,’ he said, putting down the candlestick.


‘I doubt if you’ll ever get the chance, Mister Kitchen.’


He attempted to give me a withering look. ‘You sleep up there, do you?’ He was looking up to my gallery. ‘Don’t you worry about falling out?’


‘Mister Kitchen?’ I asked. ‘Are you completely mad?’


‘There you go again,’ he said, gesticulating with one hand like a man knocking on a door. ‘There you go again, thinking you can say these things to people. Thinking you have some God-given right to abuse people. You think you’re so superior, don’t you? Well, let me tell you something, my friend, underneath that stuck-up, overprivileged exterior you’re vulnerable, you’re soft, and one of these days somebody’s going to turn round to you and say, “No! No, my friend, you cannot act like that. No.”’


‘Mister Kitchen, I seem to be missing something here. Correct me if I’m wrong. But this is my home, my flat. You came in here uninvited, acting for all the world like one of the less civilised contestants on Through the Keyhole, insulting me, insulting my work … and somehow this means that I am rude. Is there something I’m not getting?’


‘You see, you don’t understand.’


‘What is it you object to, exactly, Mister Kitchen? My voice? You resent the fact that I speak in a certain way?’


‘I told you I don’t mean anything by it,’ he said, smiling. ‘It’s nothing personal. It’s just that you have to be told. It’s for your own good. I’m just stating the facts.’


‘Let me state a fact, Mister Kitchen. Let me state several facts. Nothing personal, all for your own good. Your hairstyle is ludicrous, your clothes ridiculous, your accent preposterous. Your general manner is revolting. You are a self-righteous, boring prig. A phoney. And it’s not “Strangers bearing gifts”, it’s …’


I didn’t get any further than this, because Mister Kitchen hit me. Punched me on the nose, to be precise. It didn’t particularly hurt, too many corrosive drugs had been squirted up there for that. There’s nothing much breakable left and most of the nerve ends have been fried. But it can still bleed – in fact bleeding is about what it does best – and bleed it did. I tasted blood down the back of my throat and felt it dripping down my stiff upper lip.


‘You people,’ said Mister Kitchen, angrily. ‘You think you rule the fucking world, don’t you? Well, let me tell you, my friend, there is no more British Empire, the aristocracy is dying on its feet. Everything’s gonna change. Your days are numbered.’


I hit him back. It seemed the only way to shut up his tedious wittering. It surprised him considerably. I’ve got a fair punch and I got him in the eye, knocking off his sunglasses. He yelped something like ‘Blimey’ and staggered a bit.


‘I am not an aristocrat, you stupid cunt,’ I said. ‘I am an ordinary middle-class man who can’t be bothered to pretend that he’s something else. Now, do you want to buy my fucking Saab or not?’


He rushed at me and put his hands round my throat, knocking me backwards on to my long sofa. His right eye was weeping and blinking where I’d hit him.


‘I’m a better man than you’ll ever be,’ he cried.


‘That was never in question,’ I replied, gouging him in his good eye, which caused him to let go of me.


‘I’m not a good person,’ I said. ‘But I’m a happy person. Unlike you. You seem so bitter. Calm down. Enjoy yourself.’


‘Don’t patronise me,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘People like you have patronised me all my life.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ I said.


With that he picked up a wine bottle which had been broken in the scuffle and brandished the jagged end. I looked around for something to defend myself with and saw the Leveller.


By this stage I’d really had enough. I was thoroughly bored by the whole sorry scene and just wanted it over, but there was no stopping the man. If I let things carry on it could easily escalate into a major hassle. I pictured endless dreary hours spent with him in police stations and solicitors’ offices, explaining myself. So, as he came at me with the bottle, I picked up the candlestick and stuck it in him. The leading point went in just beneath his ribs. His eyes and mouth went very wide; it was something of a Frankie Howerd look.


‘It’s Greeks,’ I said, and he frowned at me.


‘Huh?’


‘“Beware of Greeks bearing gifts”. An obvious reference to the Trojan horse …’


But he wasn’t listening. He dropped the bottle, tottered back a couple of paces and fell to the ground. He kicked his feet very fast like someone riding a tiny invisible bicycle, and then became still.


I sat on the sofa and wondered what to do. I needed to think straight, because it was dawning on me that perhaps killing him hadn’t been such a great idea. I mean, you do understand that at the time I had no choice? It’s just that there were consequences I should have considered more carefully, and, perhaps if I hadn’t been woken prematurely and dicked about by the weather forecasters, I might have chosen to act differently.


