



[image: Cover Image]






Also by Tibor Fischer


Under the Frog


The Thought Gang


The Collector Collector


Voyage to the End of the Room


Good to be God


Don’t Read This Book if You’re Stupid


Crushed Mexican Spiders



Copyright

Published by Corsair in eBook, 2018

Published in print by Vintage, 2001

First published in Great Britain by Secker & Warburg, 2000

ISBN: 978-1-4721-5367-8

Copyright © Tibor Fischer 2000

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Corsair

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk



For the Martel/Ballou Gang




We Ate the Chef


AS HE CROSSED Cambridge Circus, Jim wished he’d become a banker.


Visions of a paid holiday now assailed him with a ferocity greater than any physical lust. Spectral beaches swooped down from Shaftesbury Avenue. The notion of being paid to do nothing, even if it was simply spending time at home watching the walls, made him almost swoon.


Of course he had the consolation of being his own boss, a condition so overrated he had no idea why anyone paid any respect to it; it was perhaps the most overrated concept in the annal’s of thinking. Being your own boss boiled down to choosing which arse you hoped to lick next or which pile of shit you shovelled next; that was it.


The other aspect of banking that was most appealing was getting a salary, something that happened to bankers apparently. Jim had the most important qualifications to be a banker; he had several suits and a willingness to do anything for money. He had the suits, he had the ties, he had no pleasure left in life, no preferences about his comportment, but he had no salary. Having your own company was the best thing in the world if it was successful, but there was the converse …


Once (although he had never discussed it with anyone), a long time ago, he had tried to be a banker. Three banks had given him an interview, two British and one Japanese. Big, big fuckers, whose names made people in finance shift uncomfortably. Jim had taken the interviews seriously because he’d already beaten off hundreds of people to get the interview, and because he had always had a keen appreciation of money.


He’d made an effort, but now with the wisdom of additional decades, Jim recognised he could have tried harder. He hadn’t gotten right down on the floor and crawled and bawled that this job was far more important than life, death, the universe and anything yet to be discovered. Having been through the process of interviewing prospective employees, he now understood that whatever the wording of the questions, however solemn the atmosphere, the chief pleasure lay in getting the interviewee to grovel, to debase himself or herself, to stand on one leg, roll over, bark. I’m boring, I’m insignificant, we both know you only want this job for the money, but if you want it, what are you going to do for me? Are you going to jiggle your tits? Are you going to show me how desperate you are?


Naturally, apart from his failure to grovel, they might well have sensed he thought they were arseholes, because he had. Unfortunately, his foresight had been blocked by a get-everything-you-want-quick scheme: managing a rock ’n’ roll band in Exeter. Why he had been asked to manage them would always remain a mystery; though Jim strongly suspected it was linked to his ability to read and write, ownership of a suit, and because they were positive he would never try to cheat them, since they knew where his parents lived and because every one of the nine-member band was capable of beating him senseless.


Fifty Frenzied Fingers (okay, not that funny) had been, oddly enough, very good; that was why he had agreed to manage them (apart from his inability to play an instrument making management the only way he could sign up for truly global debauchery). They couldn’t play very well, their ten-song set included only two songs they had written (and they were by far the weakest) but there was an exciting and genuinely dangerous quality about them, especially the lead guitarist, Benny, whom everyone within a hundred miles of Exeter was terrified of. A good time for Benny was going to a club where no one knew him and while not exactly picking a fight with a gang of half a dozen or more, doing nothing to unpick one. Jim had made the mistake once of accompanying Benny to a club in Plymouth; he’d had to lock himself in the toilet while Benny took on a dancefloor load of the Devonport Gun Crew. After what had felt like a week, there had been a little tap on the door. ‘Jim? It’s me, Benny. We can go now.’


Fifty Frenzied Fingers had played thirteen gigs; getting all nine of them together each time had reduced him to incoherent rage and exhaustion. The last gig, he had arranged for a top music journalist to come down. The journalist had arrived in Exeter but had eventually missed the gig, as he had been hospitalised by Gary, the saxophonist, during the journalist’s pre-gig let’s all be mates session. Jim might have expected Benny or Vince (oozing evil – it was rumoured, and Jim believed it, that the landlords of Exeter had a contract out on him because he had trashed so many of their properties and ripped them off in several innovative ways) to put the boot in; or frankly any of the others, but not Gary, who was a vegetarian because, as he explained whether you wanted to hear it or not, he couldn’t bear animal suffering. Gary was also blind. Jim had rescued the journalist as Vince had been urging Gary, ‘Kick to the left now, mate.’


