
   [image: Cover: Nobody's Empire by Stuart Murdoch]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         ii

         
            nobody’s empire

            Stuart Murdoch

         

         
            
               [image: ]

iii
            

         

      

   


   
      
         v

         
            Dear Mum

            You are in every page

            I always thought you would read this book and chuckle and wince

            and occasionally tut at the memories

            Instead, this book is in memory of you

            Thank you for everything

            Love Stuartvi
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            We are out of practice

            We’re out of sight

            On the edge of nobody’s empire

            Belle and Sebastianviii
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            Getting Chucked

         

         When Vivian broke up with me I cried a bit. A few crap tears. It felt obligatory, it was the end of my first major adult relationship. I squeezed the tears out, in a kind of ‘woe is me’ way. She didn’t cry. She’s quite unsentimental. She was the unattainable beauty I attained. But I couldn’t hold onto her.

         I had started crumbling from the effort as soon as I was with her. It wasn’t her fault. I said to her, ‘What will I do now? You’re the only person I like. You’re the only person that knows me now.’

         ‘You’re just going to have to be friends with Carrie, someone like that.’

         Fuck off. Don’t chuck me then try to palm me off on someone else.

         Carrie was this girl I met once. She’s in the same basket that I’m in, so I can see that Vivian has a point. But Vivian was making her point as she ran for the door, for a life of delicious sexual, artistic and everything-else freedom. I was just getting the hang of having a beautiful girlfriend, that’s the thing. After two and a third years of clenching my stomach, not sleeping right, not eating right, falling down a massive hole and becoming a completely different person, I think I was getting it. But here I am, numb and burnt out. And a tiny bit relieved.

         I should tell you how I met Carrie. I was getting sick all last year. And the year before actually. Finally I went to the doctor and he told me I had this thing called ME, or chronic fatigue or post-viral fatigue syndrome. Take your pick, I had it. He couldn’t really help me much. All I knew was that I was ‘done in’, I felt ill most of the time – like someone had pulled the plug on me – and my strength had gone.

         2They sent me to a specialist, but that guy didn’t know anything. He kept saying ‘You can tell us more about this thing than we know’, which was nice of him. He was being ok about it considering he was the specialist. But it didn’t do me any good. Vivian said that Samara’s mum knew about this girl who had ME, and she’d been in bed for five years, and she didn’t move and she didn’t eat and she hardly spoke, and did I want to talk to her?

         To be honest, right at that minute I didn’t really want to go there. I was just trying to keep things going as normal as I could. Fast-forward nine months, things got a lot worse for me. I ended up in hospital. I was in there quite a long time. I wrote postcards to people – that was the limit of my strength and my concentration. I wrote to Carrie, and she wrote me a postcard back. Turns out she was in hospital too at the same time, her in Glasgow, me back in the town my folks lived in.

         I finally went to visit her, five months after we both got out of hospital. She lived in Glasgow with her parents, in a big house in the West End of the city. Her mum let me in, showed me into this big living room with a high ceiling and big windows. It felt like the trees outside were a continuation of the room, like the house and the trees had grown up together to form a perfect unity of grace and privilege. Anyway, there she was, tucked away in the corner of a sofa, frail, propped up on pillows, wearing an old rugby shirt, book on knees.

         ‘Hi.’

         ‘Hi.’

         ‘Sit down,’ she said.

         I sat at the other end of the sofa.

         ‘How are you?’ I asked.

         ‘Fantastic,’ she said.

         She smiled. She pushed her hair away from her face, her frailty dropped away for a moment, and there was a dark resolute beauty.

         ‘I got your postcards,’ she said.

         3‘Oh yeah,’ I replied.

         ‘My family think you’re a bit unbalanced.’

         ‘What do you think?’ I asked.

         ‘I don’t know.’

         I thought about it for a second.

         ‘I mean, I was in a psychiatric ward. But I don’t know if I should have been there. I think they just put me there because they didn’t know what else to do with me.’

         ‘They did the same to me,’ she said.

         ‘How long were you in?’

         ‘Six weeks. What about you?’

         ‘Three months.’

         ‘God, what did you do for three months?’

         ‘I put on weight. They fed me, like a turkey before Christmas.’

         ‘You’re not fat.’

         ‘I was really thin when I went in. So did they help you?’ I asked her.

         ‘A bit, I suppose. Before I went in, I was just in bed, with the curtains closed.’

