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1. Translator’s Introduction

The literary flavor and stylistic features are always relevant to the symbolic meaning of literary

works. This book, A/l That Man Is, is inspirational as the author explores the meaning of life through

the stories. All characters in the book are struggling with what it means to be alive, particularly on

male experience of time and aging. One of the chapters (chapter 7) is chosen for this translation

project. The enlightenment of this book attracts me, as it tells not only the story, but also the reflection

of ourselves as a human, particularly the male experience. This book is therefore selected as the topic

of this project.

1.1. Background of the source text

A dynamic approach is adopted in the English fiction A/l That Man Is written by a Canadian-born,

British-based writer David Szalay, who was born in 1974 in Montreal, Quebec. He has been named

one of The Telegraph’s Top 20 British Writers Under 40 and has also made it onto Granta magazine’s

2013 list of the Best of Young British Novelists.

All That Man Is is the forth novel of David Szalay, which won the 2016 Gordon Burn Prize

shortlisted for the 2016 Man Booker prize. This book consists of nine different stories. They are

seemingly different to each other, but they are in fact describing man in different stages of life. The

story is about Murray Dundee, a middle-aged Scottish who lived in Croatia. He is a drunken, selfish,
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time-wasting yet sympathetic man. His story is a tragedy - estranges from family, meets a friend who

falls in love with the woman he is fond of and gets cheated by his business partner. However, it is his

pride that keep him moving forward. In the end of the chapter, Murray, who lost everything, saw a

couple and a superyacht, but he did not care. His characteristic helps him to get through the

difficulties, which gives the silver lining in his tragic life.

There is one sentence said by Murray which I think is the main idea of the book, ‘We all think

we’re special— we’re all the fucking same’ (Szalay, 2016, p. 272). It shows how helpless life is. No

matter rich or poor, there are stages that everyone must face— birth, aging, sickness and death. The

only difference is the way we choose to get through those stages, but we cannot escape from it, and

that is why we are all the same. The story portrays the pessimistic view of life, yet it is what life would

be— full of failure and sadness, it is life, and life goes on.

In an interview, David Szalay pointed out the intention of writing A/l That Man Is, he said “I

wanted to write a book about time, ageing, mortality... We all get older, we all die, we chase our

desires, satisfaction is elusive, nothing lasts forever. These are platitudes.” (Rivera, 2016)

2. Analysis of translation problems

With reference to Reiss (2014), the source text consists of both expressive and operative functions.

From the perspective of the expressive function, the stories reflect the writer’s view of men’s life, and

he describes sharply the psychological perspective of men by using brilliant words and exquisite
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writing techniques. From the operative perspective, the stories tell different stages of life of man, so

male readers may find similar experience or feelings about being a man and about life in these stories.

Every story brings out a message to the readers and inspire them to reflect on their own experience.

Therefore, more than one translation approach would be used in the translation. I would explain the

difficulties encountered throughout the translation process and details regarding the translation

strategies in the following section.

2.1. Difficulty in translating puns

First, the pun in the source text is translated in editorial techniques. In chapter 7, the writer uses

pun to describe the psychological states of the main character Murray.

ST: Motherwell. It has been a long time since he was up here. Motherwell? No,

actually. She passed away.

In this sentence, the pun ‘Motherwell’ plays upon the two meanings of the word. The first

meaning of “Motherwell” is a town in and former burgh in North Lanarkshire, Scotland, South East of

Glasgow. The second meaning is a question ‘is mother well?’. In this context, after the death of

Murray’s mother, he arrived at Motherwell and Murray thinks of his mother when the name of the

place comes across his mind. To translate puns, with reference to Delabastita (1993), there are eight

ways to translate puns: 1. pun to pun, 2. pun to non-pun, 3. pun to related rhetorical device, 4. pun to

zero, 5. pun source text to pun target text, 6. non-pun to pun, 7. zero to pun and 8. editorial techniques.
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In this case, it is difficult to translate from pun to pun because there is no equivalent terms in

Chinese, while it is also not possible to omit the pun because it reflects Murray’s frigid exterior concealed

a warm heart. Therefore, it is therefore better to use footnotes, “In English Motherwell can be interpreted

as a place name or a question ‘is mother well?’. When Motherwell comes across Murray’s mind, he

naturally thinks of his mother.” to explain the pun as:

TTL: EEEHZE R (Motherwell) » ffiEH —FRARRAVE D ACHEM T

BUBAFIE ? F » HEMEME -

2.2. Difficulty in translating psychological description

Secondly, the writer uses italic or brackets to express the psychological condition of a character.

In chapter 7, the writer uses a lot of techniques to describe the main character Murray.

ST: He’s left home now, is in Australia or somewhere. (What was his name again?)

In this sentence, the writer uses brackets to show the psychological description of Murray. In this

scene, Murray stays over in his sister Beckie’s house and she lets him live in her son’s room, but

Murray does not remember her son’s name. If this sentence directly translates into Chinese:

TT1: RAAMHRGE T - 4G T RN (REEY R ? )

It would be strange because it is unusual to use brackets to show psychological description in

Chinese. Therefore, it would be better to use free translation to make the sentence more coherent:

TT2: &ARMHE T 4FEET] T BN ELIY - (EEF SN EMrT+
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The second technique the writer uses to show the psychological description is the use of italic

words.

ST: Ewen - that’s it.

In this context, Murray recalls the name of Beckie’s son when she mentions his name Ewen. The

writer uses italics to show what Murray is thinking in his mind. In Chinese, it is also not common to

use italics to indicate the psychological descriptions, so it would be confused to use italicized Chinese

characters. In addition, if it is not appropriate to use italics, and directly translation as:

TTL: PE—FLE T -
It would not be able for readers to get the meaning of this sentence which is to show how
Murray’s thinking. Therefore, I use supplementary translation for this sentence,
TT2: " | {0l - THT BRI
This translation may be different to the original text, but the additional words can help readers
understand the context of the sentence.
However, not all the psychological descriptions are handled in this way.
ST: And the he was alone, lying on a wet pavement, wondering if he was in fact
dreaming. Please, let me be dreaming

In the source text, the italicized words are the psychological description of Murray. If we use the

technique mentioned above:

u

TT1: BAERF TM— A EFERREREAIME - BERERE H ORI
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£ o DRORIK - BRI - | fFLE -

In TT1, it is also appropriate to use the brackets to show the psychological description. However,
the context is different to the above example because the pronoun ‘me’ makes this sentence similar to
an internal monologue in a drama. Therefore, if the source text is translated as TT1, the narrative
perspective would be changed from the first person (the internal monologue) to the third person (the
brackets). Therefore, I translate the sentence in bold instead of adding bracket to reserve the dramatic

effect of the monologue.

TT2: BAERF M— A - BHERREREAY/ NS EERERE H O S

W

KKK BRI -

2.3. Difficulty in translating cultural elements (accent, slang and Croatian)

Thirdly, the writer creates new pronunciation in conversations which are difficult to translate. For
example, Hans-Pieter, Murray’s friend, speaks with an accent in their conversation:
ST: “It’sh hot,” Hans-Pieter says. It’s the kind of thing Hans-Pieters will say - the
kind of fascinating conversational gambit he comes out with.

TTL: TEEREN - | BTSSR - Bt —H EinElHESH -

TNP

TT2: "fE---# > | BTSSR - Bt —E EskAElBHEEa -

In the source text, the word ‘it’sh’ is a colloquial usage, in which ‘sh’ act as an onomatopoeia.
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Also, in from the context the word ‘sh’ is pronounced in a funny manner to make Hans-Pieter’s speech
fascinating. Therefore, it may not be appropriate to directly translate it into ‘32 {{RZ1 - °. As an
improvement of the previous version, free translation is adopted as shown in TT2.
In this translation, I use the word ‘#3’ as a substitution of the English version ‘sh’, and use ellipsis
to prolong the pronunciation in order to achieve the funny effect.
The similar word can be found in another conversation,
ST: I suppose,’ he says, taking a quick, almost furtive, sip of his lager, ‘it’sh global
warming.
TTL: "3RG - | MR TFSEE - ffafEsatig 7 — 6 T & REkeg
by
TT2: " HEF - ) MRTF-SEEN - st 7 — 088 Tk, 2K
=3
In this text, ‘sh’ is also used to show the similar funny effect. If it is directly translated into ‘&4
BKIEAE’, the effect of the word ‘sh’ may not be revealed. I therefore use dynamic equivalence and
translated into TT2. After considering two types of readers: 1.) people who use Cantonese as their first
language and 2.) people who use Mandarin as their first language, I select the word ‘{4’ because of

two reasons. First, for people who use Cantonese as their first language, the meaning of ‘{4’ is similar

3 9

to ‘4&’, and the accent ‘sh’ is difficult to translate, so the word ‘{4’ can associate with the word ‘/&’

just like ‘it’sh’ and ‘it’s’, and add the quotation marks that indicate the colloquial word ‘{4 is not the

exact word the speaker pronounce in this conversation.
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As for the people who use Mandarin as their first language, the pronunciation of “{%’ (xi) is
similar to the word ‘&’ (shi), which can reserve the accent ‘it’sh” and ‘it’s’ in the source text. However,
they may not familiar with the word ‘{4’ as well as the relationship between ‘%’ and ‘/2’. Therefore,
they may only interpret the word ‘{4’ as the wrong usage in this sentence.