They had played the gig, and then the police had steamed in to arrest everyone except Vince, who, as always, managed to dodge retribution. It could have easily been the start of an excessive, energetic, money-making wildness; but it hadn’t been. The journalist never wrote a word about them – nor did anyone else. Jim had seen Benny being bundled into his own police van. Every time he went back to Exeter, he asked about Benny, but no one had any news. Benny had been his own gang. On the other hand Benny’s younger brother, who couldn’t tune a guitar and who had never so much as parked on a yellow line, was now a respected producer and owned large buildings in Docklands.


Then Jim had got a job with Mr Ice, not through any talent, or any initiative on his part, but because he had been at the right golf club. Jim loathed golf, but he had been working behind the bar and, perhaps because he had no idea he was being interviewed, got on very well with Mr Ice who had astonished him by offering him a job.


There were so many lies. So much nonsense. So much rubbish – this rubbish talked about gangsters for instance. What did, according to general belief, gangsters do? They ran drugs, prostitution, committed armed robbery. Of those businesses Jim had had brief glimpses.


The consultant anaesthetist who had lived above Jim in Ealing (when he had been housesitting) used to invest his money buying flats in the West End and filling them with tarts from Israel and Japan (supplied by fellow anaesthetists); the anaesthetist regarded it as a stimulating cross between an investment and a hobby. He’d drive out to the airport to pick up the girls, worry about the décor of the flats, and would always be running around buying extra pot-plants or toast-racks. Jim was offered half-price.


Drugs: the best dealer he had ever had, in the days when he indulged (youth, some disposable income), was a retired brigadier (Falklands veteran) with a handlebar moustache who lived in Tunbridge Wells, but who came up to town and made deliveries with a precision that could have been studied at Sandhurst. Admittedly most of the others Jim had come across were no-hopers who could never make it as far as stacking supermarket shelves, or single-mothers with snotty brats who were good for their customers because they were always at home (and because if nabbed could wave their children for clemency).


Armed robbery: he knew Herbie, the barman at Blacks, who had done four years for knocking off a security van (collared because he had left his wallet behind). Herbie was one of the friendliest types he knew, who fainted at the sight of blood, who had only survived in prison because he had ironed all the hardmen’s shirts, and now earned most of his money on the side by making soft toys for Blacks’ clientele (fake antique teddy bears his speciality) having picked up sewing skills inside; he liked to relax by translating Spanish poetry (apparently very badly).


No, the real gangsters, the real criminals, the true scumbuckets didn’t bother with crime; crime was for the incompetent, the knotted-up, the stupid, the bored, counterfeit thugs, the daytrippers. There was no real money in it, and sooner or later you went to jail. Genuine gangsters went into sports management or the music business.


He had worked with Mr Ice looking after snooker players and boxers so he had seen it. He had done it for six years, and it had been a job with a lot to recommend it. Travel, dream money, boozing with celebrities.


But he had left; this is what happens when things are good, you can’t see past the good things.


At first, he had been full of it; intoxicated with being his own boss and relieved because some aspects of working for Ice had unnerved him. Not that anything unpleasant had ever happened. The mere fact he had worked for Ice meant everyone assumed he was well-hard, and there was a great deal of courtesy in boxing circles because everyone was aware the consequences of a bust-up would be grave. Compare the anaesthetist’s rundown on Israel: ‘Everyone has a gun. Everyone. So there’s less crime. You break into someone’s home. You get shot dead. You rob a bank. You get shot dead. You play music too loud. You get shot dead. You go round firing off your gun for no good reason. You get shot dead.’ Folk in sports management were very polite, but he’d always had the fear that one morning Ice would turn up with a couple of dead promoters for him to bury.


Finally, his work, although entertaining, had been very minor. Light correspondence, wearing a suit. Bag-carrying. Taxi-calling. Drink-buying. Laughing at jokes. And there wasn’t much satisfaction.


One morning, at four, he had been woken up by a call. Getting to the phone, he had stumbled in the dark, cracking his head open on a doorframe. The call was from one of their contenders, staying in a hotel in Las Vegas.


‘Jim, man, I got a real problem …’


His stomach clenched. Rape? Murder? Drugs? Broken limb? Gambling clean-out? Assault?


‘… there’s no plug in my bathtub.’


Even half-asleep, half-stunned, his blood plopping on to the carpet, Jim balanced things up, the distance between London and Las Vegas, the knowledge that the boxer wouldn’t be back for a few days, Ice’s well-known affection for him, the boxer’s promising but not star status (only a bantamweight who lived with his mother). There were two responses gleaming in the night: Eat your own shit, you moron. Or: Darius, just talk to reception and they’ll sort you out. He had gone the route of the plug-provider, but had never really forgiven himself.


