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one

	 

	I am alone in the house. At least I think I am. I hear the odd noise now and then echoing from beyond my walls but whether these are human noises I don’t know. No one lives with me. That is what I mean by being alone in the house; that no one lives with me. There could be a vagabond lying doggo in one of the innumerable rooms for all I know, but I doubt it. Or a stray, cast off dog. Or just rats, for even the most modern of houses is prone to the odd bit of vermin. No doubt there are a fair few cockroaches eyeing me right now, their antenna twitching. They can stay. The rats can stay too, if there are any, but I would regret there being another human.

	I gather this was meant to be a new start. It is not. People can intend things all they want; it doesn’t mean it is going to happen.

	I got rid of the carpet. The shag annoyed me. Beneath that and the underlay was a perfectly decent slab of concrete which is cool in summer and warm in winter through some mechanism or another that I don’t really understand. I ripped up the carpet and rolled it up and dumped it in the corner of the garden in the dead of night. Ditto the underlay. I don’t know why I did it in the middle of the night. If there was any witness they might think I was disposing of a corpse, and then a second corpse. Or delivering a couple of Cleopatras. But there can have been no witnesses. No one overlooks this gated garden.

	Yes, I have made some changes. In that flush of the early days I roamed the house a little, to get a proper lie of the land. In the old days, I had only really had access to the living room and this office, and the necessary spaces in-between. And the necessary house I think on one occasion at least. So I roamed around this realm that was suddenly apparently mine, or partly mine with conditions attached that I never really bothered about. The décor was hideous. Even I could see that. Lots of flashing marble and chrome and stairs that spiralled or swooped and threatened a dangerous fall. Lots of mirrors. 

	Two rooms I remember well. They were bedrooms. The first was dominated by a gigantic oval bed, with black sheets. I am still not sure how one is meant to lie on or in an oval bed. There is no natural direction in which to lie. You could lie anyway you wanted, it seems to me, or rotate yourself on a daily basis as if the bed were a clock face and you the hour hand. If you were systematically minded. But I rather think that the point of the oval bed was that you could toss yourself around with abandon. This room had a preponderance of mirrors too, or rather one huge mirror, almost floor to ceiling but a trick had been missed, because this mirror did not arc about in line with the bed. Instead it was just flat against a facing wall. And I think it a trick missed because if the point of an oval bed is to toss yourself around with abandon and the point of a mirror is to see yourself in reflection then surely bed and mirror should be in alignment otherwise you could wake in the middle of the night – sweating and panting from a nasty nightmare, let us say – and you wouldn’t immediately be comforted by your own reflection. Instead there would be a further panic as you cast about to find your reflection, that face to let you know where you are and who you are.

	I think I only remember the bed and the mirror in this room because there was nothing else to remember. I don’t like casting about in memory, but I have just done so to the best of my ability and have drawn a blank. There were no pictures on the walls. No objet, d’art or otherwise. If I trawl again, I can see no bedside tables – on what side would they be of an oval bed I don’t know – no chest of drawers with nic-nacs on the top, no chair in which to sit, no armoire. I don’t know why I have come over all French today, but there you go.

	Wouldn’t the mirror have been better on the ceiling? Another missed trick.

	And when I say that one would be comforted by one’s own reflection I am merely saying that there must be people out there who would find such a thing a comfort. I have no more love of a mirror than I have ever had, which is precisely none. 

	Cass showed me the second bedroom I recall. Yes, she was still here back then. The early days, as I said. She took me by the hand one day, dragged me out of this room, along the mirrored corridors, up the most treacherous of the swooping staircases, and presented me with a door. It was white.

	‘Need your advice, old thing,’ she said. Really, she was forever the optimist.

	She threw open the door. This is not an exaggeration.

	‘Ta da!’ She said.

	Back then I was not quite sure what she was ta-da-ing, but now I think it might have been an introduction to the volume of clothing that was strewn around. The bed was at least bed shaped; more so, in fact, for its four corners were accented by four posts which supported a white canopy from which white curtains fell. Not that I could see the bed in all its glory as it was covered with a mountain of clothes, as was everything else in the room; the two chairs were buried under clothes; clothes hung from the stand-alone, full-length mirror and from the screen behind which one dresses, from the curtain rails and from the frames of the pictures. There were a lot of clothes, but not a lot of colours, thankfully. Lots of black and grey, lots of white, and I think a few dusky pinks or salmons thrown in. 

