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Praise for Good to Be God
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“This is Fischer at his sharpest – a widely original
feelbad philosophical hayride.”

The Times

“Brutal, dazzling and clever.”

The Independent

“Fischer is one of the funniest writers in the business,
and his appealing satirical delivery, along with the wealth
of zealously polished gags studded through the narrative,
ensure a hum of low-level smiling satisfaction throughout.”

The Daily Telegraph

“Fischer’s fecund imagination keeps
the satire constantly engaging.”

The Daily Mail

“The narrative is… propelled by the author’s
madcap imagination and inventive language.”

Times Literary Supplement

“A spot-on mixture of shady characters and searing
insight… as blackly funny as it is profound.”

Maxim

“As in all his fiction, Fischer makes comic capital out of
the fretful, trivial, even sordid realities that get
in the way of five-star ideals.”

Financial Times

“There are a lot of funny lines… Good to be God dramatizes
the neuroses of a man mired in middle age who is dismally
disappointed with the way things have panned out.”

Sunday Telegraph

“A born storyteller.”

Sunday Times

“The best thinking-person’s entertainer since
Iris Murdoch… one of his funniest books to date.”

Time Out

“Good to Be God is funny and true, and (not merely because it’s
set in Miami) Fischer’s sunniest novel to date.”

Catholic Herald

“Tibor Fischer’s surreal morality tale is bullet-riddled
with wisdom, but freed from worthiness thanks to his
brilliantly dry, warped humour.”

The List

“For all their surface shine and fantastical scope, Fischer’s
books are often serious investigations into what
it means to be good.”

Metro

“Tyndale is as bad at being a religious fraudster as he is at
everything else. But he discovers that in a world of double-crossing,
being a reliable failure can be as useful as being a success.”

New Statesman
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For Louise


GOOD TO BE GOD


You know when you’re in trouble. You know you’re in trouble when you phone and no one phones back. You know you’re in trouble when you get back home, the door’s been kicked in, the only thing stolen is the lock (it’s the only thing worth stealing) and your burglar has left a note urging you to “pull yourself together”.

This isn’t funny when it happens to you.

I tried to live my life decently. For a long time. I really did, but it didn’t work…

[image: image]

“Well,” says Nelson. I haven’t seen him for a few years. He’s waiting for me in the Chinese restaurant, patiently turning over the menu. With your school friends, you tend to think of them as they were, and it was unnatural to find Nelson there, not just on time, but early.

Nelson was the school friend my parents liked. He mastered manipulation young, and my parents were reassured by the state of the nation when Nelson, his hair immaculately combed, would greet them with excessive courtesy. This opposed to the inevitable grunts of my other associates. My mother was often more pleased to see Nelson than I was.

Only once did my mother have suspicions. One evening, as I walked out to join Nelson in his car, she mused, “He does look too young to be driving.” That was probably because Nelson was indeed two years too young to have a driving licence, but since the car was stolen that didn’t matter much.

Nelson, Bizzy and I would roll through south London. You’ll never be able to enjoy driving as much as when you’re fifteen and in a stolen car. We’d stop off and have an expensive meal (prawn cocktail, steak, black forest gateau) on one of Nelson’s stolen credit cards. We did this quite often, and we only had trouble one night, but not from suspicious waiters or the police. Nelson – normally a conscientious driver – accidentally cut up a vanload of heavies, twice our age, size and number. We were chased around for an hour, and it was the only time I saw Nelson scared.

“How you?” asks Nelson. It’s a perfectly reasonable, expected question. But it’s one I wish I wasn’t asked these days.

“Fine,” I say. We both know this isn’t true.

Every school has a Nelson: the kid who phones in the bomb threats, who steals teachers’ bags and exam papers, who goes off on exotic holidays with complete strangers paying for it or foreign governments arranging for his travel back, under that famed practice of deportation. From the age of about twelve to eighteen I don’t think Nelson went a day without committing an incarcerable criminal act. Yet he never spent five minutes in a police station – in England. It seemed to us that he was destined either for the gallows or stardom in international skulduggery. What happened to Nelson? What happened to Nelson was that life kicked the shit out of him.

Married with two kids, Nelson now works as a rep for a company that manufactures handcuffs. The company does some other things, but its staple is handcuffs. Nelson has some piquant stories about his overseas customers who, for example, ask for their money back when blood jams the cuffs and they can’t get them off the bodies.

We share the same birthday and this makes him an outlandish mirror. We reanimate that night we nearly got mashed and other choice japes. To have a really good laugh about them we need each other. Have we seen anyone from the old days? We haven’t. Not for years. But even if we had, they wouldn’t have evented enough to produce a good anecdote. Nothing much happens when you’re forty.

Not that I need reminding, but when I look at Nelson I see how punishing this marathon is. He’s not slow or lazy. “I haven’t bought so much as a shirt for myself in four years,” he tells me. His daughter wants to be a doctor and he has to save up. We both express horror at the price of everything, especially food. He can barely afford a restrained night-out in a cheap local Chinese restaurant, and I can’t afford it at all. That’s middle age for men, less hair and more stinginess.

“Why can’t they do proper coffee in Chinese restaurants?” he reflects as he pokes his liquid with a spoon. “You know, my wife does my hair.” He makes clipper movements with his hand. Is ageing a reverse process? You get a few moments in your twenties when you wangle some clout, but then it all closes in on you and you’re back in a saggy version of childhood where you can’t do what you want and someone who doesn’t know how to do it is cutting your hair.

Nevertheless, I’m well behind in this game. Nelson may have a huge mortgage, but he’s got a mortgage. He has a dire job, but a job. A pension. He has kids. Everyone we know, even the truly dim and unpleasant, has something.

“Let me pay for this,” says Nelson, and I don’t even feign protest, just in case he changes his mind.

“So, women?” asks Nelson.

“No.” Nelson anticipates I’ll be fleshing out this answer, but I don’t.

“You’re not lucky are you?” If you think you’re unlucky, you may or may not be. It’s hard to gauge the bumps, and typically thinking you’re unlucky is self-pity. But when your friends start telling you you’re unlucky, you’re really in trouble.

We’re silent as we wait for the waiter to return Nelson’s card.

“Miami next week,” Nelson sighs.

“What’s the problem there?”

“If I were on holiday, Miami’d be great. What it means for me is a generous helping of road rage, a day on a plane, four days in an air-conditioned box dishing out my cards to members of the law-enforcement profession who’ll be behaving as badly as they can get away with, and who, if they were interested in my stuff would know where to get it anyway. My liver’s shot, so I can’t booze. Then a generous helping of delay at the airport, another day on a plane, a generous topping-up of rage on the drive home to be battered by the wife because I was in Miami and she wasn’t.”

A skeletal Chinese man wanders in with a large shoulder bag. From this he produces a fan of pirate DVDs which he submits to the various diners. He doesn’t utter a word of English and I wonder if he has any idea where he is.

“I’ll happily go for you,” I joke. Nelson studies me.

“Why not?” he says unjokily. “Yeah, be me.”

“I can’t pretend to be you. And I’ve lost my passport.”

“Think about it,” continues Nelson. “Know what I want? I want to sleep. I want to stay in bed until lunchtime, maybe some golf in the afternoon. I want to do that for a week. I was even considering having a sickie to get out of Miami. You. You can go out there, stay in a nice hotel, hand out a few cards, have some fun.”

“What about the passport?”

“Take mine.”

“I don’t look like you,” I say, but I look at Nelson and I realize while we’re not identical twins, we both have shaved heads and porky, defeated features, and whose passport photo looks like them?

The more we chew it over, the sounder it sounds. I use Nelson’s passport and credit card and do enough in Miami to create the impression Nelson went.

“So is it cata, pole or blow?” I ask.

“Strictly cata. We don’t pole or blow.”

Two things will happen to you if you’re a salesman, regardless of what you sell. One: you’ll end up at a trade fair in some awful German town. Two: you’ll end up plying drinkers with drinks. That’s the entry level. After that, it’s a question of company policy. You can restrict yourself to dishing out catalogues (“cata them up a bit”) or you can take prospective clients to pole-dancing clubs (“bird-watching”) or if you’re in the right city, brothels (“pipe-cleaning”). Selling, sad to say, isn’t a sophisticated business. One year my former company hired a string quartet for their stand at the trade fair. They never did it again.

Outside we loiter over goodbye and survey the dingy high street where in the distance a sextet of hooded teenagers lumbers towards us, but then retreats howling about something it deems worth howling about. It’s bracing being on the street with an old friend you can count on: a jokefist, Nelson’s contribution to any fight would be to drain his assailant’s energy by absorbing blows, but he wouldn’t run. He’d never run and leave me. He wouldn’t like it, but he wouldn’t run.

“Look after yourself. And remember,” says Nelson in parting, “you can’t have the commission.”

I go back to my place. It’s depressing at the best of times, because a shitty bedsit in a shitty neighbourhood always is. It’s always depressing to come back to an empty home. It’s not where I want to be. It’s not where anyone would want to be.

There’s an elderly, prick-puce alky who sits outside all day, clutching a can. He’s so purple it defies belief he’s alive. The differences between him and me are few (and diminishing). Most importantly, he has the gift of making his money stretch to all-week sipping (I still have a weakness for food). In addition, he’s quite happy. Unlike the innumerable winos, junkies and beggars of the neighbourhood who want to be as large as possible in your life, he remains silent and serene. It’s extremely annoying. My colour’s better, my clothes a little less worn, my day more active, but otherwise I’m his understudy, his successor, as I currently appear to be as employable as His Puceness. Very few things are as destructive as a long dose of unemployment.

I almost didn’t call Nelson, because one of the worst aspects of being fucked is having to pretend that you can handle it, because of course you can’t. If you have one compartment that’s air-tight, you can stay afloat. But when money, marriage, job, home and health go…

I don’t give myself airs: I know I don’t have a great intellect. I don’t know any languages, I don’t know the dates of battles or kings and queens. My technical knowledge extends to changing the oil in my car. I can’t sing. I can’t dance. Eminence at my golf club has eluded me, but… but I always thought I had some smarts, something, a little fox in the box. And of course the question that comes to mind as you return once more to your sweaty mattress in a shitty bedsit, is if you’re so clever, how come you’ve ended up here partnering His Puceness?

I really had no choice about accepting Nelson’s suggestion, because I need to do something. If he’d offered me a week cleaning his toilet, I’d have accepted. Doing anything is better than doing nothing. Nelson may have saved my life.
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Bulbs belong in the garden. That’s what they told me on my first day at work. Lamps. Luminaires. Never bulbs. Otherwise, the secret of selling lighting is rather like sprinting, where a hundredth of a second will win you the medal: just knowing a candle more than the buyer will win you the contract.

I did my job well. Not very well. Not brilliantly, but past okay. You don’t grow up wanting to be a lighting salesman, but for fifteen years I visited factories, offices, shops, schools, clambering around taking measurements, and I realized it suited me. Then business boomed enough for the company to need someone else working my territory. I chose the new rep.

Some interviewers relish the process. They get off on the grovelling and pleading. I didn’t. I disliked having to interview job-hunters who were mostly decent and desperate for work, because I knew I would disappoint all but one. Clarinda turned up for the interview in a miniskirt so short I couldn’t look.

From Singapore, she was the most qualified for the job, she was the most ruthless of the interviewees, and she had a miniskirt. The lighting business is very male, and Clarinda may not have been the only woman in it, but she must have been the most attractive. Then the boom, as booms do, stopped. It’s annoying to lose your job because you did your job, and it’s annoying to have hired the one who gets your job. Despite my seniority, Clarinda stayed and I went. I don’t think the miniskirt was a decisive force – the clincher, I’d hazard, was her living with a lawyer considered the foremost expert on employment law.
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Of course losing your job shouldn’t total your life, but it did. You remember how the big, shiny, billion-dollar space shuttle disintegrated because of one titchy bit of foam?

I won’t bore you with the story. Highlights include disastrous investment, divorce, fire, an embarrassing medical complaint, lawyers, a substantial selection from the bad-luck catalogue. You turn away for a second and that thing you called your life has gone. You probably don’t even need to turn away, it could do it right in front of you even as you’re fretting over it. And I came away without any funny hard-luck stories. At the very least bad luck should give you some anecdotal might.
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There are places that are waiting for you. You may not have learnt this, but there are.

At immigration, I join the queue manned by a scowling official with a feeble moustache who is suffering a rancour overdose. This becomes clear as he fusses over two Venezuelans, an innocuous mother and daughter. He processes so slowly you can’t tell he’s processing, holding the Venezuelan passports with his fingertips as if they were rotting.

On my right the queue is run by a jolly, white-haired retiree type with a successful moustache who whisks visitors through every two minutes with a grin and a joke.

After ten minutes I know I’ve got a bad case of wrong queue. On my right, a bespectacled woman who was loudly discussing her Caribbean cruise and who had been six or seven holidaymakers behind me has now reached the fingerprinting pads.

Change queue? But I guess that the Venezuelan crisis has to be coming to an end soon. When after twenty minutes it hasn’t, I decide there’s no point moving, because it really can’t go on much longer; this is a decision I bitterly regret ten minutes later when the Venezuelans are still struggling to maintain their polite smiles.

It’s a simple class in human nature. My misfortune has made me a connoisseur of discontent, but I don’t need my bitterness skills here; my prospective interrogator has a grievance stoop. Things are not right at home: his boiler has exploded or he’s discovered his wife on a bukkake site, and now as an immigration official, he’s in an ideal position to make someone pay.

For another twenty minutes I consider changing queue, but I fear the second I’d switch the grinster on my right would stop work and be replaced by another monster of bureaucracy. After an hour in the queue, after a long flight, I’d happily give up and go back if I could transport myself instantly, even though I have nothing to go back to. That’s how much fight I have left.

After a long hour and a half, when I reach the desk I’m apprehensive as I hand over Nelson’s passport. Up to now my outlaw file only lists cheeky parking and sundry joints; this is a big step up in the imprisonment stakes. But, immediately, I see there won’t be a problem. I’ve memorized Nelson’s passport, all his details, rehearsed the cover story, but I’m not asked one question. A profound satisfaction reigns in the official’s eyes; he’s had his workout with the Venezuelans, and as all his colleagues on duty have processed ten or twenty times more visitors, he’s probably concerned about his work rate. I’m nearly outraged.

Miami airport is the standard carpet-n’-plastic anywhere. But once you’ve picked up your luggage and you get out, it’s different.

Suddenly the heat. You’re force-fed light. I know about light, and I’ve never seen light like this. It doesn’t even look real, it’s so white. As the taxi takes me to the hotel, I realize that this city has been waiting for me, this is the place for me, but I was too stupid to find it. Heavy with light, light-heavy Miami.

My hotel is right on Miami Beach. It’s clean and cheerful, although I can see from the neighbouring establishments that it’s not the most luxurious, but I’m impersonating a handcuffs salesman, not a rock-n’-roll star. I check in and the speed with which Nelson’s credit card is seized by the receptionist assures me everything will work. This is a city where they want to take your money.

Crammed with light, my room is perfect. I inspect the balcony and stand in the sun. It purifies me. I have the same problems as when I left home, but I don’t care.

I’m not kidding myself, I really don’t care. And not caring about your problems is as good as not having them. The light scrapes out the black encrustations at the back of my skull. It’s as if I’ve died and gone to heaven. In pretending to be Nelson, I’ve been given a new life.

I order a club sandwich and a coconut milkshake from room service. Having expensive food brought to you at someone else’s expense is such a kick. Still bright outside when I’ve finished eating, I have no temptation to venture out to explore. The unexpected bliss has exhausted me. My room is such a fantastic alternative to my previous existence that I’m quite keen to stay in and enjoy some early unconsciousness. And it is the first decent night’s sleep I’ve had for years. No sweating, no sour dreams, no pre-dawn gut ache: I sleep the sleep of the successful.
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In my morning grooming, I surprise myself in the mirror: it’s as if Tyndale Corbett has died without leaving a corpse. I’m a different person. What’s that line about how travelling won’t leave your problems behind? How wrong they are.

Am I nervous about selling something I know nothing about and letting Nelson down? No. Not a bit. I take a healthy appetite to breakfast. The buffet is of that faux-healthy variety (aka cheap). I’m examining with incredulity the minuscule cereal packets and dollhouse bagels when a voice rumbles out:

“They must think we’re little tweety birds.”

The commentator is so fat he’s taking up a whole table. He has a whole tray of some chocolatey sweet, probably tiramisu, in front of him, and when I say tray I do mean tray, as in one of those large objects you see in a display case in a confectioner’s. He has worked his way through at least a quarter of it, enough to, say, nauseate the average family. Also, since there’s no other tiramisu in sight, it means he’s either confiscated the hotel’s entire supply or he’s brought his own.

“Hey, come on, sell me something or at least gimme a T-shirt. You got extra extra extra extra large?” he urges. I was wearing one of Nelson’s company T-shirts. That’s how I met Rehab.

I was a little uncomfortable sitting next to him, because I hate chocolate. I can’t bear it, the sight or smell of it, but being different in any way puts people off, and though the nakedness of so much chocolate made me queasy, I sat next to Rehab. Within two minutes of my first day pretending to be a handcuffs salesman I was plugged in.

Rehab was an undercover cop from LA, although how much work he did for his employers was an intriguing topic, since as Rehab was quick to explain he did actually spend a lot of time in rehab. Cocaine was his first addiction, then heroin, then bourbon followed by weed, a habit he only managed to break thanks to crack. His compulsive gambling had lasted for a brief two years, before he had got hooked on tiramisu.

Three hotels had been designated as the “official” hotels of the conference. There were many responsible policefolk at the conference, I’m sure, individuals with so much rectitude that no one in their family had received a parking ticket for a hundred years, but they weren’t the ones who were staying in my hotel, having fun with Rehab.

Every business has its wideboys. My business did. Singer, for example, who, sharing a hotel room with a colleague, famously left him dead in his bed for two days because the prospect of the paperwork and the awkward calls were too much (“I was being sympathetic to a bad hangover” was his excuse).

I’d imagine the efficacious cops would be unlikely to be sent to a conference in Miami. Would you want your top thief-taker carousing for days? The good news about Rehab’s sidekicks was they were all extremely friendly and open to other cultures (particularly their female representatives). There was bad news.

Normal names were out: Pussyfiller, The Pan, Earmuseum, Unibrow, Clingfilm, Shootastic. This might have been for the same reason that criminals have street names, so no one knows the real one. Many of the nicknames were giveaways however: The Pan had a frying pan fixed on the back of his jacket, and Pussyfiller was mostly interested in that.

The only one of Rehab’s circle with a normal name was Larry. Rehab had a massive transparent plastic container next to him, the sort you’d fill up with potato salad for a picnic.

Inside was a large spider. Bigger than my hand. Certainly the largest I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been to a zoo or two. The large spiders I saw there, the tarantulas, were immobile and as exciting to watch as a tired pebble. This spider was drumming forcefully on the sides of the container in arachnid fury.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said Rehab. “You know how they say wild creatures don’t want trouble? They’ll only attack you if they’re threatened? They only want to be left alone? To be wild and do natural shit? Not Larry. He’ll attack you because you’re… there. And if you’re not there… he’ll come looking for you.”

For the next two days I didn’t sleep much. Highlights included heavy cop betting on Larry, as he had a number of fights. Larry vs white mouse. Larry vs rat. Larry vs an especially hefty rat Clingfilm and I spent hours searching for in a drainage ditch. Larry vs boa constrictor (this was much duller than it sounded – the boa was huge, but lifeless, despite encouraging kicks from its owner). Larry vs an insultingly small spider Unibrow found on a plant and bet on simply to annoy Rehab (it was adjudged a draw, although nothing happened and Rehab insisted, “It’s too small for Larry to see.”) Finally, Larry vs a pitbull called Loco. Larry took out the pitbull with one bite and did a runner, several members of the audience getting above head height in palm trees in their ardour to give Larry plenty of clearance.

Three times a day a delivery van would present Rehab with a tray of tiramisu. The whole time I never saw him eat anything else or drink anything but cognac. I did my stuff for Nelson: I spent the float he’d given me. I gave away his catalogues, although we only went to the conference proper for half an hour because Rehab needed to borrow money. Two Costa Rican prostitutes I found in my bathroom recounted to me something of their country’s history, of which I was embarrassingly ignorant (apparently it’s one of the few countries that doesn’t have an army), before I redirected them to Pussyfiller.

We had a lively session at a shooting range, which had a long list of rules displayed in several places in head-sized letters. There was only one rule we didn’t break, but when the owner of the shooting range is your friend who’s counting? I shall always remember fondly Shootastic blasting the ash off The Pan’s cigar with an armour-piercing round from a hundred feet (admittedly, it was a freakishly long cigar…).

One of the most memorable moments, however, was ostensibly trivial. I was helping Earmuseum and Unibrow carry a sofa out of the lobby of a snazzy hotel – we weren’t strictly speaking stealing it, because it was for a bet Earmuseum had made with The Pan. Earmuseum had been scathing about hotel security, and the low calibre of the employees. “Man, we could just walk in there, pick up a sofa, and walk out.” He was right. He collected fifty dollars from The Pan and another hundred from the driver of a pickup truck who liked the sofa.

But as we were carrying the sofa out, although the security staff weren’t in evidence, I noticed this man looking right at me.

There was something familiar about him. Forties, stocky, shaved head. Actor? Politician? He was dressed Miami-style in a turquoise guayabera, and jewellery peeked from his chest, though I couldn’t tell whether the necklaces were some cultural-heritage crap or straight bling. But he looked right at me and he knew what we were doing.

As The Pan collected his money, I couldn’t stop thinking about the guy. You grow up in a big city you can recognize someone heavy. A cop? Possibly, although frankly he appeared too intelligent. Much as I had cherished the company of Rehab and the boys, I hadn’t undergone any intellectual intimidation. The police force tends not to attract the finest minds because you get paid very little, the worthless spit at you or try to kill you, and unlike the army you’re in trouble if you kill them back.

Bullet-headed and dark, I would have pegged him as a Turkish bus driver, Bahamian school football coach or Peruvian bricklayer, but for his presence in a luxury hotel, and the posturese of a summiteer. That aura comes to men when, although they may not have been as successful as they’d like, they’ve made it to a summit with a good view. High in their habitat. Content to sit back.

You may not be the most renowned gynaecologist, but you have the house, the holiday retreat, the right car, the boat, kids in good schools, money fattening in the bank, so you only work a few days a week: you’re a summiteer, you can sit at home and chuckle. Or take an insufficiently auctioned painter, whose work hasn’t made it to the biggest galleries, who hasn’t conquered the covers of magazines, but has a comfortable slot teaching, and was fêted enough to sleep with dozens of art students. Sitbacker. Sure, we’d all like to go up another rung, to have another helping of chocolate (okay, not me), but the important work has been done.

I wanted to go over and say, “I’m sure I’d be better off knowing you.” But you can’t do that without looking gay or mentally ill. And I had a full programme with Rehab and gang. But his stare stayed with me.

Adieu time came the next morning. All the cops were leaving, but I got one day extra in Miami, I suppose in case there was any bonus post-conference ingratiation to be done. I pass Nelson’s home details to Rehab. He’s still a little down about Larry’s escape. He takes his special tiramisu spoon and shovels up a mega-mouthful. “Where am I going to find attitude like that?”

We shake hands in the lobby. Enthusiastically, Rehab explains how keen he is to come and visit. I wonder how Nelson would cope with Rehab on his doorstep. I’m tempted to spill the truth, because it’s distasteful deceiving, even in a small way, someone you like. Fifteen minutes later, as I exit, Rehab is still in the driveway waiting for a taxi. I think he sees me but pretends he doesn’t.
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Now, I’m not feeling so great. The solar high and eight-legged excitement of the last few days are fading. The prospect of return is in my face. Apart from some dirty bed linen I really have nothing to return to. The country already has more lighting salesmen than it needs. One of the seventy job applications I’ve written in the last month might have coughed up a lead, but I doubt it.

I was mulling it over, but I now announce it formally to myself: I’m not going back. If I’m finished, I might as well be finished with a tan.

