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CHAPTER
1

 


I wished I’d
turned round to see just how big the guy was before calling him a
prick. This was the thought that sprang to
my mind in the split second before his fist connected with my face.
I felt a sharp whack to my nose and I fell backward over a posh
barstool. Dazed, I staggered to my feet and after a brief moment,
felt pain and a dripping wetness around my nose. As my vision
refocused he advanced to strike again. The crowd gasped in
expectation as I saw Rachel grab him by the shoulder. Everything
seemed to be going in slow motion and the only sound was a high
pitched whine, like the aftermath of an explosion.

‘Was that
really necessary? I told you I didn’t want a scene. People are
looking,’ said Rachel, shoving him away.

He took up a
fighting stance. I picked up a beer bottle.

‘Don’t be such a child,’ Rachel said, and quickly disarmed me,
bruising my wrist. Those
kick-boxing classes weren’t wasted.

‘He started
it,’ I said, then realised how childish that sounded.

He stood on
the periphery glaring at me. The entire bar was silent, everybody
had stopped to watch. I’d never liked the place and its trendy
clientele, who seemed enthralled by the action, as if they were
watching a live Jeremy Kyle show. Rachel fished into her handbag
and gave me a tissue.

‘Don’t do
this,’ I said, wiping blood from my nose.

I saw the guy
roll his eyes. He was tall; broad shouldered with gelled hair, and
wore a casual light grey suit and designer stubble. I guessed he
probably had one of those super-wanky names like Spencer or Kyle.
My head was spinning, my vision was still slightly blurry and it
felt like my nose had exploded as I picked up the fallen barstool
and sat down on it. I immediately fell off it as one of the legs
was broken. Rachel sighed as I got to my feet.

‘It’s already
done Evan,’ she said and made to leave.

I grabbed her
arm, stopping her. ‘But-’

At that point
I felt a hand on my own arm pull me back. I looked over my shoulder
to see the menace in his eyes before Rachel shooed him away once
more.

‘Evan, please
don’t be difficult, people are looking,’ she whispered as the pub
crowd followed the drama. I could feel their eyes on me. It was
like getting dumped in front of a live studio audience.

‘And for your
information, he’s not a prick, he’s a kick-box instructor and his
name is Kyle. He drives a Mercedes, runs his own business, he’s
ambitious, he’s going places,’

I knew it was
useless to argue. The only weapon I had left was
sarcasm.

‘Well, it was
nice to meet you Kyle. Keep working on that jab,’

He started to
come towards me again, all six foot of him, but Rachel shook her
head and then made her way to the door. She stopped momentarily,
looking back at me with pity, then turned and left. Kyle stood
glaring at me until Rachel dragged him through the
doorway.

As I sat
there feeling sorry for myself dabbing my nose with tissue and
looking at the carpet, I wondered how all this had happened. Only
minutes beforehand I had been in what I thought was a stable
relationship. Now all I had was a handful of wet tissue and
possibly a broken nose. I was sat with my head bowed, imagining
myself heroically pummelling Kyle’s smug face when a police officer
walked into the bar.

‘Thank god,’ I
said. ‘I can describe him. He was about six foot, named Kyle. He’s
a-’ was all I managed before I was cut off.

‘Been
throwing your weight around have we?’ he said as he grabbed me by
the collar and dragged me over to the bar.

‘No, I
was-’

‘No back-chat
sonny,’

‘Hang on, I
was the one who was attacked,’

‘Oh
yeah?’

‘Well how else
do you think I got this?’ I said pointing to my bloody
nose.

‘Dry
heat?’

‘In February?
Nice one Sherlock,’

He clipped me
round the ear deftly but painfully.

‘Ouch!’

‘This the one
from the fight?’ the policeman asked the barmaid.

‘No, not
him,’ she said, wrinkling her nose. ‘It was the other guy, the good
looking one, but he’s gone now,’

Good looking
one?

The colour
drained from the policeman’s face. ‘Looks like it’s your lucky day
son,’

I was about
to ask him what part of it had been lucky but before I could open
my mouth he shoved me aside and made for the exit, muttering about
wasting Police time. I was just about to follow him and leave when
the manager called out to me.

‘Hold on.
That’ll be forty five pounds for the broken stool,’ he
said.

 



CHAPTER
2

 


‘Six years.
Six years and she dumps me for him,’

My nose ached
and my voice was slightly muffled due to the toilet tissue I had
jammed up each nostril. I sounded like I had a cold. I had fled
from the wine bar and the drama hungry crowd, to seek sanctuary in
the familiar surroundings of my local pub. Craig, my flat mate had
arrived to get the juicy gossip over a few comforting pints and
some pork scratchings.

‘And he hit
you? Just like that?’ said Craig through a mouthful of pork
scratchings.

‘I just wish
she’d mentioned he was a kick-boxer before I called him a
prick,’

‘Might have
been useful. So she’s shacked up with her kick-box instructor
then?’

‘It would
appear so. She told me it was over between us, he gave me a
straight right and then they both left,’

‘How long do
you think she’d been seeing him?’ he said, reaching into the packet
and taking out a handful of the pork snacks.

‘God knows,
since she started the classes I guess,’

‘And you had
no idea?’

‘She said she
wanted to tone her bum. I loved her bum,’ I said taking a sip of
beer hoping the drink might help numb the pain in my
face.

‘It was a
nice arse I have to say, but it sounds like it belongs to someone
else now mate,’

With our backs
to the door Craig suddenly tensed. He had hearing like a bat.
Despite all the background chatter and jukebox noise he heard the
scrape and squeaky whine of the hinges as the door opened. Then, as
if he had been born with eyes in the back of his head he quickly
tossed the packet of pork scratchings at me, swallowed what he was
chewing whole and turned to greet Melissa.

‘Hi, I forgot
you were working tonight,’ he said sheepishly.