	‘I’m having a clear out,’ she announced as she ushered me in. ‘But how is a girl to decide what to keep and what to throw?’ She took me gently by the arm. ‘I need a man’s eye.’

	Apparently she had in mind this man and this eye.

	‘Pop yourself down here,’ and she cleared a little space for me at the end of the bed. She may even have patted it. I sat. The bed gave beneath me. ‘Memory foam,’ she said. I have no idea what she meant by this. I understood the word ‘memory’ and recognised the word ‘foam’ but that was as far as I got. Which is why I remember them now. She knelt before me for a moment and looked up at me, necessarily. This man’s eye could not read that woman’s eye. She patted my leg and leapt to her feet.

	‘So what is needed is a little fashion show, a little parade. And you; you are the discerning eye.’

	She grabbed a small black dress from a pile of small black dresses beside me and made for the screen, casting me a look over her already bared shoulder as she did so.

	I left.

	Now what I remember about the room, besides Cass, the bed, the four posts, the canopy, the bed-curtains, the curtain rail, the two chairs, the screen, the stand-alone, full-length mirror and the clothes in black, grey, white and salmon, was the pictures. There were pencil and charcoal sketches, there were oils, there were collages, there were water-colours, there were even photographs in black and white and sepia, but they were all of the same thing. They were all of Cass. I admit, some might not have been as they were too obscured by a twin-set or dress hanging from their frames for me to get a clear sight of them. Either way, Cass had a lot of pictures of herself. And she appeared to have sat for a lot of artists over the years; for futurists, and Dadaists, surrealists and cubists; for Expressionists, and social realists, neo-classicists and brutalists.

	Her clearing out was a preparation for her clearing off.

	So now, those early days behind me, I confine myself to this room, the necessary house – complete with shower and two sinks – and the kitchen. And the corridor connecting same, of course. If one is to get from A to B there always seems to be an A2, if not an A3, A4 and so on. Luckily, there was but one corridor from this room to the kitchen. I admit the kitchen took me some time to negotiate, so used was I to my kitchenette and the stained Formica of the old days. It took me the best part of a week to find the fridge. It was disguised as just another cupboard in the same egg-shell grey. Egg-shell every which way I looked, as if I were a chick; an unpleasant feeling on a number of levels. But who am I to shy away from an unpleasant feeling, no matter on how many levels? And is not one sink in the necessary house enough? But there was a kind of architectural mania for sinks, for again the kitchen had not one but two, with an elaborate set of chrome taps that swung between them. And a hose. Oh, not a garden hose, but a much shorter one with the hose proper wrapped about with a flexible stainless steel coil. At rest, this hose disappeared into the counter between the sinks. It seems to me that everything in this kitchen was trying to disappear in one way or another.

	How did I survive those early days when the fridge was hidden from me? I survived, that’s all I know, and it doesn’t much matter how.

	Algae quickly overwhelmed the swimming pool once Cass had gone. A rather pleasant green, I must say.

	Cass didn’t say goodbye, as such. One morning I went into the kitchen to find two linen suits, a Panama hat and assorted shirts piled on top of the central counter – an island, if you prefer – and beside them a letter. 

	‘Old thing,’ she said, or rather the letter said.

	‘Old thing. I’m off to pastures new. Try not to miss me too much. I will miss you terribly. Horribly terribly, but it’s time for me strike out and take the bally bull by the horns. Still some life in the old dog yet! I need to see if the grass is really greener, or perhaps I just need a new piece of grass to nibble on.  I know that this will all seem beastly of me – dashing off into the sunset and all that – but I know it is for the best for you, and for me.  You don’t need this old crow hanging around like a bad smell. 

	‘Can’t say cheerio in person. I’m welling up just thinking about it and a scene is the last thing we need. No more wailing and gnashing of teeth! That’s what I say anyway. Who knows how things will pan out, but shoulder to the wheel and all that.

	Cass.’

	There was then an imprint of her lips in a livid red. Plus several Xs. 

	‘PS. Bought you a few rags so you don’t look quite so much like a scarecrow.’

	My head is an optical illusion. It looks large, but is tiny. I don’t know how this is achieved, but it is. You would look at my head – should you ever have the chance – and think, ‘There is a man with a medium to large head; a medium to large hat size would be best’, and then you would err on the side of caution and go for a larger size. You would be wrong. You would not be wrong in general principle, for a slightly large hat is always preferable to a slightly small one, but you would be wrong in my specific case. It would swamp me and fly off at the slightest hint of a breeze. Yet Cass had got my size about right. Oh, there was a bit of give in it, but near enough. An inscription inside the hat told me it was a Montecristo. This information left me unmoved. 