I have a few friends, but they’re like Nelson, weighed down with family and job. They’re good for an appearance down the pub twice a year. And I’m not likely to get a job. The unemployed are always suspicious. Why are you out of work? The time you’ll be offered a job is when you have a job.

Then, although I have some faith in my abilities, companies can give a job to someone fifteen years younger than me who’s probably not as good as me, but not much worse and whom they can pay half the salary, and who will work harder than I would. At my age, I should be high up the tree, hanging on grimly and voiding my bowels on those below.

I’m not going back: they’ll have to shoot me.

I consider suicide. I haven’t thought about it for a while. It’s something I used to do for hours, like watching daytime television, or fantasizing about beating Hollis with a choice bit of iron piping. Suicide’s chief appeal is that it’s easy.

Going through with it isn’t. That requires some drive, but the mechanics are simple. Which of the following is easiest? Filling in a ten-page job application form which contains several questions you don’t even understand? Moving house? Getting a qualification in computing or engineering? Trawling through the lonely hearts columns hoping for someone with decent conversation? Building up a business in executive toys on your own by working twelve-hour days for six years?

Or swallowing some pills?

Suicide panders to our laziness. And laziness, laziness always wins. Sooner or later. That’s the only law.

And why not kill yourself when you’re in a good mood? Why go out miserable? Why not quit when you’re ahead? The notion of checking out in a good mood in a good hotel suddenly appeals to me.

The main reason I ponder suicide a lot is because I know I won’t. I have the problem of being a coward and a weakling.

But I’m not going back: I’d sooner die here than return to the aged urinal that’s London. Evidently I’ve been doing something wrong with my life. It just hasn’t worked. There’s no unfacting facts. In a modest, scarcely noticeable way, I’ve tried being sensible and honest. Forget that. I don’t know what I’m going to do next, but forget that.

Strolling down Collins Avenue, I abjure reason and jettison honesty. It’s fantastic. I resolve to laugh at qualities such as reliability, compassion, punctuality, patience, industry and the truth. I let off a cackle as proof of my determination.

I immediately decide to bribe myself. It’s rather pathetic, but since I still control Nelson’s credit card, and since my diet before Miami was toast and scrambled eggs, I’m buying myself an obscenely expensive snack, goose liver and caviar with gold flakes, something like that. When in doubt, call in the goose liver and caviar.

I head for the Loews. Everyone should stay in a luxury hotel once. Staying in a luxury hotel removes the hankering to stay in a luxury hotel. It’s delightful to sit by the swimming pool with someone world-famous, so you can go on about having sat at the swimming pool with someone world-famous, but you only need to do it once.

Curiously, the thicker the luxury, the snottier the staff are, and unless you own a country or are one of the ten most fame-heavy figures in the world, they won’t take you seriously. By some process the staff come to believe they are rich and powerful. The best hotels are the good three stars, spick and span with cheery staff.

As I transect the cavernous lobby I notice a board listing the meetings and events the hotel is hosting. The American Society of Golf Course Architects are in town, The Organization of Competitive Eaters, some entity called Whomp-Bomp-A-Loo-Bomp A Womp-Bam-Boom Boom Bam, Baby and a talk on “Not Being”.

The menu is not as extravagant as I was hoping for. No ortolan-and-panda sandwich. I settle for a tuna ceviche, and while I’m waiting for luck and debating which would be the more dishonest, walking off without paying at all or using Nelson’s card, I see him.

I see him disappearing into a doorway, with a model-grade woman looping around him like an eager assistant. It’s him, the Sofawatcher. In a hotel full of the self-important and wealthy, he’s cornered all the gravity. I have to find out more.

Outside the doorway is a sign “Not Being – A Guide to Vajrayana Buddhism with His Holiness, the Lama Lodo”. On the stage I can see the Sofawatcher getting ready to talk in the way that talkers getting ready to talk get ready. So, he’s a salvation salesman. That’s a surprise, but I go in.

You probably have to register or pay some fee for this, but of course, I don’t do stuff like that any more. I settle in at the back, and check out the audience.

Two or three students. One little old lady. You could give a talk on any subject, anywhere in the world, anytime, and there’d be one little old lady. The obligatory nutcase is in attendance, twitching away, pulling at his beard. A woman with a humourless stare (and with her face I’d be humourless too) fiddling with a notepad, who’s probably the local journalist. A couple of couples who look like concern is their major concern.

Then, more significantly, a group of well-tanned, well-off women in their thirties, say one marriage down, seeking some shoring. One sitting three rows in front of me reaching down into her bag has a section of back exposed: a hard, fat-deprived coccyx with half a Chinese inscription showing. For forty seconds or so, I have an imaginary, largely physical affair with her.

They say marriage is being stuck in a room with someone who irritates you. It’s no use trying to avoid that. The best deal is finding someone who doesn’t irritate you very much, and who sporadically gives you something in return: money, an amusing comment, support for your exercise regime, a tasty meal. “Are you sure about this?” I’d said to my wife as she walked out. She was.

In the past they understood things better. I remember my grandmother saying, “For years I kept hoping your grandfather would die, but now we need the money.” This was when he came out of retirement to ride with a boiler fitter, who was a tremendous boiler fitter, but who couldn’t read or write. My grandfather accompanied him to do the paperwork. Customers loved it, since they had the impression they were getting more service with two fitters turning up. My grandmother was of a generation that understood you weren’t here to enjoy yourself. You didn’t divorce, you hoped for a bus with bad brakes. But she stuck it out and got what she wanted: peace during the day and a few extra quid.

I think my wife was wrong. I think I was right; but I’ve noticed that being right doesn’t do you much good. Being right doesn’t improve the quality of your life, any more than wearing yellow socks.

“Move down to the front, please,” says the Lama, “It’s an ancient Tibetan belief that sitting in the front row is excellent for the karma.” The Lama couldn’t be more showbiz if he had a backing band, dry ice and laser beams. Within a minute, he owns the audience.

A brief history of Buddhism follows. I know nothing about Buddhism, apart from the involvement of Buddha and head-shaving. The Lama informs us that there are several brands of Buddhism. I’d always thought there was the man, the teachings, you sign here. But no, there are several brands, most of which the Lama disposes of elegantly. Of course as soon as you get the crowd in, the squabbling starts. No business is about business, it’s almost entirely about backstabbing. Whether you’re selling enlightenment or dog food, the paramount concern is to plant your boot on your colleagues’ windpipes.

“What sets us Tibetans apart is our belief in reincarnation lineages and our tradition of termas and tertons,” explains the Lama. Tertons, being scripture-drivers who find long-lost or long-hidden scriptures, terma, mind-treasure. I find it hard not to laugh. Not that I’ve ever paid much attention to religion, but I know from casual television absorption history is cluttered with maniacs brandishing updates and shopping lists from God.

“And as in many other cities, many here in Miami have become ensnared by intoxicants such as alcohol and narcotics,” says the Lama with a frown.

“Cocaine: Toot. Nose candy. Blow. The Old Bolivian Marching Powder. Foo Foo. Merca. Mojo. Coca Puffs. Heaven Dust… Green gold… Mujer… Tutti-Frutti… Charlie.” He pauses.

“Coke: that tropane alkaloid also known as White Lady… Snow White… El Diablo… Yeyo… Sleigh Ride… Soft… Studio Fuel… California Cornflakes… Vitamin C… Aunt Nora. Bazooka.”

Pause.

“Henry VIII… Florida Snow… Inca Message… Cabello. Working Bags. Merck. Dama Blanca. Reindeer Feed. Jolts. Grout.” Pause. “Azucar… Freeze… Double Bubble. Devil’s Dandruff. Carrie Nation. Coconut. Love Affair. Basuco. El Perico. Scorpion. Zip. King’s Habit… Chicken Scratch. Nieve. Esnortiar. Happy Trails.” Sniff. “Sugar Boogers. Ghostbusting. Mighty White. Copter. Gift of the Sun God. Rich Man’s Speed.”

Pause. “And I’m sure you’ve heard many other names.”

I’ve never understood why heavy drinking or methodically doping yourself is so attractive. Getting wrecked with your pals, once in a while, when you’re younger: okay, indeed, hooray. But my indifference to booze and drugs stems from their failure to change anything: your woes wait for you. Finally, frankly, I’m too impoverished to spunk money on intoxicants. When it gets too much, my solution is to be unconscious. Go to sleep, it costs nothing, and when you wake up your luck might have changed.

“You must not think of non-being, because non-being is merely another form of being. You must think of non-non-being,” says the Lama with a smile. He gives that digestion time. We’re getting deep here if you start thinking about it. What’s interesting about religions is that they all view, this, this here ride, as a bit of a nuisance, a dreary obstacle course, a ghastly bit of gum stuck on our soul.

I ponder what sort of non-being Hollis was aiming for when he drank the wine cellar at the club I had invested in. It was the sound of “club owner” that made me invest. It conjures up hedonism and beauties in skimpy clothing, international gangsterism, liberating luridness, everything that is the opposite of being an eker and a disappointment.

I didn’t invest very much, because I didn’t have very much to invest. I owned one per cent of the equity, so that was the ashtrays and two of the smaller chairs, but it was all the savings I had, and most significantly, I invested against the loudly expressed wishes of my wife.

Investing in a club or a restaurant is notoriously risky, like marriage. In every age, in every land, couples have made a stand against eternity, and individuals have bound themselves together in the hope of profit. I’m still proud of my younger self for having that gush of adventure: as when you’re fourteen and you sneak into a club and cross the dance floor to ask the girl with the fabulous breasts for a dance. You’re fearless because you don’t understand that girls with fabulous breasts not only won’t dance with you, they won’t talk to you. I didn’t understand that I wasn’t allowed to invest in clubs.

You see others successfully breeding their money in trout farms, in pomegranate conserves, in revolutionary golf bags, and you say to yourself: I can do that. But you can’t.

At first, we liked Hollis a lot.

We liked him because he hired beautiful waitresses. This is the great secret of being the manager of a club: hire beautiful waitresses, because you might get to sleep with them and it’ll make you popular with the owners. Beautiful waitresses might also prevent anyone noticing that you spend nights in the wine cellar emptying the most expensive bottles, the venerable burgundies, the thirty-year-old whiskies, the cognacs whose price makes you go whoa. Hollis’s drinking didn’t destroy the club, but then a small hole in a keel doesn’t destroy a yacht either, it’s the ocean that does the job. In our case, the banks. Despite Hollis and incompetent accountants (who, like Hollis, had come highly recommended) we were very, very close to making it, but the banks pulled the plug.

Wives are very ununderstanding about you losing money they told you you would lose.

Altogether, it was a very dispiriting venture. Apart from the waitresses, all present were rather ugly and unglamorous. The only perk to come out of it is that I’m well prepared for the end of the world. Should our civilization perish, law and order expire, my first act would be to get an iron bar and laughingly beat some bankers to death, and if they’re reasonably young and juicy, eat them, even raw if I could still get the right seasoning. I’d also be hunting for Hollis and our accountants. Loader too.

“What about Tibetan divination techniques?” asks the beard-puller, as questions are invited from the audience.

The Lama smiles. He’s been here before. He answers with a smile, although I suspect he has little time for the fairground side of Tibetan culture.

“Let me tell you the story of the bear and the weasel’s shoulder blades,” he says. He elaborates about the dough ball and the butter lamp, while I admire the fine cotton of his pale-blue shirt. Is it some ancient Tibetan shirt? It’s certainly expensive.

“And if you’re setting out on a journey,” continues the Lama, “and you see a funeral procession, that’s a bad omen.” Is he having a laugh? Finally you never know. A car pulls up, the driver leans out and says to you: “This is your lucky day.” He’s selling some leather jackets or a hi-fi. You know the goods are murky, but you actually do want a leather jacket or a hi-fi, and the question still remains: is this your lucky day or not? Who will get the best deal? Will you have a hi-fi that self-incinerates in a week or a bargain? And deep in our innards, we reckon we’re owed a lucky day or two. We’re waiting to hear some good news, and if you’re not listening how will you hear?

“What about the Chinese invasion of Tibet?” asks the beard-puller. He fancies himself as a bushwhacker; he’s been waiting forty minutes for this. “How come your divination tricks didn’t see one billion Chinese coming?” He twitches exponentially in satisfaction.

The Lama smiles. “Our divination tricks did see the Chinese coming. They foresaw it with perfect clarity, far in advance. But when one billion Chinese invade your country, predicting it doesn’t help you much.” The Lama smiles, but some darkness resides behind it. I can imagine him catching the beard-puller in the car park later on and giving him a thorough Ancient Tibetan kicking.

Books and DVDs are on sale. I have to say I like the Lama. He’s a salesman and he shields the nothing well. Also for all the celestiality of his talk, he’s a lad. He’s a fan of clapping loins. In the Lama’s hotel room, the jacuzzi is bubbling, the champagne is chilling, the sports channel is on, and the Ancient Tibetan art of muff-diving is practised.

On my way out, he catches my eye. He nods.

I know now where I’ve seen the Lama before: in my future.
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I review the unfortunate facts that are called my life.

Most people don’t understand how easy it is to lose everything. This isn’t a criticism, I envy them. Luck. Everything’s luck. You can’t cross the road without it. You can’t get out of bed without it, and if you disagree, just wait. Everything’s luck, and if your luck is bad, there’s nothing you can do about it.

Nevertheless, self-pity must be the most pointless of the vices. To begin with, at least, most vices are fun, but self-pity does you no good at all, and isn’t, as far as I’m concerned, even enjoyable. On the other hand if you don’t feel sorry for yourself, who else will?

I’m sitting in Silver Sushi, waiting for my luck to change, eating sushi. Silver Sushi on Washington Avenue is my favourite sushi place in Miami. It’s the only sushi place I’ve been to in Miami, it’s the first time I’ve eaten here, but I’ve nominated it as my favourite place, because when you live in Miami you have to have a favourite sushi place, and I now live in Miami. They have cool art books lying around that you can flick through while your fish is readied; it’s a small, cheap touch, but it makes a difference and I approve.

Chief among the unfortunate facts: lack of ability. I don’t have any skills. I’m too old to sell my body, and my mind’s pretty bare. I wouldn’t even be much good at menial labour (not that there isn’t stiff competition from Haitians, Cubans and other boat arrivals on that front).

This may sound obvious, but one of the reasons I was never successful was that I never aimed high enough. I wanted to be successful, who doesn’t? But I didn’t do anything that might have put me on course for the thick chocolate. I worked hard as a salesman, but with the business I was in, and the commissions I was on, I could have done okay, but there was no chance of summiteering.

I used to say to my customers. “You can have anything you want. Anything. But you have to pay for it.”

You can have Cleopatra-shaped luminaires. Rainy-morning-shaped luminaires… Anything is possible technically, but you have to pay extra. Predictably, everyone hugged the rut. Everything was carefully calculated, products priced to be just affordable by the clients, products with just enough commission to make them worth selling. The cheese was no bigger than required by the trap.

My investment in the club was another example of my lack of mission. Even if the club had been a success, I wouldn’t have made anything astonishing out of it. Not with one per cent. It would have been pocket money. A good holiday. New suits. No, to make it, you need something that can grow uncontrollably.

You tend to end up where you start. I know of two cases of honourable travel from nothing to abundance. A young lady who married money, and one of my neighbours who was a composer. He used to force me (and anyone else he could lure into his home) to listen to his symphonies. They weren’t the worst things I’ve ever listened to, but close.

Desperate for money, he composed a jingle for a television quiz which was syndicated all over the world and made outrageous sums of money. He moved into a country mansion, but was more miserable than before since he was celebrated as a jingler, and he eventually topped himself.

I swish a morsel of cuttlefish into some soy sauce, and I choose the religion business.

It’s one of the few businesses where not having an ostentatious car or cathedral-like showroom isn’t a hindrance, where, in fact, beggary is cool. For a person of holiness, lack of progress up the power tower can be regarded as a triumph.

It’s true I know nothing about it. It’s true I have little interest in it. But its great appeal is that you’re selling nothing, and when you are selling nothing you have no product you have to invest in or to make sure is in working order; joining the God squad is about being convincing when you say “it’ll be all right” in reply to the question “do you think it’ll be all right?”

Religion never has to deliver, it only has to promise to deliver. Delivery is always round the corner. Down the road apiece. What the Lama was offering was refuelling. He was a refueller, refuelling. It’s about being convincing, and I can be that.

In my defence, I was honest and decent. For a long time. I wouldn’t dismiss honesty and decency if they gave you a stable income, but they don’t. They’re why I’m sitting with someone else’s credit card in my pocket and a persistent and extremely embarrassing medical condition.

And what’s more, I might well be able to deal out some wisdom; it’s difficult to set yourself up as a preacher if you’re twenty, but at my age I can dish out heartfelt counsel on vicissitudes. And if you’d like some more “non” on your non-non-being, I’m your supplier.

Then I realize I’m doing it again. I’m plotting small, I’m thinking like a drudge. First of all, I’m at a big disadvantage in the God game, compared to say the Lama, who has all that Ancient Tibetan stuff to draw on, and who has been at it for decades. It will take me years to get to the stage where I’ll be holding forth in a plush hotel pushing the merchandise, should I manage it at all. And just because you’re in a plush hotel pushing merchandise, it doesn’t mean lurid take-home pay.

I need to do what a gambler on a bad run is supposed to do. Double up. Lose, then double up. Double up, until you get back to where you started. Except I don’t need to double up, I don’t even need to quadruple up, I need to do something like centuple up, thrice. I can see everyone laughing at me back home.

When you think they’re all laughing at you, you’re in serious trouble. Because either it means they are all laughing at you, or you’re going mad.

I tweezer my last piece of sushi, and I decide to be God.

Have ambition. Aim high. Cut out the middleman. Don’t be holy, be divine. Don’t act as a scripture-driver explaining the hard-to-follow manual, give them an evening with the main man. I’ve pretended to be a handcuffs salesman with great success, why not up the ante? Of course, pretending to be God: tall order, but what a potential pay day. Considering my failure as a human being what do I have to lose by acting worshippable?

Excited by my idea, I return to the counter to order some coconut ice cream to aid me in my plans. The counter is staff-free. I wait for a few minutes, disappointed by the decline in service in my favourite sushi place.

In the back room I can hear the staff jabbering away in a Miami standoff between Spanglish and Korish. There’s something funny about speakers who are keen to argue, but don’t have enough of the language to let rip, like watching two fighters ten feet apart trading punches.

I call out a couple of times. The invective hobbles on in the back room. My impatience grows. No one has forced you to open a sushi bar in South Beach, but if you do open one and attract customers inside, you should at least take their order. I was always on call, late at night, in the bath. I always did my job, I humoured the many mentally ill and unpleasant customers I had, and yet I find myself penniless in a sushi bar, with a persistent and embarrassing medical condition, unserved.

But that’s going to change. The old Tyndale would have fumed. The new Tyndale overcomes. The new Tyndale is unidirectional. There’s a phone by the counter; I reach for my little black book and phone England.

There’s only one person I know who could help me with my plans. But one can be enough.

“Hello?” It’s Bizzy’s distrustful voice.

Bizzy and I go back to the first day of school. Let me tell you about our trajectories.

The last day of school, I went out and spent all my savings on a suit for my first, proper job, in a travel agent’s. At weekends I’d worked in a supermarket, stacking shelves. So had Bizzy. But unlike me, Bizzy spent his time stealing or helping his friends steal. I’d always felt grateful to my employers for giving me employment, so I never lifted anything. Thus Bizzy had thrice the cash I had.

He also needed a suit for his first job. He went to the same place as me. As he was twiddling with the suits, someone sidled up to him and asked him which one he liked, then told Bizzy to meet him outside. Bizzy, who had thrice the cash, got a suit twice the price of mine for a third of what I paid.

We lost touch, but eventually I heard Bizzy was running a snooker hall. I went to see him, in a shitty area, where I found the snooker hall dark and locked, although the info on the door said it should have been open. After hammering for a while I managed to raise Bizzy. Bizzy smelt off, the hall was dingy and empty apart from a pair of three-legged, leprous tables and a rusty beer keg.

“Are you renovating?” I asked.

“No,” Bizzy replied. I left feeling sorry for him, because it looked as if he had been quarantined from luck. Six years later I heard he had retired from snooker-hall management and had bought a twenty-room mansion in Scotland, with a hundred acres. I wasn’t sorry for him then.

Once I visited him. He never left the property and when his wife and two daughters did, they wore body armour and were accompanied by a squat guy with a flattened nose and no conversation. The whole family spent hours at their very own shooting range.

“My old boss had an unusual problem: he found himself with too much cash on his hands,” Bizzy had explained to me, cradling the rifle he carried everywhere. He had run a string of snooker halls where no or imperceptibly little snooker was played, but which had been unimprovably profitable. Happiness was universal for six years. Bizzy’s only headache was snooker players wanting to get in and interfering with the money-laundering. Happiness was universal for six years. Then it wasn’t.

I left not knowing whether to feel sorry for Bizzy or not. But he’s the only person I know who was into big-time multinational illegality. And just as I know lighting experts in Ljubljana, Seoul or Buenos Aires, it occurred to me Bizzy might be able to help me out in Miami.

“It’s me, Tyndale.”

“I don’t know any Tyndale,” Bizzy replies.

“Yes you do, Bizzy,”

“I’m not Buzzy or whoever it is you’re looking for,” says Bizzy.

“Yes, Bizzy you are Bizzy. And I’m Tyndale.”

“I’m not saying I’m Bizzy, but what proof do I have you’re this alleged Tyndale?”

“Bizzy, I’m out in Miami and I need an introduction.”

“Unknown stranger who’s misdialled, let me tell you, I hardly know anyone in America.”

“I need… how shall I put his?… I need someone not too honest.”

“Listen, Mr Weirdo, why are you asking me, me of all people, a question like that? How would I, a man with no criminal record, no appearances in court, a man whose tax returns make inspectors weep with joy at their naked probity, why would I know of someone not too honest? I have spent my whole life avoiding anyone even suspected of the teeny-weeniest wrongdoing. I abhor illegality in all its forms and I’m not just saying that because someone might be listening to this conversation—”

“Do you know anyone in Miami or not?”

“Well, lunatic caller whose identity is a complete mystery to me, and whose questions are deeply offensive, I only have one contact there, but he might be what you want.”

“What’s his name?” I ask, poised with pen and paper.

“Dishonest Dave.”
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Dishonest Dave’s shop is on the quiet, less affluent end of Fifth Street, away from the glitzier blocks of South Beach, flanked by a couple of porn shops and a Haitian restaurant. The shop has a big neon sign in front, “Dishonest Dave’s”, and underneath it in smaller, but still unmissable lettering, “We fully intend to rip you off.”

I wonder how dishonest you can really be if you’re warning your customers you aim to gimpli them. Inside the shop, one half is devoted to music in various formats, the other half is a miscellany of furniture and household items, rocking chairs, squirrel cages, microwave ovens.

With a jutting name like Dishonest Dave, I expect the holder to be large in frame, large in manner. But he is average height, wiry, dark, fortyish. He greets me quietly but warmly.

“So you’re a friend of Bizzy’s? Frank. Ella. Pharoah.”

I have no idea what he’s talking about. But as always when you don’t understand: smile. Sometimes smiling when you don’t understand will get you a smack in the mouth, but the odds are with you. Dave shows me around his premises, pausing to assure one elderly woman studying a photocopier that it’s “a hundred per cent stolen”.

“Business looks good,” I say, because you say that even if it isn’t.

“I do okay. I’m lucky. I got this place ten years ago. Now, here on the beach, I wouldn’t be able to afford the doorknob.”

“So the sign works?” I ask, gesturing at the rip-off neon.

“It does. The public notice. Some are infuriated, but mostly, the upfrontness is liked. We’re only saying we’re a business and we’re out to get the best deal for ourselves. Customers appreciate not being clintoned.”

“You from Miami?”

“Port-au-Prince. I’ve lived here for twenty-five years. There are a few who’ve lived here longer than me, but I’ve never met anyone from Miami. That’s what Miami is, a city you come to, not from. When I arrived here, it was decrepit Jews, some folks from the Midwest who’d got lost, furious Cubans and Haitians with their derrières hanging out of their trousers. Now you can’t cross the road for the bankers and galleryistas.”

We go into his office, where he offers to make me some coffee. I notice a jug half-full of coffee.