‘What’s wrong?
You look flustered,’

‘Nothing,
nothing, it’s Evan. Evan’s had a bad day that’s all,’

Still looking
at him suspiciously she removed her coat, revealing her nurse’s
uniform. Under normal circumstances a five foot seven blonde in a
nurse’s uniform would be cause for wolf whistles in a pub but,
despite conventional wisdom, an NHS nurse’s uniform is designed to
look about as sexy as a clown’s suit.

‘Tough night
in the strip-o-gram business?’ I said.

I received an
obscene hand gesture in response.

‘Sarcasm is
the lowest form of wit Evan,’

‘But,
ironically, the most rewarding,’

‘Do you have
to eat those things?’ she said, scowling at me as I clutched the
bag of pork snacks.

I jammed a
handful of scratchings into my mouth. I didn’t even like the things
but if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s being told what to do,
especially by vegetarians.

‘What
happened to your face?’ she asked as she continued to fish into her
handbag, eventually producing a pack of Bensons.

‘Rachel’s
chucked Evan. Apparently she’s been seeing someone
else,’

‘I am here you
know?’ I said.

‘I gather her
new guy did that? Typical macho male,’ she said, pointing to my
tissue filled nose.

‘He’s her
kick box instructor apparently,’

‘The sneaky
bitch! So she was sleeping with her instructor,’ she said and lit
her cigarette.

‘Hold on, you said was
sleeping with. What do you mean?’

‘Female
intuition. Things hadn’t been right between you two for ages. I’m
sorry to say but I saw this coming weeks ago,’

‘She could
have talked to me about it,’

‘Evan, the
time for talking was too far gone. She wanted out and she’d made up
her mind ages ago; hence the boyfriend. She didn’t want to discuss
it; she just wanted it over with,’

It was the
kind of brutal assessment I didn’t want to hear at the
time.

‘But she can’t
be safe with him. If he can lash out at me like that, who’s to say
he won’t lose his temper with her?’

‘Evan, they
deserve each other. She’s an air-head and he sounds like a
Neanderthal. They’re probably the perfect match,’

‘Why didn’t
you say something if you saw all this coming?’

‘It wasn’t my
place to interfere. Though she’s excelled herself in the sleaze
stakes this time by replacing you with her kick-box
instructor,’

‘By the
sounds of it this guy’s not so much a replacement as an upgrade,’
said Craig.

Melissa
kicked him in the ankle. ‘Have some tact will you?’

‘Sorry,’

‘Believe me
Evan, there was nothing you could have done. People like Rachel are
a law unto themselves,’

‘True,’ Craig
agreed. ‘She was no good. Bottom line,’

I
automatically touched my nose again, wincing at the
pain.

‘He must have
hit you quite hard,’

‘He was like
the terminator, he didn’t speak, he just launched at
me,’

‘You did call
the guy a prick, to be fair,’

‘Evan, did you
really think that would solve anything?’ said Mel.

‘Just because
I don’t dress like a Ninja doesn’t mean I can’t handle
myself,’

‘Come on Evan,
you’ve had one fight in your whole life,’

‘It’s not
about quantity, it’s about quality,’

‘And you
lost,’

‘I didn’t
lose. The teacher broke it up,’

‘You could
always have him killed,’

‘Who?’

‘The
kick-boxer. I’m sure Dirty Barry might know someone. I’ve heard it
only costs a few grand. Five tops, problem solved,’

‘Craig!’ said
Mel.

‘What?’

‘First I
don’t think killing Kyle will make Rachel change her mind and
second, where would he get five grand from?’

‘Dirty Barry
probably knows someone who could lend him the money,’

‘Look, I don’t want hear the words Dirty and Barry again okay?’ I said with a
sigh.

‘Okay, Mr
Touchy,’

‘Six years,’
I said, still unable to take it all in.

‘Buck up little trooper,’
said Craig.

‘Is that the best you can do?’ said Mel.

‘What? I’m trying to be
supportive, or whatever it is your girly magazines say guys should
be,’

‘By saying buck up little trooper? What does that even mean?’

‘It means…’

‘Means what?’

‘It means…there’s like…more fish in the sea…or
something,’

Mel folded her arms. ‘Move over Socrates,’

‘What’s he got to do with
it?’

‘Do you even know who
Socrates is?’

‘Of course,’ said Craig.
‘He was a Brazilian footballer,’

Mel rolled her eyes.

‘Six years…’

‘Evan, things will be alright. You’ll see,’ said
Mel.

‘Be ok? She just dumped me.
After six years,’

‘You’ll be fine. You’ll meet someone else.
There’s-’

‘Plenty more fish in the
sea?’ Craig smirked. Mel kicked him under the table.

‘Ouch! You
spiteful-’

‘Six years!’ I said, and touched my nose again. It still
throbbed.

‘Let me have
a look,’ Melissa said. ‘It may be broken,’ and in a gentle,
maternal nurses way she inspected my nose.

At the other
end of the pub, by the fag machine, there was a loud whooping noise
and a mini cheer followed by the thud thud
thud of pound coins hitting the plastic
money tray of the fruit machine. Someone had just got very lucky.
As Mel and I turned to look, Craig deftly palmed the packet of pork
scratchings. By the time Melissa had finished looking at my nose
there was not a single trace of pork product about Craig’s person.
He had disposed of all evidence. The only giveaway was the slight
look of smug satisfaction on his face. The kind of look the English
prisoner of war has when a German guard enters the bunk-house just
after the entrance to the escape tunnel has been hidden.

‘What are you
looking so pleased about?’

‘Some guy just won seventy five quid on the fruit machine.
It’s just rare to see a jackpot these days,’
That’s right, don’t give the Jerry’s anything,
just name, rank and number.

‘I’m just
going to the toilet,’ I said.

