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  CHAPTER ONE




  ‘Save Our Sharks’ says the new, kiddie-friendly cartoon propaganda poster in the atrium of my local swimming pool. And I’m thinking, ‘Fuck. Is nothing

  sacred?’ I mean, whatever next? Save Our Cancerous Cells? Save Our Plague Bacilli? Is the dork who devised this campaign living on the same planet as the rest of us? Did he not read the

  awful, awful story about the couple from Louisiana who ended up being abandoned on a reef forty miles from the coast of Australia? Or the one about the surfers who were snapped up in South Africa?

  Does he not know about the Matawan Creek incident? About the USS Indianapolis? Has he never seen Jaws I, II or III? Mission of the Shark? Blue

  Water, White Death? Has he never watched Shark Week on the Discovery Channel? Well I do, did and have. More often, perhaps, than is healthy for someone who’s convinced

  that somewhere out there is a fin with his name on it.




  But what can you do?




  I’ll tell you what you can do. You can be afraid. Be very afraid. For given half the chance those finny bastards will have the lot of us.




  All of which, naturally, I’m bursting to get off my chest by the time I reach the hatch where you pay for your swim ticket. I suppose I could save it all for Sam, for when I get home. But

  I doubt she’ll be in the mood for another of my shark-related rants. Especially not after last night. And anyway, you don’t want to let these thoughts fester in your head – not

  for a whole hour. I’ll just have to tell whoever’s on duty.




  With any luck it’ll be Moroccan Babe. Moroccan Babe has olive-coloured skin, braided hair, dark, glistening eyes and an incredibly wide mouth which has enjoyed a starring role in many a

  wank fantasy. Normally I try not to converse with her at any length, lest her real personality impose itself on my mental image of her as a sultry, North African temptress. But I think I’ll

  make an exception with my shark problem. She’ll probably find it strangely endearing.




  Or maybe it will be Mr Freebie. Mr Freebie is so-called because, if the supervisor’s not around, he lets me in free. He once glimpsed me talking about something or other for five seconds

  on a daytime news bulletin and is consequently convinced that I’m a major celebrity.




  But no. Today’s cashier is Kenneth, a middle-aged black man with a round, very solemn face. He wears starchy white shirts with bad embroidery on the front, and unlike his colleagues

  – who prefer the Sun or the Mirror – he’s always reading a classic work of English literature.




  This, it must be said, is far more information than you need about Kenneth. I only see him for – what? – maybe a total of one minute every weekday, so he’s hardly what

  you’d call a major character in my life. The thing is, though, he intrigues me. Like, what’s a man of his age and intelligence doing in such a crap job? What’s with the strange

  shirts? And why does he always look so troubled – so doomed, almost?




  It’s the troubled bit that decides me against launching into my shark tirade. It really isn’t what Mark needs to hear at 7.30 in the morning. Instead, I just say something

  gratuitously weird.




  ‘Has Hackney Council gone mad?’ I say. ‘Do they really mean to stock our pool with maneating sharks?’




  Kenneth blinks owlishly. I gesture towards the poster.




  ‘I believe,’ explains Kenneth in his studiously correct, West African accented English, ‘that it is designed to make our children more aware of environmental issues.’




  ‘Ah, that’ll be it,’ I say. And I give him a big grin to show that I was just being silly.




  ‘You are a very funny man,’ he replies. And he breaks into a rare smile, which almost makes my day bearable.




  But not quite. The problem is I’m still haunted by last night’s row with Sam. It’s her total lack of empathy that bothers me. I mean, how could she possibly have failed to

  share my horror at the awful, awful tale of that hapless couple from Louisiana.




  I’ll try it out on you and you can decide for yourself.




  OK. So there’s this couple from Louisiana – Thomas and Eileen Lonergan – and they’re really into scuba-diving. And they pay to go out on this dive boat from Port Douglas

  in Northern Australia with a party of twenty-three other divers to explore the Great Barrier Reef, forty miles offshore.




  Two days later, by his own account, the skipper of the dive boat Outer Edge first notices that the Lonergans are missing. He finds a bag of belongings onboard and thinks, ‘Jesus

  Christ, it’s got a wallet and papers in it.’ There’s an extensive search by the police and the Royal Australian Navy. But there’s still no trace of the Lonergans. Not, at

  least, until the following month when their scuba vests are found washed up on a beach a hundred miles north of Port Douglas. And the rumours start to fly. Maybe the Lonergans have done a Lord

  Lucan and staged their own deaths; maybe Mr Lonergan had a death wish and killed his wife before committing suicide. Maybe. But then – and this is the bit that spooks me – another four

  months later, a diving slate is found in a mangrove swamp with a message apparently scrawled on it by one of the Lonergans. The message reads, ‘We have been abandoned by . . . Outer

  Edge. Help!’




  At which point the verifiable facts end and the speculation begins. For example: quite how big a cunt did that skipper have to be to return home without noticing that two of his passengers were

  missing? And how exactly did the Lonergans die? By drowning or by . . .




  Well, you know how I think they died. And an Australian diver who spoke at the trial of the Outer Edge’s skipper – who was subsequently acquitted of unlawful killing –

  was of much the same opinion. He said they had probably been eaten by tiger sharks soon after the boat left. ‘Tigers are very cautious sharks,’ he said. ‘They just circle and

  watch. They may do this for an hour before moving closer and may follow you for another hour before they take that first bite. And then you don’t have a hope.’




  God, can’t you just imagine it? There are the Lonergans, finning amid the coral, basking in their good fortune at having got to try one of the world’s truly great dive sites.