         ‘Me too. Except curtains open.’

         ‘You didn’t have a problem with the light?’ she asked.

         ‘No, for me it was more noises.’

         ‘Noise is big for me too. And headaches. Do you get the headaches?’ she asked.

         ‘Not so much. Not now I’ve put some weight back on.’

         She looked down at her hands.

         ‘So what’s your worst thing?’ she asked.

         ‘Just feeling ill all the time. And being weak.’

         ‘Same,’ she said.

         I thought for a moment and said, ‘The ward sister asked me what I was going to do when I got out and I said I was going to go water-skiing, and she said, “Great. That’s amazing!” She totally didn’t get 4that I was being sarcastic. I think in the whole hospital there was half a person who believed that I was physically ill.’

         ‘Same with me.’

         ‘So how did you get by?’ I asked.

         ‘I just did what they told me to until I couldn’t do it. What about you?’

         ‘After a while I realised that I could handle their regime. It was mostly sitting, listening, eating, trying not to look unhappy. I went to the classes, I sat in on the groups. Even though I was thinking, This doesn’t apply to me, it was ok.’

         We paused. She looked out the window, and I looked out the window. So much green.

         ‘What are you going to do now?’ she asked.

         ‘Dunno. Try to get better. What about you?’

         ‘The same.’
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            Somewhat Stricken

         

         I was talking about the hospital the other day. You know, the stuff I was saying to Carrie? That I felt like I was the only one there that was actually ok. That I felt like I was just a visitor, a casual observer. In one sense it was true, and in another way I never felt like I belonged somewhere so much in my life. Not for a long time, at least. I mean, where did I belong before that? Nowhere. I was on my own.

         They took me in. I don’t want to tell you the whole story just now. Let’s just say that I was in a really bad way before I went in. I’d got to the stage where I wasn’t even eating, I was just lying in bed. My prospects weren’t good. Later I was told that the doctor gave me about a week to live if I carried on with my regime. My whole life had been collapsing for years, and this was the natural culmination.

         My dad scooped me out of bed one morning and put me in an ambulance, and they drove me to the nearby psychiatric hospital. My intellectual response to what was happening to me may have been shock and humiliation, but the hospital probably saved my life. I’d bottomed out; it was a turning point, a flushing out. It was getting rid of the poison of one way of seeing life and starting again, really simply. I wasn’t who I was before and it didn’t matter. I wasn’t a prospect, I wasn’t cool, I wasn’t clever, I wasn’t a boyfriend, I wasn’t a DJ, I wasn’t an undergraduate, I wasn’t an athlete, I wasn’t angry, I wasn’t as confused. What was I?

         I was a son. There was my mum and dad. I was a person. There were other people around me – patients and nurses and auxiliary workers. I was part of this thing called a hospital. I was just a person again, and it was not for me to think about what I couldn’t 6do anymore. I just had to focus on existing. Life was stripped right back to the basics. I started to eat again, and that’s all they really asked of me. That was my only real treatment. They weighed me every morning, and as long as the arrow went a little higher every day, they couldn’t be happier. Most of them were nice, but there was a misunderstanding deep at the heart of it all. I had this thing called ME that had caused me to be so ill in the first place and had certainly been the trigger to all this calamity – and it was never mentioned.

         They weren’t interested in it. And right now I had to admit that it didn’t matter. Because if I could get by at the hospital, if I could get through the day without being in bed all the time, if I was relieved of the threat of possibly dying next Friday, then I could go for that. I could do their bidding. I knew deep down though that the dream of a ‘full recovery’ was just a dream. Towards the end of my stay, they thought I was ‘cured’. They had done their bit. As far as they could see, I looked better now. My actual psychiatrist, who I only saw a couple of times the whole time I was there, was an asshole. He was the only bona fide asshole in the whole place. Unfortunately, he was also the top guy. The nurses and student nurses were all differing shades of kindness, but the psychiatrist set the treatment. I made it through this time despite him. I floated by. There was no understanding there, no attempt to meet me in the middle. At least he didn’t drug me up.

         One night in the hospital we were all sat round watching Top of the Pops – it was a Thursday. They announced this band, and I couldn’t believe it. It was a group called The Soup Dragons. They were from Glasgow or close to Glasgow. The singer guy used to come into the shop I worked in and sell me his old records, and we used to chat. He was really nice. They were also one of the first bands I ever roadied for at the university when I got a job on the stage crew there.

