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THE WINDOWS OF THE BUILDING OPPOSITE ARE ALREADY LIT. The silhouettes of cleaning women bustle around the vast open plan office of what is probably an advertising agency. They start work at six. Vernon usually wakes up just before they arrive. He aches for a strong coffee, a yellow-filtered cigarette, he would like to make a slice of toast and eat breakfast while scanning the headlines of Le Parisien on his laptop.


It has been weeks since he last bought coffee. The cigarettes he rolls every morning by gutting the cigarette butts from the night before are so skinny it is like puffing on paper. There is nothing to eat in the cupboards. But he has kept up the payments to his internet provider. The standing order goes out on the day his housing benefit hits his account. For several months now, this has been paid directly to his landlord, but the bill has still been paid out, so far. Let’s hope it lasts.


His phone contract has lapsed and he no longer bothers to pay for top-ups. In the face of disaster, Vernon decided on a course of action: he played the guy who has not noticed anything unusual. He watched as, in slow motion, things began to collapse, then the collapse accelerated. But Vernon has lost none of his indifference, none of his elegance.


The first thing to go was his unemployment benefit. By post he received a copy of the report written by his adviser. He got along well with her. They had been meeting regularly for almost three years in the cramped cubicle where she killed off houseplants. Thirtyish, bubbly, fake redhead, plump, well-stacked, Madame Bodard liked to talk about her two sons, she worried about them a lot, regularly took them to see a paediatrician in the hope that he would diagnose some form of hyperactivity disorder that might justify sedating them. But the doctor told her they were in fine form and sent her packing. Madame Bodard told Vernon how she had been to see AC/DC and Guns N’ Roses with her parents when she was young. Now she preferred to listen to Camille and Benjamin Biolay and Vernon abstained from making any offensive remarks. They had talked at great length about his case: between the ages of twenty and forty-five, he had been a record dealer. These days, his chances of finding work were slimmer than if he had been a coalminer. Madame Bodard had suggested retraining. Together they had perused the various courses open to him – A.F.P.A., G.R.E.T.A., C.F.A. – and they parted on good terms, agreeing to meet again to reassess the situation. Three years later, his application to study for a diploma in administration had not been accepted. From his point of view, he felt he had done everything he needed to do, he had become an expert in applications and prepared them with extraordinary efficiency. Over time, he had come to feel that his job was to bum around on the internet looking for vacancies that corresponded to his profile, then send off C.V.s so that they could send back proof of his rejection. Who would want to train someone who was knocking on for fifty? He had managed to dredge up a work placement in a concert venue out in the suburbs and another in an art house cinema – but aside from going out occasionally, keeping abreast of the network problems on the R.E.R. and meeting people, it mostly left him with a dreary sense of waste.


In the copy of the report that Madame Bodard had written to justify his being struck off, she mentioned things he had talked about in a spirit of banter, like spending a little money to go and see the Stooges play Le Mans or losing a hundred euros in a poker game. As he flicked through his case file, rather than worrying about the unemployment benefit he would no longer receive, he felt embarrassed for her. His adviser was about thirty years old. What did she earn – how much does a woman like that make – two thousand a month before tax? Top whack. But kids of this generation had been raised to the rhythms of the Voice in the Big Brother house, a world in which the telephone can ring at any time to give the order to fire half of your colleagues. Eliminate thy neighbour is the golden rule of the games they have been spoon-fed since childhood. How can one now expect them to find it morbid?


When he received the letter from the benefits office, Vernon thought that this might motivate him to find “something”. As though the worsening of his already parlous situation might have a beneficial influence on his ability to dig his way out of the quagmire he was bogged down in . . .


He was not the only person for whom things had rapidly deteriorated. Until the early 2000s, a lot of people were doing pretty well. You still saw couriers becoming label managers, freelance hacks getting jobs as columnists in T.V. supplements, even shiftless wankers ended up running the record department of the local F.N.A.C. . . . At the tail end of the peloton, those least motivated by the prospect of success managed to get by doing contract work for music festivals, working as a roadie on a tour, sticking posters on hoardings . . . That said, Vernon was well placed to understand the threat posed by the tsunami that was Napster, it never occurred to him that the ship would go down with all hands lost.


Some said it was karma, the industry had experienced an extraordinary upturn in the era of C.D.s – selling their clients their whole discography on a medium that cost half the price to make and was sold for twice the price in shops . . . with no real benefit to music fans, since no-one had ever complained about vinyl records. The drawback of karma theory was that if there was even a grain of truth in the notion that “what goes around comes around” people would have long since stopped being arseholes.


His record shop was called Revolver, Vernon had started working there as a shop assistant at the age of twenty, and taken over when the owner decided to move to Australia, where he became a restaurateur. If anyone had told him that first year that he would spend most of his life in this shop, he would probably have said, don’t talk shit, I’ve got too many things I want to do. Only when you get old do you realise that the expression “fucking hell but time flies” most appositely describes the workings of the process.


He had had to shut up shop in 2006. The most difficult thing was finding someone to take over the lease, to kiss goodbye to the prospect of turning a profit on the deal, but even so his first year being unemployed – with no benefits, since he was self-employed – went well: a commission to write a dozen entries for an encyclopedia of rock, a few days cash-in-hand manning the ticket desk for some festival in the suburbs, record reviews for the music press . . . meanwhile he went online and began selling off everything he had salvaged from the shop. Most of the stock had been sold at a knock-down price, but there was still some vinyl, a few boxed sets, and an extensive collection of posters and T-shirts he had refused to sell off cheap. On eBay, he made three times what he had anticipated, without any of the fuss of having to keep accurate accounts. You simply had to be reliable, to go to the post office once a week, to be careful how you packaged the merchandise. The first year had been a blast. Life is often a game of two halves: in the first half it lulls you, makes you think you’re in control; in the second, when it sees you’re relaxed and helpless, it comes around again and grinds you to a pulp.


