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  For my mother, my father and my sisters




  





  

    

      Sobremesa




      Hesitantly, surrounded




      by the mist that falls from days long gone,




      we once more sit down to talk




      and can’t see each other.




      Hesitantly, cut off in the depths of the mist.




      On the table the breeze stirs slowly.




      As we dream those who are absent draw close.




      Loaves where bleak moss has passed long winters




      now waken on the table-cloth.




      Steam from the coffee cups drifts around us




      and in the aroma we see old faces,




      once more alive, float past




      clouding the mirrors.




      Empty chairs set straight




      wait for those who, from far off,




      will return later on.




      We start talking




      without seeing each other, without thought of time.




      Hesitantly, in the mist




      that grows and surrounds us,




      we talk for hours without knowing




      who is still alive and who is dead.




       




       




      Eugenio Montejo




      Muerte y Memoria (1972)


    


  




  





  

    

      Sobremesa




      A tientas, al fondo de la niebla




      que cae de los remotos días




      volvemos a sentarnos




      y hablamos ya sin vernos.




      A tientas, al fondo de la niebla




      Sobre la mesa vuelve el aire




      y el sueño atrae a los ausentes.




      Panes donde invernaron musgos fríos




      en el mantel ahora se despiertan.




      Yerran vapores de café




      y en el aroma, reavivados,




      vemos flotar antiguos rostros




      que empañan los espejos.




      Rectas sillas vacías




      aguardan a quienes, desde lejos,




      retornarán más tarde.




      Comenzamos a hablar




      sin vernos y sin tiempo.




      A tientas, en ha vaharada




      que crece y no se envuelve,




      charlamos horas sin saber




      quién vive todavía, quién está muerto.




       




       




      Eugenio Montejo




      Muerte y Memoria (1972)
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  Harry Christmas strode out of Caracas airport with little more than a wallet full of stolen money and the dried-up brain of a long-haul drinker.

  Beyond the terminal building lay the sea. Beyond the car park there were mountains. The sunset was coronary.




  Christmas bowed to an imaginary welcoming party and then turned to examine himself in one of the building’s glass panels. Fifty-eight years old, fat, moustachioed, sporting a Panama hat,

  red trousers and a cream jacket, Harry Christmas flared his nostrils and sucked in his cheeks. He thought he looked terrijic.




  “Señor?” said the taxi driver, watching his fare with amazement. Christmas bared his teeth with a smile, then swept an arm forward, bidding him lead the way. It had

  been an eventful journey. Now Christmas was ready to gorge on the fatty pleasures of an international business hotel.




  The two men arrived at a white Toyota. The driver held open a rear door, but Christmas headed for the front seat. They drove off towards the city in silence. The taxi driver looked at Christmas.

  Christmas looked at the taxi driver. They both looked at the road.




  “Your trousers, Señor – they are on the wrong way round.” Christmas looked down.




  “Correct,” he said. A further silence ensued. Night fell.




  “So,” said the taxi driver, trying again, “for how many days will you be here in Venezuela?”




  “As long as it takes.”




  “What will you do here?”




  “I’m on a mission.”




  “With no bags?”




  “It’s a pilgrimage.”




  “I’m sorry?”




  “I’m here to see the sights,” sighed Christmas. A truck rolled by, leaking smoke like a stricken Spitfire. “Breathe the air.”




  “My name is Pepito,” said the taxi driver, offering one hand from the wheel. He had large, alarmed eyes, freckles and gelled hair. “Pepito Rodriguez Silvas.”




  “Harry Christmas,” he replied with a shake, “mucho gusto.”




  “Are you a business man?”




  “I want a drink.”




  The road, cutting through mountains, suddenly opened out to reveal hills rippled with lights. “Oh, how charming,” said Christmas.




  “That is the barrio,” nodded Pepito. “You can go in there and they kill you.”




  As the traffic clogged and unclogged they shifted into Caracas, stacks of matchbox houses stuffed up against the El Ávila mountain range. The air was warm, the moon struggling through

  cloud. The city greeted Christmas blindly, feeling his face through the windscreen while Pepito swore at other motorists. It began to rain. Beggars flowed between the moving cars and crowded around

  the bins. A pregnant woman selling packets of fried banana jumped to avoid a motorbike. Revolutionary murals covered every wall. Christmas noticed the driver was looking at his trousers again.




  “How far to the hotel?”




  “No sé,” he shrugged, “the traffic is a problem. But Gran Melía hotel is a very nice hotel. So what kind of business will you do here in

  Venezuela?”




  “Freelance diplomat.”




  On through the streets they choked, past unfinished construction projects jutting out from shadow, past people running for shelter with jackets and newspapers held over their

  heads. “You want to go to a nightclub, Señor?” said Pepito, as they pulled up outside the hotel. “I can pick you up later. Nice place. Good show, live girls

  ...” He was bouncing his eyebrows.




  “No, thank you. Here you go – keep the change.”




  “So I pick you up mañana?”




  “No, thank you.”




  “In the morning?”




  “I said ‘no’. Thank you.”




  “You want, maybe, nine o’clock?”




  “Oh well, in that case, perfect,” huffed Christmas, intending never to see this man again. He hauled himself out of the taxi and squared up to the hotel. Pepito drove off. Christmas

  adjusted his hat and flexed his moustache. He was still drunk.




  Like other hotels of its ilk, Gran Melía liked to punctuate its relentless shininess with hysterical flower arrangements and excessively polite staff. Staying here was an extravagance

  but, if Christmas hoped to make any progress in this town, impressions would be all-important. He identified and marched towards the reception desk, holding the receptionist’s gaze so that

  she might not notice his trousers.




  “Buenas noches, Señor.”