         7Anyway, I was sat in the common room at the hospital, and I said, ‘I know those guys!’

         Neil, one of the younger patients, tapped Maxine on the shoulder and said, ‘Steph says he knows those guys.’ And he laughed, and Maxine laughed, and James laughed, and even Janice, the nicest of the student nurses, smiled a bemused smile.

         ‘I do. They played a concert and I sat on the stage while they were on.’

         My voice trailed off. It didn’t seem to matter to anyone very much; it was like nobody believed me, and I hardly believed it myself. As the band on the TV threw themselves around the set and the beautiful young audience swooned over them and tried to grab a piece of them, there was too much of a gulf between them and me, sat in a psychiatric ward in a provincial town.

         Someone farted loudly. People laughed.

         Maxine said, ‘Aw, who shat? James?’

         ‘I cannae help it, it’s my medicine,’ James said.

         ‘Ok, shut up,’ said Lorraine, gesturing at the screen. ‘New Kids on the Block.’

         When I lived in Glasgow before I got sick, I used to see bands every night. That was my job – it was what I liked. I was the number one seer of bands in the greater Glasgow district. I couldn’t avoid seeing them. I was either playing records at shows where bands were playing, or I was on the crew helping the bands to perform, or I actually paid some bands to come and play, put up the posters, let them sleep on my floor, the whole thing. It all seems so far away and exhausting, though I know that it was thrilling too. So when I did finally get out of the hospital and I was back at my folks’, I started tuning in to music again. I watched this grungy little show on BBC Two called Snub, and there was a grungy little band from Glasgow playing called Teenage Fanclub. The announcer said, ‘Out of the ashes of the somewhat stricken Glasgow independent scene lies many people’s fave new noise outfit.’

         8She was describing the band, but I heard the phrase ‘somewhat stricken Glasgow independent scene’ and decided she was talking about me. I had been in that scene, and I was ‘somewhat stricken’. I watched the group and they definitely seemed to be the right sort of thing. They were a bit more raggedy and loud than the groups that had been around Glasgow before I got sick, but that wasn’t a bad thing. I felt so out of it. If I hadn’t got sick, I would have sniffed them out in a second. But there they were, mincing about on national TV.

         Many people’s fave new noise outfit!

         So only a few months after getting out of the hospital, I took a risk, went on the train up to Glasgow to go see them. Lift, train, taxi, show, taxi, train, lift, home. I could do this. They were playing at a club called King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut. It was rammed full. The last time I was in this place it was called something else and it was me that was booking the bands. Hardly anyone had shown up. This time I felt like a tourist. I was just here to watch. It did feel like a bit of a miracle to be there though. I didn’t recognise anyone in the crowd, but I kind of liked that. I felt like one of the kids in Tom Sawyer when everyone thinks they’ve died, but then they turn up at their own funeral. This wasn’t a funeral. Quite the opposite – this was a party.

         The guys started playing, and the music and lights and vibe in the place were so rich and warm. I looked for a little perch at the back; I couldn’t stand for long. The back was still near the front in a place so small as this. I could see everything. I didn’t really know the songs, hadn’t heard their records, but that never mattered to me. I’d seen so many shows, I actually preferred the thrill of hearing a song unfold for the first time in its tremulous live form.

         The drummer seemed kinda agitated, in an excited sort of a way. Between songs he would step from behind his drum kit and come down to the front of the stage as if he had something to say. This was unusual. It was unusual for any of the bands that I was used to seeing 9to have anything much to say between songs. This guy had a lot on his mind.

         ‘See, just for tonight, could you watch your language? I don’t want to hear any swearing. My sister’s in the audience, she’s pregnant, and I don’t want that wean learning any bad words.’ And then he went back behind his drum kit and looked at the singer.

         The singer looked back with a quizzical gaze. ‘Are you done?’

         He raised his sticks to show his willingness to begin the next number.

         ‘Ok, then we shall continue. This is a new song called “Star Sign”.’

