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Chapter 1: The Shot You Don’t Hear            Is The One That Kills You
I lost my girlfriend in Italy. Not literally, I didn’t leave her wandering the streets in Rome and book myself a flight home. No, in the space of one week of a ‘romantic holiday’ I lost her. I knew it was over before the plane touched down and certainly as we waited in heavy silence for our cases to come round on the carousel. We hadn’t argued, there hadn’t been a drunken fight one night in a bar. The holiday had actually started pretty well, we’d had a great first afternoon walking hand in hand through the streets. It was a gradual slow fade, the realisation that after just a year together, we didn’t have anything to say to each other. I don’t know how these couples who stay together into their old age manage it, I reckon some nights to fill the noiseless void they sit up and read the phone book to each other in funny voices.  
In the space of a week though, I went from, “Babe” to “Hun” to “Martin” which was a surprise as my name is David. I jest, my name is Martin. That transition occurred over the course of a few breakfast mornings that for atmosphere wouldn‘t have been out of place in a Monastery. Actually, the evenings wouldn’t have been out of place in a Monastery either.
Like a prisoner on death row, I waited for the inevitable, almost merciful, gunshot to the temple that the relationship needed on our return to the UK. I’d been bloody miserable for months and had no idea why either of us stuck at it to the point that we did. So, it came one Friday night as she turned up at my house with the opening gambit, “We need to talk”. That was a funny choice of phrase as I don’t recall getting much of a word in. It was closely followed by “I think we should split up” which in none bullshit speak means, “We are definitely splitting up, there’s no think about it, in fact it’s happening now”. There were tears (hers) and the whole thing was terribly awkward and unedifying. Without doubt, the most insulting part occurred as she left (for good) and said, “Text me later so I know you haven’t done anything daft”. Wow! That’s an ego isn’t it, thinking that you are so special that when you leave someone, their only option is suicide. Since that fateful evening, I have thought of a thousand biting retorts to that line but at the time, I was so shocked I didn’t speak at all. Sort of summed the relationship up really. Cheeky bitch.
That hadn’t been the first time she had said something I had felt was quite shockingly ill-fitting to a situation. When we had first started dating, we went to a dinner party where conversation turned to the most famous people we had met. I had told a little story about meeting Barry Chuckle at Butlins one year to which she topped by mentioning a former Aston Villa footballer….who she had slept with. She recounted this story, misty eyed, as most of the other guests coughed nervously and looked at their salmon, which was bloody awful as I recall.
That night hadn’t got much better as it turned out. You know how there’s always someone at a party who ends up getting too drunk and either makes a pass at someone or soils the bathroom in spectacular fashion? That person is usually me. I’m not going to lie, I like a beer and it loves me. This night though, it wasn’t me. It was early in the relationship and I was still trying to impress. I sipped politely at the white wine I had to endure and asked the host, “Is this a Riesling?” as that’s the only white wine I know. 
Anyway, said host ended up getting just a little inebriated. I could tell this by the lack of focus in his eyes, the slurred speech and the fact that he had taken his shirt off at the dinner table mid meal. Then came the embarrassing part, the topless host, despite the very forceful protestations of his girlfriend produced a guitar. Now, I don’t mind a bit of a sing song. Not when sober though and not at a dinner table. It’s just strange. What followed was fairly excruciating as he proceeded to sit and gently strum the guitar as he wailed a romantic ballad I wasn’t familiar with. Or perhaps I was familiar with it and it was just the fact he was so insufferably shit I couldn’t recognise it. At various points in the song, he tried looking thoughtfully into the distance as he pondered the deep meaning of whatever the hell it was he was singing about. My embarrassment threshold is low and I was mortified on his behalf. If an armed intruder had chosen this moment to enter the house, I’d have thanked him profusely then changed my trousers.
I don’t get invited to dinner parties now I am flying solo. That’s possibly the greatest advertisement for staying single. Who wants to go to dinner parties really? Who has the genuine desire to spend an evening making polite chit chat with people you hardly see, hearing the words, “Make yourself at home” and instantly feeling not at all like you are at home. That’s another funny phrase, “Make yourself at home”, what would one of those people do if you took your shoes and socks off, lay sprawled on the couch and started scratching your balls?
Another bonus of being single is that I no longer trouble the world with cringe inducing yet meaningless social media declarations such as ‘I am the luckiest man in the world’. If you post shit like that, stop right now. If I give you one piece of advice through the story I am going to tell you it would be this, nobody gives a shit how much you love your other half. Oh and keep telling someone how lucky you are to have them and sooner or later, they’ll start to believe it.
Shortly after the break up, I did feel a bit lonely and wondered what I would do with my time. I wasn’t keen on being on my own immediately after and felt a bit raw. I spoke to my best mate Colin.
