LUCK

by Richard McLaughlin

 Luck is going up in a lift. One that gets there. The doors open, it spits you out and there's no problem. Not, on the other hand, in a lift whose apparatus has gone wrong and drags you down to the basement wrapped in gravity's cruel merciless fist. Down to the charcoal bottom of life where hope ceased to live a long time ago.

I've had a lot of luck. Bullets that missed me. It was an armed robbery and I got caught in the middle. Is all I was doing was checking my bank balance when the bullets skimmed so close I could smell the heat off them. An inch or two either way and any one of them would have smashed my brain to pulp.

Then there's trains I never seem to fall under. Not like that poor sod on Golders Green tube station. Horrible business. There was something slippery  on the platform. It looked like a half eaten peach. Bad luck for him. He trod on it, slipped and...well.

I wondered if he'd ever expected to die on the Northern Line? Get turned into an uncooked Doner Kebab under the screeching wheels of the train that was three minutes late. Had he slipped three minutes earlier then all might have been well. On the other hand he might just have been electrocuted. Some people, as you've probably noticed yourself, are just not lucky.   

CH 2

I wasn't sure at the time if the photos were good or bad luck. They were in the little cage two thirds down the front of the booth. They were the ones that someone had forgotten to collect. And why? I thought. The wrong face? Not the one he'd thought he looked like? That didn't seem very likely. He had the sought of face that he would have been all too well aquainted with.

 It was Swiss Cottage tube and totally empty. A strike or something. There's a big old fashioned clock there. I was walking back from a certain 47 Roderick Road. It was ten past six. I'd slept most of the day.

 A beautiful Italian girl was angry with me. I'd been very drunk the night before and pissed on her carpet. Unforgivable when you think about it. So I was trying not to think about it.

 The man in the photos wasn't smiling. I took the prints and expected them to be sticky. They were bone dry. Digital technology. You can't beat it. So I folded them and put them in my pocket. 

 I got home and phoned the angry friend. The Italian girl. She didn't answer. I said sorry to her call service and took the photos out. The man was fifty or so. Hard faced. I kept wondering why he'd left them there.

 Maybe he was waiting when he'd seen someone he knew and chased after them then forgot all about the photos. But that wasn't very likely. Because there was no one on the station as I said. It was just a flat glossy lake of light pea green tiles.

 I poured myself some Pernod, splashed it with some water, gargled on the milky clouds it formed and decided I'd never piss on anyone's carpet again. Then the phone went. 

    'Hello? hello?' I'd hoped it was Sara, my angry Italian beauty. 

    'Mr. Jones?'

    'Yes.'

    'Premier Kitchens and my name's Simon.'

    'So's mine. Good night Simon,' I said.

 A man who lives off takeaway food does not require a kitchen. A dog maybe, even a wife if he's lucky. But not a kitchen.

After giving the Pernod a good lash I looked at the photos again. There was something strange about the man. I had a feeling. Not a very good one.

I wasn't feeling lucky.

CH 3

    'Hand 'em over.'

    'Pardon?' It was the next morning and I'd just left the flat. As I said it a little candy floss cloud of breathe half covered the face of the man who'd spoken. It was as though I'd puffed some pipe smoke at him. It was the man in the photos. His head was much bigger than I'd imagined. I guess it was that the photos were quite small. 

    'The photos you stole. Hand 'em over,' he said.

    'I don't understand. I...well I mean...I didn't think I'd stolen anything.'

    'Think again arsehole.'

    'There seems to be a misunderstanding here.'

    'Wrong. Hand 'em over.'

 Then there was a tremendous crunching sound as his fist collided with my face. And for one glorious and synesthesic moment I believed I was a piece of popcorn being crushed under an elephant's foot. Truly amazing.

His name was George, so he told me, and he dragged me back to the flat. People didn't seem to notice and definitely didn't care. He head butted me for what I guess he considered to be good measure. 

 Then he soon found the photos. He was clearly someone who was good at finding things.

    'Anyone else know about these?'

    'I don't think so.' I was "coming to" as they say. Making sense of the world. The world was George staring down at me.

    'Don't think so? What's that mean?'

    'Well...'

    'Where'd you come from? Before you stole 'em?'

    'A friend's place.'

    'Got friends have yer?'

    'Well...'

    'So this friend. Who is it?'

    'She's Italian.'

    'She? I had you down as a whoofter.'

    'No. Not really.'

    'They all say that. So what's she do? This Italian friend of yours?'

    'She teaches and...well she's an artist.'

    'Could be useful. What's her name?'

    'Sara. Sara Soren...'

    'No surnames. Keep it clean. Tidy. What's she look like? This bird.'

    'Well she's got brown eyes and..'

    'How many?'

    'Two actually.'

    'That's not a bad start.' 

    'Listen would you...er..well...'

    'Well what?'

    'Like a cup of tea?' I thought I'd calm things down a bit.