To eliminate the ambiguity of the word ‘{4’ for readers, I translate the conversation as below:

ST: Murray, sweating, scoffs. “What the fuck you talking about?’

‘Global warming,” Hans-Pieter says.

TT1: MFPEET - S e T IRIERR AR 7 |
"EEBRERAL L TSR -

I use additional translation ‘& EKEZ{E’ for ‘Global warming,’. It would not affect the meaning
of the conversation while the readers would be able to know the word ‘72’ is what Hans-Pieter intends
to say. Although it may take some time for readers to understand the usage of ‘(% in this conversation
because of the intertextuality in the dialogue, the translation can reserve most of the meaning of the
source text.

Besides, there are also idiomatic expressions which are difficult to translate.

ST: Fucking space cadet, Murray thinks.
TTL TEZSERURZEN » 5 HEALAE -

Murray sees Hans-Pieter in a bar and he thinks that Hans-Pieter is a space cadet. According to

Peter Newmark, idiomatic translation “reproduces the ‘message’ of the original but tends to distort

nuances of meaning by preferring colloquialisms and idioms where these do not exist in the original.”
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(Newmark 1988). In this case, if we literally translate space cadet as ‘&Z% A\’ (see TT1), the sentence
may not make sense in the context. In this case, the term ‘space cadet’ should have another meaning.
Space cadet has two possible meanings, the first meaning is ‘someone who behaves strangely’
(Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.), the second meaning is ‘when people are in their own little world,
constantly “spaced out” of their current surroundings and positions.” (Urban dictionary, n.d.). To
translate the term, Baker (1992) suggested four strategies: 1) Using an idiom of similar meaning and
form, 2) Using an idiom of similar meaning but dissimilar form, 3) Translation by paraphrase and 4)
Translation by omission. In this text, the first method may not be appropriate because there is no
equivalent term in Chinese. Also, the fourth method would not be appropriate because the term ‘space
cadet’ is the most important information in the sentence, so it cannot be omitted. The second method is
therefore preferred because it can preserve the idiom in the source text. It is therefore, it is more
faithful to the text.

TT2: "y HES o ) fFLOAE -

The definition from Urban dictionary is adopted in the translated text because Hans-Pieter is
staring at one point. It is what people will do when they are spacing out. Thus, the second meaning is
more reasonable.

The other difficulty is to translate Croatian. In the story, the main character Murray lives in
Croatia, so Croatian is used in some of the names. For example, the hostel Murray lives is named
Umorni Putnik and the bar is named Dzoker. In Croatian, Umorni Putnik means weary travelers, while

Dzoker means joker (Croatian-English Dictionary, Glosbe, n.d.). Since they are proper names, both
12



transliteration and free translation can be adopted. For transliteration, however, the meaning of the
proper name will be lost in the translated version ¢ EEEEEK FEHKEE” and “{E)HIM°. Moreover, if
transliteration is adopted, the translations of the two proper names will be wordy. Therefore, free
translation is adopted to show the highlighted meaning of the proper names ‘ £ kg (a hostel for

weary travelers), and ‘/NFEPEIE” (joker).

2.4. Difficulty in translating structure of the text

The other difficulty of translating the book is the sentence structure. One of the most commonly
used technique the writer uses is fragmented structure. In one scene, the main character Murray was
beaten robbed by two men. He was lying on the pavement alone:

ST:

What was that?

Hubcap.

Fuck.

Hubcap of a ...

Toyota Yaris?

Dizzy when he stood up.

And sick. Suddenly he felt very sick.

We can see that there are phrases or short sentences that are fragmented and incomplete. From the
13



context, the intention of using fragmented structures is to reveal Murray’s unconscious to the readers.
The translation of this section should be faithful to the source text in order to reserve the purpose of the
text. Therefore, literal translation is adopted in this section.

TTI1:

AR H &

ST L ?

AT oY ESS = 3 PN A
RREIEL - ZRAIHIRAYIE L, -

However, when the structure of the source text becomes more complicated, different translation
approaches should be used. For example, Murray stayed overnight at his sister Beckie’s house after the
funeral of their mother. The writer uses scattered sentences to describe the surrounding where Murray
sees and feels:

ST: The heating turned up too high. The sound of the rain on the window, like
someone muttering unpleasant truths. And the photo. In a frame in the upstairs
hall. Himself, Murray, at about ten years of age, with Max, the Alsatian they’d had
then, that he’d loved so much.

The difficulty of translating this paragraph is that it consists of many short and incomplete
14



sentences describing different things in and outside the room. Different from the example above, the

sentence structure is more complicated. The connection between sentences is also not close to each

other — from the heating to the rain, then to the photo.

The interesting point is that the source text is fragmented. Sentence fragment is ‘a phrase or

clause written as a sentence but lacking an element, as a subject or verb, that would enable it to

function as an independent sentence in normative written English.’ (Dictionary.com, n.d.). For

example, ‘And the photo.” and ‘In a frame in the upstairs hall.” are separated and they are incomplete.

Though we can only speculate the intention of the writer and his use of using incomplete sentences,

similar writing techniques can be observed in literature or conversation. Schuster suggests seven rules

for making effective sentence fragments, including 1.) to create a dramatic pause for emphasis, use a

period instead of some other mark of punctuation (or, more rarely, no punctuation at all), before a

sentence-terminating element, 2.) to create intense emphasis and succinctness, delete all but one of the

major elements of an independent clause, 3.) to emphasize the individual items in a list or series, use a

period rather than a comma between them, 4.) to achieve a more natural, conversational tone as well as

economy of expression, express questions in fragmented form, 5.) for naturalness and economy, also

express responses to questions in fragmented form, 6.) to give additional emphasis to negatives, isolate

them as fragments, and 7.) to make exclamations more terse, use their fragmentary form (2006, p. 80-

81). In the context, the purpose of the sentence fragments is more likely separating each item in order

to let readers to follow the vision of the character and visualize the description in the room. Similarly,

we can also see sentence fragments in Chinese literature. Wu (2008) indicated that the use of sentence
15



fragment is a breakthrough of the rule of grammar, and it has been widely adopted by contemporary

novelists. Using period instead of Chinese back-sloping comma can stress each item and form a

harmonious aesthetic effect.

The study shows that it is also acceptable to use sentence fragments in Chinese. Yet, from TT1,

we can see that if we try to keep the original form by using literal translation, the linkage between

sentences may become stiff and the whole paragraph would be hard to read:

TTL: BRFHEA - BRSBTS - GAEEME < NS E - 2

AR - $REME EATREE - IAH CRETpk - BLEHT > — &S d0ErY

TEEDRS - MR R’ -

I therefore revise the translation by adopting paraphrasing techniques and additional translation:

TT2: FEAFEEEARIERR - RS S - e E < N EZHE

o AR ERBENER - HPIVE CRETK - BAEMER 05

RIS AT -

Transition is added and the sentences is reconstructed in the revised version. I try to separate the

sentence by using period in order to preserve the effect of sentence fragments. Although the

disadvantage of the revised version is the loss of the original style, the whole paragraph is more

readable.

The flexibility of sentence structure in literature enhances the freedom of translation. Assuredly, it

does not mean that the meaning of translation can be distorted.

ST: ‘Aye, thanks,’ he says, and sees his brother, Alec, emerging into the last day of
16



September, the falling leaves, the shining wet tarmac.

The difficulty of translating the source text above is the sentence fragment and the noun phrases.

If literal translation is adopted, the component of the sentence will be lost and the sentence will not be

readable.

TT1: T2 SR o o s - MERME R - LA RRE—K

R - P& - R PATERIAHES -

In TT1, since the noun phrases do not attach with verb, the whole sentence will be hard to

understand. Supplementary translation is adopted to make the meaning of the sentence more complete.

