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One

Had it been Death that had
called that day everything would have been all right. After all, he
had been waiting patiently on death for some time and, by his
calculations, The Grim Reaper was well and truly overdue. All his
affairs had long been in order, down to the milk money put aside in
the saucer souvenir on the kitchen window sill, a piece of
memorabilia from the past, once perhaps a vessel for an honourable
purpose, but now simply where he kept the milk money. Not that he
had a particular reason to die; he simply lacked a decent excuse to
keep living.

Everything in its place and
a place for everything. Or was it the other way around? He supposed
it amounted to the same thing in the long run, but he couldn't be
troubled thinking about it. For a man ostensibly given to an
orderly life, his head was a fairly cluttered place with its
unsolved problems and issues frequently swept under carpets of
convenient forgetfulness.

A shining example of male
utilitarianism, everything in his home had its prescribed place and
its assigned duties: the cooker was there to cook, the seats to be
sat upon, the doors to hide behind; paintings were there to satisfy
some sort of aesthetic need, not to blend in with the bedspread.
Hence his decision on taking over the flat to replace the
tastelessly framed print of 'Poppies' above the mantelpiece with
something more suitable of his own; it was clichéd in any case and
clashed with the decor. Besides, it was a woman's picture and his
life had been devoid of any hint of femininity for many a long
weekend. For the record it should be stressed that Jonathan Payne
was not in the least bit misogynistic. He liked women. Indeed they
were a constant source of delight to him as long as the staples
didn't get in the way.

Not that things had not
always been so. Lives rarely are. People in particular seem to
glean such pleasure from never being so as often as humanly
possible; in no other instance is Nature so consistently contrary.
But, drawing from the various episodes that comprised his life, he
had learned the hard way (as if there were any other) what its
essence was for him. Oh, he was no King Solomon and, if truth be
told, he was quite vain. Everything though, he'd concluded, was a
nuisance, not a vanity. Marriage was a nuisance as were children,
chores and getting up in the morning; not vanity nor a striving
after the wind. He'd always regarded himself as one of the lucky
ones never getting caught. But it was more chance than
circumstance. In the past he had been keen enough but it never
happened and now, looking back on other people's mishaps, he was
quite content to have remained single if not entirely
celibate.

Really! For a while, as he
grew up, he struggled to understand both women and algebra sure
that there was a place and a purpose for all of them in the world.
Though perhaps maybe not with him. For all that, sometimes he
thought it would be nice (homey even) to walk into the kitchen to
the sound of bacon crackling and with a comfortable wife bent over
the sink begging to have her rump slapped affectionately.
Sometimes. But not very often.

Actually, Jonathan's
experiences with the fairer sex were limited, short-lived, fairly
libidinous affairs forming a sort of sexual archipelago throughout
his life. The list was surprisingly long considering all the
aspects of his character that were continually conspiring against
him in this regard: a Thelma who worked in the creamed biscuit
factory who was into older men and something he couldn't pronounce
too well but had definite Latin roots—she put him off custard
creams for life; an Allison, a waitress, overweight and eager to
please but hard work with it; June, once a regular, who did it to
spite her husband (thankfully he never found out who the third
party was ("person or persons unknown")); Rose, a brief holiday
romance (well, she thought it was romantic), who wrote to him care
of the shop for months after, before taking the hint; Gillian, with
the four cats, one called Widget he remembered, who simply wanted
to footer around; Maycaroline—"all one word"—with her social
worker's eyes—they met through a computer dating agency (his one
and only foray down that path); and, last, but by no means least,
boozy Eileen—or, more specifically her breasts, Pinky and Perky (he
never knew which was which)—she dozed off while he was doing it—but
he did it anyway. There was the girl in the alley too, but that one
didn't count. And there should've been Janet only there wasn't.
Goodness knows where any of his ex-loves were now. Well maybe
Goodness wouldn't know but somebody would. He never gave them much
thought out of bed in the real world.

Only once had marriage
crossed his mind and even then it was half-conceived as a means to
get him out of his mother's house. At first he excused himself with
false reasoning but pretty soon was willing to admit—to himself at
least—that he was simply too selfish. Why he bothered with women at
all was the real poser. Actually it wasn't that much of a puzzle:
it was for the hanky-panky. When he finally did get round to sex,
what struck him more than anything was its raw physicality. For
years he'd read about this incredible shared experience but, in
practical terms, it turned out to be awfully anticlimactic, if not
downright awful. The act of orgasming is generally referred to as
'coming' (except in the Orient where they 'go' for some strange
reason) but Jonathan was not one for travelling at the best of
times and, when he finally did arrive at his destination, he often
wondered if it was worth the effort as he lay there, exhausted and
panting and sweaty. He didn't like 'sweaty'. And then there were
the mating rituals to be gone through, the meal and/or drinkies,
the small talk, the flirting, the ruddy smiling. It was like
stalking something. Something that wanted to be caught so why go to
all the trouble and expense? He disliked games of all sorts with
perhaps the sole exception of word games—to stretch the mind and
improve one's vocabulary (though he lacked the confidence to use
half the big words he knew for all that). And you got to play them
on your own.

Oh the chore of it! So much
easier to travel alone.

And this is where we find
Jonathan Payne. He had been lying in bed reliving an experience
he'd never quite lived to the full in the first place, but one
which had been re-enacted so often from memory that he no longer
worried about the fine detail. He 'remembered' his hands on her and
the sensation of her breathing close to him; he 'felt' her moist
flesh give way to him—these were very real. He arched his back as
he'd had to do then but as he had not done for fifteen years.
Remembering made things matter so he remembered more than really
happened—because it mattered to him. Some things weren't so clear,
like where they were but they were somewhere—everything's
somewhere. And he moved inevitably toward the edge of himself—and
quietly slipped over. Now he was lying feeling the shadow of
oncoming dread descend over him like a shroud, and he drowsily
wondered where the sensation had come from and how to rid himself
of it. Perhaps it would vanish as mysteriously as it had appeared.
Then perhaps not. So the day began like it often began. And
beginnings are usually small but not to be despised.

He owned a bookshop, a
second-hand book shop, the kind full of odours of other people,
laden with atmosphere. He liked that. He liked—loved—books: books
were good—you could learn things from books. It was not a very big
bookshop but he was uncomfortable with big shops, superstores,
hypermarkets, full of space and no atmosphere with machines in the
roofs to take it away. And Muzak. Always Muzak, the sort of stuff
that could be found masquerading as wallpaper in lifts. Besides, he
couldn't afford bigger. He bought over the shop when his mother
passed away, with his share of the estate—which turned out to be a
lot more than he'd imagined. Quite a tidy sum, thank you very much.
But not enough to take over Selfridges. How his father never got
his covetous hands on it he never knew, but it was a fact for which
he remained eternally grateful.