Having tissue
stuffed up your nose has one definite advantage when you’re in the
gents toilets I thought as I inspected my nose in the mirror. It
looked quite grey, with a greenish tint spreading away up towards
my right eye, which was now quite puffy. On my return to the table
Craig had furnished it with three pints and a packet of dry
roasted. Women seem entrenched in the belief that talking can solve
any problem (Anything from Acne to Global warming), whereas men
will always fall back on the traditional herbal remedy of Hops and
yeast. If only there was some kind of combination therapy. I’d
definitely be willing to try a pint of Fosters Ego Boost, or
Carling mutual support.
Right now, beer and peanuts would have to do.

‘I think we’d
better be going, my shift starts in half an hour,’ said
Mel.

Then from the
back of the pub came another loud whoop.

‘I don’t
fucking believe it. That guy’s won the jackpot again. He must be
the luckiest guy in the world,’ Craig said.

Melissa elbowed
him in the ribs.

‘Sorry, Mel,
I mean second luckiest,’

Then Melissa
looked at me and there was a moment’s awkward silence.

‘Sorry
Evan,’

'Let's just go
home shall we?'

 


It’s never easy
trying to sleep whilst having to breathe through your mouth because
your nose is stuffed with tissue. It’s even more difficult when
your head is swimming with a thousand thoughts, all of them
miserable. But as I lay in bed, I didn’t cry, I didn’t destroy the
flat, I didn’t make a Nick Hornby style list of top five dumpings.
I didn’t know what to do. What to feel, except numb. I didn’t know
what I had done to make her want to break up with me. It was like
being in kindergarten and riding along happily on your tricycle,
then being pushed off by some bigger kid and having to watch them
ride off. I started to see that she’d obviously been playing me for
a mug for some time. The scheming cow had made sure that she had a
ready-made replacement for me before she’d jumped ship and dumped
me like ballast. It couldn’t have been a
snap decision. She didn’t wake up one morning and suddenly decide.
I wondered how many nights she’d been lying next to me planning it.
And what about the Kick-boxing classes? Did she take them up and
then meet Kyle? Or had they already met and the weekly sessions at the gym were the
cover? Slowly the degree of betrayal began to sink in. I just
couldn’t understand how she could have changed so quickly, it was
like she’d joined a religious cult or something.

 



CHAPTER
3

 


‘Maybe she’s
in a religious cult?’ Craig said, as I slumped onto the breakfast
bar. I ignored him.

He was frying
bacon and eggs. The loud sizzling was almost intolerable to my
brain, like static on a TV. However, I lacked the strength to move.
The sizzling was soon accompanied by the smell, that greasy smell
of frying that was making me feel sick in the pit of the
stomach.

‘Maybe she’s
been brain washed and she’s waiting for the second coming of Jesus
or something? No breakfast this morning?’

‘No thanks,’
I said, lifting my head to see Craig tending his bacon. ‘How can
you eat that stuff every day?’

‘I’m addicted to swine,’ Craig shrugged, then started
singing Might as well face it, I’m
addicted to swine, to the tune of
Addicted to Love by
Robert Palmer. ‘How’s the nose?’ he said, as he lowered his face to
the frying pan and sniffed.

I instinctively
touched my nose again.

‘You’ve got a
bit of a black eye too,’

Even the
sunlight that shone through the kitchen window was far too bright
for my eyes. I groaned. It felt like, in the night, someone had
sawed open my skull, removed my brain, crapped in the newly
available space and sealed everything back shut. Outside, could be
heard the sound of someone struggling with the front door, followed
by three loud bangs which sounded like someone was trying to put a
boot through it. For a split second I wondered if we were being
raided.

‘Fucking
thing!’ said Melissa as she barged into the flat, flooding the
hallway with light. About three seconds later there was the
retaliatory bang on the ceiling from Mrs Thompson below. ‘You know,
one day, one of you two might get around to fixing that fucking
door,’

Craig quickly
scraped the bacon onto a plate and slipped it onto the breakfast
bar next to me leaving just the eggs on the pan.

‘It’s the
landlord’s responsibility,’ he said as Melissa strode into the
kitchen, dumping her handbag and a bundle of post on the table. She
then began to sniff.

‘Who’s cooking
bacon?’

‘Evan,’ Craig
said, fixing me with a pleading look which begged collusion. I
didn’t even raise my head. My neck muscles weren’t
working.

‘God Evan,
that stinks,’ she said, opening a window and wafting her hands
about her, then took a long relieved drag on the cigarette and
moved back into the kitchen.

A cloud of
smoke drifted towards me. I coughed, then lowered my head and
resumed a slumped position on the breakfast bar. I watched as she
opened the kitchen cupboard and stared at it for several
seconds.

‘Where are the
tea bags?’

‘And good
morning to you too,’ said Craig.

Mel kissed the
top of his head in a patronising fashion.

‘Sorry but
I’ve had a shitty shift, I just need a cup of tea and a lie
down,’

Craig soothed
her with a hug. I lifted my eyes, head still resting on my
forearms, as Craig laid a cup of tea on the table by Mel. She
smiled.

‘How’s the
nose?’

‘It’s still
sore,’ I said.

‘Probably will
be for a day or two. Take some pain-killers,’

‘Thanks,’

‘Haven’t you
got work today?’ she tapped ash into a saucer, knowing the answer
anyway.

‘Probably…what day is it?’ I said, hoping against hope that it
was a Saturday.

‘It’s Tuesday.
And can you pick up some milk on your way home tonight?’ Mel said
without looking at me. She was scanning the mail, cigarette
smouldering between her fingers.

Tuesday. I
hate Tuesdays. Historically bad things always happen on a Tuesday.
Hiroshima, the great plague, the birth of Rupert Murdoch, these
things all probably happened on a Tuesday as well. But on this
Tuesday morning, an item of mail was to be a signal of a fast
approaching doom.

‘Gas bill,
Britannia music club special offer, Readers Digest, oh and one for
you Craig,’ Craig opened it with a fork and perused the letter in
silence for a moment or two. ‘Oh

shit,’ he
said.