The conversation went pretty much like this;
Me: “When she walked out of the door, I felt a future I’d envisaged had gone too. Not necessarily one with her but a future nonetheless. I saw kids, everything”.
Colin: “You never know when a woman is happy, they have their own agenda mate and you only know when a decision has been made weeks previous. I know being on your own again hurts but you’ll get through it”.
Me: “Thanks mate”.
Colin: “You know, she’s probably shagging someone don’t you?”
Me: “That doesn’t help”.
Colin: “You need honesty mate, you have had weeks, probably months of someone else’s’ agenda, time for harsh reality, it’s the only way you can move forward. Fay was like a monkey, she only left one branch because she had another to go to”.
Me: “I can’t see it mate. Although she has gone from a text saying ‘miss you’ to being so cold in seven days. She looked at me like I was a stranger. Speaking to her made me feel like she was one. I felt like saying, “you’re quite aloof for someone who once licked my balls””.
Colin: “She’s cutting you out of her life mate”.
Me: “I feel like she’s had more time to prepare for this whereas I’ve driven into a brick wall on a motorway. I feel winded. She said I’m too nice apparently”.
Colin: “That’s what comes from not saying the licked my balls line”.
Me: “What the fuck does too nice mean? I bought her flowers, cooked for her, gave her a daily massage”.
Colin: “Fucking hell, I barely grunt at my missus. You have given her too much mate”.
Me: “So, what was the better approach? Should I have given her the odd slap?”
Colin: “No just yourself one”.
Me: “It’s not just losing her, it’s the fact that my week feels a bit empty now. What do I do now with my time?” 
Colin: “You need to keep yourself busy mate”.
Me: “I could take up Zumba”.
Colin (laughing): “Fuck me, that’s brilliant. You can barely even walk to the end of your street you fat cunt”.
Me: “Well, that’s building my confidence right back up. I’ll never find someone like Fay again”.
Colin: “Yep, you were lucky with her really, she was a bit of a one off”.
Me: “Do you want to fuck off?”
Colin: “Mate, it’ll hurt like a bastard for a while but you’ll recover, you just need to start again. That’s life”.
Me: “That’s life. That’s shit. Do you know mate, when I was a kid I used to sleep over at my mate John’s. I’d always wake up dead early and would have to stay in bed till his mum and dad got up. I’d be bored shitless and the only books he had were Charlie Brown. You know, stuff like ‘Cheer Up Charlie Brown’. I don’t know what the poor bastard had to be cheerful about. He fancied a girl who’s best friend was cock blocking him. He had another friend who would permanently pull the football away from him when he wanted to kick it. Plus his dog was a right smarmy cunt. The books should have been called ‘Get Fucked Charlie Brown’ or ‘You’re Dead Charlie Brown’. That’s life. Life is shit”.
In classic man style, I hadn’t seen the actual firing of the bullet coming. I look back now and see things very clearly that meant nothing to me at the time. The week before, “We need to talk” the two of us went to a mutual friend’s house to see her and her husband. There was some football on and we were going to have a curry. It took forever for my girlfriend to get ready. That wasn’t unusual in itself but I had noticed she had permanently been on her phone all day. Occasionally laughing at what she was getting sent to her. I didn’t think anything of it, just presumed she was texting her group of friends on a WhatsApp group. 
Anyway, we got to our mutual friend and she was someone who I had trusted and confided in about my relationship doubts and other matters, I valued her opinion at the time. The ladies went into the back kitchen as me and the fella started talking bollocks about football. After about half an hour, the mutual friend entered the living room and said they were going to walk round to the takeaway for our curries. Her eyes met mine, she had a very strange pained expression on her face. Now I did not even slightly suspect at the time but in that moment her look was ‘you poor bastard you have no idea what’s coming’. I’m taking an educated guess that the half hour chat had been about how my relationship was about to come to an abrupt end. I was later proved right on that front and I haven’t spoken to the mutual ‘friend’ since. She knew how I had been worrying and feeling but it was clear one friendship meant more than hers to mine. Found out recently her fella had been cheating on her, karma’s a bitch and yes, I know that sounds cold. I spent the rest of that night laughing and joking, the two women glanced at each other from time to time with looks that I now know were similar to that of a dog owner about to take the dog for the snip – ‘ah he thinks he’s going for a ride in the car’.
How I found out what had really been going on though was interesting and had the timing of a well-planned aerial strike. We had the talk to end it, that was one thing. I sort of started to pull myself together, stop moping as per the express orders of Colin and get on with life. It came to my birthday week and just two days before my birthday, I saw something interesting pop up on Facebook. A picture of my ex and a chubby faced bloke captioned ‘the happy couple’. Ah so. Things became clear. From the resulting friends’ comments below this picture, it was clear they had met and become an item whilst my relationship was live, albeit on the operating table with an EMT team sadly packing their things away, shaking their heads and muttering, “You can’t win them all”. 