Vernon had just had enough time to rediscover his love of a long lie-in – for more than twenty years, come hell or hideous hangover, he had rolled up the metal shutters on the shop six days a week no matter what. Only three times in twenty-five years, had he entrusted the keys to one of his colleagues: a bout of gastric flu, a dental implant fitting and an attack of sciatica. It took him a year to relearn the knack of lazing in bed and reading in the mornings if he felt like it. His preferred leisure activity was cranking up the radio and scanning porn on the web. He was familiar with the entire oeuvre of Sasha Grey, Bobbi Starr or Nina Roberts. He also enjoyed an afternoon nap, he would read for half an hour and then nod off.


In the second year, he had handled the picture research for a biography of Johnny Hallyday, signed up for welfare with the R.S.A. – which had just changed from being the R.S.I. – and he had started selling off his personal collection. He did well out of eBay, he would never have guessed what fetishistic folly stirred World 2.0, everything was up for sale: merchandising, comics, plastic figurines, posters, fanzines, coffee-table books, T-shirts . . . At first, when you start selling, you hold back, but a little incentive and suddenly it becomes a pleasure to get rid of everything. Gradually, he had cleared his home of every last trace of his former life.


He came to appreciate the true glories of a peaceful morning with no punters to constantly bust his balls. He had all the time in the world to listen to music now. The Kills, the White Stripes and sundry Strokes could release all the albums they liked, he no longer needed to give a shit. He could not bear the constant torrent of new stuff, it was endless, to keep up you’d have to plug into the Web and be drip-fed new sounds on a constant loop.


The downside was that he hadn’t anticipated that it would be a gruelling slog to get girls after he closed down the shop. People say the rock industry is a man’s game, but people talk a lot of shit: he had always had a string of female customers that was continually replenished. He had an understanding when it came to girls. He didn’t do monogamy, and the more he tried to sack them off, the more they stalked him. When some babe came in with her boyfriend looking for a C.D., he could guarantee that within the week she would be back, on her own this time. Then there were all the girls who worked in the neighbourhood. The beauticians at the salon on the corner, the girls in the shop across the street, the girls at the post office, the girls in the restaurant, the girls in the bar, the girls down at the swimming pool. A vast collection of potential conquests that was lost to him the day he handed back the keys.


He had never had regular girlfriends. Like a lot of guys he knew, Vernon was haunted by the memory of the girl who got away. His was called Séverine. He had been twenty-eight. He was so attached to his reputation as a player that he refused to recognise that she was the one until it was too late. He was a big cat prowling the streets, wild, untameable, all his mates were blown away by the elegant nonchalance with which he moved from girl to girl. Or this was how he saw himself, at least. The one-night stand, the lone wolf, the guy who never gets tied down, the guy who won’t be twisted round some woman’s little finger. He had no illusions: like a lot of insecure young men, he found it reassuring to know that he could make women cry.


Séverine was tall and hyper – so hyper she could be exhausting – she had legs that went on forever, she looked like a Parisian rich bitch, the sort of girl who can wear a sheepskin jacket and make it look cool. She grabbed life by the balls, there was nothing she could not do around the house, even changing a tyre on the hard shoulder did not faze her, she was the sort of rich brat who was used to sorting things out herself and never complaining. Which did not mean that, in private, she did not know how to loosen up. When he thinks about her, he sees her naked, sprawled in bed; she loved to spend whole weekends there. She kept her turntable on the floor next to the mattress so she did not have to get up to change the record. Piled up around the bed she had her cigarettes, her bottle of water and the telephone, whose spiral cable was constantly tangled. This was her kingdom. For a few short months, he was granted access.


She was the kind of girl whose mother had taught her not to burst into tears when you find out your boyfriend is cheating on you. Séverine gritted her teeth. Vernon had been stupidly caught in the act – and had been surprised that she did not leave him there and then. She had said “I’ll leave you to it”, and forgiven him. He concluded that she did not have the strength to lose him and began to feel a slight contempt for her weakness of character. And so he did it again. They had had three or four screaming matches, each time she said if you keep pushing your luck, I’m out of here, you’ll leave me no choice, and each time Vernon was convinced it was just an empty threat. He never saw it coming. When he found out she was seeing someone else, Vernon stuffed her things into a cardboard box and left them downstairs on the pavement. The image of her clothes, her books, her perfume bottles being ransacked by passers-by and strewn outside his door would haunt him for years. He never heard from her again. It had taken a long time for Vernon to realise he would never get over her. He had a talent for ignoring his feelings. He often thinks about what his life would be like if he had stayed with Séverine. If he had had the courage to turn his back on what he had been, if he had known that one way or another we are stripped of the things we care about, that the best thing you can do is plan ahead. She had kids, obviously. She was that kind of girl. The kind who settles down. Without losing any of their charm. Not a bitch. A bewitching woman who probably eats organic and gets all het up about global warming, but he is convinced that she still listens to Tricky and Janis Joplin. If he had stayed with her, he would have found another job after he closed the shop, because they would have had kids and he would have had no choice. And right now he would be worrying what to do about his son smoking weed or his daughter’s anorexia. Oh well. He likes to think he minimised the damage.


These days, Vernon fucks less often than a married man. He would never have believed it possible to go so long without sex. Though Facebook and Meetic are wonderful tools for picking up girls from home, unless he’s prepared to content himself with a virtual fuck on Second Life, sooner or later he has to drag himself outside to meet the girl. Find clothes he can wear that look hipster rather than homeless, find some way to avoid going to a café, to the cinema, and certainly not for dinner somewhere . . . and avoid bringing her back to his place so she doesn’t see the empty cupboards, the sorry state of the fridge and the disgusting mess – nothing like the charming chaos of the confirmed bachelor. His flat reeks of socks worn for too long, the quintessential scent of the single man. He can open the windows, spray himself with cologne. This smell marks out his territory. On the whole, he picks girls up on the internet and stands them up when they arrange a meeting.