	Why this need to buy me clothes and a hat? I wondered then and I still wonder. The desire for a parting gift I can understand well enough, but I cannot understand this gift. Was she imagining me sallying forth, hat on head, into the world, feeling fresh in my linen suit and shirts even on the hottest of days? Well, not the hottest, but almost the hottest. Perhaps she did. But if she was imagining me sallying forth, why did she not throw in some shoes too? Some nice brogues or some such, rather than leaving me with the collapsing canvas things I occasionally feel the need to press my feet into. Well, there you go, she didn’t. On reflection, perhaps she just saw me sitting by a well-maintained pool, here in this place I am told is home, sipping on an iced bracer of some sort whilst contemplating the funny old world and how it had come to this. Whatever this might be.

	I have no idea where Cass went. 

	Needless to say, but say it anyway, that I did not sally forth. I remain here, in this book-lined room.

	So, I live by proxy. I send my man out and he reports back. This is not true. My man is not my man and nor do I send him out. I wouldn’t know where to send him out to, in truth. But I get bulletins from the front; despatches brought to my bunker. He sits with me here from time to time and he tells me things of what goes on in the world; that portion of the world with which he comes into contact, for although his range is broader than mine I know it is narrower than some. So, I get a slice of life, as the phrase used to be.

	His reports are very dull. He sits opposite me, on the other side of this desk, takes out his notebook from his inside jacket pocket, and gives me the particulars, as he likes to call them.

	The particulars go something like this.

	17 August. Weather as previously.

	Proceeded by car to the vicinity of target. Reached 10:17.

	Target as described previously in location previously ascertained.

	Delivered package as instructed.

	Returned to and briefed client.

	Client satisfied.

	It varies from time to time. He might go by scooter or on foot, rather than by car, for example. He might not deliver a package but merely follow the target for some little time. The weather never varies, nor the client’s satisfaction. It has always been client’s and never clients’. An oddity, perhaps. The date changes too, obviously. Perhaps it has always been client’s satisfaction and never clients’ because he prefers to work for an individual, or perhaps individuals only ever seek him out as if one person alone recognises another loner and trusts them on that basis alone. These things could be cleared up, I’m sure, if I were to ask. I could merely say, ‘Mr Samuels, do you only ever work for individuals and is that your own choice, or a matter of circumstance and coincidence?’ That is far too complicated a question. I would have to re-phrase it, or create a series of questions that could only be answered yes or no. But for that to happen, we would have to talk, and we do not talk in the sense of have a conversation, if my memory of what a conversation might be still holds true.

	 ‘My dear man!’

	‘Good morning! Are you well?’

	‘I am very well, thank you for asking. And you?’

	‘Oh, you know.’

	‘No, my dear man, I do not know.’

	‘The same niggle in the knee.’

	‘Oh I am so sorry. Have you not applied that new unguent I recommended?’

	‘I have, but with little success.’

	‘Well, I am flabbergasted.’

	‘But why?’

	‘I was assured that the unguent would cure all knee related complaints. I myself benefitted from it greatly.’

	‘And yet I have not.’

	‘And yet you have not.’

	‘Curious.’

	‘Most strange.’

	‘Odd.’

	‘Odd indeed. Will you take a seat?’

	‘I will, thank you.’

	‘If nothing else than to relieve the niggle of your knee!’

	‘Ha, ha, ha!’

	‘Ha, ha, ha!’

	That sort of thing. That is the sort of thing we do not do. To avoid confusion. Instead, Mr Samuels ploughs through his notes with his customary monotone, his notebook open before him although he knows it all by heart. When he finishes, he places the notebook back in the breast pocket of his brown suit and adopts an attitude as if open for questions. I might have that wrong. He adopts an attitude, but I’m not sure what it means. He does the following: rests back in his chair an inch or two, inhales, exhales, then crosses his legs, right over left. And might I add that he crosses his legs properly. He does not rest his ankle on his knee, spreading open his crotch area for all to see. No. The cup of the right knee sits snugly on the left and the right foot threatens for a moment to tuck itself behind the left calf before declining to do so. Crotch and environs safely stowed. I don’t ask any questions, save one: ‘Were you satisfied?’