The job afforded him a lot
of time for thinking. To be honest his whole life had.
Contemplation, rumination, pondering, deliberating—he'd had a crack
at the lot. He wasn't too sure if he was any good at any of them
but he was well practised. They say that 'practice makes perfect':
what they forget to tell you is that it takes a thousand years of
practice which is a fat lot of good to anyone when you've only got
three score and ten to play with. How does one measure one's
cognitive abilities anyway? By the number of thoughts thought per
second or by the enjoyment factor or what? In both of these regards
he failed miserably but, like a weekend painter, he pottered away
here and there, never quite getting round to that magnum opus
wherein he might put a bit of meaning into his life. No, he was
quite happy doodling in the margins. The look of it all appealed to
him but it's like pointillism when you get close up—it's nothing
but a load of coloured dots.

He had not needed to get up
in the night, which was rare nowadays. It would be something to
think that, at his age, he was at least in control of when he lay
down and when he got up, but not so. His bladder exercised its
power of veto frequently and often just for the hell of it.
Jonathan didn't believe in destiny but he did in inevitability and
it was becoming increasingly inevitable that his night's sleep
would be broken at least once by the need to answer the call of
nature no matter how timidly.

Awkwardly he got up and set
about the morning ablutions with his habitual disinterest though he
did take longer than usual trying to clip a white hair out of his
moustache without ruining it. A round tired face presented itself
to him in the shaving mirror—with the same flat nose that had
plagued him for the past fifty years. It was clean—he'd just washed
it after a fashion—but he didn't feel clean; cleanliness has as
much to do with what's on the inside as it has to do with the
outside. God, he looked done in. He couldn't think of a time when
he wasn't tired, he was always tired, terminally tired; he'd been
born tired. That aside, actually he bore not a passing resemblance
to the late Arthur Lowe (a fact which did not entirely displease
him) but, thankfully, re-runs of Dad's Army were becoming
less frequent. He looked as if life had given him a good doing. It
was not a happy face either by any manner or means. He smiled
falsely to check his teeth before letting his features return to
their familiar sedentary position. He was not one of life's
smilers, indeed it was an almost redundant mode of expression to
him. It says a lot about a man when he's best described by what
he's not.

Then, a coffee. He did like
his coffee. Especially the caffeine. Coffee without caffeine was
like a pencil without any lead—he could see no point to it. He was
particularly fond of Java, when he could lay his hands on it, which
he always drank out of a continental cup with no handle (they all
used them over there, so he'd heard). He'd found it down at
Peckham's who was all for tossing it out thinking it an odd sugar
bowl, but what did he know? How you drank your drink was as
important as the drink itself, someone once said, in a film or
something, as if it mattered. And it was a belief he held to
dearly. In fact, being devoid of a faith, his beliefs (trite and
trivial as they might seem) were all he had.

Faith had always been a
difficult concept for Jonathan to grasp. He'd been told he'd have
to have it to believe in a Trinity so he found himself lost from
the start. He'd heard the one about the shamrock a dozen times from
the lips of Father Leary but it never quite took root in him. It
took a head stuffed with old Daily Mails or something to believe in
that kind of nonsense and he really had hoped the explanation would
give him something to build on in the first place. But that never
happened. If it had, then he might have become a monk—he had the
disposition if not the habit. He had a bible too, of course. What's
the point in working in a bookshop and not being able to pick up a
bible or two? It filled the space on the shelf between Also
Sprach Zarathustra and Das Kapital—out of a comforting
sense of perversion. And he'd read all three—well, bits—so he could
say that he had. But it was an empty gesture. Who ever came and
perused his little library to marvel at its diversity? Not Mary.
Now that was bitchy and not altogether true. She had visited a few
times over the years, birthdays or Christmases usually (never both)
but she and her husband now—a born-again materialist if ever there
was one—were forever in the middle of something. And he was always
going down for the third time in his filofax. So they never had
time to sightsee. There was little love lost between them
anyway.

No letters again. Not even
a bill. He never got a paper so that was about it. He stared at the
old mat with its faded WELCOME emblazoned across it as if, if he
did look long enough, something might appear there. A bit like a
cat contemplating its empty bowl. He'd even have settled for some
junk mail. He kept the rug inside the flat—outside felt too much
like an invitation. This though was not the time for an exercise in
mind over matter and he was not one for faith. Now was time to sup
coffee. So he shuffled into the kitchen and set about breaking his
fast. He didn't read papers; he didn't care about people he didn't
know nor likely ever would. A radio played faintly
somewhere—molto piano—Offenbach possibly though it might as
well have been Schoenberg. The day was its usual Tuesday self. He
squinted out of the window. Not a drying day; thin cirrus
clouds—'mare's tails'—hung high up above, pale and streaky. There
would be a change in the weather. He remembered that from his
Observer's Book of Clouds.

It was a Tuesday—and
nothing ever happened on a Tuesday.

It was then that he noticed
him.

Two

Jonathan squinted through
the net curtain. A man in a suit. Standing in a place he ought not
to. No way should a man be standing there. Not at this time. Come
to think of it, not at any time. That was not a place where men
stood. Jonathan's mind searched itself for further possible
permutations but he seemed to have covered the essentials. And what
was he up to there? No good, no doubt. Surely not just standing.
There were far more interesting places he could stand if he had a
particular inkling to stand about for no good reason. He looked
like a policeman; Jonathan had a thing about policemen; they were
one of only two things in this life that could cause genuine
paranoia in the man. Didn't this man realise the upset he could
cause people? He must tell him. Mind you, that's a bit drastic. And
what must he tell him? Why not to stand there. But why not? Good
question.

Jonathan stood himself in
an absolute frenzy of immobility, trapped in his own thoughts, like
Robbie the Robot in Forbidden Planet. The man stood
and Jonathan stood. Then the coffee percolator had the effrontery
to butt in and when he glanced again the man was gone. Suddenly
freed from this logic loop he checked again going right over to the
window to peer out as far as possible but the man seemed to have
vanished.

And then the doorbell
rang.

Jonathan's legs gave way.
He slumped onto the nearest stool and ran his fingers through his
hair—what was left of it. He was sweating. It must be the man. That
man. The man he'd never seen before. Why was he here? What did he
want? His mind was a reeling blackness. He felt short of breath,
and his heart was palpitating. Or was it the damn coffee
percolator?