Vernon understands women, he has made an extensive study of them. The city is full of lost souls ready to do his cleaning and get down on all fours to lavish him with lingering blowjobs designed to cheer him up. But he is too old to believe that all this comes without a series of reciprocal demands. Just because a woman is old and ugly doesn’t mean she is less of a possessive pain in the arse than some twenty-year-old babe. The characteristic thing about women is that they can keep a low profile for months before laying their cards on the table. He is wary of the sort of girl who might find him attractive.


Friends are different. Spending years together listening to records, going to gigs, arguing about bands, these are sacred bonds. You don’t stop seeing each other simply because of a change of venue. But what had changed was that now he had to call and arrange to meet, whereas before they could just come into the shop if they were in the neighbourhood. He was not in the habit of organising dinner parties, trips to the cinema or signature cocktails and spliffs . . . Gradually, without his really noticing, a lot of his mates had moved out into the sticks, either because they had a wife and kids and couldn’t go on living in a thirty-square-metre apartment, or because Paris had become too expensive and they had sensibly moved back to their home town. Once they hit forty, Paris only suffered the children of homeowners to reside within its boundaries, the rest of the population went on their merry way. Vernon had stayed. This had probably been a mistake.


He only became aware of this fragmentation much later, when loneliness had walled him up alive. Then came the chain of catastrophes.


It had started with Bertrand. The big C had come back. This time the crab was in the throat. He had had a hell of a fucking time the first time round. He thought he had beaten it. At least his friends had celebrated his remission as a definitive triumph. But this time it was all over so quickly it hit them like an uppercut, they only truly took it in after the funeral. In the three months between diagnosis and death, the illness had consumed him. Bertrand always wore black shirts with the collar turned up. He had been wearing them like that since 1988. Over time, he had a little trouble buttoning them as his beer-gut blossomed. At forty-something, he had long white hair, a pair of tinted Ray-Bans perched on his nose, a beautiful pair of snakeskin boots and a face like a thug. Blotchy from booze but well-preserved, the big lug.


It had been a shock, getting used to seeing him wearing oldman pyjamas. Watching him lose his hair was bad enough. But seeing him in those ridiculous pyjamas made Vernon’s heart bleed. Bertrand could not manage to eat, and the finest weed in the world made no difference. He had lost the stature that was his defining trait. Too prominent beneath his sallow skin, the bones became obscene. He stubbornly carried on wearing the silver skull rings that now slipped off his fingers. He could see himself wasting away, day by day, he was conscious to the end.


Then came the constant pain, the frail body, the skeletal mask. He was always joking about the morphine pump because jokes were their only form of communication. Sometimes, Bertrand touched on the death that awaited him. He would say that he was woken in the night by fear, and he would say “The worst of it is, my brain is fine and I can feel my body falling apart and there’s nothing I can do”. Vernon could not say “Come on, you’ll be fine, just hang in there, mate”. So instead they listened to The Cramps, The Gun Club and MC5 and they drank beer while Bertrand still could. His family was furious, but honestly, what else did they have?


Then the news of his death, one morning, a text message. At the time, Vernon, like the others, managed to remain dignified at the funeral. Dark glasses. They all had a pair at home, and a handsome black suit. It was only afterwards that the panic took hold. The panic and the loneliness. The impulse to call Bertrand, the inability to delete his last voicemails, the reluctance to believe that it had happened. After a certain age, we do not move on from the dead, we remain in their time, in their company. On the anniversary of Joe Strummer’s death, Vernon had done exactly as he would have had Bertrand been there, he listened to the Clash back catalogue and drank beer. He had never been particularly interested in them as a group. But this is what friendship means: you learn to play on other people’s home turf.


That day in December 2002, they had been queuing up to buy smoked salmon because Bertrand was spending Christmas with a Norwegian girl he wanted to impress with his culinary sophistication. He had convinced himself that smoked salmon could be bought in this shop in the fifth arrondissement and nowhere else. Having trekked here on the Métro, they were waiting to be served. The queue snaked out onto the pavement, it would be a forty-minute wait at least. Vernon had gone off to buy cigarettes, and it was on the radio in the bar-tabac that he heard the news that Strummer was dead. He had gone back to Bertrand. No way, you’re shitting me! You think I’d joke about something like that? Bertrand had turned pale, though he still waited and bought his salmon and two bottles of vodka. They had walked back through the second arrondissement singing “Lost in the Supermarket” and remembering the time they had seen Strummer play a solo gig together. Vernon had only gone to keep Bertrand company, but once he got there, an unexpected surge of emotion made him waver, he had pressed his shoulder against his mate and felt tears well in his eyes. He had never said a word about this, but on the day Joe Strummer died, he had confessed and Bertrand had said Yeah, I know, I saw, but I didn’t want to bust your balls about it. Strummer . . . fuck! Who’s left worth talking about?


*


Three months later came the turn of Jean-No. Not drunk, not speeding. A trunk road, a lorry, a hairpin bend and a patch of fog. Coming back from a weekend away with his wife, he tried to change the radio station. She came away with a broken nose. The one they reconstructed for her was a lot prettier than the original. Jean-No never got to see it.


That Sunday, Vernon was at a girlfriend’s place, sitting on a folded mattress propped against a wall and covered with an Indian throw so pockmarked by burn holes from spliffs they looked like part of the pattern. They were having an “Alien” night, the complete boxed set, with a home cinema projector. The girl in question lived in an attic room near Goncourt Métro. A stone’s throw away was one of the last remaining D.V.D. rental outlets. They had already watched “A Better Tomorrow” and “Mad Max”, “The Godfather” trilogy and “A Chinese Ghost Story”. She was a real find, this girl, totally into weed and manga. Not the kind who always wants to go out. With her, the only ball-ache was: Hey, babe, could you go down to the corner shop and get me some chocolate? Five floors, no lift. Vernon was not the kind to be a servile sweetheart. She had just brought two glasses of ice-cold Coke on a huge tray, the film was on “pause”, so when his mobile rang, Vernon took the call – something he rarely did on a Sunday. But it had been a long time since he had had a call from Emilie, so he figured it must be something important. She had just heard the news from Jean-No’s little sister. Vernon was surprised that she was the one chosen to ring round his friends. After all, Jean-No had a wife. In the hospital, in the confusion, maybe . . . but asking the mistress to put the word out? There had been a time when he and Emilie were very close, but they had lost touch and now was not the time to catch up.


