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The Fifth Number 

 

He hits play on the remote control and watches the scene unfold.  Nineteen-eighty. In the 

background hordes of sobbing fans holding candles and pictures, hugging strangers, and 

singing songs from the old days; in the foreground, a reporter looks solemn as he speaks to 

camera: here, outside the Dakota Building tonight, thousands of fans have gathered to pay 

their respects, most with just one question on their lips – why?  He picks up the guitar, 

without bothering to mute the TV, and strums the first few bars of ‘Instant Karma’.  He 

puts the guitar down.  The TV babbles in the background and he looks around the room. 

There’s nothing here for him.  Yeah, there’s a pile of vinyl in the corner, record 

player too.  He told them to get rid of the CDs they’d given him, a few years ago.  They 

offered to store it on the new computer they gave him, or worse still on the phone.  It’s all 

the same music though. 

The phone is state of the art, or so they say.  It does a load of stuff he doesn’t 

understand, but all he can do is make calls.  There are five numbers in the memory – no 

one writes anything down, anymore.  Five numbers, but only one of them answers and he 

isn’t in the mood for takeaway pizza.  He dials her number instead.  She hasn’t spoken to 

him in years, but that doesn’t stop him.  No answer.  He leaves a message: Y, give us a call 

when you get this.  She won’t.   

No one writes anything down anymore, so what do they do, the writers, composers, 

dreamers?  He used to write stuff on the back of a fag packet.  No one smokes anymore, 

either.  You can’t write stuff on a phone, surely. 

He looks at his phone again.  Still the same five numbers.  They never change.  

There’s the other fellas.  His so-called mates.  He could try them.  They never answer. 

Basher calls him back sometimes, but it always seems to be when he’s in the bath: Right, 
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you’re obviously too busy right now.  I’ll call you back another time.  Perhaps.  Never 

does though.  As for the other one, Crooner, he didn’t return his calls even when they were 

both alive. 

The fifth number never answers and never calls back, but they will respond.  He can 

leave a message, telling them he needs a new phone, or DVD player; new shoes, not that 

he ever goes anywhere; something to eat that isn’t pizza – sushi was his favourite for a 

while, but he’s gone off it lately.  Whatever he orders will be there, but right now he isn’t 

sure what he wants. 

There’s always the internet.  They showed him how to do this, years ago now, 

expecting him to be all excited about it.   

It’s just like a giant scrapbook, he’d said. 

No one believed him when he said that, so he took one of his scrapbooks down to 

have a look.  Nineteen-sixty-nine: that was when Crooner died.  It was all there: one day he 

was alive, the next he’d been dead for years and no one knew about it.  Except, everyone 

knew about it, because the clues were all over their album covers.  Suddenly the world was 

full of people who knew it all – just like the internet. 

He looks at the scrapbook, now.  Same old shit, can’t think why he keeps this stuff.   

He picks up the guitar and tries ‘Give Peace a Chance’.  Ah, what’s the point?  The 

DVD comes to an end.  He restarts it and orders a pizza. 

  

The delivery guy is new; they do that from time to time.  The first one recognised him and 

had to be paid off.  For a while after that, he’d stick an arm round the door, hand over some 

money and grab the pizza without showing his face.  That was too much hassle though and 

he gave up eventually.  No one has recognised him since.  Nowadays they’re all too young 

to remember him and the white beard helps, too. 
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The new guy seems eager, catches him unaware and invites himself in while he hunts 

for some cash. 

Nice place. 

Ta.  Keep the change.   

The delivery guy doesn’t take the money.  Big fan?  He points to a poster on the 

wall: black and white, from the early days. 

You could say that.  Yeah. 

So’s my granddad. 

Cheers, kid.  Makes me feel young. 

The delivery guy finally takes the money.  All dead now, aren’t they? 

Couple of them still alive, I think. 

Yeah, but locked away in some mansion, terrified to go out in case anyone 

recognises them.  No life really, is it? 

Did you want something, son? 

Oh.  Just chatting.  The delivery guy leaves.  Enjoy the pizza, he says. 

Whatever. 

He eats a slice of pizza, the smell of the outside world disguised as anchovies and 

melted cheese.  The cheese burns the roof of his mouth, just behind his teeth.  He puts the 

box down on the sofa.  He’ll have the rest of the pizza when it’s cold.   

