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Author’s Note
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Is meeting Sasha after five years such a good idea? Michael is doubtful. However, to get his play designed and staged is worth the risk ... until Sasha starts his old tricks and the plan implodes. With life-long cohort, Phillippe, Michael embarks on a new venture with first-time playwright, Pogo. As the curtain is readied on Pogo's production, Michael's eyes are opened to the possibility of true love with the one person who has never let him down. As Shakespeare wrote -

All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;
They have their exits and their entrances,
And one man in his time plays many parts,
His acts being seven ages.
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Chapter One - Egg

[image: ]


I’m really having to work hard to remain connected. I feel like an android, operating to a set of very basic instructions: order coffee, light cigarette, check phone - how can it be 4pm?

There is lunacy and then there is this. Meet up in Paris. Five years is a hell of a long time; plenty of time to forget the big stuff. Will it have been long enough to forget the small stuff? We remember the small stuff. The big stuff is easy to forget; the small stuff is like the stitching of our lives - unpick the stitches and the pieces of the cloth fall apart and expose our sagging arses.

Isn’t this where we met for the first time? The café on the corner, opposite Église Saint Laurent, next to the Bureau de Change; the café with the weird trapdoor just inside the entrance that allows the dumpster to be brought up and wheeled out to be emptied. Yes; this is the place. The trapdoor is under the rubber mat. That’s the same mat; the one with the faded picture of a coffee cup printed onto it. Small stuff.

It can’t be 4pm. The café’s clock says 3pm - shit! Of course, I didn’t change it since I left Riga. It is 3pm on February the 25th; this is Paris. More data.

The people look scruffier; the streets look dirtier.

“Merci beaucoup ...”

A cappuccino? Since when did I start drinking a cappuccino? Did I order the cup of froth? Or did the waiter assume I meant a cappuccino when I said café because of what; my age? An espresso with an ice cube, and a Gitanes Brune - where did I buy these Winston’s? That was always the prescription - strong coffee, strong cigarettes, and the strong desire to fuck. Yes, I remember now; the crooked smile of ash white teeth, the eyelashes that were so thick and black that they looked false but weren’t, the violet smudges beneath the lower lids that spoke of too many late nights; nicotine-stained fingers ... yes; the same fingertips tracing the sharp line of the cheek bone, coming to rest on the slightly parted, somewhat angular lips, where they would tap out a nervous little tattoo while I wrote the cheque - a face constructed by Lempicka I had always said teasingly.

Ah! There’s the boy who had his leg amputated. I do remember things. He’s older now; walking with crutches as if he were completely unaware of the impediment. Through the window, out of the corner of my eye, I see the owner make a brief appearance behind the bar - but he never looked so young and he never had a top knot. Where’s the old man who looked like Leonard Rossiter?

“Monsieur; vous avez un feu?”

“Oui; bien sur ...”

She doesn’t look old enough to smoke; who is she waiting for?

I bring the lighter up to the end of her cigarette, and she cups the flame, taking a drag.

“Merci ...”

Her voice sounds like her tongue is wrapped in bandages. Is she trying to embalm herself?

Androids don’t die. We may go off-line but somewhere deep in our circuitry there are bits and bytes that still mean something.

The spider plants hanging in baskets around the edge of the terrace’s screening could do with a good drop of water. The ashtrays are too small to get your fingers in and I have to leave each stub to smoulder.

Light another. Make a pyre.

She’s a student - I’m guessing. There’s her friend, clasping the book, marked with so many little flapping ears of paper. Her friend will say something like, ‘insightful, wasn’t it?’, and she will reply, ‘Camus said it better ...’ She has no great respect for the book or the friend but she likes the brother. I’d say that the father is a dentist and the mother is a PR director - good teeth, and a bag that even the girls working in media would struggle to afford. From the bag, she takes the phone, swipes the screen and shows her a picture - they titter light-heartedly, masking something of a conspiratorial look - someone’s brother is being prepared for the slaughter. Still; the father will have bestowed upon his son the art of keeping a mistress, and the mother will give them the keys to a new Mini as a wedding present, so everything will work out.

If all the world’s a stage, we play out our lives to an empty house.

We used to laugh and propose that these flights of fantasy were the Muse’s dreams. I have to say, these days, they sound more like the wet farts of a brain parasite. The search for beauteous truth has led me too far from the fountain; the fountain that converted shabby and often shady ideas into eternal truths that enthralled the audience, which now makes donations to a relief fund, or so it seems. I am the beggar who sets up shop at the foot of the ATM machine.

I can still write; I have the balls and no shame, but no longer any class. Androids have no class system, or a sense of a class. All androids are superior.

I wish I could remember his name.

“David!”

“Monsieur?”

I flick my eyes to hers; she’s concerned that I may become violently deranged or perhaps break down.

“Excuse-moi ...”

If I admit to remembering the name of the young man with one leg, she’ll probably blow her friend off, suggest that we decamp to a cheap hotel and fuck our brains out because she’s wet for a reality, not this version of it that is optimised for mobile devices. Then her mother was a whore. Her father still works at the railway station - Gare Saint-Lazare.

Thank you, Muse. So poetic.

“Monsieur; plus de café?”

The waiter is more android than I am.

“Oh ... oui; merci. Vous avez du crème brûlée?”

“Oui ...”

I don’t know why but I need something sweet.