Vernon had insisted they carry on watching the movie. Said he didn’t really feel anything. This shocked him. He thought maybe he was becoming callous. But he and Jean-No saw each other every week, and they had become even closer after Bertrand’s death. They lunched together in the Turkish place near the gare du Nord, always ordered the same 12-euro menu washed down with cold beer. Jean-No had given up cigarettes, it had been a real bitch. If the poor bastard had known it was all for nothing, he would have set an alarm to wake him in the middle of the night just so he could smoke more. Jean-No had married a ball-buster. A lot of guys feel reassured by being kept on a tight leash.


It was only later, during the night, that it really hit him. In that instant when sleep took hold, he felt the icy teeth sink into him. He had had to get dressed and go out – walk through the cold, be on his own, see the lights pass other bodies melt into the milling crowd and feel the ground beneath his feet. He was alive. He was struggling to breathe.


He often went out walking at night. It was a habit he had picked up in the late eighties, when metalheads started getting into hiphop. Public Enemy and the Beastie Boys were signed to the same label as Slayer, which made the connection. In the record shop, he had become friends with a Funkadelic fan, a scabby, runty white guy who never said much, looking back he figures the guy was probably into smack but at the time he hadn’t put two and two together. The guy was a tagger, he used to spray “Zona” everywhere he went. The friendship had not lasted long, Zona was tired of working on the street, “The Métro, that’s where the real action is”, he wanted to tag the train tracks, the depots, and Vernon had no desire to follow him into this subterranean world. He never caught the bug – he struggled to take an interest in the heroic tales of legendary crews like 93MC or the MKC, in wildstyle and throw-up . . . He could see there had to be a buzz to it, but he never got it.


His particular buzz involved risking breaking his spine climbing up onto the roof of a building and spending two hours in the silence of the spray-can, taking breaks, smoking fags, watching the people below who never thought to look up and see his shadow, a silent sentinel.


The first night of his life without Jean-No, he walked until the soles of his feet were sore, then he kept walking. He thought about Jean-No’s kids, but he could not make sense of it. Fatherless. The word simply did not square with everything he knew about the three mindless little monkeys ceaselessly clamouring for attention, for sweets, for new toys.


Jean-No was happy to act the arsehole. He was arrogant. He had always been one to listen to fucked-up music, in his teens he had loved Einstürzende Neubauten and Foetus, later he had got into Straight Edge hardcore punk – he was a fan of Rudimentary Peni and obsessed with Minor Threat – which was strange given that Jean-No drank like a fish. You had to really like him to spend time with him, because he could be completely scathing. When he turned forty, in an effort to seem more posh, he started getting into opera. He dressed like a Playmobil figurine in his Sunday best and he spouted right-wing bullshit ten years before it was fashionable. At the time, it was so unusual it had a certain cachet.


Vernon now lived in a world where Ian MacKaye could start smoking crack, and Jean-No was no longer around to comment.


Then it had been Pedro’s turn. Scarcely eight months later. Heart attack. Pedro’s real name was Pierre, but he snorted so much coke he earned his South American name.


Vernon had been queuing outside the Elysée-Montmartre – it hadn’t burned down yet – to see the Libertines. He was trying to hook up with an unlikely assistant/intern working on some T.V. programme with Thierry Ardisson, she could talk about nothing but the presenter who she claimed to loathe, though she was clearly fascinated. He had spotted a friend in the distance, standing outside the venue and waved to him, eager to show off the girl he was with, dark hair fringe skinny jeans fuck-me shoes of the sort the city was mass-producing in the early years of the new millennium. And seeing him come over, the friend started to sob. He was saying Pedro Pedro Pedro, unable to explain himself and Vernon had felt an immense weariness surge through him.


Pedro had easily snorted three houses, two Ferraris, every lover, every friendship, every glimpse of a career, his looks and every last tooth in his head. He did not do it shamefacedly, claiming that he did not have a problem, no, his shtick was narcissism, exhilarating hysteria, a passion he had completely come to terms with. He rubbed coke on his gums, got it all over his jacket, he knew every toilet in every bar in Paris and selected his watering hole based on the practicality of the toilet. He would show up at Vernon’s place trailing snow drifts everywhere and disappear two days later leaving Vernon in a state of coma. Pedro was into Marvin Gaye, Bohannon, Diana Ross and the Temptations. Vernon loved being invited round to Pedro’s place, the sound system was amazing, the sofas comfortable, the whiskies intercontinental – they would take turns being mobsters, gumshoes and English dandies.


Vernon had managed to dig out a photo of the four of them together. Him and three dead men. They were clustered around him, posing on his thirty-fifth birthday. A nice photo, the sort people used to take with an old-fashioned camera and make copies for their friends. Four boys in a blurry past, but thin, with full heads of hair, bright eyes and smiles not tinged with bitterness. They were raising a glass, Vernon had been depressed that night, traumatised at the thought of turning thirty-five. Four handsome lads, happy to be morons, knowing nothing about anything, and most importantly not knowing that they were living the best that life had in store for them. They had spent most of the night listening to Smokey Robinson.


After he buried Pedro, Vernon had stopped going out, stopped returning phone calls. He thought it was a phase, that it would pass. After the deaths of several close friends, it did not seem inappropriate to need to withdraw into himself.