	‘Within the parameters of the case I can say that I was satisfied,’ he would say. 

	We would sit on a while, he on his side of the desk, me on mine, and consider satisfaction with some satisfaction. Then he would leave. 

	He has not been here for some time. How long, I’m not sure. When Cass left, he seemed to also, after a polite period to save face, I suppose. So even my limited window on the world has been shut, or at least pulled to. 

	Where do you wander, Mr Samuels? And what, Mr Samuels, do you wonder?

	 

	 

	 


two

	 

	Mr Samuels woke before dawn in order to supervise the coming of the day, as always. The morning star and others still pinpricked the purple of the night. All was hushed as he took to his small patio, a china cup in his hand to watch the brightening sky. It was already hot.  Yet there he was in full pyjamas, sipping a cup of tea. Mr Samuels swore by tea and thought highly of pyjamas. They were brown with a pin-stripe in orange. The tea had a drop of milk and no sugar. The milk was always first into the cup. 

	A lesser man, I think, would have perhaps heaved a sigh, or let go a yawn, but not Mr Samuels. He simply stood, drank his tea and stared at the sky. The stars faded as the East asserted itself. Day would soon be upon us all.

	Ablutions done, suit donned, Mr Samuels tapped on the door of the boy. He tapped again, and added ‘Morning.’ He tapped again and further added, ‘Time to get up.’ Something groaned from behind the door.

	There was time for an egg to be properly boiled – so that is ten minutes with the water starting from cold – and for bread to be toasted, buttered and soldiered before the boy emerged. He sloughed into the kitchen, his feet splayed and his head hung. He did not favour pyjamas, despite the two fine sets he had been bought, and instead wore only a baggy pair of boxer shorts, under which an erection of sorts suggested itself. His blonde hair flopped into his face down to the level of his full lips, which were firmly set. No sign yet of hairs on his chest and, in truth, his armpits weren’t making much of a showing either; a fact not lost on Mr Samuels as the boy thrust his arms in the air, stretched and yawned before sitting in front of his egg.

	At least the lesson about breakfast being the most important meal of the day had taken hold. The lesson about not eating with your mouth open had not. He mashed and masticated noisily, prodding the egg with a soldier and then crushing it mercilessly between his teeth. Mr Samuels sat opposite and watched the pulp of the bread gather in the boy’s mouth before being swallowed. On principle, Mr Samuels always ate before the boy got up, reasoning that the sight of him eating his muesli would not be one to arouse respect. He ate muesli and not eggs because of past trouble with haemorrhoids. It had been a long battle with those, but Mr Samuels felt he had now won it and was not keen to go back to the days of taking salted baths and shoving piles back up his anus with a carefully inserted index finger. Not to mention the creams that had to be applied. Nor to mention the straining over the toilet, blood splashing into the bowl and the shock of pain racking the whole body. No, those were days best not revisited. He did miss his bananas. 

	‘Stop staring at me,’ said the boy. 

	‘Please try to keep your mouth closed while you eat.’

	‘How am I gonna get the food in then, huh?’

	The boy had carefully deployed his ‘gonna’ and ‘huh’ in what I believe is called a dead cat strategy. Mr Samuels was on the brink of remonstrating, but thought better of it. Some battles need not be fought, especially not when the foe has chosen the field. 

	‘Where is the belt I bought you?’ asked Mr Samuels as the boy once again emerged from his room, dressed for school. His shorts were somewhere south of his hips.

	The question was apparently not worthy of reply. 

	To the mind of Mr Samuels, the school uniform left a lot to be desired, namely: a proper shirt with a proper collar; a tie; a blazer. The blazer he could live without, reluctantly, given the heat, but a tie never hurt anyone. Except for that one occasion, of course. Nor did a long-sleeved, pressed white shirt, rather than this short-sleeved polo variety that aped at being a shirt and only succeeded in showing how far short of a real shirt it was. And here Mr Samuels was torn, for on the one hand this uniform was clearly lacking in many crucial aspects, but on the other it was as the school rules laid out. If the school stipulated that this was an acceptable uniform then it was an acceptable uniform, even though it quite clearly wasn’t.

	‘Where you going?’ asked the boy at the door.

	‘Walking with you to school, of course.’

	‘God! I’m not three!’

	‘Nevertheless.’