TT2: TJ2W > SR o o filER - MG 7oA an i IR S TUH YR (&

—RZh o HEAERRE IR - HERERLRIM PRI | -

In TT2, each noun phrase is attached with the verb ‘H{¥f’, so the meaning of the whole sentence

will be clearer. Also, since the sense of thythm can enhance readability and the aesthetic effect in

literature, parallelism is adopted in order to make the sentence more consistent.

2.5. Difficulty in translating the style of the author

Last but not least, the style of the author is one of the most difficult features in translation. Each

writer has his/her writing style, which makes literature unique. As a translator, the contradiction is

whether we should use our own language in translation or try our best to be faithful to the original. In

the translation field, translation style has been a popular topic of discussion. Venuti (1995) purposes
17



the term ‘invisibility’, in which he suggests that “as a spokesperson for the author of the source text, a

translator is expected to show due respect for the authority of the source text and do his utmost to

achieve the equivalence between the target and source text, including stylistic equivalence.” (as cited

in Hu, 2015, p. 124). On the other hand,

Baker (2000) suggests translator’s style, which refers to “a kind of print that is expressed in a

range of linguistic — as well as non-linguistic — features.” (p. 245). Translator may show his/her

stylistic features “quite subtle, unobtrusive linguistic habit which are largely beyond the conscious

control of the writer and which we, as receivers, register mostly subliminally” (p. 246).

The controversy is still ongoing and poses a dilemma to translator. However, in my opinion, it is

impossible to be ‘invisible’ or only use our writing style in translation, especially in translating from

English to Chinese because both languages share different grammatical and syntactic system, so the

difference between source text and target text would be huge. It is easy to leave behind the

‘thumbprint’ in our translated work.

After finishing my translated work, I think that translators can only try their best to counterpoise

translation and creation. The purpose of translation is to serve the author, in which we should

understand all the information about the content of the original. The purpose of creation is to serve the

reader, in which we should show all the information to them by using a new language and a new

written system. A “pure” translation produces a disorganized and incomprehensible work, while a

“pure” creation produces a distorted and unfaithful work.

A style of an author consists of many elements, including the genre of the book, the writing habit
18



of the author, the purpose of the book and so on. In this book, A/l that Man Is is a work that provides

food for thought about one’s life. The author, as a spectator, constructs a desolate and oppressive story

by using the writing skills such as third person perspective, sentence segments and wording that is lack

of the author’s own emotion.

In the translated text, I try to follow the characteristic of the author and recreate the style of the

author. It is almost impossible to fully understand the author’s intention of writing because it is closely

related to the background of the author. We can therefore only interpret the text and construct the

translation through these clues.

With reference to the scholars, the translation difficulties can be solved systematically, while it is

noteworthy that the strategies are only the guidelines that show one of the perspectives for translating

the source text, so we cannot only rely on the strategies in translation. As a translator, it is more

important to use the strategies flexibly and consider the message of the authors and the readability. For

translating literature, the most valuable characteristic of a translator is humanity, which helps us to

connect with the authors and readers and provide the translation that can stir the heart of people. This

is which a good translator should achieve.

2.6. Footnote

Motherwell: In English Motherwell can be interpreted as a place name or a question ‘is mother well?’.

When Motherwell comes across Murray’s mind, he naturally thinks of his mother.
19



3. Source Text for Translation

All That Man Is

Chapter 7

Pearl Dundee, Murray’s mother, died, finally, on Sunday afternoon. The funeral was the following

Friday.

Murray himself was late. Heads turned in the pews when he opened the cumbersome door of the

crematorium chapel. It was bleak and pale in the chapel. Outside it had started to rain again. The

minister, who had been speaking, had been saying something about ‘a long, full life’, waited for

Murray to find a place.

Afterwards, while they stand outside, he explains to his sister Beckie that his flight from London

was delayed.

‘Well, I told you,” she says, impatient with him, ‘you’d’ve done better to come up last night.’

They are both dressed as if for the office, in dark suits. Murray in a murky tie. He offers her a

cigarette and she takes one, and then they accept the condolences of some old lady - a friend of their

mother’s, he thinks she must be, who Beckie seems to know. Mauve-hatted, the old lady tells him, as

he lights his cigarette, that his mother was a ‘wonderful woman’.

‘Aye, thanks,” he says, and sees his brother, Alec, emerging into the last day of September, the

falling leaves, the shining wet tarmac. He has not spoken to Alec yet.
20



He has not spoken to Alec for years.

It seems he doesn’t own a suit, Alec - over his white polyester shirt, his black polyester tie, he is

wearing a dark blue Puffa jacket. He’s almost unrecognisable, he’s lost that much hair since Murray

last set eyes on him.

‘How’s young Alec?’ he says to Beckie. He says it with a smile, trying to be nice. ‘He’s put on a

pound or two, anyway.’

‘Why don’t you ask him?’ she suggests.

Murray is still smiling, sort of, as she moves away, to talk to someone else.

Alec is talking to someone else as well, is filling the doorway of the chapel in his Puffa jacket so

that the last few people left inside are having to wait. No one seems to want to ask him to move, to step

aside to let them leave. It’s his mother’s funeral, that’s probably why.

Smoking hard, Murray turns to the road. The taxis are arriving, to take them to Beckie’s house for

the drinks.

He shares a taxi with some old people.

One of them, an old man with smelly breath, old man breath, seems to know him.

‘So how are you, Murray?’ he asks, tightly holding the moulded plastic handle of an aluminium

walking stick.

‘I’'m okay, fine,” Murray tells him. ‘Well, you know,” he adds, ‘it’s a sad day and all.’

‘It is,” the old man agrees. ‘Pearl,” he says, ‘was a lovely creature.’

Murray moves his black leather shoes, and his eyes shift nervously to the sliding streets, the grey
21



faces of the houses. Motherwell. It has been a long time since he was up here. Motherwell? No,

actually. She passed away. The old man asks him something.

‘No, I don’t live in the UK now,’ he says.

‘Croatia,” he says, in answer to another question from the old man.

“Yugoslavia, it used to be part of,” he says, in answer to another.

In his sister’s small house, even with all the people there, he is unable to avoid an encounter with Alec.

He is in the kitchen, tearing open another lager, when Alec is suddenly there - he’s helping out,

seeing to it that everyone has a drink, passing round the peanuts. ‘Hello, Murray,” he says.

‘Alec. Hello...”

“You still voting Tory?’ Alec wants to know. His face has an upsetting fullness, a middle-aged

quality. The shiny pink forehead is huge.

“Tory?’ Murray says, and slurps from his lager. ‘Nah, those fuckers are too left wing for me now.’

Alec smiles extremely thinly. ‘How are ya anyway?’ he asks, without much interest.

‘I’'m okay,” Murray says. ‘I'm well.” Then, for want of anything else to say — “You still with the

union?’

‘I am. What about you?’

“This and that,” Murray offers. ‘I’m not based in this country any more.’

‘No, I heard.’

‘Not for a few years.’
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‘Some sort of tax exile, are ya?’

Murray smiles, liking the sound of that - liking the sneer in Alec’s voice when he says ‘tax exile’.

He has another slurp of lager. ‘Something like that,” he tells him.

He spends the night in Beckie’s spare room. It was her son’s. He’s left home now, is in Australia or

somewhere. (What was his name again?)

‘Why don’t we try and stay in touch?’ Beckie suggests the next morning, early, as they drink tea in

the kitchen and he waits for his taxi to the airport.

‘Definitely,” he says, trying not to look at her. When he does, he thinks - Fuck, she looks haggard.

“You’re sure you don’t want any breakfast?’ she asks.

‘No.’ Less than two years older than me, and look at her. She looks like an old lady.

She says, ‘You look tired.’

‘Do I?”

‘I suppose you didn’t sleep well,” she says, ‘in Ewen’s room.’

Ewen - that it. ‘1 slept okay.” Murray says, thinking greyly of the hours he endured during the

night, turning and turning under the Spider-Man duvet in his Y-fronts and vest. The heating turned up

too high. The sound of the rain on the window, like someone muttering unpleasant truths. And the

photo. In a frame in the upstairs hall. Himself, Murray, at about ten years of age, with Max, the

Alsatian they’d had then, that he’d loved so much. Seeing that photo last night, of himself and the dog,

had upset him somehow.
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‘I slept okay,” he says again.

‘Lucky you,” Beckie says. ‘I didn’t’

Milky tea. Too milky. The dregs, not even tepid disgusting him.