Nothing happened. He must
have gone. Should he check? Yes, that would be wise. So he peeked,
in his own home, in his own castle, slowly round the door of the
kitchen and into the hall. No shadow behind the crazy glass.
Nothing. Merely the sound of his own heart competing with the
percolator in the kitchen and coming off not bad at that. The main
thing was that there seemed to be nothing to get in a state about.
No sir.

Shame on you, doddery old
fool getting.

So coffee was drunk and his
suit donned and an appropriate tie selected—after appropriate
deliberation. Breakfast was prepared and eaten, and his heart
settled into its normal Tuesday rhythm—which was none too different
from any other day actually—till he chanced to glance out of the
kitchen window again. The man had returned, framed in translucent
nylon, to exactly the same spot and everything was as before.
Except that he was in possession of a bottle of milk. Specifically,
Jonathan's bottle of milk; it had a gold top. He always got gold
top delivered. What did he think he was doing with his milk? Oh
this was too much. And what was he doing looking up
here?

To be sure, the man with
the milk was looking up at Jonathan's kitchen window. Not staring.
Not peering. Not even squinting. Just looking. People are allowed
to look. There's no rule against that. No rules about looking at
all were there? Not as far as he could remember. A cat can look at
a queen. But there ought to be rules about misappropriating a man's
gold top—not that Jonathan had actually paid for it—but the money
was in the saucer on the window sill. And that wasn't the point
anyway. What was the point?

The point was he was
moving. The man with Jonathan's pinta was moving. He was climbing
the stairs at the back. He was walking down the side of the flat.
He could hear the sound of his shoes creak like a worn out argument
and he remembered an old rhyme:

One step, two step, three
step, four –

The boogeyman is at your
door.

And he could hear his bell
being rung once more.

Now Jonathan, get a grip.
Men come to the door all the time. No they don't. But they could.
Yes they could. And now one has. Maybe you've forgotten to take
your library books back. So what do you do? You open the
door.

The bell binged but where
was the bong? There should be a bong. There was always a bong. It
stands to reason: bing bong, bing bong. He must be still holding
the bell. Uh oh! Suddenly Jonathan discovered himself in the hall.
He would rather have discovered penicillin or a beautiful,
mysterious woman in his bed when he woke up. Sheer funk had a firm
grip on him. He hadn't, of course, meant to be in the hall. He
hadn't thought it that far through. But here he was surrounded by
hall. And there was that man—or, to be fair, his silhouette against
the crazy glass with the sun behind him. But no bong.

When did this hall get to
be so flamin' long? he thought as he edged his way towards the
door. Fumbling with the chain like a woman's bra strap, all of a
sudden he felt very exposed. But then his flies were undone. And
it's not the done thing to meet strange men first thing in the
morning with your flies undone. Whether or not they have your milk
hostage is beside the point. So he hastily buttoned himself up and
with a weary heave opened the door to Destiny. Only it
wasn't.

Wait a minute, didn't he
know this man? This man standing—well, leaning actually—bold as
brass, leaning against his doorbell, cradling Jonathan's gold top
in his free arm. He knew him. He was sure of it. But where
from?

"Mr Payne?" began the man,
to which answer came there none. "Mr Payne? Mr Jonathan Payne?" He
sounded like a policeman too. This did not bode well. He nodded
numbly. "Excellent!" Bong! "Do you mind if I come in a
minute?"

And he was in, before you
could say, "Now hang on a darned cotton pickin' minute," which
would not have been Jonathan's first choice of something to say at
that juncture. He was in, gold top and all, like a character from a
Monty Python sketch, but not like the angel of death. He was
in the kitchen and if you concentrated, the sound of him pouring
himself a cup of coffee could almost be made out.

"Got any Java in?" came a
disembodied voice from the bowels of Jonathan's flat.

Jonathan had somehow found
the wherewithal to actually close the door. "Er, all I have is
Java, I'm afraid." Why was he apologising for goodness
sake?

"Ah, yes. Sorry. Should've
known that. Just joshing actually. You know they make it from these
great big yellow beans?"

Yellow beans? Was it his
imagination or did he sound like Eric Idle now?

"I'm sorry but, er, how can
I help you, Mister…?" Why was he still standing in the
hall?

"Truth. Mister Truth. Or
you can call me 'The' if you like. Or even plain ol' Truth. Or is
that a magazine? It's much the same to me." And with that, Truth
popped his head round the door jamb, clicked his heels, doffed an
imaginary cap and grinned mischievously before disappearing back
into the kitchen. It was a strange way to start any conversation
and indeed it was to be a strange conversation. Dazed and confused,
Jonathan wandered into the kitchen, not really having taken in the
full import of what he had been told.

"Now," started Jonathan
putting on his best I-mean-business voice, "Look here..." Such a
pompous thing to say.

"Yes, Jonathan, yes," came
the all-knowing response, "What do I want? What do any of us want?
To be happy? To put together a little nest egg for a rainy day? To
get our end away, eh?"

"This is
absurd."

"Ah but (and I quote)
'better to be absurd than not to exist at all'—R.D. Laing: The
Politics of Experience—you got up to page 33 before jacking it
in. But what do I really, really want? Well nothing—in as much as
anything can actually be nothing—truth has no purpose in itself.
Well, as much purpose as a mountain—it's just there. And I'm here.
All for you." With that he took a mouthful of coffee, "Ooo,
hot."

For me? For me? What's he
mean, for me? I never asked him here. This is preposterous. I don't
want him here. How can he be the truth? The truth's not real, well,
not this real!

"Now, now, now! Don't go
and get all inhospitable on me. Remember what Holmes said in The
Beryl Coronet: 'It is an old maxim of mine' (that's Holmes
talking here) 'that whenever you have excluded the impossible,
whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth' and there
you have it: the evidence is here before you and you may question
me to your little heart's content to determine the validity of my
credentials. And if you care to start by checking that quotation
you can find it on page 73 of your Complete Sherlock
Holmes—second shelf to the right beside the fire. As always.
Whatever you wish, sahib." At which he bowed in true Indian
fashion.

"I wish you'd
go."

"Yes, well, if wishes were
horses they'd all stampede and trample you underfoot. Wishes don't
come true old chap. You know that as well as the next
man."

Jonathan did indeed. For
most of what passed for his adolescence he had worn the mantle of
the idle dreamer and it was a role to which he found himself
uncommonly well suited. He'd hated Billy Liar when he first
read it but didn't like to pass comment; it's not good to be found
to be too knowledgeable on certain subjects. And The Secret Life
of Walter Mitty made him grue. He'd never cared much for Danny
Kaye in any case. Too Jewish. Or was it Polish? It didn't matter.
Now here he was. Here, indeed, with a perfect stranger purporting
to be the personification of truth. Truth in a business suit—what a
ridiculous concept. For all that, there was something uncomfortably
real about all of this. And why did he look so familiar? He'd have
to ask.