	So they walked to school, the boy lagging behind all the way. Thankfully it was not far and the hazards were well known, cars parked on the pavements being the most frequent. When there were pavements, and there were often none. Packs of cats eyed them as they picked their way, Mr Samuels striding with quiet purpose and the boy slouching along, scuffing his feet as he went. Mr Samuels did not rise to this.

	‘Goodbye,’ said Mr Samuels at the great, green gates, and the boy disappeared into the throng of children, adolescents and what looked like young adults. Some slightly older young adults were teachers, but one could only tell this by the lack of uniform. Ties were not to be seen.

	Was there something wrong with Mr Samuels? On no less than three occasions – the mouth open, the shorts, and the scuffing feet – he had not risen to the bait but preferred to largely ignore the challenge. And they were a challenge, clearly. Yet Mr Samuels had let them slide. This was not a thing he liked to do as he was wary of where such a slide might end. Was he a little defeated that morning? A little weary of the daily struggles? 

	But there was nothing wrong with Mr Samuels’ professionalism. He was well aware as he left the school gates that he was being followed.

	To the untrained eye and ear the first signs would have been too subtle. But the eyes and ears of Mr Samuels were trained to a very high degree. His ears were the first to cotton on. Through the roar of engines and the wailing of children and the loving goodbyes and the plaintive cries of sullen schoolboys, Mr Samuels noticed a set of footsteps was matching his own. How, one might wonder, could he filter everything out to focus on this one thing? But, there you go, he could. As he walked beneath the plain trees that shaded the street, he experimented a little to test his hypothesis. He slowed; the footsteps slowed. He sped up; the footsteps sped up. He stopped to let a large car mount the pavement to disgorge its contents and the footsteps stopped too. This was when his trained eye came into play. In the wing-mirror of the car he caught sight of a woman dressed in running gear and consulting her mobile telephone. Not an uncommon sight, but as he resumed his walk the mirror gave him a sufficient view of this woman resuming her walk too.

	He admired her technique. She did not look up to check if he were moving. She merely moved too, looking at her mobile telephone all the while.

	Thinking of it, I have underplayed Mr Samuels’ extraordinary skills, for was not the woman wearing running clothes? She was. It would follow, therefore, that she was wearing running shoes as well. It would have been odd indeed if she were to wear a pair of high heels, or heavy boots, when the rest of her wardrobe spoke of a fitness regime, or a marathon to be trained for, or a visit to the gymnasium. Now, if one accepts that running shoes were worn, then one must further accept that running shoes make less noise than high heels or heavy boots. They barely make a noise at all. Yet Mr Samuels could detect even this slightest sound, measure its speed and direction and estimate its distance. 

	Mr Samuels had another sense; one of which he never spoke. When he spoke of it to himself, not out loud of course, he called it his antennae, his radar, or his attunement. He never called it his sixth sense, or his gut feeling, or his gift. In fact, he barely spoke to himself of this thing at all, but he relied upon it nevertheless, sometimes without knowing he was doing so. It was a sense dependent on something shifting, almost imperceptibly, amongst the clatter and clamour of all else rushing about. 

	Now, being followed was not unusual for Mr Samuels. It came with the job. It is only reasonable that if your job entails, as it often did, following people then at some stage you too will be followed. You might even encourage the person you are following to follow you in turn. All grist to the mill. So he was not alarmed; merely a little curious. To assuage his curiosity, he detoured to the park that ranged behind the school.

	The time has now come to choose a month. If we are going to the park, we need a month. Schools are open, so that rules out the end of June, all of July and August, and a fair bit of September. How do I know this? I have lived amongst the living, and that includes the younger varieties, long enough to pick up things, as if by osmosis. Perhaps Mr Samuels’ other sense was a form of osmosis too? It’s worth a thought.

	Anyway, given the state of the schools, it shall be late September.

	Ah, the season of dust and dried grasses; of scentless air, of grit at the back of the mouth, of ever-weeping eyes.

	The park had long since given up as a park, for the year, or until the weather cooled, which ever came first, and there was no knowing. Shoes ploughed through thick mounds of dust with each step; Mr Samuels in his brogues, his follower in her gym shows. Clouds of dust around their ankles, billowing and falling. 