‘I couldn’t stop thinking,’ she says.

Murray puts down the mug, and tries to swallow what is in his mouth. He is in his suit again, tie in
his pocket.

Beckie is in her dressing gown.

‘I just couldn’t stop thinking,’ she says.

Yesterday, when everyone had left, she told him about their mother’s last days. She hadn’t shed a
tear then, telling him the hospital stories — the meetings with doctors, the small-hours vigils, the
hopeless dawns. She told him about them in the dry voice she probably uses in her office at the town
hall. And he had listened without emotion, without feeling anything.

Now it seems she might break down.

Her mouth wobbles.

Murray, instinctively, looks away.

He looks at the window, straight out through that window with mould in its corners, to the dull
morning.

And aye, Beckie is in tears now. Holding a dishcloth over her face.

Where the fuck, Murray thinks, looking at the fake Rolex that hangs too loosely on his sallow wrist,

is that fucking taxi?
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Twenty-four hours later, on Sunday morning, he is on a train to Stansted airport, and he feels very

much worse.

Rainey was involved. Once they had worked together in telephone sales, him and Paul Rainey - they

had spent years together on sales floors, under the strip lighting. Working the phones. The Pig worked

with them for much of that time, and he was with them on Saturday night as well. They started in the

Penderel’s Oak in the middle of the afternoon. Ended up at the Pig’s flat in Whitechapel about twelve

hours later. Murray had slept for an hour or two on the floor of the Pig’s sitting room, on the sofa

cushions, in his suit. Then it was up at six - with an implausible pain in his skull - to make the lonely

walk to Liverpool Street, and the train to Stansted.

Fucking obese, Rainey was now. It had been a shock to see him. He and the Pig still worked at Park

Lane Publications, the office just off Kingsway. Lunchtime in the Penderel’s. Everything the same.

And when they asked Murray what the fuck #e was doing, he said, ‘I’m just taking it easy. Enjoying

life.’

‘Where you doing that then?’ the Pig said.

‘Croatian Riviera,” Murray answered. ‘I’'m semi-retired,” he told them.

‘Semi-retired? What’s that mean?’

‘Means no one’ll give him a job,” Rainey quipped, adding an empty to the many on the table and

turning his head towards the bar.

Murray tried to smile. ‘I’ve had no end of offers,’ he said quietly, as if out of modesty.
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‘Bollocks,’ Rainey said.

And Murray felt that his old friend had still not forgiven him for the events involving Eddy Jaw, the

things that had happened some years back.

They had worked together again since then, of course. When Murray was sacked by Jaw he had

found his way, inevitably, to the taupe glass door of Park Lane Publications, had found Paul Rainey

working there again - at the same desk even, as if nothing had happened, lifting the same white handset

to his sweating head.

Murray had been sacked from that job too. He seemed to have lost his touch, whatever touch he

might once have had. It was then that he had decided to explore other options. In a way, the Pig was

his inspiration. The Pig, notoriously, had once spent two years in Thailand, ‘enjoying life’, living off

the money he had saved. Though Murray hadn’t saved any money, he did have a small house in Cheam

- a sixties bungalow in a place called Tudor Close. He had acquired it in the glory days, around 1990.

Twenty years later, the mortgage was negligible. So a tenant was installed and Murray set off to look

for somewhere where he would be able to live on that small income.

The Croatian Riviera.

His flight to Zagreb is at ten thirty in the morning.

He is sitting in the departures lounge, with a headache. Outside, planes move silently. Sunlight

torments him. He feels sick.

He had not told Rainey and the Pig why he was in the UK, about the funeral. He had not mentioned

that at all, or even thought of it himself, as they went from pub to pub, moving east from Holborn.
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Now, staring out at the planes through the shell of his hangover, he is surprised by a memory, a

memory of a hand on his forehead, feeling for his temperature perhaps.

Sunlight throws shadows on the terminal floor.

Ma, says a small, frightened voice in his head, his own voice.

Ma, where are you now?

And finally, sitting there in the departures lounge, staring at the planes moving in the weak October

sunlight, he finds the tears in his eyes.

Actually, the ‘Croatian Riviera’, the Adriatic seashore, even its least fashionable stretches, had turned

out to be too expensive for Murray. He had ended up some way inland, over the hills and far away, in a

town on a fairly arid plain, surrounded by dusty vineyards and fields of sunflowers and maize. The

Turks had once been defeated there in fifteen-something, and a monument in the main square

memorialised the event. It was the last thing of any importance to happen in the town. In one of the

streets leading off the square, there was a youth hostel, the Umorni Putnik, and it was there that

Murray had lodged for a while when he arrived.

More than a year ago now.

The first person he had met, on the stairs, that first day, was Hans-Pieter, a Dutchman, and a long-

term inmate of the hostel.

Hans-Pieter, Murray had immediately thought, was obviously a total fucking loser.

He was also, these days, his only friend.
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The day after Murray’s return from the UK, the two of them are passing the afternoon at a pub

called Dzoker. They are sitting outside, where there are a few tables under umbrellas advertising a

local marque of mineral water - though already October, it is very hot. Murray is wearing white shorts

that fall to just below his knees, overhanging his violet-veined and hairless lower legs which in turn

taper down to dark office socks and large white trainers. Sweat oozes out of his manly face.

‘It’sh hot,” Hans-Pieter says.

It’s the kind of thing Hans-Pieters will say - the kind of fascinating conversational gambit he comes

out with.

Murray just grunts.

Hans-Pieter is probably about ten years younger than Murray - somewhere in his mid-forties. He is

unusually tall, obviously shy.

‘I suppose,’ he says, taking a quick, almost furtive, sip of his lager, ‘it’sh global warming.’

Murray, sweating, scoffs. ‘What the fuck you talking about?’

‘Global warming,” Hans-Pieter says.

‘What - you believe in that?’

Hans-Pieter looks worried, as if he might have made some elementary mistake. Then he says, ‘You

don’t believe 1t?’

‘Do I fuck.” With the hem of his white T-shirt Murray towels his face of freely flowing sweat. ‘Don’t

tell me you believe in that?’ he says, resettling his glasses on his nose.

‘Well.” Hans-Pieter looks down at his flip-flops, ‘I don’t know. It’sh October,” he points out.
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People are eating ice creams. Pigeons are wetting their wings in the fountain.

Murray is still staring at him. ‘And?’

‘Well.” Hans-Pieter sounds doubtful. ‘Is this normal? This... this weather...?’
‘There is no evidence,” Murray tells him, ‘for global warming.’
‘Well, but I thought...’

‘There’s no fucking evidence.” Murray takes off his glasses to towel his face again. The front of his
T-shirt is sodden.

Hans-Pieter’s pale eyelashes flutter humbly. ‘I thought there was,” he says, ‘some evidence.’

Murray laughs again. ‘You’ve been had.’

Shyly Hans-Pieter says, ‘What about the Shtern report?’

Murray makes an exasperated sound.

‘It says if there’s no action taken on emissions...’

‘For fuck’s sake!” Murray shouts at him. ‘There’s other reports, there’s reports that say just the
opposite.’

‘Aren’t they paid for by dee oil companies?’

Murray sighs. He has heard this shit before, and he won’t have it. The fact is, Murray feels a
profound sympathy for ‘the oil companies’. He feels, somehow, that he and ‘the oil companies’ are on
the same side. That is, they are the successful ones, the winners of this world, and therefore envied no
doubt by losers like Hans-Pieter - Hans-Pieter, who still lives in a youth hostel, while Murray, like

some fucking oil company, occupies a well-appointed flat in one of the most elegant Habsburg-era
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streets of the town. It is his understanding, in fact, that Hans-Pieter is on the Dutch equivalent of the

dole, which stretches a lot further here than it does in Amsterdam or wherever he’s from.

‘Do you not understand,” he says, taking a more indulgent tone with his slow-witted friend, ‘that the

whole thing’s a plot against the oil companies? A left-wing plot. Against the market economy. Against

individual freedom.’

“You think that?’ Hans-Pieter says.

‘I know that, pal. They lost the Cold War,” Murray explains. ‘This is their next move. It’s fucking

obvious when you think about it.’

A large drop of sweat falls from the end of his nose.

Hans-Pieter says nothing. He turns his head to the hot square. He has a little earring in his left ear.

‘Anudder one?’ he asks, noticing Murray’s empty glass.

‘Go on then,” Murray growls.

Surprisingly, after that one, only their second, Hans-Pieter makes his excuses and leaves Murray there

on his own, to have another half-litr of Pan, the local industrial lager, and survey the square in

unexpected solitude.