Meanwhile Truth was busy
amusing himself arbitrarily picking up things from around the
kitchen, whatever caught his attention. This drove Jonathan mad. He
didn't like people in his house, touching his stuff, moving things
from here to there where they didn't belong, for no good reason,
wrecking the private harmony of the room. The house was an
extension of himself: he felt interfered with. What a gruesome
metaphor.

At that particular moment
Truth was engrossed in the back of the corn flakes box.

"Y'know," he began
absentmindedly, and then continued with more conviction, "Well, of
course you know! You used to have a set of model cars exactly like
these. Mind you, the quality was better in them days. Your dad gave
you an awful leathering for losing the Bentley down a drain, didn't
he?" And he flicked the packet round for a second to show Jonathan
the offer he'd missed. "You do realise that breakfast is the most
important meal of the day? Coffee and corn flakes? You really
should take better care of yourself, you know."

He knew, about breakfast,
but how did this fellow know about the cars? He must've been at
school with him. That was it.

"I know you now: you're
Billy Wiggett aren't you?"

"Billy Wiggett? What kind
of name's that to conjure with? No, 'fraid not. Bill's out in North
Africa at the moment, believe it or not, slaving over some
godforsaken engineering project and he hasn't had a decent drink in
two years now. And, anyway, he went bald. I should be insulted. And
he's twice my age."

All right. He wasn't Billy.
It was only a guess and a pretty stupid one at that now he thought
about it. Maybe it was his son. He'd be about that age by now.
Assuming he'd ever had a family. Nevertheless he must have known
you from somewhere along the line. You know that. Test him. Didn't
he say to ask him questions? Yes. Then again, maybe not.

"Look, I'm afraid you've
caught me at a very bad time—I'm actually on my way out to work—so
if you could possibly excuse me. You know how it is. Perhaps
another time." Good: he was on the offensive.

"Have a good 'Number Three'
this morning did we?" Truth threw a perfect googly, catching him
off-balance and leaving him standing there with his mouth flapping,
"That is what you call them isn't it? You got the idea from a joke
about farts. Look, you don't need to come all coy with me, I know
all about your little proclivities, your five-finger shuffles and
your right hand jives. What was it ol' Diogenese used to say to me?
That's it: 'I only wish to high heaven I could satisfy my hunger
when my stomach barks for food simply by rubbing it.' Hey, I like a
man with the bottle to get the obligatory sex scene over early in
the day. Everything by the numbers, eh, Johnny boy? And you never
liked being called that either did you?"

He body swerved amazement
but was bowled over by shock and horror.

"Eh, did you?"

No, no, no. No. Things like
this only happened in books or in films This was reality. (Was he
losing his mind)? What did he want? What did he want? Why didn't he
ask him?

"What do you want?" he
pleaded. Or was it yelled. Or perhaps there isn't a convenient word
to acoustically define how, precisely, the words came out. His
bottom lip was trembling. His mouth was dry. "What do you want?"
Again. "What do you want?"

"Whoa boy. Whoa. You look
as if you've been ridden hard and put away wet. Calm down. Don't
get yourself in such a tizzy. I don't want anything. Well, apart
from your attention—and I think you're all ears now. I've got
everything. Everything anyone would want to know about you, that
is. And some. Mind you wouldn't that be pitiably few? No. I've
taken on corporeality—as is my wont now and again—to present you
with a chance that so few people get (I mean there is only one
Truth and one can't be everywhere at once even if one does happen
to be lumbered with knowing what's happening everywhere at once)
and you did seem such a deserving case. So make the most of me."
With that he tipped the remains of his cup into the sink, swilled
it under the hot tap (only the immersion heater was off and the
water was cold), turned it upside down squarely on the draining
board and marched into the hall. "It's not as if you've only got
three wishes or anything. Mmm, nice—so... hallway." Was he rooting
around in the cupboard? "You do realise you've never used the
little round whadjit for your Hoover since the day you got
it?"

"I never knew what it was
for."

"Neither did the designers
but it looked good in the box. Spare bedroom's in here isn't
it?"



Jonathan didn't see fit to
answer. What was there to answer? If he was Truth—and the evidence
to date was impressive—then he would know full well it
was.

What was he going to do?
He'd have to leave for work soon.

Three

Jonathan's flat had been a
stroke of luck: time and unforeseen occurrence had smiled on him
there:

101 Winston Road; an
attractive fully furnished red sandstone upper floor flat situated
in sought-after conservation area. The accommodation comprises
entrance vestibule, hallway, lounge, fully fitted breakfasting
kitchen, two bedrooms and family bathroom. It has good cupboard
space and access from the rear by means of a spiral metal
staircase.

And let's not forget the
lush backyard and convenient proximity of the houses opposite for
the voyeuristically inclined. His father took the place on after he
and Jonathan's mum parted company. He'd always been a bit of a
gambler (you could never drag him out of the bookies on a Saturday)
and when the old man finally got trumped himself it came down the
line to his son. Not exactly a bachelor pad but who was grumbling?
Mary never wanted it—she didn't even want to talk much about it.
But that was par for the course. You could never call Jonathan's
younger sister a daddy's girl—a proper little madam, yes, even a
self-opinionated avaricious bitch at times—but certainly not a
daddy's girl by any stretch of the imagination, no matter how
warped. She'd thrown her lot in with her mum long before they
split, regarding her father's company akin to raking through the
racking in Oxfam or, worse, Save the Children. Anyway, she was too
busy living the high life with that Biro dentist of a boyfriend of
hers—the one with the car like The Saint's—scooting around on the
fast track to nowhere. So for a while the property lay and for a
while it got let till he needed it himself after Mum passed on.
Nice to find there wasn't a hole in that pocket.

Being inclined to something
akin to frugality—this being his mother's gift to him along with
his flat nose and short stature—only the front room was used much.
Certainly it was the only one actually heated. It had been the
biggest originally but now, following years of acquisitions, it
seemed so much smaller. As, strangely enough, did his whole life.
At the time he'd pretended to himself he was doing great things but
they'd shrunk with the years. Or perhaps it was merely the
increasing distance between then and now—they only appeared
smaller. Ageing does that. He wasn't old you understand;
fifty-three was not old, but it was old enough to stop filling up
and start throwing out. The trouble is there can be such comfort in
the abundance of things. A materialist he was not; he simply liked
his things. Memories? Well, he could do without them.