“I’ll have that cold.”

“Okay. I like it that way too, better than fresh, better dusty a little, fermented a little, yeah.” He grins. I’ve passed some test. He puts his feet up on his desk. “So how heavy are you? You as heavy as Bizzy?”

He’s not talking about my body weight. I shrug, which he accepts as an answer. It’s amazing that he hasn’t clocked me for the failure machine that I have become. It’s wonderful to be mistaken for someone; that’s one of the worst things about unemployment – the conclusion you’re nothing. Probably in the great scheme of things we all are, but you don’t want to feel it.

“So what can I do for you? I can get you anything you want in a couple of days. Except a nuclear weapon. There’s a waiting list for that.”

“There’s nothing I need yet. I just came to say hello, but I will need some advice later on.”

“Make sure you ask the right question. You heard about the alchemists? They wanted to turn shit into gold. But the real question was not whether you can turn shit into gold, the real question was is it worth the effort of turning shit into gold? Otherwise, you can have pretty much anything you want… if you’re willing to pay for it.”

“I’ve noticed.”

I debate how much to tell him. I outline my interest in holiness without giving too much away. In any case how damaging could it be to be denounced as a fraud by someone called Dishonest Dave? Dishonest Dave fixes me up with an acquaintance who has some rooms to rent cheaply, no deposit and no questions. I leave Dishonest Dave’s with a Duke Ellington compilation (the music was playing in the background and when I commented favourably on it he insisted on burning one for me) and a punchbag (eighty per cent discount) which he swears will change my life.

A large man is protesting angrily to one of Dishonest Dave’s assistants that the toaster he was sold is not as advertised. Wearily, Dishonest Dave wraps a tea towel around his right fist and tests the tension. “It’s always the toasters.”
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I phone Nelson to tell him I’m stealing his credit card and to give me four hours until he reports it. “Okay,” he says, “I’ll get myself something too. Have a good time, did you?”

“Yes I did.”

“You see, no one can be unlucky all the time.”

I rush to the nearest most expensive boutique and buy myself a charcoal-grey suit, some shirts and additional underwear. When you have a persistent and embarrassing medical condition and you want to impersonate God you need some sartorial backup. Normally, I have no time for grey, but the cut of the linen suit is so perfect, I can’t resist it. It was waiting for me. I put it on straight away and bag my old clothes.

Enjoying a new suit this much makes me a little ashamed, but the suit makes me feel new, heavy and holy. It just does. It is ridiculous that it can give me this much propellant, but it’s good that it does: a surge of self, however undeserved, shows that I’m not entirely beaten.

But it is discomforting, the pleasures that stay with you. I don’t really enjoy golf any more, and you can’t say it’s because I’m bad at it, because I was always bad at it, but I used to enjoy it. Your body can cause you a lot of embarrassment, yet it gives you some reliable joys: a good shit, the drawing-out of a constellation of snot from the depths of your nostrils. Ignoble, yet frustratingly pleasurable. I wish strenuous exercise or absorbing some masterpiece of art could gratify me as much, but they don’t.

Downtown on Flagler, I take out as much cash as I’m permitted from an ATM, then, catching my new suited self in reflections whenever I can, I make for a dingy stamp shop and purchase their most expensive stamp, one with Benjamin Franklin. Nelson’s card is now litter. I stroll across the street to another dingy stamp shop and sell it for cash that I stuff into my wallet.

The address Dishonest Dave gave me is in Coconut Grove, away from the water, and the house is impressive in scale and style, although major reconstruction is under way.

Sixto, the proprietor, shakes my hand in a formal way. He’s short, dressed in a long-sleeve shirt with tie, which in this heat is fairly radical; he has a faint moustache, presumably grown to add gravitas to his face, but failed in its mission. He resembles a fourteen-year-old dragged to a family photo shoot.

The room on offer is huge, but bereft of any furniture; the swimming pool’s not bad, the rent is moderate. Cash only. I can’t move in for two weeks.

“I’m having some alterations done,” says Sixto. “Are you around during the day? You might find it disturbing.”

Am I around during the day?

“What is it you do?” Sixto asks as I hear Dishonest Dave’s voice saying no deposit, no questions. What is it that I do?

“I… I’m in the illumination business.” I say hoping to be convincing. Sixto doesn’t laugh or enquire further. I realize he’s being polite. He doesn’t challenge me on my ludicrous statement. I turn it back.

“And you?”

“Project manager.” I’m not tempted to ask more, as I don’t really care, and it’s always good to save some small talk for emergencies later.

“I’d like to move in now if that’s okay.”

“I can’t get the bed out of storage today.”

“No, it’s okay. I can sleep on the floor.” It takes Sixto a while to grasp I’m serious, and he gives me that look you give people whom you thought were all right but then show signs of worrying weirdness.

We dodge past some workmen to get into the kitchen, where I meet another lodger.

“Hi, I’m Napalm. My girlfriend is a dominatrix,” he says.

Let’s consider the evidence. First of all Napalm is too old to be calling himself Napalm. He’s well into his thirties. Furthermore, I’d wager he’s not a musician, tattooist or hired killer, professions where a preposterous name is a plus.

I’ll never be the focus of an ad campaign, but Napalm… Napalm is especially unfortunate. I would describe Napalm as a twelve-year-old lesbian. With a beard stolen from a burly fisherman. Not a good start, and Napalm tops it off with a basin haircut, binocular-thick glasses and one of those large-mesh vests popular with very muscular black men that makes his depressingly white skin more depressing. In my entire life, I’ve only met one other person so far from the accepted standards of allure, and when I described him no one believed me.

Immediately, I want to help. It’s so unfair. I want to give Napalm some money for contact lenses or a haircut, some fashion tips, grooming suggestions, but I can already see he’s disqualified. You don’t want to tournamentize, but Napalm’s disqualified.

It’s impossible he has a girlfriend. Women can get very desperate, and can be very compassionate too, but this is not on. Even paying for it, Napalm will struggle. He’s not even sinisterly or intriguingly ugly. Merely no-use ugly.

“Can I make you a coffee?” Napalm asks. All his top teeth are struggling to form one big tooth, and they are covered in a delicate yellow film.

It gives me a boost. I may have a persistent and embarrassing medical condition, but clothes cover it, and I still have a chance. No matter how unlikely, I’m still in the game.

“I have my own business. My company produces high-end custom-made waterskis for the blingers and the jocks,” Napalm explains. “You’ve probably heard of us.”

Love the us. Love the probably heard. Truth: I have a shed where I fiddle with fibreglass. Napalm selling anything is questionable. No one with a tan, athletic ability, success at any level would tolerate Napalm’s presence in the same room. Sixto is shuffling around, anxious that Napalm will scare me away.

“Why isn’t the water boiling?” asks Napalm.

“You haven’t plugged in the kettle,” I point out. Napalm was nowhere in sight when the good stuff was handed out. But he’s still game. I admire him for that. He’s fighting when there’s no hope. That takes uncommon courage.

The coffee, when Napalm has coaxed it into being, is terrible. I don’t know what he’s done wrong, but it’s undrinkable. I long for an opportunity to pour it down the drain but Napalm gives me his full attention.

What galls me most about failure, is the amount of effort I’ve gone to to achieve it. I was given the manual. I followed the instructions. Shake hands firmly. Look people in the eye. Buy your round of drinks. Help with the washing-up. Tell the truth. Keep an eye on elderly neighbours. Remember birthdays. Be polite. Save your money. Don’t drink and drive. Recycle. It’s like getting a computer, following all the instructions, but the computer refuses to work. A computer you can at least shake, or kick around. Sadly you can’t do that with your existence.

This reflection I banish as weakness. A wobble. Be unidirectional. Towards deification. You’re well ahead of Napalm.

“Let me show you round the neighbourhood,” proposes Napalm. “Being the boss of the company, I can take time off whenever I want.” The old me would have politely agreed.

“Thanks, no. I need an early night.”

My room is completely bare and white. There’s an agreeable purity to it. A big white womb that will give birth to great things. However, Sixto may have been right about the bed. The floor is concrete and cold. A few blankets won’t do. But I want my base. I don’t want to waste money on a motel.

I take an unhinged door from the corridor, some empty paint pots and create a makeshift bed. It’s much better than it sounds, though I lie awake for hours seeking sleep.

But that’s nothing to do with the bed. I often journey through the night awake.

Revenge passes the time. I think about how I paid taxes all my life, how my parents did too. Then when my mother was ill, how nothing happened at the hospital. You pay tax, and you get nothing. No, that’s not true, you get shit. I ponder how my bosses didn’t like me taking time off to look after my mother. How that helped get me fired.

I think about revenge. Pointless weakness. I strain to submerge the thought. Be unidirectional. But the rage bobs back up time and time again. My guts are fermenting. I fart rage. I can’t stop thinking about how I’d like to have half an hour with my former bosses and an iron bar. Revenge colonizes our thoughts. Stories on television, at the cinema, in books, they’re usually about revenge. Why so much about revenge? Because in reality it never comes to pass.

I abandon consciousness wondering whom I would track down and kill first if civilization collapsed.
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I wake up early, beaten. What am I doing here? Sleeping on a door, far from home, wanting to fool everyone that I’m God.

I pray. I pray because there’s nothing else. I don’t pray for myself. I pray for everyone. I pray that God will set everything right. Save me, sure, but save everyone else. Why do we have to go through all this? All this… and all this… all this… trampling? Unluckily for me, deep down, I’d like a world with a smattering of justice.

In the bathroom mirror, I inspect my face. To regular observers of Tyndale Corbett there’s no doubt he’s cracking up. “Portrait of a man about to go pop” could be the caption. I plant myself on the toilet in an attempt to jettison the hopelessness.

Napalm’s waiting for me in the kitchen. “How about some coffee? I do great waffles.” I have to laugh.

“Thanks. But I have a meeting.”

I need to get plotting. A full stomach is the best start to plotting. I get in my car to locate an expensive breakfast. As I hit the ignition, a black youth, stripped to the waist, cycles past, handlebars unused, because he’s using his hands to snort something. I admire him because he’s having fun. The bike is so shoddy it couldn’t get stolen, and his trousers are rags, but he’s relaxed. It’s all about attitude. It really is. If you don’t care, you don’t care.

On my way over to Ocean Drive, I again briefly consider suicide, but as I tuck into my eggs benedict in the sun, my spine reforms. I need to draw up a business plan for becoming God. How? How fast? How best? Should I concentrate exclusively on getting divine, or should I make some money? Even with a liberal application of frugality my funds won’t last more than a few months.

I have to get on with it.

At the table on my right a very ogleworthy woman gets up. She’s mid-thirties, a soupçon of time-inflicted sourness, but still confidently publicizing her breasts. She has the same travails as Napalm: doubt, betrayal, loneliness, dry skin. But she’s travelling first class. This is what is so unfair. She may die alone and miserable, but it’s unlikely. I’ve known some beautiful women who were unhappy, some inexplicably unhappy, but I haven’t known any who were alone or poor.

Fumbling with her purse, she spills some coins which spiral all over the ground. I retrieve two quarters for her that have rolled to my feet. It’s a great opportunity for conversation. We could meet up somewhere for a drink or a meal, get to know each other, hit it off, tumble into bed; but then where would we be?

Without paying, I smile and walk off.
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Finding work isn’t so easy.

Without a work permit, the choice isn’t so great. And even if I can get some fake ID, it always takes time to find a job. But I want to be doing something. I know how easy it is to drown in yourself.

In a T-shirt shop selling rubbish to tourists, I almost get work, but the missing staff member turns up just as the cash register is being explained to me. After two days of tramping around. I find myself in a small shack on an unfashionable section of the beach, selling refreshments.

I open up, feeling good. The weather is overcast and, for Miami, cool. I’m in charge of three tubs of ice cream, some water, coke and some burgers and buns. I have five dollars in change and was left by the owner, a Mr Ansari, to whom I gave a deposit of fifty dollars, with the injunction that if I cheated him he’d find me and kill me.

There aren’t many people around. After forty minutes, a stubby woman with a five-year-old child turns up. That I only have three flavours galls her. She’s ugly, and I’ve noticed this with the ugly, because they’ve had so much shit, they tend to go to one extreme or the other; either they become very jolly, or they don’t.

On top of that, there is nothing more ruthless than a mother with a small child. This is a working mother, on her day off, swindled by the weather. Exasperated about the lack of flavours. After consulting her kid, she asks for some pistachio.

I reach for the new tub; opening a new tub is strangely pleasurable. I reach for the scoop, and then encounter a problem. The ice cream is hard, completely immune to the scoop. Even with straight-from-the-freezer tubs I can usually tease off some shavings. But not this pistachio. I don’t know what they did with this tub, but it must have been involved in some extreme refrigeration activities for years.

I smile. Always smile. “It’s really hard,” I say to the mother in the hope that she’ll acknowledge my predicament and say “we’ll come back in ten minutes”. She doesn’t. I decide to put the tub on the hotplate for burgers, but either the hotplate doesn’t work or I don’t have the ability to switch it on. I push the scoop as hard as I can. The scoop gets a slight veneer of grease. I push again until I sweat. Is this stuff really ice cream?

The mother watches me with contempt. This is worse than being shouted at. This isn’t my fault, but it might as well be.

“Where’s the ice cream?” the kid asks predictably.

“The man’s just making it for you,” the mother replies. This is what’s interesting about kids. They believe. They believe the man’s making it. They believe we can fly.

I push the scoop so hard my vision goes, and the scoop buckles. Out of curiosity, I examine the other two tubs. Like rock. I smile at the mother. There we are, attendees at an unfortunateness.
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My mishap with the ice cream persuades me not to mess around any more. I need to get on with my mission, and to trust that money will come from somewhere. Unidirectional.

Pondering how to give off hints of divinity, it occurs to me that a house of worship would be rich in believers and where God-grade actions would be appreciated (I’m not wasting my time trying to persuade people who don’t even believe in God). I hang out in a few local churches to get a picture of piety in Miami and I can see that the mission won’t be at all easy.

If you want something, you can work hard to create or to earn it, to assemble it day by day, week by week, year after year, or you can go out and steal one someone else made.

The big churches are well organized, they have skilled pulpiteers. Like any successful business they are well placed to repel boarders. St Mary’s Cathedral puts on a great show, but it would take me years to work my way through the ranks. It’s the pyramid scheme all over, you have to pay before you get. And I suspect that the Catholic Church would be rather upset about God turning up and wilting their authority.

The smaller congregations, on the other hand, seem too nutty, too poor to bother hijacking, but are also quite jealously controlled by cult masters.

I spend an afternoon strolling down the Miracle Mile in Coral Gables. No one I talk to knows why it’s called the Miracle Mile, but then it’s very likely the staff in the shops I browsed in have only been in Miami a month longer than me. The Miracle Mile is a row of glitzy shops, but has nothing out of the ordinary about it. Would it be too corny to simulate a miracle on the Miracle Mile? On the other hand the copy would be prewritten for the journalists. I’ve got to make my act press-friendly.

Turning off the Miracle Mile, I saunter into Books & Books, which I assume is a bar with an odd name, as a bar is what greets you in the courtyard, until I see they also do books. Are there any short books about becoming God?

As I’m hot and tired, I sit down and order a drink instead. The walking’s drained me, and I also spent the morning thrashing the punchbag Dishonest Dave supplied. With Sixto’s permission, I fixed a screw into a tree branch in the garden, and hung the punchbag.

I’ve never had a go at a punchbag, but immediately discovered I had a vocation for violence. I beat that punchbag senseless. Punches, jabs, elbows, roundhouse kicks (in a lame, forty-something way, but it was fantastic). I couldn’t believe how much I enjoyed hitting it. I was enjoying it so much I was certain someone would come and stop me.

My vocation for violence is, however, a vocation for violence against the inanimate. I’ve had two fights in my life. The first was at school when I was six. One kid had swapped my new chair for his crappy chair. I was tugging back my chair, when the teacher spotted us. Instead of stopping us, she said, “Go on then, slug it out.” I won and got my chair back, but I wasn’t happy. I wasn’t happy because I’d discovered I was in a brawn-ruled world.

My beer is served by a tall blonde. Generally, I have no interest in attractive barmaids, because the standard attractive barmaid has no interest in me, and attractive barmaids are constantly accosted by glibber, more appealing or more obsessed customers than me.

The poise of hot barmaids makes them as approachable as a mountain peak. But this barmaid fumbles over every order, which makes her more charming. Her unrevealing attire also suggests she must be some grad student who started on the job fifteen minutes ago. She’s friendly and conscientious not because she’s being paid to be, but because she is.

Dedication is sexy. I hate laziness and sloppiness. We chat and I get a wobble. Suddenly, I get a burst of loneliness, and my uni goes off in another direction. I want a life with the barmaid, to take some poorly paid job in a warehouse that wouldn’t matter because I’d be with her.

“Any chance you’re free for dinner?” I ask not with any expectation of success, but because if I don’t ask the regret will be a stone in my shoe.

“Hey, if I were single…” she says. I suspect this isn’t true, but it’s a decent way of saying no. That future has gone to where all the other unused futures go. I’m surprisingly undeflated. The wobble’s over. But if you’re not too bothered about the no, you’re not too bothered about the yes.

I briefly scan the section on religion, but there’s no book clearly marked “How to Fool Everyone You Are God” and so I give up.

On the way home, I get lost and hungry. Near the Government Center, I stop at an unfancy Cuban restaurant where the waitress is dejected and the menu is laminated. The whole place is run on an easy-to-wipe-down basis. Even my chair is plastic. I order a pork chop.

The pork chop is simply done, but it’s so good, so unimprovable, it’s terrifying and unnatural. It’s as if I’ve been waiting twenty years to eat it. The mashed potato it comes with is unfancy as well, but it’s the best mashed potato I’ve ever had. I realize it’s one of those useless miracles.

These miracles occur when you get exactly what you want – usually without you knowing what you want. Seeking to repeat the experience, you might enjoy it, but it will never be as good, because perfection is only once, and perfection is even more perfect when it is a surprise.

Across the room at another table, I catch the talk of an old guy, talking to two ugly sisters. Not plain, ugly: they’re never going to sneak into beauty for a night out. No nose job, gym membership or implant will make a difference.

They’re not at Napalm’s level of disassociation, it’s not the end of the world. They probably have doting husbands, satisfying jobs, pride-making kids, but no man is heading home to beat off in remembrance of them. Women go on about love, tenderness and how disgusting those pictures are, but most, at heart, like the idea of men oinking for them. And the sisters aren’t going to get that. It’s unfair, because there’s nothing you can do about that; it’s not like being poor, or not very smart, or being born in an agricultural region: you can compensate for that.

It’s unfair in the born-without-an-arm way, and there’s nothing you can do about that. The one-armed, no-legged often say they don’t mind, but I don’t believe them. I’d be furious. I’m enraged enough about my life as it is. The reincarnation crew say you get a handicap like that because of your actions in a previous life. I have no idea whether that’s true, but it’s a great explanation. They deserve it. There’s reason. That’s what scares us more than punishment however harsh, a reasonless blow from the dark. The dicemare.

The old guy with the Ugly Sisters, he’s in the God business. I spot the dog collar. Dressed in black, short sleeves. Shrivelled, balding, he is painfully trad, but for the huge dayglo orange crucifix on his chest.

“Do you pray hard here in Coral Gables?” he asks. He’s working his audience, working them hard, which means he’s not very successful. The Lama had that insouciance of a man with a mile-eating, house-costing sports car revving at the traffic lights, knowing he couldn’t be beaten – occasionally challenged, but never beaten. The best salesman doesn’t have to pretend he doesn’t care: he doesn’t.

The Ugly Sisters are getting some pep talk from him. By the time they leave, I’ve finished my cafecito and I wonder if I should follow him. He has left some pamphlets at the table. You’re in trouble when you’re leaving pamphlets on easy-to-wipe tables. “Free Health Check on Your Soul” I read. “See Hierophant Gene Graves”.

I leave a generous tip, but the waitress is too depressed to care. I always have this strange desire to be friendly to waitresses, receptionists or taxi drivers. I want to say I know you have to deal with oafs all day, but I’m not one. I want to be liked. Why?

Back at Sixto’s, Napalm is waiting for me.

“I’ve got some brochures for the Shark Valley Trail out in the Everglades,” he announces, and suggests we go cycling there at the weekend. I’m considering taking up his offer, because I’ve got nothing planned and because I might as well explore.

Part of me, though I’m ashamed to admit it, would be embarrassed to be seen with Napalm. At school, you’d walk through a burning building to avoid being seen with Napalm. As you get older, you get more relaxed about being around failed individuals who are of a lower value than you, because it’s understood that they can’t be your friends, they’ve just drifted into your presence. You never lose that sentiment of caste. We’re all at it. The best players at my golf club would barely say hello to me. Why? Because they had no need to. Because there was nothing they could get from me. They talked to good golfers or the powerful. Politeness is what happens when you’re figuring out people’s value.

I’m in big trouble, but I can’t see a way out for Napalm from his life. Maybe I’m wrong. He’s maybe five years younger than me, and perhaps by the time he’s my age he’ll be deliriously happy and successful. Maybe his worldly goods won’t be a few clothes and a persistent and embarrassing medical condition.

What can I do for Napalm? As Tyndale: haven’t a clue. As God: haven’t a clue. Shouldn’t I be able to help him? Yes, this should be a simple task, but I haven’t a clue. Shouldn’t I be thinking about my policies as God? I should have some positions on matters such as Napalm.

The doorbell rings and I find Dishonest Dave outside.

“Thought I’d show you around a bit… show you the sights. Yeah. Hit some clubs.” I think about asking Napalm, but because I know he’d say yes, I quietly close the door behind me and tiptoe to Dishonest Dave’s car.

We go to the pawnshop, where we’re obliged to queue up outside for a few minutes, even though Dishonest Dave is on the guest list and since it’s early the club is empty. Two Cuban bouncers are on duty.

“Bishop to Knight Two,” says one.

“Bishop to Knight Two? Are you shitting me? You sure?”

“You heard. Asswipe.”

“Okay. Pawn Bishop Four then.”

“It’ll end in tears, maricón. You’ll chicken out first. I’m castling and you can eat my fianchetto.” They’re playing a game of mind chess, which is one way of passing the time, while we all go through the process of letting some minutes elapse so the club’s dignity isn’t besmirched by simply letting customers in.

I’m touched that Dishonest Dave has taken the trouble to companion me. He’s also very generous with the drinks, purchasing three rounds to my one. He talks a lot. He talks animatedly, although what he talks about I can’t really say, since the music is very loud and Dave talks very fast and waves his hands a lot. It’s hard to act engrossed in something you can’t understand, but I smile and nod a lot, hoping he’ll dry up so I can just ogle the women and enjoy my drink.

I catch something about black women. “Black women. Black women. They’ll do anything for you. That’s what you need.” Then a little later on, “Electromagnetism – they just don’t understand it. They ain’t got a clue.” Several times I indicate to Dishonest Dave that I’m tired and want to go back home. He hears what I’m saying, but he’s not listening; my information is not germane.

Eventually I realize I’m so drunk it’s no use in refusing his offers of more drink or fighting to get home. I’m so drunk I could be robbed, stripped naked, cudgelled and left in a ditch, and I wouldn’t mind one bit. Dishonest Dave is still holding forth.

At six in the morning when we’re the last drinkers thrown out of the club, Dishonest Dave answers his phone and placates his wife. I’m experiencing quite a strong hatred towards him now as it’s clear he’s been pulling the old “he’s a stranger in town, I have to show him round” ploy to flee the coop. It’s not about showing me the town, it’s about getting off the leash. I’ve known quite a few husbands like that: who’ve arranged a business meeting in a bar which will only last fifteen minutes, after which they’ll go boozing with friends or romp with their secretary for three hours, so they don’t have to lie to their wives about having a meeting.

Dishonest Dave is jigging around as if he’s about to go out for the evening. I can’t see a taxi anywhere, and I don’t have any money left.

“Please. I’m begging you, take me home.”

“Not till you’ve had breakfast. I know a place that serves the best breakfast in Miami.”

“Honestly I need to sleep.”