Right now I needed to be calm and rational and clear-headed, so the first thing to do was to drink another large measure of whisky, and have a thick line of coke, which meant somehow forcing the stuff up my raw and pulpy nose, which was still bleeding from Mister Kitchen’s punch. In fact a couple of spots had dropped on the sofa. I pulled off my vest and held it to my face, then hurried into the bathroom, picking up the whisky on the way.


I filled the basin with cold water and plunged my face into it. I held it there as it slowly became numb, then sucked in through my nose. A wash of cold water, mucus and blood gushed down my throat. It was fairly painful, but it seemed to do the trick. I sat on the edge of the bathtub drinking whisky and waited for everything to dry and seal up. After a while I felt suitably unplugged and went up to the gallery to chop some coke. It was like snorting into a hollow face; the powder seemed to shoot straight up into my brain. So I smoked a large joint to bring me level again.


Feeling relaxed, level-headed and lucid, I lay on the bed and mulled over my options.


Contacting the police was the obvious first choice.


I’d had a couple of brushes with the law in my time … a speeding thing, a drugs thing and a nightclub brawl type thing, and I’d managed to keep them quiet. A bloody expensive lawyer and the best PR man in London had seen to that. But killing someone was quite a different matter. I have to tell you, without wanting to show off in any way, that I was on the verge of becoming relatively famous and bloody rich. My right-hand man, Crispin Butler, was even now out in Japan negotiating a deal that would put me into the major league, and something like this could scupper the whole shebang.


I could do with Crispin right now. He did all my paperwork, all the fiddly stuff, all the delicate negotiations. I would swan in every now and then and show off a bit, impress the client, but he did all the contracts, all the diplomacy, all the real nitty-gritty. He had a cool head and would have known what to do in a situation like this.


Me, I was all over the bloody shop.


So, the police were not an option. The alternative was to dump the body somewhere. This seemed an infinitely more sensible plan. How on earth could they ever trace the killing to me when, and if, they found the body? I mean, the man was a git, he was bound to have scores of enemies with legitimate reasons for topping him. All I needed was a bit of time to cover my tracks.


Yes, the obvious solution was simply to ditch the body and destroy the murder weapon. I could melt the candlestick down in the small forge at the studio. And the body? Well, I knew just the spot, in Lincolnshire.


I smiled. What could be simpler?


It was now quarter past eleven. The woman from the Observer was due at five, that gave me nearly six hours. Two to get out of town, two to hide the body, two to get back, then do the piece. That was a good alibi, in case I ever needed one, to be seen calm and relaxed at home having my photo taken.


Yes. Good.


I pulled on a fresh vest, then went down and got a clean sheet from the airing cupboard. I lined the sheet with newspapers and black bin liners and pushed Mister Kitchen on to it, using the candlestick as a handle. Once he was in place I set to pulling the spike out. This proved to be an unexpectedly tough job, and it was some minutes of huffing and puffing and bad language before it finally popped out, releasing a gloopy flow of blood. Luckily the plastic bags and the newspaper contained it all, and I managed to wrap him up in a nice neat bundle which I tied with string. It was all too obviously corpse-shaped, however.


Now, I live in a fairly quiet part of St John’s Wood and have no nosy neighbours that I’m aware of, but if someone were to see me carrying what was clearly a dead body out to my car, eyebrows might be raised. So I rolled him up in one of my rugs, a worn and faded Persian thing that may well have been valuable but at that moment I really didn’t care.


I went outside to the Saab and opened the boot, then ran back upstairs and hoiked Mister Kitchen on to my shoulder. It was a bit of a struggle getting him down the stairs. I slipped once, crashing into the banisters, but at last I managed to get him in the boot with only some grazed fingers to show for it.


I work with large pieces of wood and heavy metals all the time, so I’m fairly strong, I suppose, but the effort of getting Kitchen into the Saab had severely knackered me. I shut the boot and sat on the pavement for a couple of minutes, panting and sweating. Then, once I’d got my breath back, I locked the flat, got into the car and set off.


As I say, I knew the ideal spot in Lincolnshire to lose a body, about a two-hour drive if I put my foot down, but I hadn’t even got out of Kilburn when the car began to lurch and stall. It was only when I glanced at the fuel gauge that I saw what the problem was.


Empty.


I pulled over to the side of the road, and cursing myself for a bloody fool, got out. I’d passed a garage not too far back, so I grabbed my small petrol can from the boot and set off in that direction.




