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‘Having
read this book, I'm amazed, it's brilliant. Sam Smith has a unique
writing style which adds more flavour to the book and also grips
you from the first page, you want to read more. / The storyline is
interesting and raises a number of valid points about today's
society, though not about terrorists as we usually perceive them,
but normal men fighting back against the wrongs in their life. Not
only is this book witty and clever but also reflects a lot of
problems we all meet in every day life. / I really enjoyed this
book and look forward to reading more work from Sam Smith’
Ruth Kent 


Chapter One

 


Typical and
atypical of our time, we both felt we were owned. Owned by our
jobs, by our debts, by our responsibilities; our lives enclosed by
the usual circles – had to have the car to get the job, had to have
the wage to pay for the car; and - to live within commuting
distance of the job - had to buy a house, had to have enough of a
wage to pay the mortgage; and - to earn that kind of money - we had
to put in the hours. As well as – to keep the job – demonstrate
‘commitment’ to our employers.

We were both
thus running hard to stay in the same place; and the place we were
in neither of us wanted to be.

Nor were our
personal histories that much out of the ordinary. We came from
marital households where the men had risen early and the women
slept late. From my marriage I had a daughter, Emily. From his
marriage Martin had two sons, Scott and Barney. Emily was younger
than Scott, older than Barney.

Our ex-wives had
custody of our children; and a goodly portion of our wages went to
the Child Support Agency. Both of us had access to our children at
weekends. Which was another reason we had to have our own house –
for our weekend children to be able to stay with us. To make up my
money I had to work every weekend that Emily didn’t
come.

Nor were the
reasons for our divorces that dissimilar or that unusual. Our wives
had wanted more than we had been capable of offering; or had been
prepared to offer.

I enjoyed/enjoy
domestic activities – reading, gardening, films, computers, and
pottering generally. My wife, Jacqui, liked to go out. She went to
pubs, clubs, cinema and dinners with ‘friends’. After Emily’s
birth, with only my wage supporting us, we hadn’t that much
spending money. It had been easier, therefore, for me to stay at
home and to babysit than to work the extra hours to afford a
babysitter – and still not have the spare time to go out. So Jacqui
went her own way. On her own, she inevitably met another. (Or,
doubt of her still has me ask, did she so deliberately engineer our
marriage so that she could go out and meet another?)

A.N. Other
didn’t hang around much after the divorce. Jacqui now calls herself
a single parent, has acquired a lexicon of cracks about selfish and
couldn’t-care-less men; born of the men she has known since, but
directed also at her stay-at-home ex - me.

At weekends
Emily and I baked, went on walks, made things, did her homework,
talked. Which was all in sharp contrast to her mother’s “Don’t you
start!” fast food and video life style.

Martin was a
sportsman. Therein lay the seeds of his divorce. While he was out
playing football in the winters, tennis in the summers, his wife,
Tina, went from flirting with an unemployed neighbour to sneaking
around to his house.

Another
neighbour – the neighbourhood gossip passing on the news under the
cover of concern – told Martin that she didn’t like to say
anything, but she was worried for the safety of the two toddlers
left alone …

Martin, accused
of neglect by Tina, tried to save the marriage and to win Tina
back. During that prolonged attempt there followed various
confusing configurations of who was living where with whom. First
of all, so far as I could make out, the neighbour’s working wife
moved out with her three children and back to her mother’s. Tina
moved into the neighbour’s house with Martin’s two boys. The other
wife then came back with her children. So her husband and Tina
moved into a new flat. There wasn’t enough room there for Scott and
Barney, so Martin paid the estranged wife – who could no longer go
out to work because she had no-one to look after her own three
children – to look after his boys as well. Finally, with the new
man unable to pay the rent on the flat, Tina asked Martin to take
her back. After a few weeks of polite and careful domesticity,
Martin moved out. And, to escape the gossip – of the staffroom and
the PTA – after that summer term he moved to this town, this
school.

Complicated; but
nothing that unusual there.

What made Martin
and I different was that on Tuesdays he came round to my house, and
I cooked for him. And on Thursdays I went round to Martin’s house,
and he cooked for me.

 



Chapter Two

 


I first met
Martin at the swimming pool.

Our local
swimming pool is one of those that has a few plastic tables and
chairs on a viewing platform, the glass sloping out over the
blue-bottomed pool. The idea I presume, and given that one table
boasts a damp green umbrella, is to create a beach atmosphere.
Which is made to fail miserably by the indoors reek of chlorine and
the chill humidity.

