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  Dedicated to my wife, Beck, and my children, Charlie and Poppy... if only I could be one per cent better as a husband and a father...









  “The average person, in my estimation, is ninety-nine per cent animal and one per cent human. The ninety-nine per cent that is animal causes very little trouble.” Joseph Weil, American “conman”, 1875–1976




  Barnum statements: statements that in most cases apply to everyone, but always sound very specific to the individual. They are used by psychics, fortune tellers, horoscopes, mediums and the like to give the impression of insight.









  Chapter 1




  Security is one of your major goals in life




  On my first morning with Archibald Mountbank, he welcomed a young, attractive girl into his office and, within a few moments, had his hairy hand between her huge breasts. The speed of the manoeuvre was remarkable. Just seconds before, she had been sobbing and he had been stroking the back of her hand.




  “Go on, if you can,” Mountbank said in his gentle voice. “Take your time.”




  “Mr Mountbank, you’re so kind,” the girl said. She dabbed at her eyes with her free hand.




  “I just want to help you.”




  He continued to stroke her hand; soothing her, calming her. The sobs gently subsided. He stroked the back of her hand with the back of his; the dark hairs on his knuckles lightly brushing her young, firm, milky white skin.




  She had been quite business-like when she walked into Mountbank’s consulting room. Dark, well-fitted clothing. Bright red lipstick – stark against her pale face. A phone in one hand, car keys in the other. I found myself wondering what she did for a living... accountant, human resources, lawyer? She had bustled in, nodding to the Ever-Present Ogden in his corner and also to me in mine.




  “Good morning Mr Mountbank, thank you for seeing me...”




  She thrust out her hand, maintaining the edifice of a businesslike encounter.




  But she had crumbled quickly.




  I soon discovered that she had walked into that room in the same way that most people walk in – with an air of busy scepticism that seemed to say what the hell am I doing here? and let’s make this quick shall we? Quite a few of those sceptics were crying within the first minute too.




  “When you’re ready...” said Mountbank.




  “I don’t love my husband,” she said at last. “But I want to.”




  Mountbank continued to stroke. And stare. Unless his eyes were closed, they were staring.




  “He’s a nice man. Kind and sweet. Attentive. Interesting. All the things you’d put in a lonely-hearts column. But I don’t love him. I don’t suppose I ever have.”




  “That is terribly sad,” said Mountbank, in his quiet little voice. Even from my corner of his consulting room, barely three metres away, I had to strain to catch his gentle words. The girl must have been struggling too because she leaned forward. “Marriage is a sacred institution. The marriage vow is hallowed. It is not to be spurned lightly.”




  “I know,” said the girl.




  “Have you considered leaving him?”




  “Yes, but I can’t. We’re married, like you said. And he’s... he’s nice. I don’t know how else to describe him. He’s just nice. I don’t want to hurt him. And besides, divorce is just so complicated. My parents would be devastated. They really do love him. The sun shines out of his... never mind. All our friends... the house... our cat... everything... it’s just too much. Everything would have to change. No, it’s better that I stay with him. Give it a go. Make it work. That’s why I’m here.”




  Mountbank nodded as if he understood the dilemma. Perhaps he did. I had met his wife.




  “And what would you like me to do?” asked Mountbank.




  “I was hoping you could help me. Help me love him more. Just a little.”




  Mountbank seemed to consider this, as if the request was some sort of surprise. As if he hadn’t been encountering ridiculous aspirations like that for the last however many years.




  “May I ask you a personal question?” he asked, once he had got over his self-imposed shock.




  “Of course.”




  “Is there someone else? Another man? Or woman?”




  The pretty, young girl withdrew her hand from Mountbank’s palm and crossed her arms. That was an answer in itself.




  “Yes,” she said after a moment, having cast a quick glance at Ogden and one at me. It occurred to me that she might be uncomfortable with that line of questioning in the presence of three men – one of whom was taking notes. “A man.”




  “And you’re sleeping with him?”




  “Yes.”




  “Frequently?”




  “Yes.”




  “Where?” asked Mountbank.




  “Where?” she asked.




  “Yes, where?”




  “Is that relevant?” asked the young girl.




  For the record – it wasn’t relevant.




  “If you want me to help you,” said Mountbank, “it is important that you are completely honest with me – even if that includes details of an intimate nature. If we are to grow, we must firstly survey the soil in which we stand.”




  I wrote that down. If we are to grow... My editor would love that kind of claptrap. She could recycle it as part of a self-help manual to follow the release of my book. A lovely hardback tome full of meaningless slogans like that; the kind of book sold at a heavily discounted price in the run-up to Christmas. I could imagine T-shirts and aprons too. The Mountbank Method. Live Your Life the Mountbank Way. It did amaze me that Mountbank hadn’t started diversifying his bullshit. Mugs, calendars, bookmarks, he could have cashed in. Why hadn’t he? Money grabbing swine. And, more to the point, why hadn’t Ogden leveraged these revenue streams? That was all that Ogden was interested in – money. And other people’s wives. I wondered what kind of soil Ogden was in.