“After breakfast. A great breakfast will set you up for a great sleep.” We walk a few blocks as Dishonest Dave talks breathlessly about elections in Haiti and by this stage if I had a gun I would have shot myself. Perhaps this is my punishment for not inviting Napalm along, which in a way would be comforting since it would suggest justice is paying close attention to everyday events. But it’s funny how it’s always punishment and not reward…

A ginger-haired guy sidles up to us and says, “Listen…” I never found out what he intended to say since Dishonest Dave hits him. Or I assume he hit him, since there’s a loud cracking sound and our interlocutor is lying on the ground rug-style. Dave’s that fast.

Dave bends down and picks up a knife I hadn’t noticed, which is lying by the barely conscious mugger. Then Dave reaches inside his jacket and extricates some papers.

“I want you to know,” Dave says to the guy, “that I’m not some knucklehead. That’s my bank statement. See? You see that? That’s my money. All that money is mine. And this,” he says unfolding another bit of paper, “is my doctorate in Caribbean studies. You do know what a doctorate is? So, not only can I kick the crap out of you, I’m way way richer and smarter.”

“Well, time to go home,” I say.

“No,” says Dave. “I’m not letting this spoil my breakfast.” He makes the guy strip naked and throws his clothes over a wall.

We reach the restaurant as Dishonest Dave complains about being mugged all the time. “I know people who’ve lived here twenty years, they’ve never had so much as a harsh word. I get this every other week.” I can see why in a way; like most of the very dangerous people I’ve known, he doesn’t look dangerous. Average height, light build, accompanied by a drunk, tubby guy; you can see that it would be tempting.

Dave orders an Ecuadorian omelette for me despite my protests, and then holds forth about noirisme and how Papa Doc tried to make himself into a God, something I suppose I should pay attention to, but I can’t.

“Power is the drug that destroys the strong,” he concludes. “You aren’t eating your eggs.”

“I’m sorry, I’m really not hungry.”

“We’re not leaving until you eat your eggs.” He’s not joking. I push my food around on the plate while Dave lectures on the role of the army in Haiti. “Haiti is the smallest democracy in the world; there’s only one voter: the army.” I attempt to get the waitress to call for a taxi, but Dave countermands my request by saying something in Spanish which makes the waitress smile. Fortunately Dave goes to the restroom and I swiftly bin the eggs.

“Okay. Home time,” I say with relief outside. My vision is fading.

“You look terrible,” says Dave. “What you need is a good shave. I bet you’ve never been shaved, proper old-fashioned, at a barber’s.”

I look up and down the street, desperate for a taxi. One glides past unavailably with a passenger.

“You promised,” I say, fully aware I sound six years old.

“After a good shave. You’ll be amazed how good it’ll make you feel. I know the best barber in Miami.”

Dave’s car draws up outside a huge sign that says “WANT A FIGHT?” Am I hallucinating? The last thing I want is a fight.

“How can you call a barber’s ‘Want a Fight?’”

“This is Miami. You can do anything you want. That’s why I wanted to check up on you. Visitors here, they just loco-fy. Hard-working, churchgoing family men, they come here and it’s like one of those stop-motion films, you can see them growing horns in front of you. A day or two here and they’re holed up in a motel, surrounded by empty bottles, on the phone to Bogotá and moaning some chiquita. We’re craziness central. When they flew those planes into the World Trade Center in New York, you know what we were saying down here? We’re in on this. Don’t know how, but we’re in on it. And we were. All craziness checks in to Miami.”

We’re seated, and as our bristles are removed we watch on the huge screens above us the last round of Tyson vs Holmes. Then at Dave’s request they put on the Rumble in the Jungle, Ali vs Foreman. He stares at the screen open-mouthed with such childlike joy that I forget how angry I am with him. There’s something enjoyable about watching someone enjoy themselves, but nevertheless because the chair is so comfortable, I fall asleep.

Dave wakes me up. “So how about one for the road?”
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The next day I draw up outside the Church of the Heavily Armed Christ, in a run-down sprawl of Miami Beach that isn’t yet billionaire-heavy. Three blocks away cranes and new steel are on the skyline, but here there’s a burnt-out restaurant opposite, and a string of boarded-up premises that were thriving concerns forty years ago. Finding a parking space is no problem.

Above the doors of the church there’s a skilfully painted image of Christ, looking, well, Christ-like, but nursing a rifle with a freakishly large magazine. The church itself is an unimpressive building, a prefab hall, unimaginatively rectangular and dull. A little sooty on the outside, with blotchy paintwork. This is the sort of church that could be hijacked. Own premises, but not too successful. No hardened freeloaders ready to protect the trough.

The door opens. So far, so good. That’s as it should be, though as I enter it also strikes me there’s nothing worth stealing. Some vased flowers. Two small piles of hymn books. There are five rows of pews, so a maximum congregation of sixty or so.

I make my way to the back, where a door is marked “Hierophant’s Office”. When you’re selling there are basically two tactics: you sell (or appear to sell) cheaply. Generally this is the most winning argument, but the other trick is to insist you have something better, something unique. There’s little point in calling yourself Father or Reverend; that’s been done. Christ’s been depicted with children, puppies, sunbeams, rosebuds, but I haven’t spotted him lately toting major firepower.

All morning I’d debated whether I should do more research and plotting, but… laziness always wins. Time for some events. Strong-arm. Strong-arm events. The Hierophant is cleaning a window; he glances quizzically at me. He labels me a tourist in need of directions or some municipal plod in search of a late payment. But I’m not that. I’m the commodity any church desires most. A walk-in.

“I’d like to talk about my soul.”

“I’m rather busy at the moment,” says the Hierophant.

“But I need to talk. I’ve done something…” I planned to let the silence do the talking, but the Hierophant jumps in.

“Have you killed someone?” The hopeful way he poses this question makes it evident that the penitent murderer is right at the top of his wish list. I’m annoyed I wasn’t ready for this, since conjuring up a non-existent stiff in a far-off country wouldn’t be that difficult, but instinctively I opt for the preconsidered story of the abyss tribulating me.

“No.” I add, “Not yet.” Since that’s easy to add. “The abyss is drawing me in.” Which isn’t a lie.

“What’s your name, son?”

“Tyndale.”

Up close, the Hierophant is well mad. His glasses are cheap and his remaining hair is regimented not in the lamentable, denial style of older slapheads, but because everything is locked down. The emblem of the Marine Corps is perched on a shelf. He’s retained that military spickness. He’s a fighter, I’d guess, and as someone who’s not… I admire that.

Being a fighter is often not much help. I’ve noticed that. Mind you, there was Gus, at my golf club. He played every day. Rain, cold didn’t matter. The coaches made a fortune out of him. He was obsessed, and made all the effort, but he wasn’t any good. He simply wasn’t. Even I managed to beat him. His ambition was modest: to play for the club in local competitions. For years and years, he waited. I greatly admired him for not giving up, because it’s easy to keep going if you get a whiff of success, but when you’re given bitterade year round, that takes stones. Gus did get his moment. The club’s team was swallowed up by the ground (new course, old, disrespected mineshaft) and while they ate hospital food, he represented the club. But that’s the exception.

“Tyndale, the abyss is drawing us all in. We have to fight every day. Let me tell you about a young man who was standing where you are a few months ago. Dan. Dan was governed by the abyss, by decades of abuse of alcohol and drugs, by violence, by theft, but he got down on his knees and changed that.”

Some short-sleeve shirts are hanging in the ajarness of a closet. Even at a distance I can see the shirts are spaced out precisely and they are ironed to perfection. I’ve got to say, as a slob, I’m impressed by discipline. Before I left for Miami, brushing my teeth was almost a full day’s programme.

“Dan got down on his knees and arose a new man. He even had time for reconciliation with his three sons… although the reconciliation wasn’t as long-lived as it should have been, because of his fork-lift truck accident the next day.”

Is Dan and the fork-lift truck quite the advertisement the Hierophant intends? The Hierophant invites me to sit and I give out a carefully edited list of facts about myself. Mystery enriches. Keep it subcutaneous.

“I was called here,” I say.

“We have special soul-clearance techniques here,” the Hierophant replies. “Tyndale, we can make sure every chamber of your soul is cleared of malcontent and darkness. We can start right now.”
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I haven’t eaten for two days now. Improbably, I feel great. Of course, there’s a huge difference between fasting by choice as I’m doing and, say, not eating because you’re stuck in a disaster or because you have no money.

I’ve been fasting to impress the Hierophant. Yes, I could have pretended to fast, but holiness grows on you. Also, it saves me money, since food is my main expense. And since I came to Miami with something of a gut, I can afford to evade some calories.

I’ve become the Hierophant’s right hand quickly, overnight really. Who wouldn’t like an unpaid henchman? I gave him some guff about the abyss and how his pamphlet came into my life at just the right time.

The Hierophant believed me. Why? Because he wanted to. Wouldn’t you want someone who agrees with you all the time, who sees how right you are, who does what you want and who doesn’t ask for any money? I told him I’m staying with friends and that’s stemmed his curiosity about why I don’t have a job or money or other calls on my time.

I placed myself at his disposal. I collect dry-cleaning. I climb onto the roof to fix leaks. Everything’s going great at the Church of the Heavily Armed Christ (his arsenal includes armour-piercing denial, the Kevlar of service to others and the magnum force of the holy word), although I can’t see yet how it will help me, and our average congregation could fit into a car. But it feels right and it’s creating radiance: oh, Tyndale, he always helped others. Soon my radiance will be noticed.

Curious as to how weak two days’ fasting has made me, I seek out the punchbag and take a few swipes at it. I am very weak, physically at least.

Sixto comes out of the house. “Tyndale, you here this afternoon?”

I’ve got to know my landlord over the last couple of weeks. Sixto may be the only person in Miami who was actually born in Miami. His father fled Cuba after Castro blah, blah, blah. Sixto and his sister spent most weekends stripping guns and cleaning them blindfolded, out in the Everglades. “Man, every fucking weekend it was eating snakes and bugs and blowing stuff up with plastique we made in the bathtub. And my father was always pissed because I couldn’t shoot as good as my sister. She could put a standard NATO round through an ace of spades at four hundred yards, day or night.”

“What does she do now?”

“Market research for a pet-food company.”

For five years Sixto’s father stopped talking to him after Sixto refused to play groovy guerrillas in his leisure time. Warmth was only re-established when Sixto took a vow to shoot Castro like a dog if he ever got the chance, and that whatever happened in the future to one day make the journey to Cuba to piss copiously on Castro’s grave in the event of his father predeceasing El Beardo.

“I need someone to be here later to take a delivery,” Sixto walks towards me and gazes at me oddly.

“Tyndaaaaal,” he says. He stops and, as he quivers a step backwards, I identify the odd gaze. I run towards him, but before I get to him, he’s folded up on the ground and twitched over into the swimming pool. It’s not a big pool, but big enough to drown in if you’re having an epileptic fit.

It’s really not easy getting him out; if he’d been a bigger man he would have drowned. I put him in the recovery position, while searching for his tongue with my fingers, but so much vomit comes out I can’t catch it. It’s indisputable however he’s alive and breathing properly.

I’m terrified and half drowned, but Sixto, no surprise, is in a much worse state. “It’s okay,” he whispers, but he’s shaking badly.

Later, we drink some Barbancourt Rum. “I should have told you about the fits,” he says, “but you know… it’s so boring going through all that.” I sympathize. I had a girlfriend who had minor fits. It was tedious for her, though I’m ashamed to say I was always hoping she might have a fit during sex, just to see what that would be like. I consider mentioning my persistent and embarrassing medical condition, as a sort of bonding, consolation thing, but only for a second. I’ve bonded and consoled plenty, and some information is best unaired.

“I’m draining the pool,” Sixto says. “It’s not as if any of us use it.” He now hates the pool, irrational though that is. “I don’t suppose I have to tell you I owe you. Gratitude is a big deal for us Cubanos,” he says as if he sincerely wishes it wasn’t. “You can ask me for anything.”

“Don’t really need anything. Some part-time work to earn a few bucks would be nice. Could I help out at your company, maybe?”

Sixto groans. “You would ask for that, wouldn’t you?”
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I tug on a door and it opens. I advance through the darkness, as I can hear music further on. I am now a successful cocaine dealer. I hope.

“There are only two types of dealers,” Sixto had told me. “The unsuccessful. They have interesting lives. Shoot people. Get shot. Get arrested. Have girlfriends who snitch. Feature on television. Spend years doing strange things for bigger men in jail. If they survive, they write hilarious memoirs. Then there are successful dealers. If you’re a successful dealer, your day is more boring than a postman’s or a pizza delivery boy’s. Postmen get bitten by dogs, pizza guys get ripped off.”

Sixto isn’t being entirely reckless or generous about letting me in.

I know nothing.

I know nothing about who he works for. I know nothing about where it comes from. My job is simply to take packages to certain people and bring back the cash. Very often I don’t even get cash. Basically, Sixto has given me the most tedious part of his job. True, it’s a risk on his part, but since, as he confided in me, he is training to be a psychotherapist, he doesn’t have as much time to drive around town making the drops.

And he’s right. It is like returning a book to the library. Sixto only does business with old acquaintances and in bulk. I make brick-sized drops. Like this one.

“It’s a club,” says Sixto. “It’s one of these so-trendy-we-don’t-bother-telling-you-about-it places, but if you can find the door we might let you in.” Finding the door wasn’t easy, because the door didn’t have a number next to it, nor was the name Three Writers Losing Money anywhere in sight.

I enter a huge dance floor with a bar at the end. This must either be the club or the local circus.

Behind the bar is, I assume, the barman. The barman, in addition to a generous scattering of tattoos, has a variety of metal stalagmites and stalactites fixed on his face – but that we’ve all seen before. He’s shaved his head and fixed onto it a number of thin, bright-blue rubber strips. It gives the effect of a blue dreadlock wig, but a very badly made one. It’s as if he cut the strips himself, but got bored with it after a while, and gave up on uniformity; some strips are hairs, some finger-thick, some long and some short.

It might have worked in an haute-couture way, but for the fact he’s a twenty-year-old twat with acne. Next to him is the DJ nest, and behind the decks I see a monkey. It’s a small monkey, but I note the monkey has a gun.

It looks like a real derringer and the monkey carries it in a spangly holster. The monkey is changing discs with practised ease. Two hefty guys on the other side of the counter are watching the monkey in a tense, hostile way one wouldn’t associate with monkey-watching, which is meant to be entertaining.

“Does the monkey have a licence for the gun?” I ask sunnily.

“It’s a monkey, it doesn’t need a fucking licence,” replies the barman in a tone they didn’t teach him in bartending school. “And who are you?”

“I’ve come to see Bertrand.”

“Is he expecting you?”

It’s very tempting to be sarcastic, or indeed violent. Fasting gets you high as the buzzards, but it does make you bad-tempered. I could take the barman easily, but the other two are very hefty. And it wouldn’t be very radiant. I suppose it’s a repetitive-strain injury from years of visiting strange workplaces. I always had an appointment. Shall we think about this? If you want a favour from someone is it a good idea or a bad idea to turn up unannounced? And what’s amusing is that while many of the clients I dealt with were self-important dullards, the receptionists were always the worst.

Now, I’m doing Bertrand a favour. I have enough poisonous alkaloid with me to keep the whole club’s gums numb.

“Yes,” I say. “I am expected.” And I remember to smile. Always smile.
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Bertrand’s office is up on the second floor. He’s on the phone when I enter, and as there’s no one else around, I flash him the brick. He waves me in.

“It’s a simple question,” he rambles on. “It’s a simple question. It is a simple question. So why didn’t they ask me? Why didn’t they ask me? Wh-y? Wh-y? All they had to do was ask. They ask me the question, I give them the answer. That’s not difficult is it? So, why, wh-y didn’t they ask me the question?”

I peer out the window and scrutinize Miami. I see the light and the roofs. I love this city. I look out for several minutes as Bertrand gases away, and soon, much as I love looking out on Miami, I have to work hard to look as if I’m really keen on looking out of the window and not very impatient.

“Okay, Opium Garden is big, it’s what’s you or I would call big, but it’s not right to say that it’s really big. It appears bigger than it is, because of the way it’s divided up. But if you count up all the bars in Mynt, it’s bigger than Opium Garden. It doesn’t look bigger, but it’s bigger. Now, no… no, no, I’m not saying it’s a lot bigger than Opium Garden, but it is bigger. No, no, no. Let’s take Crobar. Crobar is actually the same size as Opium Garden. Yes it is, if, if you take into account all the stairs—”

I make some I’d-urgently-like-to-hand-over-the-brick gestures, but Bertrand retorts with some wait-wait flapping.

I stare out of the window pretending I’m savouring the view and not fuming. I think of my old boss, Bamford, and three years on, I understand why Loader asked for his telephone number.

There are events and conversations which sometimes take me a year, five years, ten years, twenty years to unlock. I don’t know why, but suddenly the answer tumbles out.

Bamford was a no-nonsense man. When his wife went mad – not a little peculiar, but dead-end insane – he had a week off work (and he took it as leave). One week off. He had his wife certified, found boarding schools for his kids, and never said one word about it. I’ve always admired those who could eat their greens without a murmur, because I can’t.

The highest compliment from Bamford would be to call you a cunt, as in “I can’t believe you made that sale, you cunt”. That was if he liked you. If he didn’t like you he wouldn’t talk to you. Yes, he was from Yorkshire. On the other hand, if he was wrong, you could simply tell him to fuck off. His was a style of management almost extinct even then. Almost everyone liked Bamford, he was how you wanted God to be really – hard but fair.

Bamford’s retirement lunch was one of the first times I had doubts about the whole running of the universe. What happens when you’ve worked at a company for thirty years, when you’ve essentially built the company? You get a retirement lunch and a farewell present. The retirement lunch was faultless, everyone turned up, colleagues who loathed each other were cordiality itself, the food was great. He got an expensive dust-gatherer to put on his mantelpiece. Loader, the new boss, shook hands with Bamford, and told him, “We must do lunch.”

Normally when someone says to you “We must have lunch” or “We must have a drink” it means precisely the opposite. If you want a lunch or a drink why not arrange it, why shove it off into the future? It’s like someone calling you “my friend”. It’s precisely people who aren’t your friend who will call you “my friend”, individuals who are either ripping you off or about to rip you off or kill you. “My friend, you have nothing to worry about” is a phrase that should make you run as fast as possible.

What frightened me most, however, was, the second, the very second Bamford walked out of the restaurant, he was gone. Everyone rushed off to further their interests, and he was nothing. Finally, we all are a dense nothing, but it’s not nice to be reminded. It was a dress rehearsal for death.

Bizarrely, despite the “we must have lunch” brush-off, Loader did invite Bamford for lunch the following month.

Everyone in the company had heard how Loader had once ended up in court on charges of theft, as a large amount of company gear had been found in his flat. The favourable interpretation of these facts was that the stolen stuff had been in the room of his lodger, who also worked for the company. Bamford went to court to testify on Loader’s behalf, though there was debate as to whether this was because he believed Loader innocent or whether he couldn’t stomach losing his best salesman.

The day of the lunch, I saw Bamford waiting in reception and said hello. It occurred to me I should mention I had seen Loader go out minutes earlier, but concluded it was none of my business, and I assumed Loader would be coming back. The new receptionist also thought about that, but she had been strictly briefed never to give away the movements of company personnel, so she couldn’t tell Bamford that not only was Loader out having lunch but so was Loader’s secretary – so no one could explain to Bamford he had been forgotten.

Bamford sat there for an hour, because he didn’t give up easily. So everybody in the company filed past and witnessed his stranding. The lunch never took place. Ironically, I was more upset by Loader’s behaviour than Bamford was. Loader had quite liked Bamford (just because you’re a sack of shit doesn’t mean you don’t have emotions) and he forgot him not because he wanted to forget him, but because he had no need to remember him. Bamford had attained the invisibility of those unable to dispense benefits.

A year or so after, Bamford’s name came up, and Loader said to me: “We must have that lunch. What’s his number?” I was confused. Everyone knew Bamford’s number. He had lived in the same house for forty years.

It’s only now I grasp that Loader had to believe that there was some difficulty with Bamford’s number: that was the only scenario that would permit him not to see himself as a shit. Loader is close to the top of my list in case civilization falls apart.

I check my watch. I’ve been in Bertrand’s office for forty minutes now.

“Okay, okay. The ceiling is higher. The ceiling in Mynt is higher, but that doesn’t do you a lot of good, now does it? No, if you take out all the furniture…”

My job is to hand over the package, but Bertrand is pushing his luck. I’m not interested in being nothing. If Bertrand had just once uttered “sorry” or “hang on” it would have been different. I take a piss on one of Bertrand’s pot plants, because I need one, and perhaps this will get his attention. It doesn’t. I stroll out in case that gets his attention. It doesn’t.

Downstairs the barman is now yelling at the two chumps. “Yeah, I have to feed the monkey, but the monkey does the job.”

“We did the job,” responds a chump.

“We had fifteen people in here last week,” shouts the barman. “Fifteen. And ten of them were my friends.”

“You can’t fire us,” says the other chump. “You didn’t pay us, so you can’t fire us.”

“You’re right. I’m not firing you. What I’m doing is giving somebody else the opportunity of using your turntable skills.”

“The monkey can’t do the job.”

“It’s true it took him two hours to learn how to use the decks, but I’m willing to nurture his skills…”

The monkey yawns. It opens a large, leather-bound book which has a biblical appearance. It skilfully rips out a thin page, which it then begins dexterously to roll into a joint with weed taken from a pouch. It lights up and puffs mellowly. I suppose anti-marijuana legislation doesn’t apply to monkeys either.

I’ve seen enough. I exit, and as I’m basking in the sun wondering where to go for an expensive sandwich I have no intention of paying for, the two chumps storm out, and attempt to slam the door, which they can’t, since it has one of those slow-close mechanisms. They charge up to me. I feel fear. Am I going to be mugged?

“He’s fired us,” says one to me. Does he think he knows me? That’s the price you pay for usual features. The two of them are wearing white T-shirts with a picture of grapes. My interlocutor has large sideburns: one is dyed purple, the other is dyed yellow.

“He’s replaced us with a monkey,” says the other one. “A monkey called Stinky.” If I had been fired and replaced with a monkey, particularly a monkey called Stinky, I don’t think I would go round telling the world.

“It’s not about the strippers. No one comes for the strippers. They come for the music. Without the music, man, the strippers are nothing. What does a monkey know about music?”

“Yeah,” I say sympathetically, trying to load the word with all the things they want to hear. The two guys are twenty, beefy, and they’re standing very close to me in a blocking sort of way. Is this a preamble to a beatingful robbery?

“You’re Bertrand’s dealer, aren’t you?”

“No,” I say, surprising myself by how convincing I sound. Denial, outrage, surprise, a hint of menace – all present.

“I knew it,” says the other one. “I knew you were.”

“You’ve got heavy connections, right?”

“No.”

“Oh, man. Which cartel do you work for?”

“I don’t work for anyone.”

“We want to work with serious people.”

“We want to work with serious people, not monkeys,” says the other.

The one with technicolour sideburns reaches into his pocket. I’m alarmed for a second, but the trousers are too tight to conceal a weapon. “I’m Gamay,” he says. “This is Muscat.” He hands me a crumpled card with the inscription “DJ Gamay and DJ Muscat – Rhythm Gods”.

“Hey,” says the other one, handing me another card with an identical layout that reads “DJ Muscat and DJ Gamay – Rhythm Gods”.

It’s taken me a while, but I grasp that they are that stupid. It’s partly youth, but mostly stupidity. Of course, I’ve never regarded DJing as a job. Where’s the skill or enterprise? You buy a record, which in most parts of the world rarely involves a journey of more than a few miles or the investment of an hour. You play the record on a turntable. Indisputably, some technical ability is needed: plugging the turntable into a power source, but frankly, Stinky rests my case.

“Give us a chance,” says Gamay.

“Guys, I work at a local church.”

“Give us a chance,” says Muscat, going down on his knees. “Phone us anytime. We need to be big-time. We need to be nationwide.”

“Thank you. If I need any DJing I’ll call you first,” I say. I drive off. Now I’m worrying about Bertrand. Will my walking out cause serious repercussions? Will there be bloodshed?