That Hans-Pieter has something else to do is a surprise. The underlying premise of their friendship is

that neither of them ever has anything else to do. No one else to see. There is no one else. That’s why

they are friends. Take that away, and it’s not obvious what would be left.

Actually, it’s not quite true that there is no one else. There’s Damjan. An acquaintance of Hans-
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Pieter, a native. Damjan has a job though - he works at a tyre-fitting shop next to the train tracks. He
has a family. He has, in other words, what passes for an ordinary life.

Murray meets him later in the bar of the Umorni Putnik.

Murray is disappointed, arriving there, that Maria isn’t around. Inasmuch as Murray has a purpose in
his life now, that purpose involves Maria, who serves drinks in the youth hostel. She is not, he feels,
out of his league. For one thing, she is not very attractive. She is young and friendly, and her English is
excellent - she even understands Murray when he speaks. He has had his eye on her for some time,
since last winter. All year he has been planning to make his move.

He was particularly hoping to find her there this evening. He feels down. Outside, it is already dark.
The evenings are shortening now. The nights, as they say, are drawing in.

He sees Damjan arrive.

‘Damjan, mate,” Murray says, standing eagerly to shake the tyre-fitter’s hand.

Damyjan is short, muscular, untalkative - the sort of man that Murray instinctively defers to.

Damjan, while still shaking Murray’s hand, looks around. ‘Hans-Pieter?” he asks.

‘Not here,” Murray tells him. ‘I dunno where the fuck he is. Lemme get you a drink.’

‘So,” Murray says, when they are sitting down. “What you been up to then?’

‘What you been up to?” Murray asks again when Damjan says nothing. ‘What you been doing?’

Damjan, perhaps still not understanding, shrugs, shakes his head.

“You’re okay, though?’ Murray asks.

‘Okay, yes.’
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This is in fact the first time they have had a drink together without Hans-Pieter being there. It turns
out to be surprisingly hard work.

They end up talking about tyres.

‘So what about Pirelli?” Murray finds himself asking. ‘How do they compare? With Firestone, say.’

Increasingly, there are long silences, during which they separately survey the room, trying to find a
woman worth looking at.

Then Murray asks another question about tyres, which Damjan dutifully answers.

They have been talking about tyres for almost an hour.

‘I had Mitchell-in on the Merc,” Murray says, after a long pause. ‘Top quality.’

Damjan just nods, drinks.

‘D’you think we’re going to see Hans-Pieter tonight?” Murray asks.

Damjan shrugs.

“You don’t know where he is?’

Damyjan, lifting his drink, shakes his head.

Which, it turns out later, is a sort of lie. He knows more or less where Hans-Pieter is. Hans-Pieter is
at Maria’s flat, naked, watching an episode of Game of Thrones dubbed into Croatian on Maria’s squat

little TV.

In the morning, autumn has arrived. The temperature has fallen twenty degrees overnight. Surveying it

from his window, in pants and vest, Murray is triumphant. He looks forward to shoving this turbulent
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autumn day, full of wet leaves, in Hands-Pieter’s face and saying, ‘So what about this then? You fancy

an ice cream now, ya fucking parasite?’ He starts to smile, until an eruption of coughing knobbles him

and he turns from the window trying to force out the word Fuck as he doubles over and the veins in his

temples swell and throb.

‘FUCK!’

‘Fuck.’

Silence settles on the flat, like dust. He found it, the flat, with Hans-Pieter’s help, about a month

after arriving in the town. His landlord is a middle-aged man whose mother lived here until she died,

and most of her stuff is still in place - vast dark wooden furniture looms in the two rooms. Down at

floor level Murray lurks among the old lady’s pictures and knick-knacks, her pedal-operated sewing

machine, her damp bedding. He had wanted it fully furnished. He uses her old steel knives and forks,

her stained plates. There are even, on the walls, some framed photos of people in old-fashioned

clothes, strangers with grave sepia faces.

The flat is still full of warm, stale air. The flapping grey scene outside its two grand windows seems

disconnected from the tepid silence of the interior. It seems weird, histrionic. Rain comes at the

windowpanes like handfuls of pebbles. Murray lights a cigarette. He smokes a local brand now - to

that extent he has gone native. He sits in the hot shaft of the bathroom, surrounded by rust-furred

piping, discoloured tile-work, a light bulb burning high overhead.

Afterwards, he dresses, and wrestles an umbrella the short distance to the Umorni Putnik.

Hans-Pieter is there, having breakfast at a table in the shadowy bar. A coffee, a buttered bread roll.
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He seems to be staring at a point about two feet in front of his eyes. Fucking space cadet, Murray
thinks.

Without acknowledging his friend, he addresses himself to the bar, where Ester is on duty. Ester -
she is out of his league.

She’s pals with Maria, though, so it’s probably worth keeping in with her: Murray smiles.

He feels the insufficiency of that smile himself, sees its insufficiency for a moment in the deep
murky shadows of the mirror behind her. (The price list is written directly onto the mirror - his face
peers out from among the numbers.)

‘Yes?’ Ester says.

‘Cappuccino,” Murray’s face says, in English.

While she works the machine, he looks at a local newspaper. The words mean nothing to him, his
eyes drop from picture to picture. Pictures of local politicians - mean-looking men with terrible
haircuts trying to smile, as he has just tried to, and with, for the most part, a similar lack of plausibility.

When he has his cappuccino, he joins Hans-Pieter. ‘Morning,” Murray says, mutters, taking a seat
opposite his friend.

Hans-Pieter, his mouth full, just nods.

He seems to be force-feeding himself a bread roll.

Murray regards him with distaste for a few moments, ‘Where were you last night then?” he asks
finally.

Hans-Pieter is swallowing the bread in his mouth. He tries to speak prematurely and the words are
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indistinct.

Murray squints at him irritably. ‘What was that?’

‘Ammarias,” Hans-Pieter says, swallowing.

‘What?’

Hans-Pieter swallows properly. ‘Maria’s. At Maria’s flat.’

‘What d’you mean?’

Hans-Pieter is unable to hold Murray’s stare. ‘You know - Maria?’

‘Maria,” Murray says, struggling, it seems, to understand who they are talking about, ‘who works
here?’

‘Yes.’

“You were at her flat?’

‘Yes’

‘Why?’ Murray asks, sincerely puzzled.

‘Well.” Hans-Pieter laughs shyly. “You know...’

‘No, I don’t know.’

‘We’ve...We’ve got something going,” Hans-Pieter says.

Murray, for a moment, looks totally nonplussed, ‘What - you?’

Hans-Pieter nods.

“You and Maria?’

Hans-Pieter looks down. ‘Well, yes,” he admits. He seems embarrassed. And it might be that he
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misunderstands Murray’s perspective. Maria is twenty years younger than Hans-Pieter, more or less.

She is overweight and unattractive. Things that are, potentially, sources of embarrassment.

‘How did that happen?’ Murray says. He has turned quite pale.

Last Friday night, Hans-Pieter tells him, he was there in the Umorni Putnik until it shut, as he

usually is, and it was pissing down outside, and she didn't have an umbrella - she was waiting for it to

stop, so he suggested she come up to his room and wait there, have a smoke, and she did, and they

ended up spending the night together. Since then, he tells Murray, he has twice spent the night at her

flat.

‘That's it,” Hans-Pieter says.

He starts on his second bread roll.

For some time Murray says nothing.

The little trees in the street outside shake and sway.

At the shadow-draped bar, Ester is talking to someone on her phone, laughing.

And I was at Beckie’s place, Murray thinks, trying to sleep. The Spider-Man duvet. And they were.

At that same moment. Last Friday.

He is staring at Hans-Pieter with an expression of shocked loathing. ‘What the fuck does she see in

you?’ he says,

What does she see in Hans-Pieter? The question keeps Murray awake that night. He sits there, in the

tall mausoleum-like spaces of his flat, smoking in the darkness. What seems obvious to him is that if
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he had only made his own intentions plainer, sooner, he and not Hans-Pieter would have her. That
thought torments him for a while. Not that he even particularly wants to have her in any physical

sense. There was something limply sentimental, something vague, something almost like pity, about
his feelings for Maria. And what she sees in Hans-Pieter is obvious enough - Hans-Pieter is just a
lesser version of himself, a poor woman’s Murray. A foreigner from somewhere further west, with at
least some money. Hans-Pieter even has a car - an old rust-perforated 1.2 litre Volkswagen Polo,
leaking oil in a side street. In the context of the Umorni Putnik, that makes him a more or less plausible
sugar daddy.