It was around this time that his cash-flow problems really began to bite, which exacerbated his tendency to cut himself off. The prospect of going round to someone’s house for dinner when he did not have the money to bring a bottle discouraged him from accepting invitations. He was too depressed to go out in case someone suggested clubbing together to buy a gram. Depressed about the price of Métro tickets. Depressed to be wearing trainers with the soles falling off. Freaking out about details he had never noticed before, brooding about them obsessively.


He stayed home. He was grateful for the times he lived in. He binged on music, on T.V. boxed sets, on movies. Gradually he stopped listening to the radio. Since the age of twenty, his first reflex when he woke up in the morning was to turn it on. Now, he found it disturbing without being interesting. He had got out of the habit of listening to the news. He had stopped watching television almost without realising. He was too busy on the internet. He would glance at the headlines. But he spent most of his time on porn sites. He doesn’t want to think about the crisis, about Islam, climate change, fracking, ill-treated orang-utans, about Roma-nians getting chucked off buses. His little bubble is snug. He can survive if he holds his breath. He reduces every gesture to a bare minimum. He eats less. He has made a start by streamlining dinner. Chinese instant noodles from a packet. He has stopped buying meat – protein is for athletes. Mostly, he eats rice. He buys it in five-kilo bags from Tang Frères. He is cutting down on cigarettes – delaying his first smoke of the day, waiting longer before the second, and after his morning coffee wondering whether he really wants a third. He saves the butts so there is no wastage. He knows all the local office doorways where workers huddle for a quick cancer stick during the day, and sometimes as he walks past he slows, picks out the longest stubs. He feels like a spent coal, like an ember quickened now and then by a gust of wind, but never quite enough to set the kindling ablaze. A dying fire.


Sometimes he gets a caffeine burst. He logs on to LinkedIn and makes lists of guys who still seem to have jobs, guys he used to know, promising himself he will get in touch. He imagines his spiel, it would start off with some story about a girl. His reputation as a pickup artist makes men more well disposed to relaxed conversations. So this is what he will say – I haven’t been in Paris, I’ve been fucking some little Hungarian who dragged me off to Budapest, or some beautiful American who’s forever jetting around the world – the nationality isn’t important, what matters is giving the impression he has been having a wild time – anyway, I’m back in town and I’m looking for a bit of work, anything at all really, you got something you could put my way? He’ll play it a bit cool, a bit laid-back, not edgy and uptight. On the money side, he can hardly bullshit, it’s blindingly obvious he hasn’t got a cent. Then again, he was never exactly rolling in it. It added to his street-cred back in the day. That was long before the 2000s when people head off to gigs, casual as fuck, sporting expensive designer shoes, this season’s watch on their wrist, a pair of jeans cut so you know they were bought this year. Being flat broke has lost its poetic charm since Zadig & Voltaire started exploiting thrift store chic – whereas for decades it was the trademark of the true artist, of someone who refused to sell his soul. These days it’s death to losers, even in the rock industry.


But he never makes a call to ask for help. He cannot put his finger on precisely what is stopping him. He has had time to think about it. It remains an enigma. He scoured the internet in search of advice for pathological procrastinators. He drew up lists of what he had to lose, what he would be risking, and what he had to gain. It made no difference. He calls no-one.


*


Alexandre Bleach is dead. Seeing his name plastered all over Facebook, Vernon does not immediately grasp the significance. He was found, dead, in a hotel room.


Who is going to pay his back rent? This is the first thing Vernon thinks. He’s had no reply to the emails and text messages he has been sending these past few weeks. His cries for help. He was used to Alex being slow on the uptake. Vernon was counting on him. Like every other time he was in deep shit. Alexandre always bailed him out.


Vernon is sitting at his laptop – emotions that are contradictory or alien to each other are clawing at his chest like a bunch of cats tossed into a bag by a deft and ruthless hand. The news spreads across the internet like leprosy. For a long time now, Alexandre has belonged to everyone. Vernon thought he was used to it. Whenever Alexandre released a record or went on tour, he was impossible to avoid. Not an hour of the day passed without seeing him on display, writhing somewhere, crooning some mindless rubbish in that beautiful, deep drug-addled voice of his. Alexandre was touched by success the way someone might be hit by a truck: he never gave the impression that he had come through it unscathed. His problem was not arrogance, but a savage despair that exhausted those closest to him. It is hard to watch someone get what everyone dreams of, and then have to console them for it.


No photos of the stiff in the hotel room yet. But it’s only a matter of time. Alex drowned. In a bathtub. A champagne-and-prescription-meds co-production; he fell asleep. God knows what he was doing alone in a bath in a hotel room in the middle of the afternoon. Then again, God knows what made the guy so desperately miserable. Alex even managed to fuck up his own death. A hotel is too prosaic to be fantasy but not bleak enough to be exotic. He often booked into a hotel for a few days, he only had to think he had seen a paparazzo outside his place and he would go and sleep somewhere else. Alex liked living in hotels. He was forty-six. Who waits for the onset of the menopause, male or female, to die of an overdose? Michael Jackson, Whitney Houston . . . maybe it’s a black thing.


Bleach liked to hook up with his old friends. It was like the need to piss, but it happened regularly. There would be no news from him for a year, maybe two, then he would be calling like a crazed stalker, bombarding you with emails, he was even capable of showing up at someone’s house unannounced. It was impossible to drink with him in a bar. Conversation was interrupted every five minutes by some fan, and fans can be aggressive. Or completely psycho. In general, the sort of fan who butts in on a conversation is a pain in the arse. When Alexandre decided he wanted to see Vernon, he would call and invite himself over. They would drink beer and pretend that nothing had changed. What a joke. With one song, Alexandre earned more than a guy like Vernon in twenty years running the shop. How could this minor detail not affect their relationship?


Alex had made himself a lot of friends on the V.I.P. circuit. But he was convinced that his “real life” had ended when he became successful. Vernon had often tried to explain this was just a theoretical notion: somewhere around the age of thirty, life starts to lose its lustre: McJob or megastar, things don’t get any better for anyone. The difference is that for those who don’t get to ride the train to fame, there is no compensation. Just because your youth is fading does not mean you get to fly around the world first class, to fuck the prettiest girls, hang out with cool dealers and start investing in Harley-Davidsons. But Alex would not listen. In fact, he really did seem so unhappy that it was difficult to get him to see how lucky he was.