         And they crashed into a number that was so clearly great. It was funny and tuneful and surfy and Byrdsy and heartfelt and heavy all at the same time. And I just loved it – the music flowed into me and through me. And in my new guise as the indie scene ghost, I could enjoy it in a different way. I didn’t have to have an opinion on it, I didn’t have to play their records at the club, I didn’t have to try and pal in with them. I just liked them, and it.
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            God at the Piano

         

         Something happened the other day. I did make a note of it in my jotter at the time, but I think I should expand on it. It has to do with God. I believe in God now, but I don’t really know when it began. There wasn’t an exact moment, but it seems somehow that while life was being stripped away from me, when I was getting ill and giving everything up, something else was being revealed. It was like a river going down and exposing the wreck of a ship. I’m not being particularly lucid, but I think the bare fact is that God stepped in and saved my neck. He put me in the hospital. It feels as if I could have just as easily died. Ever since I went into the hospital I’ve felt as if I’m being looked after, and I don’t just mean by parents and nurses. It’s like there’s something else there.

         Maybe that’s what has to happen, maybe life has to go all quiet around you for you to realise there’s something else going on. I feel now that there is another facet to life that is new and interesting and profound and definitely mysterious. I used to have these odd moments in the last five years or so. I called them ‘flags’ – just small warm moments when I felt like things were going to be alright. Genuine moments of wellbeing; little nudges towards the light. Now I’m thinking that was probably God all along. It had to be. If it was, and without wanting to be too cheeky, I’m thinking, Did you really have to rough me up so bad? Was I such a bad guy? I thought I was getting on ok. I would have believed in you if you had just said ‘Hello’ or something.

         But this is the deal. This is the real thing. I was at the very nadir of my life and You somehow crept in. And now I’m having 11conversations with You because I don’t really know how to pray. But maybe the conversations are ok for now. So that’s the background, that’s what I’ve been quietly thinking. I don’t want to crow about it because I don’t want the feeling to go. I feel less each day that it will go, however. My mind is now open to thoughts of otherness.

         The thing that happened the other day, I’ll tell you about it. I was sitting at the piano at my folks’ house, sometime in the morning. I had just sat down, hadn’t played anything. All of a sudden I got this feeling that this life is just an introduction to something else. A prelude. I could feel ‘life’ stretching ahead, but it went way beyond me sitting at the piano, it went beyond me even as a person. For a moment I had been allowed a glimpse of something bigger. I’m quite certain about it. It just happened, it was a gift. It was up to me to decide how to react to it.

         Do I change my life or has ‘it’ already changed me? Either way, there’s no going back. I may as well say I was never ill, I was never in hospital, I was never close to death. I may as well deny what has happened to me as a person this last year. That’s how real this feeling of ‘otherness’ is to me. I have come out the other side, and God is here. Since the hospital, I have been feebly praying sometimes. I suppose I went back to the Lord’s Prayer from church. That happens to be the one I know. But it works for me. The glimpse I had while I was sat on the piano stool, on a quiet Tuesday just before lunch, seems to correspond to the bit in the prayer:

         
            Thy kingdom come

         

         There’s something coming afterwards. That’s what I felt, and it’s what I feel. I just hope I can stick with it, not disappoint. There are no guarantees. How can I be good enough? But the great thing is the next line. It’s special. There’s a lot of comfort in it.

         
            12Thy will be done

         

         Thy will. God’s will. You can’t control life. It’s pointless to try. I used to try. Now I’m listening, and waiting.
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            Me and Richard, Richard and I

         

         So we decided to get a flat in Glasgow together. Me and Richard. Richard and I. Richard is a friend of mine. He went to school with me. We were never big buddies at first, but then we got to be good pals near the end of school. We bonded over heavy rock music. He was a quiet guy at school; really, really quiet. He was quite tall, but even when he was in the middle of the playground he would always stand next to a bin or a post, hoping that people would just think he was part of the bin or the post.

         When I think back on it now, I wonder what his plan was. Actually, I know what his plan was because it was the same as mine. Survival. And then get the hell out as fast as you could.

         This was a big, tough, Scottish, red-brick, glass and plasterboard, built-in-the-sixties, comprehensive secondary school. The comprehensive bit meant that you would get a comprehensive kicking if you did anything that hinted at smugness, smartness, braininess, poshness. Richard’s dad was a teacher at the school, so he was pretty much doomed from the start. Hence he assumed the cloak of invisibility.

         For him it was extra hard, though. He was almost the only non-white guy in our year, the only black guy. And he was English. There were a couple of other guys, some girls in the school, that came from different family backgrounds, different country backgrounds. But not many. It would have been different if he had been outgoing and cool. I’m guessing that the other boys would have taken to him. And he was a pretty good-looking guy. All it would have taken was for him to get a girlfriend, then the world of school would have seen him differently. Or if he’d knocked someone out 14with a punch. But it didn’t happen. He was as open as I was to the everyday harassment of being a non-fighting male.