By the time I get back to Sixto’s I’m sweating about my decision. I know nothing about the practice of this profession. Sixto is in charge of everything in Miami. The house itself is a money-laundering exercise for his bosses. Buy ruined house, spend fortune doing it up, sell it for bigger fortune, claim decoration skills, all legal. Sixto’s renting out rooms to earn some pocket money for himself. But just because I’ve saved his life doesn’t mean he’ll let me do anything I please; however, when I tell Sixto what happened (omitting the pot plant) he says: “Bertrand’s fantastically irritating. We can live without him. You should have walked out straight away.”
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Doubtless my being asked to come along is a mark of approval, an acknowledgement that an apprenticeship has begun. Hierophant Graves drives us out to Opa-Locka to visit a family who aren’t members of his congregation, but former neighbours of his former neighbours, who are in need of tribulation-easing. I contemplate the rosary that Hierophant has had fitted on his dashboard so he can knock off a couple of prayers when he’s stuck in traffic. That’s religion, there’s really a lot of praying. They have lots of differences, but I can’t think of one that doesn’t go in for prayer. Right rite. Rite right.

I’ve become a fan of the Hierophant’s grit. He’s an also-ran. Granted, so am I, but he’s taken thirty years to build up a church with an average congregation of twenty, he’s not very smart, and I can’t see him upping his game.

The Hierophant talks of the end of time and nuns’ arses. He’s of a generation for whom humour means nuns and farmers’ daughters. But there comes the point where you have to stop talking of the end of time and nuns’ arses and get out of the car and deal with a dying child.

We’re here to tackle the big one. The mollification of the really unjustifiable. I’m sure this former Marine’s sergeant would be proud of the way he hits the beaches of suffering, rushing straight for the hardest section.

The Locketts are a young couple. Balvin is an unemployed jai-alai player and his wife, Nina wants to give up her job as a food-standards inspector to look after their three-year-old daughter, Esther, who has leukaemia and, they say, a few months to live.

There is of course, nothing the Hierophant or I can do to alter the injustice of their daughter dying, but he is good. As I listen to him pastor, I grow more confident and optimistic. Our ears tend to be more open to sentences we want to hear, and there is something soothing about someone telling us again and again, with confidence, that it may be all right.

The one problem with turning cynical and dishonest is that you can never succeed completely. I dislike children. I dislike children because they’re typically noisy and smelly; you have to spend your whole time escorting food in and out of their bodies, but you’re expected to be charmed by them.

The problem with Esther is that she is completely charming. She sits quietly on her own, playing with some strange counters on a board, smiling, looking perfectly healthy and happy. Why are we all equipped with such honest joy at the start? It’s so radiant even I am momentarily invigorated by it, before knowledge of her illness defoliates me. I believe I would give her my life if I could (or at least I feel as if I would, who knows? I’d probably chicken out at the last moment if it could actually be arranged), mostly because I don’t have much left anyway, and because she is bright and good-natured and won’t mess up like the Hierophant or me.

We leave. I’m weighed down by how astonishingly hard life is, and my opinion of the Hierophant is considerably raised. It’s easy to talk about benevolence when the sun is shining and bank accounts are full, not so easy when the torture’s going on. He may have done some good, and if he didn’t, he was trying. There is a season for bullshitters.

On our way back, the Hierophant suggests we do some shopping. We stop off at Publix. It’s important to keep your shopping holy at all times, because you never know who might snoop into your basket. The Hierophant is doing the weekly shop and his trolley is heaped with spare rib, but I have only a loaf of bread and some price-reduced papaya in my basket. Like everything else, if you make frugality a habit it’s quite easy, and it makes the splurges all the more enjoyable.

As we join the queue for the checkout, four aisles over, I spot the Krishna. A group of four. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a devotee solo. Probably they need one person who knows the way to the supermarket, one person who knows the way back from the supermarket, one to steer the trolley and one to deal with the cashier.

“Don’t look,” the Hierophant whispers to me. “Act natural.”

As our items are processed I wonder what acting natural in my case would involve? Act like an unemployed lighting salesman? Act like an unemployed lighting salesman acting like he’s God?

Outside, we load our goods into the car, but the Hierophant doesn’t start the car up. He smears some dirt on the number plates. He ushers me into the driver’s seat and then surveys the exit. He fiddles in the glove compartment and produces a Miami Heat cap and a pair of sunglasses which he dons; he fiddles some more and finds another one for me, and produces a pistol.

“Tyndale, I can’t see any cameras out here, can you?” I look around. If we’re on camera, I certainly can’t spot it. “Drive as I tell you,” he says ominously.

The Hare Krishna appear and load up their people carrier. The Hierophant cocks the pistol and says, “The .22 is a weapon that is appropriate for a holy man.”

I’m shitting myself. I’ve already been courting decades in maximum security and if I end up behind bars I want it to be my fault and not someone else’s. We trail the Krishna and then the Hierophant leans out and fires three rounds through the length of their people carrier, rounds, I assume, designed to shatter the glass rear and front, to terrify rather than injure. We speed off in the opposite direction.

“I can’t help myself,” says the Hierophant. “You know how at school there’s always a kid that everyone beats on, and you feel sorry for the kid. And then there’s another type of kid at school everyone beats on, and you just want to get your licks in too.”

As far as I’m concerned (as long as I’m not jailed) the Hierophant could take a chainsaw to them, because I’m humouring the Hierophant, because I’m not hugely bothered by anything much these days and because I still have vivid memories of being overcharged for a dismal carrot salad at a Krishna restaurant.

“This poor sinner believes the Hierophant is right.”
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Back at the church we prepare some turkey subs. We’re going to distribute some eats to the needy. “We don’t want to get there too early,” the Hierophant explains. “Hector takes care of people at 6.12.”

We arrive where the homeless congregate, round the back of the Omni, about twenty past six. Two guys are munching some enormous empanadas, which even from afar give off an irresistible meaty aroma. Half a dozen trolley-pushers gaze at them wistfully. “So where’s this Hector?” I ask.

“He was here at 6.12,” says the Hierophant. “He could feed a thousand people if they turned up at 6.12. You can have almost anything you want. One time he even had caviar and freshly buttered toast. But woe betide those who come at 6.16. Some say he hates handing out food and some say he hates the unpunctual.”

Hector had been in the open sea for two weeks on a raft from Cuba that had gone badly off course. He had been moments from death when he made a deal with the Santeria divinities: save me, and every day for the rest of my life I’ll feed anyone who needs it. He was picked up by a fishing boat at 6.12 p.m. within a minute of making his pact.

“He kept his vow,” says the Hierophant. “But you have to with the Santeria divinities. They won’t take any shit. I don’t even believe in them, and they scare me. So Hector gives generously every day, though of course some also say that, while he gives generously every day, he never promised exactly how long he’d be generous for every day.”

I’ve been with the Hierophant now for over a month and I have to say I don’t really understand what his church is about, or rather how it differs from the mainstream churches, apart from the fact that it’s his church. He’s had a new leaflet printed with the catchy strapline “Affordable paradise: what are you waiting for?” I suggested handing out some of the leaflets along with the food, but the Hierophant wouldn’t let me.

“That’s cheating,” he said. “They know who I am if they want to find out more.”

The turkey subs are welcomed. The easiest way to spot the homeless or mad in Miami is to keep an eye out for winter clothing; those boys love to overdress (and it is mostly men, another testament to womankind). There are some old guys who badly need the food, some younger guys newer to destitution who are cooler about it; but it’s pleasant to do something helpful.

“Nice shoes,” says a simple-looking guy to me. My shoes aren’t especially fine, but you forget that you can sink to the point where an unruined set of footwear looks good.

A very tall black man comes up to me. I immediately christen him the Prophet. He’s wearing a headdress and carrying a magnificent walking stick, made out of some dark, gnarled wood. His clothes are ripped up so regularly you’d say some garment-grater had been at work. Sunglasses, and his most distinctive feature, a gas mask, hide his face. I doubt this is to protect himself from his stench, which pokes me in the eyes, since one of the great mercies of existence is that you’re immune to your own fug. I’d say the gas mask comes under the heading of inappropriate concern; when you have no job, no money, no home and only an approximation of clothing, car fumes shouldn’t worry you.

He is incredibly straight-backed though, which makes me push my shoulders back. The years accumulate a stoop on us. I pass him a turkey sub. He stares at this, perplexed, as if I’d given him a clockwork rabbit.

The turkey sub is very simple – turkey, lettuce, tomato, butter – but quite good if I say so myself. A white guy with an afro who’s sporting a black overcoat (although he’s naked underneath) asks me what it is.

“Turkey,” I respond.

“I want ham,” he says. I wonder if Christ had this problem with the fishes and loaves, the crowd at the back asking for cheese or spare rib.

There is a part of me that yearns to say, in the style of my erstwhile employer Mr Ansari, “Take the turkey or I’ll kill you.” But I can’t do that. I hand him another turkey sub, which is wrapped up so tight you can’t see the turkey. “There you go,” I say. He walks off without opening it. Tell the hearers what they want to hear. It may not work for long, but it does work.

Only one of the recipients expresses thanks. “Great sub,” he says. Young guy, doesn’t look homeless, he looks more like a student who’s stayed out late. “Hey Fash,” shouts the shoe-admirer, “let’s go. Let’s go.”

I’m surprised to see Dishonest Dave approaching us, and he’s a little surprised to see me.

“He’s not here,” says the Hierophant to Dave. As I suspected, Dishonest Dave is one of those people who knows everyone.

I sense from Dishonest Dave’s posturese he doesn’t want to talk about why he’s here. So I don’t.

“How are you?”

“Doing good. All going to plan?”

“Fine,” I say. The Hierophant has ambled off to issue the last subs. “There’s one thing I wanted to ask you. Do you know any corrupt doctors?” I’m confident Dishonest Dave will have a couple on the books.

“No.” He says. He then says nothing more. I feel he has said this too quickly. I want at least to hear something like, “Let me have a think…” or “Maybe…”.

“You don’t know any corrupt doctors?” In one way, you sound stupid asking the same question again, once it’s been unequivocally answered, but I have found that asking the same question three or four times on occasion can get you closer to the answer you want.

“No,” says Dishonest Dave, torpedoing my first attempt at a miracle. “Let’s go for a drink some time.”

[image: image]

Developing my deification has to be my top priority now. I’ve established myself as a mysterious, austere figure, who doesn’t drink, smoke, shoot up, chase women or boys; who hardly eats (in witness-heavy circumstances). Calm, patient, willing to clean windows and to hand out leaflets. A great sitter in church. Wholly holy.

God-grade worship starts with miracles. A few discreet, not too publicized miracles would get me going.

Curing the sick is a standard one. Curing Esther would be great, but for the problem I can’t do it, and even I wouldn’t want to engender any false hope. Curing the sick is in fact a very tough one. You see cripples bounding out of their wheelchairs or tumour sufferers boasting of remission, and a part of me thinks, well, I could be wheeled into a mass and then jump up, and as for the genuinely sick getting better, they do that all the time, despite the doctors (although not, apparently, if you have a persistent and extremely embarrassing condition like mine).

But healing is a real crowd-pleaser.

The easiest way to get rid of an illness, is to get rid of one that isn’t there. What I need is a sufferer, what I need rather than a straight fake who might flake, is someone upright, someone for whom the tumour is real and who will then love the cure.

Persuading someone they’re terminally ill is cruel and largely unforgivable, but not if you do it to a banker or a lawyer. What I need is a morally depleted doctor who, when some unsuspecting banker or patient he hates comes in with a sniffle or rash, persuades him (and it will have to be him – no women, no kids) to take some tests. The test results are tweaked to be disastrous; more tests are done with equally doom-laden results. Then in steps a mysterious, austere figure recommended by the doctor as a spiritual counsellor. Hey presto. I must talk to Dishonest Dave again about his medical acquaintances.

I go downstairs where two attractive girls are mopping the floor. They are wearing skimpy bikini bottoms, and nothing else. It’s the scenario that you long for when you’re sixteen but you’ve given up on by the time you’re forty-something, because you know it’ll never happen, and even if it did you wouldn’t be able to do much about it.

“Are you the holy guy?” one asks.

It’s working. I’m pleased that I’m radiating, but I’m blowing it by gawping at their breasts. However, they are unembarrassable.

“Sixto told us about you,” says the other. Bearing in mind the work I carry out for Sixto, I fear he’s having a laugh. “Do you really sleep on a door? I’m Trixi and this is Patti.”

In order to preserve my holiness, I retreat back to my room. Later, when I’ve heard them leave, I return to the kitchen to fix a snack.

“Sixto, I’ve just met your cleaners,” I say when he appears.

“Yeah, I’m furious about that.”

“Why?”

“I told Patti she could clean up. I didn’t ask her to bring a friend.” Patti, Sixto elaborates, is the younger sister of his girlfriend, who had been hassling him month after month for some blow. Sixto judged it immoral to sell cocaine to his girlfriend’s younger sister. He judged it immoral to comp her even one line. But because she was so relentless, he agreed to let her earn some by doing housework.

“To instil the work ethic, you know?” Sixto had been taken aback when Patti had shown up with Trixi. He had also been taken aback when they stripped to keep their clothes clean. “Man, I told them to put their clothes back on. I fucking begged them. But no, they were too worried about their clothes getting grungy. And you just don’t have any authority when you’re talking to fifteen-year-old breasts.”

“Fifteen?”

Sixto inspects the ground. “Why did I do her a favour? Why did I want to help her out?”

I have visions of twenty topless fifteen-year-olds fighting over the right to clean the hob for a toot. The whole school rolling up.

It’s hard to be bitterly disappointed when you’re forty-something, because you have basically given up. But I do have that one-step-forwards, ten-steps-backwards sensation. I can’t conceive of any anger-diverting way of Sixto explaining to his girlfriend how her younger sister scouring his surfaces, coked-up and naked (and that’s how it will be in his girlfriend’s mind, it won’t be any use him highlighting the bikini bottoms as mitigation) was originally a disciplinary measure. We’re down for one of those five-hundred-year sentences in maximum security. This is what happens when you do favours.

Driving over to join the Hierophant, I consider how all these white-powder escapades could put an uncorrectable dent into my plans. I can’t believe we haven’t been arrested yet. It’s Friday afternoon. The cops will probably wait till Monday morning. What can I do about it? Nothing.

I meet the Hierophant at the public swimming pool. The Hierophant did three tours of Vietnam (they wouldn’t let you do any more) and gets some military pension, so he could be taking it easy in a trailer somewhere less chic in Florida, hooking marlin and so on, but he ploughs most of his money into the church and has this part-time job at the pool working the ticket desk. His energy is remarkable, especially since I doubt the job pays enough to buy a newspaper.

Three rotund middle-aged ladies buy tickets. “Where are you from?” asks the Hierophant, because, naturally, they won’t be from Miami. “Toledo,” says one.

“Do you pray hard in Toledo?”

The Hierophant is wearing a T-shirt with the inscription “Work Harder – Millions of People on Welfare Are Depending on You” and a baseball cap. Some wear a baseball cap because of fashion or because it is the badge of a certain group. The Hierophant wears it because it’s cheap, useful headgear.

A woman comes up, carrying one kid, with four others, two very young, in tow. She’s horribly poor. She has to spend the whole day counting her money and recalculating her purchasing possibilities.

“Hi,” she says. “Do you have a family rate?” Of course, there isn’t one. The misery is caked on her. Her husband died somewhere struggling to make money in some foreign shithole, no insurance, leaving her with the creases of widowhood. They’ve driven for days to have a holiday, to stay on someone’s floor. That’s why there’s so much stuff about being kind to widows and orphans in scripture, because it’s so fucking awful. You get a taste of how hard life can be, and you also know that an insight like that is of no benefit, it’s like stepping into a squishy turd. You just want to wipe it off.

The Hierophant lets them in for the price of two kids. I’m proud of him. No one has been done out of anything. It was a little wink of decency.

“Everyone has a breaking point,” says the Hierophant, “and everyone’s wrong about where it is.”

This is what’s funny; the characters who go on about caring for others are nearly always the most selfish. I had some dealings with the union reps at work and they were all, almost without exception, the most greedy, self-centred and vile types you were ever likely to come across. You should see their expenses. Beware talk of brotherhood and justice. Whereas those, like the Hierophant who trumpet the stand-on-your-own-two-feet creed are the most likely to give you a hand…
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I wake up with the dawn and I pray hard.

I pray hard for everyone. I don’t even pray for myself. That’s how pure my prayer is. I’ve been praying hard for some time, begging unashamedly for a better world, because I’m appalled by the one I’m in and I haven’t noticed any difference. It occurs to me that probably many others have been on the beseeching trail; surely if prayer had any effect we’d have noticed? On the other hand, just because something doesn’t work for you doesn’t mean it’s not working somewhere else. If I had to start a fire by rubbing twigs, I’d be nowhere, and I’d have some chance of pulling off a stunt like that.

Breakfast restores my spine. How confidence-rich a doughnut can be, how character-forming coffee. Time for a miracle. Time to radiate.

The Hierophant needs to be seeded with intimations of my supremacy. He will serve as the chief witness of my divinity, so he has to be fed some amazing information, so first I need some amazing information.

I grab myself a terminal at Kafka’s, and see whether there’s some good stuff on the net. I immediately find an interview with the Hierophant conducted by a Virginia Hawthorn, the journalist at the Lama’s talk. She’s evidently hot on religion. I mark her down for cultivation.

Then I drive over to the Church of the Heavily Armed Christ, where I sweep up, even though since I swept up yesterday, there’s nothing to sweep up. I leave a terrifically phallic blue pen on a top shelf in the Hierophant’s office, which should garner me amazing information.

The next day, I arrive early to filter the mail, in case there’s any amazing information. Sadly there is no letter informing the Hierophant of a visit from a long-lost friend or relation. There is no news of a large fortune bequeathed to him. There is nothing that could be even considered respectable information. There are bills and ads for gardening equipment, and since I’ve opened the envelopes clumsily, I have to ditch all the mail to conceal my tampering.

I then plug in to my pen, which can record up to eight hours of conversation. The trouble with recording up to eight hours of conversation is that you then have to listen to it. The material is as junk as the mail.

I discover the Hierophant sighs a lot in private. Every few minutes or so a heartfelt “aaaah” is released. Papers are shuffled. He sighs more. It’s reassuring to learn that the assured aren’t so assured, but the sighs rapidly become exasperating. There’s also a great deal of scratching, although I can’t identify which part of his body is getting the nail.

Finally, a conversation. The Hierophant explains to an unknown caller that he bought a watch that morning. He went into one shop, checked the price of the model he wanted, then went to another shop where the same model was a hundred dollars more. The Hierophant returned to the first shop and bought the watch.

Not a stunning anecdote, and the Hierophant doesn’t tell it well. He doesn’t tell it any better to caller “Mitchell” and caller “Ellen”. He pads it out explaining how he expressed his outrage to the assistant in the second shop that they were selling the watch for a hundred bucks less in the first, and expressing astonishment to the assistant in the first shop that they were selling the watch for a hundred more in the second (I’m précising here).

It’s unfair to knock someone’s repartee when you’re eavesdropping, but I doubt if I can carry on bugging the Hierophant, not on account of any ethical discomfort, but because it’s so tedious. I’ve snooped on four and a half hours of the Hierophant’s privacy and I’m drained.
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“See this watch?” the Hierophant asks me the next day, relating that it was one hundred dollars cheaper in the shop he bought it in than anywhere else. I resist the impulse to correct him by saying he only went to one other shop. Who knows, if he’d tried somewhere else he might have found it for a hundred and twenty dollars less, though I doubt it since the market does curb abuse.

But you don’t know. You don’t know whether there is another shop with a better deal. You don’t know whether there’s another shop. Laziness always wins. Sooner or later. How much roaming and asking should you do?

If you spent a week going to forty watch retailers and succeeded in saving a hundred dollars, or even a hundred and twenty, would it justify your effort? You don’t know. That’s what’s so frightening: you walk into one shop and they sell a watch for one price, and another shop sells that watch for another price. There is a conspiracy. It’s called the world.

“Tyndale, it’s time for the Hierophant to hit the fan.”

The Hierophant requires me to hold a rickety ladder for him, while he climbs up to fix one of the fans. The church doesn’t have air conditioning (too expensive and troublesome), but five propeller-style fans (cheap but more troublesome). Holding the ladder while the Hierophant spouts some non-God-based profanity, I suffer a powerful attack of futility as I realize that I am holding a rickety ladder in a hut in a run-down part of Miami while a demented ex-Marine fumbles with a fan so old it should be gracing a museum.

That’s my job: rickety-ladder-holder. For which I’m not paid. The despair grows so strong I can barely stand up.

I attempt to amuse myself by imagining killing, but it doesn’t work. I’m too aware that imagining killing is a trait of the defeated, and that my romps of violence will never happen. Not only will I never beat Loader to death with a handy bit of metal, I probably won’t so much as tread on his toe. I’ll never get to see him luckless and broken. You just don’t get an opportunity for revenge. I think of all the people who’ve shat on me and I’ve just never once had a chance to settle up; they’ve never once walked in front of my car on a dark, rainy, witness-poor night.

On the other hand, while I’ve never managed to get even with my malefactors, I’ve never been able to get even with my benefactors either. True, the latter category is dishearteningly small – family excepted – countable on the palms of my hands really. Bamford, for instance, who pulled me out of the shit, who saved me, all I could do was to say to him “thank you”. A sound isn’t much.

We nothing along with no real power to touch those we want to. I’m here now in Miami, holding a rickety ladder with a persistent and embarrassing medical condition, my other years of no consequence.

I arrived here with no baggage, nothing to help me or hinder me. Born again, the same start whether I had spent my previous life giving stray kittens milk and running errands for the elderly, or microwaving puppies and strangling the old. Your moral bank account is a currency that can’t buy you anything.

“What was Vietnam like?” I ask to make conversation.

“Hot,” replies the Hierophant. I wait for more detail, but it’s not coming.

“Did you get to the jungle?”

“Yes.”

I wait. After two more minutes of fan-fiddling, I try:

“So what happened?”

“My watchstrap rotted. Everything rots there. Your uniform. Your nutsack. Everything.”

More silence follows. Finally, the fan jerks into motion.

The Hierophant packs away his tools. “Do you want to know the most astonishing thing I saw while I was in ’Nam?”

“Go on.”

“There were lots of bars and whorehouses. Lots. But one bar had this sign outside saying “Giant midgets”. I never went in. But my question to you, Tyndale, is this: if they really were giant midgets, how could you tell?”

Picking up the pen, I leave the Hierophant. In my car, I suddenly get pangs of hunger. I should be holy and not bother with food, but I’m so beaten I hang up the holiness for the day. I ponder where I should go for a meal.

There’s a greasy, hole-in-the-wall place on the next block I’ve noticed, with a greasy, sweaty guy surrounded by greasy bits of scrawled-on card listing his dishes that I’ve never tried because everything about the enterprise said don’t. I now realize I’m too hungry to venture further, so I saunter over and buy a chicken sandwich.

When I bite into the cheap sandwich, I learn how wrong I was. The fried chicken is unimprovable: happy chicken, ideal batter, fresh roll, one crisp leaf of lettuce. A simple but unbeatable sandwich, made with reverence for the reputation of the fried-chicken sandwich. A testament to good ingredients and the power of man to create tastiness.

In any job, it’s easier to go through the motions, and in any job going the extra mile rarely gets you anything. The roll could have been stale, the chicken stringy or oily, but they’re not. This guy gets up early to do the job right and it’s unlikely it’ll get him ahead of the stringy-chicken gang. Eventually he’ll get ill or old or broken and there will be no record, no memorial to his home-cooked triumph. I salute the valour, the unbowed courage of this lone chicken-sandwich seller.

“Great sandwich,” I say.

The sandwich-maker shrugs and wipes his counter.

This unforeseen attack by quality restores my faith in life. Part of my joy lies in the fact that I’m ahead. I’ve given the sandwich maker a small amount of money and he’s given me bliss.

As you get older you understand that emotion is like the weather: despair, rage, self-hatred, delight, they all pass (even if they leave some damage). Knowing this doesn’t help much, just as knowing on a cold, rainy day that the cold and rain won’t last for ever.