  They’ve been underwater for quite some time now. They really should think about surfacing. But not yet. Not quite yet. They’re having too much fun. They’ve still got fifty bars of

  air left in their tanks, more than enough to get themselves back safely to the boat. And besides, the Great Barrier Reef is a long way from Baton Rouge. They won’t be coming back here in a

  hurry. Why don’t they just give it ten bars more? Surely there’s no harm in that?




  It’s a decision that’s going to cost them their lives, though they don’t know that yet. They don’t even know it when they surface and see – Jesus Christ! –

  the Outer Edge receding into the distance. The skipper’s incompetence is so crass it’s almost funny. Won’t this be a fine story to tell the folks back home. Abandoned on

  the Great Barrier Reef.




  Well, almost abandoned. Because obviously, any second now the skipper – and Jesus, he’s going to be given a piece of their mind – is going to notice his error, turn

  the boat round and scoop them out of the water. There’s no way, there is just no way that the skipper of a professional dive boat would ever leave port with twenty-five passengers

  and return home with only twenty-three. Is there?




  That’s what the Lonergans keep telling one another. They’re getting a bit edgy now. They need reassurance. Because, let’s face it, the situation they’re in is not what

  you’d call happy. In fact it’s very, very unhappy. They’re forty miles from shore, too far to swim, even if they knew what direction to head in. And they’re floating around

  in waters chock full of some of the world’s deadliest predators: stonefish, sea snakes, box jellyfish, sharks. All of which, they’re naturally very, very keen to avoid right at the

  moment.




  Which is ironic, because only an hour ago, these were precisely the sort of critters they most wanted to see. Especially the sharks. Every diver wants to see sharks. They’re cool,

  they’re mean, they’re surprisingly beautiful. And they’re not particularly dangerous, provided you know what you’re doing. You dive with a big group of buddies (sharks are

  scaredy-cats, as a rule – more frightened of us than we are of them); you don’t stray too far from your boat (if something does go wrong, you want to be out of the water fast); and you

  don’t spend too long on the surface (underwater you’re generally fine – the shark thinks you’re just another big fish and steers well clear; on the surface you’re not

  – the shark thinks you’re wounded, he thinks you’re food); and above all you don’t panic.




  So why are experienced divers like the Lonergans panicking? Because they aren’t in a big group of buddies; because they’re miles from their boat; because they’re floating on

  the surface, that’s why. Wouldn’t you panic? Of course you would. We all would. We’d all be absolutely shitting ourselves.




  Still, human nature being what it is, the Lonergans never quite give up hope. Hope, after all, was the one thing remaining in Pandora’s box when all else had fled (which has always struck

  me as a pretty false consolation: I mean if things like ‘sudden dramatic rescue’ and ‘lucky escape’ have gone, what use is hope?). So all the time they’re telling

  themselves: the boat’s going to come back, the boat’s going to come back. Even after they’ve seen the first distant fin; even after that distant fin – and perhaps

  there’s more than one – has started circling closer and ever closer; even after the shark has made its first dummy run; even after it has closed in to ‘bump’ its prey. And

  ‘bumping’, as every diver knows, is the shark’s way of telling you that you’re finished. Next time round, he’s going to bite you for real.




  And by this time, of course, you – the Lonergans – are telling yourself, ‘This is not happening. It can’t be happening. No way was I meant to die in such a horrible way

  as this.’ Yet another part of your brain – the implacably logical part – is telling you, ‘Oh yes, it is happening. So you’d better make the best of it.’




  Time, you realize, for a prayer; time for your life to flash before you; time for you to think about all the things you wished you’d done but now never will; time to say goodbye to your

  loved one, to tell them how much they mean to you and how you wished it could have ended some other way – any way but this. Time, at some point, to scrawl that last hopeless message on your

  diver’s slate.




  Time to die.




  So that’s what I’m thinking about now as I make my way into the changing room, too preoccupied to grunt the usual cursory ‘morning’ to the early swim regulars: Mr

  Bicycle, who’s always leaving just as I arrive, in his all-weather bicycle gear; Mr Insufferably Jaunty, who sings in the shower, used to work on an aid project in India and now spends his

  life being very, very happy; Mr Fat Blubbery Bastard and his skinny sidekick, Mr Grinny Beard, who gabble away to one another incessantly, telling unfunny jokes and giggling like schoolgirls, from

  the moment they arrive until the time they leave. I don’t know their names and I don’t want to know their names. It isn’t natural being so happy at this time of day.




  The only regulars I have much time for are the trio of pensioners I know as Bob, Not Bob and Not Not Bob. Bob is a little boy trapped in an old man’s body who spends his pool sessions

  – yes – bobbing around in his favourite lane (the middle one) waiting for someone he recognizes to emerge from the changing room. When they do he bellows ‘Morning,’ at them.

  And they reply, ‘Morning, Bob.’ Which is how I know his name. His daily dip is, I suspect, the pinnacle of his social life.




  Not Not Bob is a bald gent with a friendly face who always makes a point of smiling at me the first time we swim past one another each morning. We have never actually spoken.




  Not Bob is the one person I have conversed with at any length. I really ought to know his name by now, but we’ve reached that stage in our relationship where it would be embarrassing

  – rude almost – to ask. He uses my name frequently. And every time he does, I wince. I have to pretend that I’m one of those people who never uses anyone’s Christian name.

  Obviously, if I took the trouble to find out his name now, my ruse would be exposed.




  One of the things I like about Not Bob is that, though he must be in his mid-seventies, he looks so healthy and cheerful. This gives me hope. Or at least it would if I believed there was the

  slightest chance of my reaching such a fine old age. He has a full head of very white hair and a lean muscular body, the result no doubt of his days heaving carcasses around Smithfield Market.