         I’d go over to his house. I remember his younger sister, Johanna, was much more outgoing and funny – she was cut from a different cloth. She would kind of tease him, but kindly.

         ‘Richard has lots of friends. Do you not think Richard has quite a lot of friends?’

         ‘Johanna, what are you talking about?’ Richard replied.

         ‘I’m just asking Stephen if he knows that you’re actually quite popular.’

         She didn’t wait for me to answer though.

         ‘What are you going to do? Are you going to go to Richard’s room to talk about music? Do you want me to come up – I’ll bring biscuits?’ she asked, hopefully.

         ‘No, thank you, Johanna, we’re fine. Do you not have homework?’

         ‘I did all my homework before I even left school. I’m really clever.’

         She was balancing between two banisters at the bottom of the stairs.

         ‘Stephen, do you want to hear me play “Für Elise”? It’s by Beethoven.’

         ‘Erm, I suppose so.’

         ‘I think we’re just going to go upstairs,’ said Richard.

         He gave his sister a bit of a look, as if to say ‘Stop embarrassing me.’

         ‘Ok, I’m going. See you later.’

         She detached herself from the stairway and let us go up.

         I left school the year before Richard, but we both ended up ‘studying’ in Glasgow. I hadn’t seen much of him the last couple of years. I think he got his degree and then went off around the world, just drifting and thinking. At the same time, I ended up back in our little hometown, on my downward slide to near oblivion. He came to see me in the hospital. I was surprised to see him; I imagined he was off doing great things. He was practically the only person that 15came to visit apart from my mum and dad. When I got out of the hospital around Christmastime, we met up, and I just got the feeling that something wasn’t right with him either. He was moving even slower than usual; he’d slowed right down. He’d been to see his doctor and the doc had suggested that he had some sort of post-viral thing going on too.

         Ironically, his mum was a doctor, but sometimes that doesn’t count for much, especially with something so slippery as ME/CFS. Unexplained chronic illness is like the doctor equivalent of a detective’s cold case. It usually ends up in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. Whatever it was, we quickly got on with it and accepted that we were in the same boat. A leaky, directionless little vessel – but at least we had each other for company. I could paddle, he could steer. We’d take turns.

         So for the next six months we’d do the small-town hang. We’d rest in the mornings, then go out somewhere in the afternoon. We’d watch sunsets, we’d lie on the grass if it wasn’t too damp. We’d play each other at Scrabble and chess at the same time. While one person was considering their Scrabble move, the other person was playing their chess move, and vice versa. Thus our minds were always occupied.

         I’d picked up the Scrabble bug in the hospital. When I’d got my strength back a bit, I’d always want to play Scrabble. I’d play anyone, anytime. It occupied the hours between lunch and dinner. There was a woman called Carol. She’d had a pretty bad time on account of her husband leaving her for someone else. She didn’t have kids, it was just her in a semi-detached house on a new town estate. She kinda lost it and ended up on the ward. I liked to play her because she was a crossword type of person, so she wouldn’t get huffy if I used a ‘big’ word.

         ‘What are you going to do when you get out of here, Stephen?’ she asked.

         16‘I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.’

         ‘Don’t you think you should have some sort of plan?’

         ‘No. I had a plan before. Plans don’t work.’

         I was wishing she would move. I had a possible seven-letter word on my rack. But then I thought I’d better ask her something back, out of politeness.

         ‘What are you going to do?’

         ‘Try to get my life back in order,’ she replied.

         ‘What does that mean?’

         ‘I still have a house and a job. I just need to get back to normal.’

         ‘What’s the big rush? It’s not as if normal was working out so great for you before.’

         I didn’t look up from my pieces; I was just hoping she wouldn’t block the double word. I could lay all my tiles down as long as she didn’t block the double-word score. She’d gone quiet though. I looked up. There was a tear trickling from the outside left corner of her eye. She caught it with her screwed-up little bloodless fist.

         ‘Shit, I didn’t mean to upset you.’

         ‘No, it’s ok, Stephen. You’re not to know.’

         ‘Are you ok? You want me to go get Janice?’

         ‘No, I’m ok.’ She found a tissue in her sleeve.