  “Harry Christmas,” he beamed, “checking in.” Christmas handed over a credit card and his passport. The receptionist busied herself at the computer. Everything was in

  order. His room key was in her hand.




  “It’s room 4422 – your luggage, Señor?” she queried, examining the empty space around his feet.




  “I don’t have any.”




  “No luggage?”




  “Do you have any luggage?” Christmas demanded.




  “Me, Señor?”




  “Well, now that we’ve found some common ground, perhaps you could send two large glasses of Laphroaig up to my room.” On the verge of replying, the receptionist hesitated. This

  guest had his trousers on the wrong way round.




  “Thank you so much,” he concluded, sliding the key from her fingers.




  “Señor, if you can please ask to the room service—” but Christmas was off, giving the lobby a cursory sweep for lonely women before marching into the lift.




  His room was large. Royal blue furnishings. Dark wood. He found the mini bar and inspected its contents. He checked the bathroom, acknowledging the shower with disdain. Showers symbolised

  everything that was wrong with the modern world: quick, loud, stupid. He caught sight of himself in the mirror and straightened up.




  Christmas had been handsome in his youth, and though the strong face remained, his many vices had left him corpulent, with disgruntled skin and mottled teeth. Even his nose had grown fat, but

  Christmas saw only beauty. His cheekbones were bold, his eyes a furious blue. He admired his own moustache. He admired his head in his Panama, making imperceptible adjustments to its angle. He sat

  down on the bed, took off his shoes and trousers, stood up, and admired himself again.




  A knock on the door. “What the devil is it now?” he barked. Outside was a man with two large glasses of single malt. “Bravo!” Christmas signed the bill with an

  indecipherable glyph. He took the drinks, kicked the door shut and downed one immediately. Gasping with satisfaction, he put the other on the bedside table and took off his hat and his socks. He

  examined his feet. He had always considered them to be rather fine – proportioned, elegant – and was pleased once again to confirm his own opinion. He took the remote control from its

  holder and turned on the television.




  President Chávez, dressed in the colours of state, was making a speech to the assembly about proposed reforms to the constitution. He spoke like a boxing ring announcer, great undulations

  of pitch and rollings of the ‘r’.




  “R-r-r-r-r-evolución!” practised Christmas, turning it off. He drained the second scotch, undressed fully, and flopped back into bed. He yawned at the ceiling and felt

  fatigue grind into a deeper gear. Air travel be damned! There would be several palm-fanned evenings of tropical enterprise before he subjected himself again to that kind of institutionalised

  maltreatment. Christmas smiled. Yet here he was. He had escaped.




  He reached over and turned off the light. His eyes adjusted to the dark.




  He stopped smiling.
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  William Slade finished his exercises and lay on the floor of his living room, breathing heavily. He closed his eyes for a moment then rolled to his

  feet as if from a judo mat. He went to the window. He looked up the street and out into East Grinstead, making eye contact with his elderly neighbour who was getting out of her car. She looked

  away. Slade closed his curtains. He checked his watch.




  In the middle of the room a rowing machine faced an enormous plasma screen television. On the opposite wall there was a set of barbells next to an IKEA bookshelf rigid with military history,

  biographies of war leaders, weapons manuals and books about the Dark Ages. On the floor, a kitbag lay beside neat piles of clothes. A large black leather armchair sat beneath the window and behind

  it, in the corner, a yucca plant was slowly dying.




  The walls were white and bare except for two framed photographs. One was of fifty men dressed as thegns – Anglo-Saxon knights – wearing decorated woollen tunics, leg bindings,

  leather turnshoes and cloaks pinned to the shoulder with circular broaches. Some had broadswords, others battle-axes or maces. Slade stood in the middle next to the society’s leader, the

  eorlderman, a retired West Sussex police chief. Under the photograph the caption read ‘Battle of Hastings 2007 – sle cowere feondas’, Old English for ‘smite

  your enemies’. The second was of his father, Andrew Slade, and his stepmother Diana, taken at their old house in Crawley. His father sat behind his desk while Diana leant against it. Slade

  always thought she looked elegant in this photograph – her hair pulled back tight, her head high, the way she was standing with her arms folded, the long fingers of one hand not quite

  touching the elbow. His father was smiling and stroking his cat, The General. Beneath the desk, a young William sat cross-legged, hiding something behind him.




  Kneeling on the floor beside his packing, Slade carefully pushed his clothes into his kitbag, followed by a travel wallet that could be strapped to his waist, a wash bag, his passport, a

  photograph in an envelope, one thousand pounds in cash, a credit card, sleeping pills, an iPod, leads, a charger, a plug adaptor and travel speakers all neatly wound together.




  He was a bulky, cumbrous man with sacks of flesh saddled to his frame and a belly from all the pints, takeaways and Tesco meals for one. Thick black hair mossed his scalp above small eyes that

  withdrew into the permanent squint he’d been affecting since he was a teenager. He checked his watch again, straightened his back and rotated his shoulders.




  Slade inspected the rest of the house, turning off light switches and plugs. Whenever he left a room he said, “Clear”. Finally he came to the broom cupboard under the stairs and

  opened the door. Hanging from brackets on the wall there was a crossbow, a baseball bat, a double-headed war axe, a broadsword and twenty-three different knives. He took down an Austrian hunting

  knife with a seven-inch folding blade and a hilt made of antler. He selected this one because he had inherited it from his father. Slade shut the cupboard door, locked it and hid the key under the

  carpet. He went back into the living room and tucked the knife deep inside the kitbag.
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  Christmas lay in the dark trying to get comfortable. He felt too hot and stuck a leg out. Then he felt too cold and wrapped himself with the duvet.

