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‘All animals are created equal, but some animals are more equal than others.’
George Orwell
Prologue
‘The Organisation’
Each year, they distribute a secret list of the world’s billionaires. Within twenty-four hours, all new names on the list receive an invitation that will change their lives forever. John Galt first found out about his invitation when a gold Bentley arrived at the gates of his Surrey mansion, and the chauffeur informed him that a former U.S. president was sitting in the back waiting to speak to him. Galt immediately cancelled all of his appointments for the day.
They took Galt to a luxury airport outside London that he didn’t know existed, put him on a private jet and flew him to an unlisted airport outside the exclusive Swiss ski resort of Davos, where the World Economic Forum holds its annual meeting. They checked him into the imperial suite of Davos’s plushest hotel. When the former president took his leave, he warmly patted Galt on the shoulder, telling him that the ‘right people’ had great expectations of him. Galt was given an hour to gather himself. He stood in front of the bay window of his suite and took in the spectacular view of the Alps. He knew he had finally made it.
The knock on the door came at three p.m. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Galt,’ said a neat, officious man, clutching a golden folder. ‘We trust everything is to your satisfaction.’
Galt nodded. He was a tall, handsome, thirty-six-year-old man with salt and pepper hair, and blue-grey eyes that a female reporter once famously described as dreamy. ‘Most satisfactory.’
‘My name is Henry Payne,’ the other man said. ‘Let me officially welcome you to the Organisation.’ Payne reached into his breast pocket and took out a card made from a sparkling material that resembled flattened diamond. It was embossed with the words: The Organisation 6006. ‘Your Access All Areas pass, Mr Galt. Show that in any of our facilities and you can have anything you wish, no questions asked. You will not be charged for anything. You understand that we own the finest hotels in the world, in the most exclusive areas, as far from the chatter as can be contrived.’
‘The chatter?’
‘Our term for the ordinary people. They are the background noise to which we pay no attention.’
Galt smiled and slipped the card into his pocket.
Payne handed over the golden folder. ‘This is a briefing document concerning the Organisation’s modus operandi, the standards expected of its members, and the sanctions that will be imposed if any of its rules are broken. The third appendix is a list of the names and addresses of all six thousand and six members.’ Payne tapped the folder. ‘This list must never fall into the wrong hands. We give it to you to show our trust in you, and to facilitate your dealings with our other members. We will deny all knowledge of the list if any outsider should lay his hands on it. You will immediately be excluded from the Organisation if such an event occurs as a result of any actions, or negligence, on your part.’
‘I understand.’
‘No one has ever betrayed the Organisation,’ Payne said. ‘The Organisation can uniquely provide everything of which any man or woman can dream. No one turns his back on that. Only six thousand and six people are permitted access to this earthly paradise. You are the latest.’
Galt couldn’t suppress a smile. For years he had resisted the notion that any such organisation existed, but as his wealth multiplied and he moved in increasingly refined circles, he began to hear rumours of a ruling fraternity that controlled the world. Eventually he became certain of its reality, and determined to become part of it. He cultivated the great and the good, made lavish donations to good causes and political campaign funds. He threw extravagant parties for society’s best people. Now it had all paid off.
‘You’re not a member yourself, are you, Mr Payne?’
‘No, I am a First Tier employee, granted direct access to the Organisation’s members. As you will read in the brochure, the Organisation has eighteen thousand employees in total, organised into six tiers. Only First Tier employees ever come into contact with members. We appreciate how much you wish to be surrounded by people you can trust implicitly. And of course we go to great lengths to protect you from those who would not sympathise, shall we say, with the aims of an exclusive organisation like ours.’
‘And how does the Organisation pay for all of this?’
‘You need not concern yourself with the finances of the Organisation.’
‘But every member is a billionaire?’
‘No,’ Payne said firmly. ‘The Organisation consists of ten categories. You belong to the super rich category, and the qualification here is simple: a member must have acquired audited assets worth one billion pounds sterling.’
‘The other categories?’
‘They are the world’s political, military, police, media, religious, intelligence, banking and business leadership. Super celebrities are the final category.’
‘So I’m in good company.’
‘Your fellow members are presidents, prime ministers, monarchs, cardinals, generals, admirals, air chiefs, police chiefs, chief executives, advertising bosses, directors of intelligence agencies, newspaper and magazine editors, media moguls, banking barons, supermodels, sports legends and Hollywood’s brightest stars. As you can see, the Organisation controls...’
Galt spread his hands wide. ‘Everything.’
Payne grinned. ‘Precisely.’
*****
Galt peered through the two-way mirror, trying to work out what this hangar-sized place was. He and Payne were standing in a plush office overlooking a vast hi-tech room crammed with computers, plasma screens on the walls, and an army of efficient young Swiss men and women hard at work in identikit grey booths.
‘Let me offer you a canapé.’ Payne passed a silver tray to Galt.
‘Almas caviar,’ Galt observed approvingly.
‘Only the best suffices for the members of the Organisation. I have Henri IV Dudognon Heritage cognac, if you wish.’
‘Not at the moment. I’d like to know what this place is.’
‘This is the control centre,’ Payne said. ‘From here we monitor the world, or rather everyone in the world worth monitoring.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Most people are nobodies, for want of a better word. They are quite meaningless in the bigger scheme of things. They get on with their lives, pay their taxes, obey the law, don’t cause us any trouble, and in return we don’t cause them any trouble. We are interested only in outstanding individuals: those who will help the Organisation – and perhaps become members or employees one day – and those who might oppose it. Here we track about a million people. They are the brilliant students coming out of university, rising stars of business, politics, the media, budding entrepreneurs and so forth. We don’t care about all the hewers of wood and drawers of water, as it says in the Bible.’
‘When you say track?’
‘We put every interesting person – anyone who excels in any way, those who stand out from the ordinary – on our watch list. We then monitor their career progression, their circle of friends, their bank accounts, their relationships, what they buy, where they go, what they read, their Myers-Briggs personality types and so forth. We build up detailed profiles of our subjects. The vast majority lead nowhere; the subjects simply don’t make an impact on life, despite their talents. A few do. You, for instance. We identified you long ago as a potential high flier and a likely future member of the Organisation.’
‘How much do you know about me?’
‘Everything, Mr Galt. You wouldn’t be standing here if we didn’t. We have never made a mistake regarding membership of the Organisation. We needed to know if there was anything risky about you, anything that might prove problematic. You were most carefully vetted and you passed every test.’
Part of Galt felt infuriated that he had been spied on, probably even in intimate situations. Another part was proud of everything he’d done, defiantly so. Come and look, he thought. Come and learn.
He scanned the control room, thinking that it resembled a gold panning operation. Most of what reached the pan was useless dirt, but a grain of gold might occasionally appear. ‘And that?’ He pointed at an enormous plasma screen overlooking the room of workers.
‘That shows the current threat level,’ Payne said. ‘As you can see, it’s green, indicating no threat. Amber would mean that a situation has arisen that is causing us some concern. Red puts us on full-scale alert. Naturally, it’s practically always green.’
‘When you say threat?’ Galt’s attention wandered towards one of the abstract paintings in the luxury office. A little-known Mondrian, he thought.
‘I’m talking solely about threats to the Organisation,’ Payne said. ‘We do not concern ourselves with other matters. The items that typically attract our attention are suspicious deaths of any of our members, potentially hostile activities by anyone on our watch list, major world disasters, natural or manmade…anything that can affect the finances and power of the Organisation and its members.’
‘What about terrorism?’
‘Of course.’
‘So why didn’t you know about 9/11?’
‘But we did, Mr Galt. It’s a question of analysing whether a particular event is good or bad for the Organisation. The week before 9/11, the Organisation’s ruling council met and determined that such an event would prove of significant benefit. It would shape American foreign policy in a way guaranteed to bring financial benefits to many members of the Organisation, to increase our power in a region in which our influence was, at that time, less than we desired. So, it was allowed to proceed without interference.’
‘I see.’ Galt felt a frisson of excitement. He loved the idea that only the interests of the Organisation were important. If others suffered, they were merely collateral damage.
‘There are only one million interesting people in the world,’ Payne said, taking a seat on a leather sofa. ‘Isn’t it a fascinating concept? Anyone who’s not on our watch list is simply irrelevant. It sounds shocking and unlikely, yet it has absolutely proved to be the case.’
‘It’s a remarkable operation.’ Galt was impressed by how zealous Payne was, giving every impression he’d gladly die in the service of the Organisation.
‘When people talk about the world being controlled by Bohemian Grove, the Bilderberg Group, Skull and Bones, or whatever, they mean the Organisation,’ Payne said. ‘These are all subgroups of the Organisation. For want of a better description, we are the New World Order, the One World Government, the Superclass, or whatever phraseology the conspiracy theorists care to use about us.’
‘But aren’t they right?’
‘Yes, there is a conspiracy, and it’s a most straightforward one: to promote the interests of the Organisation at all times, to ensure that six thousand and six men and women rule the world, and that their children succeed them, just as most of them have succeeded their parents.’
Galt sat back in his seat, his smile beaming back at him from the mirror opposite. ‘I presume people like you don’t openly acknowledge that you work for the Organisation.’
‘We are officially classified as employees of the Global Enterprise Bank, based here in Davos. We are simply Swiss bankers as far as the world is concerned, and you know how famed Swiss bankers are for their secrecy. We never get asked awkward questions.’
‘Do your families know about the Organisation?’
‘Absolutely not.’
Galt loved the secrecy, but especially the godlike status of the Organisation’s members. He couldn’t wait for his triumphant homecoming as one of the divine. Perhaps he would see everything differently. He might even glow slightly. He wondered if others would sense the increase in his power. He anticipated that girls more beautiful than ever would throw themselves at him. And he would relish every moment.
‘What’s that?’ Galt pointed at the threat screen again. ‘Is it a training exercise?’ The screen was flashing red.
Payne immediately stood up. ‘Excuse me for a moment, Mr Galt.’
Galt stared at the screen. Something had happened somewhere in the world that had caused the Organisation serious concern. He sensed no panic in the control room. A few people were glancing up at the screen but most were going about their duties as calmly as before.
Payne soon returned, clearly agitated. ‘Someone has gone off the grid. We can’t track him.’
‘Maybe he’s dead?’ Galt was surprised so much attention was being paid to one person.
‘No, he deliberately removed himself.’
‘Who is it?’
‘He has interested us for a while. He lives on minimum wage in London.’
Galt stared quizzically. ‘Why would you be interested in someone like that?’
‘He ought to be one of the richest men in the world, perhaps even above your league.’
‘Sorry, I’m not following.’
‘He has the highest IQ ever recorded, Mr Galt. He’s codenamed Colossus after a supercomputer in an old Cold War movie. It became so intelligent and powerful that it took over the world, reducing the human race to servitude.’
‘I see.’ Galt considered for a moment. Most of the smartest people he knew were geeks, social inadequates trapped in their world of impractical ideas. ‘But he’s just one man. No big deal surely.’
There was a knock on the door. A pretty girl entered, passed a piece of paper to Payne then paused to give a seductive smile to Galt. He smiled back, wondering if he would see her later back at his suite.
Payne shook his head. ‘We were advised by the Pentagon, NASA, the CIA and the world’s top computer security experts that our private network was impenetrable.’
‘He’s hacked in?’
‘Have a look for yourself. He’s sent an email to every member of the Organisation.’
Galt took the message from Payne:
From User: Major William Martin
To: The Organisation
Subject: Three Years
Message: That’s all you have left. Make the most of it. Then I will destroy you.
‘Major William Martin?’ Galt said. ‘A one-man army?’
‘It’s a reference to a fictional character,’ Payne replied. ‘A corpse, in fact.’
‘What?’
‘British intelligence agents used this corpse in the Second World War. It was part of an elaborate deception to fool the Germans into thinking that the Allies wouldn’t invade Sicily. The hope was that the Germans would withdraw troops from the island, and the Allied landing force would meet minimal resistance.’
‘How do you know this?’
‘It’s one of my favourite stories. The Allies went to incredible lengths to make the deception convincing, including using a real corpse.’
‘Sorry, I’m not following this. What has it got to do with the alert?’
‘The target is telling us that we’ll never be able to find him, that he’ll destroy us with deception.’
‘But it’s all talk surely.’
‘If anyone’s capable of doing it, he is.’
‘You’re seriously telling me that some guy on minimum wage can beat…’ Galt gestured around. ‘…all of this?’
‘I believe it, Mr Galt. I led the team that designed this system. We tested it for every conceivable type of attack. We employed the world’s top hackers to try to break in and promised them a million pounds if they succeeded. None did.’
‘OK, he’s good at computers. Big deal.’
‘You don’t understand, Mr Galt. The man who did this, I know him. That’s why he referred to Major Martin.’
‘Who is he then?’
It took Payne several moments to speak. ‘My son.’
‘Christ.’
‘I was always most careful,’ Payne said. ‘All he knew was that I was a senior figure in the bank. I have no idea how he found out about the Organisation.’ He paused. ‘My son and I, we didn’t…’
‘No need to explain. What will the Organisation do to him?’
Payne lowered his head. ‘What they always do to red alert threats.’
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(Three Years Later)
The lunchtime drinkers in the Thorn and Crown stood up, lurching and swaying, throwing their arms around each other. They raised their glasses in a toast and clinked them together, spilling lager on the tattered, discoloured fabric that covered the floor – the Glue Carpet, as it was known to one and all. ‘To the Mars Bar man,’ the drinkers bellowed, ‘wherever the fuck you are.’
Greg Raslow, sitting a few feet away by the window, scowled. He sipped his pint of cider and slumped back against his seat. Tossers! If you came to this dump, you could only expect the worst. The Thorn and Crown was a ‘proper’ pub – unpretentious and reeking of human misery. The old clock on the wall next to the bar actually went backwards. Maybe people came here hoping their lives would go back in time too and return to some earlier, happier state, when they still had all the things that the forward motion of clock hands stripped from them with a mocking tick and a sniggering tock. A row of shrunken tribesmen’s heads, of all things, hung over the bar, above a row of dusty bottles of fine whiskies long since drunk dry. The only reason to come here was that the drink was cheap.