But then he had left. And for a while he hadn’t regretted leaving. Garrido, the salesman who had computerised Ice’s office, told him about the Web. Garrido was the only honest computer salesman in Britain and the only one who could explain things, probably because he knew what he was selling. This was when mention of the Web would provoke: what? Working for Ice (small, terrible glasses, haircut twenty years out of place, bargain suit, third-generation East End villain living in Chislehurst) hadn’t taught him anything apart from which clubs boxers liked to frequent.


What he would have liked to have learned from Ice was how to run a business. Suddenly, after you have set up your business, Jim found the satisfaction of independence was crushed like a puppy going under the wheels of a juggernaut; the government, the council, the utility companies, your customers, your employees, your cleaners, your neighbours, the postal system, manufacturers of answering machines, public transport, traffic lights, the whole planet queues up to give you a kicking when you have a company; he had never felt truly alone until he had started Ultimate Truth Ltd (named after a style of karate he had studied for two weeks).


Jim had begun to wonder if he was just stupid. There were so many lies. Mistruths. Was he the only one to have believed them? Were these lies just conventions, there for people to recognise, like street names, but that no one had to take seriously? Cambridge Circus, for instance, had nothing to do with Cambridge or the circus. An overbustled shithole was what it was. As disappointing as the adage that hard work is rewarded. Uh-uh. It isn’t.


Or take the great lie about London being a city; it wasn’t a city, it was a war. Fine people weren’t dispatched on the pavement and their bodies dumped in the gutters. Some discretion was maintained. The pillaging and the slaughtering were usually behind doors, but no less relentless for being secluded. This had only recently sunk in. The truth was horrible. The truth tasted awful. Perhaps as in one of those bad thrillers, when you found out you would be silenced, or perhaps in the non-imagined world, when you really understood what was going on, you silenced yourself.


Jim expended a great deal of energy trying to wish himself back into the past, so he could have the chance to get back to his younger self, so he could slap himself around the face and say: crawl, get the job, take the money and do what you want on Sunday afternoons. His obsession with a paid holiday, simply being able to go away, not for two weeks, not a week, but even a weekend when you could completely switch off, do nothing, was starting to frighten him. The only way he could stop thinking about having a paid holiday was fantasising about sick leave; being ill and staying at home in bed for two days (getting paid for it, while other people at your place of work were forced to cover for you, even if they didn’t do it particularly well) was paradise itself. Jim could see how that being an employee was a wondrous thing and how he envied humble, lowly employees who could walk out of their offices and not have to think about work until the following day. The joys of employeedom overpowered him.


The adventurers who thought they lived dangerously by biking through civil wars, sky-diving, mountaineering, bungee jumping, freebasing finally didn’t know real risk. There was nothing more dangerous than having your own company. You jumped out of an aeroplane, you were merely wagering your life; you ran a company, no matter how small, even a cornershop, you were risking your soul.


As he walked past the St Martin’s Theatre, a skinny, small sixteen-year-old (accompanied by another skinny, small sixteen-year-old and an extremely ugly sixteen-year-old girl) bumped into him with more force than you’d expect from a skinny, small sixteen-year-old. The sixteeners each had a can of Tennent’s. None of them were paying attention because they came from Sutton Whatsit and were mildly pissed.


This was about the only thing that made living in the poisonous hubbub of London occasionally worthwhile: that you could look down spectacularly on provincials who lived in places where the most exciting news was a special offer at the supermarket.


Jim was sick of tourists, you couldn’t go anywhere without hitting a smog of fourteen-year-old Italians, adamant they were having a major revelation because they were standing on a bit of concrete just north of that great trough of fickle sewage called the Thames.


The weed hadn’t pushed into him deliberately, which made it worse. He hadn’t even noticed Jim glowering. A frail and five-foot-fourer shoving into someone who was six foot one and (despite running his own company) fifteen stone was wrong; there was something primaevally amiss about it. Jim eyed the pimply face of the weed and he could suddenly understand why slavery had been such a big hit; he had known dogs with more depth and intelligence.


The desire to punch the weed destructively in the face, to teach him a lesson in the significance of larger people, was almost irresistible. To his horror Jim realised that the only reason he didn’t thump him was because he was going to see a client and blood wouldn’t look good on his suit. Something odious was going on in his heart. He really needed a holiday.


He arrived at the address and trudged up four flights of steep steps; inevitably any prospective client wasn’t going to have a plush first-floor office or be in a building with a lift. It was a new company that consisted of a designer, a goatee beard and a school leaver.