The first time he had come into the shop, Alexandre was still a kid. His big eyes with those long eyelashes gave him a childlike appearance. He would show up with some random Jenlain girl, perch on a stool and ask to listen to records. Alex always believed that it was Vernon who introduced him to the magic, the one who had first made him listen to the Stiff Little Fingers live double-album, the Redskins, the Bad Brains’ first E.P., Sham 69’s “Peel Sessions” or Code of Honor’s “Fight or Die”. Alex was still a kid, he was chubby-cheeked and did not play the hard man. His smile probably played a major part in his meteoric success – it had the same effect as watching videos of kittens on YouTube. You had to have the empathy of a psycho killer not to feel something. He strummed his axe and wailed like every other dude, playing with this group or that. As it often does, fame struck where no-one was expecting. The music scene back then had its heroes, guys that people would have bet their shirts on. And all of them, every last one, had disappeared into the ether. Alex’s passion for drugs came late and swept all before it. But the guy had always walked around with an invisible knife sticking out of his chest. He could laugh at the slightest thing, but there in his eyes was a fracture that nothing could prevent becoming a yawning chasm.


A callously pragmatic thought nags at Vernon: who is going to pay his rent now? It began shortly after the death of Jean-No. They had run into each other by chance near Bonsergent Métro station. Alex had flung his arms around Vernon. They had not seen each other in an age, not since Tricky’s gig at the Elysée-Montmartre. After a few awkward minutes when they felt forced to play out the peevish farce of two old mates with so much to tell each other – as though Vernon’s activities on eBay were as fascinating as the tales of drug-fucked nights on Iggy Pop’s yacht – hanging out with Alexandre was cool.


Alexandre had been completely out of it that day. He had the puppyish enthusiasm and the mile-a-minute chatter of a guy who has not been home in a long time and really should get around to it. The pavements were blanketed with snow, and they gripped each other by the elbow so as not to wind up on their arses. Impulsive as always, Alex insisted that Vernon come with him to his dealer’s crib a stone’s throw away. The dealer was a sycophant who looked like the school nerd and wrote music using Garageband. He smoked skunk from Holland so potent it gave an instant headache. He was desperate for them to listen to his “latest sounds”. They suffered through a series of synth layers laid down over jittery second-hand beats. Alex was already off his face and listened, spellbound, to this shit and told the dealer that he had been working on hertz, on split-second modulations that, when properly orchestrated, could modify the brain. He was stoked by the idea of synchronising brain waves and the dealer was hanging on his every word. But everyone knew the truth – Alex hadn’t been able to write a song in years. He fixated on “alpha waves” because he couldn’t string three chords together or write a hook worth shit.


It had been dark when they ran into each other on the snowy pavement. There were not many cars and the streets were weirdly white and silent. Vernon had made a joke about some actress twerking her ass on a 3×4-metre billboard. He had said something like “She’s such a fucking skank, I’d rather bone a blow-up doll”, and Alexandre gave a forced laugh. It was obvious that he knew her. Vernon wondered if he had had her. Women liked Alex, he didn’t need to sell records to get laid. A lot of his friends were A-list celebs, the sort of people whose names and faces you know without ever having met them. He stored their phone numbers in his mobile using code names in case it was lost or stolen. The idea of his address book falling into the hands of some random freaked him out. Sometimes, when his phone rang, he would stare at it, bewildered, unable to connect a person to the name on the screen. “S.B.”, for example, could be Sandrine Bonnaire, Stomy Bugsy, Samuel Benchetrit or was it some more complicated code name like Skanky Bitch or Slimy Buttfucker? He could not remember until he listened to the voicemail and it all came back to him: S.B. stood for “Scuzzy Bathroom” because that was where he had spent hours gabbing with Julien Doré. At the time, it had probably seemed brilliant. Like so many things that happen after three in the morning.


“Do you remember Jean-No?” Vernon had asked. Of course Alex remembered. They had gigged together for a bit in Nazi Whores in the early nineties. They hadn’t seen each other for ten years. Jean-No despised Alex and everything he stood for – cerebral cock-rock, middle-class militancy, and above all a staggering success that could not be dismissed as nepotism – it made Jean-No physically sick. They had been a two-man team, worked in the same industry but one had been rewarded with fame and fortune while the other got fuck-all. The parallels were unbearable – taking the piss out of Alex was a hobby that took up a lot of Jean-No’s time. “You know he died?” The colour drained from Alex’s face, overcome. Vernon felt embarrassed by so much heartfelt emotion, but he couldn’t bring himself to say “Don’t look so miserable, the guy hated your guts”. Alex had insisted on dropping him off in a taxi, then coming up to his apartment. Pretty quickly, they were on the same wavelength – a couple of frenzied hamsters scurrying around the same wheel. Curled up on the sofa, Alex felt like an egg. He loved Vernon’s cramped apartment, he could curl into a ball and feel safe. They listened to The Dogs, something neither of them had done for twenty years. Alex had stayed for three days. He was obsessed with what he called his “research” into binaural beats and forced Vernon to listen to various sound waves that were supposed to have a profound impact on the subconscious but which, in practice, failed even to trigger a migraine. Alex had five grams with him when he arrived. They hoovered it up at a leisurely pace, like old hands. From time to time, Vernon nodded off – coke relaxed him and helped him sleep – and Alex had decided to interview himself right there on the sofa. He had an old camcorder with him and three one-hour tapes which he piled next to the television, and every time Vernon regained consciousness, he forced him to watch this preposterous performance – “It’s, like, my last will and testament, man, you get it? I’m gonna leave it with you. That’s how much I trust you.” He was losing it a little by now. Then he would launch back into talking about delta waves and gamma waves, the creative process and the idea of making music that acted like a drug, that would modify neuronal pathways. Vernon felt wretched, Alex kept forcing him to put on headphones to listen to shitty loops.