‘What is it?
You didn’t forget to pay the gas bill again did you?’ I
said.

‘No, look at
this,’ he said foisting a piece of paper in front of me.

I struggled to
focus on the words, yawning as I rubbed my eyes. Slowly the
fuzziness subsided to reveal black type on a printed
card.

Opperford
comprehensive school class of 1994 reunion

26th October 2004 8pm
RSVP

It took a
moment to sink in. My already delicate stomach performed a
somersault.

‘Jesus H
Christ, a reunion?’

‘Yep,’

‘What
reunion?’ Melissa said.

‘Our school
reunion. It’s in October apparently,’ said Craig

‘I thought
you said you were expelled?’

‘I was asked
to leave, there is a difference,’

Mel just rolled
her eyes.

‘So, you and
all your old friends will be getting together and comparing bank
balances?’

‘I don’t…’ I
struggled for words.

‘Yes, I know
what you mean, doesn’t seem long enough ago to be time for a
reunion,’ Craig said. ‘It could be a right laugh though. I wonder
what happened to that kid we all called Teddy Ruckspin? What was
his name?’

It wasn’t quite
what I had been trying to express. My reaction was not one of
nostalgia but one of panic. I wasn’t ready to be reunited with my
old school Chums.
I hadn’t had enough time to become rich, famous and successful
enough to be able to look down on them and feel their seething
envy. I hadn’t had enough time to…actually I had had more than
enough time to do whatever it was that I thought I was going to do
when I was younger. Ten years. I just hadn’t got around to doing
it.

‘I bet Prick-face
will be there too, the smarmy shit,’ I
said.

‘You went to school with a kid called
Prick-face?’ said
Mel.

‘No his name
was Alistair Barrowcliffe. He was the most popular kid in the
year,’ Craig explained. ‘He had his pick of the girls and took
great joy in taunting us every day, he was a real scum-bag. God, we
used to hate him,’

‘I still
do,’

‘My god, you
still carry a grudge from childhood?’ said Mel.

I
shrugged.

‘Remember when you tried to beat him at cross country and you
puked right in front of the girls changing rooms?’ Craig said with
a sly smile, coming over all nostalgic. It was a nostalgia I
couldn’t share. ‘Or when you had to stand up and tell the class
what seventeen times seventy six was, you got it wrong and he
shouted retard!’

‘Craig?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Shut
up,’

Unpleasant,
long buried memories were now flooding back. Thinking of a reunion,
I now had the kind of feeling of dread someone has just in between
stepping in something soft and squishy and lifting their shoe to
confirm the presence of brown stuff.

‘He always seemed to be there every time Evan screwed up, to
laugh in his face. Then there was the
time-’

‘Can we change
the subject please?’

‘She needs to
know,’

‘Know what?’
said Mel, and then Craig began to recount the scene of my ultimate
humiliation.

‘Evan asked
Michelle Wentworth to the prom, he’d taken weeks to work up the
courage. Anyway, she said yes. He was stoked, ecstatic,
remember?’

‘Yes,’

‘Then when
the night came he stood there at the entrance and she came in with
Barrowcliffe and everybody stood laughing at him. Barrowcliffe must
have planned it with her,’

‘Oh god Evan.
That’s awful,’ said Mel, sounding as embarrassed as someone who had
just enquired after the health of a recently deceased
relative.

‘What do you
think Barrowcliffe is doing now?’ said Craig.

‘I bet he’s a
fucking male model or a millionaire investment banker or something.
There never was any justice in the world,’

‘I wonder if
he still knows what seventeen times seventy six is?’ Craig
mused.

The
investment banker idea I liked. I toyed with the thought of
Barrowcliffe as some Patrick Bateman serial killer who has gone
insane through the tedium of having everything he could ever want
being handed to him on a plate. I imagined the scene of the school
reunion where Barrowcliffe is wheeled into the hall in a metal
cage, muzzled like Hannibal Lector, flanked by a SWAT team where
upon everybody gasps. But the dream disappeared like a burst bubble
as Mel nudged me.

‘So what you
going to say you do for a living? You’ll have to think up something
more exciting than computer geek,’ she was jesting but like the
best jokes there was an element of truth.

Now the brief
surge of optimism I’d had dissolved. Here came the brown stuff and
the accompanying gagging and queasiness. In the ten years since I’d
left school all I had managed to achieve was a position of
subsistence level mediocrity in the IT support industry. I was one
of those guys you phone when your PC doesn’t work (Or you’ve failed
to turn it on) or you can’t print, or you can’t remember which
order to press the buttons on the photocopier. I didn’t negotiate
multimillion pound take-over bids; I removed paper jams for a
living, one step up from being a janitor. The most important
decision I made each day was what to have for lunch. The school
reunion was by tradition where you displayed the progress you had
made after leaving school. But what progress had I made? I was
still being told what to do all day, except the teachers were now
called managers. And this was the exact time Rachel chose to dump
me.

‘Anyway,
shouldn’t you be at work?’ said Mel, bringing me back to present
day.

‘Give the guy
a break Mel, he just got dumped,’

Craig’s
statement was still ringing in my ears as I stepped onto the
street. He just got dumped.
I felt like I was walking around with a t-shirt
saying recently dumped with a large hand hovering over me with a finger pointing
down. I couldn’t meet the postman’s eyes as he cycled past. I knew
just what he must have been thinking. There goes a man who has recently been dumped.
And now the reunion was looming. Why did she have
to dump me now? Right before the reunion.
In my darkest fantasies I always envisaged meeting my classmates
again, but on my terms. Either as they queued for my autograph back
stage after I’d just rocked a major stadium, or seeing them
destitute on a pavement as I deposited a multimillion lotto win in
the bank. Meeting them whilst I was a singleton IT geek wasn’t part
of the fantasy.