  We have, needless to say, enjoyed many long rants about the government’s handling of the BSE crisis. But the subject I most like to get him on to – not too often, lest he think

  I’m a ghoul and clam up – is his experiences during and just after the last war.




  Listening to men like Not Bob makes me feel very ‘end of King Lear’. ‘We that are young . . .’ and so on. I wonder how I would have coped in the heat of battle.

  Would I have cowered in my foxhole? Or would I have charged headlong into the raking machine-gun fire? Would I have had ‘a good war’? Like most of my generation, I’ll probably

  never know. And though part of me is grateful for having been denied the opportunity of being blown to smithereens for my country, another part is perversely resentful. Can a man ever feel truly

  complete without having undergone the ultimate test?




  Instead, I must fight my battles vicariously, devouring military history books – especially those with detailed accounts of the experiences of men on the ground – like John

  Keegan’s Six Armies in Normandy. From Keegan’s book, I learned something rather upsetting. It was America, not Britain, that really won the war. By the time of the D-Day

  landings, our military manpower had come close to exhaustion. Only by allowing America to bear the brunt of the fighting could we be sure of having an army powerful enough to lay claim to its fair

  share of the spoils when the allies finally conquered Germany.




  I mention this fact because it relates to something Not Bob told me one morning. For most of the war, he worked as a stoker in the Navy. But in 1944, much against his will, he was drafted into

  the Army as D-Day cannon fodder. By the time he knew what was happening it was too late. Along with many of his shipmates, he disembarked at Liverpool and was put on a sealed, heavily guarded train

  which took him directly to his new army barracks. The idea was to stop the resentful ex-sailors deserting. But many did, all the same, some of them dying as they jumped train.




  My other favourite Not Bob anecdote concerns his days patrolling Palestine in 1946. One day, by then a sergeant, Not Bob was helping to man a roadblock. ‘We had these two armoured cars

  parked at intervals halfway across the road. You couldn’t get straight through. You had to drive between them, in an S shape. So one morning, we’re standing round, checking papers,

  getting sunburnt, when suddenly this covered Bedford truck comes tearing up the road towards us. And we know straightaway, he’s not planning to stop. There’s just time to take cover as

  he smashes straight into the first armoured car, knocking it sideways. The truck’s driver goes right through the windscreen. Dead instantly. But out of the back, firing sten guns, comes this

  bunch of terrorists, none of them more than twenty. And one of them is a pregnant girl. Now you don’t want to shoot at a pregnant girl, do you? It just ain’t natural. But what can you

  do? There was one of us killed and two wounded. And the one that was killed was my best mate. So we returned fire. It was stupid, really. They never stood a chance. All of them killed or badly

  wounded. When we got to the girl she was still alive. Our medics did what they could, which wasn’t much. Once they knew they’d lost her, they tried for the baby. No good. They called us

  “baby killers” after that.’




  Tales such as this I reserve for my post-swim treat. Before my swim, I am in no mood for talking or listening. My head is a fug of sleepiness, stale marijuana, alcohol, confused thoughts, dark

  imaginings, anxiety and self-hatred. Sometimes it gets so bad that I cry out to myself ‘Die! Die! Die!’ Or ‘Noooo!’ Today, preoccupied as I am by the terrible fate of the

  Lonergans, I groan so volubly that Not Bob calls back from the neighbouring cubicle, ‘You all right there, my friend?’




  ‘Yeah, yeah,’ I reply. ‘Just thoughts.’




  Just thoughts. If only.




  Not all my morning thoughts are horrible. Sometimes, if I’m in the middle of an interesting project, my mind might slide towards a constructive idea. Or if I’ve had an erotic dream

  and still haven’t woken up properly, I can sometimes continue the scenario from the point where it was cruelly ruptured by the alarm. Or I might just catch sight of a loose panel in the

  ceiling and drift into a fantasy where a group of silent assassins have come to wipe us all out, like at the beginning of Three Days of the Condor. And I’ll wonder whether I would

  have time to haul myself up into the rafters and replace the loose ceiling panel before the killers could find me. And then I’ll probably conclude that, no, I wouldn’t.




  As I say, not all my morning thoughts are horrible. Just most of them.




  And this, I think, is probably the main reason why I pursue this ridiculous daily health regimen. Not so much to cancel out the effects of all the cigarettes I smoke, nor to keep my body in good

  enough shape to ensure Sam doesn’t chuck me for a younger, healthier man, but as a ruse to purge myself of my inner demons. For exercise read exorcize.




  This is why, when I wet my hair before pulling on my swim cap, I don’t wait for the shower to warm up. I just plunge my head and body straight under, enjoying the frozen agony.




  And it’s why, instead of mimsying into the pool down the ladder, I dive straight in, relishing both the ecstasy of that split second of mid-air anticipation and that liberating shock of

  cold as I hit the water.




  Today, it’s even colder than usual – the heaters must have broken down or something – which is good because it means I have to swim extra fast to stop myself dying of

  hypothermia. And the faster I swim, the harder it is for me to think all those thoughts I’d rather not think.




  That’s the theory, anyway.




  But I’ve only done a few lengths when the evil death thoughts start trickling back. I’m not sure what it is that has triggered them. Maybe it was a Rorschach shape glimpsed, on one

  of my backstroke lengths, in the peeling paint of the pool’s arched ceiling. Or perhaps the torpedo surge, glimpsed from the corner of my eye, of a passing swimmer. Or, perhaps, it’s

  just the effect of being immersed in water.