There should have been a sign above the Thorn and Crown saying, ‘Anyone going anywhere in life not welcome.’ Greg always suspected they were in a disguised anteroom of hell, with a sulphurous opening to the pits of despair concealed behind the toilets. That would certainly account for the smell.
He wondered what the drinking gang were doing here on Saturday lunchtime, without their customary undertaker-style suits. It was probably a team bonding session. Jesus. They were a debt collection mob, pretty much the lowest of the low in Greg’s eyes. Maybe it wouldn’t be long until they were on the phone to him, ready to send the heavies round. What sort of person chose a job like that? – spending your whole life hassling people, trying to squeeze the last penny from people with no last pennies left. Another nice day at the office, dear? Yes, I screwed a hundred more desperately poor people today. Break out the Burgundy.
Greg got up and made his way to the toilet, along a short, brick corridor. He had to be careful about the way he walked thanks to his laziness on the laundry front, leaving him with only one clean pair of socks to put on that morning – a novelty pair, a cheesy Christmas present from a middle-aged aunt. They were decorated with Daleks from Dr Who, and they issued an ‘Exterminate!’ command from tiny speakers when a little microchip in the heel was nudged. So far, he had managed to keep his socks silent.
There were three urinals in the toilet, and two of the debt collectors were already there before Greg, flanking the central urinal. One man was fat and squat, the other tall and lank. Little and Large. The idea of relieving himself wedged between those two didn’t appeal to Greg, but he didn’t want to give the impression he had anything to hide, so he coughed and made a show of entering the scruffy single cubicle. Then he had no choice but to pretend he was using it for its intended function.
He turned to lock the door, only to see that it had been smashed off. When he took off his black donkey jacket to hang it on the door hook, he swiped at thin air. The cubicle was too dirty to rest his jacket anywhere else, so he put it back on. Self-consciously, he undid his belt and pulled down his trousers, shaking his head. He squatted above the discoloured seat and wearily looked around. No toilet paper, naturally. The graffiti on the door showed the usual collection of ejaculating penises, hairy vaginas with their labia gaping open, and assorted slogans of the usual type – Life is shit and then you die; Andrew Thompson takes it up the arse; Phone Angie Bellor if you want dirty sex tonight. Her mobile phone number was supplied, with the denunciation, or was it encouragement, that she was a ‘total slag’.
Greg closed his eyes. There he was, hiding in a cubicle, pretending to take a dump. He didn’t have a proper job, and never managed to keep for long any of the part-time ones that came his way, like the supermarket shelf stacking he was currently doing. So this was his life as an actor, or more accurately unemployed actor, or even more accurately someone always applying for acting jobs and getting a small part once a year, if it was a particularly good year. Maybe it was time to join the circus, but he suspected he’d arrived there long ago, the unfunny clown, crying not laughing.
‘Maybe that Mars Bar guy was a jerk who couldn’t handle the pressure,’ one of the debt collectors slurred.
Greg guessed it was the fat one talking. He pictured him placing his podgy hand against the tiled wall to steady himself.
‘Do you think you’ll ever have a Mars Bar day?’ the tall man replied.
‘You saying I can’t hack it?’
‘No, I reckon the guy had balls. I mean, he takes one look around the office and realises he hates the people he’s working with. He stands up, says he’s going out for a Mars Bar…and never comes back. In at 9 am. Out by 9.30. I call that style.’
Christ, Greg thought – that’s me! These days you could become an urban legend without even knowing it. He remembered all too vividly the sequence of events from last week. A half hour in a call centre: thirty minutes in hell. He didn’t have the guts to tell his call-centre employers to stick their ringing torture chamber up their arse. He waited until his section manager was away from his desk, then packed up, told the guy next to him he was getting a Mars Bar then walked out. He never did buy that Mars Bar…just went home. He returned to bed fully clothed and just pulled the duvet over his head.
Some idiot at the call centre had probably started a Facebook campaign in celebration of ‘Mars Bar Man’. Maybe it had taken off big time, like all the most ludicrous things. It had certainly reached the ears of the debt collectors.
‘I call him a cunt.’ The fat man hee hawed hysterically, probably pissing down his leg as his body shook with mirth.
Greg worried that the debt collectors might push open the cubicle’s unlocked door. Panicking, he pulled up his trousers and moved to the door to block it. Just in time. The fat man rapped on the door as he passed on his way out. ‘Having a sneaky Mars Bar in there, mate?’
‘Squeeze it out, son,’ his colleague cackled.
Greg turned and banged the heel of his shoe against the wall. Instantly, the Daleks’ catch phrase erupted at maximum volume. ‘Exterminate! Exterminate! Exterminate!’
Fucking shit.
He begged his sock to shut up, but there was no deal. ‘Exterminate! Exterminate! Exterminate!’
The debt collectors’ howls of laughter swept through the toilet. ‘I don’t fucking believe it,’ one of them bellowed. ‘Wait till I tell the others.’ They cackled their way out of the toilet.
Greg removed the offending sock then stamped on the heel to shut the damned thing up. The other sock needed the same treatment. God, how could he face going back out to the bar? He needed his own Tardis. Maybe he could go back in time and do his laundry.
He tidied himself up, shuffled out of the cubicle and went to the sink to rinse his hands. He stared into the mirror. Greg Raslow, 30. Occasional actor. Dark hair, blue eyes. 5’11”. Gaunt. What about haggard? Owner of a well-worn black donkey jacket, blue jeans, and black brogues with scuffed soles developing holes. He pressed a soap dispenser and a tiny blob of a weird pink substance appeared. He rubbed it into his hands then slowly rinsed it off.
When he returned to his table, he was expecting the worst from the debt collectors, but apart from a few glances and winks, there was nothing. He couldn’t believe his luck. Sipping his cider, he stared forlornly out of the window. A grey day. They were all like that now. He noticed a man in a dark suit heading towards the entrance, a brown bag clutched against his chest. The man, with receding grey hair, came in a bit breathless, and headed for the table of debt collectors.
‘This month’s financial figures are a disaster,’ he announced. ‘You’ve left me with no choice.’ He shook the brown bag over the centre of the table. A dozen Mars Bars scattered out and rattled onto the table, some settling amongst puddles of spilled lager. The debt collectors gazed at the chocolate bars, appalled.
‘Take your Mars Bars and go and find new jobs.’
There wasn’t a sound. You would have thought the debt collectors had just received letters from themselves.
‘Gotcha!’ the newcomer bellowed, thrusting a bony finger at the others. ‘Did I say you left me with no choice? Tell a lie, it was our best month yet! You lot are well and truly shafting all those crusties and losers out there. The drinks are on me.’
The table erupted in whoops and cheers, and a space was hurriedly cleared for the newcomer. He was their boss, undoubtedly. All bosses look the same. Wankers. This one was exactly like the boss Greg had endured for all of half an hour in that dismal call centre. An agency sent him there. They didn’t care where they sent him, and he thought he didn’t care either, until he actually got there.
He looked out of the window again, his eyes focusing on the bin next to the lamppost, overflowing with empty cans, scrunched up crisp packets and half-eaten kebabs. There was a sign on the side. As he tried to read what it said, a beautiful girl walked past, pulled along by a disgusting Chihuahua. The girl was wearing ugly shades – big chunky things lacking any style – that swamped her head. Greg never understood why it was almost impossible to find a woman who knew how to choose good sunglasses. Actually, he did know one. But, then, Chloe Moston had the finest taste in everything. He was due to meet her shortly.
He watched the girl’s jean-clad arse as she sashayed past. It was shaped like a heart, like Chloe’s. His eyes returned to the sign. The letters were typed in an odd font. ‘Is your life garbage?’ He nodded reflexively, picturing himself trapped inside the bin, fighting his way through stinking rubbish. The picture expanded and he had a vision of an endless forest of black garbage cans on a vast flat expanse stretching in all directions, each containing a desperate human being. A black garbage lorry was moving slowly along each row, emptying every bin. That was your life. What a life.
His attention switched to the TV, perched high up a few feet away. The news was on. The sound was low, so he could barely hear what the female presenter was saying. He thought she mentioned something about an archaeological team in Iran having discovered something ‘remarkable’. With a degree in history, he’d always had a fondness for archaeology and was curious about what they’d found.
Breaking News ticker tape ran along the bottom of the screen. ‘Billionaire goes missing. Family expresses fears. No comment from police.’
Greg almost smiled. Just yesterday, another billionaire – the second richest man in the world, no less – was found murdered. Couldn’t happen to a nicer bunch of people. Would that be a world first – a serial killer of billionaires? Made a change from the usual victims. Maybe it was some sort of public service.
He finished his cider, got up and walked past the debt collectors. They were all waving Mars Bars in each other’s faces and threatening to become Mars Bars guys if anyone disrespected them. He liked the sound of that Mars Bar guy – if only it hadn’t been based on him.
As he reached the door, he heard the loud, grating scrape of many chairs being pulled back at once, and he turned to see what was happening. The debt collectors had got to their feet en masse.
‘Exterminate! Exterminate! Exterminate!’ they yelled, holding their hands straight in front of their faces like the Daleks’ ray guns. They shrieked with laughter. Greg closed his eyes in horror. Fucking novelty socks. He thought of flipping them the finger, but couldn’t help giving a rueful smile. Eventually he took a red-faced bow. Looked like another urban legend was in the making.
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Greg went outside and breathed in the fresh air; well, as fresh as it ever got in this part of London. ‘Hoxton…shit,’ he mouthed, mimicking the immortal words of Martin Sheen at the start of Apocalypse Now, but with a local twist. How could Saigon be any worse than this place? He was sure there were no Dalek debt collectors in Vietnam.
To be fair, some parts of Hoxton were trendy, affluent, bohemian. They had buzz. Not the part where Greg lived, though. He stayed in a renovated tower block full of tiny studio apartments, in a housing estate so run down that people passing through slowed to a crawl as if all their energy had suddenly drained away from them.
Greg was running short of cash, so headed for the ATM in the nice part of town. It always amazed him that simply crossing a road was like opening a door to a magic world. In the Hoxton on the far side of the road, colours were more vibrant, the air crackled with energy, everything moved faster and more purposefully.
A young guy in a dark suit emerged from a shop and strode along the street. A cocky git, Greg would have thought if the guy didn’t happen to have a yellow post-it note plastered on his back, saying, ‘Kick my dumb arse.’
Greg, still recovering from his Dalek humiliation, wanted to help a fellow sufferer and thought he might be able to remove the post-it without the guy even noticing. His good deed for the day. He speeded up and, as he passed the guy, he flicked out his hand to snatch the post-it, but swiped fresh air.
A moment later, a hand gripped his shoulder.
Greg turned and found the young guy standing there…accompanied by a policeman who started waving the post-it back and forth like the definitive piece of evidence in a murder trial.
‘So, you think this is funny, do you?’ he said.
‘No, I was trying to remove it, officer. I…’
‘I saw you doing it.’
‘No, honestly, it...’
‘What a jerk,’ the young guy blurted before storming off.
‘You’re from over there, aren’t you?’ The policeman pointed back across the road as though across the gulf separating heaven and hell. Then he took the post-it and stuck it on Greg’s chest. ‘Read what it says.’
Greg shook his head. ‘This is ridiculous.’
‘Not cooperating, eh? Empty your pockets for me.’
‘You must be joking.’
‘Do you have any ID?’
‘Come on, officer.’
The policeman prodded Greg in the chest. ‘Stay on your own side of town in future. This is respectable around here.’ He thrust his finger into the centre of the post-it note. ‘If I see you pulling any more stunts, you’ll be the one getting your dumb arse kicked.’
Greg put the post-it in his pocket. He was contemplating framing it. Maybe he’d hang his Dalek socks beneath it.
A Securicor van was parked outside the bank and Greg automatically thought of heists and shootouts. But the bank had closed half an hour earlier and there was no one around.
He inserted his card in the ATM, tapped in his PIN, pressed the usual buttons and waited for his cash to emerge.
And waited.
Sorry, this machine is not working at this time, a message flashed up on the screen. Please try an alternative machine, or ask a member of customer services for assistance. With the bank closed, there was no alternative machine available. Fucking machines. Fucking banks. Fucking nothing works. Go on, chew my card, he thought. The sun came out, almost as though it wanted a better view of the chump. Something shimmered in the reflection on the screen: a beautiful girl.
Greg turned round and his eyes locked on. A raven-haired girl in a figure-hugging red dress was standing near him. He tried to summon a nonchalant smile but failed. The beauty raised her hand and waved. For a mad moment, Greg’s hand rose to return the wave. But it can’t be me. Sure enough, a man sauntered past: about fifty, balding, in a smart grey suit. Nothing special, but clearly rich.
Greg turned back to the ATM. His card reappeared, accompanied by a churning and grinding sound. He snatched it out of the slot and shoved it into his pocket. Maybe it was just as well the machine was on the blink. He couldn’t have had more than about £20 in his account anyway. Another night of beans on toast.
He gazed at the screen reflection again. Beauty was kissing the man. She could get anyone, so why that guy? He turned slowly, hoping to get a good, satisfying look at her. The woman’s eyes were a vivid, electrifying blue, just the way he liked. A look flashed over them when she noticed him looking at her – the in your dreams look. The sun glinted off the rich guy’s gold Rolex. Greg’s own watch was a plastic Casio. He glanced at the man’s shoes. Shining, slick, brand new. Definitely without holes in the soles.
Without warning, the Securicor van blared out a message: ‘Warning Securicor Van reversing… warning Securicor Van reversing.’ But it wasn’t reversing. It wasn’t doing anything. Thanks to the tinted windows, it was impossible to make out if anyone was inside. Then the message changed: ‘Attention, the alarm has been sounded. An attempted robbery is in progress. Please alert the police.’ A little crowd of passers by gathered and gazed at the van. The message wouldn’t shut up. Over and over it repeated itself, becoming more annoying with each iteration. Kids with skateboards laughed and circled the van, whooping like red Indians. The onlookers started to drift away. Greg frowned. Empty ATM. Empty bank. Empty Securicor van. No police. No robbers. No robbery. A Hoxton farce. Welcome to my world.