I was up there
ostensibly watching Emily and her friend Mary, who was staying with
us that weekend. Skinny in their swimsuits they were busy down
there, sleek as seals, practising for their school’s next swimming
badge.

I had a Saturday
broadsheet, limp from the moist air, spread in bits over the ribbed
table; and at arm’s length a beaker of the vending machine’s tepid
coffee, which tasted no different to its tea.

Martin asked if
he could sit at my table. All the other tables had at least one
mother at them, some with bored toddlers or unsporting older
children. The swimming pool backs onto a sports hall, Saturday
activities aimed at children – gymnastics, football club, table
tennis league, et al – anything, other than let the poor
children be bored. Children have to be doing, to be seen to be
doing. But I’m getting ahead of myself …

In English
society, at our age (late twenties), to sit oneself at the table of
a woman on her own could in itself be construed as a sexual
overture and be responded to as such.

That looks and
sounds so pathetic written down; but it is, sadly, oh so true.
Because so unused are we English to human contact now, so insular
have our little lives become, so fed tabloid motives of semi-clad
sex, that a man cannot now ask to sit at a table occupied by an
unaccompanied woman without his seeming to have some sexual
intent.

I think, moving
my bits of Saturday newspaper to make room for Martin’s plastic
beaker of coffee, that’s what I said that day to Martin. I do run
off at the mouth at times.

Martin smiled at
my rabbiting on. Which wasn’t easy for him, as he had some facial
discomfort – one puffed out red marble of an eye. Which could have
been why, that day, he hadn’t fancied his chances with any of the
young mothers. No, he too had already moved way beyond
that.

Where I am
white, black-haired, wiry and intense, Martin’s outdoor complexion
was topped with floppy brown hair; and he was lean, long and bendy
in the middle. A sporty type, the sole reason he wasn’t in the pool
showing off to his two sons – got to be doing on access weekends –
was because of the eye infection he had caught two weeks before –
while swimming.

His competitive
sporting edge unchallenged by my verbosity – although he turned out
to be no mean talker himself – formed the basis for the beginning
of our friendship.

That Saturday
morning he simply found himself in agreement with my yabbering on –
on the importance of tables in family life, how there could be no
family life without the family sitting around the table, facing one
another as they talked, or listened. How, I asked him, could any
family build an internal communication system while shoulder to
shoulder, shushing one another facing the television?

Martin agreed.
But it was only on his access weekends that his sons were made to
sit at table. It was only on his weekends that they didn’t have
meals out of the microwave. It was only on his weekends that they
were allowed out of doors and to get dirty. On their mother’s
weekends, Martin said (that day or later), they were trailed around
the shops Saturdays, and on Sundays they were left to sprawl the
whole day away in front of the telly.

(It was that
day.) Mention of shopping had me launch into one of my diatribes
against consumerism. Martin listened and chuckled at what he
thought, back then, were some of my more outrageous
assertions.

Then Emily came
up dripping and shivering, and I said that it was time for her to
come out. She begged five more minutes. I pretended to waver,
reluctantly agreed, but insisted that both she and Mary be out by
then, and that they must both then stand in the showers for two
minutes with the water as hot as they could bear it.

Yes. That was
the beginning.

But there it
would have ended if, the next time we had met, we had not both been
on our way back from the local SPAR store, both of us laden with
ingredients for that Saturday’s meal.

Martin
recognised me first: his eye was no longer swollen. We reintroduced
ourselves; and as Emily and that weekend’s friend skipped on ahead,
and Martin’s two boys trailed sluggishly behind, Martin and I
enthusiastically talked cooking and recipes. And it was on that
day, extolling each our culinary specialities, that we agreed to
cook for one another. Bags were put down, names, addresses and
phone numbers exchanged.

Martin was to be
the first to cook. Sportsman that he was, he wanted to show off. So
it began …

At the beginning
of the 21st Century Martin and I were not as British men were
commonly represented, but neither were we that untypical. The
friendship between us, however, and certainly our criminal
partnership, was unique.

 



Chapter Three

 


So essential was
our company to us both that, within just two weeks, the meals had
become routine. Tuesdays we ate at my place, Thursdays at
Martin’s.

