An Extract from Chapter 3 of “Love nor Lack of Love” by Garret Baker

Three

“Hello,” James said, as she shut the flat door. "You're in."

Greg turned around from the television set. He pressed the mute button on the remote control.

“Hello,” he said. “What are you doing back ?”

James hung his coat up loosened his tie. 

“We had a power cut,” he said, as he undid the first two buttons of his shirt.

“Really ?” Greg said, turning back round in his seat. “They forget to pay the bill ?”

“What ?” James said. “Yeah, no. Just upstairs went. Something blew somewhere. It’s an old building. The electrician is working on it now. Everything went though, lights, the computers. So there was no point in staying.”

Greg went over to the kitchen and peered into their lacklustre fridge.

“So they let you off ?” Greg said, gazing at the newsreader mouthing the news, and comically punching every third word with a slight nod of the head.

“Well,” James said, shutting the fridge door a little irritatedly, “There wasn’t much point in me staying without a computer, was there ?”

Greg said nothing and James felt immediately guilty for snapping.

“You want a coffee ?” he asked.

“Yeah, cheers,” Greg said. “If you’re making one.”

“I am.”

James switched the kettle on, before realising it was empty. He unplugged it and began to fill it again, muttering to himself about his flatmate’s habits.

“You been out yet ?” he asked when the kettle was full.

“What ?” Greg said, still eyeing with wonder the newsreader on mute. He never noticed how full of it this reader was until this moment. How he had all sorts of tricks to punctuate his points, how his expression changed so dramatically for the good and the bad stories. He knew that all newsreaders did it to some degree but had never realised how crude this particular man's method was. A picture of a plane crash above his right shoulder and he was all somber and reserved. A picture of Madonna and he was all light hearted and gay. A picture of some European building then followed, during which the word LIVE ! came up in red letters on the bottom of the screen, and for the first time the newsreader seemed a little unhinged, as he obviously questioned somebody or other unscripted. Probably just interviewing another reporter, Greg thought. They were forever going LIVE to their own reporters, even though they had said everything possible to say about the subject in the report that they had prepared. Reporters were now treated as experts to be interviewed regularly by their own anchor man, Greg mused, one of the ridiculousness fall outs of twenty four hour news television. The live message went away then and the anchorman returned to his smooth, generously punctuated delivery. It was only then that Greg processed James’s question.

“No,” he said. “No, I haven’t been out. Not yet. I was going to go out and get the paper in a minute. Start looking again. The joy that is job hunting.”

James went over to his jacket and took a paper from it’s pocket. He handed it to Greg.

“There you are,” he said, before attending to the boiling kettle.

“Oh,” Greg said, looking at the paper. “Right. I was going to get it in a minute.”

“Yeah well I hope so,” James said, stirring the cups. “You’ve only got three days and I’m not covering you again.”

He handed Greg his coffee.

“Three days is plenty of time,” Greg said, taking a sip.

“You won’t even get paid for a week,” James said. “Most places two weeks. Some places pay every month you know. I don’t think our landlord’s going to wait for a month and I’m not covering you again.”

“Look,” Greg said, “stop worrying about me. This is my problem. I will sort it out. You just worry about your Oedipus complex.”

James almost choked on his coffee.

“My what ?” he spluttered.

“Your Oedipus complex,” Greg explained happily. “You want to kill your father and have sex with your mother. Or the other way round, I’m not sure. Either way it’s not very healthy.”

James set down his coffee on the table.

“You know,” he said, “some people might find what you just said offensive.”

“The truth is often offensive,” Greg maintained, “And it’s my only explanation for your recent behaviour.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my recent behaviour,” James insisted. “You’re the one who's gone completely off the rails.”

“Really ?” Greg said. “Well, I’d like to know when I was on the rails in that case, because I don’t remember.”

“I know you don’t,” James said. “But I do.”

“You really believe that don’t you ?” Greg said. “That there’s something wrong with me.”

James sighed.

“You’re not exactly...normal are you ?”

“Really ?” Greg said. “So, it’s normal, is it, to bring a different woman home every second night ? Tell me, how do these women feel when they know you’re not going to take them out again ?”