	Oddly, Mr Samuels chose to make his stand not in the shade of the trees, but beside a defunct pond, of the man-made variety. It had been drained, and the fountains at its centre were just metal stumps. Oddly, but reasonably. If he had taken to the trees a tiresome hide and seek might have ensued. No doubt the shade would have been welcome and staved off sweating for a while, but the added effort of any now-you-see-me, now-you-don’t nonsense would have only accelerated waves of perspiration. Mr Samuels is not immune to sweating. No one is immune to sweating, but our sweating is a sweating of such severity that it is best to be avoided. Anyway, Mr Samuels was making a stand, not trying to gain an advantage, so the clearing about the pond leant itself. He took himself off to the further side, turned about and had a clear view of his pursuer in her act of pursuing.

	The woman took up her own position beside the pond, opposite Mr Samuels, and pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head. She too was taking a stand. So, there she stood, looking at Mr Samuels, and there Mr Samuels stood looking at the woman. If it were possible, the air became more heavy and more still.

	The air didn’t do anything. It didn’t care.

	But for these two, the park was empty. Too early or too late, no matter.

	The woman. Young, thought Mr Samuels. But what Mr Samuels considered young might not be young at all. Younger than Mr Samuels, certainly, although he had always looked older than his years so was younger than himself, as it were. Older than his years throughout the years, that was Mr Samuels. Had he sown his oats in wild abandon in this teens and twenties? Imbibing and snorting and popping and fucking? Rolling out of strange beds in the late morning, little knowing where he was or who he was with? Little knowing who he was, if it comes to that. Staggering from one hangover to another, aiming for that sweet spot – enough drink consumed to overcome the worst, but not enough to slide back down again – but never hitting it? Taking his breakfast straight off of the mirror?

	Young, thought Mr Samuels, but not so young as all that. He calculated 37. His calculation was based on the following:

	The woman had long red hair, tied back but dangling free here and there. The hair was very red, so it was most likely dyed, to cover up an odd unwanted root, or to just give an impression of lustre.

	The woman had applied make-up with care, but with taste. A natural look had been sought, and been achieved. Her eye brows were her own and well maintained. The need for the make-up suggested the odd line or blemish, because there is no look so natural as the natural look itself.

	The woman had a figure which spoke of years but also of maintenance. She was slim, without being emaciated; thin in the hips, slight of bosom, long of leg.

	In truth, the figure of the woman made him hesitate as to an age, but he reasoned thus: she exercises on a regular basis and has not borne children. He even let himself intuit a woman devoted to her vocation. The exercise and the childlessness allowed Mr Samuels to increase the age rather more than her figure seemed to suggest, but this brought it more in line with the lessons of the hair and face.

	Of course, this was provisional, for was she not quite possibly in disguise? Disguise was not something Mr Samuels indulged in, but he recognised it as having its proper place in the resources of his profession. So, the hair could be a wig, the bosom could have been strapped and a strict corset donned. But, on the whole, he thought not.

	She eyed him too, from across the empty pond.

	It was she who made the first move. She raised her telephone to her face and aimed it at Mr Samuels. Having done this a second, she lowered the telephone, looked at it, looked at him, smiled, waved, turned on her heel and exited the arena.

	Well! What it was one to make of that?

	 

	 

	 


three

	 

	Yet there must be people, it seems. You can’t get by without them. People have tried, I know. Where are they now, those people who took themselves off to the desert or shoved themselves up a column to be far from man and closer to God? 

	There’s a little bit of knowledge I have retained over the years; the fact that there were such people. I have no idea why I have hung on to it, and even less of an idea as to whether holding on to it has done me any good. Still less what it says about me. If anything. I have also retained the fact that all the continents were once one big land mass. Everything jammed together, surrounded by a broiling sea. I have also retained the fact that necessary is one C and two Ss, and the reason for that is this; I can still hear a little rhyme in my head – en-e-cee-e-sus-sus-ary. I don’t know where this little gobbet of inner-noise comes from, but, there you go, I’ve always had it, rattling away in the mansions of the mind until it is called upon and I hack it up. Like an owl gobs up a ball of fur and bones.

	They come with the house. That is how I reason it out, for they didn’t come with me. I became aware of them only after Cass had left. She must have dealt with them beforehand, saying, perhaps: ‘Let the poor chap alone; let him get used to things first’. Ever the optimist. So maybe they came with her rather than the house, but when she left they remained so the house was the prime mover in all of this after all. Otherwise, why didn’t they shuffle off with her when she bolted for pastures new? 