Vernon went down to the minimart to get supplies – Coke, cigarettes, crisps and whisky – with his rock-star friend’s credit card. “There’s nothing to fucking eat in this place. Which reminds me, what are you working at these days? Do you want me to give you some cash?” Vernon had two months’ rent arrears and was desperately struggling not to make it three because he had heard some urban myth that unless you were three months behind, you couldn’t be evicted. This was how it started. Alexandre had transferred three months’ rent into his account – It’s my pleasure, man, honestly, swear down. And when he left, Alex had insisted: “Call me if you need cash, yeah? I’m pretty loaded, you know . . . Promise you’ll call . . .”


And Vernon did. At first, he thought he would sort things out himself, but when he was four months in arrears, he called. Alex bailed him out. No questions. And a few months later, Vernon called again. It was embarrassing, but it was also like being a child again. When his parents were still alive and he knew that – in extremis – he could count on them to dig him out of a hole. There was something of the sheltered childhood in this stopgap solution. And Alex went on bailing him out. He added Vernon’s bank details to his list of regular transfers and in a couple of clicks, he could get him out of a tight spot. Vernon grumbled, he put things off until the last minute. He oscillated between guilt and resentment, between gratitude and relief. Money had become such a non-issue for Alexandre, but it was a very real issue for everyone else. Vernon would send his landlord a cheque, then stock up on cigarettes and food, and jealously stashed away a little in a tin box so he could buy his daily beer. This was how he subsisted.


*


The doorbell rings. Vernon does not answer. It is probably the postman with a registered letter. He never signs for them. He no longer deals with official documents. It crept up on him gradually, this mental paralysis – there are more and more relatively simple tasks to be done which he cannot manage to deal with. He turns down the music and waits. The bell rings again. Now someone is knocking. Vernon is sitting on his bed, hands folded in his lap, he is used to this – he waits for them to go away. But there comes an unusual sound, the grating of the lock, an alert that someone is trying to force entry. He immediately realises what is happening, he grabs his jeans, pulls on a clean jumper. He is tying the laces of a pair of low-rise Doc Martens when the door opens. He feels feverish, the rush he sometimes gets with dodgy speed. Four men step inside and look him up and down. The leader of the group steps forward, “Monsieur, you could have opened the door.” He stares at Vernon, sizing him up. He is wearing an elegant navy-blue scarf knotted around his throat and a pair of glasses with red frames. His grey suit is cut too short. In a toneless voice, he reads from a tablet – yada yada head office in yada yada. The landlord of the aforementioned property hereby serves notice . . .


Ten years, ten years he’s been paying fucking rent. Ten years. More than 90,000 euros. Paid into the pockets of some wanker who has never done a tap of work. The landlord is probably one of those guys who inherited everything and bleats about how much tax he has to pay. In ten years, there has been no work done on the apartment – he had to hassle the landlord to get the boiler fixed. 90,000 euros. Not a single hour’s work, not a single inspection, not a penny spent on repairs. And now they’re turfing him out.


Vernon’s eyes settle on the bailiff’s trousers, just where they bulge at the thighs. Vernon waits while the four men make an inventory of his assets before they leave, which gives him time to take stock of the situation. If he were not blacklisted by every bank he would write them a cheque and send the whole process back to square one. Surely they should be able to come to some arrangement – the one he identified as the locksmith seems like a decent guy. With his thick, grey old-school moustache, he looks like a trade unionist. Vernon hopes he did not damage the lock when he picked it, there is no way to change it. After all, he might need to nip out for five minutes. There is nothing left worth stealing – even a cash-strapped Kosovar would not take the trouble to steal what he calls a computer. The monitor and tower system weigh a ton and date from the Pleistocene era. The bailiff tells him to pack what he needs for the next few days and vacate the premises immediately. No-one says: hey, let’s give the guy a break, come back another time, give him ten days to sort his shit out and see how we go. The two thugs, who have not uttered a word, stand in the middle of the studio flat and advise him – without a trace of anger – to comply.


Vernon scans the room – is there anything he could offer in exchange for a temporary reprieve? He feels the first stirrings of restless anxiety in the opposing camp – the men are worried he will react violently. They are accustomed to histrionics, to wailing. Vernon asks for fifteen minutes, the bailiff heaves a sigh – but he is relieved: the client is not a maniac.


Vernon climbs onto a stool so he can reach the top of the wardrobe and take down the most heavy-duty backpack he owns. As he takes it down, a shower of grey dust balls settles on his shoulders. He sneezes. Some situations are so bizarre we cannot imagine them actually happening. He fills the bag. Headphones, iPod, pair of jeans, Bukowski’s letters, couple of jumpers, boxer shorts, signed photo of Lydia Lunch, passport. Terror prevents all thought. Since he has just found out that Alex is dead, he remembers to rummage in the back of the wardrobe, behind the impeccably organised stacks of Maximum Rock’n’Roll, Mad Movies, Cinéphage, Best and Rock & Folk for the pack of three videocassettes Alexandre recorded on his last visit. He could maybe sell them . . . Then Vernon takes off his Doc Martens and pulls on his favourite boots. He grabs a yellow plastic alarm clock bought in a Chinese market ten years ago, which has served him well. The rucksack is heavy. He leaves the apartment without a word. The bailiff stops him as he reaches the landing; no, there’s no particular storage company he prefers, yes, he will have to collect his belongings within the month, sign here, no problem. Then he trudges down the stairs, still convinced that this is not really happening, that he will be back.