         ‘I mean, it’s ok, people are nice here. And the food’s ok,’ I offered, as some sort of compensation.

         ‘But we can’t just sit around for the rest of our lives playing Scrabble, can we?’ she said, a little more forcefully.

         I didn’t reply. My plan was to sit around playing Scrabble. That was my horizon and my sunset back then.

         But now, with Richard at my side, perhaps I was finally ‘getting my life back in some order’, like Carol was talking about. No job, no partner, no mortgage; it still feels like a big deal though. Even though I lived in Glasgow for five years already, it feels completely different going back. If you can imagine a couple of young cats that 17have just moved to a new house and you put them out in the garden for the first time – that’s me and Richard right now. We’re moving gingerly, putting our paws out carefully and then pulling them back in. Smelling everything. Sitting for long periods in pools of sunlight.

         I looked for a place back in the West End of the city, back in the old leafy neighbourhood. This time, though, I was going to get extra leafiness, extra ambience, older stone, quieter, deeper streets. I knew the area so well, Richard left it to me to find a place for us. It was on the second floor of a converted Victorian townhouse. There was quite a grand entrance hall and then the building was split into apartments as you went up or down the stairs. Ours was divided up curiously. Somebody had put in fake walls when they were making the flats, and there was a long squiggly sort of walk between the kitchen at one end and Richard’s room, through the living room, at the other end. That was a good thing. We could cut ourselves off from each other when we needed to. He could do his meditating, me my half-arsed praying. I took the best bedroom. I got more sunlight. I figured I had found the place. I made a vague promise that we’d switch after six months. Let’s see what happens.

         So that was us back in the city. We just wanted to live quietly, slowly and cheaply. Our ambition was to wake up healthier than the evening before. We were both on invalidity benefit, so the council paid for most of our rent. We had about £34 to get by on every week. We were going to take turns cooking, try to make stuff from scratch, no expensive luxuries, everything budgeted. We could make it like a game – how to get by, cheap, sick and nasty, in a northern city of your choice. Winter was going to be harder. There was no central heating in the flat, and we couldn’t afford to run it anyway. Let’s worry about that later.

         In some quarters I’m already known as ‘the World’s Coldest Boy’. It’s maybe not such a curious thing, but one side effect of having slowed so much from one’s lithe and athletic best was that 18one became icy cold. I did anyway. The cold seemed to affect me more than anyone else I had met with ME, before or since. I went from a two- or three-layer person to a seven- or eight-layer person. If I dropped below a certain temperature, it seemed to activate dormant viruses in my system that were just waiting for their chance. The first shiver I felt, they leapt out and took their grip, making me sneeze and snuffle with a quickness that many took for play-acting.

         At least we were heading for summer though. We were moving in at the best time. Everything was so lush and green. We were feeling every moment. All life was now ambience. We noticed everything. Because we had slowed and stopped, we had more in common with the peonies than the postman. Funny thing – have you ever stopped in a place that you would usually be moving through and just sat? It seems so different; in fact you would swear you were in a different place because the experience is so changed. I was always moving before, especially in this city. Now I was settling. As I sat at bus stops for long stretches, I saw the community slowly unfurl. As I sat in the laundry window waiting for pants and socks, I saw the hippest, the heightened and the homely pass in front of me. The experience was like looking at a painting, one you never noticed before because it wasn’t gaudy and didn’t shout out. It just was, full of love and insight. Richard and I continued to be the cats in our neighbourhood, stretching out our paws a little more each time.

         The flat nestled. It was one row back from the city. If it had been just one street forward, we would have heard the noise of the city floating up from Partick. But we were tucked in behind a heavy terrace of other Victorian townhouses. They had the view, but we were cooried in. The back lanes – where foxes dined, where magpies fought, where humans rarely bothered to go – that was my new real estate. I claimed it and owned it. From this point on I would walk in odd places, never fearing the polite but pointed enquiries from other stakeholders.

         19‘You know that lane doesn’t go anywhere?’ they would say.

         ‘Are you sure you’re not lost?’

         ‘Are you the gardener?’

         I quite liked the last one. Didn’t someone mistake Jesus for the gardener after the Resurrection? Shortly after we moved in, we did in fact go gardening at night. There was what they called a ‘pleasure garden’ at the front of the house that was shared between the residents. It was fenced and locked. These curious entities were all over the West End. I’d never thought about them too much before because they were inaccessible. Also, no one ever seemed to be in them. We wanted in, obviously. But they wouldn’t give the key to renters. We were fine to live in the building and pay rent, just not good enough to share an unused social space.