    'As it happens yeah, I would. Milk and two sugars. Got any biscuits?'

    'Some Hob Knobs.'

    'Bit on the sweet side but they'll do.'

CH 4

    Sara was painting her toe nails at 47 Roderick Road. She did it more times than they paint famous bridges. She dabbed her little toes with a cotton bud and sat back and wriggled all of them and smiled.

    Then her phone went.

    'You Sara?'

    'Whose this?'

    'It's me,' George said.

    'Who?'

    'Never mind that. I hear you're an artist.'

    'Who...who told you that?'

    'Friend of yours. Pisses on carpets.' I'd told him all about it.

    'What is this?' she said. She was angry. Well surprise surprise.

    'I want you to paint for me Sara. Bags of loot in it for you.'

    'I don't think so. Look what's going on here?'

    'Business. Just call it business.'

    'Is Simon there?'

    'You could say that. Well sought of.'

CH 5

    Now George as you've probably gathered was not a patient man. He seemed to be someone who couldn't see why nuclear bombs shouldn't be used to solve anything. Like a toothache for example.  

    'Get your Italian arse over here. Got it?' he said.

    'And just who the hell are you?'

    'I'm the geezer with a very sharp knife that's about to slit your boyfriend's throat.'

    'I haven't got a boyfriend.'

    'Then who's this if he aint your boyfriend?'

    'You tell me.' 

    'Sara' I gasped 'just come over. It's all been a terrible misunderstanding. I promise I'll never piss on your carpet again. Not like I'm about to piss my underpants now.'

    'Is this man, the one on the phone, is he mad?' she asked. A reasonable question when you think about it.

    'I'd say so. Pretty much.'

    'I mean is it safe?'

    'Pretty not, to be perfectly honest. Not by the look of things.'

    'Then is he really going to cut your throat?'

    'Yes, actually I do believe he is. Oh God!'

    'Simon what the hell is all this about?'

    'Some photos.'

    Then George, impatient as usual, grabbed the phone. 

    'Now listen. You're an artist. Well we can make you a very rich artist. Got it?'

    Sara tucked her varnished feet into her stylish boots and 

clip clopped down to the tube. 

    I have to say it, despite the urinary mishap, she was showing great loyalty. Some girl.

CH 6

    Sara was gliding over the Moebius Strip of London's train rails as George slavered through the hoard of Hob Knob biscuits I'd given him. He was about to explain a few things but first he fished out the tea bag I'd left in his mug.

    'Never leave it in,' he said. 'Releases too much tannin. Spoils the whole experience. Ruins a cuppa. And yer health if you're not too careful.'

     He threw it at the bin with an expertise you had to be impressed by. Even if your throat was about to be slit.

    'That was a good shot.'

    'I'm good at shooting,' he said.

    'I'll bet.'

    'Never bet son. Take it from me. Mug's game. What's your name again by the way?'

    'Simon. Simon J...'

    'Told you once before Simon. No surnames. Keep it clean. Keep it tidy. That's the trouble with the world today. Very untidy.'

    'True, I can see what you mean.'

    'Thank you. Now about the photos you stole.'  

    'But I didn't steal them I only...'

    'Shut up or I'll squeeze your head like it was a pimple. Oh, and just for the record, I wasn't gonna slit your throat back then.'

    'Well that's a relief.'

    'Just punch you about a bit. Not required now. As long as your Italian friend turns up that is.' 

    Then he grinned in a way that made me more frightend than ever. His lips like curtains opening on a dark and menacing stage. You had no idea what was about to be performed.

CH 7

    Sara watched the endless miles of different coloured cables that were secured to the sooty black tube tunnel slip by. Uniform and meaningful, they were packed with energy. And incredibly tedious. 

    It was watch them or read the adverts again. Stuff about mortgages and corns on peoples feet. Her last option was the bloke opposite who was very white and weedy looking. He couldn't take his eyes off her. He stared at her like he was unpeeling her clothes. He gave her the shits big time. She looked over his shoulder at the cables again. Inert and so functional they were almost frightening. But anything was better than looking at this creep. 

    At last the train pulled up at Finchley Road and she got up to leave. It was the final judder of the carriage coming to a halt that tipped her onto his lap as he went to get up.

    'Can you help me please?' he said.

    Then she realised in the blink of her own eye that he was blind.

CH 8

    'So what exactly does this bird paint?'

    George was getting restless which I knew was bad news. The veins on his temples started to throb. His eyes were beginning to look like full stops. Very definite. Tiny but precise.

    'Well she paints all sorts of things. I mean...

    'You mean what?'

    'Well the last thing she painted was a camel. We were at the Zoo.'

    'A camel? You cunt! What do I want with camels?'

    'She does portraits as well.'

    'Does she?' He sat up.

    'Yes.They're very good. Superb. Her sketches are best though.'