He’s welcome to her, Murray decides.

He’s welcome to the fat tart.

And the good thing is, this will give him more time to focus on his business interests. Which is what
he should be doing anyway, not messing about with floozies. His business interests. Airport transfers.
Minibus to Zagreb airport. Blago has the drivers lined up. He has the advertising lined up. The website
is ready to go. He just needs the minibuses. He has enough for one, he says, but he needs four to make
the business viable. So he offered Murray the opportunity to invest. They talked about it in Dzoker,
and then over lunch. Put in the money for the minibuses, get a fifty per cent stake, was Blago’s
proposal. And sitting in an HSBC in Kingston upon Thames last Wednesday, Murray had finalised the
loan, against the house in Cheam, and transferred the money to the account of Slavonski Zracne Luke
d.o.o0., the details of which - IBAN number and so forth - Blago had provided for him. Blago has

shown him the minibuses he intends to buy - ex-police vehicles he found online, for sale in Osijek.
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Said he’d be going down there to get them just as soon as the money arrives. Murray said he wanted to

come with him, to see the vehicles for himself. ‘I know a thing or two about that,” he had told Blago.

He had insisted on having a veto, if he didn’t think they were up to scratch.

He has tried Blago’s phone once or twice since he got back from the UK, to find out if the money

has arrived.

No answer. That was typical Blago.

The most pressing issue, he finds, is the Hans-Pieter-shaped hole in his own days, which he now

mostly drifts through alone. They used to meet every morning in the Umorni Putnik. These days, most

of the time, Hans-Pieter isn’t there. Murray drinks his cappuccino, while pretending to look at the

paper. He stays there for more than an hour, sometimes.

Occasionally Hans-Pieter does show up. One morning, when he does, Murrays says to him, ‘What

you up to later then?” Which is what he always used to say - and the answer would always be words to

the effect of ‘not much’, and they would agree to meet at Dzoker ‘later’, meaning some time fairly

soon after lunch.

Today, however Hans-Pieter just shrugs.

When Murray suggests a drink in Dzoker ‘later’, Hans-Pieter is initially evasive, and then say

something about a film he’s planning to see.

‘Oh?’ Murray says, ‘What you seeing?’

Iron Man 3, Hans-Pieter tells him.
38



There is a silence. Then Murray says, ‘Mind if I come along?’

Another silence. Hans-Pieter says, not particularly warmly, ‘If you want.’

‘If it’s okay with you,” Murray says.

Hans-Pieter looks down his Adidas trainers. ‘It’s okay.” “‘Where shou’ we meet then?’ Murray asks.

‘Here?’ Hans-Pieter suggests, without enthusiasm.

So they meet there, in the middle of the afternoon, Hans-Pieter and Maria arriving together.

Maria does not seem pleased to see him - to see Murray, waiting there in his slacks. He tries to be

friendly. She isn’t having it. She hardly says a word on the bus out to the edge of town, where there is a

tatty shopping mall with a few screens embedded in it.

It is then, strap-hanging, that Murray starts to wonder whether this was really such a good idea. The

others seem to be deliberately not looking at him. When his and Maria’s eyes meet, he tries to smile at

her. She looks away immediately and he asks her about the film. ‘So what we going to see then?’ he

says. ‘Is it any good?’ She pretends not to hear him.

Most of the other people in the ticket queue are kids — lads with faceted glass earrings and sagging

waistbands and shrieking ladesses in tiny skirts or tracksuits, slurping sugary drinks and throwing

popcorn at each other. Among these high-spirited youngsters, with Hans-Pieter and Maria sometimes

snogging next to him, Murray sits for two hours, watching the noisy action film. It is dubbed in

Croatian and he understands fuck-all.

Afterwards, while Maria is in the ladies, Hands-Pieter tells him they’re going back to her place, and

asks Murray what he’s going to do.
39



‘I dunno,” Murray says, just standing there in the foyer.

There is a short silence and Murray has the appalling feeling that Hans-Pieter is pitying him — that

fucking Hans-Pieter is feeling sorry for him.

Well, fuck that.

‘Don’t you worry,” he says. ‘I’ve got things to do. You give her one from me, okay?’ And with an

unpleasant smile, he nods towards Maria, who is approaching them.

He spends the next few hours in Dzoker, drinking Pan lager and thinking, If the likes of Hans-Pieter

can sort himself out with a woman, then I sure as fuck can.

Matteus nods.

Without meaning to, Murray had said it aloud. Matteus, tall and austere, possessor of a monastic

vibe, is taking glasses out of the dishwasher and putting them on a shelf under the bar.

It is not even eight o’clock, and Murray is already quite drunk.

In Oaza later, he happens on Damjan.

They are sitting a table together in the kebab shop and Murray is saying, ‘If the likes of Hans-Pieter

can sort himself out with a woman, then I sure as fuck can.’ Inelegantly, he is eating a kebab.

Damjan says, ‘Sure.” He and his friend have already finished, were about to leave when Murray

arrived. They talk in Croatian, the two of them — a muttered wry exchange of words, Murray, shoving

the last wet mess of the kebab into his mouth, wonders what they are talking about.

‘What you gonna do now?’ he asks, wiping his lips with a paper napkin.
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Damjan’s friend, it turns out, speaks perfect English. He sounds like an American.

‘We’re gonna go party,” he says, grinning. ‘You wanna come?’

‘Fuck, yeah,” Murray says. ‘Good man. Let’s go.’

As they leave, one of the twins says something to Damjan..

The kebab shop is owned by Albanian twins, identical, of vaguely thuggish appearance. Shaved,

spherical heads. Fleshy noses. Strong necks and heavy eyebrows. Murray can never tell them apart. At

first he didn’t realise there were two of them; then one day he saw them together. They usually sit out

on the terrace in front, under the awning where a water-feature tinkles, puffing at a hookah and

drinking tea. Other, more desperate-looking men — often with moustaches — hang out with them there,

and any number of women, young and old. A souped-up white Honda Accord EX 2.2 litre diesel is

frequently parked in front of the shop, which Murray assumes must be owned by one of them.

And he envies the way one of them nods at Damjan as they leave, and offers him a few words of

farewell. He wishes, the twins would acknowledge him like that. He has been eating their kebabs for

over a year, and he has always felt that he and they share something, something that sets them apart

from the other people in this place, a superiority of some sort. And yet they never speak to him, as one

of them just spoke to Damjan, or acknowledge him in any way.

On the spur of the moment Murray decides that he will be the first to speak. The twin who spoke to

Damjan is standing there, neat the door, slouching against the jamb, and poking about in his mouth

with a toothpick.

‘Alright,” Murray says to him, forcefully he hopes, as he passes him on the way out.
41



And the twin just looks slightly surprised — in his collarless shirt, his tan leather jacket — and

watches Murray leave.

And how the fuck did that happen?

Safely in his mausoleum, hugging the toilet, Murray weeps. Drops tears onto the filthy floor.

How did that happen?

He has never been so intimate with the root of this toilet, with the rusty bolts that hold it to the old

linoleum.

He sits up, after a while, and dries his eyes.

He inspects, in the mirror, his fat lip.

This mirror always gives the impression of fog. His face looms out of it, damaged. He stares at

himself with contempt.

There was a woman. Aye, there was a woman. There were lots of women. With Damjan and his

friend he had trawled through the nightspots of the town - two or three of them, there were. Nightspots.

Full of students, kids. No success there, though he had tried, God knows. He had tried in the noise of

the new music to have it off with a few of them. Kids with dyed hair. And Murray leering over them,
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trying to make himself understood. Shouting about the S-Class he had once owned. Shouting, ‘You

been to London?’ Shouting, ‘I’ll show you round, okay?’ He had offered her a job, that one. And she

was about to give him her number, he thinks, when her friends pulled her away. (Later, seen her being

sick in the car park. Was it her?) Damjan’s friend disappeared. So just him and Damjan went on to the

all-night place. ‘I know one place,” Damjan said, speaking more fluently than usual. ‘I know one place

is open all night.” Taxi. Yes, taxi. And then tumble out into the raw air again. Damjan paying. ‘You got

any smokes?’ Murray asking him. And then the place. The woman, perched up there on her stool. Not

a kid, this one. Or maybe he was telling her about the S-Class he had once owned. Asking her, ‘You

been to London?’ She was, what? Forty? Fifty? And no oil painting. Even then, in the state he was in,

he knew that. She kept touching him. Hand on his leg. (And where was Damjan?) Hand on his leg.