  Whatever, I’m back there, with the Lonergans, hoping against hope that the boat returns before the tigers close in for their final run. I’m with the survivors of the USS

  Indianapolis, floating for three days in the shark-infested Pacific, shuddering as my shipmates are snatched into the depths, one by one. I’m on a sinking ferry in the Philippines,

  wondering whether to go down with the boat or leap into the sea and risk a fate far worse than drowning. I’m diving in the Red Sea when I feel some large evil presence behind me. I’m

  – God knows why, because this is something I’d never ever do – I’m in a shark cage. A great white shark cage. And something must have gone badly wrong because instead of

  floating on the surface, the cage is sinking, deeper and ever deeper, towards the black ocean floor a million miles below. And I know I’ve got to get out because the pressure’s building

  and in a few minutes more I’ll implode. But I can’t get out because those steel bars surrounding me, imprisoning me, are all that stand between me and the savage jaws of the monstrous

  white shark circling, unseen, in the murk beyond. So do I die or do I die? And why am I thinking these thoughts? Why can’t I just get on with it – do my lengths, get out, have a shower,

  go home, die in fifty or so years’ time of natural causes – like any normal person?




  I’ll tell you why. Because all the things I’ve been telling you about – that shark poster, the story of the Lonergans – they’re all signs. Omens. Omens like the

  ones in The Omen.




  You know the bit I mean? Well, there’s this photographer character in The Omen, played by David Warner. And this David Warner photographer has noticed something rather horrible

  about the pictures he has been taking. Whenever he has snapped someone who’s about to be killed in a hideous fashion by the powers of the Antichrist child Damien, he notices, when he develops

  the photograph, that a strange blemish has appeared across that person’s body. And when he photographs the person again, he sees that the blemish has grown more distinct. And the more

  distinct that blemish grows, he realizes, the closer that person is to the time of their vile death.




  Then, one day, the photographer notices something particularly grim. He has taken a self-portrait. And this too is now disfigured by one of those ominous blemishes. He now knows he is going to

  die soon. He also has a pretty good idea of how he is going to die because the blemish takes the form of the instrument of his death. Yet when he tries telling anyone about the ghastliness of his

  predicament, no one will believe him. They think he has gone mad.




  I know just how he feels. There are blemishes on my photographs too. Not real ones, obviously. This is real life not fiction. But as far as I’m concerned it amounts to the same thing. The

  imaginary blemishes on my imaginary photographs are growing more distinct with each passing day. And they take the form of a black triangular fin.




  But will Sam listen when I explain my theory? Will she bollocks. She thinks it’s just a form of hypochondria. Despite the fact that I have presented her with the most compelling evidence

  to the contrary.




  Like yesterday morning, for example. Before I picked up the newspaper, I said to myself, ‘If there’s a story in today’s paper about sharks, then it’s a sign from God that

  I’m totally fucked.’ It’s a game I play quite a lot. When I’m going up an escalator, say, I’ll tell myself that if I get to the top before someone steps on to the down

  escalator then I definitely won’t get eaten by a great white shark. And what invariably happens is that someone does get on to the down escalator, so I have to tell myself, ‘OK. That

  one didn’t count.’ Which is fair enough, I reckon, because as a rule in life it’s bloody difficult getting to the top of an up escalator without anyone stepping on to the down

  escalator first.




  The thing with the newspaper, though, that really bothered me. I mean, what are the chances of opening your paper and finding that the first story you’ve turned to concerns one of the most

  horrific shark stories ever? Pretty slim, I’d say. Is it any wonder I got so agitated?




  ‘Oh fuck!’ I said. ‘I’m fucking fucked this time.’




  Sam, as usual, ignored me. She doesn’t do mornings.




  So I left it till the evening before I elaborated. There was a shark programme playing in the background on the Discovery Channel at the time. Which I might have interpreted as yet another

  ominous sign if I didn’t know that there’s always a shark programme playing on the Discovery Channel.




  I waited until Sam was skinning up, so that she couldn’t run away, and then told her what had happened.




  ‘And suppose there hadn’t been a shark story?’ she said, wearily.




  ‘I would have been bloody relieved,’ I said.




  ‘No you wouldn’t. You would have kept making the same pact day after day until, eventually, you did find the shark story you wanted. It’s just wishful thinking.’




  ‘Oh right,’ I said. ‘Like, deep down I actually want to be eaten by a shark.’




  ‘You said it.’




  This gave me the perfect opportunity to remind her of the many occasions in the past when I have most definitely not wanted to be eaten by a shark.




  Seychelles, 1978. ‘Shark! Shark!’ screams my mother, dragging my brother and me ashore. Actually, the fin she’s seen belongs to a dolphin. But from that day forth, I can never

  again associate the sea with uninhibited fun.




  Porto Ercole, 1983. ‘There are no sharks in the Mediterranean,’ insists my father, before betting me fifty thousand lire that I can’t swim as far as a frighteningly

  distant-looking buoy. I win but it’s a pyrrhic victory. I’ve never swum in water that deep before and by the time I’ve finished, I never want to do so again. I’ve just

  reached the buoy when I become convinced, absolutely convinced, that something is stalking me. Years later, I discover that I might have been right. I have been swimming only a few miles from the

  spot where, the previous year, an Italian diver was ‘taken’ – what an awful euphemism that is – by a great white shark.




  Key West, 1988. A tuna-fishing expedition. I’m reeling in a huge fish, the base of my rod tucked into a sort of codpiece device strapped around my crotch, when suddenly, with a terrible

  yank, I find myself being dragged over the stern. The skipper grabs me just in time. We pull in the tuna – what remains of it. The skipper examines the ragged crescent where half the

  tuna’s body should be. ‘Big,’ he says. ‘Very big.’