She knew I would have seen the picture and I guess that was part of the idea. Captain Block, my social media superhero alter ego, struck in retaliation but the moment had gone and the bitch knew it. My birthday was shit, I was still stewing over how carelessly and thoughtlessly I had been treated. I had been going to night school at the time and in other shit timing I had to do an exam on my birthday. It was the final one of five exams and I had booked the morning off work for study leave. I just couldn’t get my head right. Due to a mix up, the exam which would normally be taking place 10 minutes’ walk from my house was now to take place 25 miles away in an office block on an industrial estate. I drove to that exam, unhappy thoughts whirling through my head, as the rain cascaded down on a grey, joyless day. I sat alone waiting for the exam to start, drinking coffee machine tea and contemplating death. 
Funny thing is, that was the last moment I felt good/bad/anything about her and the relationship. I went out later that night with a mate and had a few beers. 
Unbelievably, I even passed the exam. If I had been asked to sum up my thoughts about her a year ago there would have been swearing. Ask me now? My reply – who?
It has made me learn a valuable life lesson, I’d played with my heart caught open wide, from that point on I was determined to box with my gloves up so I wouldn’t get caught on the chin. 
Colin had been right though, I did need to keep myself busy. One thing that did come out of the ill-fated Rome holiday was an idea that came to me for a book project. I have had a number of books published, all novels, one or two flirted with becoming moderately successful but I never quite hit the heights. I have never stopped trying though and enjoy losing myself in the creative process of writing a book. My God, did I just say that? Losing myself in the creative process? That’s two steps away from me drinking herbal tea and going to yoga classes. 
This was an idea where the Super Six (Toby, Reginald, Leonard, Patricia, Julia and Teresa with their dog Carpet) a group of 1940’s public school children best known around their immaculate village for eating macaroons, drinking ginger ale and solving problems like the case of the ‘lazy working class man who didn’t fix Aunt Hyacinth’s garden gate properly’. In the book after introducing these parody characters, the story would then see them travel forward in time to 2018 where they would have to solve a mystery before going back to their own time. Their trip to the modern day would provide the curious youngsters with a whole host of culture shocks. I had put together a synopsis and some sample chapters which I had sent to agents and a couple of independent publishers. I knew that it helped that I had already been published and was excited that this could be the big one. 
There was the great scene where Toby and Reginald end up in some dark street in London and meet a figure in the shadows…
“I say Reginald, here’s a chap that might help us. I say, dear old thing, could you spare us a moment”, politely enquired Toby.
“Soho’s down that way bruv,” the stocky man in a bomber jacket replied gruffly.
Reginald decided to ask, “We were dearly hoping you could point us in the direction where we might purchase some macaroons. I know it’s after lunch so it’s rather naughty but they are so moreish”.
The man considered this for a second with his head tilted on an angle like a puzzled bulldog. He then said, “Ah, I got you now, I know what you boys are after. Yeah, not a problem, tell you what, give us an Ayrton Senna and I’ll slip you two macaroons”, he winked conspiratorially as he said the last word.
Reginald responded, “I’m terribly sorry, what is an Aryton Senna?”
“Ten pound note bruv”.
Toby and Reginald were delighted to find that this man was so helpful and furthermore earlier that day they had acquired some money through Toby’s bank account miraculously still being open all those years later. The normally inquisitive pair though would regret their failure to wonder why a man walking in the street would have fresh macaroons on him.
Toby handed over the ten pound note and was slightly surprised that the man handed over two small pills with a picture of a mouse on them. Reginald spotted Toby’s confusion and as the man walked away explained, “It’s simple Toby, we are in the future now, they must have shrunk macaroons to tablet form, let’s tuck in”.
Six hours later, Toby and Reginald found themselves in Trafalgar Square with eyes like tractor tyres jumping up and down and telling the pigeons how much they adored them.
Elsewhere in the book, the 40’s group’s casual racism had to be addressed head on. A black man walked past the group and a wide-eyed Julia remarked, “Oh look Teresa, a fuzzy wuzzy!”
After a short but unpleasant incident that involved the man being restrained by police and Julia being given a stern talking to about potential hate crime offences, the matter was eventually dropped. A grim faced Leonard had then addressed the other five with a weary, resigned, “We’re not in the colonies anymore”.
Their mystery investigation that surrounded locating a watch that had disappeared from their village, retrieving it and bringing it back to its rightful owner in the past saw them head to a library to be introduced to the marvels of computers and the internet which they were shown how to use by a kindly librarian.