For all that, when he did
allow himself to reminisce, he thought of his father more often and
with more affection than he did his mother. But then she'd been the
one left to discipline them both which she did with Puritanical
gusto. His father, Henry Payne, on the other hand, came across as a
very tragic person, not quite in charge of his own destiny. When
you got to know him after a bit, he could easily lose your
sympathy. Before he died Jonathan used to go around on the odd
Sunday and have a drink or two with him. He was quite fond of the
occasional libation but goodness knows what god he was raising his
glass to; religion rarely poked its pious head into their
conversations. Actually he'd be hard pushed to remember much about
their little talks but had he been a betting man he'd have laid
odds on that religion was not discussed much. His dad never went
after anyone after the break-up. He seemed content to wallow in
dreams of an idealised past. His home town as a young lad became a
surreal place littered with picture houses all showing the latest
John Wayne film, where the dance halls played nothing but Glenn
Miller tunes and Betty Grable was his first girlfriend ("before she
became famous"). Of course there was a pub on every corner, a
chippy on every other and everybody was your mate. A shilling was a
fortune and nobody'd think to lock their doors at night. That had
all but dried up even back then. It really only ever existed in the
minds of him and others like him. And in the movies.

Sometimes, it all got heavy
and his dad would try and justify himself, perhaps hoping his son
would utter the magic words, "Father I understand," that would make
everything all right and sanction his version of the past. In
reality, Jonathan didn't care tuppence: what had happened had
happened; he accepted it; he acknowledged its inevitable effect on
his life; what he didn't do was understand it. He never really
tried. Perhaps he didn't want to.

Maybe it was his father's
insistence on living in the past that made Jonathan check himself
when he felt likewise inclined. Maybe.

What could one say about
fathers? He recalled having to write a composition in Primary
School to be entitled: "My Dad." It was homework one weekend but it
was put off until Sunday evening; he couldn't have gone in on
Monday with nothing to show—that wasn't his style. Besides he
would've had to answer to his mother and thinking up a tale to tell
her was ten times harder than getting a few lines together for dear
Miss Peacock. Eventually he wrote something, an amalgam of truth
and fiction; the facts alone were a cold indictment. You should
have to sit exams to become parents; it should be a degree course,
like medicine, with its own Hippocratic Oath at the end. This is
what he wrote:-

MY DAD

My Dad is tall with glasses
and a big black coat he goes to work in sometimes with his case. He
is always tired when he comes home late and has to sit in the quiet
for a long time with his dinner and a glass of stout. He is a good
shouter. We play football in the back street sometimes when he is
not tired. My Dad's real name is Henry and he likes reading the
papers a lot and liver and onions which I do not like. He has a
watch on a chain too. He is going to give it to me when he
dies.

Miss Peacock didn't think
too much about it. She'd already read seventeen like it and had
another twelve to go. Why should it jump out and demand special
attention when its author never did? Besides, she was recovering
from a heavy night before and was wielding the red pen very
lightly. The subject never cropped up again. He'd turned into the
classic schoolboy nobody talked to: bookish, bespectacled, shy and
shunned. Even then Jonathan showed much more interest in reading
than in writing. That and a morbid fascination with Morven
McInnes's big sister. He could usually be found in the library
making notes for tomorrow's tests. Or more often scouring the art
books for naked women. Somehow their art never quite reached
him.

Miss Peacock was a twin—she
had a sister, but not an identical one—though Jonathan didn't know
this. There were a lot of things he didn't know. He wasn't aware,
for instance, that a certain Mistress Mhari Tremble was sitting
stark naked atop her cream candlewick quilt at that very moment
deliberating as to which particular set of matching silk underwear
she was to wear. Nor did he know she'd been nicknamed 'Virgin Mary'
at school. He would never know. But it was still the truth. A
bleary-eyed student named Tim was physically tripping down the
steps of the flat belonging to a girl whose name would forsake him,
a point so inconsequential in itself that it hardly deserves
mentioning apart from the fact that Tim would appear later in the
day in Jonathan's shop arm-in-arm and—one would assume—all loved-up
and engaged to a Ms Cheryl Burns. Jonathan didn't know this either.
He wasn't to know it. How could he? Nor would it make any real
difference to his life, the knowing of it or the not knowing of it.
Because basically he didn't care. Why should he? The world was full
of things he never knew. Nor ever would. He thought it was a means
of protection. Perhaps it was.

Precious little in the flat
reminded him of his family. An empty cross hung in an alcove in the
hall; it had been his mother's, carved out of ebony and polished so
smooth. Of his father only some sticks of furniture remained;
nothing personal. No photographs were on display in any of the
rooms. He had a few in a shoe box at the bottom of a closet but it
had been some time since they'd seen the light of day. At the same
time he'd always found destroying them unthinkable. Any photographs
in fact. He had come across a couple once in a box of books someone
had handed in to the shop; they'd served as bookmarks. It's amazing
what people use as bookmarks. One had "Me & the gang at Java
Joe's" scribbled on the back. Now they were there in the shoe box
too.

Some issues, of course, he
never got round to tackling with his parents before they died. He'd
pretended to himself for a while that he would've got to them but
he knew this wasn't the case. He never had the words, let alone the
motive or inclination. Jonathan supposed he would've told them both
that he loved them. He didn't know if he did, but he'd expected one
day he'd conclude that he must have. He had no good reason not to.
His mother, though, had been nothing if not self-contained, one of
life's phlegmatic individuals—bordering on catarrhal, in fact—and
her son had become increasingly like her with the passing years,
though he lacked her resource. And here he thought he'd modelled
himself on his father. Feelings were such strange creatures. They
inhabit the darkest recesses of the heart, feral and unpredictable.
Throughout his life he had built fences to keep them at bay but he
knew they were there calling him or baying at the moon. Sometimes,
loneliness or self-doubt might gnaw their way through and he'd have
a job trying to catch them to force them back, but on the whole the
big beasts like love and anger, although they might test the
strength of his fortifications, had never yet broken through. Now
Jonathan could sense them gathering instinctively together,
waiting.

But enough of this: time to
go to work. It was Truth's suggestion. He maintained he didn't like
to upset the equilibrium of normal life. Now that was a joke if
ever he'd heard one. Negotiating the flight of steps at the back,
they encountered Mrs Hadley, a widow for twenty years and a grass
widow the twenty prior to that, a refugee from an episode of
Last of the Summer Wine, a latter day Mrs Scrubbit complete
with floral pinny. She was bringing back in a basket of washing
having evidently decided (following an almost religious communion
with her arthritis) that it was not a drying day after all.
Jonathan found himself thinking that he could have saved her the
trouble and then wondered why it was he was thinking about such a
mundane thing when his mind should've really been fixed on either
ridding himself of this character beside him or making the best of
the situation. They exchanged nods like Trappist monks. At least
Jonathan and Mrs Hadley did. Truth chirped up, "Mornin', Petal" (a
term of affection her late husband was prone to use), and began a
rendition of an old wartime melody quietly to himself (but not so
quietly that his immediate companions could not pick it up): "Gonna
hang out the washing on the Siegfried Line, Have you any dirty
washing, mother dear?"