  Lamu, Kenya. 1993. I’m windsurfing in the mouth of a muddy-brown estuary. God knows why since murky, tropical river mouths are prime shark-attack territory. Still, at least I’m on

  the water rather than in it. No, I’m not. Oh Jesus, I’m in, I’m in, I’ve fallen in. I may not be good at windsurfing but if ever there was an international

  haul-yourself-out-of-the-water-so-quickly-that-the-sharks-don’t-have-time-15-to-get-you competition, I reckon I’d be world champion. I daren’t risk tacking my way back to the

  shore. I’m too exhausted. I might fall in again. So I sit, trembling, waiting for someone to rescue me. I let the sail drag in the water, to slow my progress. I put my hands round my knees

  and keep my feet planted firmly in the middle the board. And I scan the surface of the muddy, turbulent water for any sign of disturbance.




  What was that? A fin?




  Oh please, God, not a fin, please.




  Two hours of hell later, I’m finally rescued. I’ll never go windsurfing again.




  ‘And there’s something else I’ve just realized,’ I said to Sam. ‘The dates. The dates! Oi! are you going to give me some of that or what?’




  Sam passes me the joint.




  ‘Don’t you see? ’78, ’83, ’88, ’93. These shark experiences. They come in five-year intervals.’




  ‘How mathematical of them.’




  ‘But don’t you see what this means? Now it’s 1998. And in a few weeks—’




  ‘No!’ snaps Sam. ‘No bloody way.’




  ‘You don’t know what I’m going to say.’




  ‘If it’s got anything to do with cancelling our holiday the answer’s no.’




  ‘Of course I’m not going to cancel the holiday. I was just thinking we might want to go somewhere a bit less hot. Like Iceland maybe. It’s meant to be really cool. Damon

  Albarn’s got a bar there and everyone takes loads and loads of drugs.’




  ‘We’re going to the Red Sea and that’s final.’




  ‘If we go next year . . .’




  ‘If we go next year you and I won’t be an item.’




  ‘OK. Have it your way. Just don’t blame me if I die.’




  ‘Joe, sweetheart. You are not going to get eaten by a shark, I promise. Not this year. Not next year. Not ever.’




  ‘So you say. But there’s something about me you don’t know, something so horrible that I’ve never dared tell anyone before.’




  ‘Shit!’ says Sam.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Oh, nothing. Just remembered a phone call I was meant to make at work,’ she says.




  ‘Sam, this is important. It’s probably the most important thing I’ll ever tell you.’




  ‘Just give me five minutes, OK? I might still catch him on his mobile.’




  ‘Oh, never mind.’




  ‘Go on then. But make it quick.’




  ‘Forget it, I said.’




  ‘Huh,’ says Sam, making for the phone. ‘It can’t have been that important.’




  Bitch.




  So I don’t tell Sam the horrible thing that I’ve never dared mention to anyone before. And I’m never going to either. She wouldn’t listen. She doesn’t care.

  She’d only put it down to paranoia.




  But just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. They are out to get me, they definitely are, my finny Eumenides. They’re pursuing me even now,

  as I swim up and down the lanes of my local pool, those evil, evil shark thoughts that I came here to avoid.




  ‘Stop!’ I tell my brain. But my brain won’t listen. Not even when I try distracting it with the usual pointless mental and physical challenges. I try swimming a length in under

  twenty seconds; I try swimming two lengths in the time it takes Not Bob to do one; I try keeping pace with the really fast Olympic swimmer in his private cordoned-off lane. None of them works. I

  try revising my list of desert-island films: Withnail and I, Au Revoir Les Enfants, Badlands, Brazil . . . And my list of desert-island Nam movies:

  Apocalypse Now, Platoon, The Odd Angry Shot, Go Tell the Spartans, but definitely not crappy old Full Metal Jacket, which scarcely counts as a Nam movie

  at all. It was filmed in London Docklands, for fuck’s sake. I try playing the four-minute warning game, which entails deciding which of the people in the pool I would most like to shag in the

  final moments before the Apocalypse. Or rather, given the limited options, which person in the pool I would find least unbearable to shag. Then, to give myself a really hard time, I list every

  single swimmer in order of shag preference. You can imagine how nauseous I feel by the time I get to Fat Blubbery Bastard.




  But nauseous is good. Nauseous is much better than the alternative, which thinking those horrible thoughts about . . . Oh God. Here we go again.




  Squeezing together my fingers and cupping my hands tight, I claw my way through the water, stretching my arms to their furthest reach, working my thigh and stomach muscles, pumping my legs and

  thrashing my feet.




  Behind me, I can feel it drawing closer.




  I surge forward, mouth gasping, eyes stinging, lungs bursting. Faster and ever faster.




  Now I can hear screams.




  Just two more strokes. But they’d better be big and they’d better be quick.




  It’s snapping at my heels.




  One more. Quick now, heave yourself out of the pool. And get those fucking legs out now.




  As I slip clear, the water turns into a boiling crimson soup of swirling fins and severed limbs.




  This time I made it. How much longer will my luck hold?




  





  BASKING SHARK




  I like basking sharks. A lot. So much so, in fact, that I get awfully upset by the scene in Ring of Bright Water when the Gavin Maxwell character rows out to

  butcher a hapless basker, just so as he can feed his wretched otter Midge.




  Why do I like the basking shark? Because despite being the second largest fish in the sea (after my other favourite shark, the whale shark) and having a huge and terrifying mouth, he is in

  fact a total wuss. He eats plankton, not humans.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Of course I’m not really so warped or stupid as to imagine that I’m in any serious danger of being eaten by a killer shark in my local swimming pool. I’ve

  given it a lot of thought and the chances are ludicrously small.