         So we broke in.

         We went down at dusk, around nine thirty. We walked around the perimeter and found a bit where the fence had been repaired. It was weakened and, really, the bolt was hardly holding the thing on. We gave it a shove and a shoogle and we were in. The grass was soft and mossy. We stepped into the centre, near an ornamental thingy, and with theatrical timing a cloud moved, the moon was there, and our elf-like shadows leapt out over the lawn. It was a nice place to be in. I didn’t feel like we had violated anything, we had just loosened a screw. We lay on our backs in the centre of the lawn and tried to spot and name the elusive summer stars, but we were failing.

         ‘I’m going to come and sleep here,’ Richard said.

         I believed him. That was the sort of thing he did.

         ‘And our new neighbours will love you for it,’ I replied.

         I came up on my elbows and looked both ways. There were two lawns separated by shrubbery, but they were long.

         ‘Perfect place for a Frisbee,’ I said.

         ‘We don’t have a Frisbee.’

         ‘We could get one?’

         20‘It’s not in the budget.’

         ‘Nuts to your budget.’

         We let the quiet come in again.

         ‘We could cultivate food crops,’ I suggested.

         ‘Where?’

         ‘Over there.’ I sat up and pointed to an empty border. ‘I could put potatoes in.’

         ‘They wouldn’t let you,’ Richard said.

         ‘They wouldn’t know.’

         ‘Do it then.’

         ‘I will.’

         I wouldn’t though. I wouldn’t follow through. Richard would. If he said it, he would. If I say it, it’s because I like to say it. I say many things. I’m not sure Richard liked hearing many things. Thankfully, off through the bushes, within a twelve-minute radius of where we lay, as the fox went, there was someone who I was pretty sure would put up with my extra need for saying things. Carrie was somewhere over there, with her own complexities and her own pleasure garden. Over the next few weeks it seemed like I started going round to see Carrie pretty much every day. It was a destination, and she was always in. I worried that her folks might think I was being intrusive, and I was a little concerned that I didn’t take Richard with me more often – but I went anyway. Sometimes she was passive, sometimes she was active, sometimes she laughed, some days she was too ill and she sent me away abruptly.

         But I still went. I was like the boy that climbs the beanstalk. There’s a path ahead with a castle at the end. Where the fuck else are you meant to go?
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            Girl Sweat and Pleather

         

         This room isn’t so bad. There’s a pool of light that comes in during the morning that warms you. I wrap myself in a duvet and sit cross-legged on the carpet. I’m wedged into the corner between the MDF doors of the fitted wardrobe and the chipped magnolia of the wallpaper. I should really try a bit of meditation.

         I look around the room. I have two plants for company – a cheese plant and a fern. They are both what I would call ME survivors; they managed to bridge my old and new lives through the crisis of the last two years. This was not easy for them. There has been a purge on both sides. I have purged, and the rest of life has purged me. These two plants have escorted me through a narrow wormhole and made it to the sunny uplands of Glasgow, 1991. I’m being optimistic. I’m trying to be optimistic. I may have lost a lot, but from the void I have returned. With each disability income voucher, I am proving my resilience, my capability to survive. I am going to live and thrive like my cheese plant and my fern (if the cold of this new flat doesn’t get them).

         Here I am – no job, no essays, nobody phoning me up for a gig, no one phoning me to play records, no girlfriend, one flatmate, one friend. It’s amazing how easily it can all fall away. Materially, I had disappeared long before they dumped me in hospital. I had a good nine months of invisibility in Glasgow before that. No one noticed. It’s funny how easy it is to disappear from your own life. I kept my mum at bay with sparse but regular enough phone calls. I moved into a house with total strangers and never came out of my room. Vivian wasn’t even sure where I was in the end. She had gone to Spain with Sam and Hannah.

         22When she came back and found me, she turned me in to the authorities, namely my poor parents. But that was then, and this is the sunny uplands. And even though Vivian is gone (and Samara and Hannah, by strict, unbending, end-of-relationship rules, are gone with her), I will remain upbeat and unbent, and jammed into the corner of my new, dappled room. So now that I’m upbeat, why can’t I just be like a normal guy and go out and get another girlfriend? Move on.