“I do take them out again,” James said defensively. “Sometimes. Anyway, why are you talking about it as if it’s all down to me ? I’m not looking for a relationship right now. I don’t tell them I am. I don’t lie to anyone. This is the twenty first century, you can’t go round blaming men for one night stands. I mean...they know what they’re doing as much as I do. It’s not as if I propose or...tell them I love them to get them into bed with me.”

“Right,” Greg said. “So, they never ring you ? Ask you why you haven’t called ?”

“Course not,” James said. “Even if they did...I’m not looking for a relationship and...sometimes I feel like ringing them up and, I don’t, because I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. It’s not unhealthy, that, it’s...normal. We’re young.”

“You might be,” Greg said. “I’m not young.”

“You’re four months younger than me.”

“Only in real time,” Greg explained. “Psychologically, I’m actually in my late forties right now.”

James sighed.

“Right,” he said, shaking his head. “I think you must be bloody jealous. It’s all you go on about these days, my relationships. You're obviously missing sex.”

“Shut up,” Greg said. “I’m married to my church.”

“You haven’t got a church.”

“I’m a very spiritual person,” Greg said. “I don’t need a church. A building. I’m my own church. I’m thinking about getting back to my novel.”

“What novel ?” James said. “You haven’t got a novel.”

“You don’t know me half as well as you think,” Greg said. “I used to write alot actually. I have three chapters written. It’s about relationships and how doomed they all are to failure. And what a sickening, belittling, gut wrenching thing love is.”

“Right,” James said, nodding. “Sounds cheery. Comedy, is it ? What about a job ?”

“I’m getting a job,” Greg said. “Don’t worry. You worry about your libido.”

James took a swig of his coffee and stared at the mute t.v.

“Yeah, well you’ve been saying that for weeks.”

“Thanks for your support,” Greg said, opening the paper.

James looked over at him as he furiously searched for the jobs section.

“Look,” he said, in a quieter tone,” why don’t you just ask your parents for the money ?”

“No,” Greg snapped.

“You’re not going to have it by Friday.”

“No,” Greg yelled. “Look...no. What’s the point ? I mean, no. I’m not going running back to them again. That was the last time. Positively the last time. I can’t go running back to them every time I’m a little short in life.”

“I’m not saying every time,” James said. “I’m just...I’m just saying it would be nice, for a change, to be able to pay our landlord on time. Last month I had to cover for you after you insisted for four days you were coming up with it.”

“I had a very good chance of earning that money too,” Greg said. “I was offered twenty pounds by an old man to go into a public lavatory with him. I’m not sure what he wanted to do when we got in there, as I’m afraid I chickened out at the last second. I’ll go back though if you like...I think he’d be willing to up the asking price...I think my resistance really caught his interest.”

“Yeah you do that,” James said. “I don’t care, so long as you don’t bring anyone back here, and you pay the rent on time, I’m perfectly comfortable with you becoming a rentboy.”

“I didn’t say anything about becoming a rent boy,” Greg insisted. “I just said he wanted me to go into the public lavatory with him.”

“Oh right,” James said. “Sorry. I’m sure his motives were entirely honourable. I’m sure.”

“Well,” Greg said. “Not necessarily. But he might have just wanted to watch me urinating or something. Some people are quite turned on ...”

“Don’t,” James said, grimacing. “That’s fucking...”

“Well, at least it doesn’t hurt anybody,” Greg said. “Not like you, Don Juan of the banking world. The only trouble is, I can never...go when there’s other people in the room. You know ? I can’t stand urinals, you know ? When you're boxed in by two blokes either side, whistling away as they urinate with ease. I need a cubicle and, I’m not sure even with a cubicle I could go with someone watching.”

“You need help,” James said, shaking his head with disgust and giggling slightly.

“Better than asking my parents,” Greg said, matter of factly.

“Right,” James said. “I don’t see why. Your parents are rich.”

“But they have long memories,” Greg explained. “If I ask them for this, there’s no telling what favours they’ll ask me to do in the future. They might want me to come home for dinner.”

“Heaven forbid.”

“I’ll get the money.”

“Yeah, well,” James said,” you’re not going to get it by sitting here on your arse all day watching daytime television.”