The old woman froze and
watched after them till they had long left the yard. A long
forgotten memory suddenly dislodged itself and she visibly
shivered. A feeling came and went but she didn't know its name and
set about forgetting what she really wouldn't want to
understand.

Overseeing all of the
foregoing to-ing and fro-ing was a solitary magpie on the back wall
who, not feeling all that symbolic that morning, contented himself
by repeating an unimaginative mantra over and over
again.

Just outside the back gate
and safely out of earshot Truth chirped up: "You know her first
name's Hope?"

"What?"

"Yes; Hope Hadley. Doesn't
sit quite right does it?"

"No, I don't suppose
so."

"Which reminds me, you know
that legend about Pandora and the box and hope being the only thing
left in it when she got her wits about her and shut the damn
thing?"

"Yes?" He couldn't see the
connection.

"Well, actually she
discovered a dead cat, too, that used to belong to this Austrian
chappie called Shrödinger."

"I thought truth would be
more serious."

"Frankly, Scarlett… no.
That's so boring; I don't do boring."

The walk was brisker than
Jonathan cared for and he found himself struggling to keep pace
with Truth as his legs were that bit shorter. Where was the fire in
any case? OK, so Truth looked a younger man by half a life at
least, but how old was he? Probably millions of years if he was who
he purported to be. Jonathan could feel himself getting wheezy. But
it was hard to keep his thoughts together. He was later than he
liked to be. In fact he never liked to be late. Punctilious to a
fault he was. But today he was going to be. Then most of the day's
rituals were up in the air. Not that it mattered that much;
generally nobody arrived before about ten, apart from the postman.
And one of his parcels was due. Great. No doubt Truth knew all
about them. Still he kept up the pace down Bleaney Street and along
by the knitting factory. Did Truth deliberately not walk on the
cracks in the pavement or what? He felt like Thomas the Tank
Engine.

"You know, old chap..."
began Truth, as they reached the new houses at Pinter Rise
(Jonathan thought how much he hated being called 'old chap'),
"Sorry—just an expression—you know something, people are like
glasses: you hold them up to the light and you can see right
through them, and it's hard not to notice even the tiniest of
cracks. I mean, most of your crystal's flawed, I hope you know.
Nowt's perfect."

Jonathan was going to say
something but when he tried he found there wasn't anything really
to say. What was this thing with Truth and accents?

"It's like her at Number
42," Truth continued, as they approached the offending house, with
its tacky glass panel above the door—'Dun Roamin'—and its yellowing
privets, "She's perched there right now—on her MFI kitchen stool
watching breakfast TV—forcing down a cup of piping hot black strap
molasses along with her health shop own make bran flakes and
bananas in the vain hope that one day she'll be able to have a good
clearing out, when it's only a matter of time before they'll have
to whip it all away and fit her with one of them thar colostomy
bags like your old headmistress ended up with. You remember Mrs
King?"

He did indeed. In fact a
more bilious creature it would be hard to envision without the aid
of serious hallucinogens. And her in charge of a junior primary
school. It was like asking Himmler to take charge of a pack of cub
scouts. He winced at the memory of her and yet also found the
thought of her being old and ill uncomfortably unwelcome. When he
was eight he would've wished any form of suffering on her. Indeed,
he could've quite happily sat with an ice cream cone and watched
her being torn apart by wild dogs—or sucked slowly into
quicksand—or being boiled alive or, or..., now, it wasn't the same.
And, in answer to an unasked question, Truth interrupted his
thoughts with: "She's living in Worcester now with her older sister
Annie, the one who used to bully her when she was wee."

Normally, to save a little
time in the mornings, Jonathan would cut through the car park to
the rear of the new supermarket, but, much to his irritation, his
companion insisted on heading full steam right down the old High
Street. He dreaded to think why.

"Jonathan!"

"What?"

"Will you lift your head
up?"

"Up?"

"Up. Yes: up. There're no
coppers to be found this morning. And before you object, I know
you're scanning the pavement for loose change. You always do. You
don't even know you're doing it."

Jonathan went red and then
bumped into the rear of Truth who had bent down at the metal grill
in front of the baker's shop to retrieve a ten pound note neatly
folded into a tiny square.

"Here." And he handed the
note to Jonathan with the platitudinous rider, "Money's money,"
followed by a wink to diffuse the situation, with his left eye. Now
why on earth did he notice that? He thought to ask if he was
left-handed but didn't suppose it was that important. He certainly
wasn't very sinister but he was an artiste without a doubt; they
were usually left-handed or Jewish or gay, if not the lot. Truth
was a magician, a conjurer, and Jonathan found himself waiting in
wonderment for his next trick. Or, if not wonderment, perhaps
bemusement.

The clouds from earlier
were developing by the book into sheets descending towards them. A
sou'-easterly had picked up and it had begun to spit slightly. Why
hadn't he thought to bring an anorak with him? Stupid question
really. But, despite all this, Truth remained in fine fettle, even
going so far as, when he was not revealing the most intimate
secrets of his neighbours, to whistle a few bars whenever they
chanced to pass someone. Bits of opera, an Irish jig, Goodbye
Yellow Brick Road—he didn't seem to mind. He even managed to
'rumpy-pumpy' his way through the theme to The Archers, but
they left a gaping atmosphere in their wake as if they'd just
walked through the Red Sea and the waters of memories were about to
engulf those behind them. Freaky.

As one particular fellow
came within Truth's radar net, a young fellow with cropped hair,
several days' growth and obviously later than he should've been,
Truth turned to Jonathan and mentioned, "You know, there's a
politician in Canberra right now struggling to finish the first
chapter of his autobiography, who's the spitting image of that
chap. They are related way back: their maternal great-great- great-
great-great-great-great-great-great grandmother was a servant in
one of those manors where the resident lord regarded copulation
with the scullery maid, if not his divine right, then little more
than 'a trivial peccadillo' at worst (that's his expression for
it), and even that only when caught with his britches down in
flagrante delicto as they say. He was a redhead too."