On the stairs, he meets the concierge. She has always had a soft spot for him. He’s the perfect tenant, single, always takes the trouble to talk to her about the terrible racket from the street work outside, about the weather, sometimes a little joke – a little harmless flirtation that charms this woman of sixty or so. She asks if everything is alright – she does not realise that a locksmith has been up to his apartment. He cannot find the words or the courage to explain. She is not surprised to see him carrying such a hefty rucksack, she has seen him on his way to the post office dozens of times. Suddenly he becomes aware of the shame he feels at his situation. The last time he was expelled was from the lycée. He had shown up to class off his face on acid with his friend Pierrot who would later hang himself from a bridge one Sunday morning at dawn – they had been sent straight to the directeur, who immediately expelled them. This flash of memory reminds him of the kitchen in the house where he grew up. His parents died young. Though he is not sure they would have helped him out. They were pretty puritanical. They worried about keeping him on the strait and narrow, they had never approved of his obsession with rock music. They had wanted him to join the civil service. They always said that he would never make it as a shopkeeper. As it turned out, they were right.


Out on the street, the thought of the things he should have taken but had left behind triggers a rockfall in his chest. With his fingertips, he brushes the official documents in his back pocket. His trembling hands refuse to do his bidding. He needs to sit down, to find a tranquil place where he can think, to work out how to sort things out. A thousand euros. It’s a lot of money, but you never know. He is not going to lose his personal belongings – and there are more things of value to him than he thought. The wristwatch that Jean-No gave him. The test-pressing of Les Thugs’ first album that he had salvaged back when the label manager of Gougnaf Mouvement slept on his floor for a while. The Motörhead flask that Eve brought him back from a trip to London. An original print of a Jello Biafra photograph taken by Carole in New York. And the signed Hubert Selby.


The threat of eviction had been hanging over him for so long that he had ended up believing that it was nothing but an air-raid siren in a war he was always going to win. If Alexandre was still alive, Vernon would know what to do: he would go down to his apartment building and move heaven and earth to find him. He would not have felt embarrassed in the least – his old mate would have been happy to bail him out. After all, that was Vernon’s role, he gave Alex’s money legitimacy.


If only he had got off his arse and tracked down Alexandre instead of sending polite emails from time to time and waiting for him to show his face. If Vernon had been a freeloader and moved in with Alex, things would have been very different. They would have been doing drugs together, chilling at his place, and Alex would never have gone to take a bath in some shitty hotel. They would have been listening to Led Zep live in Japan instead.


Skint city is a place Vernon knows of old. Cinemas, clothes shops, brasseries, art galleries – there aren’t many places where you can sit in the warm without having to shell out. That just leaves railway stations, Métro stations, libraries, churches and the few park benches that have not been ripped out to stop people like him sitting there for free. Rail stations and churches have no central heating, the thought of hopping the Métro with a large rucksack is depressing. He trudges up the avenue des Gobelins towards the place d’Italie. He is lucky: though it has been raining for the past few days, today the streets are bathed in weak sunshine. If he had hung on for another month, it would officially have been winter.


He tries to cheer himself up, ogling girls in the street. Back in the day, a single ray of sunshine would have girls pouring into the streets in their skimpiest skirts just to celebrate. These days, they are less likely to wear skirts, more likely to wear trainers and their make-up is more discreet. He sees a lot of forty-something women trying their best, wearing clothes bought in the sales, outfits that looked good on the rail, cheap suits they thought were good copies of designer gear only to discover, as soon as they put them on, the only thing that shows is their age. And the girls, the girls are as pretty as ever although they don’t scrub up as well. It has to be said that the eighties retro look does them no favours.


On Thursdays, the library does not open until two o’clock. Vernon is already sick and tired of tramping the streets. He walks up the avenue de Choisy and sits in a bus shelter. He had thought about going to the park, but the rucksack is too heavy. He sits down next to a woman in her forties who looks vaguely like Jean-Jacques Goldman. Between her feet is a large canvas bag full of hippie food. Everything about her exudes intelligence, affluence, gravity and pretentiousness. The woman is deliberately avoiding making eye contact, but the first bus that comes is not hers. She takes a cigarette from her jacket pocket, he tries to start up a conversation, he knows she will think he is a dickhead, but he needs to exchange a few words with someone.


“Isn’t it a bit ironic? I mean, eating organic and still smoking?”


“Maybe. But then again, I’m entitled to do what I like, yeah?”


“I don’t suppose I could cadge one? A cigarette?”


She turns away and sighs, as though he has been bugging her for the past three hours. She needs to get over herself, Vernon thinks, she’s not exactly a babe and she’s a bit long in the tooth, I bet she can go shopping without being whistled at every five minutes. Vernon persists, he smiles and gestures to the rucksack.


“I got evicted this morning. I only had five minutes to pack up and leave. I left my cigarettes behind.”


She is dubious at first, then changes her mind. Seeing her bus arriving, she takes a pack of cigarettes from her canvas bag and proffers it. She looks into his eyes, Vernon can see that she is moved. She must be easily upset, she’s on the verge of tears.


“I can’t do much for you, but here . . .”


“You’re giving me the whole pack? Wow. Now I can chain-smoke. Thanks.”


Through the window of the bus, she gives him a little wave that means something like don’t worry, it’ll be alright. This compassion devoid of contempt he inspires in her is more devastating to Vernon than if she had called him every name under the sun.


In less than an hour, he has smoked five cigarettes from the packet. Time is passing with unbearable slowness. Vernon wishes there were somewhere he could stow his bag. If only rail stations still had left-luggage lockers.


Finally, the library opens. The decor is familiar. He has been here often to borrow graphic novels and D.V.D.s. Back before you could read the papers on the internet, he used to come here to leaf through the broadsheets. He settles himself next to a radiator and opens an issue of Le Monde. He has no intention of reading it. But if he were a woman, he would want to talk to a man who was reading Le Monde, especially one who looked engrossed, the sort of guy who likes to keep informed but is not easily taken in.


Mentally he thumbs through an imaginary notebook, making up an A–Z list of people who might be able to help him out. He must know someone who has a sofa or a spare room where he can just rock up. It will come back to him.
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