	But just to be clear – although god knows why – the people are not of the house but somehow attached to it. That could be clearer, but never mind. The things of the house demand there be people. Yes, it is the things that demand the people, and not the people the things. That seems to be the way of it. I have no need of the people, and yet there they are from time to time. So it is the things that are to blame.

	‘My friend!’ said the man I had never seen before. He threw open his arms as if I was meant to rush into his embrace. I didn’t, for the obvious reason. But also for the less obvious reason that by throwing open his arms the man had revealed large sweat stains in his pits. 

	This was in the kitchen. I made sure the island-counter was between the two of us. The kitchen seemed a lot smaller with him in it. 

	‘There you are,’ which was undeniable. ‘I’ve been told all about you so don’t worry!’

	I worried.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I am George. You’ll have heard of me.’

	I hadn’t.

	‘Mrs Johnson didn’t say anything?’

	She hadn’t.

	‘Never mind,’ he said, but it looked like he minded. His open face shrank into itself a little, just for a moment. When I say open, I mean it looked like it had been hit by a shovel. His nose sprawled across his face, and his mouth seemed far too big. I now realise why. The nose being flat to the face, or thereabouts, meant that he had to breathe through the mouth, so the mouth was perpetually open, and never more so than when at rest. When not talking, he exuded snuffling sounds. Breathing, I assume.

	Let’s get it over with. We’ve done the face we might as well do the rest. His hair was undecided. Where there was any, it was thick and black. Bits of it were then scraped over the top of his head. In fact, the top of his head was the least hairy bit of him. His eyebrows were bushy and his ears sprouted thick tufts. From the top of this open shirt, a verge of dark material swarmed and glistened with sweat. If I had seen his back, which I did not nor hope ever to see, it too would have been thickly matted in dank hair. In this climate too! I should have pitied him, but I didn’t. No doubt hair swathed his stomach, although at a stretch, for it was very large and hung over his belt. I assumed the belt; it couldn’t be seen. 

	His legs were short and bowed.

	His feet were large and splayed.

	Now all this is very miraculous. To have seen so much and remembered so much! Are my powers increasing? I mean those of observation and recall? Perhaps. But perhaps also George was of a slight build, to the point of being wispy, with luxurious blond hair swept back in dramatic fashion, with a pinched face, sharp nose, slight freckles and unsettlingly light blue eyes. Perhaps he had a dainty foot shod in patent leather. 

	It doesn’t matter. Strange man in kitchen calling me friend; that is what matters. 

	There was a silence for some time. There had been a silence on my part throughout, to be fair, so now this George man was joining in. He didn’t like it.

	‘I am here to help,’ he said.

	I said nothing.

	‘With whatever needs to be done.’ His eyes cast about looking for things that needed to be done. Nothing that I could see. Yes, a small sign saying ‘fridge’ where the fridge was might have been a help, but if I was that bothered I could have done it myself. 

	‘Little things. Or big things.’ He demonstrated the meaning of his words by bringing his thumb and forefinger into the closest possible proximity before squinting at them, and then throwing his arms wide with such force that I feared the buttons of his shirt would burst. It was then I confirmed my suspicions about his stomach.

	‘Outside,’ he gestured. ‘Or in.’ 

	I took this to mean outside as far as the boundaries of the property, for outside is an awfully big thing to be responsible for if not. Similarly, I took in to mean between the walls of the house and definitely not any spurious depths, his or mine. 

	‘The pool,’ he said. ‘You’ll need a man to do the pool.’ 

	I had no idea that a pool came with a man attached.

	‘My cousin, he’s a great pool man, I can have a word and it will all be sorted.’

	‘Leave it.’

	‘Leave the pool?’

	‘Yes.’

	I could see he was struggling with the concept of leave. 

	‘Leave it to nature.’

	Nature was here the conceptual difficulty.

	‘You mean, do nothing to it? With it?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘But it will stink!’

	‘Then it will stink.’

	He shook his head and sighed. Poor man. Perhaps he had promised his cousin a nice little earner, or perhaps the thought of a pool going to wrack and ruin disturbed him. 

	‘You’ll need a gardener,’ he said. ‘My cousin, he’s a good man, he could come and do the garden.’