 



CHAPTER
4

 


The company I
worked for was called Solomon Bros, a stationary vendor. If I said
they were a leading stationary vendor I’d be lying (or working in
sales). The truth is they were quite successful until some bright
spark decided to try and squeeze a bit of extra profit by sourcing
products from China. The stuff was cheap, but awful quality, so
much so that we were the only stationary vendor I’d ever heard of
that didn’t use their own stationary. We actually bought ours from
a rival. Our printer paper jammed almost any make of printer,
photocopier and fax machine, the pens hardly ever worked and ninety
percent of the printer ink cartridges leaked. I once had to try
seventeen different pens before I found one that worked. By the
time I found one that worked, I’d forgotten what it was I wanted to
write down. Soon each department came to guard their own stationary
cupboard like Fort Knox. I had to get Dirty Barry to steal pens for
me from Argos and betting shops. The pay was fairly atrocious (I
think the correct term is miserly). However, I viewed the situation
as a kind of industrial détente. They paid little, so I did
little.

As I mentally
prepared to acquaint myself with a strangers armpit for the thirty
minute commute I day dreamed (mostly about acts of extreme
violence) all the way from my flat. As I stood on the train (A seat
is always out of the question at this time of the morning) it
occurred to me that I’d been making the journey for near on three
years. I began to wonder what every other ex Opperford pupil had
been doing in the past three years? In all probability, a hell of a
lot more than me. In the time I had spent sharing sweat with these
sullen, miserable commuters, somebody could have qualified as a
doctor, or won an Olympic gold medal or formed a successful rock
band. In that same amount of time I’d managed to achieve the sum
total of fuck all. And now I didn’t even have a
girlfriend.

When I
reached the office building I noticed a blur of Gingerness bouncing
about by the entrance to the underground car-park. Most people
wouldn’t expect to see a freak with ginger hair and glasses
swinging a broom handle like a sword outside the office. However, I
was used to it. Sean Turner was the part of the Solomon’s IT team
and we shared the same office. He was a member of one of those
fantasy role-playing societies for people who think Lord of the
Rings was real. He put down the broom as I approached, turning his
attention back to his cigarette in quick bursts of puffing. People
usually take up smoking because they think they look cool doing it,
but Sean Turner could never look cool doing anything.

‘Christ, what
happened to you my man?’

‘I was mugged
by Goblins,’ I muttered.

‘It looks
like someone kicked your arse,’

I didn’t
really want to have to explain the Kyle episode so I invented a
cover story.

‘It was some
guy… collecting for a third world charity. I told him I wouldn’t be
giving because… most of the money ends up in the hands of corrupt
governments and he took exception. Threw down his collection bucket
and swung for me,’

‘Jesus. They
really should vet these charity people,’

‘It was one
punch, my eye’s a bit puffy. I didn’t take a beating,’

‘The streets
are tough these days my man. If you want to borrow my
sword…’

‘Thanks
Sean,’

As bad as
thing’s were and as much as my heart seethed with hatred for
shit-bag Kyle and his kick boxer’s jab, I couldn’t see me beheading
him like Conan the Barbarian.

I pushed my
way through the glass revolving doors into the small marble and
wood lined lobby not out of any enthusiasm for being at work, but
more in a spirit of lets-get-this-over-with. I waved a good-morning
wave to Janet, the receptionist (making sure she didn’t see my
face) and bounded up the stairs to the third floor. The third floor
is unofficially designated for misfits, people who do not belong to
the core players of the business. First floor was sales, which I
suspect was so they didn’t have to go far for a fag break. Second
floor was accounts, a soulless bunch with less cheer and human
compassion than zombies, and order processing (equally dull paper
shufflers). The fourth floor was reserved for the executives, I
guess because they believed being physically higher than everyone
else endorsed their right to control people.

The IT office
was rather shabby. It had the usual over-bright halogen lighting
that can give you a migraine and make you feel like you have
permanent meningitis. It was also littered with the carcasses of
old PC’s. The IT department seldom bury the
dead, in what you might call a spirit of recycling (meaning tight
budgets). There were by and large only three inhabitants, Sean,
myself and our boss, Amarjit Patel. Jit was the IT manager and
spent most of his days in meetings when he wasn’t periodically
checking we were still alive and hadn’t died of boredom. However,
three had become four, when some six months earlier we were joined
by Laura, who had transferred from accounts to a newly created
position of Junior Media Events Manager (a job deemed almost as
unpopular as IT and hence the office assignment).

I sat down at
my desk and logged into my PC. I was just about to get down to
business

(and by that I
mean check the sports news) when an email popped into my
inbox.

 


From:
rick.bateman@solomonbros.co.uk

To:
bollen.swalls@solomonbros.co.uk

Bcc: All
Staff

Re: Parting of
the Hemmingways

09:23am

 


Dear
Bollen,

Trusting that
my email finds you fit and well on a dreary Tuesday morning, having
given things some thought recently, I have some rather important
news for you.

I can assure
you that my decision has absolutely nothing to do with the
impending disciplinary hearing you convened for ten o’clock this
morning and more to do with the fact I’ve decided to listen to that
little voice inside me that’s been telling me for some time now, to
refuse to take the huge piles of crap that you insist on dumping on
me, daily, and inform you that I’m granting you the option of
shoving your poxy job up your fat, sweaty, haemorrhoidal arse.
You’ve got balls Bollen, I’ll give you that. But what’s the point
of having big balls if you’ve only got a tiny bat (Janet informed
the whole office). From what I’ve heard, I don’t think it’s any
coincidence that your email signature lists you as Ass.
Man.

If it is any
consolation to you, I WAS writing part of a novel during your
(intensely dull) team meeting and no, I WASN’T paying any attention
to your motivational speech (and I doubt anyone else was either,
ask around).