  He rolled over and tried to ignore the steady disappearance of feeling in his right arm while reliving his escape: his arrival at Gatwick airport like a man in need of the toilet; his panicked

  purchase of a return ticket to Venezuela; the sensation of being hunted. There was a school sports team idling in front of the check-in desks. “Out of the way, you little shitters,” he

  muttered, picking his way through the haircuts. Their extremely tall teacher said something to him in French – one of Christmas’ favourite reasons to ignore someone – and he

  proffered his passport to the easyJet representative. With his mouth hung open in a smile and his mind fixed on a drink, he watched with satisfaction as she looked several times between photograph

  and subject. Yes, the new moustache made all the difference.




  “Anything to check in, sir?”




  “No, young lady, I have only my—”




  “Did you pack these bags yourself, sir?”




  “I don’t have any luggage.”




  “Oh yeah!” she giggled, “Sorry. Mind’s gone to pieces. Has anyone given you anything to carry?”




  “No.”




  “Could anyone have interfered with your luggage?”




  “I’ve told you I don’t have any luggage.”




  “Oh yeah! Oi, Lisa, you’ll never guess what I’ve just done ...” Christmas looked behind him. No one was in pursuit. There was, however, the lofty Frenchman with his arms

  folded, staring straight at him, trying to make some sort of physical point. Christmas pulled a face as if he’d just opened a fridge full of rotting food and then turned back to the desk. The

  girl and her colleague were weeping with laughter. An elderly couple looked on blankly. Christmas felt as if he were queuing for execution.




  “Dear me, sorry, sir,” the check-in girl said, bringing herself under control, “now then, here’s your boarding pass. Seating code B, watch the departure board for times,

  gate number twelve. Have a good flight.” Christmas tried to take the pass, but she held onto the end of it. “Aren’t we going to say ‘thank you’?”




  “What?”




  “That’s it,” she said, letting go. “And cheer up – it might never happen!” Had he not been so eager to get to the other side of customs, Christmas would have

  visited a swingeing verbal punishment on this brassy servant of The Rot. “Nice ’tache,” she added, waving at him like a schoolgirl until the giant Frenchman stepped up to her

  counter. “Hello, sir. Right – security question: is it raining up there?”




  No sooner had Christmas picked up some speed than he hit a queue. Teenagers in yellow jumpers were ordering people to join different lines. “Got any gels?” said one, “Creams?

  Hairsprays?”




  “What do you think I am?” grunted Christmas, “An extremely ugly woman?”




  Security always infuriated Christmas. Why should he have to prove he existed, the devil take them! He was real. The state on the other hand was pure construct. It should have to prove its

  existence to him. Christmas quelled the urge to ask the officer for his passport in return.




  Shuffling. Undressing. Dressing. Shoes, belt, arms raised wide. Christmas breathed heavily through the indignity. However, once he was past the last gum-chewing staff member, his considerable

  frame was shot through with exhilaration. He looked back at the queue: the polished, empty faces of Europe. He’d made it. He had deliberately bought an indirect and open-ended ticket to

  Venezuela. Even if he were tracked to the airport, there was no way anyone could know his ultimate destination.




  Gatwick airport departure lounge – an amphitheatre of tat. Christmas headed straight for Yates Wine Lodge for a remedial double scotch, trying to block out the

  conversations around him.




  “... Don’t watch it at all anymore.”




  “Oh God, me neither.”




  “I mean I don’t think I’ve watched it in weeks.”




  “Did you see that whatsername yesterday? The one from whatsit?”




  “God she looked fat!”




  “What about those kids being forced to examine what was in their own poo?”




  “... in Bangkok, he gets completely wasted and ends up fucking two prostitutes. Un-fucking-believable.”




  “But that’s Bangkok, mate. Standard fucking practice.”




  “Not when you’re on your honeymoon.”




  Christmas stood up in despair, deciding he should eat. He sat down again in Garfunkel’s.




  “And how do you want your steak, sir?”




  “Right through the heart. And bring me a large scotch, would you? Laphroaig, no ice.” Christmas watched the crowds and remarked to himself with no small sense of wonder how everyone

  seemed to be dressed for an amateur sporting event. Were Muslim women the only smart people left in England? A cheerless steak was plonked in front of him by his cheerless waitress. He ate it

  cheerlessly, consumed several glasses of scotch and asked for the bill.




  “Is the tip included?”




  “‘Sh’d’no,” she replied.




  “What?” but she just shrugged and ambled off. Who were these people? Why the devil did they behave in this way? But Christmas was a man of temporary passions. No sooner had

  the hedgehog of disquiet bristled its spines than it was run over by the spirit of adventure. Caracas. No more looking over his shoulder. In Caracas things would be different. In Caracas, perhaps,

  The Rot had not taken hold. He might be temporarily potholed in Gatwick airport departure lounge, but soon he’d be riding horseback with dusky-eyed girls from the reef. Christmas enjoyed a

  long outward breath until he saw a youth with an Adidas tattoo on his arm. He went insane with fury.




  “Are they paying you for that?” he asked, prodding the offence. “Are. They. Paying. You?” After a brief conference of the eyes, the youth fled. “The devil take the

  lot of you!” Christmas cursed after him. Moments later, back in Yates Wine Lodge and facing a conspiracy of drinks, he stirred his agitators to a pitch and then dispensed them to the cause.

  Damn these children. God damn them all.