    'Sketches? Not interested. Oils. That's what I'm interested in.'

    'Oh they're also great, honestly.'

    'They'd better be. What's her name again?'

    'Sara, Sara Sorent...

    'I told you once. No surnames.'

    'But why? I don't understand why.'

    'I told you that once as well. Last time. Keep things tidy.'

    He reinforced the dictum with what you could call the punch of punches. As the recipient even I have to say it was most impressive. It occurred to me, as my brain shot across the galaxy, that George could solve a lot of society's most intractable problems with that fist of his. 

    Then the bell went. Round two and George was well ahead on points.

CH 9

    'Whose that?'

    'It must be Sara.'

    'Your bird?'

    'She's not my bird. I told you,' I said whilst dabbing spots of blood from my nose.

    The bell went again.

    'So what's the SP? I like to know details before I do business.'

    'Well I'm in love with Sara but she's not exactly in love with me.'

    'Tough titty. Now I'm gonna answer the door. You sit still or you'll have some more of this.'

    "This" was George's meaty fist, which at only an inch from my face, looked as big as the planet Jupiter. 

    'I wont move,' I said.

    'Scout's honour?'

    'Scout's honour.'

    'Good. 'cos I don't want this to get messy. Not with ladies involved.' He answered the door.

    'Sara I assume. I'm George. Got your boyfriend upstairs. Want's a word with you.'

    'You mean Simon?'

    'That's the one.'

    'He's not my boyfriend.'

    'Well he want's a word with you anyway.'

    You know sometimes you just can never know how glad you can be to see someone. She walked into the room and a light like St. Elmo's Fire shone all around her. A shimmering Tungsten halo. My heart beat faster than a sewing machine and I thought it would burst out of my chest like an exaltation of Sky Larks.

    I wanted deeply, very deeply to kiss and worship the floor her tiny toenail painted feet were standing on.

    'What have you done now you prick?' she said.

    I have to say, that dampened things down a bit.

CH 10

    'Now the thing is Sara it's all about some photos. The ones he stole,' George said as he placed a cup of tea in a very genteel manner on the arm of the chair he'd already prepared for her. He'd sort of fluffed it up. Moulded its shape with his sledge hammer hands to his will. All in all quite an improvement I thought.

    'Biscuits?' he added. As dainty as a maid.

    'Yes please.'

    'Only got Hob Knobs. Bit on the sweet side.'

    'No that's fine.'

    'Here we go then.' 

    I noticed as he leant over with the plate he'd put them on that two hand guns were tucked into his inside jacket pockets.

    'Now the thing is this Sara, Simon here stole some photographs of mine.'

    'I didn't...I found them.'

    'Legally theft. I know all about the law,' George snapped.

    'But they were just...you know, just there.'

    'Just there? Just there? You wanker. Well you should have just left them there. And what was you doing sniffing round a photo booth anyway?'

    'Calm down George,' Sara said. No not said. It was more of a command. And amazingly he did. Calm down that is.

    'Fair point Sara. Another cup of tea?'

    'In a minute. No sugar though,' she said.

    Silence, as was once said, reigned.

     Then his awesome bulk floated off to the kitchen. A big brontosaurus up a man. Just looking at him scared me.

    'What exactly were you doing sniffing around a photo booth Simon?' She looked genuinely puzzled. 'You weren't pissing in there were you?'

    'No I certainly wasn't.'

    'Simon?' Her eyes narrowed.

    'Honest. I was just, well you know, passing by.'

    'If only you had just passed by.' It was George back with three cups of tea sans the dreaded tannin saturated bags of death. 'You should have slipped by like a ship that passes in the night. Instead you had to nick my photos.'

    'I tell you I didn't..'

    'Know what would happen if I landed a real right hander on your mug? Don't answer I'll tell yer. Your brains would come squirting out of your ears. If I say you stole 'em then you stole 'em. Got it?'

    'Yes. Good point.'

    Just the thought of it made me shudder.

    'George! Can we get down to business,' Sara barked.

    'Good idea. Now here's a girl with brains as well as beauty. Right then Sara, tell me, ever heard of a geezer called Rembrandt?'

CH 11

    'Now the thing is this. Yer man Rembradnt did a lot of self portraits.'

    Sara lept in.

    'Nearly a hundred as a matter of fact. Born 1606 in the town of Leyden. That's a University town George. He died 1669. Regarded as the greatest painter of the Dutch school his self portraits are a legend. They trace the drama of his own passage through life. I adore him.'  

    'Now what did I tell yer. Brains or what? This girl's got the lot.'

    'Exept money. I'm two thousand in debt.'

    'Lira or quids?'

    'It's not a joke George.'

    'Who said it was? Two grand? Chicken shit. Play your cards right girl you could clear up a million.'

    'And just how?'

    'Well it all goes back to them photos. See I've been thinking. And the thing is this. I've got a little plan.