When he turned, he found the police officer from before heading towards him.
‘I might have known I’d find you here. Didn’t I warn you to clear off?’
‘I haven’t done anything wrong, officer.’
‘I’ve got my eye on you.’ The policeman’s two-way radio crackled and he turned to one side.
Greg took out the post-it from his pocket. Do it, it seemed to whisper to him. No, I can’t. But his hand, seemingly with a life of its own, stretched out, and, with the gentlest of touches, stuck the note to the cop’s back.
The skateboarders swept past and started guffawing. One of them high fived Greg. He felt elated, but the good feeling didn’t last. As he plodded along the street back towards home, he noticed that every other lamppost had a one-word sign stuck on it. ‘Dissatisfied?’ each proclaimed in the same eye-catching font as the sign on the bin. An advertising campaign? A graffiti artist’s tag? A joke?
After ten lampposts, the trail stopped. Greg glanced around, hoping for a punchline. There was another sign in the window of a deserted shop. ‘Dissatisfied?’ it repeated. ‘Come inside and change your life.’
‘Hey, tosser, what are you up to?’ A man’s voice rang out, making Greg turn to the right. He immediately smiled. ‘Fuck off, wanker!’
‘Hey, I’ve run out of Mars Bars,’ the man’s female companion said. ‘Know where I can get one?’
‘Yeah, and you can fuck off too.’
Greg’s two best friends were John Paul Harker and Chloe Moston. John Paul was dressed in his customary weekend wear of Reebok training shoes, black bootcut jeans and a light camouflage jacket. At 31, he was a year older than Greg. Although he was originally from Glasgow, he was mercifully free of a strong accent. He was of average height, average weight, with longish blond hair that he claimed gave him a swashbuckling look. A salesman, he reckoned he could sell anything. He’d certainly given it a good try since he’d had at least eight jobs in the five years Greg had known him. John Paul liked to say that those many jobs were proof of how good he was. Greg suspected it proved the opposite. Not that he ever said that. Besides, he was in no position to criticise.
As for Chloe, Greg loved her energy and creativity. In fact he loved pretty much everything about her: the way she closed her eyes when she laughed, the weird and wonderful hats she wore, even her sarcasm. She crackled with life and colour where other were encased in grey. Greg often worried that he was one of those grey people too, but being with Chloe gave him hope. And it didn’t do any harm that she was lovely. She was twenty-five and gorgeous. She had blonde hair in a bob, with a longish fringe, usually covered by a stylish hat. Today she was sporting a trilby. It looked fabulous on her. She was dressed in tight blue jeans and a tan-coloured leather jacket. Her eyes were an intense blue, and she had a slim but curvy figure that never failed to attract male attention.
Greg had developed a crush on Chloe right from the get-go, but she’d never shown the slightest sign of reciprocating. She was an artist, meaning that she was as poor as Greg and John Paul. They all lived on the ground floor of the same apartment block, in identical studio apartments, though they’d each decorated in different ways. Greg’s place was a tip, John Paul’s the opposite, while Chloe’s was kooky.
‘So, are you?’ John Paul pointed at the sign in the window. ‘Dissatisfied, I mean.’
‘What do you think?’ Greg answered.
‘Are you going in?’ Chloe said. ‘We’ll come with you. It could be fun.’
Greg looked around. ‘It’s deserted.’
‘Well, one thing’s for sure,’ Chloe said, ‘you won’t be dissatisfied when we have our treat tonight.’
John Paul grinned. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this all year.’
Greg took out his credit card. ‘Plastic to the rescue,’ he said glumly.
‘Everything’s ready for us at my studio,’ Chloe said.
Greg smiled. ‘I love a girl with a plan.’ They were having their annual wannabe blowout when they pretended to be the people they wanted to be – rich, successful, admired. It boiled down to getting dressed up and going into the city centre for a posh meal.
‘Bloody hell. Where did they come from?’ Chloe nodded towards the far end of the street.
Two lines of cops in fluorescent yellow jackets with silver reflective strips were shepherding a crowd of the strangest protesters Greg had ever seen. There wasn’t a sound. No chanting, no klaxon horns, no whistles. Not even a cough. The protestors were all dressed in identical raincoats and boater hats – made from old newspapers.
‘I hope it doesn’t rain,’ John Paul joked.
The police escort filed past with bored expressions.
One of the demonstrators stepped through the police line and approached the three friends. He handed each of them a card then moved off. The friends looked at each other. The cards were blank on both sides.
‘What the hell?’ Chloe stopped another of the demonstrators and pointed at the card. ‘What’s this supposed to be?’
‘We’re just the background in life,’ the man said, ‘the extras holding flags as the main show goes by. No one notices us.’ He pointed at the newsprint on his coat. ‘You’ll never find any stories about us. No one writes about us. You’ll never see any pictures of us. It’s impossible to photograph the invisible.’
Chloe glanced at Greg and John Paul. ‘Interesting,’ she said to the demonstrator. ‘So, why are you marching?’
‘We’re campaigning to become people.’
‘What’s your name?’ John Paul asked.
‘I don’t have one, not while society’s the way it is. If you want to join us, just go through that door. If enough people do it, we’ll change the world.’ He smiled then went on his way.
Greg gazed at the card. For a moment, it seemed to shimmer then show a strange vision – a long line of grey people without separate identities going through a door and coming out on the other side full of colour, each unique and wonderful, buzzing and laughing. Greg so much wanted that vision to come true. He wondered what it would be like if his blood had many colours instead of just red. If he were cut, a rainbow would form around him. He sometimes thought rainbow blood flowed through Chloe. His big fear was that he didn’t have it in him to be anything more than a spectator in life, watching the carnival going by. He slipped the card into his pocket.
‘Bizarre,’ Chloe said.
‘Totally,’ John Paul agreed.
Greg shrugged, turned and faced the shop door. It was just an ordinary black-varnished door, with the paint flaking off. No portal to a new world.
John Paul stopped a couple of policeman and asked what the protestors were called.
‘Dunno,’ one said with a shrug. ‘Don’t care. Bunch of losers.’
‘They’re loonies,’ the other said with a smirk. ‘They call themselves the League for the Liberation of Nobodies.’
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Look, more of them!’ Greg gazed out of one of the porthole windows in Chloe’s ramshackle little studio. The whole of Hoxton High Street had been taken over by demonstrators. A constant stream of reinforcements kept arriving. ‘Bloody hell, where are they all coming from?’
‘You’ll never catch me calling myself a nobody,’ John Paul said.
‘Forget about them.’ Chloe poured three glasses of red wine. ‘It’s probably just some flash mob or a Facebook campaign. Come on, we have to drink up and dress up…it’s Wannabe Day!’ She nodded at the rail where three outfits were waiting. A friend of hers who worked in a clothes hire shop had managed to get them some freebies for the night: a royal blue ball gown for her, and snazzy tuxedos for John Paul and Greg. Well, freebie wasn’t exactly the right word. She was going to pay back her friend by giving her a pornament – a porn ornament. That was how Chloe made her living: making and selling customised pornaments. Her best-selling line was a straightforward plaster cast of a customer’s genitals. It had become a bit of a thing for boys and girls to have their genitals immortalised in plaster, to be presented to their lover on a special occasion such as birthday or St Valentine’s Day. Some of the better-endowed boys kept their pornaments for themselves and placed them prominently on their mantelpieces to impress prospective girlfriends.
Chloe once let it slip that if a male client couldn’t get hard then she had to masturbate him with a Marigold-encased hand. No one could accuse her of not going the extra mile for her art, Greg thought.
They all put on their glad rags, and Chloe placed a fascinator in her hair. She grandiosely described it as, ‘A low sweep of black feathers with diamante on silver wires, mounted on a thin Alice Band.’
‘It suits you,’ Greg said.
‘You’re such a sweetie. Why does John Paul never compliment me?’
John Paul laughed. ‘Come on, you know Greg’s your biggest fan.’
‘Are you?’ Chloe coquettishly gazed at Greg.
‘I’ll set up your digital camera for a timed picture,’ Greg said hurriedly. He hated it when Chloe teased him.
Chloe stood in the centre and struck a pose while Greg and John Paul slouched on either side, feigning boredom. The camera flashed after five seconds.
‘Do you think we’ll still be doing this when we’re old?’ Chloe said. ‘Maybe I’ll end up with a board plastered with fifty photos like this one, each a year older than the last.’
Greg wandered over to one of the shelves covered with pornaments. ‘So, how many of these have you done, Chloe?’
‘Not enough to let me afford anything better than a poxy studio apartment in shitty Hoxton, that’s for sure. I’d be better off being a lap dancer. I mean, one guy actually came when I was getting him hard. I got spunk in my eye, for God’s sake. I’m pretty sure hookers charge a lot for that sort of thing. Don’t they call it facialising or something? The guy did give me a fifty-quid apology tip, bless him.’
‘Is that what you call coming into some money?’ Greg quipped.
Chloe guffawed, but frowned just as quickly. ‘I need better clients,’ she said wearily. ‘Celebrities and rich City guys – people who can afford exotic materials. I’d love to work with diamond and gold. Damien Hirst got paid a fortune for making that awful bling skull of his. What about bling genitalia? – I’m sure loads of rich fuckers would love to have their pride and joy turned into bling art.’
‘Goldmember, eh?’ John Paul said.
‘I can imagine a few footballers would be up for a diamond dick,’ Greg said. ‘Or maybe a mirrored penis so that they could admire their reflection in it. The cocks of the walk, right?’
‘What do you think of the stuff I’ve been working on for my new exhibition?’ Chloe asked.
Greg gazed at the corner of the room, at the weird collection of steel wires, optical fibre cables and plaster casts of body parts. There were also whips, canes, blindfolds, gags, ropes and handcuffs. ‘What’s the plan?’ he asked.
‘I’m going to link the body parts using the wires and cables. I’ll have different colours flowing through the optical fibres, like in those multicoloured Christmas trees you see. Then I’ll suspend the bodies from the ceiling. The idea is to do a few mild S&M scenarios: couples spanking each other and the like. Different colours will flow through the fibres, highlighting different body parts at different times. You’ll see a hand glowing yellow, then a bottom turning red, and so on.’
‘Going for the shock value?’ John Paul said. ‘How unlike you.’
‘I’m just giving the public want they want. We live in the Society of the Sensational. If something’s not screaming at you, you can’t hear it, right? Haven’t you noticed how they crank up the volume during ad breaks on TV? Everything has to grab you and practically beat you up.’
‘Is it going to be your biggest and best exhibition yet?’ John Paul asked.
Chloe shrugged. ‘It will be the usual story. The gawpers and gigglers will turn up, but there won’t be anyone with big chequebooks and juicy credit cards.’
‘Poor little Chloe.’ John Paul wiped a fake tear from his eye. ‘No rich clients to massage her ego and launch her to stardom.’
‘Watch it, buster. Anyway, I’m doing my struggling artist bit at the moment.’
‘Hey, look at the TV,’ Greg said. ‘Turn it up.’
‘Fear stalks London’s billionaires,’ a banner headline proclaimed on the portable TV. ‘Panic has gripped the capital’s richest residents following the gruesome discovery of the body of Russian oligarch Gregori Shilepov,’ a newscaster said. ‘Shilepov, a prominent businessman living in London’s affluent Mayfair district, was found dead this morning. His body, like that of fellow murdered billionaire Anatoli Kranovic, was inscribed with unknown symbols on his back and chest. Speculation is rife of a serial killer – already being referred to as the Midas Murderer – targeting super rich foreigners. Another rumour is that the Russian mafia have embarked on a gang war in London. Mr Shilepov and Mr Kranovic were both said to have strong gangland connections.’
‘Let’s hope no one mistakes us for billionaires,’ Chloe said as she admired herself in a mirror.
‘Not much danger,’ Greg muttered. No matter what he wore, he somehow never looked stylish. It was as though he lacked the style gene, unlike Chloe who could wear practically anything and get away with it.
‘Come on, let’s get out of here,’ John Paul said. ‘It’s time to face the hell mouth. Er, I mean the Tube.’
*****
The Tube supplied its usual slice of bizarreness in the shape of a group of hen night girls, their eyelids painted with realistic eyes so that when they closed their eyes it looked as though they were still open. Chloe found it amusing while Greg whispered that it spooked him out a bit.
‘Right,’ John Paul said after they’d been on the go for a few minutes. ‘If your life could be like a movie, which one would you choose? I’m picking Scarface. Remember Tony Montana? What a man. I loved how he beat the gang bosses at their own game. They relied on brute force, so he was even more brutal. He just went for it. I want to be like that. Even the way he died was glorious.’ He held up an imaginary gun. ‘Say hello to my little friend.’
‘What?’ Chloe raised her eyebrows.
‘Come on, it’s the most famous line in the movie. It’s when Al Pacino brings out his M16 automatic rifle with grenade launcher. He shoots up the whole place, and launches a grenade or two at the Columbians who’ve come to kill him. Caboom!’ John Paul grinned like a little boy.
‘I’m going for Zara in The Millionaires’ Death Club,’ Chloe said. ‘Smart, sassy, totally in control, with men falling at her feet. No one could resist her. That babe could have anything she wanted.’
‘Oh, God, no,’ John Paul said. ‘Zara’s an überbitch.’
‘Deep down, every nice girl wants to be a bitch,’ Chloe said. ‘Bitches and blondes – they have so much more fun.’
‘What about you, Greg?’ John Paul asked, pretending to yawn.
‘It has to be Neo in The Matrix. He was the Chosen One, seeing through the illusion. I love the idea of “reality” being adjustable. Walking through walls, jumping off cliffs, dodging bullets, flying. Isn’t that such a liberating thought?’
They sat back and watched the hen night girls looking, and not looking, with their real and painted eyes.