  From his position Christmas overlooked a couple sitting at one of the tables for McDonald’s. The man had his computer open. The woman was wearing a headset. She was crying, attempting to

  look away from everybody but failing as they were sat right in the middle, her body and neck twisted over the seat. “Oh Lesley,” she sobbed into the mouthpiece, holding it close,

  “I’m so sorry, love, I’m so sorry, oh that bastard, that bastard – how could he do that? Honestly, Lesley, you’re such a lovely person –” Rubbish,

  thought Christmas, Lesley’s an absolute bitch. “– yeah, yep, that’s right ... You’re always thinking about other people ... so what I’m saying, love, what

  I’m saying is let other people look after you a bit too, OK? ... yeah ... when you’re back at work, bit more steady on your pins kind of thing ... yes, yes of course ... and Gary sends

  his love.” Her husband had a hand on her knee, but the other was tapping away at the keyboard, his face an expressionless mask. Christmas took out a slim volume of poetry from his inside

  jacket pocket and began to read.




  “Mind if we ...?” Christmas looked up. Another couple were hoping for the two free seats that other travellers had wisely avoided. In an airport full of people secretly trying to

  kill themselves, Yates Wine Lodge had become rather full. Christmas spread the air with the back of his hand and carried on with his poetry book and his Laphroaig. Something in the silence caused

  him to look at his guests. They wanted to talk.




  “Cheers,” said the man, holding up his drink. Christmas, who was already holding up his drink, bared his teeth with a smile.




  “Off anywhere nice?”




  “No,” said Christmas. “Paris.”




  “We’re going to Spain. To Alicante.”




  “We’ve moved there,” said the woman. Oh have you, thought Christmas, closing the book, his inner voice already starting to slosh about, have you really? Oh have you,

  have you really? You’ve moved to Spain. Have you really? Spain? Really?




  “Just back from visiting our son.”




  “He’s a psychologist.”




  “He’s a child psychologist.”




  “And they give him the time off school?”




  “Pardon me?”




  Psychologists. Absolute blackguards. Passed themselves off as scientists when they were little more than witch-burners.




  “Our daughter’s at university in London,” continued the woman, “studying theology.”




  “Really,” said Christmas. A family of witch-burners. Why were they telling him this stuff? Did he look like the fucking taxman?




  “We try to come back as often as we can but – well, London just seems to get worse and worse and worse.” And why oh why did people like this always moan about London? It had

  improved considerably since they got a handle on the plague, and at least these days you required a license for the distillation of gin. “All the bombs and everything – and do you know

  what happened at my granddaughter’s school?” she continued, “They’ve closed the pool! She absolutely loves swimming and they’ve gone and closed the pool

  because,” she lowered her voice, “the Muslim children don’t do it, do they?”




  “I have no idea,” said Christmas, wearily sensing the direction of the conversation.




  “I mean I’m all for civil liberties, but the police have got to be allowed to do their job.”




  “In the swimming pool?”




  “Excuse us?”




  “There are police operating in your granddaughter’s swimming pool?”




  “Not police, Muslim girls.”




  “I thought you said they didn’t care much for swimming?”




  “They don’t.”




  “Well I hardly think that merits police action.”




  “We’re not talking about the pool.”




  “Yes, you were.”




  “We’re just saying, you know, I mean no one feels safe, do they?”




  “From police frogmen?”




  “From the bombs.”




  “I’m sorry,” said Christmas, pulling a face, “‘bombs’?”




  “The bombs. Exactly.”




  “There are bombs being planted in school swimming pools?”




  “No, but I mean, where is it all heading?”




  “Where the devil is what all heading?’ said Christmas, down-right confused.




  “I mean there’s got to be a limit, hasn’t there?” agreed the woman.




  “Look here,” said Christmas with a huff, “I didn’t like swimming much when I was a child – verrucae and so forth – drowning – so I rather take umbrage

  at your suggestion that one should be forced to do it because of one’s religion.”




  “I didn’t say that.”




  “Yes, you did. And as for bombs – well ...” Christmas forgot what he was talking about for a moment. Then he had an idea. “A lead box. That’s the thing. With you in

  it. And besides that, a lead box for Monsieur here, and beside that, rows and rows of lead boxes with us all in them, feeding tubes up our backsides, and they’d say ‘yes but

  you’re all safe, that’s the main thing’, that’s what they’d have to do to make life safe, and who, madam, wants a safe life? Are we chickens? No, madam, we are not, we

  are the fox, and if we have to fight some dogs then we’ll fight some bloody dogs!” Christmas accepted the deafening applause of an imaginary rally. I stand before you all as a man

  who has just survived nothing less than an assassination attempt and—




  “You’re not one of those hunting lot, are you?”




  “I beg your pardon?”




  “You’re not one of those toffs on a horse, are you? Because, I’m sorry, that is just plain sick.”




  “No madam, I am not on a horse.”




  “Mm ...” she replied, disqualifying Christmas because he was obviously posh. Then she saw a family coming up the escalator all wearing the same football shirts. She let out a small

  ‘hmph’ noise and immediately lost interest in the conversation. Christmas saw the self-satisfied look on her face, followed her line of sight, saw the family and immediately fingered

  her as the type of middle class person who, while celebrating their gritty roots, is an exacting snob when it came to modern members of the working class. As he ground his teeth through this

  judgement, Christmas noticed her husband settle an empty look upon him.




  “You know I think the point is ...” the husband started, “I mean we were saying just the other day –”




  Christmas made a firm decision to attack. He didn’t sit down with these galoots, damn it, they sat down with him, and it was they who would be standing up again. He gave the husband a

  broad, cheerful smile.




  “– well, these friends of ours were saying, and I do see their point, if you know what I mean, that there’s nowhere to be English any more. The North’s out and so’s

  the Midlands and the Southeast. There’s Devon and Cornwall and bits of Kent – basically that’s what’s left and it costs a fortune to live down there.”




  “So,” Christmas nodded enthusiastically, “scandalized by immigration, you’ve emigrated.”




  “We—”




  “And of course, Devon and Cornwall, they’re full of yokels.”