But the designer and the goatee beard weren’t there.


‘We’ve been trying to phone you,’ said the secretary with surprisingly genuine concern. The designer’s mother had been taken ill half an hour ago and he’d had to rush away. Jim’s mobile phone had been off, because he hadn’t bought a new battery for it because he couldn’t afford it; he couldn’t afford the mobile phone either, but you couldn’t not have one. Infuriatingly, it was the most reasonable of excuses. It was a pity, he almost wished it was the usual case of having forgotten the appointment or enjoying lunch too much, so he could get angry, aggrieved and write off this possible income.


Instead of which he’d have to come back another time to hear one of the hundred and one reasons why they wouldn’t need him to set up a web site for them. Here I am, he brooded, in the right place at the right time, and I still can’t get it right.


Rejoining Old Compton Street, Jim was nearly knocked into the gutter by a large dispatch rider striding out of an off-licence. The dispatch rider was too big to consider hitting, so Jim made do with giving him a dirty look. On his massive back, embroidered into his leather jacket, was an image of a scrupulously rendered skeleton riding a chopper; it was a strapping skeleton, with fine pecs, mighty arms, striking cheekbones and good posture. Wearing a bandana and ostentatious jewellery, a scythe strapped to its back, the skeleton was grinning and opening up the throttle above the legend, Death Rides a Harley.


This was a lie. A month before Jim had been lumbered with taking an elderly neighbour’s dog to the vet’s for the last jab. Worried at first that his total lack of concern for the mangy cocker spaniel might cause offence, Jim had been indignant about the blasé way the vet carried out the task. One moment Oslo was an irritating, deaf and smelly dog, the next merely a furball; all character gone. Erased. The vet made no attempt to soothe Jim’s feelings, issued no hollow formula. He probably took more care over making a cup of tea.


Death wouldn’t be cocky. Wouldn’t be a dandy. Wouldn’t be sexy. Wouldn’t be impressive at all. Death would be like the vet. Boring. Bored. Bored with people’s posturings, bored with people. Bald. Fat. Badly dressed. With nothing to say. No bedside manner. No prospects. No money. The enemy of character. Death would be the last to be picked for football. Death would have a peanut-sized dick. Death would be the figure opposite you in the dole office. Death would be the small dustman who keeps quiet. Death would take the bus, and not make any interesting remarks in the queue.


Jim strolled back to the office. Betty was there, even though he had nothing to do. Betty would always be adoring his computer, prodding code. Betty didn’t even ask him how it went with the client; he was engrossed in some shoot-’em-up game, not playing it but stripping the 3-D engine for code and redesigning it.


When they had first met, Betty (who had turned up as part of a load of computers from a bankrupt computer shop), with uncharacteristic, unrepeated and insane frankness, had revealed his nickname at school and how much he had hated it: you think you have for a while, but finally you never escape school. Jim took every opportunity to use it, because there was no point in denying it was fun torturing others.


There were only the two of them left in the office now. Betty should have been employed by a government somewhere encrypting or decrypting things. Nearly all their work was off-the-shelf software, which Jim, if he could have been bothered to read the manuals closely, could have used. Having Betty working there was like owning a grocery and having Einstein mopping the floor.


So why was Betty there? There were some things Jim couldn’t do. He couldn’t ride a unicycle, he couldn’t juggle machetes, he couldn’t speak Portuguese. With a huge investment of time he stood a chance of making some progress in any one of these fields. Betty couldn’t deal with people. Betty could never learn how to deal with people. He couldn’t phone anyone for instance. If he were trapped in a building on fire, the fire brigade wouldn’t hear about it from Betty. He could, by gritting his teeth, bring himself to answer the phone very occasionally (although it would tire him out for the rest of the day) but he couldn’t phone anyone, any more than he was capable of doing a triple back flip.


With the trade they generated, Betty could have made a modest living if he had worked at home. So could Jim if he had operated from his flat. But they were bound together in a bizarre impoverishment pact. Betty had been woefully underpaid from the beginning; after a while Jim had uneasily cut his salary from two hundred to one hundred a week, citing (honestly) ludicrously bad luck with clients and assuring him that it was an exceptional, emergency and temporary measure. When he had finally cut Betty’s salary down to fifty, he had quite looked forward to it, hoping that Betty would storm off and that he could jack it all in. Betty hadn’t been paid a penny for two months now, but the nominal salary loitered there, nominally making him boss. Nominally reducing the salary to thirty pounds had crossed Jim’s mind, but he concluded it would reflect badly on him, moving the situation from the rousingly exploitative to the pathetic.