The friends got off at Green Park in Mayfair and then embarked on the little pilgrimage that they had nicknamed ‘the Longing’. This involved walking through the arched arcade of the Ritz – one of London’s most glamorous five-star hotels – turning the corner, then stopping outside the famous front entrance.
The Longing was so-called because John Paul once said he longed to have tea at the Ritz…or rather champagne afternoon tea at 7.30 pm. He wanted to promenade through the hotel’s famous Long Gallery and arrive at the Palm Court with its grand chandeliers, marble columns, gilded statues, extravagant floral displays and fine chamber music. There he would enjoy two finely cut smoked salmon sandwiches, followed by freshly baked scones with Devonshire clotted cream and strawberry preserve, and finished off with a generous slice of Ritz chocolate cake. To drink, he would have a pot of Lapsang Souchong Imperial tea, washed down, if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms, by a glass of Louis Roederer Cristal vintage champagne.
The problem was that this ceremony cost a hefty fifty pounds. John Paul could have scraped the money together, but that wasn’t the point. His aim was to be rich enough to do it properly, to go in there as though he belonged. If he could achieve that, it would be certain proof he’d made it in life. When he first mentioned his dream to Chloe, she came up with this idea for an annual trip to the pavement outside the Ritz. She said it reminded her of kids pressing their noses against the windows of sweet shops crammed with tantalising candy. It was decided that the Longing would take place on the anniversary of the day when the three friends first met – February 5th.
This was their fourth enacting of the Longing, and the second time they’d encountered Robert, the current doorman.
‘You lot again?’ Robert dropped the smooth tone he reserved for grovelling to hotel guests, replacing it with an East End growl.
‘You remembered,’ Chloe said.
‘Oh, I always remember the strange ones.’ Robert smiled darkly. ‘So, are you coming in this time, or are you still staying out in the cold and dark?’
‘The cold and dark,’ John Paul said.
‘Still not made it then?’
Greg was amazed that the doorman had remembered the details of their conversation from last year when John Paul explained what they were up to.
John Paul shook his head. ‘Nah, not this time. Next year’s the big one.’
‘I’ve been saying that for thirty years, mate, and look at me. Stop dreaming and get out there and do it.’
John Paul stared at the doorman, but didn’t answer.
‘Are you sure you don’t want to come in?’ Robert asked again. ‘You’re dressed right.’
John Paul shook his head.
A limo pulled up and the doorman busied himself with greeting a distinguished elderly couple, all clipped accents, stiff movements, pearl necklaces and gold cufflinks.
The three friends were fascinated. They loved watching everyone who went in and out of the Ritz, wondering who they were and what they did. Usually, they felt the Ritz was wasted on the people who actually went there.
‘They ought to bring in orphans from Zimbabwe or somewhere,’ Chloe said. ‘Imagine the wonder in the eyes of little African kids if they could come here. What mischief they’d get up to. It would be fab, so much better than all those stuffy, rich old people.’
They lingered out there in the cold. The facade of the hotel looked particularly majestic in the dark. At first, the longing had been very much on John Paul’s part – a Glaswegian aspiring to one of the poshest English experiences – but now the other two longed for it almost as much.
Greg couldn’t help wondering if it was healthy to be watching the great and the good going in and out of the Ritz. Sometimes it seemed as though there was a force field around the hotel that the rich could move through at will but which proved impenetrable to everyone else. The rest got squashed against it, staring at the luxuries that were so close yet beyond their touch. He thought of the world of the rich and famous as a separate reality. Bling World he called it. In Bling World, the blingless were invisible.
Some policemen in their high visibility yellow jackets came round the corner, followed by League for the Liberation of Nobodies demonstrators in their tattered newspaper hats and coats. The group stopped outside the front entrance.
Robert looked aghast. ‘You can’t let these people stand there.’
One of the demonstrators tried to shake Robert’s hand. ‘You’re a nobody like us. We’ll free you from being a servant of others.’
‘You’re nuts.’ The doorman pulled his hand away. ‘I’m getting the manager.’
The demonstrators turned to the three friends. ‘Join us. We are the LLN. We are the Plan.’
John Paul scowled. ‘Time to get out of here.’ The friends headed off towards Piccadilly Circus.
‘You know what,’ Chloe said. ‘I’m officially fascinated by those demonstrators. Wasn’t it great the way that guy said, “We are the LLN. We are the Plan.” Maybe I’ll start saying, “I am Chloe. I am the Answer.”’
‘Forget them,’ Greg said, ‘I’m starving. Let’s get along to the restaurant.’
They passed an old man with a bobble hat and woollen gloves selling an evening newspaper. He shouted something incomprehensible. Greg gazed at the main headline: ‘Third billionaire kidnapped.’ This time it wasn’t a Russian with gangland connections, it was Sir Henry Laybury, one of Britain’s richest entrepreneurs and member of the Knights of the Garter.
‘Not having a good time of it, right now, eh?’ John Paul said. ‘The super rich, I mean. The LLN are picketing them, and a serial killer is bumping them off.’
‘Maybe we ought to be on our guard tonight,’ Greg said with a nervous laugh. ‘After all, we’re going to one of the poshest restaurants in London.’
‘No danger of our being mistaken for billionaires,’ Chloe said. ‘Especially in your case, Greg. Come on, stop slouching. Shoulders back. You’re meant to be an actor.’
Greg scowled.
‘We can’t even afford this,’ John Paul said. ‘I’m in the same boat as Greg…the credit card boat, springing leaks everywhere.’
‘I’ll be using plain cash,’ Chloe said. ‘I got a hundred quid yesterday for one of my plaster cocks.’
Greg raised his eyebrows. ‘You can always rely on Chloe to raise the tone. Not.’
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This year the friends had chosen Alberigo, just off Piccadilly Circus, for their luxury meal. It was considerably more expensive than tea in the Ritz, but that wasn’t the point.
Alberigo had recently been awarded three Michelin stars and was now attracting the finest clientele in the capital. It was always busy, tables having to be booked three months in advance. Celebrity chef Logan Reeves, notorious for shouting at his clientele if they didn’t show sufficient grovelling appreciation of his culinary delights, was in charge, though, fortunately perhaps, he was usually elsewhere making TV programmes.
Reeves’ flagship was glass-fronted, with stylish contemporary design: chrome fittings, tasteful colours, oak floorboards, modern art on the walls, subdued lighting. The clientele were young, trendy and loaded, or middle-aged, not so trendy but still loaded, or very old and very loaded. Whatever they were, they were loaded. Except for Greg, Chloe and John Paul.
The waiter cottoned on quickly that they were plebs masquerading as toffs. Instead of sneering at them, he joined in with the fun and treated them royally. His name was Dominic, or, when he chose to adopt a pretentious French persona at various points in the proceedings, Dominique. They had a good crack with him, laughing as he played up to them by bowing and scraping and calling the two men ‘your lordships’, while referring to Chloe as ‘ma’am’.
The evening began with a glass of Veuve-Cliquot Champagne all round. The three friends always had the same things to eat and drink. That was part of their ceremony. Tonight, for a radical change, they were going for a top-of-the-range vegetarian experience. It was the first time they’d ever tried a vegetarian meal, and this seemed like the best place to give it a go.
For starters, they had braised baby leeks with potato and truffle shavings laced with vinaigrette. Next up was a soup of pumpkin puree in a truffle broth with cracked roasted hazelnuts and pumpkin oil. The main meal was a Camarolli risotto with black Perigord Truffle. A culinary triumph.
Just as Dominic was clearing away the main meal, after treating the friends to a long discourse on how to find Perigord truffles – ‘black diamonds’ – the glass front of the restaurant abruptly blazed with flashing lights.
‘Celebrity alert,’ Dominic said with a wink.
They all stared at the amazing bombardment of flash photography. Greg thought it was like old newsreels of the start of famous battles where the attackers pounded the enemy lines with tens of thousands of artillery shells, making the night sky convulse with flashes.
The diners in the restaurant had stopped eating and chatting. Everyone was staring at the front doors, waiting to see which celebrities would arrive, which divine ones would descend from on high to enter the humble world of mortals.
‘I don’t believe it,’ Dominic muttered.
Greg gazed at Chloe and John Paul. They were both star-struck. Fuck it, he was too. In front of them was one of the most famous couples on earth: Dosh and Rex. Dosh, with her peroxide Marilyn Monroe hairdo, was more voluptuous than anyone Greg had ever seen. Her famously fake, enhanced breasts were making little effort to stay within the confines of the flimsiest of silver silk dresses, one that redefined slinky. Her white handbag was covered with a jumble of familiar symbols – pound, dollar and euro signs, all in gold.
As for Rex, or Harry Prince to give him his real name, legend fell far short of the reality. Was it possible for someone to become mythical in his own lifetime? Early in his career, the tabloids had seized the opportunity to promote him from prince to king when he scored the winner for Chelsea in the FA Cup Final. Even that wasn’t quite grand enough. Only the Latin word for king was up to the task. And when he scored the last-minute free-kick goal that took England to the World Cup finals, Rex became the most loved person in the country. One tabloid decided to crown him at a special ceremony in the Tower of London, with the Crown Jewels on full display behind him. They didn’t glint and gleam half as much as he did.
Rex was so familiar from his endless appearances on TV chat shows and commercials, from his picture adorning countless billboards and magazine ads, that he seemed like some sort of walking photograph. He was there and yet somehow he wasn’t because it was just too hard to believe.
Three shaven-headed security guys in dark suits accompanied the two megastars. They were big, muscular men with darting eyes. Rex was known to like having ex-SAS around him.
Then came another two people. Greg shook his head in disbelief. Bloody hell, what a small world – it was the couple he’d seen outside the bank in Hoxton that lunchtime. The odds against that had to be astronomical, he thought. The gorgeous girl with the raven hair must be Dosh and Rex’s agent, he figured, and the distinguished grey-haired man was probably their manager. It still didn’t seem right that the beauty was with a guy probably more than twenty years older.
‘Wankers.’ John Paul said, his eyes fixed on Dosh and Rex. ‘They must be here to celebrate Dosh’s Oscar nomination. Have you ever heard anything so ridiculous? I mean, she plays herself in a cameo role in a movie then gets nominated for best supporting actress. How can you be acting if you’re playing yourself?’
‘Don’t you think she’s gorgeous?’ Chloe said. ‘Like one of those screen goddesses from Hollywood’s golden age.’
‘Are you crazy? She’s plastic fantastic, and that’s not a compliment.’
‘She’s stunning,’ Greg said.
‘No way are you saying that,’ John Paul said. ‘She’s a total witch, holding back the years with lotions, potions and extensive cosmetic surgery.’
‘No, not Dosh. I’m talking about the girl with them. Look at that raven hair. Black Beauty, or what? I’m sure I saw her in Hoxton earlier today.’
‘Yeah, right, why would someone from Dosh and Rex’s entourage live near us? She doesn’t look like she has to rough it, does she?’
‘Come off it, loads of rich people live in the nice part of Hoxton. Or maybe she was visiting relatives, or something. It was definitely her.’
Chloe nudged Greg. ‘Guess who’s got a crush? Look, you’re blushing. Should I go over there and say, “My friend fancies you.”’
‘That’s not funny.’
‘Go on. Go over and chat her up.’
‘Yeah, go for it, Greg,’ John Paul said. ‘You’re an actor. Act out a seduction scene.’
‘News flash. Actors need scripts.’
‘Only the bad ones,’ Chloe sniggered.
Greg stared at his plate. ‘So, I’m crap, is that it?’
‘No, that came out wrong. What I meant to say was…’
‘You think I’m a joke, don’t you?’
‘You know I don’t. You’re unlucky, that’s all.’
‘If you’re so smart, Chloe,’ Greg retaliated, ‘why don’t you go over and sell them your art? You’re always banging on about having rich clients. Well, they don’t come bigger than Dosh and Rex. Invite them round to your studio. Tell them you’re the latest thing.’
John Paul sniggered.
‘Hey, I’ve amused the world’s greatest salesman,’ Greg snapped. ‘Here’s your golden chance too, John Paul. Prove you can sell to the stars. Show me how to be a big success.’
Chloe and John Paul gave each other an embarrassed look.
‘Talking the talk is easy,’ Greg said. ‘It’s walking the walk that’s the difficult part.’
Dominic came over and instantly tuned into the bad atmosphere. ‘Oh, I think this table needs a dessert menu,’ he said diplomatically. ‘Blueberry pie banishes the blues, or something like that.’ He handed over the menus, then snapped to attention. ‘You who are about to enjoy the sugar rush, we salute you.’ He broke into a big smile. ‘Hey, the manager has just told me I’m going to be serving Dosh and Rex. Wish me luck.’
The three friends managed a feeble smile and watched as Dominic headed towards the celebrity table.
‘What a bunch of losers we are,’ Chloe said, flicking through the dessert menu. ‘Getting at each other just because of some celebrities. We were having a great time before they came in.’
‘But let’s face it,’ John Paul said, ‘those people make things happen. We can dream and spout hot air and moan and groan about life, but we can’t change anything. They can.’ He sipped some of his wine. ‘I’m not sure how we do it, but shouldn’t we try to take advantage of this situation? We’ll never get the chance again.’
‘What are you suggesting?’ Chloe said. ‘That we rush after them when they go to the toilet? You and Greg could stand on either side of Rex at the urinals and bombard each famous ear with all your great ideas, assuming you can get past the security guards.’
‘You’ve changed your tune, haven’t you?’ John Paul said.
‘Listen to the three of us,’ Greg said. ‘Our whole conversation is all about these people now. It’s probably the same at every other table.’
‘Let’s choose our dessert,’ John Paul said. ‘How about Double Delights all round, and espressos to finish off with?’
Double Delight came in two small but delicious parts: first, fine leaves of bitter chocolate with custard cream and praline sauce, then Crepes Suzette with vanilla ice cream and orange peel. The dessert was accompanied by a glass of Hennessy Cognac.
Just as Greg and Chloe were nodding approvingly at John Paul’s choice, they heard raised voices at the celebrity table. Dosh was jabbing her finger at Dominic, her face frighteningly contorted.