  I mean, how on earth would you get it into the pool? First you’d have to go to all the trouble of shipping it safely from its hunting grounds in Australia or America all the way to

  Hackney. Then you’d have to make an enormous hole in the swimming pool’s roof and winch it slowly into the water from a helicopter. And if the shark wasn’t killed by the trauma of

  being out of its natural environment for so long, it would surely die within minutes of being exposed to fresh chlorinated water. And even if it wasn’t, you’d be highly unlikely not to

  notice the presence of a twelve-foot maneater in the pool, before you dived in.




  So no. I have never actually been pursued by a ravening shark on the final length of my morning swim. Nor has the water ever really been transformed into a boiling soup of spurting arterial

  blood and severed limbs. It was just a dramatic device, designed to illustrate the sort of shark-related shit that goes through my head every single day.




  But just because this shark action all takes place in my head doesn’t make it any the less real or frightening. In fact one of the strange things I’ve noticed in a lifetime of shark

  phobia is that I’m often more scared of the bastards when I’m sitting at my desk or swimming in a pool or lying in bed than when I’m floundering about in genuinely shark-infested

  seas. I don’t quite understand the reason for this phenomenon – Joe Davenport’s Great Big Shark Paradox – but I suppose it has something to do with the fact that phobias

  are, by nature, irrational.




  Irrational, at least, to those who don’t share them. I cannot understand, for example, why anyone should be afraid of spiders. Especially not in Britain, where only the tiniest minority of

  our vast arachnid population has fangs powerful enough to penetrate human flesh. And even those that can bite you almost certainly won’t because spiders are intelligent and unaggressive. And

  even if they did bite you, it would probably hurt less than a wasp or a hornet sting. And even if it did hurt a bit, you’d be in no physical danger because the few species that can do you

  harm – the black widow, say, or the Sydney funnel web – all live abroad.




  But if you explained all this to an arachnophobe, they’d look at you as if you were mad. ‘But you don’t understand,’ they’d say. ‘Spiders are horrible.

  They’re big and black and hairy, with hundreds of eyes, and thousands of legs, and ginormous biting jaws. They lurk and they scuttle and they pounce on you when you’re least expecting

  it. They ensnare you in their horrid sticky webs and plunge their fangs into your soft, vulnerable flesh. They’re evil!’ Yeah, you reply. But you’re not a fly.




  Fear of dentists, on the other hand, I can understand. When they say it won’t hurt, it always does. And when they say ‘You may experience some slight discomfort’, you know

  they’re going to take you through purgatory.




  Wasps too. They’re very scary. And hornets. Partly, I’m sure, it’s atavistic: the warning signal we instinctively infer from those stripey, black and yellow jackets. But mainly

  it’s common sense. Never mind all that bollocks about ‘If you leave them alone, they won’t hurt you’. It’s simply not true. Wasps and hornets do sting, they do attack

  for no reason, and they really do hurt. QED.




  And scorpions. What total bastards they are with their flat, elongated carapaces, segmented like a squashed Michelin man; their sharp, probing pincers; their flicky, curvy whiplash tails topped

  with bulging poison sacs and that stabbing scimitar sting. I don’t like them at all.




  And I’m positively terrified of stonefish, grizzly bears, polar bears and alligators. And my fear of crocodiles is exceeded only by my terror of sharks. But I’ve said quite enough on

  this subject for the time being. I’m not some sad monomaniac, you know. I do have a life beyond shark fear. Though not much of one, right now, as you’ll soon see when I tell you about

  Marc and Jennifer’s party.




  Marc and Jennifer Stone live in the sort of enormous Kensington home that I’d own myself if there was any justice in the world. It’s on one of those broad, tree-lined, stucco avenues

  where all the cars are either Volvos, Mercs, or top-of-the-range BMWs, except for the odd Peugeot Junior or Golf GTI, reserved for the spoilt elder child and the impossibly overpaid nanny.

  Confronted with such smug exclusivity, you’re sorely tempted to do something naughty like scrape a key along the nearest Beemer’s paintwork, or bend down in the middle of the road with

  your trousers round your ankles, yelling, ‘Kiss this, you filthy rich fuckers!’ But you don’t because, apart from the fact that you’re almost certainly being watched by a

  resident convinced you’re a burglar, you actually feel rather clever and special to have been invited to such a smart address.




  In fact, that’s the main reason I’m here in the first place. I hardly ever go to parties these days, for reasons which will become apparent. But an invitation from Marc and Jennifer

  Stone is not something you turn down lightly, especially when you scarcely know them and don’t want to jeopardize your prospects of being invited again.




  At the top of the stone steps, the front door is opened by a man wearing a white shirt and a red sash. Another one takes my coat, and yet another one takes my bottle of cheap undrinkable red

  that some tight-fisted bastard brought to one of my dinner parties, conceals it quickly, and offers me a choice of Krug, Bellini, buffalo grass vodka or a Margarita. I realize then that this is in

  an altogether different league from your average PBAB affair. All the guests look infinitely richer and more successful than me. They’re also mostly older, but that’s no consolation. I

  feel like a piece of dog turd which has been scooped from the pavement on a Lobbs brogue and deposited on the carpet of Buckingham Palace.




  ‘Why me?’ I wonder.




  ‘Joe! Glad you could make it,’ says Marc. Then he answers my question. ‘Is Sam not with you?’




  I tell him that she should be here any minute now.




  ‘Nice shirt,’ says Marc.