It’s embarrassing. Holding rickety ladder: down. Eating great fried-chicken sandwich: up.

I wish I could control my mood, spurning fried-chicken sandwiches, repelling rickety ladders, but I can’t. Perhaps that’s where holiness comes in. If you can have the fried-chicken bonus without the fried chicken. But if you could have the fried-chicken bonus without the fried chicken, what’s the point of fried chicken and what’s the point of skipping it?

I buy two more sandwiches to take home, aware that the hit won’t be the same as the first.
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Dawn kicks down the door of my unconsciousness and I pray hard. I pray hard for everyone before I get up, and then, gradually, the selfishness takes over.

How am I doing? That’s the question, but what’s the answer? How am I doing? That’s what I’d like to know. Maybe I’m holding a rickety ladder for an eccentric ex-Marine, gratis, but maybe given the luck I’ve been allocated, maybe that’s the best I could do. Maybe I’m not a failure; perhaps I’m viewed as a failure by many, but to the contrary, I have triumphed over several realms of adversity.

You don’t know. It would be interesting to have a hotline to the Supreme Being to ask: how am I doing? But if you could, would you? What if the answer’s not one you want?

I’ve only ever made two mistakes: too much or not enough. Too much determination or not enough determination. Too much trust, or not enough. Too much optimism or not enough. Or, if you want, I’ve only ever made one mistake: not getting it right.

Victory, Bamford used to insist, was not achieved soaring joyfully over the winning line, with the competition in the distance. Victory, he said, was usually a matter of crawling on all fours, cursing and dribbling, your ankles gnawed by your enemies. If so, I may be on the road to victory, as I’m definitely crawling.

I resolve to get into the church early to check the pen.

Out in the driveway I find a dog crapping. It’s an old corgi mix. The dog growls with gusto. Why do old, small dogs yearn to pick fights? I locate the owner standing several yards away, smoking a cigarette dreamily; one of those dog-owners too lazy to walk their dog, content to let it off the leash and let it crap everywhere.

I don’t know why I commit the error of being reasonable. Perhaps because I assume the owner is a neighbour and one wants cordiality on the block. Perhaps the holiness is getting to me.

“Might be a good idea to keep the dog on a lead,” I smile. Always smile.

“My dog is no business of yours,” he says. Immediately I see him. Smug self-feaster. High on his I. Bureaucrat. Not gifted enough to be a banker or businessman, but safely ensconced somewhere doing something where results don’t matter, but you still get good holidays and reasonable pay: drugs counsellor, or human-rights monitor, so he can claim he’s not part of the system, while getting pumped full of comfortable blood.

He’ll have Congolese thumb-piano music to show how open he is to other (chiefly less affluent) cultures. He will bore you about the environment and the crimes of governments and multinationals, the sweatshops of Asia and the battle against malaria, but he smokes and lets his dog coil out a biggie on someone else’s driveway. Uncanny, how fast you can hate.

The dog, too fat and ailing to jump, half-jumps up on my leg and barks at me in the best frenzy it can muster.

“What’s wrong with you?” says the smoker to his dog in an amused, sing-song, talking-to-a-small-child tone. I’ve noticed this with dog-owners. They never apologize.

“If—” I start to raise the matter of the dog log, when the dog bites me. A nip, but still painful. I glare at the smoker waiting for an apology. I wait. He takes a drag on his cigarette.

“Your dog just bit me.”

“No, it didn’t.”

Now he could have said this in a dishonest, I-don’t-want-to-accept-any-liability-for-this way, in case I had two lawyers hiding in a bush nearby, but no. Although his dog bit me in front of him, in excellent daylight, he sincerely doesn’t believe it. He is outraged by this vilification of his dog.

I’m so angry I can’t hit him properly, and I punch him in the face, which is a mistake, because you’ll only damage your fist. But I suppose I go for the face because it’s the seat of the mouth. My knuckles get a twinge of hot ash. After his dog shat in my driveway, attacked me and he called me a liar, it would have been a crime to just walk away.

Here’s the remarkable thing: as my fist closed in, there was an expression of surprise on his face. It’s also remarkable how much scheming can fit into a second: although I was exploding, there was that part of me, having grown up in a big city, that calculated it was safe to hit him.

My fist sits him down and, now that violence is being dispensed, the dog slinks off to a safe distance.

I get into my car and drive to the church, although I’m so angry I drive through a red light and almost do it again. I’m angry I’m on the same planet with idiots like that. I’m angry because I can’t win. If I hadn’t punched him, I’d be furious with myself for not hitting him, but I’m also angry because I hit him.

Hitting him makes me marginally less angry than not hitting him, but what makes me churn and churn is that the smoker will now be amassing sympathy by telling anyone who’ll listen how he was peacefully walking his dog when he was assaulted by a lunatic and what is the world coming to when a man can’t walk his dog in safety. Thinking about it makes me so angry I want to go back and thump him again.

Bulging with rage, I attempt to listen to the pen. This time the pen has captured something worthwhile. I hear the Hierophant talking about going up to Rhode Island and then an odd conversation about investing in cobia, apparently some deep-sea fish that loves to be farmed, that gets off on captivity, regular feeding and a warm tank. I was considering how to infiltrate this information into our dialogue in a godlike all-knowing manner when the Hierophant strolled in.

“Good morning, Tyndale, I may be going up to Rhode Island for a few days.” So much for two hours of listening to sighs. I remember the newspaper profile said the Hierophant came from Rhode Island, so I decide to bowl that info.

“Back to your roots, Gene? You do have a Rhode Island air about you.”

“Hardly. I come from Cleveland.” Never believe anything you read in the paper. I take a breather, make some coffee and then take another route.

“Gene, I had this dream about you and fish. You were like Christ multiplying the fish and feeding everyone, but making lots of money. The fish had this weird name, kopia or something.”

The Hierophant sighs. He takes off his glasses and polishes them. “I knew this would happen. It always does. Tyndale, son, Miami’s full of it, you’ve got to stay away from that stuff. Okay? Just stop. You can’t help out here if you’re on space patrol.”

“No—”

“Don’t say a word, Tyndale. I understand, I really do. We’re all weak. We all sin. Let’s pray.”

I have to sit through a lengthy, custom-built homily on narcotics, then we settle down to preparing sandwiches for the homeless. As we load up, across the road an argument starts up. Two black guys, one black woman. It’s heated. Then one of the guys wallops the woman, open-handed, but we feel the boom. It’s a real connecter.

The group is, however, far away enough from us for us to be able to pretend it’s not happening. In fact, there’s a couple of Sikhs unloading some boxes halfway between us and them, Sikhs who are giving the unloading of those boxes their deepest concentration. And we don’t know what’s going on. Maybe she deserved it (you never know). I have no interest in getting involved, because there’s nothing in it for me, but the Hierophant straightens up: “Let’s sort this out.”

He strides over purposefully. This is the last thing I want to do. The two guys are door-sized and either one could turn me into pulp. Having grown up in a big city, I know heavy when I see it. But if I chicken out now, bang goes my credit with the Hierophant.

My jaw is tingling as if it’s already been jigsawed as I tag along behind the Hierophant, close enough for him to accept that I’m backing him up, but not so close that the yellers would automatically assume so. I tell myself the guys won’t beat us up. They’ll probably just shoot us. I’m willing the Hierophant not to say anything foolish or provocative such as hitting women is wrong.

He smiles. “Do you need to pray by any chance? We have a church just across the way if you need one. We’re always open for hard prayer.” It’s the last line they’re expecting. The woman tells us to go to hell. The guys laugh: the engine’s been switched off.

As we walk back it occurs to me the Hierophant had the advantage of age. If he’d been twenty or so, the same age as the guys, no matter what he would have said would have been seen as a challenge, they would have had to mash him; but he’s a ghost from another world. Did the Hierophant know this?

Back home, I listen to the pen again. The exchange about the cobia is quite clear. They can’t wait to be farmed. The Hierophant has balls, but he’s losing his marbles.
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I’m very tempted to give up on the omniscience front, but I have the inestimable gift of not being able to afford giving up; it’s God or bust. The following day, I return to the pen, and prod myself lightly with a knife to offset the tedium of listening to the sighs and scratching.

I hear an exchange about sigmoidoscopy. It sounds very serious and medical. The Hierophant’s voice is unprecedentedly dejected. Googling, I discover that sigmoidoscopy is arse invasion. The Hierophant has gut problems. If he drops dead is that a help or hindrance? The callousness of my reflection pleases me.

I ruminate on some clever way to divulge this info, but can’t. You either have spooky knowledge or you don’t.

“You know, Gene, I do get these premonitions. I wouldn’t say anything about it, but I had this dream and I’m worried about you. You had some stomach problems. I know you’ll think this crazy, but why don’t you have a check-up?” I say when he comes in.

“Had one a month ago,” he declares. “Scared the doctors with my health. You can forget about your premonitions. Thirty push-ups every morning and my turds are award-winners. However, I’ve had some not so good news. My mother’s in a bad way.” Sigmoidoscopy, I’d wager. “Truth be told, she’s just about done.”

His mother is bedridden, terminal. The Hierophant’s returning to Cleveland to care for her. It’s a situation where so many would find so many reasons for not rushing to the bedside. For sending money instead. The Hierophant has bad taste in clothes and jokes (Marine jokes pioneer new levels of tastelessness), but he has no fear. I really do admire him. He is a decency-heavy individual and that’s why he has a small, congregation-light church which he’s about to lose to me. It’s strange how when you’re getting what you want, you still try to ruin it.

“Can’t you bring her down here?” I suggest, realizing that would counter my progress.

“She’s never left Cleveland in her life. I doubt she has much idea where she is, but it would be wrong to move her. She’d want to end there.” Again, he shuns the easy road.

“This is very difficult for me,” he continues. “Her friends have been helping her, but she needs round-the-clock care now. I hate to leave my flock here, but I have to go. But in a way I’m lucky. I’m very lucky because I have you. You know, Tyndale, I get lots of offers to help out, a lot, but they rarely translate into actions, but you’re the only who’s been a pillar. You’re here day after day, never asking for anything, always willing, you’re quite something. The only reason I can go to be with my mother is because you’ll be here ministering for me.”

So, it’s official. I have my Church. I feel enormous guilt. The Hierophant’s faith moves me. Tears breed in my eyes. Why is it you always get what you want in a way you don’t want it? He makes me sub-Hierophant, the first in the history of the Church.

“Any advice you want to give me?” I ask.

“Yes. Don’t do it.”

“Sorry?”

“Don’t be a pastor. Don’t run a church. That’s the best advice I can give. Don’t do it. One other very important thing. If Mrs Barrodale invites you to lunch, don’t go. Her food’s terrible.”

The next day I retrieve the pen and hit on a conversation. The Hierophant is explaining he’s off to Cleveland to nurse his mother. “No, I’m not closing the church. There’s a follower who can run things for me. He’s a bit strange, and he may not be right, but I have to give him a chance.”

This is my punishment for bugging the office. We’re never quite as loved as we hope we are, but, mulling it over, it’s even more touching, if he has doubts about me, that he’s willing to praise me up and give me a chance.

Enough dabbling in omniscience.
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I wake up in the dark, drenched in an unpleasant sweat. A giant hand is squeezing my guts and I curl up into a ball. I feel far from home, and utterly beaten. With a total lack of dignity, I moan. Perhaps we are all far from home and utterly beaten, and the trick is not to feel it. Lying on a door in an empty room, soon-to-be mentor to a handful of Miami’s foozlers, with a few hundred dollars to my name, I feel it keenly.

I pray hard. I pray hard for everybody, because there’s nothing else to do.
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You should never study your congregation too closely. It’s often a dispiriting prospect. The Hierophant has entrusted me with his greatest hits to read out in his absence, which suits me fine, since I have no desire to sit around composing sermons.

Now that the Hierophant Graves is away, I not only conduct the services but I am responsible for the “surgery” afterwards. As I go into the office I am a little disconcerted to see that half the congregation has stayed behind. Should this be interpreted as a vote of confidence in me or a lack of confidence in the Hierophant?

First in are Mrs Shepherd and her son, Peter. Mrs Shepherd is one of those dumpy, uninteresting women who do the sweeping and acquisition of flowers for churches, and let’s face it, it’s important work, even if you don’t want to do it. I’ve done the sweeping several times, when everyone was around, to demonstrate how humble I am, but that was enough.

Warmly, I offer her a seat as I want (and I’m sure the absent Hierophant wants) the sweeping and flower acquisition to carry on uninterrupted. She reintroduces me to her son, a powerfully built lad who hands out beach towels at a hotel. They are both extremely cheerful, so I can’t foresee major quagmire here.

“We were hoping you could help us.”

“Of course,” I reply. “That’s my job.” So far, so good. Assurance is easy and should always be swift.

“We asked the Hierophant before, but he said no.”

Terror lurches in me. This isn’t going to be a sunny walk in the park, this will be something nasty and is certain to be something that will get me in trouble with the Hierophant. This is a trap. I smile.

“And what exactly did he say no to?”

“Me and Peter would like to get married.” The family resemblance is so strong I find it hard to believe…

“Peter is adopted is he?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mrs Shepherd replies indignantly. I am stumped. The Shepherds’ indifference to millennia of global, ecclesiastical, cultural and legislative convention is word-removing. Is this a hoax? A test devised by the Hierophant? Dodge.

“Why do you want to get married?”

“My husband died last year, and I’d like to get married again.”

I suddenly realize how ignorant I am. If you looked at the Shepherds you’d see nothing remarkable about them at all. But there’s something going on here. Rock-solid stupidity? Something I have no appetite to learn any more about. The world frightens me.

Smile. Always smile. “Rona, I’ll have to think about this,” I say.

In reality, I’ve already thought about it. If the Hierophant comes back in a week or two, it’s off my plate. If he’s away for longer, I may have to strike a deal with the Shepherds. I’d like the sweeping and flowers to carry on. Whatever is taking place in the Shepherd household is taking place, and a benediction from me isn’t going to make any difference.

As they leave I reflect that they probably have an important job. After some terrible planetocidal disaster you or I would be too distraught to carry on, too squeamish about survival, but the Shepherds would be out there repopulating, until nature reintroduced sophisticated features like intelligence again. Mrs Shepherd and her son are our backup.

Next, the elderly Mrs Garcia hunches in. My job is about listening, but even I get tired of listening as she takes twenty minutes to get to her whinge. Her neighbour’s cat is making her miserable: shitting in her garden, trashing her plants, eating her hummingbirds. After the Shepherds I’m delighted to be presented with a simple feline matter. I advise Mrs Garcia to trust in the power of prayer and tell myself that if I can’t dispatch one rotten cat I might as well give up now. The cat’s description carefully noted, I hustle her out.

The Reinholds come in last. Mike and Sue. Regular, money-earning, middle-aged couple. Comfortingly uninsane. Mike is only a few inches away from a lucrative career as a dwarf, but he’s me. He works at the waterworks, and I know he will always be passed over for promotion. He’s certainly too assiduous. Turns up early, gives it his all for a modest salary. Will never be promoted. I imagine he spends his evenings reading up on new theories of water management to be ahead of the game, but he will never be promoted.

Why do they attend this church? I have an urge to tell them to get some proper religion. What’s their problem? His promotion?

“Our daughter, Alexa…” Mike begins. He falls silent. “We don’t know what to do,” picks up Sue.

It’s that old perennial. The bad-boy problem. They have a sixteen-year old daughter Alexa who fallen for a bad element, three years older than her, the neighbourhood biker. The biker is always older because women tend to be more mature, and those extra years can seem very impressive in terms of greater experience in knowing where the seedy bars are and joint-rolling.

I am moved by the Reinholds. You spend sixteen years cherishing, bodyguarding your daughter, you read bedtime stories and help with homework when you’re exhausted, you forgo good golf clubs so you can pay for guitar lessons, you queue interminably to collect medicines, you make sacrifice after sacrifice, because you know your daughter will be the only value in a creation which refuses to promote you. Then your daughter drops school, and spends all her savings (Granny’s legacy) buying clothes for the neighbourhood biker and, worse, disappears for days to let him plant his principality wherever he wants.

The Reinholds have tried all the parental ruses, shouting, begging, bribery.

They’re in a difficult position. If Alexa were younger they could get legal. If they were better off they’d have a chance of buying her off with a three-month tour of Europe or India. They’re also battling the most powerful force in the universe: pleasure, the old white eye. Chatting with your friends, listening to music, going shopping, all these pastimes (never mind education or volunteering to wash up) fade away when you discover intersecting loins.

I’m eager to help the Reinholds, although I doubt I can do much. Parleying with the daughter is a non-starter. If they can’t slow down her pleasure I have no chance. But her idol… they give me the telephone number for Cosmo, the injectioneer in question. I promise to have a heart-to-heart talk with him.

My first attempt to make contact with Cosmo fails. He’s “too busy” to see me. I knew I wouldn’t like Cosmo, but now, dislike seriously takes root. I can only have respect for those who tell the truth or who lie elaborately. I would have rated Cosmo more highly if he had told me to drop dead. The Reinholds have informed me that apart from feeding their daughter thrusts, Cosmo has no job and spends his time drifting from couch to couch, subsisting on others’ fridges.

Much to my surprise, a few days later, when I call again he agrees to meet me.

“Don’t bore me,” he says. “And bring a bottle of Barbancourt Rum.” I suppose he has agreed because he’s flattered by the attention, that a spiritual advisor has been called in to wrangle his phallus. And because he doesn’t have much else to do. And could use a bottle of rum.

I drive to the address he gives me, (getting lost several times in the traditional Miami manner), but it doesn’t make sense. It’s a brand-new money-shrieking block up on North Beach. They say Miami is the hottest property market in the world and you can believe it as these colonies of giant jack-in-the-boxes spring up everywhere. I check my note twice, but it’s the place. Cosmo is either tending someone’s guppies or visiting a friend, because he couldn’t afford to live here. As I approach the building, an attractive realtor walks out.

When I buzz in, I have no idea what to say.

A half-dressed Cosmo admits me into a vast unfurnished condo. I immediately guess he is doing the realtor too and is taking advantage of unsold space. One of the few benefits of being a salesman is that you do get a knack for sizing people up quickly. I hope Cosmo will show some weakness or opening I can exploit, but he doesn’t. I see a shiny leather jacket on the floor, which cost (the Reinholds told me) a thousand dollars.

“Where’s the bottle?” Cosmo asks.

“I’m sorry,” I reply. “I’m not allowed any money.” I enjoy saying that because it sounds so pure and it’s so untrue. There’s no comeback.

“Don’t bore me, Your Holiness,” he says sauntering out onto the balcony. There’s another deadbeat perched on the balcony rail. On closer inspection, I perceive that his trousers have been lowered to his ankles. “Did he bring the rum?” he asks.

Cosmo now drops his trousers, and manoeuvres his rear over the balcony rail, hanging on in a quite precarious way, considering that we are on the twelfth floor. He and his friend are shitting on two sports cars below, tough targets at this distance.

“Why are you wasting my time?” he demands, fine-tuning his position. For no good reason I respond with a subtle threat.

“You’re causing a lot of upset.”

“Not my problem. Couldn’t you get me a drink?” His face grimaces as he struggles to squeeze one out.

“Distress has a way of working around; if you cause distress, eventually the distress comes to you,” I say with my most mantic voice.

Cosmo grunts and voids one. “Big miss,” his spotter announces.

“Do the cars belong to anyone you know?”

“You’re boring me. You’ll have to go.”

Cosmo isn’t hard. He’s seen some rough things, he’s an accomplished delinquent, but in a city like this, where executions are gleefully carried out for a few hundred dollars, he’s froth. In Liberty City, they’d spread him on toast. He’s a skinny creature and I’d even fancy my chances in a fist fight, since I must have fifty pounds on him. That morning, when I had smacked the punchbag, I was again surprised by how enjoyable, how familiar… how righteous it was. I consider sucker-punching Cosmo.

“Do you love Alexa?’

“Woah, I’m not a one-woman man.” Of course not, his vasa deferentia must be on call round-the-clock. His sideshitter shakes his head, agog at my crass remark.

If it weren’t for his sideshitter, this would be the perfect solution to the Reinholds’ problem. Effortlessly, I could just upend Cosmo completely and over he’d go. I’m glad his companion’s there though, because I probably would have chickened out otherwise, and I’m glad I don’t have to worry about the probability of chickening out.

“You’d better not insult me by offering anything less than twenty grand to stop seeing her. She’s into expensive presents, and her pussy is pencil-sharpener-tight, yeah? I told them, twenty grand and I never take one of her calls again.”

I doubt the Reinholds have twenty grand to spare. Even if they danegelded Cosmo he would be unlikely to keep his side of the bargain.

“Why should they pay twenty thou, when a motorbike accident only costs one? A young man like you, you’d make a wonderful organ donor.” This is the first time I’ve ever threatened to kill anyone, and it’s fun. This is not what Cosmo’s expecting. He’s unnerved by the turn of the conversation.

“Alexa’s old man wouldn’t have the cojones to park illegally, let alone kill anyone.”

“You’re right. He wouldn’t. Others would.”

I can tell what Cosmo is thinking. He can’t believe this ancient old turd has just threatened to kill him. I may represent a strange church, but I appear to be a man of the cloth, a promoter of holy writ and instead of a dreary homily on fornication or a hug-in, he’s hearing about murder.

He’s furious, and I have to concede that I might not win a fist fight with him. But he’s not sure either. This is jungle stuff. Okay, you have this ancient turd calling you out, the ancient turd probably can’t back it up, the ancient turd looks lame, but what, but what if he can? You guess wrong and you’re some teeth short. A little belatedly it passes through my mind that Cosmo and his chum could do a good job of throwing me over the balcony. They wouldn’t do it deliberately – they’re too frothy for that – but they might want to scare me and mess it up. On the other hand, they’d have no ideological objections to giving me a thorough kicking.

I bet right however. Cosmo waves his hands and compresses ten minutes’ worth of abuse and obscenity into my leaving, cursing me as best he can with his limited vocabulary. But he keeps his distance. As he rages, I take stock of my new fondness for high-risk gambling. It’s not a good new hobby.

“Hey, I have friends. I have friends.” Cosmo keeps on shouting.

“No. You don’t,” I counter. This is always a good line to throw in, because even the biggest egos have a hairline crack on this one.

Outside, I switch on my phone. I acknowledge again what my mistake has been: too reasonable. The cat and Cosmo will have to be dealt with. But they’re no problem. When you’re God you can do anything.

[image: image]

I call DJs Gamay and Muscat. I had almost thrown their card away, because I couldn’t conceive of ever needing to talk to imbeciles of their magnitude again. Real water bottles. Walking water the pair of them. But that’s one lesson I learnt as a salesman: contacts are everything, and just because you don’t need an imbecile now doesn’t mean you won’t need one later.

Most importantly, they’re big, beefy imbeciles, much bigger and beefier than Cosmo, and you don’t tender your services to a major multinational criminal organization unless you’re prepared to get rough. And if they want to work for a major multinational criminal organization, that’s what I’ll let them believe.

“That’s a great suit, Tyndale, you look so cool,” says Gamay as he and Muscat enter. As flattery, it’s feeble, but I acknowledge the effort. I give the DJs a pad of paper and tell them to write a one-thousand word autobiography, and to give me the names and addresses of at least twenty friends or relatives.

Apprehensive as they arrived, they now look freaked.

“Why?” Gamay spokespersons.

“Here’s the deal. The deal is non-negotiable. You don’t ask anything. You never ask anything. Ideally, you never say anything. You do. You do or you leave. Do or leave.”

“Okay. Totalism,” nods Muscat.

They settle down with the paper. This will be difficult. Are they appropriate vessels? I doubt if Gamay or Muscat have written anything longer than a cheque. Next, counting up to one thousand will be a challenge, and as they can’t be more than twenty-one, they can’t have too much life to recount. All application forms are designed to humiliate and subordinate the applicant, and I have added a touch of genius by giving Gamay and Muscat the additional burden of having to invent the questions.