‘Bloody hell, she’s not happy,’ John Paul said. ‘Maybe someone asked her to actually pay for something. They’ve probably called the paramedics.’
They all watched, morbidly fascinated. Dominic seemed to be apologising profusely. A manager had appeared and was speaking with Dosh.
Seconds later, Dominic was back at the friends’ table, taking their dessert order. His sparkle had completely vanished.
‘Hey, what happened over there, man?’ John Paul asked. ‘We noticed there was a bit of a stramash.’
‘I made a mistake. I said to Dosh that maybe we should have three condiments on her table. Salt, pepper and gold flakes.’
‘Gold flakes?’ Chloe said.
‘Yeah, you know, so that she could sprinkle them over her food and make it sparkle.’
‘That’s a great idea,’ Greg said. ‘Right up her street, surely.’
‘She thought I was insulting her. She claimed I was making some sort of reference to her poor childhood, being brought up by a single mother and all that.’
‘Boy, she wasn’t half having a go,’ Chloe said.
‘It was the worst experience of my life’
The manager arrived and whispered to Dominic. He was then led back to Dosh’s table.
They all watched to see what would happen. Dosh jabbed at Dominic again, and the manager nodded. Dosh seemed to launch into an extended rant. Then she started laughing, and the others at the table sniggered.
Dominic was being subjected to a ritual humiliation as far as Greg could make out. Dosh eventually dismissed him with a flick of her wrist. The manager took him to one side again and seemed to give him a dressing down.
Dominic went to the kitchen then came out and disappeared into the staff toilet for a few minutes. He reappeared, went back to the kitchen and emerged with a silver tray bearing three Double Delights and three espressos that he distributed amongst the friends. His hands were shaking.
‘Everything OK?’ Greg asked.
‘I’m not having a good night.’ Dominic’s face was pale.
‘What happened with Dosh, if you don’t mind my asking?’ Chloe said.
‘She insisted I was replaced as the waiter.’ Dominic’s face flashed with anger. ‘She said she could buy and sell me a million times over.’
‘That’s appalling.’ Greg couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘Why don’t you complain?’
‘And lose my job? I don’t think so. I really need the money.’
‘You can’t let her get away with it,’ John Paul said.
‘You can’t beat these people. If I rile them, they could ruin my life. I mean, seriously ruin it.’
‘You could go to the papers,’ Chloe said.
‘No way. Dosh’s PR machine would chew me up. These people can do whatever they like. They’re untouchable.’ He shook his head. ‘Anyway, I’ll need to look busy. I don’t want to piss off my manager even more. Would you like anything else? I recommend a Bonnie Prince Charlie coffee. It’s hot coffee, Drambuie, and a teaspoon of sugar, with thick cream floated on top. A real treat. Like a fancy Irish coffee.’
The friends looked at each other and smiled.
‘Who could resist?’ Chloe said. ‘Enjoy now, pay later.’
‘That’s the spirit.’ Dominic rustled up a half-hearted smile. ‘Maybe I’ll win some bonus points from the boss.’
Greg wished Dominic good luck.
‘I appreciate it,’ Dominic replied. ‘Why can’t everyone be like you guys?’ Off he went.
The friends spent the next few minutes slagging off Dosh. John Paul said that he felt like going over to say something to her.
Dominic soon returned with the three special coffees, but kept sneaking glances at Dosh’s table.
‘Don’t blame yourself,’ John Paul said. ‘It was a celebrity having a strop. Nothing unusual about that.’
‘My manager’s looking over. I better go.’ Dominic walked away.
‘Poor man,’ Chloe said, taking her first sip of her Bonnie Prince Charlie. ‘Mmmm, this is delish.’
‘It’s such an easy life for Dosh,’ John Paul said. ‘Remember that scandal last year when she got nominated for a book award for a book she didn’t write? Isn’t that incredible? Someone else writes a book, she gets her name and picture on the front cover and then some bright spark thinks she deserves an award. I mean how difficult is it to have your photo taken?’
‘Money goes to money, doesn’t it?’ Greg said. ‘The more you have, the more people throw at you. Dosh gathers it up as though it’s fallen from a money tree. It’s effortless. She must find the whole idea of work quite bizarre.’
‘Work is only for the little people, right?’ Chloe said.
‘‘Maybe we should just walk over to Dosh and give her our money right now,’ Greg said, ‘because it’s going to end up there anyway.’
They finished off their drinks. Greg signalled to Dominic for the bill. Chloe offered cash, and the two men used their credit cards. They made sure Dominic got a healthy tip.
‘Cheers, guys,’ Dominic said.
‘You’re looking a bit off colour,’ Chloe said.
‘I don’t feel too well.’ Dominic turned and left again.
‘I need more alcohol,’ Greg said. ‘Come on, let’s hit the bar.’
While John Paul and Chloe found a leather sofa in the corner, Greg headed for the bar. It was busy, with many people trying to attract the attention of two overworked bar tenders. Men were waving twenty pound notes, girls were pouting furiously, and newcomers kept pushing in.
The barmen didn’t look once at Greg. After a couple of minutes, he began to imagine he was wearing a cloak of invisibility. The guy on his right got served, and the girl on the left, but not him. He hated queuing at bars. He was the mug who always missed out. Not pushy enough, not mouthy enough, not enough of an operator. Someone pushed in beside him and he groaned. Fuck it. Then he realised it was Black Beauty. He tried to catch her eye, but she was looking in the other direction. The closest barman saw her and immediately went to serve her, but she nodded in Greg’s direction and said, ‘I think this guy was before me.’
Greg gave her a clumsy, grateful smile then instantly felt pathetic. He ordered three Zombie cocktails, but only after a long hesitation in which he almost forgot what he was ordering. Then he got tongue-tied, mispronouncing Zombie as ‘Thombie’. He felt Black Beauty’s eyes on him, and could tell she was distinctly unimpressed. When he paid for the drinks with his credit card, he thought for a terrible moment that it was going to be rejected.
He took his three drinks and pushed his way through the throng. Passing a door marked Staff, he heard raised voices. He stopped for a moment, shocked by the vehemence of one voice. Dominic’s manager was having a go at him again, calling him ‘a fucking idiot’, telling him that he was unfit to work in a classy restaurant. ‘I’m furious,’ the manager yelled. ‘You’ve humiliated me in front of my best customers.’
The door swung open and another waiter emerged, looking sheepish. Greg caught sight of Dominic in the background. His face was taut with a mixture of fury and shame.
Greg hurried away. He hated seeing people at their lowest point. There was nothing worse than a man being humiliated by a manager. All managers were jerks. It was part of the job description. He’d done his Mars Bars routine precisely because he could tell it would happen to him if he’d hung around in that call centre for any length of time. He hastened back to Chloe and John Paul and gave them their Zombies cocktails, trying to forget what he’d seen with Dominic.
‘What is in this?’ John Paul squinted at the orange-coloured drink.
‘It’s, er, let me think – white rum, golden rum, dark rum, cherry brandy, apple, orange, lime and papaya juice, a dash of syrup and strong Demerara rum. They reckon that if you overindulge in these things you turn into an, um, zombie.’
‘Love it,’ Chloe said.
Greg sat back and sipped his cocktail, but he kept thinking of Dominic. He told Chloe and John Paul what he’d seen.
‘That’s terrible,’ Chloe said. ‘Do you think he’s going to get fired?’
‘Yes, I think so.’
‘Shouldn’t we speak up for him?’ John Paul said. ‘We all thought he did a fantastic job.’
‘The manager won’t listen to us,’ Greg said. ‘We don’t have any clout.’ He frowned. ‘Fuck it, I need some fresh air. I’ll be back in a minute.’
He put down his drink, got up from the sofa and went outside, pushing past the paparazzi camped at the entrance. He crossed the road and stood in a doorway. It was a freezing night, the paparazzi all wearing thick jackets to keep warm. Greg shivered in his tuxedo. Thrusting his hands in his pockets, he found the card he was given that afternoon by the demonstrator. He brought it out and stared at it. There was something almost tangible about the blankness on both sides. If Dominic were a somebody, no one would have spoken to him like that. But he was just a waiter. You either have a name or you don’t, and if you don’t, you’re fucked. The LLN were right.
He noticed that a guy selling first editions of Sunday’s newspapers was setting up a stall. Bundles of newspapers were stacked behind him. A boy with a bobble hat and a Parka was cutting the strings round the bundles then placing the papers on the stall for his boss to sell.
Greg wandered over and stared at the headlines. Dosh & Rex Targeted by Sinister Cult, the News of the Week proclaimed. He scanned the paragraph underneath: ‘The so-called League for the Liberation of Nobodies has announced that celebrities and the super rich should watch out. People like Dosh and Rex will have to face a new reality, they say. A spokesman for the obscure group, which police have described as a “cult” and which held a major demonstration in Hoxton on Saturday, said that their goal is to give everyone a name.’
The newspaper boy put up a board that said, ‘It’s official: Nobody likes Dosh and Rex.’ He saw Greg staring at him. ‘Hey, mister, are you a nobody?’ he asked cheekily.
Greg didn’t answer. A van drew up and a man threw out a new bundle of newspapers that landed with a thump behind the boy. The Sunday Sentinel’s headline attracted Greg’s attention immediately.
‘Billionaire slain. Sir Henry Laybury’s corpse found by police in garden shed.’
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Metropolitan Police Commissioner Thomas Rankin glared at his audience of journalists and reporters. It was Sunday morning and he disliked working at the weekend. Everyone needs a chance to unwind. But there he was having to feed the media monster with its insatiable 24/7 appetite. It never digested its food, and it never cleared the gore from the corners of its lips as it chewed on any fresh morsel that came its way.
Rankin shuffled his notes to give him a moment to weigh his words. ‘Yes, we can confirm that Sir Henry Laybury died in the same way as Anatoli Kranovic and Gregori Shilepov. Post mortems confirmed that the three victims were strangled. A machine needle was used to inscribe symbols on the chest and back of the victims. Although the symbols are of similar design, they are different in each case. We haven’t been able to establish their meaning at this time. However, we have been advised they are nothing to do with the so-called Russian mafia. We have commissioned experts from GCHQ and Cambridge University to study the signs. We haven’t established any formal links in business or personal terms between the three victims.’
‘So, you have no leads at all?’ someone yelled.
‘We have several lines of enquiry, but it’s not my job to speculate.’
‘But you’re holding stuff back, aren’t you?’ another voice said. ‘All three bodies were found in a deserted location: a disused warehouse, an abandoned outhouse and a derelict shed on an allotment. They were ritualistically branded with indecipherable symbols and their bodies were skinned, and the flesh hung from meat hooks. A search of the crime scene failed to detect any useful forensic evidence...’
‘Stop there,’ Rankin said. ‘Some of you have reported that the killer or killers may have worn the sort of protective clothing that emergency services use when dealing with hazardous materials, including special gloves and breathing equipment. These, you have said, would leave no traces, especially in relation to DNA. No fingerprints, no footprints, not even the contents of a human breath. It all makes wonderful copy, but it’s pure speculation. And contrary to various rumours, no CCTV cameras were located anywhere near the crime scenes. Witnesses last saw Sir Henry Laybury at 2 am and his body was discovered by accident at 8 am by a man walking his dog past allotments. We’re looking for any witnesses to Sir Henry’s movements after 2 am. He was a wealthy man and may have made enemies on his rise to the top. We are in the process of interviewing all of his business contacts.’
‘Why did you take so long to release the news of Sir Henry’s death?’
‘We needed to inform his son first. He and Sir Henry were estranged.’ Rankin coughed and took a sip of water. ‘I appeal for anyone who can supply us with possible motives regarding these horrific murders to come forward.’
‘What about the League for the Liberation of Nobodies?’ a voice shouted.
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘They’ve issued threats against celebrities and the super rich, haven’t they? They’ve specifically mentioned Dosh and Rex. Are they next in line?’
The Commissioner frowned. ‘Let me turn you over to Deputy Assistant Simon Greest. He can bring you up to speed with the particular group you mentioned.’
‘The League for the Liberation of Nobodies is a new group that shrouds itself in secrecy,’ Greest said. ‘Their leadership structure is difficult to identify. No one actively claims to be the leader. It’s true that they are campaigning against the most prominent figures in our society, but they have made no explicit threats of violence. As far as we can ascertain at this time, they are simply trying to highlight the media world’s obsession with a small number of rich, powerful and famous individuals.
‘Until now, no one has suggested any link between them and the deaths of the three victims. Of course, we are keeping open minds, but our assessment at this stage is that there’s no connection.’ He brought his microphone closer. ‘I was in charge of the policing for yesterday’s march held by the League in Hoxton. We deployed extra officers in case of trouble, but the event passed off without incident. The marchers did not create any disturbances. They restricted their protest to handing out blank cards, and were respectful of others at all times.’
‘I think those are enough questions for now,’ Rankin said.
As the Commissioner and Deputy Assistant were rising to their feet, a woman asked, ‘What about John Galt’s Golden Barge event?’
‘What about it?’ Rankin said.
‘It’s the biggest event of the year. Many of the richest and most famous people in the world will be there. There will be plenty of billionaires.’
‘All the policing for this prestigious event is in place,’ Rankin said. ‘It will be thorough but discreet.’
‘Isn’t it true that you’re attending the event? You’re a personal friend of John Galt, aren’t you?’
Rankin frowned. ‘Even I deserve to see my friends from time to time.’
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Greg didn’t crawl out of bed until 1 pm on Sunday, yet he was still tired. A shower didn’t help. He dragged himself along to the grocery shop in Hoxton High Street. Maybe he’d buy a newspaper if he could bear reading one. Last night’s lurid headlines were still fresh in his mind.
In the shop, with its claustrophobically narrow aisles, Greg gazed at the front pages of the array of scandal rags. They presented the usual toxic cocktail of sleazy businessmen having sex with prostitutes dressed as secretaries or school girls, family-values politicians confessing that they were either gay or sleeping with their teenage researchers, kiss-and-tell girls doing the telling part of their job and collecting their fat cheques.