Anyway, take
this as written notice. I’m off; outta here, following my yellow
brick road to bigger and better things (so I don’t need a
reference). I’m leaving to write THE great novel. And so, at last,
I must bid you a fond farewell. Though I’ll miss your irritating
nasal whine, I’m sure I’ll get over it once my first book hits the
Times best seller list, and I’ll be thinking of you when I accept
my first Booker prize (though don’t expect to get a mention in my
acceptance speech). Finally, (and I think the whole office would
agree with me) I would indeed recommend a good deodorant to you,
anything to mask that Eau De Pepe Lepew that currently stalks the
corridors and scorches the wallpaper.

Kind
Regards

Rick
Bateman

Junior account
manager

Solomon Bros
UK Ltd

 


Even before I’d
finished laughing, another email popped into my inbox.

 


From:
bollen.swalls@solomonbros.co.uk

To: IT
Dept

Re:
Urgent

09.24am

Please
terminate Rick Bateman’s email and logon accounts ASAP.

P.S Can you
please change my email signature to read ‘Assistant
Manager’.

Bollen
Swalls

Ass.
Man.

Solomon Bros
UK Ltd

 


Less than
thirty seconds later Jit burst into the office.

‘Evan, have
you seen the email from Bollen?’

‘Yes, it’s all
quite amusing,’

‘I know, but
he’s just been screaming at me down the phone. He wants Rick
Bateman’s accounts terminated. He actually wanted Rick to be
terminated, but I told him we couldn’t do that,’ he said,
diplomatically making no mention whatsoever of the fact I was more
than twenty minutes late.

‘No problem,
I’ll delete all his accounts,’

‘Terminate,
with extreme prejudice,’

‘Aye, Aye
sir,’ I said with a mock salute,

‘By the way,
what happened to your face?’

‘It’s
nothing,’ I said and made my way to the server room.

It took me no
more than five minutes to erase all traces of Rick Bateman from the
company. Email account, logon, home drive, were all gone. As I sat
back down at my desk I wondered if it had been so easy for Rachel
to delete me from her heart? Just as Rick Bateman had gone from
Junior Account manager to ex employee inside five minutes, I had
gone from boyfriend to ex-boyfriend in the time it took Rachel to
tell me we were finished, except that Rick hadn’t had his face
re-arranged in the process.

No sooner had
I got back to my desk, Laura came through the door unbuttoning her
coat. ‘Morning,’ she said, then stopped, and stared at me, so that
a slight wrinkle formed in her forehead. ‘What happened to your
face?’

‘Some
Salvation army guy kicked his arse,’ Sean said.

In that
moment I wished I had the sword.

Laura looked at
me and I felt about the size of a newborn pygmy. Something told me
she didn’t buy the Salvation Army story. Then thirty seconds after she returned to her desk, the email
arrived in my inbox.

From:laura.kirk@solomonbros.co.uk

To:evan.white@solomonbros.co.uk

Subject:

What really
happened?

L

 


From:evan.white@solomonbros.co.uk

To:
Laura.kirk@solomonbros.co.uk

Subject:
re:

I’ll tell you
later.

E

 


From:laura.kirk@solomonbros.co.uk

To:evan.white@solomonbros.co.uk

Subject:

Have you read
Rick Bateman’s email????

L

 


From:
evan.white@solomonbros.co.uk

To:
laura.kirk@solomonbros.co.uk

Subject:
re:

The highlight
of my day so far. Would have loved to have seen the look on
Bollen’s face when he read it. Suffice to say I’ve already deleted
Rick’s accounts…

E

 


From:laura.kirk@solomonbros.co.uk

To:evan.white@solomonbros.co.uk

Subject:
re

Can’t say I’ll
miss Rick, he was an arrogant sod. He tried to stick his tongue
down my throat at the last xmas party. Though I gather Janet
had the pleasure afterwards…..

L

 


Just then Jit
popped his head round the door. ‘A toner needs replacing on the
colour printer on the second floor. Would you mind?’ he said, and
then disappeared in a flash.

I put my jacket
on the back of my chair and trudged down the stairs to the
accountant’s lair. The printer had a rather helpful sign stuck to
it. A piece of white printer paper, folded in half with the
words faulty, do not use until further
notice on it in blue biro (Obviously not
one of our biros).

‘Ok, who put
a Solomon’s toner in this? It’s leaked all over the
place,’

Nobody
answered.

‘Come on
guys, you know our toners leak. Don’t use them. Use the Brand name
toners,’

I removed the
sign, switched off the printer, opened the lid, removed the old
toner cartridge and spent a good ten minutes cleaning all the spilt
toner with paper towels. Once it was clean, I installed the new
one. Then I turned the printer back on, screwed up the faulty sign
and threw it in the bin. Out in the corridor, I flipped open my
mobile phone and dialled Rachel. The phone rang and rang and then
went to voicemail. I didn’t leave a message. I didn’t know what to
say.

 



CHAPTER
5

 


‘It’s just my
luck with the reunion coming up,’ I said to Craig as I cradled the
phone between my ear and shoulder. The office was deserted. Laura
and Jit were both in meetings and Sean was AWOL, no doubt battling
the forces of darkness.

‘I think it’d
be great to see what some of those morons we were at school with
are up to. I bet half of them are in prison and the other half
paint lines on the road. It’s going to be great,’

‘Not if
you’re the one who is being laughed at for painting lines on the
road. Anyway, I’ve been trying to forget school for the last ten
years,’

‘I quite
enjoyed it. I thought it was a laugh,’

‘For you it
probably was, but then you weren’t made to feel like a total prick
every day like I was,’

‘You’re still
harping on about Barrowcliffe? It wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t like
it was every day,’

‘Maybe not
every day, but there was always a subtle reminder at least once a
week,’ I said as I logged onto my fantasy football team page and
checked my scores.

I was in
seventy-four thousandth place out of eighty-one thousand people. I
took a little bit of comfort in the knowledge that there were seven
thousand people out there who were even more useless than me. My
strikers were going through a barren patch to rival the Gobi
desert, my midfielders were all injured and my defenders were
leaking goals like a sieve. I asked Craig for advice.