  “Ha, ha. Well, I—”




  “Big-breasted, scrumpy-swilling, hay-chewing yokels that prowl about in the woods planting maypoles and smearing each other with cream.” The woman returned her attention.

  “There’s packs of them,” Christmas continued, “stuffed either side of the bridle paths, waiting for retirees on tandems that they can kidnap at Cornetto-point and subject to

  Cornish grammar seminars by the light of the horrible moon.” The couple exchanged looks. Christmas leant forward, “and they’ll force you, yes, force you, madam, and you, sir,

  force to your knees, your kneeeeees, naked! Facing holy Exeter, shrieking God of Barley, God of Corn, take these supplicants that they might reject the false idols, the lord of frozen cakes,

  of industrialized fishing, of tarty news readers that sit on the edge of their desks because evidently genocide requires a casual delivery!” He slammed his glass down on the table, closed his

  eyes and began to breathe heavily. When he opened them again the couple had left. Christmas burped with satisfaction and picked up his book.
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  Flight EZ116 to Paris. Christmas leant his head against the glass. The sun slipped down onto the horizon and the clouds became one territory,

  endless bodies lying side by side. Jolting and shaking the aircraft lowered into this battlefield until finally the sky cleared and he was able to see the tiling of the earth.




  Christmas closed his eyes, imagining himself twenty years younger. He wasn’t running away to Caracas. He was flying to Paris for a trade show. At the trade show he was going to meet Emily.

  She was here, next to him. Christmas opened his eyes, but there was only a child’s face rising above the seat in front. Higher and higher he went, with a widening smile until his upper body

  bent over into what was incontrovertibly Christmas’ zone. Christmas searched his drink for a last drop and crunched on an ice cube. The boy burst into a grin. Christmas looked out of the

  window.




  Parisians respect rudeness. This normally gave an advantage to a man like Christmas. When shopping in Paris his technique for commanding their guarded attention was to approach their most

  expensive item and ask for it ‘in crocodile’. Once they had to admit that it didn’t actually come in crocodile, a certain superiority of extravagance was conferred on Christmas

  and they would start to kowtow accordingly. Powered by scotch, and with two hours to wait in Charles De Gaulle airport, Christmas summoned a variant of this approach in order to gain access to the

  business class lounge.




  “Now look here,” he broadcast to the receptionists, swinging his frame through the doors, “one of your colleagues promised to fetch the manager and I am still

  waiting!”




  “I’m sorry, Monsieur, if I could just—”




  “Waiting, I said!” interrupted Christmas as a party of business travellers entered behind him, “I’ll be waiting in here.” And off he walked, unchallenged, into the

  exclusivity of free coffee and marginally larger seating. There were two glamorous couples laughing and talking about Milan, otherwise it was full of the usual harried men and women unable to

  figure out their BlackBerrys and reading the Financial Times at incredible speed. Christmas went to the buffet, filled a bowl full of chocolate croissants and sat down with a triple

  espresso.




  “So I bought a book for the journey,” a businessman opposite was saying to his colleague, “called ‘How To Improve Your Memory’, and guess what?” You forgot

  it, thought Christmas. “I forgot it!” said the man. Christmas frowned. He had, of late, become concerned about his own memory. He used to be rather proud of it, but now he found

  himself forgetting names, which lies he had told to whom and historical facts and personages that had once been at his fingertips. These days if he didn’t write the thing down, it vanished

  from his mind just as completely as those infuriating objects left for only a moment vanished from sight.




  Christmas spied the manager picking his way through the tables. “Monsieur, you—”




  “Why haven’t you got the Asian Daily News?”




  “Excuse me?”




  “The Asian Daily News – why don’t you have it, man? Or at least the Hong Kong Gazette. Many of your guests I see here are undoubtedly destined for the East, and

  yet I notice a woeful lack of provision in your newspaper range. Messrs ADN and HKG are, in particular, noticeable by their absence.” The manager relaxed. There was no earwig in the milk.

  There was no stolen bag, no mouse, no insult from a staff member. There was no crisis. He took out a pad of paper and slowly pretended to write down the newspapers’ names. In fact he was

  writing the French for ‘fat English cunt’.




  “Mmm ...” he said, “We do get these in from time to time, but I am afraid that in the past they haven’t proved very popular. However, I will take this up at our next

  meeting, and hope to rectify the situation before your next visit. Would that be OK, Monsieur?”




  “That would be adequate.”




  “Now if you will excu—”




  “Too bloody right,” said Christmas, biting into a croissant. The manager departed. Munching and wiping his hands, Christmas walked over to the internet consoles and typed ‘best

  hotel in Caracas’ into Google. He made a note of Gran Melía’s phone number. He took his mobile out of his pocket and switched it on for the first time in two days. There were

  thirty-eight voicemail messages. He called the hotel, booked a room for a week with a secured credit card – the last type of card he was allowed – and then tossed the phone into the

  bin.
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  The Paris–Madrid leg of his journey was notable only for the peanut that refused to be scooped out of his scotch and the struggle over the

  armrest that his elbow conducted with his neighbour’s. Both travellers submitted to the unwritten lore of this ancient combat: combatants do not acknowledge the combat; combatants do not

  acknowledge each other. In the end, Christmas settled for his arm lying over the front of the armrest while his neighbour’s elbow was squashed against the seat, both suffering the kind of

  pressurised proximity that pride alone could deem acceptable. Only Christmas, however, could deem it enjoyable.