“I don’t watch t.v,” Greg said. “This is the news. It doesn’t count. I don’t watch television during the day. Well, except 'Countdown.'”

James nodded.

“And fifteen to one beforehand,” Greg went on. “And then sometimes a bit of Ricki Lake, but purely for research for my novel.”

“Well, I apologise,” James said. “Clearly you’re being very productive.”

Greg put down the paper and stared at James.

“You think I’m having a great time, don’t you ?” he said. “You think I’m loving this, sitting in this flat all day every day.”

“Are you ?”

“No, as it happens,” Greg said.

He shook his head and stared at the t.v screen, till the anchorman’s gestures became so tiresome he had to turn it off.

“I’m the victim in all this,” he said bitterly. “It’s not my fault I’m a peripheral character in modern society. It’s society’s fault. They really ought to find a place for people like me. Something creative. Something which will allow you a bit of dignity. A shred of pride. Instead, what do I get ? What are the only things I’m qualified for? McDonalds. Office Lackey. I mean, you’d think for a man of my intelligence...”

“If you put as much energy into finding a job,” James interrupted, “as you do going on about it...”

“I’m looking through the paper, aren't I ?” Greg said gloomily, picking it up again and stared disconsolately at the jobs page.

“I’m just saying,” James said. “You’ve got to be realistic. It’s been two months since you said you’d get something. In all that time as far as I know you haven’t even had one interview. As far as I know, you haven’t even applied for anything. I mean...it’s not as if there’s nothing out there.”

“That’s all very well for you to say,” Greg said. “You have a sickness.”

“I beg your pardon ?”

“A sickness,” Greg repeated. “You have a sickness. You don’t mind being stuck in an office all day, every day in front of a computer. That, to my mind, is a sickness and it’s a sickness I don’t suffer from.”

James laughed.

“Fine,” he said finally, his laughter fading. “I’m sick. You’re normal. It’s normal to stay in for ten months because you split up with your girlfriend. It’s normal to antagonise everyone who you come into contact with. Whereas I on the other hand, am a total sicko, because I have a car, a number of friends, am having regular sex, and I have a steady income.”

“I’m glad you're finally coming round,” Greg said. “The first step is to admit that you have a problem.”

There was a long silence. Greg began to survey the appointments, determined once again, to prove that he could get a job, any job. Determined to apply for something that very day.

As it happened, he had not been able to bring himself to apply for anything yet, though on one occasion he had gone so far as to ring up a number listed below an advertisement for a junior position in a city centre office. When the person had answered, sounding all business like and formal, and ringing off the impressively long company’s name, he had hung up immediately in terror.

Still, he thought, that had been a long time ago. He had only been starting to look in seriousness then. Since that time he had become much more at ease with the idea of applying for a position. It had taken a long time to come to terms with it but now, he felt sure, that he was mentally ready. He read through the jobs page with a new look of determination on his face, which lasted about as long as it took him to read the small print for three notices. When he had read another five, he had decided once again, that he was not able for a job.

“'Are you ambitious ?'” he read aloud from the newspaper. “No. 'Are you extroverted ?' No. 'And good with people?' No. 'Call now for immediate positions with high flying marketing company'. 'Are you responsible ?' No. 'Hard working ?' No. 'With three years experience in retail trade ?' Definitely no. 'Call now and join our growing team at international Carpet Supplies.' That sounds thrilling. I might go for that one.”

James had picked up a magazine and did not appear to be listening. Greg stared back down at the newspaper.

“'Exciting opportunities at Movies R us',” he read. “How exciting can it be ? You rent videos. Two years experience needed anyway. Two years experience ! To sit behind a counter and go fetch a cassette now and again. Jesus. I could maybe, possibly work in a video store. Apart from the fact you get all those people coming in wanting videos...I can’t imagine the money is too good either.”

“Why don’t you ring your parents now ?” James said, not looking up from his magazine.

“I’m not ringing my parents,” Greg snapped, before sighing. “I’ll find something. Something. Anything. It’s just difficult. Most of these ads....”

Greg turned the paper over in frustration and began to read the back page. He saw a headline that caught his eye and began to chuckle.