  

The DVD reaches the end, but he doesn’t bother starting it up again: watching coverage of 

your own death palls after the first thirty years.  He picks up the guitar and strums a few 

bars of ‘Imagine’.  It’s better on the piano really, but they won’t let him have one.  Room’s 

too small, apparently.  When he was alive she’d told him he was worth a packet, and he 

was supposed to be worth more dead, so how come he couldn’t afford a bigger room?  She 
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had given him a convoluted explanation involving tax and the rate of exchange.  He tries 

the song again, but he can’t remember the words anymore. 

He has a look through the DVD collection.  They aren’t all about him.  There are 

some clips of Elvis: 68 Comeback Special and some shitty films.  He’s in no mood for 

them, seen them all.  He could pick up the phone, call the fifth number and order a new 

one.  It would be round in minutes.  He can get pretty much anything like that.  Just like 

Basher returning his calls though, they always manage to do it when he’s busy.  Not in the 

bath, but if he turns his back to look at a scrapbook, pops into the kitchen to make a brew, 

or sticks his head down the back of the sofa to look for that quid he dropped in 1995, when 

he turns round his order will be there.  A couple of years ago, he decided to catch them.  

He sat facing the door, waiting for whoever they were sending.  He got bored eventually 

and checked his phone.  Only looked down for a second and he heard the door slam.  There 

was a lamb rogan josh and pilau rice on a tray in front of him.  Thing is, when he checked 

it was only 5 minutes since he phoned the order through. 

He tries a new tack this time.  Could yer get us a film?  Can’t remember what it was 

called, but I was in it with the other lads and some comedy actor.  He already has it and 

they know that, but they’ll send another one anyway.  I’ve had enough of this DVD crap 

though, could you send us a video?  Betamax?  And something to play it on?  Let’s see 

them manage that.  Pop the kettle on and it’ll be there before it boils? Not this time, mate. 

He doesn’t boil the kettle. He calls his mate, Crooner.  The one who never even calls 

back.  No answer, as usual, but this time he leaves a message.  Eh, listen, I know we 

haven’t always seen eye-to-eye, but I just thought, before we go, well you know, before we 

both go properly this time, I thought I’d better tell yer I haven’t always thought you were a 

complete twat.  So, well, see yer. 
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He ends the call and looks up.  Someone is in the room.  A lad.  A lad setting up a 

brand-new Betamax video machine.   

He doesn’t move.  Nice machine that. 

The lad looks up.  Sorry.  I wasn’t meant … Don’t really know how to set this up to 

be fair. 

Here y’are.  He moves the lad aside and connects the machine to the TV.  ’xpect they 

don’t teach you this stuff anymore. 

The lad shakes his head. 

Looks new.  Where’d they get it? 

Erm, I’m not really supposed … 

You weren’t really supposed to let me see you, were you, lad?  Might as well come 

clean now you’re here. 

They keep a stock of them.  He looks at his shoes. 

What, special like?  Just in case I want a Betamax video player?  Sounds a bit … He 

can’t think of the word. 

Random?  The lad suggests.   

Random.  S’pose that could be it. 

It’s not the first time you’ve asked for one, the lad says. 

How d’yer mean? 

The lad points past his shoulder.  He turns to look, even though he doesn’t want to.  

He knows he’ll see a small pile of Betamax video machines in the corner.  In the corner 

where they’ve always been.  Yeah, well …  He is about to turn back to the lad, but his 

phone rings.  He looks at the display: it’s him.  Crooner.  The friend who never returns his 

calls.  He answers.  The door slams as the lad makes his escape.   

Hiya, mate, great to hear from you. 



6	
	 ‘The	Fifth	Number’	

	
	

The phone crackles, like the caller is a long way off. Look, I’m sick of making this 

call.  It’s what you wanted, remember?  Get away from the press, the fans, your former 

bandmates.  Do us a favour, can’t you?  Next time you decide you want a pizza, a film 

you’ve already seen or a Betamax video player, run yerself a bath, make a brew or 

whatever it is that gets you off these days.  I know you wanted a bit of peace, but what 

about the rest of us?  The call ends. 

He looks at the band new Betamax, sighs, unplugs it and sticks it in the corner with 

the rest.  He hits play on the DVD and watches it from the beginning.  Hordes of fans 

sobbing, holding his picture, singing his songs.  He picks up his guitar, but can’t be 

bothered to play. 