  Once in Madrid there were yet more security checks. Everyone sighed and tutted. If the few were to die for the increased convenience of the many, then surely that was a price worth paying? It

  was certainly paid in other contexts, but Christmas suspected that the multiplication of such procedures – this taking off and on of one’s belt, shoes and coat, the delving for coins

  and keys – had nothing to do with ‘the war on terror’. It was plain humiliation, a public stripping to cow you into accepting the delays and the food and the modern scandal of

  in-flight alcohol rationing. Shaken and observed, they wanted you to stare into the plastic tray of your life, examine its pittance, and then be grateful for seven per cent off five hundred

  fags.




  Christmas walked onto a travelator and stood with everything crossed until it delivered him to a bar. Here he consumed a slice of tortilla, a glass of beer and two large Dewar’s –

  the only available alternative to that well-known whisky for children, Jack Daniel’s.




  “So where you headed?” asked the barman.




  “My wife’s grandmother is Venezuelan,” he munched. “We’re going to track down where the old woman grew up. Guiria – heard of it?”




  “No.”




  “Any more of that tortilla left?”




  “So you’ve left your wife with the bags?”




  “She’s reading. Always bloody reading.” The barman cut him another slice. “Beautiful woman, my wife,” added Christmas. “Doesn’t take any shit. Have you

  ever met a woman from Stoke-on-Trent?”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Well, you’d know it if you had.”




  The Dewar’s was disgusting and with every sip he vowed never to touch the stuff again, taking this time to concentrate on his drinking strategy for the next nine hours. The trick with

  drinking on planes was to pick the right stewardess early on and make her laugh. Then start with single orders, nothing too shocking, engaging her in an anecdote about one’s fear of flying.

  Getting her to laugh at the expense of some other passenger was always profitable, making the two of you part of an ill-defined gang. Without such groundwork one could attempt to order from

  different hostesses and hope they were unaware of the overall tally, but that was risky. One could be refused.




  As in all aspects of life The Rot had corrupted the natural order of things. Christmas let out a fond sigh, remembering the era when you could smoke on planes and everyone drank like hell

  because they weren’t used to flying and no one gave a damn about how many you’d had and people were swapping seats and having fun. Back then you could get a stewardess to sit down with

  you and share a gin. These days they were more like nurses condescending the aisles of some outpatient day trip; could you turn that off, please? Could you turn that on, please? Who has the

  right to tell a grown man he’s had one too many miniatures? Not some used-looking ex-dancer with an orange face, that’s for sure.




  Christmas felt drunk and spiteful. He attempted to walk to his gate but fell in behind a woman who was leading a suitcase on wheels. He stumbled over it, regained his footing and booted it

  sideways. The woman spun round.




  “Did you just kick my bag?” she cried out in Spanish.




  “I thought,” replied Christmas in English, “it was your dog. Do, I mean to say, please pass on my apologies to your valise, that is to say, to whit and so

  forth—” he paused to flurry his hand like a composer with something on the end of his baton “—in said action the court finds in favour of the plaintiff, if it pleases your

  honour, humble regards, deep, prodigious bows and bowels. Case!” he stiffened like a drill sergeant, “Dis-missed!” and off he marched.




  Christmas strode past the vast windows and took in the planes taxiing into position. This was the first time he had been in Spain since he and his wife Emily had given up their house in

  Benhavis.




  They had spent their holidays there, driving out from Malaga airport, bleach green golf courses slicking through the burnt hills, rows of spotless time-shares staring out to sea. Their place

  looked down into the village and they would lie in bed getting pissed, a breeze coming in from the balcony carrying sounds of children and their neighbours arguing. Scottish couple. What were they

  called? Tarrant? Tavish? Tavistock? Emily fell out with the wife. Something to do with the free English class they both used to give the kids there. Always helping someone, old Emmy. Except

  me, thought Christmas with a smile, always telling me to get off my arse.




  He remembered her standing at the foot of their bed, trying to decide what to wear for a dinner with the neighbours to try and patch things up.




  “I’m getting fat, Pops,” said Emily. “Look at this dress. It used to be sexy. Now it looks bloody ridiculous.”




  “Oh come on, Em,” he said, shifting himself down the bed towards her. She was twisting in front of the mirror, and getting upset. “You look beautiful.”




  “I do not.”




  “Yes you do.” He grabbed her waist and toppled her back onto the bed while she protested and fought.




  “I’m getting old,” she mumbled as he kissed her, “old and fat. It’s not fair. It’s all right for you – you’re a man.”




  He pulled up her dress and kissed her belly and said, “If you get an inch thinner or lose a single grey hair I will divorce you, because you are the most perfect woman on earth and I love

  you more than life itself.”




  Emily looked at him and said, “What fucking grey hair?”
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  Christmas arrived at the gate to find his flight delayed. There was a coffee bar nearby. He bought a large cappuccino and, trying to wriggle

  between two chairs, spilt it on a blond businessman. “For God’s sake!” Christmas exclaimed, as if he were the one whose testicles felt as if they had just been dipped in a fondue.

  The man jumped up, face ablaze. “I mean what’s the point?” agreed Christmas. The man swore in some Nordic language. Christmas nodded thoughtfully, noticing that the seat he was

  going for was now taken. “Chin up, old man,” he said, sitting down at his victim’s table, “helps get the noose over.”




  “Will you apologise?” bayed the man in crisp, sturdy English. Christmas never apologised. It was always an invitation to trouble.




  “Do you know, I’ve never met a Nordic who couldn’t speak perfect English,” he said. “What age do they start you off? Two? Three?” The man stared down at

  Christmas for a long moment and then dismissed him with a wave of his hand. He gave a gruff curse and then sat back down at his computer, dabbing his crotch with a paper napkin. Christmas, alive

  with whisky, started to find him funny.




  “You know the best thing to do if you don’t want that stain is to throw your trousers away.”




  “I do not wish to talk to you.”