“Owner shot dead by poodle,” he read aloud. “Now there’s a thing. A 37 year old man who was giving a gun safety lesson to his mother was killed when their frisky French poodle jumped on his lap and triggered the weapon, police in Los Angelus reported yesterday.”

“Fascinating,” James said. “You’re supposed to be looking at the jobs section.”

Greg shook his head and tapped the paper with his right hand,

“This is truly quality journalism though isn’t it ?” he said. “I don’t know about you but I don’t think I could have gotten through the day without knowing about this. The former marine, a bachelor who worked as a store manager, brought the gun to his elderly mother’s house because of the recent break in’s in the area. When he began demonstrating how to load, unload, and use the gun, Benji, the dogs name. -Benji, that’s a nice touch-. Benji wagged his tail as if wanting to play and jumped into his owner’s lap, said police lieutenant Anna Ruzinski. As the poodle landed, the gun went off, leaving the owner with blood gushing from his chest. 

“While he collapsed groaning, his mother called the emergency services, but the man’s wounds were severe and he died almost immediately. The distraught dog, racked with guilt, later turned the gun on himself.”

Greg giggled.

“No,” he said. “No, I made that part up. The dazed poodle- unaware of it’s deadly actions- whimpered as he watched his master die. Ahh. You can just picture it can’t you ? The little dog licking all that blood up...”

“Stop,” James said in disgust.

Greg laughed loudly.

“Although,” he said, adopting a serious expression, “I’m not sure I buy his story myself. I think that poodle knew exactly what he was doing. He’d probably planned it for weeks. Every day, waiting for the right moment to make his move.”

Greg looked at James, who seemed unimpressed with this theory.

“Great story though,” Greg said.

“Very inspiring,” James said dully.

Greg nodded his head and stared off into nothing.

“I wanted to be a journalist once,” he said. “When I was younger I wanted to be a music journalist. I used to buy NME every week, sometimes the other one, what’s it called, Melody Maker. I’d buy one or other of them anyway every week. I used to think it all sounded so glamourous. And the way the journalists made it sound, it was glamourous. You know, interviewing the stars, and sharing jokes, being witty and getting up to all kinds of debauchery. But life isn’t glamourous. That’s the thing. That’s what I came to realise. Life is never glamourous.

“No,” James said.

“You know,” Greg went on, "take whoever you like, supposedly the most glamourous people in the world. Say Madonna and, I don’t know...George Michael. Say the pair of them were sitting here right now with us, if I was describing it to somebody afterwards, it would probably sound glamourous no matter what happened, you know “I had Madonna and George Michael round for tea the other day,” but in reality, I don’t think it would be very glamourous at all.

“I mean, I don’t even know either of them so I would probably just be embarrassed and wouldn’t know what to say, except maybe something stupid like, I really enjoy your music, which would be a lie, but I think I’d be compelled to say it out of panic. And they’d probably have heard this every day of their lives, several times a day, since they became famous, and it would hardly set their world’s on fire hearing it from me. 

“So that would make the mood just more tense with Madonna and George politely thanking me for complementing their music and I’d probably get so nervous and frustrated with the whole thing that, out of desperation, I’d try making some crack about Madonna’s sex book and George Michael getting arrested for that thing in the toilets and how maybe they should get together and do some kind of bizarre photo shoot. And that wouldn’t go down well at all.”

“No,” James agreed.

“There’s no such thing as glamour,” Greg went on. "Not unless it involves intoxications anyway. Drugs and drink. Maybe I should start smoking again.”

James looked at him.

“Why ?” he asked finally.

“As an added incentive,” Greg explained. “To get work. Because you always need money when you’re smoking.”

“Wonderful logic.”

“Thank you,” Greg said. “I’m just trying to stimulate myself. That’s the problem though isn’t it ? Stimulation. We’re all over stimulized.”

“Stimulated,” James corrected.

“Yes,” Greg said. “Human beings aren’t supposed to be half as fucking stimulated as we all are twenty four hours a day. We’ve got television, computers, videos, cinema, fucking flashing lights wherever you walk down the streets and advertisements, advertisements everywhere to sell you things. Trying to be witty. Trying to make a statement. Trying to stimulate the human brain and make us all into good little shoppers, consumers of all the right things.