And he said to her, straight out, ‘You wanna come back to mine?’

And she just nodded, and moved her hand up his leg.

‘Okay then,” he said.

‘A minute,’ she said, squeezing his leg. ‘Wait.’

‘Okay then,” he said. And waited, feeling pleased with himself. And then starting to worry about

whether he’d be able to do it, the state he was in. And he looked for her and saw her talking to two

men near the toilets. And something about the way she was talking to them made him understand. He

just wanted out of it then. He slid off the stool, trying to keep his footing, and started to move towards

the door. And then she was holding his arm. Holding it hard, ‘Okay?’ she said, ‘we go?’ ‘Look, I'm

tired,” he told her, trying to pull his arm free, ‘I’ll see you another time.” ‘Don’t say that,” she said, her
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hand on his trousers, feeling for something. ‘I’'m fucking tired,” he snapped, shoving her away.

Outside, the cold night air. Haloed street lamps. He started to walk quickly, not knowing where he was.

And yes, those were footsteps following him, and as soon as he started to jog, hands seizing him.

Threw him against emerging as an effeminate squawk: ‘What d’you want?’ There were various issues.

He had, they seemed to be telling him, entered into an agreement. So he owed them money. And he

had hit her, they said. They wanted more money for that. ‘I did not hit her’. Everything he had on him,

seemed to be what they wanted. ‘I never hit her...” He took a punch to the face. Then, from a position

on the pavement, handed over his wallet, and they emptied it of kuna and threw it on top of him.

And then he was alone, lying on a wet pavement, wondering if he was in fact dreaming. Please, let

me be dreaming

His mouth seemed to be the wrong shape. Near his eyes, something... What was that?

Hubcap.

Fuck.

Hubcap of a ...

Toyota Yaris?

Dizzy when he stood up.

And sick. Suddenly he felt very sick.

Two days later, when his mouth has deflated, he emerges and finds Hans-Pieter in the Umorni Putnik.

‘I heard about your night out,” Hans-Pieter says.
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“Yeah, that. It was quite a night.’

‘I heard it,” Hans-Pieter says.

It is some time in the afternoon. Maria is working, is there.

‘Oh, yeah?’ Murry wants to know, smiling worriedly. ‘What’d you hear?’

‘Damjan said it was a good night.’

Murray’s smile turns less worried. He says, ‘A fucking massive night, actually.’

“You’ve been recovering,” Hans-Pieter asks, ‘since then?’

“That’s right. In the recovery position. If you know what [ mean.” Murray himself isn’t sure what he
means. He tastes his lager, the first that has passed his lips since then.

Yesterday he experienced a sort of dark afternoon of the soul. Some hours of terrible negativity. A
sense, essentially, that he had wasted his entire life, and now it was over. The sun was shining outside.
As it is now, igniting the yellow of the leaves that still cling to the little trees in front of the hostel.

He sees them through the dusty window.

‘How about you?’ he asks Hans-Pieter. ‘You okay?’

‘I’'m okay,” Hans-Pieter says.

Murray sees one of the leaves detach and drop.

Hans-Pieter says, ‘Damjan says you were sort of on the pull, the other night.’
‘What — I was?’

‘That’s what he said.’

Murray does something with his mouth, something uneasy. ‘Don’t know about that.’
45



‘Well,” Hans-Pieter says, ‘I know a very nice lady, you might be interested in.’

‘Who’s that then?’ Murray asks snootily.

‘A very nice lady,” Hans-Pieter says again. Then he whispers, ‘Maria’s mudder.’

In a savage whisper Murray says, ‘Maria’s mother?’

‘Yes.”

‘No fucking way.’

‘Why not?’

‘Fuck off,” Murray scoffs.

‘Why not? She’s quite young ...’

‘What’s that mean?’

‘Forty-eight, I tink. And she’s in nice shape,” Hans-Pieter tell him.

“You’ve seen her, have you?’

‘Sure.’

Maria, having no one to serve, has ventured out in search of empties. She stops at Hans-Pieter’s

shoulders, puts her hands on them. Her substantial hip is smack in Murray’s line of sight.

‘I was just telling Murray,” Hans-Pieter says to her, half-turning his head, ‘about your mother.’

“Yeah?’ She smiles. She seems to have forgiven Murray for the way he tagged along to Iron Man 3

with them the other day. It occurs to him, in fact, that the way he tagged along that day might actually

have suggested to her the idea of fixing him up with her obviously lonely and desperate mother.

‘Just take her out for a drink,” Hans-Pieter ... what? Suggests? Orders? Murray is still wondering
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what to make of this development — fucking Hans-Pieter telling him what to do — when Maria says,
‘She’s really pretty. And much thinner than me.’

‘We won’t hold dat against her,” Hans-Pieter says, almost suavely.

‘She’s always telling me I should lose weight.’

‘Don’t listen to her.’

‘It’s true — I should.’

‘Absolutely not,” Hans-Pieter tells her. And then says to Murray, ‘So will you do it? Take her for a
drink?’

It’s awkward, saying something like, ‘Not on your life, no fucking way,” with Maria standing there,
still smiling at him, a piece of pink-dyed hair falling over her eye.

“You got a picture?’ he asks her after a few moments. ‘I mean, on your phone or something?’

‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘Yeah, here.’

Leaning forward over Hans-Pieter’s shoulder, she passes Murray her phone.

He looks.

A woman holding a cat. Not very easy to make out. Thinner than Maria, yes. Okay? Maybe.

‘What about your father?’ he asks, handing back the phone without saying anything about the photo,
and smirking. ‘He won’t mind?’

‘He lives in Austria,” she says. ‘And they’re divorced. Obviously.’

‘Obviously,” Murray says. It had been a joke. He had assumed that her father wasn’t still on the

scene. ‘Okay,” he says. ‘I’ll give it a go.’
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‘Do you want her number then?’ Maria asks.

‘She speaks English, does she?’

‘Of course.’

‘Or why don’t you call her?’ he suggests, suddenly nervous. ‘Set it up.’

Without warning, another leaf detaches itself from one of the trees outside and drops down to the

pavement.

On his way home, a few hours later, Murray stops at Oaza to pick up a kebab. The plastic sign — palm

tree, smiling camel — is illuminated in the gloom. One of the Albanian twins is standing around near

the entrance, keeping an eye on things. He does not acknowledge Murray, and Murray, after a

moment’s hesitation, says nothing to him either. Having ordered in English, he just waits there for his

kebab, eyeing the slices of baklava as if wondering whether to have one. He wishes more than ever

that the twins would offer him some sign, some little sign, that they looked on him as an equal — as an

equal, no more than that. Damjan had been honoured with a nod, a few words, had been thereby

elevated in Murray’s estimation. He thinks more highly of Damkan now. The baklavas shine, sodden

with honey. Yes, Damjan seems in some way superior to him now.

Seemingly unware of Murray’s presence the twin exchanges a few words, in some language Murray

does not know, with the kebabist, who is shoving tongfuls of shredded salad into a pitta. He spoons on

the sauces and hands Murray his supper, tightly wrapped in tinfoil, warm to the touch.

‘Thanks,” Murray says.
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The man just nods.

And then, as he leaves, Murray does it. He looks the twin straight in the eye. He says, in a loud firm

voice, ‘See ya, then, pal.’

And then he is outside, in the night air.

The twin had said nothing to him. Nothing.

Maybe he was just surprised.

That night Murray has a dream. He is lying on his bed. Outside, rain is falling — falling heavily and

steadily. The window is open. He is lying on his bed, listening to the rain. It is like rain he might have

listened to somewhere else, long ago. The room is strangely empty. There is nothing in it except the

bed on which he is lying with his head at the wrong end, where his feet should be. He lies there

listening to the rain and from the darkness of the bathroom, a large dog emerges — an Alsatian. Panting

quietly, the dog lies down on the floor next to the bed. As it lies down it knocks over a glass that is

there — the sound of the glass falling and then rolling a little way across the floor. With a tiny whimper

the dog yawns, and then starts to pant again. The rain is still falling. Without otherwise moving,

Murray has stretched out his hand and is stroking the dog’s neck, the deep fur. The dog pants quietly.

The rain falls and falls, making a puddle on the floor next to the open window.

On Sunday afternoon he takes Maria’s mother out for a drink.

He was relieved, when they met outside the Irish pub, not to fancy her at all. Not at all. She was a
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tallish middle-aged woman, ungainly in a pair of jeans, her short hair dyed a deep purple like the

outside of an aubergine.

When they shook hands, her hand felt frozen and knobbly in his.