  However, it had the desired effect on the pretty girl. It almost always did. She told Mountbank about the soil... the dirty soil beneath her feet.




  “We meet in a hotel once or twice a week, depending on when we can both get away.”




  “And you have... sex?”




  He said the word as if it were distasteful to him. Or as if it were something he couldn’t quite comprehend. Both might have been true. As I’ve said, I had met his wife.




  “Yes. Mostly.”




  “Once? Twice?”




  The girl hesitated... but then thought again of the soil in which she was standing. Sinking even.




  “Sometimes twice,” she said. “But it’s not just sex...”




  Mountbank closed his eyes and leaned back into his chair, stopping the girl in her self-justifying tracks. He didn’t move. I couldn’t even hear him breathing. The room was unnervingly quiet. The pretty girl looked at Ogden, but he was sitting in his corner, flicking through his phone as always. She looked at me but I just shrugged. I had just as much idea about what was going on as she did – none. We both continued to watch Mountbank as he... what? I don’t know... reclined. Meditated? Prayed? Dissembled?




  “You don’t love him? Your husband?” Mountbank asked eventually, breaking the awkward silence. The girl and I both jumped a little. Mountbank still had his eyes closed.




  “No.”




  “Not even a little?”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “In which case I can’t help you. You can’t increase what doesn’t exist. That is beyond even my power.”




  The pretty girl started to sob again. It is no exaggeration to say that her bosom heaved. Perhaps that’s why Mountbank was sorry.




  “I’m so sorry. You’ve driven all this way,” said Mountbank as he re-opened his eyes, re-took her hand and re-commenced the stroking of her soft skin.




  “Isn’t there anything you can do?” asked the girl, between snotty sobs.




  He thought for a moment, as if he were working through some complicated mathematical sum. He seemed to be staring off into the middle distance. From my seat in the corner I couldn’t be sure, but I wondered if the middle distance might be somewhere around the pretty girl’s breasts.




  “I suppose I could increase your capacity for love. It is possible. But it would then be up to you to fill that capacity from the right source, from your husband. The danger would be that you simply end up increasing your attachment to this man who uses your body two or three times a week.”




  The pretty girl stiffened, perhaps offended by Mountbank’s choice of words, or perhaps by the way he had said them. But she didn’t remove her hand this time. She bit her lip.




  “I’d like to try.”




  “In which case, I’m afraid we approach the rather indelicate part...”




  He tailed off, as if this were also distasteful to him. Or, like the sex, something that he couldn’t quite comprehend... which was nonsense given his estimated net worth.




  “I have money. How much is it?”




  “We do not charge a fee,” said Mountbank.




  “But I thought...?”




  Everyone knew there was a cost. That’s why people hated him, once they’d stopped loving him.




  “There is no fee. But if you would care to make a donation, I would be most appreciative.”




  “Okay. So how much do you want me to donate?”




  “For you, today, one hundred pounds. If you want to, of course.”




  The girl heaved a sigh of relief. She’d probably heard the stories of it costing a whole lot more. Rumour had it that the British Army had paid, sorry donated, millions for a consultation in the 1990s. They had denied it of course. My editor particularly wanted me to dig into that one.




  “If you could just see my associate...”




  Mountbank directed the pretty girl towards Ogden with a flourish of his hairy hand.




  Short and bulky with a shaved head and an expensive suit, Ogden looked more like a nightclub bouncer than the Commercial Manager to one of the nation’s richest men. He looked instantly dislikeable and I knew, from personal experience, that this first impression was the right one.




  I found it difficult to be in the same room as him.




  “Can I pay on card?” asked the girl.




  “I’d prefer cash,” said Ogden.




  Once Ogden had pocketed the cash, for which no receipt was given, the pretty girl returned her attention to Mountbank, only to find him with his eyes closed once more. Ogden returned to his phone, not caring to explain or otherwise reassure, leaving me and the girl to look at Mountbank’s eyelids again. I offered another shrug.




  I soon came to realise that Mountbank closed his eyes a lot. In any brief moment of respite during his day he would be found with his eyes closed. At first I wondered if he might be narcoleptic. And then I wondered if he might just need to give his eyes a break from all that intense staring. Or perhaps it was just because he was quite old.




  “Is he meditating?” I asked Ogden, a few weeks in.




  “How the hell should I bloody know?” he had replied with his usual charm and tact.




  “Close your eyes,” said Mountbank to the girl, having just opened his.




  She did.




  “Clear your mind. Clear your mind of this man and his lust for you. Be at peace.”




  Mountbank placed his furry hand between her breasts. I wrote that down. In fact, I wrote that Mountbank has put his hands between her big breasts... because they were. I had to write that. My editor would want to know that. She would want that in the book.




  “The capacity for love is not found within the heart. It is simply a pump for circulating blood around the body. However, as a spiritual approximation it will serve well.”


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
=S/
\—/

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
ARCHIBALD
MOUNTBANK
AND

THE
MINISCULE
MIRACLES

G.A.
MILNTHORPE





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
ROUNDFIRE
BOOKS