“I mean, considering I’ve had this every day of my life since I was born, how can I possibly be expected to sit at a till and pass products through a bar code reader and smile and say the same tediously polite things to hundreds of people every day. It’s not natural. It’s not my fault. It’s the way of the world. Consumerism is to blame for my lack of use in the market place.”

James put down his magazine. A pretty girl stared at Greg from it’s back cover as it lay on the table in front of him. She was dressed in nothing but a leaf over each breast and her private parts. She was giggling about something, apparently something to do with her new found confidence now that she was using such and such deodorant.

“You don’t have to pass products through a bloody bar code machine,” James said. “There are other things. There are plenty of things to keep you stimulated. More than bloody Oprah Winfrey and Countdown can anyway.”

“I don’t watch Oprah Winfrey and you’re wrong," Greg said. "There isn’t anything. It’s fucking hopeless. I might as well forget the whole thing.”

“What do you mean forget it ?” James demanded.

“I don’t know,” Greg said. “Forget it. Forget the whole idea: going outside, moving back out into the market place to offer myself up for jobs, and friendships and relationships. Fitting in. Going off to work in the morning and coming back in the evening and switching on the t.v. I might as well forget about the whole thing. Work on my novel.”

“What about money ?” James said. “Rent.”

“Oh I don’t know,” Greg said, slumping back in the couch. “I’ll go and sell a limb or something if you like.”

“You just have to push yourself a bit,” James counseled. “Find something you’re good at. I mean...for fuck’s sake Greg, it’s not as if you don’t have any brains. There’s plenty of jobs you can do.”

Greg looked at James. 

“Is there ?” he asked.

“Course there is,” James said. “You just have to think about it. Think about what you’re good at doing.”

“I’m quite good at being sarcastic.”

“Something practical.”

“Being sarcastic is very practical,” Greg said. “I couldn’t get by without it.”

“Just think about what you can do,” James said, “and how you could, you know, translate that into a job. I know it sounds very airy fairy and American talk show but you have to do it. What do you enjoy ?”

“I don’t know,” Greg said.

“What are you skilled at ?”

“Self delusion.”

James sighed, and wondered silently to himself why he bothered.

“How’s work then ?” Greg said finally.

“What ?” James snapped.

“How’s the job ?” Greg said. “How is it progressing ?”

“Why ?” James said warily.

“Why ? Because I want to know. I’m interested. I’m just trying to have a normal conversation.”

“Yeah, well, forgive me,” James said, "but I’m just not used to having normal conversations with you lately.”

“Well that’s exactly my point,” Greg said. “If I can’t fool you, who can I fool? I’m no good at talking to people. Not in the way they are used to being talked to. I can’t do small talk. People don’t buy it. I say all the words everybody else does but, somehow, I mess it up.

“Take yesterday for example. I’m walking down this laneway, and this old lady is coming towards me, walking her little dog and she looks at me, and I look at her, and because we’re walking in a narrow laneway and there’s nobody else around I want to reassure her, you know ? Because I’m young and male I want to reassure her I’m not about to try and rob her or step on her poodle or anything, So I smile and say “Hello there.”

“The old bag looks back at me like I’ve got two fucking heads. She looks like I’ve just asked her for her handbag or something, but she sort of smiles back eventually- this worried smile- then she says something about the weather, about how bad it’s been.

“So we’re in small talk mode -I’m very aware of that-and I psyche myself up to reply, taking care to, you know, act polite and interested in what she has to say. So I say, “Yes, terrible. Awful weather, isn’t it ? Really rotten out.”

“But I say it all wrong. I’ve psyched myself up so much and made such a big deal out of the whole thing that I say it really loudly with this kind of demented look in my eyes, and she just gives me that frightened look again, except worse this time, and stares away from me, like I’m some kind of weirdo. And all I was trying to do was to answer her, in an appropriate way, about the weather.

“Where did I go wrong ? I did all the things I’ve seen everybody else do. I tried to be pleasant. I affected a smile. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t convince her. I couldn’t say two words to this old lady without scaring the shit out of her and that is why I can’t take any of these jobs because I’m no good at talking to people and don’t know how to do it anyway, not properly, not how everybody else can, with fake smiles and neat humourous conversation.”
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