In amongst a
maze of loops and curves, with an angular squiggle of roofs, Martin
and I lived – in our sub-suburb of World City – within walking
distance of each other. My ‘flat’ was on an earlier part of the
estate, where all the roads had been named after birds. Thus it was
my misfortune to then dwell in Chaffinch Close, off Robin
Drive.

Another property
developer had knocked up Martin’s part of the estate, had not
continued the bird theme – the birds having probably all been made
extinct by overbuilding. On his part of the estate the roads had
all been named after gastropods, which did make it curious, if not
distinctive, our town not being near the coast. Martin’s ‘starter
home’ was off Cockle Crescent, in Whelk Grove.

That, though,
was about all that made the parts of the estate in the least ways
different. The houses all came in kit form, were fitted in as many
to the square metre as possible, and were assembled by people who
called themselves builders.

Enough of the
houses. Martin and I paid more attention to, took more time over,
the food. Or, rather, over the planning of the meal, its
preparation, in the looking up of recipes, in shopping around for
ingredients. And both of us enjoyed the actual cooking, were happy
dodging about our kitchenettes, pan lids rattling and timers
dinging.

Knowing how
important the cooking was to us, we both always arrived in good
time for the other’s meal; and we caught up on each other’s news as
the one wandered about the ‘dining area’ and the other strained
steaming vegetables, stirred a sauce …

The meal once
begun, the talk at first was usually of the food, apologies for
what was not recipe-perfect, or it was expressions of pleasure in a
new dish turned out seemingly right; and with either/or praise from
the non-cook, joint speculation on possible variations/
improvements … Thus was another meal always being planned at the
present.

The other talk,
at first, was of what we superficially had in common – we were
comparatively poor because we were divorced fathers, had to
maintain two households. Our meals thus cost us only a little extra
out of our limited budgets; and we had the benefit of
company.

Neither of us
back then, it was quickly established, wanted a regular girlfriend,
let alone to embark upon a second marriage. Not that we distrusted,
or disliked, all women; rather we were reluctant to give up our
newly-discovered independence. Not that anyone in particular was
trying to encroach on our independent territories: so far as the
marriage market was concerned both Martin and I were shoddy goods
that had been returned. Best avoided. Unless by someone similarly
desperate of the opposite gender with a similar
background.

We both – Martin
more than I – had the occasional one-night stand; but neither of us
would let any liaison proceed beyond sexual gratification. Had we
been able to afford it I suspect that we would both have made use
of whores. If I could also, that is, have overcome my distaste for
such basic exploitation of another human being.

As it was,
payment for our one-night stands was often exacted in the pressure
that came for a second, then a third; and the women started calling
it a ‘relationship’ and complaining because we hadn’t been there,
didn’t care …

We did care; but
our emotional needs were catered for by our children. Our worries
were for their welfare. A genuinely altruistic worry, one that
expected no loyalty in return, that didn’t in any way hold our love
to ransom.

I have
digressed. The meal itself, the food itself, mattered more than I
have so far led you to believe. Both of our ex-wives fed our
children packaged food from the freezer via the microwave. At
weekends before Martin and I met we had both made certain that we
cooked for our children, encouraged them into our tiny kitchens;
and we both lost our rags when our children, on being asked what
they wanted, opted for a brand of the advertised fast foods that
their mothers doled out.

We both also
made our weekend children eat with us at a table and not off their
laps in front of the telly. This did not always please the children
either, especially as at the table, facing us, they had to exchange
words with us.

I ought to
emphasise here, lest we come across as joyless bullies, that
neither Martin nor I were self-righteous in this domestic
insistence. No parent, unless a stupid bigot, can know that the
programme of upbringing they trial-and-error decide upon for their
children is absolutely right. But one can also look at what other
parents do – in this case our ex-wives – and know that they are
thoughtlessly, selfishly, wrong.

Jacqui, my
ex-wife, used her own mother as unpaid child-minder. This included
not only school holidays, but most weekday evenings too. Jacqui’s
anything-for-a-quiet-life mother let Emily do as she pleased. For
which Emily then got hissed at by Jacqui. This confused Emily. At
weekends I established strict bedtimes, which Emily reminded me of
if I forgot. Later bedtimes had to be negotiated.

Martin’s boys
were similarly indulged by a mother who too often couldn’t be
bothered to argue with them. Weekends they accepted Martin’s rules
with, only occasionally, a resentful sulk from the younger, later
open argument from the elder.