  And it is a nice shirt. It’s a red, deep green and saffron plaid number which I picked up in the sale at Gap. I was a bit worried about it at first. It reminded me of the sort of thing

  middle-class thirtysomething dads wear – invariably with fawn jeans and Timberland boots – when they’re pushing their toddlers round the park on Sunday afternoons. It made me

  think I’d suddenly grown staid and bourgeois. But then I realized ‘What the hell? It suits me. It’s comfortable. I like it.’




  But I still have a nasty suspicion that Marc’s compliment is loaded. As I can tell by the plethora of Ozwald Boateng suits, Paul Smith jackets and Voyage dresses, this is very much a

  fashion party. And I’m wearing anti-fashion. Now there’s nothing wrong with anti-fashion per se. In fact there are few better ways to make your mark at a party than by looking scruffy

  while everyone else is dressed to the nines. But I’m not looking scruffy enough. What I should have worn is my standard, workaday, don’t-give-a-damn kit of ragged black levis and holey

  black wool M&S polo neck. Then people could have been absolutely sure of my intentions. ‘Look at him! He’s so cool. He really doesn’t care!’ As it is, it just looks as

  if I’ve tried a bit and missed by a mile.




  My instinct is to get one of the waiters to retrieve my beautiful, double-breasted buckskin Gigli coat – so smart, fashionable and expensive (£1,000, if I hadn’t got it in the

  sale) that it would surely eclipse all the other garments in the room. ‘See,’ I could say. ‘I do understand fashion really!’ But I sense that this might make me look a bit

  sad, mad or desperate.




  Instead I reply, ‘Nice jacket.’




  As soon as I’ve said it, I realize that this isn’t enough. It sounds insincere, as if I’m only saying it because he’s just complimented me. So I tell him, in extravagant

  detail, precisely why I think his jacket’s so wonderful. I like the deep pile of its dove-grey velvet. I like the Chinese-style fastenings, the Nehru collar, and the silk lining, a glorious

  shade of – now what colour is it exactly? – kingfisher blue.




  When I ask if I can give it a stroke, Marc says, ‘I meant what I said about your shirt, you know.’




  ‘And I meant what I said about your jacket!’




  Marc smiles enigmatically. This is the problem with Irony Culture. No one thinks you mean anything for real any more.




  To our mutual relief, some of Marc’s real friends arrive, enabling me to escape into the garden for that essential, party-arrival fag. Outside I roll up, down half my Margarita and take

  stock. On the plus side I can see that the party has great potential. There’s lashings of free, top-quality booze, which makes me really glad I didn’t bring the car. The canapés

  look pretty excellent – pizzas, hamburgers and hot dogs but all in miniature, bite-sized form, like something from a Lilliputian fast-food emporium. And unless I’m very much mistaken,

  this is exactly the sort of house where half the guests arrive laden with top-quality cocaine.




  Now the downside. I’m wearing a stupid shirt. I’ve offended the host. You can’t smoke inside and it’s too cold to stay outdoors for very long. The canapés

  aren’t as brilliant as I thought: I’ve just tried a hamburger and it tastes like one of those evil, one hundred per cent fat-gristle-hoof-and-testicle, BSE-flavoured jobs you find in

  greasy caffs. The booze is far too tempting and strong, which means I’ll get pissed too quickly and make a fool of myself. I don’t know anyone and I don’t want to because they all

  look too old/boring/snooty/famous/ugly/gorgeous to talk to. I don’t want to see any of my friends, if they ever arrive, because I’m feeling low and miserable and full of self-hatred and

  they’ll only gloat, or try to tell me life’s really not so bad, or gossip about my condition to all my other friends, or express sympathy in a cloying, sick-making way. No one’s

  ever going to offer me any coke. And even if they do, it won’t be enough. And even if it is enough, it’ll only make me feel more miserable when I come down tomorrow. And in any case,

  there’s no coke in the world strong enough to conquer my condition because right now I hate myself and I want to die. Or, failing that, go home.




  ‘Joe?’




  It’s the girl with the fabulous cleavage and huge, long-lashed cow eyes whom I keep bumping into at parties like this and whose name I can never remember.




  ‘Hi!’ If I sound pleased enough to see her, maybe she won’t notice that I haven’t used her name.




  ‘You don’t know who I am, do you?’




  ‘ ’Course I do. How could I ever forget a girl with such stupendous breasts? But are they safe out here? Won’t they shrivel up in the cold or something?’




  ‘Our girlie equipment isn’t like yours,’ says fab cleavage, nodding towards my crotch in a way that would be extremely erection-inducing if I weren’t (a) attached, (b)

  terrified that Sam might appear at any minute, (c) distracted by the fear that despite my descent-into-jokey-crudery ruse, she’s still going to test me on her name. ‘Anyway,’ she

  continues, ‘apart from being crude and disgusting, how are you?’




  ‘Oh, you know. Pretty shit.’




  ‘But you’re doing so well! I read you everywhere.’




  ‘Yeah, that’s what everyone says. But it doesn’t seem like that to me.’




  ‘Well, take it from me, you’re doing all right.’




  ‘Then why aren’t I more rich and famous?’




  ‘It’ll come.’




  ‘Will it, bollocks. There’s no future in journalism. I mean it’s great to start off with. Loads of money. Name in print. Massively steep career curve. Then, all of a sudden, it

  flattens out and that’s it. You’re fucked. Unless you’re editor material, which I certainly ain’t, the only way of making more money is to work even harder. ’Cos you

  don’t get a better rate just because you’re old. That’s what’s so unfair. You know, when I started out I was earning more than any of my friends. Even the ones in the City.

  Ten years on, I’m the poorest of the bunch. And the differential’s going to get even greater, the older we get. Now if I’d gone into something like law—’




  ‘You still could.’