TWO


There were a couple of dirty homeless types hanging around the petrol station forecourt. One of them came over to me, a tall, skinny chap with a big nose and a haircut that was an unpleasant cross between a mohican, a white rasta and, let’s face it, a girl. He was wearing vast boots, army fatigues and a long baggy shirt with a very tight moth-eaten jumper over the top of it.


‘Can you spare us some change, mate,’ he said pathetically, with a hopeless display of humility, his voice theatrically woebegone and estuary to a painful degree.


‘No,’ I said and smiled pleasantly enough. I carried on walking towards the cashier.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You can afford it.’


‘No,’ I said.


‘Why not?’


‘Fuck off,’ I explained.


‘Rich cunt,’ said the beggar. I smiled again, and went in to tell the uninterested cashier about my car, then I went back out to fill my can at one of the pumps.


The air was heavy and hot under the canopy, thick with fumes, smoggy and polluted. Traffic clattering by on Kilburn High Road sent up dust which hung in the damp stillness. Any other day I’d have enjoyed the alien sensations, like being in LA, or Athens, or somewhere, but today it was just one more irritation.


I paid for the petrol, and as I left the forecourt, the second homeless type tried to hit me for some change as well. He was shorter than the other one, squat and poxy, with a haircut that couldn’t be described as anything except a bloody mess. He had a Scottish accent and was wearing blackened, shiny jeans and a checked lumberjack shirt.


I naturally refused to give him any money, either.


‘Why not?’ he said.


‘Why?’ I replied.


‘You’ve got money and I haven’t.’


‘And if I gave money to every vagrant that asked, I’d very soon end up like you, with no money at all.’


‘Then we’d be equal, eh? Isn’t that the point of democracy?’ He was following me out of the station and up the road.


‘No,’ I said. ‘That is not the point of democracy, or even socialism. It is not that we all end up as peasants, but that we all end up as kings. No second class, only first. You come up to my level, I don’t come down to yours. You see?’


‘Well, give me some of your money, then, and I’ll be on my way up,’ he said, with the look of a man who thought he was being clever.


‘And I’ll be on my way down,’ I said.


‘We’ll meet in the middle, eh?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Why not, huh?’


‘Because, to tell you the truth, I’m not a great believer in equality.’


‘But you just said …’


‘That was just a little lesson on socialism for you. Me, I’m a follower of Darwinism. Survival of the fittest, all that malarkey.’


‘Oh, go on, give us some pennies.’


‘Is that the best you can do?’


He shrugged.


‘You are the worst beggar I have ever encountered,’ I said. ‘Don’t give up the day job.’


‘Look, you can afford it.’


‘Let me tell you about begging,’ I said. ‘Begging is only begging if there’s a choice. My choice. I have to be allowed to choose whether or not to give you any money. It’s not an obligation, it’s not automatic. As soon as it becomes obligatory then it’s no longer begging, it’s simply a form of taxation, a form of social handout for you. You cease to be a beggar and become just someone else signing on. Now you either live by these rules, or give up.’


‘You’re a bloody fascist, pal.’


‘I suppose, when it comes down to it, I probably am. And as such I really don’t have to worry about being nice to you at all.’


He gave up at this point and spotted some people at a bus queue he could pester.


A few minutes later I reached the Saab and emptied the can into the petrol tank. Then I got in, did a U-turn and went back to the petrol station. By the time I got there, beggar number two was back with his chum. When they saw who it was in the car, they started to yell abuse, and as I got out they came scurrying over.


‘You going to give us some money, then, or what?’ said the tall one.


‘Bugger off,’ I said. ‘I explained to your friend here.’


‘Don’t you tell me to bugger off.’


He pushed me back against the car and jabbed a finger in my face.


‘I don’t like your type,’ he said.


‘Neither do I,’ said the Jock, and he crowded me out as well.


‘It seems nobody does,’ I said.


‘You going to give us some pennies, now, then, eh?’ said the Jock.


The two of them jostled me along the car, taking it in turns to give me a shove. The cashier was watching but wasn’t about to come to my rescue, nor was a middle-aged guy calmly filling his car at another pump.


‘Times are changing,’ said the tall one.


‘I know,’ I said. ‘Come the bloody revolution, I’ll be first up against the wall. But let me tell you, Geronimo, a couple of anti-motorway protests and sleeping in a cardboard box does not a revolution make.’


With this I kneed him in the bollocks. Him being so tall, I didn’t do much damage. I couldn’t quite get my leg up high enough to cripple him, but it was enough to make him let go of me.