Greg rarely bought a newspaper. The front cover was usually more than enough. He frowned, paid for his groceries and left. It was another cold, grey, dreary day. A classic February washout. He plodded along the High Street, stifling yawns, and found himself outside the empty shop with that strange sign in the window. It was called Zero. How appropriate. A nothing shop with nothing in it.
‘Hey, man, how’s it going?’ a voice said.
Greg turned and saw Dominic approaching. ‘I didn’t realise you lived in Hoxton.’
‘I don’t,’ Dominic said. ‘I’m from Clapham.’
‘How did it go last night?’
‘What do you think?’ Dominic made a chopping motion. ‘The Dosh axe came down on my neck. I got fired at the end of the night.’
‘It’s not fair. If only people like us could fight back somehow.’
‘Isn’t that why we’re here?’
‘Sorry?’
Dominic pointed at the shop. ‘Aren’t you here for the meet?’ He took a scrap of paper from his back pocket, a printout of a Facebook web page. It read:
Does nobody care? Is nobody helping? Is nobody doing anything? The League for the Liberation of Nobodies says it’s time to start the fight back. Meet today at Zero, 11 Hoxton High Street, 1.30 pm.
Dominic narrowed his eyes and looked up and down the street. ‘A couple of years ago I was in the Territorial Army – just to get fit, really – but I was excellent on the rifle range. I got a marksman rating. I’d love to put a picture of Dosh’s face on the target at the shooting range and get to work with my rifle. Talk about dead rich. That bitch would know all about it.’
‘That’s a bit extreme.’
‘Yeah, I’m only joking.’ Dominic opened the door of the empty shop. ‘Are you coming in?’
Greg shook his head.
‘But I thought you’d come for the meet.’
‘No, I live just round the corner.’
‘Well, why don’t you come anyway? We need as many people as we can get. Thousands have signed up for the campaign already. The word is out.’
‘I’m not really into politics.’
‘What have you got to lose?’
‘Listen, maybe some other time.’ Greg stretched out his hand. ‘All the best, Dominic. I hope everything works out.’
Dominic quickly broke off the handshake and disappeared inside.
When Greg got home, his next-door neighbour was blasting out music: a pounding hip hop song about gangstas, ho’s and bad boys blasting cops with booming semiautomatics. The walls of Greg’s apartment were vibrating. He’d never got on well with his neighbour. She was a chavvy 19-yr-old blonde with a taste for knock-off designer miniskirts, and she regularly had different blokes coming back to stay.
Greg went round to Chloe and John Paul’s apartments, hoping to round up a vigilante posse. No reply. He rapped on the door of the chav, hoping, against the odds, to have a rational discussion with her.
A guy with a white vest, big muscles, loads of tattoos and a shaved head appeared. ‘Yeah?’ the guy shouted over the noise.
‘The music’s a bit loud,’ Greg said.
‘I like it loud, mate.’ The guy stood there, half grinning, half snarling, looking Greg up and down. A want some? expression was fixed on his face. ‘Are we done?’ he said after a moment.
‘I don’t want any trouble. Please turn the music down.’
The guy smirked. ‘Two things, mate. We both know I’m not going to, and we both know you’re not going to do anything about.’ He pushed his face towards Greg’s, his stained teeth making Greg feel queasy. ‘You know why? Because you’re a fucking nobody.’
The words sliced through Greg. As he turned and retreated to his apartment, the guy laughed at him.
Greg slammed his door shut behind him. The music from next door got even louder. He stood in front of the full-length mirror next to his bed, while the floorboards and walls reverberated. Raising his hands, he clamped them over his ears. Jesus fucking Christ. He stared at himself. A nobody. There was no denying it. Would his whole life be like this? Moronic thugs bossing him around, rich people walking over him. He was condemned to being the puppet that prayed it would never see the strings. Because then it would have to admit the truth.
He went to his hi fi system and put on Nirvana’s Smells Like Teen Spirit. He cranked up the volume to max, but instantly had to press his hands against his ears, worried he might burst his eardrums. He stopped the CD with the remote control.
What do you do when the music’s over? It was time to change his life. It was time for Zero.
7
Greg walked fast, the noise of his neighbour’s hip hop music still taunting him. He feared he might hear that music for the rest of his life, like tinnitus. As he sped past the local café, he clocked Chloe and John Paul sitting in a window booth, tucking into some greasy food. He went inside, pushed in beside John Paul in the way that he imagined the shaven-headed thug would do, and reached over and plucked a fried sausage from his plate.
‘Hey, hands off, rude lad,’ John Paul grunted.
John Paul and Chloe were having the café’s £4.99 special: All Day Breakfast – fried egg, sausages, bacon, black pudding, tomato, buttered toast, accompanied by a pot of tea.
‘Junk food heaven,’ Greg said, munching on his stolen sausage. ‘Is this your hangover cure?’
‘Damn straight,’ Chloe said with a wink. Today she was wearing skinny jeans, a Breton T-shirt, a blue leather jerkin and a blue beret. She looked gloriously eccentric.
‘What’s the story?’ John Paul said.
‘Our local chavette is up to her usual tricks.’
‘Which chavette?’ Chloe asked. ‘There are so many to choose from.’
‘The one in 3B. She’s got a chav superman round there giving her one, and playing his music as loud as he can.’
‘So, it’s the bedspring concerto, the rumpy pumpy serenade, the screaming banshees’ weekend screamathon?’
‘No, it’s the hip hop hammer drill. The thud thud, clunk clunk, fuck you fuck the world gangsta soundtrack.’
‘Don’t you just love it?’ Chloe grinned.
‘So it won’t be safe to go home for a while?’ John Paul said. ‘What shall we do instead?’
‘Fancy doing something crazy?’ Greg asked. ‘Let’s go to that weird shop we saw yesterday. I bumped into Dominic – you know the waiter from last night. He was going in.’
‘What happened to him last night?’ Chloe asked.
‘Fired.’
‘Shit,’ John Paul banged down his knife and fork.
‘Poor guy.’ Chloe frowned.
‘So, shall we all go along to the League’s magic door and see what happens when we open it?’
‘Why not?’ Chloe said. ‘Might be fun.’
‘OK,’ John Paul agreed. ‘But we’re leaving fast if it’s rubbish.’
*****
‘Are we doing it?’ Greg squinted at the black door. He was strangely nervous, as though he were about to embark on a particularly tricky audition.
‘We’re doing it,’ Chloe and John Paul chorused.
Greg turned the knob, pushed open the door and squeezed inside. To the left was the empty shop visible from the window, and in front was a short, black-painted corridor with another door at the far end.
When the three friends opened the second door, they found themselves in an impressive courtyard with wide, sandy flagstones. Several metres further on was a small, elegant bridge crossing a picturesque canal, and then more flagstones on the other side, leading to a big warehouse with walls made of neat, clean, brown bricks. It was a beautiful little scene, and completely unexpected since it was so close to Hoxton’s grotty main street.
‘Wow,’ Chloe said. ‘It reminds me of The Secret Garden. I loved that book.’
‘I didn’t know Hoxton had a canal.’ Greg scratched his head.
‘I think I know what this place is,’ John Paul said. ‘I remember reading in the local paper a while back that someone was refurbishing an old sugar refinery. This must be it.’
The three crossed the bridge and arrived at the warehouse’s arched wooden door, resembling something from an old castle. They tried to open it, but it was firmly locked. John Paul pointed up at a CCTV camera overlooking the door and Chloe pressed an intercom buzzer. After a moment there was a click. Greg tried the door again and this time pushed it open without difficulty. The three entered the warehouse and came to the foot of a glass spiral staircase.
‘I feel like Cinderella,’ Chloe said.
They went up the steps, passing a number of LCD screens built into the glass walls. Each screen showed a different person saying, ‘My name is…’ followed by a long pause and then, ‘…and I am a nobody.’
‘Is it supposed to be like Alcoholics’ Anonymous?’ Chloe asked. ‘Maybe they have their own twelve step programme.’
They found a room with wooden floorboards and bare brick walls. A poster on one wall said, ‘Disappointed with life? Dissatisfied? Is life passing you by?’ Two mirrored doors stood at the far end, side by side. One had a sign over it saying, Somebody and the other, Nobody.
Greg desperately wanted to go through the Somebody door.
‘This is bullshit,’ John Paul said. ‘How could anyone choose to go through the Nobody door? Anyone who does is fucked.’ His face was turning red. ‘It’s probably rich City cunts behind all of this. I bet they’re laughing at the meatheads going through the Nobody door. This was a bad idea. Come on, let’s get out of Dodge City.’ He stormed towards the Somebody door, pushed it open then vanished.
Greg and Chloe looked at each other.
‘We’d better go after him,’ Chloe said.
Greg shook his head. ‘I want to find out what this is all about.’
‘I guess we’ll see you later then.’ Chloe smiled awkwardly. ‘No Prince Charming for me after all.’
‘I suppose not.’ Greg reached out and gripped her arm. ‘Sure you don’t want to stay?’ Even as he said it, he felt his grip easing. He knew what her answer would be.
Chloe paused then smiled awkwardly. ‘No, better not. See you back at base.’
Greg watched her follow John Paul through the Somebody door. He heard footsteps and figured there must be another staircase beyond the door, probably leading to an exit door and back to normality. Or were John Paul and Chloe being welcomed into a special room because they’d chosen to label themselves as Somebodies? Maybe that was the right choice. Maybe the whole thing was a self-fulfilling prophecy. The Somebodies and the Nobodies selected themselves in life. Maybe John Paul was right and you were fucked if you chose the Nobody door.
He stared at his reflection in the mirrored Nobody door. The word Nobody was flashing in his mind. Was that what he was? Really was. No more bullshit. He continued to stare at the mirror. The mirror of reality. He saw a nobody reflected back. ‘My name is…’ he said aloud, like the LCD faces he’d seen on the way up. He didn’t give his name, just as they hadn’t. ‘…and I am a nobody.’
He walked across the room, took a deep breath and pushed open the Nobody door. He closed his eyes as he walked through. For a moment, he imagined that a trapdoor would open and he’d plunge into a stifling black hole. Or maybe he’d have to crawl on his belly through sewers. They’d dismantle what little was left of his self respect by subjecting him to hell. He’d learn exactly what it meant to be one of the damned. Instead, what he saw when he opened his eyes was a large room with wooden church pews. About a hundred people were there. Most were silent, while a few chatted in whispered voices. Dominic was near the back. He waved as soon as he saw Greg.
‘Good to see you, man,’ he said when Greg sat beside him. ‘People like us have to stick together.’
‘Nobodies, you mean?’
Dominic smiled.
‘So, what are we waiting for?’
‘You got here just in time. They’re about to show a movie. It will explain everything, apparently.’
‘I can’t see anyone who looks like they’re in charge.’
‘A woman made an announcement half an hour ago. She said we should spend the time contemplating our status as nobodies.’
Someone coughed and Greg looked up. A young, skinny guy in blue overalls was gazing down at him. The guy had a shaved head and nondescript face. He resembled a photo fit of Mr Average. He was carrying a small wooden platform and he gestured to Greg to put his feet on it. Greg glanced at Dominic.
‘Part of the service,’ Dominic whispered. ‘He does this for everyone.’
‘Does what?’
‘Um, shines their shoes.’
‘No,’ Greg said, but the guy was already crouching down and setting to work on Greg’s brogues. Greg tried to swing his feet away, but the guy stopped him.
‘This has to be done,’ the guy said. ‘You’ll understand shortly.’
Greg reluctantly let him get on with it.
The shoe shiner made no attempt to speak to Greg or make eye contact. Greg couldn’t understand why such a degrading task was being performed here of all places. The guy finished, stood up and started to shuffle away. He was like the most pathetic guy on earth. Greg grabbed his arm. ‘Thanks.’
‘You’re welcome.’ The guy withdrew to one of the corners of the room then just stood there, back against the wall, head bowed. The Invisible Man, Greg thought. There he was, right in front of everyone, yet somehow not there at all.
The walls of the warehouse room were dotted with plasma screens. The people masterminding this operation clearly weren’t on Skid Row. Maybe John Paul was right and it was just a joke by rich City boys.
The others who had turned up were exactly what you would get if you went out into a high street and randomly scooped up a hundred people. There were even three or four people who looked distinctly well off, in fashionable designer suits. What they were wearing told one story, but their strained faces showed another. Maybe even some rich people felt like nobodies.
Two girls in the front pew turned round and waved at Greg. He recognised them immediately: Becky and Olivia, two struggling fellow thespians. They’d bumped into each other at a few auditions – unsuccessful ones, naturally – and shared the same forced smiles and jolly expressions of ‘better luck next time.’ Greg wasn’t surprised to find them here. In fact, he wouldn’t have been surprised if the place were full of unemployed actors. He was about to go for a chat with the girls when the plasma screens flicked into action. They showed the closing scenes of Apocalypse Now.
A message appeared on the screens, superimposed over the pictures of burning jungle. It read, ‘This is about watching the movie of your life as you die.’ Then Jim Morrison’s Californian rock star voice – soft, seductive and sad – spoke over the pictures. Morrison said – and the words imprinted themselves on Greg’s mind:
‘Well, we’re all in the cosmic movie, you know that. That means the day you die you have to watch your whole life recurring eternally forever, in Cinemascope, 3D. So you better have some good incidents happening in there, and a fitting climax.’
Morrison’s message was repeated three more times. In the first repetition, his voice was given a spooky echo, in the second it was quiet and slow, in the last it was practically being shouted. After a long pause, slogans flashed up over the onscreen flames.
Zero Day: the end of celebrity is coming.
Zero Day: the end of the super rich.
Zero Day: the end of the masters of the universe.
Zero Day: the end of the Old World Order.
The dawn of the Nobody.
The rise of Nothing.
The triumph of No One.
The invisible will be seen, the forgotten remembered, the discarded embraced. You are not alone. We are not alone. We are the Plan.
The League for the Liberation of Nobodies.
The League for the Liberation of Nobodies.
The League for the Liberation of Nobodies.