Thus it can be
seen that, even before we began our ‘conspiracy’, we had plenty to
talk about, and that the talk was as important to us as the meal.
The latter can best be demonstrated by the fact that we both – and
both of us were fastidious men – we both left the washing-up until
after the other had left.

 



Chapter Four

 


I am classified
as unskilled in that I have received no formal training, cannot
boast an alphabet of initials after my name. I did, however, then
earn above the average income.

My work was done
in a brightly lit cavern of a call centre. To ‘humanise’ the ‘work
space’, each of our desks was placed at an angle to the next. (This
had probably been investigated by an industrial psychologist and
found to be, while avoiding the obvious on-parade visual
regimentation, the ‘optimum working conditions’ for call centres
such as ours.)

The offset desks
meant that it was near impossible, unless leaning out of one’s
chair at a gravity-defying angle, to chat with one’s nearest pair
of co-workers. (‘Optimum working conditions’ meaning therefore the
least possible distractions; meaning also most work done for least
pay; meaning also that – with this spatial impediment to
communication between them, abetted by the microphone/earpiece
headsets – the workers were less likely to organise themselves into
a troublesome union.)

Not that any of
the other workers I met so wanted to organise. Rather we each
appeared to have our own private goals. I certainly did, and I had
no mind to talk to my closest neighbours.

In fact I was
happy – although I doubt that ‘happy’ is an accurate description of
my workaday emotional state – so let us say that while at work I
preferred to be left on my own. Quick-fingered and curt with
callers, my rates of pay were usually in the bonus
bracket.

The firm itself
subcontracted us to all sorts of corporations – electric and gas
companies, computer sales, finance and loan houses, even to a
pharmacological company. The time for each call (‘customer
enquiry’) would have been, for whatever the corporation, carefully
formulated, a checklist of possible responses on the screen before
us. Take name, postal code, scroll down to approximate enquiry,
read off response, end call; next, deliver greeting, take name and
postal code …

The sequence
sometimes changed, could sometimes be a step or two longer; which
steps would have been calculated into our ‘best practise’ response
times. A few corporations, greedy on their shareholders’ behalf,
occasionally set the initial target times so impossibly low that
even I couldn’t make the minimum wage.

There is no
loyalty given nor expected in brightly lit caverns, not even in
those where the workers are allowed to ‘personalise’ their ‘work
spaces’ with potted plants and photos. Coffee breaks and toilet
breaks are timed. And if three sick days are taken within one
calendar month the malingering worker faces ‘stage one disciplinary
procedure,’ with the prospect, thereafter for that salaried month,
of not being able to earn enough to pay the rent/mortgage; and
further goaded by their screen telling them, with increasing
frequency and an irritating little bell, that they are slipping
behind target; which additional pressure usually makes the
malingerer self-conscious and clumsy, and results in their throwing
down their headpiece and marching out – bent over her tears if a
woman; face engorged and screaming abuse if a male; and sometimes
both from both.

Even the most
moronic of managers knows that there isn’t an inexhaustible supply
of staff – agency workers may stay the shift; but, if they’re not
earning enough they won’t be back the next day – so, after a week
or so of moans and tantrums, the target rates will be
‘rationalised’ – adjusted down.

Which is where I
come in. I know that, being fast, the managers used my performance
as a benchmark. Therefore on the first days of any contract, or
when the head office targets are proving too high, while they are
being adjusted to our call centre I deliberately slow my
responses.

I did this
certain in the knowledge that, once the targets have been set, I
could easily make up the shortfall. I applied the same principle to
my monthly earnings when I knew that I was about to be assessed by
the CSA. (Which for those of you outside the UK is the governments’
Child Support Agency, which makes deductions from one’s wage
packets.) For months on end then I worked slow, kept my wages
ludicrously low.

To compensate
for these tactical shortfalls I was, of necessity, curt with
callers. Facetiously oily, punctiliously polite; but curt. Any
ditherer was costing me my bonus.

“I’m
sorry. I’m not sure that I understand. What do you
mean?”

I would repeat
what the checklist told me to say, and say it. “Thank you for
calling. Good morning/ afternoon/evening,” and I proceeded to the
next caller, offering my help, which wasn’t any help at
all.

The cut-off
caller may, often did, call again. He/she would probably get
another ‘call centre operative’. And this time the enquiring
customer might just manage to forestall the programmed response
with: “Yes I know that. But what I need to know is …” Which
particular customer enquiry would not be catered for in the
on-screen list.