‘I see,’ said Betty quietly into the phone. Betty had a habit of speaking very quietly during his phone calls and covering his mouth with his hand, imagining that Jim, in an office bereft of activity, sitting five feet away wouldn’t be able to hear him.


For a long time, there had been a secretary, Vera. It had taken Jim a while to work out why he had liked her so much: Vera was a home for bad luck. For two hours every morning before work, she would go to the gym: the fat laughed. She was burgled or mugged or had her car stolen at least once a month. Washing-machines ate up her clothes. The married men she had awful affairs with treated her like dirt. She was always having rows with her flatmates, and spent her leisure time getting new abodes and retrieving her post from previous ones. She regularly left her shopping on buses.


But Vera’s bracing qualities had only been fully appreciated when he had hired Rebecca. Rebecca was beautiful and the possibility of entanglement with a beautiful woman (something that had eluded him for years) had been at the forefront of his hiring her.


But Rebecca had a flaw; she was happy. One evening when Jim had gone into a bar and had spotted Rebecca laughing with her friends, he had decided to fire her. Lack of business would have required her dismissal anyway, but he couldn’t deceive himself as to what the trigger was: she had had the temerity to enjoy herself. He realised that for five years, pretty much the time he had been in business, he hadn’t been happy. He hadn’t had cancer, he hadn’t been in anguished misery every minute of the day, but he had either been working, or worrying about work, or indulging in unsatisfactory pursuits in his private life. He woke up in the morning washed up and there was no improvement during the day. Not so much as five minutes of oomph. His vengeance on Rebecca had appalled him, but it had been like watching on the television another poorly filmed atrocity in some country you wouldn’t be able to find on the map; barely a pang before you go to the fridge.


‘I see,’ said Betty.


Jim glimpsed Serafina going in gaudily next door and gave her a smile. Why a personal trainer had to have an office, he couldn’t fathom. Hers was a tiny office, but you would have thought Serafina could have run everything by mobile. The office was, he supposed, an appendage of success, like her sports car. She only turned up twice a week, for half an hour or an hour if that. As usual, she wore the loudest colours possible, parrot green and yellow today, a tiny amount of Lycra that was so stretched you were sorry for it, although her beauty and physical perfection were such, she could have worn a tent and still had more attention than any woman wanted; you could stare and stare at her and still not believe her body; it was her job – a stainless form of prostitution.


Even two or three years ago, he would have tried it on. Clearly, she was too beautiful and too thriving to understand him (Serafina spoke Success), but he would have tried. He was losing his fight, a ghastly stagnation was taking place inside. He detected a smell, a dish-rag odour that tracked him everywhere. No matter how often he washed the reek was there; he changed clothes, scrubbed, was brave with the aftershave, but it was as if he were splashing on the scent of finished; his body was taking up decomposition without the incentive of a grave.


No, the real treat now would be to have a good picture of Serafina naked, so he could take it home for lengthy imaginings. Easier, for everyone. No one would get hurt. When he had been at school what he had looked forward to most of all – although obviously he had never admitted it – was a wife he could die for and a wife who would die for him. Now, the choosing of restaurants (and their expense), agreeing on a film they both wanted to see, concentrating on saying the right thing or at least not saying the wrong thing, these exertions had become too onerous for him. It was incredible the remarks that had cost him girlfriends (‘Labour will win’, ‘you have great legs’, ‘I love you’); basically there was nothing you could say that was safe but you tried to filter out the relationship-scuppering declarations.


It was going to be over soon. The anger was largely gone, it was more that state of acceptance that terminally ill people purportedly reach when they realise that raging’s not doing any good. Bankruptcy would be a relief, a balm, because he could give up. He could probably get a job somewhere, and while he wouldn’t get rich, it would be a mindless living.


‘I see,’ said Betty putting down the phone.


‘There’s a … well … I shouldn’t be long.’ Betty put on his jacket and left Jim in the huge 20′ by 22′ by 10′ mouth that only ate cash. Betty was off to defuck something. He had friends who worked for the big players, who would phone up from time to time. When they got really stuck, when their highly paid codeheads were stumped by some careerending impasse and their clients weren’t looking too closely, they’d smuggle Betty in to sort it out. Naturally, he wasn’t paid. He loved doing it, as long as it was a serious problem. Simple problems (computer not plugged in) made him angry; a disaster that would require him to work five days and nights non-stop, he’d come back glowing.