LLN LLN LLN LLN LLN LLN LLN LLN
A recording of a live version of The Doors’ epic song The End was played, accompanied by a single flashing slogan: Fade to Black.
The whole thing was surreal, and totally inspiring. Greg wanted a revolution there and then. He saw in everyone else’s eyes that they were feeling the same. He wanted everything to change.
A blonde girl appeared from a door at the far end of the room. Her hair was in a ponytail and she wore a black pencil skirt, a white blouse, black tights and black stilettos. Greg was taken aback by how corporate she looked.
‘Thank you all for coming,’ she said in quite a posh voice. ‘We hope you enjoyed our movie. I am here to speak on behalf of the League for the Liberation of Nobodies – the LLN.’ She gestured at the shoeshine guy, still standing in the corner. ‘Tom, here, shined all of your shoes. Most of you barely acknowledged his existence. You didn’t make eye contact. You were awkward and uncomfortable when he was near you. Only one of you thanked him. Would that person like to stand up?’
Greg got to his feet, not feeling proud in any way.
‘A round of applause,’ the LLN girl said.
Polite applause rippled around the room, but quickly died. Greg smiled weakly at the shoe shiner and then sat down again.
‘The shoe shine task was a deliberate ploy,’ the LLN girl said. ‘Even though all of you had the courage to come through the Nobody door, you showed that you still operate in the world of somebodies. You viewed Tom as someone lesser than you, lower in status, not worth knowing. You didn’t even look at him.
‘Everything you thought and felt about Tom is what the somebodies think and feel about you. Tom deserved to be treated like a human being, and so do you in the world of somebodies.’ She turned and smiled at Tom. ‘Take a good look. He’s a real person with intrinsic worth. Don’t sneer at him just because he makes his living shining shoes.
‘You must eliminate the status-obsessed element of your character. That’s what the somebodies rely on. They use it to divide and rule us. While we play the status game, the somebodies always win because they’re at the top of the status tree. Our liberty and happiness lie in a status-free world. So, what do we have to do? We must learn a new game. As the deconstructionists like to say, we have to de-centre the narrative. At the moment, the wealthy are the centre of the narrative, and we are squeezed in the margins. But the rich are nothing without us. We must centre the narrative around ourselves.’
Greg sat there, hardly knowing what to think. He was inspired by what the LLN girl said, but was it possible? Didn’t we dance to the wealthy man’s tune – his booming fifth symphony of riches and power – because there was no alternative?
‘Some of you may feel at this point that this is not for you,’ the LLN girl said. ‘If so, feel free to leave. For those of you who are still keen to find out what we are proposing, we have two coaches waiting outside to take you to our next destination. We apologise for the cloak and dagger tactics, but we have a particular way of doing things. It sorts the wheat from the chaff. Now, if you want to get on the coaches, come with me.’
‘Where are you taking us?’ someone shouted. ‘How far is it?’
‘It’s the furthest journey imaginable,’ she answered with an enigmatic smile. ‘From not having a life to having the time of your life.’
No one bailed out. The entire group got up and left the room through the door at the far end and followed the secretary along a corridor. They passed a room with an opaque door and matching opaque walls. Greg could make out shapes inside – people sitting at a table, talking quietly.
They reached another spiral staircase, leading down to ground level.
‘Who were those people back there?’ Dominic asked.
‘They are the founders of our movement,’ the secretary said.
‘Can’t we see them?’
‘Sorry, no. For security reasons, you understand. It’s safer for them and for you. When you’re setting out to defeat the Old World Order, you can’t be too careful. This is the biggest fight imaginable: a one-time chance to make humanity into what it should always have been. Don’t imagine that the rich and famous won’t fight to the end to stop us. This is the final battle for the soul of humanity.’
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Greg sat next to Dominic, half way up the first coach. All the blinds were pulled down and the driver told everyone not to attempt to look outside.
‘That was mind-blowing back there,’ Dominic said. ‘Not a single person walked out. You can feel the change in the air, can’t you?’
Greg wasn’t sure if Dominic was talking this thing up, or if he really meant it. But wasn’t he feeling it too? He was almost scared to acknowledge it, but maybe he was about to have that thing that people always talked about but which never seemed to happen: a life-changing experience. ‘It was radical,’ he said to Dominic.
He sat back and made himself comfortable, but one thing was spooking him – those people in that office. OK, it was important to be secretive, but surely not to hide yourself from your own supporters. It made them seem remote, even sinister. Don’t you have to look someone in the eye before you can truly believe them?
An LCD screen was fitted to the back of each seat. As soon as the coach got started, the screens came on. Bizarrely, a choir of angels appeared, singing a Gregorian chant. Greg swapped a puzzled glance with Dominic. Then the picture switched to BBC’s News 24.
A newsreader said, ‘Excitement is mounting about an archaeological dig in Iran. Rumours are spreading that excavations have yielded irrefutable proof that one of the most famous Biblical stories is true. A contact close to the archaeological team said that humanity’s eyes would be opened and we would see a new reality.
‘The leader of the expedition, Professor John Vernay, has refrained from speaking to the media at this time, insisting he will make an announcement in the near future when his work has been completed. He has asked for patience and understanding. Security guards have now sealed off the site. Throughout the world, religious fever is spreading. Hundreds of thousands have flocked to St Peter’s Square in Rome, and the Pope has addressed the crowd and announced that the time of miracles is at hand. He has asked everyone to pray.’
The picture switched to two men in sober suits in a studio, discussing world stock markets. One of them seemed agitated and his eyes were darting around. ‘This is unprecedented,’ he said. ‘Someone is making the biggest bet in history. It amounts to a prediction that global stock markets will collapse within the next four weeks. The world economy is, according to this bet, on the brink of meltdown. It’s all to do with something called shorting.’
His colleague laughed nervously. ‘Global collapse? That’s a bit drastic. Can you explain what shorting is?’
‘OK, what happens is that, for a fee, major shareholders in big companies lend their shares to interested parties for a specified period of time. The interested parties then sell these shares on the market. By the end of the agreed period, the interested parties have to give back all the shares they borrowed. So, if they’re going to make money, the shorters need the price of the borrowed shares to drop – preferably by a fistful of dollars – so that when the time comes for them to return the shares to the lenders, they can buy back the appropriate amount from the market for a cheaper price than they sold them. They can then pocket a tidy profit.’
‘But what if the share price doesn’t go down?’
The first speaker smiled. ‘Well, in that case, the shorters make a loss, maybe a big one. That’s why it’s a gamble.’
‘So, somebody, or some group of people are betting the farm that the stock market crash to beat all stock market crashes is on the way?’
‘More like they’re betting everyone’s farm. This is the mother of all gambles. The people behind this move must be astoundingly rich and have balls of steel, if you’ll pardon the expression.’
‘Do you think they know something we don’t?’
‘Perhaps. Or it might be the biggest fraud in history. Maybe in the next few weeks we’ll see several very rich guys in designer suits having handcuffs snapped on their wrists by FBI agents.’
‘Or we’ll see a stock market catastrophe and unprecedented global financial instability.’
‘Well, yes, I’m afraid so.’
‘Any ideas about who’s behind these incredible shorting moves?’
‘No one has a clue. The authorities certainly don’t know. From what I can gather, a whole web of offshore companies with numerous subsidiaries and layered shells is involved, making heavy use of secretive Swiss bank accounts to move money around. Hedge funds have piled in too. It’s fiendishly elaborate and it would take years for the world’s top forensic accountants to unravel it all. Although I’ve emphasised shorting, it’s not the only ingredient involved in this financial manoeuvre. There’s a whole array of complex spread bets, all gambling on stocks falling precipitously, and there are also intricate derivatives shenanigans that will result in huge payouts to certain companies if other companies default on debt repayments. As I say, only a financial genius could sort through all of this.’
‘Well, gosh, all I can tell our viewers is to watch this space, and hold on to your hats. A perfect storm coming might be heading our way.’
Again, the choir of angels appeared.
Greg and Dominic looked at each other. Everyone in the coach seemed bewildered and started whispering.
‘Looks like the shit’s about to hit the fan big time.’ Dominic’s eyes were gleaming. ‘Man, I’d love to see all of the rich cunts jumping out of skyscrapers when their investments bomb.’
‘Is all of this true?’ Greg frowned. ‘Maybe it’s been made up to freak us out.’
‘It’s straight up,’ Dominic insisted. He was about to add something when he stopped and pointed at the screen. None other than Dosh and Rex had appeared, pictured entering the very restaurant where Dominic was fired. They were shown in slow motion, making their way through the paparazzi in a blaze of camera flashes. The images were accompanied by the voice of Jim Morrison, talking about not being able to ‘petition the lord with prayer,’ followed by a raging live version of the Doors’ song Break on Through. Morrison was ranting about fat cats with top hats, dead rats, people thinking they were aristocrats. ‘Crap,’ Morrison yelled over the music, ‘that’s crap.’
‘Yeah,’ Dominic said, ‘it’s crap all right.’ His eyes shone with hate. The onscreen images showed a montage of idyllic scenes from the Maldives, high points from the careers of Dosh and Rex, pictures of adoring crowds, screaming girls and slavering boys, hyperventilating reporters making hyperbolic statements. The Doors’ song faded out and R.E.M.’s jangly song Shiny Happy People then accompanied the images.
The R.E.M. song soon gave way to another song, but one Greg didn’t recognise. Seemingly called Perfect Game, it was about a guy without a name being forced to play a game run by perfect criminals. The reason it was perfect was that only they could win. It fitted the pictures perfectly. There were images of caviar, gold, diamonds, cheering crowds, close-ups of Dosh and Rex, all interspersed with screens full of financial information about the two celebrities, showing their annual income, total career earnings, hourly rate for making public appearances, also broken down into how much they made per minute and second, and how much they earned in interest each day. It showed what they were paid for giving interviews, making after-dinner speeches, endorsing various products, putting their names to books they hadn’t written, and so on. The numbers were astronomical. Underneath, ticker tape ran along the screen saying. ‘Thou art the Lord, my God, and I shall worship only thee. There is no God but God.’
Finally, a man appeared in a studio, his back to the camera. He stood in front of a screen, and used a pointer to highlight various things.
‘Here we see Dosh with her pet Tasmanian Devil,’ He pointed at archive footage of Dosh walking along a red carpet with a bizarre little creature on a leash. ‘She calls it Terry.’ The images were replaced with a scene inside a luxury mansion, with Dosh and Rex being introduced to a man in an immaculately tailored suit. ‘Here we see the golden couple being introduced to the world’s richest man – John Galt, currently worth one hundred and twenty-five billion pounds and rising. Mr Galt paid Rex two hundred thousand pounds to have a half hour kick-about with Galt’s nephew on his fourth birthday.’
The speaker didn’t turn round so there was no chance to see his face. The video closed with R.E.M.’s Losing my Religion playing over a sequence of slime, rats, insects, derelict homes, deserts, flies, people dying in Africa, and the repeated chanting of the names Dosh and Rex over an African drumbeat. Celebrities with dazzling smiles morphed into sharks devouring prey in the oceans. It was hard to keep watching. And then the screens went blank.
No one in the coach spoke. Greg was sure no one had any idea what was going on. He certainly didn’t. The odd thing was that the video hadn’t spoken about any particular course of action. No politician had appeared to denounce the rich and their obscene lifestyles. Not a word.
The driver announced that they would be arriving at their destination in fifteen minutes. A new video appeared on the screens.
‘Look, it’s Minack Theatre,’ Greg said. He’d once done a play there when he was a student. Set on the Cornish coast, it was a scenic amphitheatre overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. It was the most spectacular setting for a theatre, and it gave Greg a huge charge of energy when he acted there. That same energy was palpable on the video. It was sunset, and an actor dressed in black with a fantastic, resonant voice was addressing an audience in white.
‘The heaviest burden,’ the actor began. ‘What if a demon crept after you one day or night in your loneliest solitude and said to you: “This life, as you live it now and have lived it, you will have to live again and again, times without number; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and all the unspeakably small and great in your life must return to you, and everything in the same series and sequence – and in the same way this spider and this moonlight among the trees, and in the same way this moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence will be turned again and again – and you with it, you dust of dust!” – Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who thus spoke? Or have you experienced a tremendous moment in which you would have answered him: “You are a god and never did I hear anything more divine!” If this thought gained power over you it would, as you are now, transform and perhaps crush you; the question in all and everything: “do you want this again and again, times without number?” would lie as the heaviest burden upon all of your actions. Or how well disposed towards yourself and towards life would you have to become to have no greater desire than this for the ultimate eternal sanction and seal?’
The actor paused then said, three times, ‘The ultimate eternal sanction and seal.’ He stopped and the Minack Theatre audience rose to their feet, clapping wildly.
A voiceover in an American accent said, ‘We are the League for the Liberation of Nobodies and we endorse this message by Friedrich Nietzsche.’ Then, with the camera showing the sea and the rocks around Minack Theatre as the sun disappeared, the Doors’ When the Music’s Over played over the images.
‘I get it,’ Dominic said. ‘That quotation from Jim Morrison back in the warehouse, the one about watching the movie of your life on the day you die and having to see it recurring eternally forever – that’s the same thing Nietzsche was saying in that speech.’
‘Was it?’
‘Yeah, that’s the whole point. If you had to watch your life over and over again forever, it would be hell if your life were shit. I absolutely get it. If we don’t live lives we can be proud of, we’re fucked.’ Dominic cradled his head. ‘Oh man, these people are so right. I have to get my shit together.’
‘Jesus, I wouldn’t want to watch the movie of my life even once,’ Greg said. ‘I’d have to walk out of the cinema.’
They slumped back in their seats afflicted by the same horror. Greg definitely never wanted to meet that demon Nietzsche had mentioned. He felt a tap on the shoulder and looked up to see two girls – his fellow unemployed actors – standing in the aisle, gazing down at him.
‘Isn’t it exciting?’ Olivia clapped her hands.
‘What do you mean?’
‘It’s a TV show, isn’t it? We were thinking it might be a pilot show for some reality TV thing. Maybe this is an audition. I mean, look at all the trouble they’ve gone to, and how enigmatic it all is. They’re obviously playing with our minds.’