At this point an
unseasoned ‘operative’ may call over the shift supervisor. They
would then puzzle together over what the response could possibly
be. Bear in mind that neither ‘operative’ nor shift supervisor
would have any real knowledge of the corporation they are, this
week, representing. A bank? With a new savings plan that even the
bank’s own employees didn’t understand? And while the supervisor
was so puzzling over his/her shoulder the ‘operative’s’ whole
week’s bonus would be evaporating before his/her eyes.

When I got a
customer calling back I hit them very quickly with exactly the same
response they got last time, and politely wished them, “Good
morning/ afternoon/evening,” and proceeded to the next
caller.

Twice management
tried to recruit me.

So callous of
callers did I seem that the next obvious step up – to them – must
have been for me to also become a manipulator of workers.
Management are not men/women of integrity: to maintain their
positions they take shit and hand it out. And all things considered
I could probably have been as hard-faced at that as I was with
‘customer callers’. The pay would have been an improvement. At
least regular. Not though the conditions of service.

What I noticed
was that managers didn’t last for more than two or three contracts.
Because they had targets to meet too; and they had to go to
‘motivational meetings’. They however had no way of manipulating
the head office targets to match their own abilities. All that they
could do was browbeat, or cajole, even creep to their staff in vain
attempts to implement company policy; and greet, with a deeper
slump each time, the penalties invoked for each failure to meet
‘the target’.

Glancing up, day
or night, one could see them hovering worriedly in doorways, at
people’s backs; or wincing anxiously into a phone, stepping
carefully along the flecked industrial carpet, wondering where the
ground was going to shift under them next.

No, I decided
that I’d rather be quick and fast and earn my bonuses. Nor did I
consider myself inhuman in my attitude to the ‘customer callers’.
Anyone these days who rings a ‘helpline’ expecting help has to be
so deluded as not to be taken seriously.


Chapter Five

 


My parents, both
of them, would have been outraged to be described as anything other
than ‘ordinary’ or ‘respectable’. A pair of decent citizens, doing
what the advertisers and the government asked of them. Without
question.

It was that
‘without question’ that sowed the seed of my childhood contempt.
Children test their surroundings, their limits, by questioning
them. And answers came there none from my parents.

Like any child
of the suburbs I had no sense of belonging, nothing but street
names to take my identity from. Because I come from a people – not
just my two parents – with no sense of their place in history, of
what went before to make them as they are. Most suburban men, like
my father, built walls around themselves and called it an
identity.

In my
adolescence, still seeking an identity, my own sense of self was a
jigsaw collection of other lives – parts from this history,
another’s past, a scene from a film. My contemporaries were no more
sure of themselves. Young, not one of us knew where, or how, we
fitted together. Part Irish, part Scandinavian, part Norman, part
Disney … All I knew for certain was that I didn’t belong there, nor
anywhere else that I could see.

I went seeking
answers beyond my parents and school, where the majority seemed to
accept that there were no answers. Only through reading did I not
feel freakish in my expectation of an answer. We are all isolated:
television normalises, but leaves us outside, back in our living
rooms. Books though transcend time and place, speak minority unto
minority. In my teens I met philosophy.

A true
philosopher has to question life right up to where he or she
decides that it is worth living. Or not. I decided ‘not’ at one
point.

Shut in my
bedroom (box within box), curtains drawn, door barricaded, I had
quietly determined to usurp the functions of my factory body. I was
an intense young man. The worried pair broke the door down. Called
an ambulance. Their whole life is one of cliché.

At the time,
from the words coming out of their mouths, their concern appeared
not to be for me, but for how my state reflected upon them as
parents. Had they clutched my thin frame in tears to their padded
frames I may have forgiven them. I have yet to forgive
them.

Malnutrition and
anorexia were diagnosed; treatment, both medical and psychological,
prescribed. Medical minds, too, don’t question. Not beyond the
diagnosis. And certainly not the value of life.

By the time
diagnosis and treatment were decided upon however I had become a
convert to life, and by my near-miss death, free of my
parents.

My mother was,
is, a manipulator. She manipulated my timid father. Manipulated me
too. But as all parents must in the rearing of their offspring – do
this, reward; do that, punishment.

All acceptable
to me as a child insofar as it made me aware
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