When they finally reached
The Candle Book Shop, Truth was rum-tum-tumming The Funky
Gibbon—in C Sharp but thankfully without doing the dance—and it
only leaving ten past nine which was something of a relief to his
hot and bothered companion. The bookseller fished out his keys and,
after dropping them a couple of times, managed to open the door.
The bell tinged onomatopoeically as bells are prone to do in old
bookshops.

"My, my, my. What a
spiffing. Ah, ah..." He sneezed violently, twice. "Sorry—a bit
allergic to the past. Not a good thing to be in my profession. It's
not too bad in small doses but places like this—and cemeteries
(where there are high concentrations)—are real killers."

Jonathan entertained a
glimmer of hope at this news. Perhaps he might not hang around too
long after all. (At that, a rather morose sow in a pen in Norfolk
felt a sudden urge to rise effortlessly into the ether, but put it
down to a touch of flatulence which she tried to cure by munching
on another turnip.) His companion was, however, already browsing as
if he'd been born to it. And it was an art. Jonathan didn't
particularly feel inclined to engage him in conversation (or even
to encourage one of the monologues he seemed more than capable of
delivering). You would be risking serious prosecution under the
Trades Descriptions Act if you tried to pass Jonathan Payne off as
a conversationalist. Indeed he was about as laconic as Truth could
be loquacious so he kept his own counsel for the time being and
busied himself with opening the safe—which held the measly float
and a first edition of T. S. Eliot's Collected Poems
1909—1935 (the April MCMXXXVI edition). For some reason
unbeknown to him—which comes as no great surprise—he held a
fondness for "The Hollow Men", it being about the only poetry he'd
ever read and related to, though he couldn't say he understood it.
He liked the bit at the end about whimpers and bangs.

To be perfectly honest,
Jonathan wasn't laconic in the fullest sense of the word. The
Laconians were Spartans who, although they might have been people
of few words, were not economic when it came to meaning. Jonathan
simply had very little to say and took no time at all to say
it.

On the subject of Jonathan
and words for which he had a deep fascination, had you asked him
there and then to submit to a word association test he would have
responded with 'Guy Fawkes' to the prompt 'candle.' But that would
only be because the book was fresh in his mind. Had you asked him
first thing this morning you would've got the answer, "Mother."
When asked, "Why The Candle Book Shop?" he had always explained
that it was to do with the expression 'bell, book and candle':
There was a bell as you entered and thousands of books but the only
candle was the one painted on the sign outside. This was only
partly true, the part he chose to remember.

His mother, bless her soul,
was always lighting candles for people or counting rosary beads to
herself. It was not too hard to follow what it was about Roman
Catholicism that had appealed to her; she converted shortly after
her marriage broke up. The priest had a wonderful way about him; he
seemed to be able to explain everything away as a part of the
divine purpose. And doing so in a lilting Irish accent made it all
the more believable. His mother would echo these sentiments to her
children: "He works in mysterious ways, his wonders to perform."
Whatever that meant. It was something akin to: "Aye, the nights are
fair drawing in." Belief in a Him gave point to the pointless. He
would have a reason (and a good one at that) why things had to be
the way they were. He'd be helping her to cultivate patience or
endurance or some other fruitage of the spirit. She could put up
with it all if it was for some higher purpose. She found such
comfort too, in the confessional, being able to confide in someone
who forgave you no matter what you did or thought. It took away the
pain of responsibility. And buying votive candles was something to
do when there was nothing to be done. Like comfort eating. It
became her war-cry: "I'll light a candle for you." So, in many
respects like her estranged husband, she chose to live out her
cloistered life, safe enough behind a wall of faith and candle wax,
'Hail Marys' and 'Our Fathers'.

Hanging up his jacket on
the distressed hat stand in the back shop (an old friend that
somehow Peckham had found himself able to part with for the right
price) he ignited the gas fire and sat down to gather his thoughts
and warm his bones. Sitting in the back room, those thoughts were
in flux. Was this an opportunity to grasp by the horns? Was all of
this real? Did he honestly want the answers to so many questions?
He imagined what he'd find if he rooted around in his past. Nothing
could possibly smell very sweet after all this time. So, perhaps he
would simply let Truth keep him company for a bit till he got bored
and went on to his next subject—or victim. He could do boring. If
he didn't encourage him he wouldn't last long. O, naïve
man.

How then might one describe
this bookshop? Adjectives like 'cluttered', 'jumbled' and 'untidy'
spring readily to mind—"Use me! Use me!" It was not exactly
unordered but, in reality, Jonathan only really paid lip service to
Order. On the left, as you entered the shop, you found the fiction,
subdivided into science fiction, brand name authors, hysterical
historicals and bodice rippers, then the rest; shelves devoted to
art, philosophy, history et al, all stacked two deep though
alphabetical order was not strictly adhered to. To all of this add
bundles of books stacked on the floor leaving the minimum floor
area required to actually get around the place, sprinkle liberally
with dust, and you have a fair picture of what it was like: a
bibliophile's paradise. And also a pyromaniac's, come to think of
it.

It had always been a
bookshop and a favourite haunt of Jonathan's on a Saturday
afternoon. Fisher, the previous owner, would let him help out
sometimes when they were busy. He never got paid as such—maybe the
odd tanner or even a shilling if the day's takings had been
good—but he always got the pick of the new stock, within reason.
The chip shop, too, had been there for as long as he could
remember, but the others had seen many a new proprietor over the
years. At the moment there was a health food store; a unisex hair
salon, Letitia's Ladies and Gents Hairstylists and Divine Beauty
Salon; a newsagent and an electrician. A butcher, a record shop,
two bicycle shops and a craft shop had all fallen victim to some
recession or another. Strange how books and chips sold so well in
Rigby.

Outside the comfort of the
back room the sound of books being flicked through continued till
one finally was slammed shut with great disgust and propelled into
the tin bin in the corner.

"Rubbish!"

Jonathan made to get up
since his new resolve had yet to fully stiffen. But he caught
himself in the nick of time.

And time passed as time
tends to do—always fractionally out of reach and never truly at the
right pace—till Truth, having come to the end of his very short
patience, popped his head and shoulder around the door.

"It's no use, you realise.
I know what you're up to. It's been tried before. Sigmund for one.
Till we got onto the subject of his mother. Do you want to talk
about your mother?"

No, he didn't. His resolve
was setting nicely.

"All right then." He went
back to his browsing. Then came the words, "Do you think it'll be a
parcel day today?"

That was it. Jonathan
immediately came unstuck and bolted out into the front
shop.

"Don't talk about them," he
hissed.

"Ah so there's still a bit
of life in the old boy. Don't get yourself in a state. It's a
perfectly natural preoccupation. Simple curiosity. You're not
hurting anyone. Used to have a thing about nudity myself a while
back. Don't you think rationalisation is a wonderful
thing?"