  “Perfectly understandable, perfectly understandable, and I’ll say again, perfectly understandable. Now if I were to—”




  “With,” seethed the man, “respect, please just—”




  “Oh dear!” exclaimed Christmas, “If you are going to insult me, don’t say ‘with respect’. It’s without respect! Surely that’s the point. Now,

  without respect, I’m a ...?”




  “...”




  “A bastard?”




  “...”




  “And you wish I’d just go away?”




  “You—”




  “There, you see! OK, so now I know how you feel, we can have a conversation. Fuck off.”




  “How—!”




  “You just called me a bastard, so I’m saying ‘fuck off’.”




  “I did no—”




  “We all heard you!” declared Christmas, motioning to the passengers grazing around them, “and I said, ‘Fuck off!’. We’re trading insults, man, wake

  up!”




  “Will you—Leave this table right now, will you, please.”




  “That’s the spirit!” cheered Christmas.




  “I am giving you warning.”




  “Fantastic!”




  “I shall not be responsible for the consequences.”




  “Oh come on,” booed Christmas, “you were doing so well, but that ‘responsible for the consequences’ stuff is really—” The man stood up and cuffed

  Christmas about the face the way some people hit their dogs. Then he slammed his computer shut and stormed off.




  Christmas held his face, absorbing what had just happened. “Snow Nazi!” he called after the man. Satisfied that both he and his public had drawn a line under the incident, Christmas

  decided he should inspect for damage.




  Once facing the toilet’s mirrors, he exercised his jaw, advancing and retreating from his reflection. There was no mark. He shrugged the drunken shrug of a drunken shrugger, then arched

  his top lip as far down toward his chin as it would go. This new moustache really was dapper.
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  “This is your Iberian Airways flight IB412 to Caracas ...” At least here in his seat he should be

  spared any more unpleasantness from all the travelling Neanderthals who seemed bent on ruining his passage. The Rot was everywhere.




  The last seven years had seen a grave acceleration in England’s decline. The Rot, that corroding plasma of infantilisation that Christmas could see smeared over everything, was now filling

  the country’s lungs. Christmas couldn’t breathe. More enslavement to the little screens, more uniformity, fewer individuals. The culture was mewling and puking and soiling itself and

  all its adults were dead. Yes, he thought again, examining the runway, the William Slade situation had brought a rather sharp focus to his plans, but this trip to Venezuela had been decided long

  ago. There was nothing left for him in England. He would stay at least a month or two, but if some opportunity arose, some chance of company or profit, then he would certainly stay longer, and at

  that boozy moment he felt good fortune to be inevitable. Christmas closed his eyes. Latin America ... Dust and passion and blood and poetry. Floppy-hatted peasants playing guitar and drinking rum

  while you spirited away their feisty daughters. Now what was it that Emily’s grandmother used to bang on about? Em-pan-adas: delicious fried pastries on every street. Sunsets that

  could move you to tears. Salsa. The friendliest people on earth. Surely an adventurer like himself could flourish in a land like that. Ca-ra-cas. Wasn’t it a fine word? Did not the

  very timbre of its capital promise a city he could no longer find in Europe, one whose ‘historic centre’ had not been embalmed for tourists, one where The Rot’s flag was not

  fluttering from every miserable corner?




  The plane pulled away from the earth. Once the seat belt signs were off, Christmas pressed the call button. He had already spent several minutes trying to work out whether this particular

  stewardess was pretty or not and now she was approaching ... Was she or wasn’t she? Those slender legs, yes. Her shoulders, somewhat rounded, no. Her face, on balance, no, but now she was

  pulling her hair back, yes, though as she was about to speak he noticed a cluster of spots on her forehead ...




  “Yes?”




  “No.”




  “Perdona?”




  “But yes to a drink! Do you have any decent scotch?”




  “Yes, Señor. If you could wait a moment we will be—”




  “I am sorry to bother you,” he said in Spanish, “but flying makes me very nervous.”




  “Oh really?”




  “Very nervous I’m afraid, I ... we ... I mean to say my wife Emily and I, we ... had a bad experience a long time ago. When she was still alive.” He looked into the

  stewardess’ eyes as deeply as he could. They were light brown. Trading on your dead wife’s memory for a drink. You’re in hell, Christmas. You are in a bar in hell.




  “Well, why not,” he muttered. “Why shouldn’t it do some fucking good? I’ve bloody well survived a near-murder today, for fuck’s sake!” He felt the eyes

  of the couple next to him. The stewardess brought him a scotch. He downed it. The stewardess brought him another. Then he had two bottles of red wine with the meal. He watched a movie about people

  who evidently detested themselves treating each other terribly yet being somehow happy with the outcome. Then he had two more scotches. Then he had a beer.




  A man listening to his iPod began thrapping out a drumbeat on his fold-down table. It was annoying everybody. Christmas swung out of his seat. He lurched over to the man and thrapped out a quick

  rhythm on his head. The man pulled out his earphones in astonishment.




  “Do hope you enjoyed my drumming as much as we’re enjoying yours.”




  “What – who – who the hell do you think you are?”




  Christmas paused to consider his response. “Harold Agapanthius Christmas,” he decided, “at your bloody disservice. I don’t hope you do have a pleasant flight,” and

  with that he returned to his seat. Another passenger gave him a secret thumbs-up. Christmas gave a sarcastic thumbs-up back. He drank another whisky. One of the stewardesses asked him if everything

  was all right. The iPod man had made a complaint.




  “I mistook his skull for the overhead locker,” he replied. The stewardess gave him a weak smile. Christmas got the sense that something was unravelling.




  The progress map appeared on the overhead screen. They were above St Lucia. He saw the word ‘CARACAS’. Christmas felt a swell of enthusiasm dampened only by heartburn. Good

  heavens, he said to himself, I am roaring drunk.