	Now a garden and a pool are two completely different kettle of fish, in my mind. I’d never had a pool and have a general dread of water, whereas I have had a little patch of dirt that I called a garden in the past and I had been quite fond of it, if I remember correctly. The garden that surrounded the house was very far from being a patch of dirt. There were fruit trees of various sorts, lots of palms and succulents and whatnot, I am not a horticulturalist. But most of all, there was a lot of grass and I knew, given time, the once pristine lawn would become more of a mess of undergrowth and weeds and invasive species of all kinds. I pondered. The invasive species, so called, would no doubt just have been indigenous species that weren’t wanted; the ugly ones, in effect, or the troublesome ones. There was good reason, I had to concede, for a man to come every now and then and do battle with all this. But was not I a man? Could not I do battle just as well? Obviously not as well as someone more practiced, but well enough when all said and done. When will that day come? The day when all is said and done? Each day means more to be said and more to be done; the more saying because there is more to do; the more doing in order just to say more. That doesn’t quite work. Saying and doing, doing and saying, it doesn’t matter which way around, they have some sort of connection that is beyond me at the moment.

	‘I would like a goat, please,’ I said.

	‘A goat?’

	‘Yes. A goat.’

	‘A goat goat?’

	I was not aware there were any other kinds, but there you go.

	‘For the garden,’ I said.

	His already wide face widened still further.

	‘To eat the grass. The weeds.’ I was growing expansive.

	He sighed again and shifted his weight from side to side. He even stuck out his tongue a little, the better to concentrate.

	‘So, my friend, you do not want a gardener, but you want a goat?’

	I nodded. He nodded back. Then puffed out his cheeks, exhaled and let his lips ripple.

	‘A goat! Well, well!’ He got a large mobile telephone from the back pocket of his trousers – at least I hope it was from there – and consulted it at length, dabbing and swiping at it from time to time. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Men I can do, but goats! Ha ha ha!’

	It wasn’t an honest laugh, but it was passable.

	He kept repeating the word goat over and over again as he stared at his phone, rubbing the back of his neck with his free hand when the need arose, flicking at the phone screen with his thumb. Lord knows what he was doing but it seemed to be a necessary process – nailed it once again – so I let him get on with it.

	It may have been a necessary process, but it was not a successful one. He gave up after some little time and merely said that he would see what he could do. 

	‘Goat! That’s a new one! Ha ha ha!’ He threw up his hands the better to laugh. ‘So, that’s me with a job to do, isn’t it!’ 

	It was. I hadn’t meant to give him a job at all, but he had said he was there to help and so I had asked him to help. It might not have been the sort of help he had wanted to give, but it was the sort of help I needed. 

	I thought that our interview was at an end, but I was wrong. He now introduced a silence. Yes, the silence definitely came from him and as we stood there in the kitchen, I eventually understood that the silence was designed to get me to recant, to say ‘My dear chap! The goat! Ha ha ha! What was I thinking?  No, no, of course I must have a gardener and your cousin sounds like the very man’ – but I held my peace and let the silence gather until it proved too much for him.

	‘Well,’ he threw up his hands again, ‘I’d best be off! Gotta get a goat!’

	He was on the verge of the exiting the room, when he stopped, turned and said, ‘Of course, Marina will be in on Friday as usual for the usual.’ And he was gone.

	Of all this, only the word Friday made any immediate sense. It would have made more sense if I had then known what day of the week it actually was, but, there you go, I did not.

	 

	 

	 


four

	 

	To say that Mr Samuels was discombobulated by this encounter would be false. He stored it away in his mind for future clarification. I’d like to think of the mind of Mr Samuels as a sphere, perfect in its way yet not so perfect as to not allow the occasional addition, through whatever means one might imagine. But I can’t. No, the sphere of mind, or mind as sphere, I don’t know, will not do justice to the man. 

	So let us think of his mind as an office, albeit a well-run office, overseen by some faceless manager who has a cubicle all to themselves. Themselves! Honestly! I don’t know; man, woman, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that this person is entombed in a glass-walled cubicle from nine-to-five. From there, the entire office is open to view, with a little twisting, admittedly, or a little wheeling about on a well-oiled chair mounted on casters. Nine-to-five doesn’t work. Never mind. Anyway, the manager overlooks this well-run office, and sees neatly arranged desks and chairs and the necessary employees sat at them doing their jobs, checking documents, cross referencing one piece of paper against another piece of paper, making notes on a further piece of paper, and then storing this third piece of paper in a small filing cabinet to the right of the desk before returning pieces of paper one and two into two separate small filing cabinets on the left of the desk. A man, and it is a man, pushes a trolley laden with documents up and down the aisles, distributing new documents to left and right to be checked, cross-referenced and stored.
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