When Jim had started, there had been three web companies in London. First of all the problem had been explaining the web. The noes had come in three shapes; the I-don’t-quite-understand-this shape. Then the this-is-very-exciting-and-you’re-absolutely-right-but-we-have-to-wait-for-the-dust-to-settle-but-we’ll-get-back-to-you shape. And finally the but-we-already-have-a-website shape.


And suddenly there were dozens of competitors, plus now the big companies had their own softhow and small companies bought their websites from the cornershop. He’d been in a goldrush and ended up with an unamusing lump of coal. Pioneers don’t make it, he realised, they finish up penniless in bars seeking listeners, or die of cold, their bones to be trampled by fur-encased freebooters.


Jim went over to Betty’s desktop computer. It was Betty’s own. Jim couldn’t have afforded it. It was the most powerful desktop you could buy this month, with the most feared chip.


Betty, however, knew next to nothing about hardware. Jim didn’t grasp much either, but he knew enough to unscrew the computer and take out the motherboard. He put it under his right foot and scrunched gently. Then he returned the motherboard to the computer.


That’ll keep him busy while I’m away, Jim thought. This trip to France wasn’t a holiday. It was his last chance.


*


The rain came down viciously, as if it were trying to get at Jim. As he looked out the cabin window at Nice airport blackened by the storm, he strove to talk himself into a state of calm.


Yes, it was unfair. He had flown all the way to the South of France in August from London (where the sun had been shining for the first time in four months) to encounter rain, having spent money he didn’t have on the holiday. He hadn’t had a holiday in eight years. He had worked it out on the flight. It had been eight years since he had paid money and gone somewhere to enjoy himself. He hadn’t worked every day of those eight years, but near enough.


Since landing he had been wrestling with a powerful urge to burst into tears and scream: ‘I’ve spent eight years without a holiday. I live in a sun-free city. All I ask is five days in the sunshine and that is why I have flown to the South of France, a region famous for the abundance of its sunshine, especially in the middle of August, a month famous for its insufferable heat. I don’t want culture. I don’t want entertainment. I don’t dream of women. All I ask is five days of sunshine.’


When Jim had sat in the travel agent’s aghast at the price of the ticket (he had left it too late for Apex and too late to get an economy seat), he had been unable to make up his mind about how long he wanted to stay.


A long weekend, four days, was very tempting but then that only meant two days unwinding since the time of the flights precluded any sunning arriving or departing. And if he was going down there, he might as well spend some time there. He liked the idea of two weeks (who wouldn’t?) but that was impossible, the office would have been rented out to someone by then; even his creditors would have forgotten him by then. A week really wasn’t much longer than five days, but it sounded so much longer; five days was in effect a working week, but it didn’t sound like it; five days only sounded like a few days, it had the same resonance as two or three days although you were getting the extra. And the truth was he was uneasy even going away for five days, because there might be that phone call, the fat cat call handing him a big deal. Granted there were very few calls at all, and if someone was interested waiting a few days shouldn’t be a problem, because even when he did manage to sell his services it was a dragged-out process (involving months of negotiation and repetition), but he couldn’t shake the fear if he weren’t there to say: ‘I’ll be round next week’, the deal would go down the pan.


Jim knew this dread stemmed from that one occasion during the period when he had relished being his own boss and he had treated himself to a long lunch and twenty minutes sunning himself in Soho Square. He had returned to the office to find that the French Embassy had left a message at 12.15 (three minutes after he had left) and when he phoned back at 3.37 (he had noted the time) the job had already gone. He had been gutted about it, because he fancied hanging around the French Embassy as French women really did it for him, even ones that weren’t attractive, and because, worst of all, he had later discovered the job had gone to Cresswell. It was fear of missing that life-saving, fortune-making phone call that had been the paramount factor in his not taking a holiday for eight years (along with not having any money).


The travel agent had stared at him. She was evidently an easy-going woman, but impatience was seeping through. He was stuck. He couldn’t make up his mind. He couldn’t make a decision. Many couples got married with less deliberation than he was taking. He was so defeated he couldn’t make a decision about five days or a week; it was a cramp of the thoughtways. It was as if she were asking him to multiply 123,768 by 341,977 in his head.


Jim had cast around for something else to talk about to disguise his paralysis. It was pathetic, this was what it had come to, sitting in a travel agent’s unable to choose, and unable to get up and leave, all in all, unable; he had the belief this was the most important decision he would ever make and he couldn’t make it, but if he left now he would never go on holiday and he would just crumble. All he could think of was how he always made the wrong decision. He rummaged internally for signs, for clues, for desires within himself.


‘Do you follow the football?’ he asked the travel agent.