  ‘Go back to school for three years? And live on baked beans and water? Forget it. No. The thing I need to do, I reckon, is to get into screenplays. Even if your film’s never made,

  you still get paid a fortune. Or TV. Know anyone who works in TV?’




  ‘Apart from me, you mean?’




  ‘Oh, right, yeah. Maybe you can give me some advice, because I’ve got this brilliant idea for a show. It would be absolutely perfect for late night on Fridays, maybe on Channel 4.

  What I’d do—’




  ‘So you’re the presenter?’




  ‘Well, yeah. I know I haven’t got a massive amount of TV experience but I think I’d do this one really well. What I’d do, basically, is travel round the world doing

  incredibly cool things. Test driving superbikes and jet skis and sports cars; staying in luxury hotels, checking out the local delicacies and drinking fine wine; hanging out with film stars and

  supermodels. That sort of thing.’




  ‘It’s an interesting idea, but—’




  ‘No, wait. I know what you’re going to say. Me and a thousand other wannabe TV stars, right? But the clever thing about this show and the reason I’d be so good at doing it is

  that it’ll mix the highbrow and the lowbrow. Sort of Beavis and Butthead meet Bernard Levin. Or something. Anyway, to give you an example, I might spend one section checking out some

  hot new club in Ibiza, before cutting to a French chateau where I’m tasting some grand-cru claret. Because that’s what I’m like. I can read without moving my lips. I’m into

  art and literature and fine wine and culture but, at the same time, I’m pretty groovy and into stuff like music and bikes and drugs. Not that we’d be allowed to road test those, I

  suppose. But you get the idea.’




  ‘I do, Joe, but the problem is, as I said the last time you suggested it to me—’




  ‘No? We’ve already had this conversation? Oh fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. Don’t go on. It’ll be too painful. Look, I’m really sorry, I – Oh fuck. Oh

  fuck! You must think I’m a total twat.’




  ‘Of course I don’t. I already said I think you’re very good at what you do. And listen. People are pitching me ideas all the time. A lot of them much sillier than yours. So

  keep your chin up. Take care.’




  ‘You’re going?’




  ‘Yes, Joe. I’m going indoors. My stupendous breasts need warmth, remember?’




  ‘Oh. Right. Yeah. Your breasts.’




  Now I really hate myself. Now I really want to extra, extra double-die with cyanide on top. I’m boring, I’m repetitive, I’m a failure, I regularly make a fool of myself in

  front of pretty girls whose names I can’t remember. I’m going to have to commit mini-suicide with another cigarette. And another Margarita.




  No! Not a Margarita. You’ll never cope with the morning-after paranoia. Stick to fizzy mineral water and fags.




  So I do. Which makes the party even less fun than it was already. In the next hour, not daring to go into the warm lest I bump into the girl with the cow eyes and the enormous cleavage, I endure

  a series of terrifyingly pointless conversations with people I’ve never met and never want to meet again.




  There was a time when I might have enjoyed this: giving strangers the privilege of discovering just how wonderful I am, telling them about all the thrilling assignments I’ve had of late,

  all the film stars I’ve interviewed, all the gigs I’ve reviewed, all the countries I’ve visited. But at the moment I’m just not up to it. It’s time for me to take a

  back seat and listen to people telling me about their lives for a change. The problem is, other people’s lives seem to be very, very boring.




  I meet a dealer in classic twentieth-century furniture. ‘Biedermeier?’ I hazard, revealing the full extent of my knowledge. ‘Not exactly,’ he says. And I’d be quite

  happy for the conversation to end right there. But it doesn’t because in a fit of masochism, I keep urging him on with interested ‘mms’ and the occasional intelligent question.

  Being as I’m probably the one non-classic-twentieth-century furniture collector in the universe ever to have expressed any interest in this man’s tedious profession, he’s more

  than happy to oblige.




  Eons later, I’m offered a lifeline by three Americans who sidle up and exchange warm greetings with Mr Not Biedermeier. It emerges that they’d like to reminisce about a recent

  business trip to Austria. For some unaccountable reason, however, I refuse to take the hint. One of the Americans gives me a mock-polite smile which means ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Mr Not

  Biedermeier obliges with a limp introduction.




  ‘Which paper?’ an American asks.




  ‘Oh, just freelance,’ I say.




  The conversation returns to Austria and still I linger.




  ‘Do you know Austria?’ another American asks, eventually.




  I do actually. Can’t stand the place. I travelled to Vienna when I was interrailing at university and found it chock-full of unrepentant Nazis. When I tried changing some traveller’s

  cheques at the station, a stentorian crone complained that my current signature bore no resemblance to the one on my passport. ‘That’s because the passport’s five years old. My

  handwriting was more childish then,’ I explained patiently. ‘Zen you must change your passport,’ barked the woman. ‘I don’t think that’s really necessary. No one

  pays much attention to that sort of detail.’ ‘But if your signature has changed, zen your passport must change also.’ ‘Excuse me, madam. I came here to change some

  traveller’s cheques. Not to receive a lecture on the state of my passport.’ ‘In Austria—’ ‘I’m not Austrian, damn it. I’m British. Now are you going

  to change these cheques or shall I take my custom elsewhere?’




  ‘No, I don’t, I’m afraid,’ I reply. ‘But I’ve heard it’s lovely.’ And with that, I make my escape.




  Only to end up talking to a lawyer about legal reform; a banker about offshore banking; and an advertising executive about the dark secrets of Ronald McDonald, which is just starting to get

  interesting when I get a blast of alcoholic breath and a warm peck on the cheek.
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