Jonathan ran his fingers
through his hair again, "Look it's only..."

"I always liked Volume
Eight Number Three, Samantha, wasn't it? And we can't forget Volume
Eleven Number, oh yes, Eleven—little Tina. Do you know she
developed back trouble because of all that weight at the front. Her
chiropractor loves her to death."

Jonathan felt for his seat
behind him. He felt faint. He felt sick. He remembered the
pictures—they had been special favourites—now locked safely away in
his bedroom with the others, in order. He began to feel a familiar
and totally inappropriate sensation.

"Look..." (That's it; keep
your mind off it). "Look, is there some purpose to all of this? Do
you get some sort of kick out of all this? I mean, it's obvious you
know me as much as I know myself."

"Oh no, Stanley—better."
came the all too predictable response. "It's like this, see." (Was
he talking in a Welsh accent)? "I'm here. I'm not a dream or a
mirage nor a figment of your deranged imagination, which is not to
say I'm not the figment of someone's deranged imagination, but
that's another issue. Suffice to say, you're not going mad. You
simply have to put up with me for a bit. Then I'll toddle off and
trouble you no more. That's the deal. Don't try sticking any pins
in me, mind. I've been around and about for years—you've just not
been looking for me—I'm always to be found lurking in the
background of your holiday snaps. You may not have noticed me, but
then, as I've just said, you've not been looking for me. Oh, but
I've seen you. I don't want anything more than to wile away the day
with you... like this. It gets pretty boring being an abstract
concept. Sometimes one needs to get a grip of reality by the short
and curlies. Like that time down in the City with you and that
hooker round the back of The Folding Arms. Now that was tangible
wasn't it? That moment was so plausible. It sucked you in and
smacked its lips afterwards. Very tasty. By the way, her name was
Annabel Hurst—the same as the character from Department S
and she hated it—not Lilith (she got that one from an old mythology
book—it was supposed to be Adam's first wife—the one before Eve),
and she used your ten quid to put to what she'd made earlier to
score some smack for her and her junkie boyfriend. You were her
sixth trick of the night and there were a few after you. Sad, eh?
By the way she wasn't fifteen at the time at all like you thought
(not that it stopped you—you weren't that drunk), she was nineteen
and built like a Saturday girl. Lucky for you it was only thrush
she gave you. That had you worried didn't it? Eh? Having to drop
your pants for old Doctor Stone. Do you remember the look on his
face?"

"OK. OK." Anything, say
anything to make him stop. "But do you have to keep on about that
sort of thing?"

"We-ell ex-squeeze me! Oh
please! Don't think of me as your judge. That's not my brief at
all. Actually it was back then I really took notice of you
jiggle-jiggle-poking the night away. I know you think all truths
are equal—in that they're all equally true—but that's a very narrow
perception (which is the sort of thing I've come to expect of you,
humanity in general)—they're more like colours: mauve is no less
valid than vermilion but it isn't half as eye catching. And you
presented me with such a wonderful cocktail of ambivalence in that
alley—quite dichromatic in fact. Trouble was, Francis (you know the
artist chappie), well he and I were a bit tied up right that minute
pulling faces in this shop window over on the other side of the
river trying to see who could come up with the best scream and I
was awfully loathe to leave him so I made a mental note to catch up
on you later. And here I am—better later than never. I don't give
two hoots about your dirty books or your nasty habits. Or even your
good deeds. Do you know," he began in his best Michael Caine
accent, "And not a lot of people know this, that, over the last ten
years, you've dropped seventy-one pounds, ten new pence and an old
tanner into charity boxes? And a five centime piece but that was an
honest mistake. The woman gave it to her next door neighbour's kid
who collected coins. It's still there under his bed in a peanut tin
beside his earwax, toe jam and bellybutton fluff collections. And
I'm counting the quid you put into that Samaritans tin so you could
try and look down that young thing's top." (Pause for effect). "She
knew you looked, you know."

Ding. Saved by the bell?
Yes, it was the postman but, thankfully, no package.

"How's it going,
Bill?"

"Not so bad, Mr Payne. Not
so bad. Rheumatism's giving me a bit o' gyp but you learn to live
with it don't ya?" He was no older than Jonathan but to listen to
him you'd think he was about eighty.

"Yes, I suppose you do."
Thankfully Jonathan's bones gave him little cause for
concern.

Bill handed over the
envelope, having to squeeze past Truth to do so. For a moment their
eyes met. Only for a moment. Perhaps it was merely an instant but
Bill had never left any shop in more of a hurry than he did that
day. He even left the door off the latch and so Truth, arms again
folded, wandered over to it and closed it quietly with his
foot.

"He looks as though he's
seen the Devil," gawped Jonathan.

"You can be awfully
dramatic you know. Then again, 'Many a true word...' only I know
you weren't joking." And he put on a wonderfully affected one for
the 'awfully.' "Actually, it was Death. Well, no, he never saw
Death per se, but Death has taught me a few of his tricks over the
years. He's quite amiable if you don't catch him on one of his off
days or when he's rushed off his feet. And Lust's got a look or two
beauties up her sleeve too. What your little friend suffered now
was a moment of homosexual panic. He'll be right as rain in a few
minutes. I'm afraid it's a bit like passing the perfume counter at
Boots—there's always a trace of odour on you once you've
left."

Bill? Queer? No. Surely
not. He had six kids. He went bowling.

"Oh he's well and truly
repressed. He doesn't even know it himself the poor
darling."

And now I do, thought
Jonathan, How can I ever look at him the same again?

"You're none too fond of
gays are you Jonathan?"

"Well… I…"

"Don't worry, you're not
remotely near the top of their hit list or anything. Rotund
middle-aged booksellers are not exactly flavour of the month just
now. Nor are they likely to be in the immediate future."

"Why did you have to go and
tell me about Bill? What good'll it do?"

"Good? As I said, dear
heart, I'm not a do-gooder. I just am. The world is chock-a-block
full of truths—half truths, whole truths, facts and figures. Were
you aware, as a for instance, that Mrs Ruth Harkness was the first
American to succeed in capturing a giant panda cub? Think on this:
after overcoming the incredible difficulties of transport through
the miles of thick jungle amongst the great Szechwan mountains, it
was finally brought safely to the good ol' US of A—where it snuffed
it shortly thereafter through choking on a twig? They're all there.
Like..." He held his arms wide and looked about him, "Like all your
blessed books. All there to be read and to be believed or not
believed. All trying to put reality into some semblance of order.
You know, Cleopatra never had an orgasm before the asp bit
her."
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