Truthfully, I’m also inspired by one of my former neighbours, an Iraqi exile, who had been imprisoned, tortured, mock-executed and whose entire family, apart from his daughter, had been executed. He used to give me advice about torture which I never imagined I could put to good use. “Before they start the beatings, they make you write. They make you write about yourself and no matter how clever you are, you always give something away.” In the end he strangled his daughter, since he felt she wasn’t dressing demurely.

As I go out to the pool to do some laps, Patti and Trixi come in from their swim to resume their clothing. Gamay and Muscat’s limited compositional skills expire. They undergo a formidable stupefaction in the presence of The Dream… the big house, the nymphs gambolling around naked. Their imaginations weren’t lying. I make a point of not introducing them to the girls.

After my half-hour in the pool, I return to find little progress. Even holding the pens stretches Gamay and Muscat.

“Tyndale, where should I expect to see myself in five years?” asks Gamay.

“What did I say about asking?”

“I’m not asking. I’m only curioso. When do we get some major disfrooting?”

It’s recognized that part of the ageing process is viewing the young as useless, listening to terrible music and drivelling away in some outlandish cant, but no one will disconvince me that Gamay and Muscat are anything but useless strange drivellers and perpetrators of terrible music. I reinstruct them to do their bios and go out for a walk.

It’s at least two hours before I get back. Gamay and Muscat are as uncomfortable as two manatees in a sandpit. But that’s okay: to make people happy, it’s beneficial to make them unhappy first. Their autobiographies are woefully brief and Muscat has drawn a smiley face on his paper, presumably in an attempt to placate my wrath.

Can I trust them with solving even Mrs Garcia’s cat problem, never mind Cosmo? But they’re all I have. It’s easy to succeed with proper help. Buddha? Mohammed? Jesus Christ? Did they have to work with dumbos? You bet. Anyone can work with the talented. Can you do it with dumbos? It’s what sorts out the illuminators from the droners.

To impress upon Gamay and Muscat the gravity of their signing-up, I get them to put a fingerprint on their bios, then I take a shot of them with Sixto’s camera, then a real close-up, for purposes of iris recognition I explain. I warn them that they’ll probably end up dead or in jail, and they look unconcerned. Stupid or tough? Stupid. I consider teaching them a secret handshake, but that would only get them into trouble.

“You have a long way to go before you’re in,” I say. “Remember, I’m the hopmaster: when I say hop, hop.” I make them hop up and down on one leg for three minutes. They’re bulky, and not in condition. By the end they’re gasping piteously.

I outline their tasks, simply and slowly, and emphasize how complete discretion and reliability is required.

“We won’t kennedy you,” says Gamay.

“We won’t kennedy you,” seconds Muscat. I think I understand what they mean. They sit there watching me watching them watching me.

“Okay. Off you go then.”

They look at each other. “You know that stuff you want us to do?” says Gamay. “Would you write it down for us? And is that stuff about the woman and the cat… like some sort of code?”
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Two days pass. I have given them all the information on Cosmo and the cat, and then I’ve been busy with holy work and thinking about some miracles. They’re relatively easy to fake, but hard to fake well.

I ask myself when Gamay and Muscat are going to check in. I can’t chase after them – that would look undignified – but I have to say I’m annoyed at their failure to ring in and apologize for their failure. I doubt real criminal organizations would be tolerant of such slackness.

But finally, out of curiosity, I phone Gamay.

“So?”

“Things are great, totally cool,” he says.

“You had a chat with Cosmo?’

“Not as such.”

“And the cat?”

“It’s right there on the list.”

“What have you been doing for two days?”

“Well, yesterday I was out of it. Someone must have spiked my drink, cos I was feeling bad all day. All day. Today I had to go and see my stylist, Roxanne, cos she’s going on vacation and she wanted to pass me over to Nourina, who’s great and all, while she’s away, but I said to Roxanne, only you can take care of my hair, I just can’t trust anyone else but you, great as Nourina is—”

“Can you hear me okay, Gamay?”

“Perfectomento.”

“You and your fellow DJ have twenty-four hours to deliver.”

“Hey this is the Big M.I.A., we can do it any-ee way.”

I’m so angry I have to lie down. True, they’re not really being auditioned by a major multinational criminal organization, but they don’t know that. When I look back on how much crawling I had to do to get a job interview, let alone a job, their waywardness cripples me with rage.

The next evening Gamay and Muscat report.

“Can we stop now?” Gamay enquires.

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve been waiting outside this shop for two hours.”

Gamay and Muscat have failed to find Cosmo. They have failed to find the cat and are exhausted after a few hours’ work. I’m angry with myself for taking on two DJs whose inspiration was a wine list. What did I expect?

“We ain’t kennedying you, but we can’t find him.”

“You can stop anytime you like, but then you’re out.” I have to remind myself that I’m not paying them.

Furious, I take a walk along the beach. I have to make my way round a group of teens discovering illegal beer and going wild, and congratulating themselves on it. Unaware of how unoriginal, how prescribed, how prepaid this all is. It’s so unoriginal it bores me and how, more than disappointment or sorrow at humanity’s antics, it must bore God. All this stuff we find so important, absorbing, exciting and maddening.

The first kiss. The discovery of cheating. The acceleration of the Norton Commando. The struggle to get a decent passport photograph. Marrying your son. Getting your whites really white. Fury at the uselessness of doctors. Rage at unreturned borrowables. The impossibility of overcooking goose. The investigation of sodomy. The return of a long-lost friend. Having to throw out your favourite jacket because it’s more holes than jacket. The pleasure of massacre. Squabbles about whether it’s a beech marten or a pine marten. Kohlrabi or mangelwurzel. The right turning or the left turning. Old song, new throng. Same babble, different rabble.

Later that evening, sweetened by a session on the punchbag, as I make my way down Washington Avenue with the collecting tin, I spy Gamay and Muscat in a crowded café, not looking for Cosmo, but laying siege to an attractive but visibly underage girl and her fat friend.

I’m too tired to be severely disappointed, but… One: don’t get caught. Two: if you’re fifteen and doing a fifteen-year-old, that’s nature; if you’re forty and you’re doing a fifteen-year-old, there’s a decadent, sick grandeur going on; if you’re twenty-one, you’re a dud. Worse, Gamay and Muscat are getting nowhere.

They haven’t seen me, and I back off. In any real criminal organization, they would be kneecapped, but all I could do would be to rant and, generally, ranting just makes you look ridiculous. I back off. Sometimes it’s better to let others think they’ve had the better of you.
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I’d given up on Gamay and Muscat. I hadn’t heard from them for days when, reading the Miami Herald, I chanced upon a small item about a gunburst in the neighbourhood Mrs Garcia lived in. Two unknown assailants had opened fire on the house of Mr Dag Solomon, 76, a retired tollgate consultant and amateur gun collector. Mr Solomon was quoted: “I’ve had to wait fifty-four years to protect my family, but it was worth it.” Mr Solomon went on to insist he had put thirty-four grouped rounds into the assailants’ vehicle as it fled the scene. Mr Solomon was uninjured and so was his family, as they were visiting relatives in Vermont.

I phone Mrs Garcia. As I feared, Mr Solomon is her neighbour and owner of the offending cat. I offer Mrs Garcia my sympathy. I had envisioned a trap, a thirty-mile road trip for the cat, or at worst, some poisoned liver. I must learn to be more specific. The cat however is no longer a concern. Mrs Garcia has decided to move out.

Gamay and Muscat, I assume, must be dead or slipping away in an intensive-care unit or penal facility somewhere. I wait all day for the police to turn up and debate whether to mention to Sixto that I may have done a sterling job in attracting the forces of law and order into his multinational cocaine business.

This is the great dilemma about fucking up. Very often, an immediate and frank avowal of disaster will get you some credit and lessen the punishment. This is especially true of minor fuckups. Just say you’re sorry about forgetting someone’s birthday or an anniversary. Come clean. Be the big man.

However, with bigger fuck-ups, such as getting your wife’s sister pregnant, there’s always the temptation to keep quiet and hope you can euthanize the mishap without any wrath being spilt. It’s a gamble, because if you botch the euthanasia, then the wrath gets wrathier. I don’t sleep at all the next night, but I don’t tell Sixto.
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The next morning, as I head for the kitchen to make my cup of tea, a dark, broad-shouldered woman is there fixing herself a sandwich.

“Hi, I’m Gulin,” she says with an accent I can’t place and a smile that’s both natural and a little forced. There are also, I notice, two piles of boxes that augur moving in.

Sixto explains to me that Gulin is a friend of his sister who lives in LA, but who had to leave. He is not thrilled by having another lodger. “My sister…” he fizzles, making strangling gestures.

“Does she know… about your business?” I ask.

“No,” says Sixto. “My sister doesn’t even know. But Gulin has more to worry about than I do. If she’d stayed in LA she’d be dead.”

In the garden, we can see the builders reappearing with new windows. Even at a distance of thirty feet we can see that the new windows don’t match. Sixto opens the window. “You’re not thinking of putting those windows in?” The builders look at the windows as if for the first time and make an exhibition of surprise at the lack of match. They give exaggerated sighs and retreat.

Then I see the cat. It’s black with white paws. I dislike cats. They scratch, smell and make me sneeze. But this cat is wise. It keeps its distance and makes no attempt to be pally. Sixto does some more strangling.

When I get to the Hierophant’s office, the phone rings and to my surprise it’s Gamay.

“We got him,” he announces. I consider asking about the cat and the thirty-four grouped rounds, but then I realize I don’t care.

“Eight,” I say, referring to our prearranged interview spot. I get there early, excited by my fruitful machinations. At half-past eight, there’s no sign of Gamay and Muscat. I restrain myself from phoning them. When you’re kidnapping: time, traffic, whatever.

Just after nine they show up. “You’re late,” I say, not that bothered, but discipline for the disciples is important.

“We’re early,” says Gamay. “You said nine.” I could explode, but maybe I did say nine, although I have more faith in my recollection than Gamay’s. I will be taping my conversations from now on. The DJs have new transport; I assume the sharpshooter trashed their barmonster.

“We ain’t kennedying you, it’s been hellacious these few days,” continues Gamay. Naturally, I’m not in the least bit interested in Gamay’s whingeing about how hard his existence is. I’m reworking my sermon to Cosmo, delivered in my position as the fear-driver who will inform Cosmo this is his last warning, that if he doesn’t leave town he’ll be fed to the gators. A brimstoning that will cut Cosmo out of the picture. One prayer answered, courtesy of Tyndale.

I strike a solemn pose and signal them to open up the trunk of the car where Cosmo has been stashed. They do my bidding.

A head rears up.

“Well,” I say to Gamay. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“You want me to use your name, Tyndale?”

“Why not?”

“Tyndale – Cosmo. Uh, Cosmo – Tyndale.”

“This is not Cosmo,” I say.

“I’m not Cosmo,” says the Head. The Head doesn’t resemble Cosmo, but is remarkably composed for the victim of an abduction, more than composed in fact, quite mean. “I told them I’m not Cosmo.”

Gamay and Muscat gawk at each other as if they’ve been swindled. Then each thinks about blaming the other, but they haven’t got enough time to concoct a story.

“I’ve no idea how this happened,” says Gamay. I have some idea, but explaining to Gamay and Muscat that if a goldfish could move the pieces, it would beat them at chess, won’t improve anything.

“We really wanted to get Cosmo,’ says Muscat.

“We wanted Cosmo bad,” says Gamay. “I guess, I guess… we won’t be joining the organization today. Muscat, man you’re really disgracing us.”

“Me?”

“You’re just not good enough.”

“Excuse us,” I say to the Head as I close the trunk as courteously and gently as possible in the circumstances. I inform Gamay and Muscat, just in case they had any doubts, they are a long way from getting on the payroll.

“Tyndale, we’re going to have a chilli-off,” insists Gamay. “I’ll show you who’s the bad man here.” He produces a small jar and then fishes out a long green chilli and swallows it. He flinches slightly, but is composed. Muscat takes a chilli and, imitating Gamay’s gung-ho style, bites hard.

Without warning, Muscat collapses, and lies on the ground mewing faintly and crying. It’s undeniable there is something undignified about a man crying, and it takes him ten minutes to pull himself together.

“Let me hear it,” says Gamay. “Who’s badder?”

“You’re badder than me,” hoarses Muscat.

Gamay may be badder than Muscat (not such an achievement), but I sense he’s cheating. Although he’s stupid, he has aspirations to slyness. Somehow he’s picked out a milder chilli or one that’s been treated to lose its edge. You can see things as you get older, although I can’t say that being able to see that one dumbo is conning another dumbo about eating chillies is a wisdom that will get me anywhere.

I instruct them to turn out their pockets; I take their forty-two dollars and sixty cents and give them to the Head, and tell the DJs to drop the Head off somewhere out of the way, but where he’ll have a good chance of getting a taxi.

Back home, I’ve just fallen asleep when Gamay phones me. “Tyndale, I just wanted to say… that Muscat… that Muscat… I told that ’tard it was the wrong guy. Tyndale?”

“Yes?”

“If you want to me to uh… you know… to solve the Muscat problem, solve it, you know, like solve it finally, just give me the word, man.”

“Gamay, don’t ever phone me again.”

I’ve just got back to sleep when the phones rings again. It’s Muscat.

“Tyndale, man, I just wanted to say… that ’tard Gamay… that fuckin ’tard, he’s always holding me back. I just wanted to say I’m on board. I’m a hundred and fifty fuckin’ per cent on board. I’m in this all the way… you know, if you want to make an example of Gamay, you can count on me a hundred and fifty per cent. Two hundred per cent.”

“Three hundred per cent?”

“Three hundred and ten, man, I ain’t kennedying you.”

“Muscat, don’t ever phone me again.” This time I make sure my phone is off.

[image: image]

Two days later, I come down to the kitchen to make some holy breakfast when I find the builders gathered around the television watching a sitcom. They are drinking what looks very much like Sixto’s beer.

I say nothing, but pick up a copy of the Miami Herald lying by the phone to read.

“Hey,” shouts one of the builders, “I’m reading that.” The impossibility of his reading a folded paper, two feet above and ten feet behind his eyes occurs to me. But in the mornings I prefer to be left alone, so I withdraw to my room.

When I leave at lunchtime, the builders are listening to some of Sixto’s compas collection. An hour later when I return they’re gone, and as I hydrate myself, I flick through the paper and notice a not-so-small item about the Mayor of Miami Beach’s son being abducted. Unsportingly, the taxi fare isn’t reported.

So, when Gamay phones up later and assures me they now have Cosmo (“we checked his ID”) I’m very tempted to say forget it. But, barely visible, ahead of me, is the glimmer of success. Be unidirectional.

My car won’t start. I call Gamay and Muscat repeatedly, but only get voicemail.

When the taxi drops me off at the new interview site (“Are you sure you want to be left here?”) after a comically expensive ride, there is no sign of Gamay and Muscat. If I’d driven, I would have driven off by the time they roll in, an hour and a half late, claiming they couldn’t find the turning. I’m very tired and dissatisfied.

To my great surprise, they extricate Cosmo from the trunk. He’s even handcuffed. Something’s wrong I think. We’re in a dark, isolated, I don’t know… unused part of Florida and Cosmo is on all fours in front of me, handcuffed. It’s exactly how I wanted it. Cosmo is shaken, but seems emboldened by the sight of me.

“You,” he says, “you can’t do this.” A little humiliation is in order. Recalling another anecdote of my Iraqi neighbour I order the DJs to urinate on Cosmo. Muscat can’t go with everyone watching, and although Gamay manages a trickle, Cosmo keeps rolling out of range. If you fail, you always have the tactic of pretending you haven’t, so I carry on with the admonition.

“Cosmo, you should go. You can go where you want, but you have to leave Florida.” I then pull out the Hierophant’s .22. The drawback with the .22 is that it’s small and looks as if it came from a packet of cereal or a teenage girl’s handbag. Professional killers apparently are very fond of the .22, but I doubt Cosmo knows that.

“This is a holy gun,” I say, remixing the Hierophant’s shtick. “The .22 is the choice of the godly, because it punishes the wrongdoer, but doesn’t, like a .44, go through the wrongdoer, three walls, a gardener and then kill a child on a bike half a mile away.”

Our eyes meet and Cosmo sneers: “You won’t shoot me.” This is the trouble with religion in the present day. Too many wishywashy pencil-necked hand-clasping do-gooding over-forgiving softies have given the cloth a limp image. Nevertheless I’m astonished by Cosmo’s front. If someone’s gone to the trouble of threatening you, it’s plain bad manners not to act threatened. In his position, even if I didn’t take the threat seriously, I’d just say, sure whatever you want, and then, once de-handcuffed and de-waylaid, forget all about it.

“That was a rash thing to say Cosmo. You haven’t thought this through. Even if I didn’t want to shoot you before, now, to show you I’m not smoke, I really have to.”

“No, you won’t.”

He was nearly right. I missed three times. I wanted to shoot him just at the base of his right toes, so that it would be painful, but there would be no danger of him bleeding to death. I get Gamay and Muscat to sit on him so he’ll stop wriggling and I put one through his boot.

Surprisingly, Cosmo is surprised that I’ve shot him. On his face, incredulity tangles with pain. “Why did you shoot me?” he wails.

As we drive off, I’m partly pleased with myself that I’ve taken decisive action, partly unhappy at having to live in a world with guns. We leave Cosmo stranded in the middle of nowhere, which may well turn out to be more punitive than being shot. Will Cosmo skulk off or will he go berserk, get an automatic weapon and hose me down? He’s not incapable of it. But you don’t get anywhere without taking risks.

Five miles down the road we break down. The electrics are gone. Two hours later we’re still stuck there with the breakdown people phoning us every fifteen minutes telling us they can’t find us. There are one or two obvious things I know you can check for, and Muscat and Gamay have the same level of automotive knowledge as me. We stand there staring at the engine, because that’s what you do with an engine or piece of equipment that’s not working and you don’t know how to repair. You stare at it manfully as if you are pondering all sorts of solutions, whereas in reality you’re waiting for the breakdown people. It’s a bitchslap for our masculinity, and we do our best to pretend that it isn’t.

Far off in the distance I glimpse a bus. I just have the opportunity to see Cosmo being carried off towards Miami. It’s a bad moment. If I had anything to go back to, I’d give it up and go back.

It’s another two hours before we’re recovered. I suffer a powerful temptation to shoot the breakdown people, but I realize that, gratifying though it would be, and invaluable as it might be as feedback on the quality of their service, it won’t help my deification. Unidirectional, baby.

By the time I get back home it’s very late and I’m surprised to see one of the builders, the carpenter, sitting watching television with a half-naked cutie, drinking what again bears a strong resemblance to Sixto’s beer. The carpenter is angry at my entrance and, maintaining that he had forgotten a tool, leaves with the confused cutie. There are still two or three empty rooms in Sixto’s place and the carpenter must have been doing the “come back to my palatial pad” routine. I find it outrageous that someone not even living in the house is pretending to be the owner. Leave that to me.
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I contemplate miracles. Walking on water I dismiss as too tricky, and also a bit redundant. Great effect, but what good does it do anyone? Sighting the blind, raising the dead: those are the miracles that get you noticed, those are the services that the public wants.

I go down to have a holy breakfast. In the kitchen, Gulin is wobbling on a chair struggling to change a strip light. I step in because it seems courteous and because, with fifteen years in the lighting business, this is one thing I can handle.

As it turns out, I can’t sort out the fitting which makes me glad I didn’t mention that I had fifteen years in the lighting business.

Over tea, Gulin and I trade biographies (I sold electrical goods). She is Turkish, a former primary school teacher who decided one day ten years ago to fly into LA, with no work permit, no job, no contacts, no friends, three hundred dollars and maybe that many words of English. Anyone who knows LA, I think, will stand and salute. She has numerous anecdotes about the rich and famous whose children she looked after, and who were naturally, very unpleasant to work for. Then she got married, to a Turk.

“We went to Las Vegas for our honeymoon. The honeymoon was a good idea, the marriage wasn’t.”

Her husband is a security guard. There are lots of stories about security guards, none of them good.

“Are you divorced?”

“I can’t divorce.” She explains she had to disappear without warning and leave LA, because otherwise her husband would kill her. Some women telling you this would be unconvincing but a young lady who soldiers into LA on her own isn’t one prone to panic or exaggeration.

“He’s an unhappy man. He wouldn’t accept me leaving.” I understand.

He’s me. I can see it. You go to America, work your balls off, eat macaroni cheese and tinned spinach for years, and instead of making it like your fellow villagers who went to America, your cousin Mehmet, for example, you are in a dead-end job earning just enough for burgers, a movie at the weekend and a trip back home every two years should you care to admit to not having made it. The only plus is your wife, whom you can’t stand any more, but who is still your wife. When you realize that this life is over, that you haven’t been nominated for anything worthwhile, there are three standard responses: you give up and erase yourself in television or booze, have a mad roll of the dice like me, or choose to make someone pay.

Not for the first time, I recognize that women are tougher. If their worldly progress doesn’t progress the way they like, women can handle it. Men, in general, can’t. Gulin’s solution, pure disappearance, is the only practical one. Going to the police? Has he threatened you? No. Has he beaten you? No. Has he ever assaulted anyone? No. Why do you say he’ll kill you? Because I know him. The notepads would come out only once her brains were on the wall.

Gulin’s a very sturdy woman, so sturdily built that I can’t help speculating that you could slap away with her, hard, doggy-style, and not end up fifteen yards from your starting point. But I consider this academically, theoretically, because this holy stuff truly grows on you. I’m getting quite above earthly matters and penile servitude.

Of course, this abstinence is abetted by age. When you’re eighteen and male, all you want to do is eat fried chicken and copulate until you pass out, but now I can take it or leave it, which is ironic because the whole point of my scheme is to have bountiful supplies of pleasure and to trinket up.
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Finally, I hear from the Hierophant.

“You have a servant heart,” he tells me, as I assure him his parishioners are all in good order. He’s calling from Cleveland and tells me that he won’t be back for some time yet. His mother is still very ill. He sounds tired and mentions that the Evangelists have been singing his praises.

“They’ve got the sixty-seventh most happening church here. I always wanted to get on that list. Ah well, the Lord should be enough. It does no good to dwell on those most happening churches run by fornicators and coke fiends. The Lord should be enough for you and me, Tyndale. And you’ve proved to be a slowie rather than a showie.”

“Is that good?”

“I’ve had showies before. They come along, talk big and then vanish without doing what they promised. Or I’ve had to boot them out. You’re a tortoise slowie, reliable and you finish what you start.”

I’m rather moved by his faith. Slowie isn’t the praise I would have chosen for myself, but praise always gets through.

“We need to be doing more for the unchurched,” the Hierophant muses. “Perhaps we should start a young Christian organization. That’d be a good way to get onto that most-happening church list. To move forward.”

We? What he means is I can go out and bust a gut keeping kids away from all the things they’re most interested in.

“That’s a good idea, Gene. I was just saying to myself the other day that would be a good way forward.”

“That’s it, Tyndale, we’ve got to keep moving forward. Watch out for those giant midgets.”

Why does everyone think going forward is such a great idea? What if there’s a hundred-foot drop onto pointy rocks ahead of you? What if there’s a very comfortable bed behind you? And what’s the deal with the most happening church? Why not just say your church is happening? Surely if you’re dealing with the churched, your word is good enough. Or if verification is obligatory, scare the congregation away for a few weeks, so it can rocket from four to forty-four. A thousand per cent increase. Beat that growth, growers of congregations.

Will the Hierophant ever return? Or will the Evangelists sign him up? He’s a battler, but there comes that day when you get tired. It happens to athletes. One minute, they’re world champions, the next they won’t stir from bed. It’s the same for preachers.

The Hierophant’s sixty-six and, having been at the wheel in his absence, I can confirm his church is going nowhere. If the Evangelists in Ohio offer him a cushy post as drill sergeant, why not take it? It would suit me.

I ponder my failure back home, and how bizarre it is to be here, still penniless, but in the religion business. In the sunshine.

Why couldn’t I make it back home? You’ll say to me, Tyndale, my old china, why didn’t you do something about being stuck in a dreary job? What did you do about it? And I’ll say to you, I did do something. I did something a lot. I applied for all sorts of posts. I studied Arabic for three months in case I got a job in Dubai. I studied Czech for three months in case I got the job in the new office in Prague. I joined the right golf club, and bloody expensive it was. That’s what makes it so annoying. I could have done nothing, saved the fees, and still had the failure.