‘Now we’re
more in my arena of expertise. Drop Defoe and try and pick up
Yakubu,’

‘What if
nobody wants Defoe?’

‘There’s
always a sucker out there,’

Unfortunately
the sucker was usually me.

‘What about
Nolan? He’s been playing shit. Should I dump him?’

‘No, he’ll
come good, he always has a strong second half of the
season,’

‘How’s your
own team coming along?’

Craig never
played the general fantasy football competitions. He reasoned that
they were a waste of his time and vast football knowledge. He only
played competitions which had cash prizes.

‘Not bad. I
managed to swap Beattie for Viduka. Beattie’s done for the
season,’

‘How much is
the cash pot up to now?’

Craig played an
office competition where every participant put in ten pounds to
join. The winner took all.

‘Hundred and
fifty quid, lots of interest from the warehouse boys this year.
They’re all no hopers though. They go and blow half their budget on
one striker, pure amateurs,’

I felt my
cheeks redden somewhat as I remembered buying Michael Owen for
around fifty percent of my transfer budget. He got injured three
weeks later.

‘Dirty Barry’s
team is doing quite well,’

‘Dirty Barry?
I was meaning to ask him if he managed to score any more pens. I’m
running low,’

‘He’s keeping
a low profile for the next few days,’

‘Why?’

‘I spoke to
Tiny Tim today, it seems that he had a mint BMW M3 come into the
garage for a new Cam-belt. Barry convinced him to let him take it
out for a spin and managed to roll it. The thing is a
write-off,’

‘I’m
surprised Barry could fit in a sports car. What did they
do?’

‘What do you
think? They did a runner. The boss found it missing the next
morning and reported it stolen. Tim and Barry are both shitting
themselves in case they were caught on camera,’

‘Shame they
didn’t take Kyle’s Mercedes for a joyride,’

‘Gotta go,
boss is back,’ Craig whispered and hung up.

I’d been on the
phone so long that I hadn’t noticed Laura return or seen the email
pop into my inbox. My lack of response had prompted a second email.
This time I heard the pling
as it appeared in my mailbox and the message
popped up on the screen.

 


From:laura.kirk@solomonbros.co.uk

To:
evan.white@solomonbros.co.uk

Subject: Ciggy
break???

??

L

 


I quickly
tapped out a reply and rose from my chair making my way to the
downstairs car park, smoker’s corner. I tapped my foot on the step
as I waited for Laura to wait the requisite two minutes before
emerging into the car park.

‘Fancy seeing
you here?’ I said in mock surprise. ‘I never knew you
smoked,’

She shrugged as
she fumbled with the plastic wrapper of her pack of Benson and
Hedges.

‘It’s an
addiction. So what really happened with the eye? I don’t buy the
salvation army story,’

I explained,
in as little detail as possible about Rachel and Kyle and the pub
showdown.

‘So she turned
up there with the new guy? Just ended it there and
then?’

‘Yeah, that’s
about the size of it. I still can’t believe it,’ I said.

‘He shouldn’t
have hit you,’

My cheeks
reddened slightly.

‘Well I guess
he thought stealing my girlfriend wasn’t quite enough
humiliation,’

‘How do you
feel?’

‘I’m not too
sure, Numb? How are you supposed to feel when your girlfriend dumps
you? It seems like the years I’ve spent trying to attract women by
becoming a sensitive, caring, well rounded individual have been a
total waste of time. What I should have been doing was practicing
punching people in the face whilst wearing a pair of baggy white
cotton pyjamas,’

Laura snorted
a laugh. ‘I wish I could have Pete beaten up by a
Kick-Boxer,’

Laura had
also recently split from her significant other in what I gathered
were perhaps less than amicable circumstances.

‘He was that
bad?’

‘Oh
yes,’

‘And there’s
no way you could have worked it out?’ I said, thinking about
Rachel.

‘No way.
Things were past the point of no return. I was just sat there one
day watching him watch TV, his pot belly poking out of his soiled
Nirvana T-Shirt, drinking, smoking. And then I thought; do I want
to spend the next sixty years with that?’

‘I
see,’

‘When we were
nineteen it was amusing but I guess I grew up and he didn’t.’ she
said looking a bit mournful. ‘He’d treat the place like a hostel.
There were all kinds of people coming and going, some of them were
quite unsavoury. He’d have loud music blaring and I was still
studying for my promotions course at the time. Then he decided he
wanted to start a band and brought a drum kit into the living
room,’

‘God,’

‘Exactly, it
was a nightmare. In the end it was the drum-kit that split us
up,’

‘Really?’

‘Really. I
couldn’t take it anymore. I took a kitchen knife and slashed every
one of them and then I threw the cymbals out of the
window,’

‘Jesus,’

‘He was using
them at the time,’

‘Whoa,’

‘He went
mental, accusing me of trying to sabotage his music career, which
was a joke, they were fucking awful,’

‘What did they
play?’

‘For the most
part, Nirvana and Guns and Roses covers, very badly; or outrageous
renditions of Madonna tunes. And he used to laugh at me because I
like Coldplay,’

‘To be fair,
Coldplay are shit,’

‘Don’t you
start,’ she said.

I put up my
hands.

‘Besides you can never really take your boyfriend seriously
again after watching him scream Material Girl into the bathroom
mirror,’

‘I can
imagine. So what happened after that?’

‘He
super-glued the cat-flap shut. Poor Mickey nearly froze to death
outside before I noticed,’

‘They say
it’s always the innocent who suffer in a conflict,’

‘I know, but
I got my own back on him,’

‘What did you
do?’