‘Five days is a good break,’ said the agent. You couldn’t blame her; selling one ticket to Nice was hardly the highlight of her day. Three other people were waiting impatiently for service, inevitably wanting to take their extended families to Melbourne. Maybe this happened regularly, burn-outs sitting vacantly in front of her. To his astonishment, his credit card cleared, which showed how little diligence credit card companies paid to spending limits. Gratitude towards the travel agent suffused him and he considered buying her a bunch of flowers, but that would have been admitting that he was a goner, and besides which he didn’t have the money for that, if he wanted lunch. Perhaps this was the most valuable help he’d ever have in his life, perhaps this was the clutchable hand that would prevent him from drowning in himself.


As he shuffled his way off the plane, Jim repeated to himself that the rain wasn’t a problem. It was after five, he wouldn’t have been able to get to a beach today anyway, and since it never rained here in August, present rain increased the odds of no rain tomorrow when he could be at the beach for as long as his skin would permit.


By the baggage carousel, he saw it was definitely Charles Kidd. He had spotted someone Kidd-like at the other end of the departure lounge at Heathrow, but he hadn’t been sure and he had been too tired to get up to see. Kidd was a lawyer who had done some contracts for Ice, and Jim had last seen him years ago getting into a taxi with two women he was going to bed with; the women hadn’t been beautiful, but they hadn’t been ugly either. He had talked to one of them earlier at the party, a half-Burmese physiotherapist with company clearly on her mind, but Jim had been concentrating on a better-looking American student who was doing a doctorate in conflict resolution who had been very friendly, and too late he had realised she was very friendly to anyone who would listen to her and not in the slightest bit interested in having anything to do with him.


Kidd was at the other end of the baggage carousel, which still had no baggage. Jim decided not to go and say hello. He was totally exhausted. He had no beef with Kidd, indeed he quite liked him, but he didn’t have anything he needed to say to him, and if he did go over and have a chat, he’d get asked the question ‘How’s business?’ and he’d have to say, ‘Fine.’ It was the lying that was the hardest part. To people in the business, you couldn’t let out the least whiff of distress and to friends it was improper to say, ‘Unless there’s a miracle, I’m going to be booking a noose for next week.’


The baggage continued not coming. After ten minutes, Jim was struggling so hard to keep his eyes open he sauntered over to Kidd, who was remarkably pleased to see him:


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Staying with a friend for a few days.’


‘I’m visiting a friend who’s got a massive place over at St Tropez. It’s got its own pool, it’s obscenely large, high walls, you don’t have to set foot outside. I don’t have to tell you the beaches are pretty grim this time of year. You must come over.’


Suddenly, everyone was inviting him to stay with them in the South of France. It was tantalising. Hugo’s place was outside Nice somewhere, and he had no doubt it would be dowdy and rustic compared with Kidd’s offer. Kidd didn’t have to sell the place; Jim was certain it would be palatial, full of beautiful rich French women, naked and gagging for it. It really would. You start off thinking that life is exciting and glamorous, then after a while you decide that it isn’t, then you realise that it is, but not for you. Guest-list only. You only got to peep through the keyhole, Jim reflected.


In fact, that was probably his only route to a decent life: an advantageous marriage. The old rich wife stunt. Kidd’s father owned a couple of streets in London, one of his brothers was an MP, the other had a string of nightclubs across Europe, and despite all that Kidd was extremely likeable. Jim was severely receptive to Kidd, and inclined to forget Hugo, who was rather wearing at times; but he knew Hugo would be waiting for him outside and, much as he wanted to be, he wasn’t much good at being a shit.


Kidd’s bag was the second off the plane. Jim wished him a happy holiday and then had to wait half an hour for his bag to turn up, at the point when he thought he was going to have to do some form-filling.


Hugo was waiting for him outside, in shorts despite the torrential weather.


‘Where the hell have you been?’


‘I had to satisfy one of the stewardesses,’ Jim replied. For a second he could see Hugo taking him seriously. That he had for twenty minutes, peculiarly incompetently, managed a rock and roll outfit had left Hugo with an indelible image of him as a wild animal; those who had never had any dealing with the business couldn’t help thinking of it as round-the-clock debauchery, whereas Jim had carried out the whole operation from his mother’s kitchen, the only payment he had received during the whole enterprise had been a death threat, and if asked always chose to describe the trade as exciting as waiting in line at the post office.