The Reinholds arrive to congratulate me on Cosmo’s departure. “How did you do it?” they ask. I modestly shrug my shoulders. They’ve brought some flowers for the church, big, bright and expensive. I wish they’d brought some of the folding stuff instead. I need some new, more Miamian threads. But I’m pleased that I’ve done something good, however small.

When I get back to Sixto’s, a worried Gulin is patrolling outside.

Her cat, Orinoco, is nowhere to be found. Did a runner when the builders were changing a window. I’ve always disliked cats, but Orinoco is so well behaved and good-natured that I’ve been stroking him when no one is looking. Orinoco knows something. There’s wisdom trapped inside that cat.

Despite not being a cat owner and having decades of cat contempt to my credit, I authoritatively assure Gulin there’s nothing to worry about. I don’t know why we all have this urge to talk confidently about subjects we have no knowledge of.

Gamay calls up on behalf of the DJs.

“Tyndale, listen man, I’m in the middle of sorting out my schedule. Should I leave a day aside for any joining ceremony?”

“You don’t listen, do you?”

“No, all I’m saying is, compañero, I wouldn’t want to make your life awkward by you arranging something and then me having arranged something.”

“Don’t phone me.”

“Okay. I get it. I get it. Totalism. But before I go, I only wanted to say if it’s an issue of space, like… there’s only room for one person… but not enough room for two, you know, that’s a problem that isn’t a problem. Muscat’s awful careless when he cleans his gun.”

“I’m going to hang up now. I’m telling you this so you understand when you don’t hear me any more that it’s not a technical glitch, it’s me hanging up on you.”

He and Muscat are expecting a reward for having done something right? What do they expect? A badge? A uniform? A Multinational Crime for Beginners manual? I don’t know what to do with the DJs. Momentarily they became a good solution for getting rid of Cosmo; only now does it occur to me that they may develop into a bigger problem than Cosmo. People, I’ve noticed, can get really angry when they feel they’ve been cheated, particularly when they actually have. Should Gamay and Muscat discover I’m just a chancer from another continent, the ugliness would flow freely.

Muscat phones up.

“Tyndale, this is Muscat. You know Gamay and I, we did that work for you?”

As if I would forget ordering a kidnapping. It’s touching he views me so satanically.

“I just wanted to say we appreciate being given the chance. Thank you for thinking of us and you know, if you need anyone, you know, terrorized with some serious terror, bear us… I mean bear me in mind. I know we never discussed money, but I’m able to start real basic—”

I tell Muscat that he will have to wait. “It’s easy to do something. Doing nothing’s harder. You may not hear from me for six months. If you can’t wait, if you can’t take the discipline, you’re out.” Perhaps they’ll get impatient or get arrested.
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One of the few boons of having a job is that it gets you out of bed. If you have no obligation to get out of bed, it can sometimes be very hard to persuade yourself to rise. Most mornings I lie in bed praying as hard as I can, despite not believing in God. Praying that everyone will be happy.

I would like everyone to be happy, apart from a few mass murderers, my former employers, bankers. I’d really like everyone to be happy. Why can’t happiness be granted to everyone or at least most of us? Why does everything have to be so hard? All the elements are there for a reasonable life. It’s like loneliness. It’s ridiculous that it exists, because however deformed or weird you are, there’s someone out there like you; or, if you prefer, there’s someone out there not like you.

I pray hard, because there’s nothing else to do, but eventually I need a cup of tea. Downstairs Gulin is now despondent about Orinoco: “Four days he’s been missing.” Naturally, I assume that Orinoco has expired according to cat protocol: wheeled to death or eaten by some strange immigrant group. Gulin is touring the neighbourhood putting up posters and asking after Orinoco, to no avail.

“Whadya gonna do?” she sighs. She is so miserable and, precisely because she fights to hide it and doesn’t ask for help, I volunteer to join in the hunt. I am provided with a snap of Orinoco and guided to some blocks north of Sixto’s where she hasn’t yet canvassed. As I start my investigation, I realize that my wandering around asking about a cat might look a little suspect.

The area I’m patrolling is markedly downmarket to Sixto’s. It’s not an area that would be the first choice for burglars or home-invaders, but I wonder if any of the residents would find my quest plausible. Having a dark thought was a mistake. It’s curious that optimistic thoughts such as “I will win the lottery”, “that promotion’s mine”, “I must find that antique armoire perfect for the corner”, rarely bear fruit, but thoughts like “I’m going to get done” do.

A stubby man is watering a lawn. I explain my mission and get looks of puzzlement. The Waterer doesn’t speak English, and I don’t speak enough Spanish yet to spanglish a bridge. I show him the picture of Orinoco and, instead of shaking his head, he beckons me to follow him.

We walk round the back of the house, which is heavily vegetated, down a narrow path towards a shack. I’m now out of sight of the road, out of sight full stop. I’m uneasy about this, but I’ve asked about the cat, so it would be unreasonable to back out now.

I follow the Waterer into the shack. In a cardboard box are five ginger kittens. He picks up two of them and offers them to me in an all-yours gesture. The last thing I want are two kittens. I smile, shake my head and utter the word “no”.

“No” is such a cosmopolitan word, at home up in Anchorage, or down in Cape Horn. A word understood by billions of earthlings. Understanding isn’t always such a good thing. I add “thanks” to the “no”, but the “no” has done its work.

The Waterer is angry. So angry he must have been steaming about something before I inquisitioned onto the scene. He shouts. Then he has another round of shouting that makes the previous shouting tame. I can’t imagine he’d have been more furious or hate-contorted if I’d murdered his family. I am already backing off, smiling hard, when he produces a gun, grabs my hair and pushes the gun into my ear so forcefully it would have been painful if I hadn’t been numbed by terror.

There are a number of questions here. Why is he so angry? Does he feel I have insulted his kittens and thus, by extension, him? That I have rummaged deep in my throat and spat the results on his generosity? Why exactly does he keep a gun in a shackful of kittens? Is he simply a far-sighted man who has firearms secreted all around his property in convenient, easy-to-grab locations?

I have never been so scared. I know I’m going to die and I shit myself, although I’m so busy with the terror I don’t mind. The Waterer shouts for a long time, but eventually I figure out that the only reason he doesn’t shoot me is not any regard for life or fear of any penalty, but because if he shoots me he’ll have to spend time digging a hole or dragging me out to the Everglades. I can’t say I knew him well, but I knew that’s what he was thinking.

The walk home is unpleasant.

[image: image]

“What happened to you?” Gulin comments on my mashed ear the next day. I say nothing about my misadventure because I’m so shaken I don’t want to relive it. I doubt if I’ll live long enough to find it funny.

Sixto is quietly addressing the builders, “All I want are windows that look the same as the others. They don’t have to be atomically similar, but let’s say an averagely observant person couldn’t tell they’re different from twenty feet away.” It’s impossible to say whether his appeal is having any effect.

In addition to my sore ear, my underwear is moist because our tumble dryer has broken down. I am developing a new theory that no one enjoys life, that enjoyment is a unicorn, when Gamay and Muscat phone to provide me with more evidence.

“I said you’d have to wait.’

“Tyndale, this isn’t business. This is not, not business. We want a drink, socio. A cafecito or something.”

A career in lying clearly isn’t lying in wait for Gamay. I’d anticipated they’d be off my back for at least a few weeks. Perhaps I should do something decisive to get rid of the DJs and not just trust they will wither away.

I agree to meet Gamay and Muscat at a fancy hot-dog diner of their choice, Dogma.

“Now for the dryer,” announces Sixto seizing the phone. Making my coffee I hear a series of exclamations from Sixto: how much, when, sorry, how much. I feel for Sixto. I don’t know how people our age or younger are running countries. Like Sixto, running a household is beyond me.

“I can’t believe what they want to charge,” Sixto says. “And they say the cocaine cowboys are destroying the country. The engineer’s coming tomorrow at three. Anyone at home?”

“You don’t need an engineer,” says Gulin. “You probably just need a new circuit board. I can get that for you.”

Sixto and I look at each other like kids whose homework has miraculously done itself.

“Well,” says Sixto.

“I’ll sort it out,” Gulin says.

Unusually, Gamay and Muscat are at Dogma waiting for me. This is a bad sign. “I’m glad you called,” I say, when there is no one in earshot. “I’m glad you called” is precisely what to say when the opposite is true. I learnt this from Bamford. It’s a brilliant technique of wrong-footing. And you must avoid any hint of sarcasm or insincerity, otherwise it’s worthless. Smile. Always smile and say thank you when someone hands you a basket of shit. They may doubt if they really gave you a basket of shit. You settle up later, when their backs are turned.

I look at Gamay and Muscat manfully and pausefully: “We may have to go to war.”

Alarmingly, this prospect doesn’t alarm them at all.

“Imperative,” says Gamay.

“You know it,” says Muscat.

“I need you to dig up… some tools.” I give them a map purporting to show buried weapons in the Everglades. I debated long and hard about how vague to make the map. If it’s really vague, then even Gamay and Muscat might guess that I’m duping them. If on the other hand I put in too much detail, they might come back to me and say there’s no blasted oak three hundred yards past the alligator souvenir shop. What I want is for them to wade around in hazardous swamp for a few days until they get fed up or injured and give up.

Gamay and Muscat are excited. I suppose in all of us there is a desire to have secret knowledge, to lead a secret, outlaw life, particularly if it’s well paid.

“This is the big test, so don’t mess up,” I warn them, getting up with no intention of paying for the drinks. I hear myself adding, “I ain’t kennedying you.”

Back at Sixto’s, Gulin is in the garage, operating on the dryer. The operation isn’t progressing smoothly – she is glaring at the new circuit board with disapproval – but you can tell that she will succeed. She’s wearing a purple vest which reveals a tattoo of a stylized bird on her right shoulder. Some symbol I suppose. Living? Dead? You never ask about tattoos.

The tattoo surprises me; she struck me as someone who would regard tattoos as a frivolous expense. Her ears are unpierced and as far as my unexpert eye can tell cosmetics rarely reach her face.

“Here’s a new career,” I say as chatty encouragement. I am humbled by her endeavour. There are so many hurdles to clear before this stage. Knowing what a circuit board is. Finding a shop that sells circuit boards. Finding the circuit board in the shop that sells circuit boards. Buying the right one. Buying the right one at the right price. Buying the right one at the right price in working condition. Opening the dryer. And so on. I know I wouldn’t make it. This would beat me. But there’s a chance my divine project will work, because it doesn’t involve any wiring or unscrewing anything.

I can’t figure out what would be most helpful, to remain in a supportive role, or to leave her alone to fiddle it out with the dryer. I choose to allocate her a few smiling minutes as a nod to either option.

“It’s not difficult,’ she says. “Not that difficult.”

“How’s the job hunt going?”

“Slow. Contacts. Contacts.’

“What would you like to do?’

“What would I like to do?” Gulin consults the installation leaflet. “I’d like to be a journalist. But that’s not gonna happen. Contacts. Contacts.”

It’s true. Of course, blaming and claiming is the refrain of the inert, the lazy, the dim, the moaner. I didn’t get the break. I didn’t have this. I didn’t have that. But it’s different with Gulin. I’m in the presence of someone very hard. Someone who delivers. How many times have you heard someone say I can sort that out and yet it remains unsorted? Four hours after her statement she’s here wielding the screwdriver. When she says contacts, it’s not a lament, it’s a statement of fact. And true. What’s the difference between standing in a dusty garage jousting with a circuit board (for no pay, to save someone else a few dollars) and sitting in an oak-lined office earning a car every hour, whether you do anything much or not? A school friend. An uncle. Someone you met on a train.

Naturally, in order to win the lottery, you have to buy a lottery ticket. And you can work hard to buy lots of tickets, you can buy lots of tickets if you put your mind to it. You can buy lots of tickets and win nothing.
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Orinoco has returned, a little displeased. I’m not angry with the cat, because wherever it’s been, it’s definitely not the cat’s fault. Orinoco’s not that kind of cat. Gulin is cheered by Orinoco’s return, but annoyed because she has been offered a childminding job, but she has no car, and it will take a three-hour combination of bus and foot to get there. She is tough enough to take it, but she can’t arrive there early enough to satisfy her prospective employers, who aren’t willing to offer her a live-in position.

She hasn’t got enough money to get a closer place (Sixto’s letting her live rent-free until she gets a job). She left her car behind in LA on the basis that cars can be traced, and flew into Orlando, hired a car, drove down to Miami, dumped her stuff, then drove to Tampa to drop off the car, confident that should bury her tracks.

This is the stuff that infuriates me. Here you have someone decent, that rarity, someone who wants to work, someone at ease with hard, menial, poorly paid work, but who can’t get to the job, and until she gets there can’t scrape together the money to get there. Gulin is the only one in this house with an interest in honourable employment, but can’t reach it.

“You know, you can always borrow my car,” I say. Sixto has two cars but his spare is on loan and he doesn’t know when he’ll get it back.

“No,” she says. Politely, she manages to refuse twice, but is so desperate that’s as far as she can go. Most of the places I need to get to I can reach by public transport, which isn’t bad at all but, like public transport everywhere, is much favoured by the mentally ill, junkies and the generally nasty. It is noticeable that wherever you travel the stupid and ignorant are always the loudest. They can’t talk, they have to shout, and are always to be found on public transport. Also, I have no hesitation in using my legs, unlike most Miamians, who would sooner drive half an hour to avoid a five-minute walk.

Gulin goes off to test the route to her job. Sixto then appears and studies the new windows. He strokes the paint.

“It’s like they had to reinvent the concept of the window. It’s taken them four months to change two windows. And these clowns came recommended.”

I don’t know why the thought comes to my mind, and as soon as I say it I regret it: “Have you checked if they open?”

Sixto’s not good at rage, which is a novelty in someone of a Cuban background. He doesn’t shout, swear, wave his hands or throw things. His mouth twitches a little and his breathing gets hard as the two of us are unable to get the windows to open even a fraction.

“You know, what’s the worst part of this? I could have these guys killed. One phone call, a solution architect would fly in, bang, bang. That’s what’s so hard. One phone call. One phone call. I could really have them killed, no questions asked. It’s so hard not to.”

He circulates around the kitchen, nodding and breathing hard, I suppose having conversations of an imaginary, hostile nature with window-fitters.
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On Collins Avenue, a bare-chested man who is a V of rocky pectorals and is wearing white naval bell-bottoms hands me a small plastic sachet. He is jigging around the sidewalk, handing out the sachets to passers-by. I usually accept proffered leaflets or items because if you’ve ever had to do a job like that, you will spend the rest of your life accepting proffered leaflets or items.

The sachet contains a clear substance which according to the packaging is personal lubricant. Since I have no immediate plans to bugger anyone, I’m not sure what to do with it.

Having enjoyed two lattes and an exceptionally good tuna Niçoise sandwich in the Loews Hotel I am about to leave without paying the bill, when I get a call from Gamay and Muscat. Not having heard from them for a week I had happily concluded that they had given up on joining an international criminal organization.

“We’ve got the tools,” Gamay announces with the sort of pride a sixteen-year-old would have after bedding three beauty queens in one night.

I’m perplexed. Unwisely I tell them to meet me at the church. Gamay and Muscat struggle into the office carrying a large metal container they can barely carry. Then they go out and grunt back in with two more containers, dripping with sweat. They don’t say a word but look at me grinning.

I have to do it. I open the latches on the uppermost container. Inside is an abundance of black sacking material, which contains a weighty object. I unfurl the material, and find myself holding an automatic weapon. If all the containers are full, there must be three dozen of them. I like to consider myself a man with a ready retort, but I’m unworded.

“It wasn’t easy,” beams Gamay. “Socio, your map wasn’t that good. But hey, delivery is us.”

I examine the gun. I don’t like guns. They say people kill people, not guns. That’s not right, people want to kill people, but the guns do it. I am quite tired of living, but this scares me. This is heaviness way beyond my abilities or interests. These containers contain illegality and danger out of all proportion to their volume.

“You boys really disappoint me,” I say. The DJs are hesitant. Is this multinational criminal irony?

“These aren’t ours. I don’t know where you got these. But if I were you I’d take these back straight away, because the owners might be very angry. Buriers of guns aren’t known for their sense of humour. Or for that matter, hesitation in shooting former DJs.”

“Muscat, why are you disgracing us like this?” says Gamay.

“Me?” says Muscat. I, of course, have no interest in hearing the two of them volley the blame back and forth, but I hear it anyway.

“You shouldn’t be here wasting Tyndale’s time. You’re just too soft.” Gamay storms out and returns with a small box. “I thought we established who’s Mr Bad,” he continues, opening the box to reveal two scorpions. “Let’s see who’s hard.” He takes one scorpion and dangles it above the back of his trousers.

“You’re not doing that,” exclaims Muscat. But Gamay drops the hapless scorpion into buttockville and then sits down, with considerable gusto and a crunching sound. My heart goes out to the scorpion. Gamay whoops as if downing a tequila and extracts some squished remains from his nether regions.

When I was growing up I had many dreams, but I never had one where I was sitting in an ailing church, vainly striving to be mistaken for God, surrounded by stacks of firearms, while an oxygen thief crushes a scorpion with his backside in an attempt to be recruited by an non-existent multinational criminal organization. A round of applause for the Unexpected.

Let’s consider Gamay’s show. Who carries around two live scorpions? You’d only do this if you’re expecting to put on a show. Again, I can’t divine how Gamay has cheated, but I’m convinced he hasn’t exposed himself to any significant pain or toil – that’s not his style. That he chose the larger scorpion is for me confirmation of a con.

Scorpions vary in their toxicity and, furthermore, like snakes you can milk them for their venom. I can talk about this with some authority, because one of my neighbours invested in a company making scorpion restrainers. Also, since their attack depends on penetrating skin, if you were to cut even a tiny amount off the very tip of the sting, it would no longer be hypodermic. We weren’t given a chance to inspect the scorpion before it was arsed out of recognizability.

“You’re harder than me,” Muscat concedes, “harder and crazier.” Gamay has the cheek to offer me the other scorpion.

I instruct Gamay and Muscat to take the guns away. I know they’ll probably just stick them under their beds, but I want them gone. “This is on a need-to-know basis,” I say, “and I don’t need to know.” They get sulky about having to lug the containers back out. For big, strong lads they are extraordinarily lazy.

“Don’t phone me. I ain’t kennedying you,” I say, already picturing myself on flights out of the country; or, who knows, maybe my luck will change and I’ll get a nice situation in the prison library to see out my declining years?
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Sometimes a good night’s sleep makes prospects look better, but not when you’re strictly ruined. The misery is right there by the bedside table. I had to knock myself out by raiding Sixto’s drinks cabinet, but the great thing about being abstinent is that when you have a drink, you get your money’s worth.

I catch my reflection in the mirror. I look rather mad. I am probably going mad, but perhaps one of the consolations of going mad is that you don’t mind too much.

In a mechanical, lifeless way I head off to the church and do some pastoral acts in a mechanical, lifeless way. I’m hoping I can escape our parishioners for surgery as there’s no one around. Just as I’m locking up, the Reinholds greet me. Have they come to give me a present in gratitude? Because no matter how much punishment you take there’s always a part of you that’s hoping someone will walk in and hand you a fat cheque.

They don’t look happy enough for my taste, and we have some pleasantries in the office before we get to the unzipping.

“We’re grateful, we’re very grateful for your help, Tyndale. We don’t want you to think we’re ungrateful. And I know you’ll find this funny, but we need you to get Cosmo back.”

I don’t find it funny at all. I’m not that angry because if you’re being burned at the stake, you don’t get that upset if someone in the crowd throws on another bit of kindling, though you might be surprised to see who’s throwing it.

The Reinhold’s daughter has completely gone off the rails, her behaviour is even worse than before, so they want Cosmo back. There is only one question in life worth asking: is it written or not? Is there anything I can do to change my fortune or should I give up now? Are losers losers, or winners-in-waiting?

“I’ll do my best,” I say, because I want them gone. “But I can’t promise anything.”

Reinhold leaves his newspaper behind. Out of a desire to escape my life, I pick it up. On the front page of the Miami Herald is a bizarre abduction story involving the Dade County Police Commissioner’s wife and teenage daughter. On a trip out to the Everglades, they were abducted by two powerfully built white males. Instead of being robbed or sexually assaulted as they feared, they were given spades and forced to dig holes for two days. Their abductors kept calling each other “Gammy” and “Musky”. I don’t bother reading the rest of the article.

Never, never work with people.
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I’m on the verge of getting comfortable with complete despair, when something good happens.

While I’m handing out turkey subs to the homeless, the young guy, Fash, taps me on the shoulder and hands me my wallet, which must have fallen out of my pocket. It surprises and annoys me. It’s so infuriating when you’ve settled into a doctrine of perfect misanthropy to have your philosophy challenged in this way, because you start asking the questions again: is there good? You waste so much time thinking. One of the great strengths of religion is that it gives you answers, you’re ready with the thinking and saying. If nothing else it saves you so much time and energy. It’s like shopping: if you don’t know what you want you can spend the whole day looking at, say, trousers, whereas if you do you can buy them in ten minutes.

And it is pointless. One man exhibiting decency on the street in Miami isn’t going to change anything. But you feel guilty, you feel wrong about throwing away that act of decency, as if it doesn’t matter (although it doesn’t – does it?).

Back at the church, before I can close the doors, a fifty-something woman slides in. This is the one of the dangers of offering help: the needy come and ask for it. The unneedy too. However, I feel better because it confirms my theory of swings and roundabouts. Someone hands me back my wallet, I get stuck with an irritating woman called Marysia.

I don’t remember seeing her at any of our services, and let’s face it, worshippers aren’t hard to spot at the Church of the Heavily Armed Christ. My guess is she is here because all the other, better, proper churches have shown her the door. Everything about her is… irritating. She has a strange European accent, and emphasizes everything she says to underline how well she speaks English. Students of a language tend to fall into two main categories: the taxi-driver class where you have enough vocabulary to ask for the fare, and the show-off class.

“I was driving by when I saw your Church abutting on the…” Abutting? When was the last time you heard anyone use the word abutting? Have I led a very sheltered life? Is abutting making a comeback?

I check the clock when she arrives, because I intend to accord her ten minutes before claiming urgent prior commitments. When I repeatedly say things like “I must go” she ignores them so completely it’s evident she’s hardened to escape attempts. Displeasure tumbles from my face in vain.

Her woe is her two-year-old grandson who has digestive problems. You’d think it’d be difficult to talk about a kid’s shit for fifty minutes. If you said to me, I’ll give you a hundred grand if you could talk about it for fifty minutes, I’d certainly try, but I’d run out after ten or so. Marysia gabbles on about it for fifty minutes without pause or hesitation, though with a great deal of repetition. She has mastered some technique of breathing while simultaneously talking. I time her on the clock. Our bowels are a vital part of life, but even as a professional ear, I recoil at fifty minutes of a safari down the lower intestine of an infant so intricate I feel like an enzyme.

“The coprolith then proceeded…” I can guess what coprolith means, but I’m willing to bet the doctor that’s treating the kid has never heard the word. Marysia’s the sort of mother you’d move to the other side of the world to dodge.

She’s really so, so irritating. And she didn’t start out that way. She was probably a pleasant kid. She didn’t set out to be irritating. She didn’t volunteer, or take a course. She may have made some bad decisions, but who hasn’t? Maybe she could have fought harder against the metamorphosis into a compulsive grouser, but who hasn’t given up? And if there’s no hope of redemption, there’s no hope. For a second, I’m sorry for her. But only one.

Normally when I get a moaner in, I can drift off, abandon time, have a me moment, if for no other reason than that the true moaner doesn’t notice you fleeing – the perpetual moaners really want to moan – but I can’t shut her out. I seriously consider feigning a heart attack to shut her off when her phone goes and it’s fortunately something significant requiring her presence elsewhere.

“Could you give me a prayer to help my grandson’s stercoraceous fusillade?” she asks. I certainly can. I utter some words of respite for little Leon. Before she leaves Marysia gives me her card. I’m surprised. I expected her to be an assistant librarian in an outlying library, but she is Vice President of an oil company.
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