  “Roaring drunk!” he repeated out loud and found it so funny that he let out a roar, such as a lion might make. If it were drunk.




  More people came to ask him if he was all right. Someone offered him water. He batted them away like flies. He examined the people sitting next to him. He suddenly felt as if he wanted to talk

  to them, to find out about their lives. He felt a warmth for them, and that warmth started in his stomach. They were a young couple. The man was spindly, with glasses and rather bad skin about the

  nose. The woman was plump, in an ill-fitting top that allowed a girdle of flesh to hang over her jeans. They were holding hands and looking out the window, stiff with hope that he wouldn’t

  talk to them. Christmas thought this a pleasant scene.




  “I say,” he began, “terrific.” The couple turned to him as he nodded to the window, “Mountains. Cloudy. Terrific. Mountains, aren’t they?” Jesus,

  he thought, I really am pissed. The couple smiled awkwardly and looked back at the terrific cloudy mountains wishing they were stranded on one, or indeed anywhere but next to this ageing

  beast.




  “Going to Caracas?” asked Christmas.




  “This is a plane to Caracas, yes,” replied the boyfriend with a heavy accent that Christmas couldn’t place.




  “Been there before?”




  “No.”




  “Is it easy to get a taxi at the airport?”




  “I don’t know. We’ve never been there.”




  “You know I remember once when I was your age, down near Malaga with my wife, there was this taxi chap down there – what was his name? Kamal? Was it Kamal? Kermit? Anyway – had

  a terrific drug problem. Sold everything in his flat except this huge old fridge. Hid in the bloody thing for two weeks. Absolutely paranoid. Was convinced that the police surveillance X-ray mind

  reading frequencies or what have you couldn’t penetrate through the metal lining in the fridge ...” and he was off. He talked and drank and drank and talked “... and then did you

  hear about that chap from Oxford? Invited four hundred people from the phone book whose last name ended in ‘bottom’ and then didn’t show up so they all had to introduce

  themselves, ‘I’m Mrs Higginsbottom. I’m Mr Ramsbottom. We’re the Bottoms ...” Christmas was guffawing loudly. The stewardess asked him to lower his voice. Then she

  refused to serve him another drink and told him he should try to sleep. He told her to go away. The terrific cloudy mountains seeped into his brain. At one point he could remember telling the girl

  next to him not to slouch. He tried to put a hand on her shoulder to help her with this correction when the boyfriend knocked it away.




  “Hey, just chill out, OK? Relax.” It was a bad thing to say to Christmas. Nothing infuriated him more than being told to ‘chill out’ or ‘relax’ by someone

  other than a doctor holding a defibrillator.




  “Oh, I see ... dreadfully ... I should relax, should I? I should ‘chill out’, should I? That’s what I should do, is it? That’s your professional opinion, is

  it?”




  “Look,” started the girl, “why don’t you just—”




  “And what is your profession, young lady?”




  “I’m a sports therapist.”




  “And what’s this then?” laughed Christmas. He had two inches of her flab between thumb and finger. “Eh? What the devil is all this?”




  Threats ensued. His stewardess appeared with back-up and Christmas noted with surprise that she had completely lost her friendly demeanour. There was some admonishment, some arrangement he was

  dimly aware of. The alcohol began to rub him out. Another interaction with more senior members of the crew came next, but Christmas would always remain unsure of what exactly transpired. He did

  have a memory of being in the toilet and laughing. When he awoke they were one hour away from Caracas and his trousers were on the wrong way round. The seats next to him were empty. He passed out

  again. When he came to the whole plane was empty. They were on the ground.




  He took his Panama from the overhead locker and gathered his things while being watched by the crew. “Adios,” he smiled to his stewardess on the way out. She didn’t

  reply. So, with head high and breath bad, Christmas walked through the airport, past the U-bend of passengers nervous for their luggage, towards the taxi drivers and moneychangers. He showed his

  passport, nodded to the soldiers and strode out into Venezuela.
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  Christmas awoke with a start. He had been dreaming that a clown lover was trying to run him over in her tiny car. Where the devil am I? he

  thought. Bloody hell. Caracas. Christmas pulled his tongue off the pillow, pushed his eyes to the front and swung out of bed. He opened the curtains. There were the El Ávila

  Mountains, a cable car plotting its way to the top. He drank all the bottled water in the room. He went back to bed, his belly uncomfortably stretched, battling an old feeling of dread that was

  always worse with the hangovers. He closed his eyes and rummaged through other thoughts. He found some that were pinned to the future and dressed his mind in their confidence. Venezuela. Everything

  would be better here.




  He got up again. He went into the bathroom. “Morning, Christmas,” he said to a group of Christmases all standing off at an angle from one another. Christmas made a slight bow to

  them. They all bowed back. Christmas let out an oddly high-pitched fart. Everyone found it funny.




  Down by the outdoor pool on the first floor, white and green striped awning covered the breakfasters. Skyscrapers rose up beside them. Women read magazines on sun-loungers and trailed their

  hands in the water. Inside, Christmas violated the buffet. Scrambled eggs, streaky bacon, hash browns, waffles, syrup, fruit salad, orange juice. He sat down with a copy of the International

  Herald Tribune as his guest. Once he had grown tired of the newspaper he amused himself by observing the business people in relaxed mode – bare white ankles sticking out of yachting

  shoes, knowing laughter, rigidly pressed shirts and shorts. They all looked desperate.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
BRIGHT
MOON

FOR

FOOLS

JASPER GIBSON

llllll
C]





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
BRIGHT
MOON

JASPER GIBSON

don - New Yo New Delhi






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
BRIGHT