Hugo had been at school with him. They hadn’t been particularly close, but they had walked home the same way every day. Jim had two salient memories of Hugo from school. Hugo being beaten up a lot because he was German (nothing short of being black could have been worse); although Hugo did invite punishment by openly supporting Germany during international football matches; he also had a cock like a marrow, which might have provoked further beatings. Hugo was an arresting example of heredity not working; his father lectured in literature at university and his mother was a violin teacher. Hugo had probably read five non-textbook books in his life (under duress) and even at the age of twelve Jim remembered wishing he didn’t have to be seen in public with Hugo because of the shitty records he was carrying.


Jim hadn’t seen him much after school, though he had learned of his progress as his mother met Hugo’s mother in supermarkets from time to time. Then, a month ago, he had bumped into Hugo in an Italian restaurant in Charlotte Street. Hugo explained he had a Russian girlfriend, was renting a place for a few weeks in Châteauneuf outside of Nice, and why didn’t he come and stay? The warmth of Hugo’s greeting and the generosity of the gesture had touched Jim, but he’d said no. Then he’d reconsidered and thought he might as well go. He undoubtedly needed a holiday, and he was too miserable and old to go on his own anywhere.


Jim was also touched by Hugo coming to the airport to pick him up, until he remembered that while Hugo wouldn’t lend you a fiver, he’d quite happily drive you from London to Inverness; he’d drive to the bathroom if he could.


They ran zaggily across the car park, in the rain, sidestepping the vast puddles. Jim cared little for cars, but he knew an expensive, brand-new BMW when he saw one. Seeing it was like sighting an alternative universe. He had never told Hugo that he had applied for a job at the same bank Hugo had started at. It was one of those humiliations you could have laughed about with a close mate; but Jim had always fancied himself as cleverer than Hugo, and it had hurt, because Hugo had made it (although Hugo’s father had written the application letter for him) and because there was nothing worse than prostituting yourself and then discovering that no-one was buying.


This car could have been his, the rented villa could have been his, he could have been in the driving seat picking up some impecunious acquaintance from London.


Despite the persistence of the rain, even the French roadsigns elated him. They were more elegant, more sophisticated than British ones. It was wonderful to be out of London, on holiday. Jim had remembered Châteauneuf as a suburb of Nice, a short bus ride. It soon became clear after they had been driving at high speed for twenty minutes, that the Châteauneuf where Hugo had hired a villa was a different one, and that outside Nice was a very elastic term. As they rocketed further and further away from the coast, Jim pined with growing bitterness for Kidd and his pad in St Tropez full of aristocratic beauties.


‘Katerina’s going to cook something, and then we can all go to a club in Cannes,’ said Hugo, giving him a supposedly playful punch on his right thigh, an especially knuckly, exceedingly painful punch that deadened the whole leg.


Jim shuddered at the idea of clubbing and resolved to wait five minutes until Hugo thought he had forgotten about the punch and there wasn’t a bend and then to stick a good one on him. Jim hadn’t been to a club for years. He hadn’t had a desire to go to one for years; from the age of sixteen to twenty-four he had lived in clubs, but the prospect of paying to be deafened and crushed by teenagers fighting to get served at the bar made him almost break out in a sweat. He hadn’t had any sleep for three days, having slaved over a last-minute proposal for a record company. You spend weeks with nothing to do but cleaning your nails, and the moment you book a holiday someone wants you to tender for a multi-million-pound site. After forty-eight hours without sleep, he had had another urgent demand for service.


It was a call from a television company, from the inappropriately but unforgettably named Mr Heaven. Jim remembered Mr Heaven very well; one of the salient features of big companies was that the individuals responsible for web work were always those who were too useless to do anything important. They were the bumblers who should have been fired but weren’t, either because they were related to someone at the top or because there was sympathy for their families. In spite of the clawish reputation of the business world Jim had never witnessed anyone fired for incompetence or general infirmity; sackings only occurred when the loot dried up and then it didn’t matter how on the ball you were. And naturally, the nonentities like Heaven were the ones keenest on having their khybers extensively licked.


Jim had worked flat-out for a week producing a package for Heaven, not just for the hope of money, but because the possibilities had genuinely excited him. Perhaps Heaven hadn’t liked it. Perhaps he hadn’t understood it. Perhaps he had found it too expensive. Perhaps he had had a better offer. Perhaps he hadn’t received the stuff. Jim had never found out because he hadn’t been able to talk to Heaven or get any sort of answer or anything even approaching information from the secretaries in his office; getting the brush-off from Heaven was annoying but it was even more painful when it came from airheads whose greatest achievement in life was the application of make-up. After a summer of phoning at different times of the day, Jim had given up.

OEBPS/images/9781472153678.jpg
DON’T READ
THIS BOOK IF
YOU’RE STUPID