‘Maybe we’re in a Darren Green show,’ Becky said.
Greg groaned. Darren Green, illusionist extraordinaire, could indeed be behind all of this. He was even on record as a huge fan of Nietzsche.
‘No way,’ Dominic grunted. ‘These people are for real and they’re going to help us change the world. No way is it some fucking dumb TV show.’
‘He’ll definitely get a part in the show,’ Olivia giggled. ‘They like the wild ones.’
*****
‘We’re here,’ the driver announced and brought the coach to a halt.
‘Where?’ someone asked.
The driver didn’t answer and simply opened the doors. Everyone got up and started shuffling out.
‘You really think there will be TV cameras outside?’ Greg asked Olivia.
‘Might be secret filming. Hidden cameras, you know?’
Greg smiled. It was an occupational hazard for struggling actors to pray that everything they did was a potential opportunity to get on TV. When he stepped out, he thought they’d arrived in some rural wilderness. They were in a clearing in a dense forest, the trees stark and bare.
‘Must be Epping Forest,’ Dominic said. ‘It’s the only woodland within an easy drive of Hoxton.’
They spread out into the open space, gathering in little clusters to chat about what was happening. The other coach had pulled up too and the two drivers were standing together, having a cigarette.
The atmosphere was peculiar. No one made any attempt to take charge. The LLN girl was nowhere to be seen.
‘Still think it’s kosher?’ Olivia asked Dominic.
‘I think they want to unsettle us,’ Dominic said. ‘It’s good preparation for what’s to come. This is the beginning of a long journey.’
‘Darren Green has pulled this type of stunt before, you know.’
Dominic frowned and wandered off towards the edge of the forest.
‘Arise,’ a man’s booming voice said without warning.
‘It came from the woods,’ Becky said.
‘Zero Day is coming,’ the voice said.
They waited for the voice’s next announcement, and waited. Nothing happened. Seconds turned to minutes, but the voice didn’t speak again.
Many of the group started shuffling around. It was a bitterly cold day. The sky was as grey and sullen as it had been for weeks.
The LLN girl appeared and handed out a piece of paper to everyone.
‘I don’t believe it,’ someone said. ‘This is a complete joke.’
Olivia laughed. ‘I told you.’
The LLN girl gave Greg a copy from her pile. It was blank apart from a sentence typed in the middle of the page in a small font. ‘There are TV cameras in the woods,’ it said.
Dominic scrunched up his paper and threw it to the ground. ‘Cunts.’
Almost immediately, people changed their behaviour. They were all more animated, talking more loudly. Some started to lark around, while some resorted to arguing and gesticulating.
Greg went over to the drivers. ‘Is this for real?’
‘Can’t tell you a thing, mate,’ the nearest one said. ‘We just drive.’
Olivia came over and tugged Greg’s arm. She asked, in a whisper, if she could slap his face.
‘What?’
‘Listen, this is our big chance. We’re professional actors. This is an audition for a new show. We can wipe the floor with the others. We have to make ourselves the focus of attention. Come on, work with me.’
Greg just stood there. ‘I don’t have a script. I don’t know what character I’m supposed to be.’
‘Well, improvise!’
Greg grabbed her and kissed her.
‘Get off, you jerk.’ She slapped his face.
‘Why the hell did you do that?’ Greg complained.
‘Excellent,’ she whispered. ‘Now you’ve got the idea.’
‘Time to get back on the bus,’ the two drivers shouted. ‘We’re returning to London.’
Everyone made a laughably exaggerated return to the coaches, all ham acting and silly faces, apart from Dominic who leapt straight on. He remained silent while the others chatted excitedly. Olivia and Becky’s theory was that it was definitely a Darren Green show and they were going to be introduced to Dosh and Rex, and that’s why they’d been shown the video about them on the way here. It made sense to Greg. Well, as far as anything else did. He wondered what Dominic would do if he had to meet Dosh and Rex again.
All the blinds on the coach were rolled up now. Dominic stared out of the window. As for Greg, he found it infuriating the way nothing was ever explained.
It didn’t take too long to get back to Hoxton. Dominic was anxious to get off the coach, and pushed past Greg without a word.
The LLN girl was at the front of the coach, handing a leaflet to everyone as they got off.
Greg took his handout and stepped down to the ground, into the fresh air. He noticed Dominic a few feet away, smiling, engrossed in reading the leaflet. Greg peered at his own copy.
‘There were no cameras,’ the handout said. ‘You were taken to a wilderness and abandoned. No one gave you any rules. No one told you how things were. You were told lies about the cameras. How did you react? How did you feel? You speculated, you formed theories, many of you convinced yourselves that you knew the truth. Yet there was no truth, just words on paper that related to nothing real. Is this not life itself? You are born and you find yourself in…in what? In a situation. Is it not up to you to create the rules? You are responsible for your own life. Who gave the “rule makers” the authority to make the rules? Why don’t you make the rules for a change?’
Dominic started to laugh. ‘Turn it over,’ he yelled. ‘Didn’t I tell you? – this is totally legit.’
‘We may or may not be in touch,’ the reverse side said. ‘You have many questions, no doubt, but what need is there for answers? You can supply them yourself if uncertainty troubles you. Is that not life? Faith brought the world to the sorry state it’s in today, and only faith can take it somewhere else. You must believe. Go home and prepare for freedom. We will contact you in the next few days and give you specific instructions.’
Greg looked at Olivia and Becky. They shrugged.
‘This is exactly the sort of thing Darren Green would do,’ Olivia insisted. ‘He’s totally fucking with our heads.’
‘No way,’ Dominic said. ‘OK, they’re being way too cryptic for my liking, but they have to be, don’t they?’
‘Why?’ Olivia asked.
‘Don’t you get it? The revolution starts here.’
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Greg grabbed his bathrobe and hurried towards the door. The buzz of the doorbell was making the whole apartment vibrate.
‘OK, OK,’ he yelled, trying to get the din to stop. Instead, the sound of a hand battering against the door got louder. Who was in such a big hurry? He didn’t need this first thing in the morning. Bloody hell, it was only 7 am. He and the others had gone out drinking after their LLN magical mystery tour and got totally wasted, much to his regret now. He unlocked the door and pulled it open, then shrank like a callow vampire as daylight poured in.
It took his eyes a moment to adjust and then he saw the person who’d ruined his sleep. A man in red leathers with a gleaming red helmet and red-tinted visor was standing on his doorstep. The guy reached out and placed a scarlet envelope in Greg’s hand before turning and leaving without a word of explanation.
Greg assumed he was a courier. He took the envelope into his kitchen, noticing that it didn’t have his name or address on it. Instead, in white letters, was a sentence: ‘History has a purpose. We know what it is.’ What kind of weird shit was this? Greg had no doubt it was from the LLN.
He opened the envelope and emptied the contents onto the table. There, spread out in front of him, were several documents. There were no return details on any of them, no way of contacting the sender. He turned the envelope upside down and a final item fell out – a white card with a message printed on it. ‘Watch the 8 o’clock morning news on BBC News 24. Become a new person.’
Greg made himself a black coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. He flicked through the documents. They didn’t make any sense. One was entitled Cabaret Voltaire and Dada. One was called Futurism. Another was labelled Baudrillardian Hyperreality, another The Situationist International. There was a document giving obscure facts about Napoleon Bonaparte. The other documents were called: Deconstruction; Iconoclasm; Magical Thinking and the Destruction of Self; Hegel, the Dialectic and the End of History; The Master and Slave Dialectic and the need for Recognition. The final one was even more baffling. It had Greg’s name at the top, and provided a profile of his career, one that bore no relationship to his actual career.
Greg sipped his coffee and tried to make some sense of what it all meant. A letter said that he would be meeting clients at ‘the event’. These documents, he began to understand, were briefing papers about various intellectual subjects; sort of bluffer’s guides to pretentious ideas. He was to digest them then go along to some big event, meet his clients and pass himself off as his doppelganger. The long and short of it was that he was supposed to use his acting skills to play a part; that of an expert guide to future trends – a futurologist. Wasn’t that exactly what he wanted? – to become a new person. They weren’t asking him to do anything weird. He was an actor, and this was just another role. It was still perfectly possible this was one of Darren Green’s mind-bending tricks, but he didn’t think so. Then he started to worry. Maybe he was being asked to take part in some fraud. Jesus, perhaps he could go to jail. He was totally out of his league.
Were the senders of the documents those people in that strange room back at the warehouse? His mind flashed up images of distinguished men and women, rich and self-confident, sure in their ability to pull people’s strings. Was this how the world of the powerful worked? Did they occasionally send an invitation to a nobody? But did that mean that the people behind the League for the Liberation of Nobodies were Somebodies?
Greg checked his watch. He gulped down his coffee, switched on his TV and flicked to the right channel.
A glamorous blonde newsreader appeared. ‘Excitement has been mounting as celebrities and the super rich arrive in London for the event of the year,’ she said. ‘Police have downplayed fears that the event is a major security risk, given the recent murders of three billionaires, and have insisted that policing will be unobtrusive. Nevertheless, there are rumours that MI5 will be conducting detailed surveillance, and two SAS units are on standby. Many of the rich and famous dignitaries are said to be bringing their own security teams. The cream of British celebrities will be turning out, led by Jenny Lavelle and Harry Prince, better known, of course, as Dosh and Rex.’
A picture of the River Thames flashed up. A craft was moored in the centre of the river, under a white canvas.
‘Tomorrow,’ the newsreader went on, ‘John Galt, the world’s richest man, will be unveiling the Golden Barge that he has been painstakingly building for the last year. He will hold a glamorous reception – the party of the year – onboard. It’s the event everyone wants to be at, and we will have a team right there on the riverside to bring you all the latest news and pictures.’
‘You will be introduced to your clients at 2 o’clock on the day of the event,’ Greg’s letter said. ‘You must wear a costume; that of Count Alessandro di Cagliostro. You simply need to turn up at the security check-in facility, and everything will be taken care of. You will use the assumed name of Gerard Lambert. Your task is to ensure that your clients take you into their full confidence. You will be told who they are on the day. You are also required to make a very specific prediction. You must inform your clients that the Age of Celebrity will end within the next four weeks.’
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‘Issue!’ grunted the bearded guy in a moth-eaten bobble hat. ‘Sir, Madam, Issue.’ He waved his magazine towards Greg. ‘Help the homeless.’
Hoxton High Street at 2 o’clock on a Monday afternoon in February was always grim. Everyone shuffled back and forth, eyes downcast, dodging the erratically driven mobility scooters belonging to the legions of people whose legs had mysteriously packed in. There were also many at the pre-scooter stage, clicking along with walking sticks or Zimmer frames. Greg stared at the homeless bloke, then at the mangy dog squatting behind him.
‘No thanks,’ Greg said, avoiding eye contact. Every time he saw a Big Issue salesman he felt uncomfortable. He felt the usual pangs of sympathy, of course, but also an odd hatred. These people could be trying much harder to make a life for themselves, he thought. He was hardly well off himself. His part time job shelf-packing in a supermarket paid the bills, but didn’t allow him anything more than the most modest of livings. He had time to go to auditions – and be snubbed – but at least he was chasing his dream.
He’d seen this particular Big Issue seller hundreds of times. The guy seemed to be there all day every day, even on Saturdays and Sundays. He was astoundingly persistent. Patient too, and able to endure all weathers. He was resistant to the frequent verbal and physical abuse he received, and the contempt that marked most people’s eyes when they looked at him. There he was day in and day out on exactly the same spot – his ‘patch’ – flogging his magazine. Surely a man with those qualities could be a successful salesman? And he could certainly pack shelves as well as Greg, so why didn’t he? The whole thing was a mystery. Did the guy actually enjoy his life in some bizarre way? Normally, Greg stayed well clear, but every now and again, as today, he wasn’t concentrating properly and almost blundered into him.
After the episode with the LLN shoe shiner, Greg felt he needed to buck up his attitude towards others, but he found himself doing the same old sidestepping routine. He’d taken a few steps past the vagrant when he stopped, feeling ashamed of himself. ‘Can I ask you a question?’ he asked, going back. For a moment, he thought he saw a flash of hate in the guy’s eyes, an urge to tell him to fuck off.
‘Yeah, what?’ the guy replied gruffly.
‘Why do you keep saying, “Sir, Madam, Issue,” over and over again? You do it all the time. I see other Big Issue salesmen who don’t speak at all.’
‘No, you don’t see them.’
‘Sorry?’
‘Listen, mate, I say that stuff for one reason – if I didn’t, I’d be invisible.’
‘What?’
‘I have to get in their faces to prove I exist. I even like abuse because at least people are acknowledging that I’m actually here. People like you don’t have a clue, mate. At my level, just being visible is my biggest triumph of the day.’ There was terrible sadness in his eyes. ‘So, do you want a copy or not?’
Greg nodded and paid up. He took a few steps and unthinkingly tossed the magazine in the nearest bin.
‘Cunt!’ the vagrant shouted.
Greg walked away fast. It started to drizzle. The vagrant’s remark about invisibility explained a lot. Whenever he passed alcoholics hanging around on park benches, they always spoke to him, or, rather, made some incomprehensible remark directed his way. He never understood why they bothered, but now the answer was obvious. If they didn’t roar, no one would know they were there. The world, Greg realised, is full of the invisible, desperately trying to find any reflection in a mirror. They were the undead.
He went round to Chloe’s studio. She was in the middle of making a new installation, feebly trying to whistle – a sure sign she was in a good mood. She looked perfect. A miniskirt and a tight vest showed off her body to maximum advantage, and an orange bowler hat completed her look.
‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘It’s called the Holy Trinity.’
Greg stared at it. As usual, Chloe had assembled plaster cast body parts, linked by steel wire and optical fibre cables. Three penises were suspended in midair, one dangling just in front of the mouth of a cast of a young woman’s face, two positioned in close proximity to a cast of her bottom.
‘Is that what they call it?’ he asked. ‘Triple penetration, I mean.’
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