Late February; surprisingly, albeit shielded by the glass of the screen, the sun is making me sweat slightly.

“Monsieur; crème brûlée ... Bon appétit.”

“Merci. Un verre d’eau, s’il vous plait.”

I understand the language and give the correct responses to the prompts. You have to be like blotting paper to learn French - soak it up like blood. However, you can only really appreciate the language once your lover has let all of your blood out to take a single drop with which to write au revoir on a dirty napkin. I replaced it with formaldehyde and feel a hundred years old. A stuffed, moth-eaten Dodo in a dusty case in some dustier museum - admittance free!

Where is everyone going? Surely, the markets are now closing up for the day. Perhaps they’re heading off to sit by Canal Saint-Martin - on the side where the immigrants don’t stray much.

They like to think that culture and breeding separate them. Whereas, it is nothing more than a rubbish choked canal.

Politicians tell us we need to build walls and ignore the starving children who will probably not live long enough to see its approval let alone its completion.

Fucking cunts.

“Michael!”

Who the fuck are you? And how do you know my name?

“... When did you get in? Philippe texted me to say that you were casting for a new piece ... You look great.”

Ah; it didn’t take long for the bluebottles to sniff out the fresh, stinking pile of turds.

“Strasbourg agrees with me. It’s Godfrey, isn’t it?”

I know perfectly well his name but I want to set his teeth on edge.

“Gerard ... When do rehearsals start?”

Yes; you were always insufferably presumptuous.

“A week after the auditions.”

“Please let me read for you.”

“Speak to Philippe. You can tell him from me that I think you’d be perfect for the tragic, young officer who dies at the end of Act One.”

“Oh, goody!”

‘Oh goody’? Since when did I write scripts for children’s television?

“You’ll have to excuse me; I’m due to meet the designer in a few minutes.”

“Oh; sure. I’ll call Philippe.”

“Yes; do that.”

“Who’s the designer?”

“Saint-Marc.”

“Oh my God! This is a dream come true-”

“A plus.”

Why do we say ‘see you later’ when we mean ‘fuck off and die’?

“S-sure; à toute à l’heure.”

Not if I see you first.

Now the girl, not her friend, eyes me differently, and thrusts out her breasts and reapplies her lipstick.

I am so going to fucking kill Phillipe. Why couldn’t we have just sold the rights and bypassed this?

They get up to leave - there’s an exhibition of pictures at Theatre Renard - I saw the flyer on the way from the station. She slips a card onto my table - Sophie Sibour - Maquilleuse.

“Monsieur ...”

“Merci ...”

Maybe I’ll give her the job. Polishing turds for the great Michael Whitacre must surely still count for something. She obviously thinks so.

“Michael!”

“Sasha ...”

He’ll hate the fact that I used his pet name - androids can’t alter the programme themselves now can they?

“Why the hell did you suggest meeting here?”

“I don’t know anywhere else ...”

The waiter quickly reappears, no doubt eyeing the designer togs and a better bag than the girl’s friend had.

“Monsieur; café?”

“Thé vert; merci ...”

“You look good, Sasha.”

“You look dreadful. How the hell do you live in Strasbourg?”

“Half the population is French, the other half, German - neutrality.”

“Whatever. Tell me about Dumah.”

“You’ve read the book, haven’t you?”

“Need you ask; I read everything.”

“Then you know Dumah.”

“Can’t we update?”

“What’s wrong with 16th Century Venice?”

“The audience won’t relate.”

“Suggestion ...”

“Berlin, on the eve of the fall of the Wall.”

“Interesting ... grungy.”

“The whole backdrop will be done in graffiti.”

“And Oswald?”

“A Muscovite ... suggest Geraint for him.”

“And the troubadour?”

“Armenian or Iranian refugee; just details, Michael. Who?”

“Apparently, Gerard; who simply can’t wait to work with you.”

“No; can I suggest someone?”

“Who?”

“Xavier Bichat ...”

“No clue.”

“Matters not; you’ll meet him tonight.”

“Where?”

“Dinner-”

“Please! Not dinner. You know how I hate-”

“At our place. Vincent wants to meet you.”

“Who the fuck is Vincent?”

“My husband - don’t you read anything?”

“Everything including wedding invitations ... especially wedding invitations ...”

“It wouldn’t have been a good idea ... 8 o’clock.”

“Fine. If Xavier Bichat says ‘oh, goody’, I’m leaving.”

“Uhm, yeah. Don’t be late.”

“You’re leaving already?”

“I have to meet Xavier. I’ll send a car to pick you up.”

“You’ll send a car?”

“Vincent owns the theatre ...”

Why marry the playwright when you can marry the theatre owner?

With nothing better to do, I head to the exhibition.

Perfectly dreadful but I did meet the curator or, at least, the man who I would have cast as the curator, who was actually just a visitor like me, but his manner of describing the art for the benefit of his plebeian friend made me hard.

oOo

By the time I get back to the hotel, the man on the front desk has morphed into a younger version of himself.

“Monsieur.”

“Chambre 2-0-2, s’il vous plait.”

He hands me the key and an apology for the fact that the Wi-Fi is not working.

I explain it is a gift while appreciating that the rest of his guests might be peeved.

He doesn’t get it, but then he’s got an iPhone, and I imagine he’s never more than a swipe away from pictures of his
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