‘I trod
dog-shit in his car,’

‘You did
what? That’s evil,’

‘Well not that evil. I did tread in the dog-shit by accident.
But I realised before
I got in his car. He’d been pissing me off so much
I just thought why not? I rubbed my shoe on the carpet
and-’

‘Christ that
IS evil,’

‘Well maybe a
little bit but he deserved it. We’d gone almost two miles before he
noticed. It did stink. He had to have the carpet
replaced,’

‘And you sat
there as if nothing happened? I’d have been retching,’

‘It was worth
it to see his face,’

‘You still
ended up with a shoe covered in shit. Sounds like a high price to
pay for revenge,’

‘Ah, they
were old anyway. We split the week after that,’

‘I
see,’

‘He told my
friends we split because I had a disease,’

‘Jesus, that
is devious,’

‘I told them I
got it from him. That I found messages on his phone and that he’d
been sleeping with lady-boys,’

‘Whoa! Is
that true?’

‘Of course
not, but I couldn’t let him get away with spreading rumours about
me,’

‘But now all
your friends think you’re diseased,’ I was starting to think that
maybe I’d got off light with Rachel just getting my face smashed
in.

Laura
shrugged and took a long drag on her cigarette.

‘I had a
letter come through today,’ I said, trying to change the
subject.

‘From
her?’

‘No,’

‘But bad
news?’

‘It was an
invitation to our school reunion,’

‘Jesus, the
big R,’

‘Yeah,
exactly,’

‘I had one of
those a couple of years ago, total nightmare. It was full of people
I either never wanted to see again or couldn’t remember
knowing,’

‘That’s kind
of what I imagined,’

‘It was so
fucking awkward. I mean talking to people. We had nothing in common
anymore. And some were total losers. You’d ask them about
university, they hadn’t been, you’d ask about travelling, they
hadn’t left the fucking country. I mean, what had they been up to
all their lives? Sod all by the looks of it. Then the ones that had
done things only seemed to be there to crow about it to the rest of
them. I stayed just long enough to be sociable and then got the
hell out of there. I expect you’ll probably do the
same,’

I now had a
feeling of complete dread. Was this what people would say about me?
Would they be telling their work colleagues how they couldn’t get
away from me quick enough, in case my terminal loserishness was
contagious? I looked at Laura, but she was a million miles away in
her own thoughts as she took a long drag from her cigarette. Then
her eyes focused on me.

‘All I really
remember from school was awful food and worse sex,’

‘You had sex
in high school?’

‘Yeah, didn’t
you?’

‘Oh yeah…of
course,’ I lied. ‘I just, you know…don’t like to brag about
it,’

‘Are you ok?’
she said. ‘Only you look a bit flushed,’

‘I’m fine,’ I
said with a rather unconvincing attempt at a nonchalant
shrug

She smiled.
The mood had lightened.

‘You know-’
she said, just as the door creaked open and a pair of expensive
leather soled shoes clip-clopped onto the concrete. They belonged
to James Wilkinson, the slimiest of our salesmen.

‘Hey Laura,
just having a cigarette? I think I’ll join you,’ he said with what
he assumed was suaveness but in fact was just plain
creepy.

Laura sighed,
dropped her cigarette and stubbed it out, then turned on her heels
and left.

‘What’s her
problem?’

‘Nicotine
addiction,’ I mumbled.

‘Do you have
a lighter?’

‘I don’t
smoke,’

‘Then why are
you on a fucking cigarette break?’

I left Mr
tetchy smoker behind and made my way back up to the third floor,
still a bit curious about the previous moment with Laura, but as I
returned Jit rather inconveniently issued me with my second task of
the day as he was about to leave for yet another meeting. When I
returned to the office Laura’s desk was empty. Sean was busy
tapping away at instant messenger, no doubt plotting evil plans
with his trolls and dwarves.

‘Where’s
Laura?’

He didn’t
answer. In fact he didn’t blink, he just continued tapping on the
keyboard. I repeated the question. His shoulders tensed and then
slowly the ginger head was raised.

‘What am I?
Her biographer now? She’s probably at lunch. What’s it got to do
with you anyway?’

‘What are you
doing?’

‘Arranging the next gathering, my man,’ he said, in all
probability knowing full well how much I despised the way he ended
each sentence with My
Man.

‘Gathering?’

‘Yes,’ he
nodded, doubtless knowing full well that I hated the nodding too.
‘Me and the lads are meeting up for a gathering in Newbury, should
be a belter. There’s a big Troll invasion moving up from the
wastelands. Jason’s one battle away from becoming a master wizard
and I just got my new sword last week, gagging to try it out. You
know, slay a few Orcs,’

I didn’t
know. And if I’m honest I didn’t want to know. I’d seen a few
photos on a website of this real-life dungeons and dragons type
crowd and they scared the shit out of me. I mean what would drive a
man to spend his weekends in a muddy field full of weirdos dressed
as wizards? (Except undiagnosed Psychosis?)

 



CHAPTER
6

 


I was on the
Northern line, stood on the train gripping the overhead handle
wallowing in misery, minding my own business, when I heard a voice.
I don’t often respond to chat on the underground, not just because
of the stereotypical English reserve (which is a euphemism for
shyness) but because it’s often the precursor to a mugging.
Therefore I ignored the voice; that is until I felt a tugging at my
sleeve.

‘Hi!’

I turned to
my left to see a well dressed man, about my age stood next to me. I
made a judgement that he was too well dressed to be a mugger, but I
couldn’t rule out the possibility that he was a violent
schizophrenic.

‘Hi,’ he
repeated, as if he knew me.

‘Hello?’ I
was a complete blank.

‘Hi, how are
you?’

I was still
blank and I think by now he could sense a confusion from my
expression.

‘It’s me?
Jon? Jonathan? Jonathan Kennedy? From School? Opperford?’ he said,
my heart sank.

Who?

‘How the fuck
are you doing? Christ, it’s been…ages!’ he said.

I was
struggling to reconcile it with someone I’d known. Then it hit me.
The president. We’d called him JFK (Jon F*cking Kennedy) or
The President at school,
partly because his name was Jon Kennedy but mostly because, apart
from Barrowcliffe, he was the person we most wanted to shoot in the
head.

‘My god,
doesn’t time fly?’

Not
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