The Irish pub was just about the poshest place in town, where the top people from the town hall

went, and the senior members of the local mafia. A Guinness in there was almost as expensive as it

would be in London. The interior was like a transient’s pub near a large British mainline station. Very

tired and heavily soiled. To that extent, it was authentic. The table service was not.

They sat in a padded booth facing each other and Murray asked the waiter for a half-litre of stout.

Maria’s mother had a white wine.

Not fancying her at all, Murray was less nervous than he had feared he might be. Her English was

excellent, and soon he was telling her about London and telesales and, less forthcomingly, about

Scotland. She seemed interested in Scotland, kept asking him questions about it. He didn’t much want

to talk about that. As darkness fell outside, he was telling her about the Mercedes S-Class he had once

had, and the top-of-the-range Michelin tyres he had put on it. “Top fop quality,” he told her.

She nodded. She was drinking her second glass of wine.

He was on his third stout. ‘Makes a big difference, the tyres,” he told her, encircling the stout with

his hands.

‘I know,’ she said.

‘Huge difference.’

She was a schoolteacher, an English teacher. And maybe, he thought, he did fancy her slightly after
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all.

She’d seemed as interested in the S-Class as any woman ever had, he’d say that for her. She’d
wanted him to explain what an S-Class was, for a start. So he’d walked her through the entire
Mercedes range, from the 1.8 litre A-Class through the C- and E-Classes, the various engine options
available for those, all the way up to the S 500 L.

It took about half an hour.

Then he said, ‘What sort of car do you drive?’

Some Suzuki, she said.

He said he didn’t know much about Suzukis.

‘Never mind.’

‘Happy with it?” he asked.

She nodded, smiled. ‘It’s fine.’

‘What ... What size engine’s it got?’

She seemed to find something funny about the question. She laughed anyway. ‘I don’t know. I'm so
happy about Maria and Hans-Pieter,” she said. ‘He’s such a nice man.’

‘Oh, yeah,” Murray agreed vaguely, looking out of the window for a moment. He didn’t want to talk
about Hans-Pieter, that was for sure.

‘I wish Maria would lose some weight,” her mother said earnestly. ‘Don’t you think she should lose
some weight?’

‘Definitely.’
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‘Will you mention it to her? She doesn’t listen to me.’

‘Me?’ Murray said, not knowing quite what to make of this. ‘Sure. I’'ll have a word wi’her. D’you

want another drink?’

‘I’m okay. Thank you.’

Starting on his fourth stout he decided that he definitely did fancy her, quite a lot.

He was telling her about his business — the airport transfer thing. He had finally managed to get hold

of Blago — ‘my local partner’ was how he described him to Maria’s mother — and Blago had told him

that the money had arrived safely. They would drive down to Osijek next week, was the idea, to have a

look at the ex-police minibuses. Make a decision on that. It was moving forward. He told her it had the

potential to turn into something ‘fairly major’. Looking her intently in the eye, he said, ‘The transport

sector’s woefully underdeveloped in this part of Croatia.’

She agreed.

It was then that he tried to take her hand. She quickly withdrew it, but with a little smile that was

open to misinterpretation.

So he went to the gents and promised himself to have another try later. He zipped himself up and

washed his hands. ‘Death,’ he said to his preened, sickly image in the mirror, ‘or victory.’

The Wednesday of the following week.

Maria is working, so Hans-Pieter and Murray are having lunch together. They walk to the Chinese

place, Zlatna Rijeka. It’s in a melancholy little square, cobbled, and full of drifting leaves.
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Insides, they confront the buffet.

Hans-Pieter chooses a heap of beansprouts and carrot slices bright with MSG.

Murray starts with a plate of dark shred of meat, also very shiny.

They sit in the window and watch the world go by. There is an old bookshop opposite. Some

bicycles chained to a metal frame.

It’s obvious what Hans-Pieter, shoveling beansprouts into his wide mouth, will want to talk about.

He must already know what happened. He must have heard from Maria. Still, he says, ‘How’d it go

on Sunday?’

Murray concentrates on his glossy meat mixed with pieces of onion and green pepper. ‘You tell me,’

he murmurs.

‘Well,” Hans-Pieter admits, pursuing the last slippery beansprouts on his plate with the tines of a

cheap fork, ‘not too good, I heard.’

‘I don’t know what happened,” Murray protests quietly. ‘I don’t know how that happened,” he says

again.

Hans-Pieter watches him for a moment. ‘The police?’

Murray seems very low.

‘Maria still not talking to me?” he asks, his eyes down.

Hans-Pieter says, ‘She wants an explanation. From you. About what happened. She doesn’t

understand.’

‘About what happened?’
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“Yah.’

‘When we left the pub,” Murray says, ‘I took her hands. She let me do that.’

Hans-Pieter nods and swigs from his Sprite.

‘She let me do that,” Murray says again.

“Yah.’

‘So I thought, Okay. You know...’

Hans-Pieter indicates that he does.

‘So I was holding her hands...’

Her hands were icy, knobbly. He was in a fog of Guinness at the time. She was smiling. He sees it
now, that fearful rictus.

‘...and I tried to kiss her,” Murray says. He meets Hans-Pieter’s pale, blonde-lashed eyes. ‘And then.
And then. She sorta scRReeemed.’

‘She screamed?’

‘Aye.’

‘Why did she scream?’ Hans-Pieter asks. He seems to put the question to his Sprite — he is not
looking at Murray, anyway.

‘I was just trying to kiss her,” Murray says.

‘And then what happened?’

‘Then some fucker was holding me down, someone else was phoning the police.’

‘And what was she doing?’
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‘What was she doing? I don’t know.’

‘So then the police arrived,” Hans-Pieter prompts.

‘Aye,” Murray says. ‘They arrived. And I suppose I musta given one of’m a shove or something.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘I don’t know...The way they were treating me...’

‘I understand,” Hans-Pieter says.

‘So then they took me to the station. With the fucking siren going and everything.’

Hans-Pieter just nods sympathetically.

‘And I spent the night,” Murray says, ‘in a fucking cell.’

“They let you go in the morning.” Hans-Pieter obviously knows the story already.

‘They said Mrs Jevtovic didn’t want to make a case against me. And I thought, Who the fuck is Mrs

Jevtovic?’

‘That’s Maria’s mudder.’

“Yeah, I know. I just wasn’t thinking straight that morning.’

That morning. Not nice. One of the very lowest points. Emerging into the daylight...

‘I just tried to kiss her,” he says, almost tearfully. ‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘Okay.’

‘What does she say I did?’

‘I’'m not sure,” Hans-Pieter says, evasively.

‘I don’t know what to do,” Murray tells him.
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Hans-Pieter says nothing. He has finished his lunch.

Murray picks up his fork and sets about finishing his own, those strings of meat in dark, sticky
sauce.

His teeth encounter something. ‘What the fuck,” he says. He spits the object, small and hard as a
shotgun pellet, into a paper napkin.

‘What the fuck is that?’

Hans-Pieter peers down at the wet napkin, the tiny object.

Murray is eating again.

After examining it for a while, Hans-Pieter says, ‘Shit, you know what I think it 1s?’

‘What?’

‘I think... I mean, I’'m not sure... I think it’s one of those microchips.’

‘What microchips?’ Murray says, with his mouth full.

‘They use to identify animals.’

‘Animals?’

“Yeah, like dogs,” Hans-Pieter says.

Murray, after a moment, spits out what is in his mouth.

‘What are you saying?’ he pants, distraught. ‘Are you saying I’m eating a fucking dog?’

‘I don’t know,” Hans-Pieter says, shocked and embarrassed by the shouting, and by the tears that are

so unexpectedly now welling out of Murray’s eyes, that are starting on their way down his strong,

flushed face.
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Preposterously he tries to hide it, his face, with a scrap of paper napkin.

‘I don’t believe it, I don’t believe it,” he mumbles.

Hans-Pieter looks helplessly at the Chinese woman overseeing the buffet.

With his face in his hands, Murray is sobbing openly now. He says something it’s hard to make out

through the sobs, the wet fingers, the fraying paper napkin.

The Chinese woman has made eye contact with Hans-Pieter. She wants him to do something, to stop

his friend upsetting her other patrons.

So Hans-Pieter puts a timid hand on Murray’s shoulder and suggests, in a low voice, that they leave.

(End of the source text for translation)
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! In English Motherwell can be interpreted as a place name or a question ‘is mother well?’. When
Motherwell comes across Murray’s mind, he naturally thinks of his mother.
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(End of the target text)
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