BRYSON IN TORQUAY

It was only a little after three o’clock, so I had time for both a cup of tea and a look at the town. It seemed to be an awfully long day. When I got back to the town, Torquay was surprisingly quiet. I spotted a café that looked agreeable, but when I reached the door a man was emerging to lock up.

 ‘Sorry, we’re closing,’ he said.

 ‘Oh,’ I said, surprised. ‘What time do you close?’

 ‘Five o’clock.’

 ‘Oh,’ I said again. ‘What time is it now?’

 He looked at me as if I was a little bit slow.

 ‘Five o’clock.’

 ‘Of course,’ I said.

 I showed him my watch. 

‘Battery’s been playing up.’

 He pointed to a shop down the street. 

‘I think they’re open till five thirty. You might get a battery there.’

 I thanked him and went to the designated shop where a man of about fifty sat impassively at a counter. He looked like he hadn’t moved a muscle for at least twelve hours. I passed him the watch and explained that the battery seemed to be going. He examined the watch for half a second and passed it back. 

‘We don’t handle these,’ he said flatly.

 ‘You don’t handle what? Timepieces?’

 ‘Mondaine. We don’t handle Mondaine.’

 ‘Oh. Do you know anyone who does?’ 

He shrugged.

 ‘You can try Jones.’

 He didn’t actually say Jones. He used another name, but because I am kind I am giving it a pseudonym. I managed to coax a street name out of him and a nod of the head to indicate the approximate direction of this alternative possibility. 

‘Thank you,’ I said and then abruptly leaned across the counter and with two forked fingers poked him sharply in the eyes.

 Actually, I didn’t do that. I just imagined it. But imagining it made me feel better. I hurried along to Jones’s – for some reason this was beginning to feel urgent – to find another fellow of equally sweet disposition.

 I explained my problem and passed him my watch. He looked at it and passed it back. 

‘Can’t help you,’ he said.

 ‘Why?’

 ‘Haven’t got the batteries in stock. Sorry.’ 

At least he said sorry, but I could tell he didn’t mean it. I said thank you and left. It was clearly too late to do anything else in Torquay, so I retrieved my car and drove off in the general direction of Totnes. I quite like Torquay and might one day come back, but I can tell you this now: where watch batteries are concerned, they can go fuck themselves.
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