As he stumbled backwards, the Jock grabbed hold of him and dragged him away.


‘Come on, Rhubarb,’ he said. ‘Leave the wanker alone.’


I watched them walking away. Lumberjock said something and the tall one laughed. They looked back at me, then the Jock stuck out his arm and waved my wallet triumphantly in the air. They then bolted in different directions. I tried to chase them, but the Jock ran through the traffic and I got stuck. By the time I got across the road I’d lost sight of him. I swore and went back to the petrol station.


This was not a good development.


I sat in my car. With the amount of petrol I’d put in from the can I’d get about thirty miles, maybe forty if I took it easy. Which meant I had a range of only twenty miles at most. Plus, I needed to report all my cards stolen. And time was ticking away.


This really was a major headache.


Perhaps I could scrape together some cash out of my drawers and pockets and jars at home, otherwise I’d have to think of someone I could borrow some off … I was mulling over the problem when a car hooted at me from behind and I had to move off.


Home, then, and take it from there.


When I got back it was ten to twelve. I was losing too much time.


I made the relevant calls to cancel the plastic in my wallet, then set about finding some money. If you’re anything like me you have the general notion that your home is probably stuffed with cash, that if you only looked you’d find a forgotten fortune hidden away. But I ripped through the place and managed to find just sixty-six pence. Twenty pence from a jacket, thirty-six pence in one- and two-pence pieces from a tin in the kitchen, and ten pee from the bottom of a desk drawer.


So I’d have to go on the scrounge. Beg like those sorry fools at the petrol station.


I took another line of coke and sat there and thought. Who lived nearby? And no matter how hard I tried, no matter which angle I came at it from, the one same answer kept coming up.


Carrie.


There were no two ways about it. If I didn’t want to waste hours farting about all over town, I’d have to try Carrie.


I suppose I’d better tell you, we almost got married once. Two years ago, or maybe more. You know what my memory’s like. It was all set, a big white wedding with a vicar and champagne and hats and then she announced that she was pregnant. Well, I mean, what could I do? You can’t just spring a thing like that on a man. It put a whole different complexion on things. Marriage is one thing, but babies … It was all becoming a bit too real.


So I walked. What choice did I have? Now, I’m not boasting, you understand, it still makes me sweat a little, thinking about it. I don’t suppose it’s the done thing, is it? To walk. But, you know, it would have been meaner of me to stay, wouldn’t it? To stay and offer her some hope, to offer the poor kid some kind of future, to do all that and then walk.


I tried to explain all this to her, but she was a little hysterical at the time and couldn’t really take it in. I think she probably understood, deep down, but that’s not the same as accepting, is it? Isn’t there some country song that goes ‘I’ve forgiven but I can’t forget’?


Hell, there are probably a million.


She was all right. Had the baby, no problem. Soon got herself a new boyfriend, a fashion photographer. At least, that’s what he had been, I think he’d given up the fashion side because he was away so much, and was trying to find other work nearer to home. So she was happy now.


I’d seen her since Jack’s birth, of course. I gave her money towards his upbringing. She was always fairly civil towards me, but every time we met I could see something in her face, something unsaid. It was like there was a big neon sign, flashing on and off behind her eyes, with some important message that I just couldn’t read. So I tried to see her as little as possible, in case the message was something unpleasant.


So, you see, of all the people I knew in London, she was the one I least wanted to borrow money off, but desperate situations demand desperate remedies.


Carrie, here I come.


I realised that my hands were bleeding, from when I’d hit Mister Kitchen and from the various knocks I’d taken manoeuvring him down the stairs. I washed them and fixed them up as best I could with some Band Aids. Just a few more nicks, cuts and scars to add to the collection. Working manually, as I do a lot of the time, you’re always injuring your hands, so that after a while you don’t notice any more.


I looked at the clock. Quarter past twelve. Was I being stupid? Should I just wait until tonight? Till it got dark? Get everything out of the way? Get properly prepared?


No. If I stopped for a moment I knew I’d fall apart. The only thing I could think of was Mister Kitchen in my boot, slowly cooking in the heat. It was as if I could already smell him, and until I got rid of him, I wouldn’t be able to relax.


I went downstairs, out into the street, and the sweat turned to ice on my body.


There was someone poking around the car, peering in through the windows.


Keep calm, I told myself. Don’t give anything away.


‘Can I help you?’ I said, my voice holding reassuringly firm and forceful.
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