The internet and its vast array of available information proved a distraction for the youngsters. Patricia suggested they put in the names of their teachers and local priest to see what had happened to them over the years. It didn’t make for the best harvest as after entering five names they had discovered 4 paedophiles and a murder-suicide.
It wouldn’t just be the watch that made its way back to the village in the 40’s but a phrase the six had often heard and took for a sign of greeting. Imagine the postmaster’s Mr Goggins surprise when Reginald hailed him with a hearty, “Ya fucking nonce”.
Sadly, the agents and publishers that I contacted hadn’t shared my enthusiasm for the book and one sent a letter explaining that there were several legal issues with the proposed content but wished me well.
So I didn’t get a book deal for ‘The Super Six’ and that’s fine. Well it’s not, it’s shit obviously but not everyone is entitled to a book deal and just because you think something is a good idea doesn’t mean anybody else has to agree with you. What really burned me was looking on Amazon at the time and the bestselling book in the UK was by a celebrity chef who had recently won the most recent version of ‘Dancing on Ice’. It was his autobiography and naturally he had entitled it; ‘Icing On The Cake’. The front cover was of him in a chef’s hat holding ice skates. I wanted to burn him. I wanted to rob his dog. I wanted to steal all his socks from his house and post them to Quebec. Talentless bastard.
Anyway, just six weeks after being made single, I was back in the game. I had been exchanging messages with a single girl I had previously gone to school with. Now photos can lie but what I’d seen her of social media showed that she was an incredibly good looking lady. We decided to meet for a drink. So it was that one Friday night I called to her house. I thought we were going to head to a local pub but we stayed in hers instead. It was a cracking night, she was intelligent, funny and stunning. We laughed at memories of school and drank in her back yard. It was the best night I had had in ages. Towards the end of the evening, she was mulling over whether we should leave her house and go into town and said these words, “I’m trying to think what I would do with my mates”. Uh oh, ‘mates’. I know one thing about ‘mates’, they get lots of conversation, they get called a great listener, ‘mates’ would be a real catch for somebody but one thing is for absolute sure, ‘mates’ never ever get laid.
The night ended with a polite peck on the cheek, ah balls.
Regardless, it had been a good night and when she asked me back the following Saturday I was really looking forward to it. The second night followed the path of the first but come the early hours I was still there. We were sat on the floor chatting and there had been some physical contact. All of a sudden, she was kissing me enthusiastically. I stayed the night. No I’m not giving details, buy that dreadful ‘50 Shades’ shit if that’s what you’re after. Use your imagination, I’m probably better in that.
We had breakfast the next morning and I left with a spring in my step. She came to mine a couple of times and things were progressing well. Now it’s important to note that this was August because the next time I went to hers, a very unusual conversation took place. The relaxed, chatty lady I had seen the past three weeks seemed to have gone, in her stead was a very intense individual. We stood in her yard as she smoked, I had never seen her smoke before not even after we had been in bed. Wocka wocka. She fixed me with a laser beam stare and said, “I was thinking today how good it’s going to be that I’ll have a lovely boyfriend this Christmas”.
A chill froze my spine at that. She wasn’t finished, “We’ll be going to my mums obviously and it’s so much fun Martin, we all wear matching dressing gowns and there’ll be one for you”.
I made a very non-committal sound as internally all kinds of sirens were going off. I think she picked up on my lack of enthusiasm as she strode off to the end of the yard. I decided I would go back inside and watch some TV. She came back in and asked me how serious I was about the relationship. I wasn’t prepared for any of this shit so stammered something about us having fun, taking our time and it being early days. She didn’t like the sound of this. It escalated quickly and she started to reel off a few names of my female friends on Facebook and how they had liked some of my posts. This was getting a bit crackers. I listened to the rest of her rant and said, “I think it might be best if I go home”.
She replied, “If you do you will never come back here”. I can’t tell you the relief I felt at that statement. I left and started to walk home. I rang Colin to tell him what had happened, I was halfway through my tale when a car pulled alongside me. The window wound down, it was her. She asked me if I wanted a lift home. I pictured the car being driven at full speed into a wall and declined. She nodded then sped off. By the time I had got home, and it wasn’t a long walk, she had sent me 4 lengthy texts. I thought it best not to answer any of them. I woke up the next morning and there was another three, one angry, one conciliatory, one baffling. I sent her a text saying it was for the best if we didn’t see each other anymore. The text back was brief, “I have nothing positive to say about our time together”. Oh well, that was that. A couple of weeks later I got a text off her saying she didn’t want things to end on a negative note. I was reluctant to be drawn into any kind of conversation but said that was fine. The next day I got a photo message of a letter she had written me. In it, she said she had let me get too comfortable too early, that I had made her feel like a pair of slippers and that she needed to be cherished. I didn’t reply to that one.


OEBPS/cover.jpg