         Prior to Vivian, I was so used to not having a girlfriend, so resigned to being single, I just shut my brain off to the whole idea. When she chatted me up (and she did; she had the whole thing planned out), it was like trying to open a tin of sardines when the little key thing had fallen off. It was tricky. It took negotiating, it took belligerence. It took determination. She was around me for a while before an acquaintance of mine pointed out that he thought she was interested in me. I was playing records at the time, controlling the dancefloor in a dark and busy club. It took a lot just for me to notice someone was talking to me.

         My point is that when Vivian finally pried my tin open and exposed my fishy sides to the world, all silver and gleaming, I didn’t just fall for her, the opener of the tin. I fell for everyone. I fell for beauty in numbers. I fell for beauty in squadrons. I fell for beauty in formation. In this case, the formation was four young women walking into a club wearing long, ornate floral-print dresses, costume jewellery, stacked boots. It was an ambush of the senses.

         Let me explain.

         There was a uniform in the club. There was a uniform plus a couple of outliers. I liked the uniform. I was in uniform. My uniform was, approximately:

         
            
               Doc Martens;

               trousers – black flannel, wide and straight of leg;

               t-shirt – striped, crew-necked;

               23jacket – zipper, reversible, cream/black or houndstooth;

               hair – number two shave at sides and back, overhanging flop at front.

            

         

         That was me.

         The clientele, the boys anyway, wore variations on a few different themes:

         
            
               band t-shirts aplenty;

               jeans with hems tucked up;

               some flannel shirts, plaid, country style;

               the occasional cravat;

               white denim jackets;

               the occasional punk;

               the occasional psychobilly;

               the occasional goth.

            

         

         The girls were either dressed just like the boys –

         
            
               denim; Docs; flannel shirts; band shirts; Harrington jackets

            

         

         – or they wore:

         
            
               cutie dresses,

               kinda fifties,

               polka dots,

               checks or flowers,

               often belted;

               hair could be short,

               bobbed or tied up

               in a pigtail;

               lots of make-up,

               24red lips,

               dark eyes;

               into the sixties,

               mixing it up,

               short skirts,

               stripy tights,

               leather boots,

               mod dresses,

               psychedelic;

               and …

               the occasional punk;

               the occasional psychobilly;

               the occasional goth.

            

         

         Ok, I’m generalising a bit, but the kind of music I was playing drew a certain crowd. Also, I think pretty much everyone went to this one shop called Flip. It was a bit of ritual for me anyway. It was a retro, vintage superstore. The people that owned it went to America and bought up bulk loads of all the clothes I previously described. I guess they dug them up in warehouses or something. There seemed to be an endless supply of plaid shirts and old denim. But aside from that there was all this quirky Americana that seemed to come straight from the set of East of Eden. Rows and rows of zipper jackets with real guys’ name-patches sewn on. Chad and Ralph and Jody and Billy. All those guys that had jobs in the fifties and sixties parking cars and pumping gas.

         So that’s where everyone went to dress, and I wasn’t any different. It was cheap, and you could invent a character for yourself. I went in every Saturday, usually for something that I would wear that night, even if it was just an accessory, like a burgundy-roped shoulder bag or a pair of James Dean glasses. A trip to that store was such a wonderful hors d’oeuvre to the weekend. I could get a tantalising glimpse of 25some of the crowd that would come to the club that night. It helped me think about the night and what tracks I would play. Funny thing is, I never really talked to them, even the regulars. Just the odd glance and nod. I mean, I could have talked to them. I didn’t have anything to say though. I was channelling everything I wanted to say through the records I was playing.

         There was a basement in Flip that was so deep in piles of odd clothes, you could get happily lost. It was a kitsch jamboree. They had the idea that they would get these old silk pyjamas and dye them black and sell them. And we bought them. I bought US Navy gear, leather-sleeved baseball jackets, Holden Caulfield hunting hats. There were windbreakers and car coats, college jackets and checked sports jackets, all straight out of Happy Days.

         They played great music too. Not quite as brilliant as the stuff I played at night, but then they didn’t have to keep the dancefloor assiduously supplied with perfect grooves. It was excellent browsing music. Did The Clash or The Cramps or The B-52’s ever sound as good as they did in there, blasting out of the changing rooms while all the young bucks pouted and fought for the best mirrors? Never. It was the ideal setting to hear certain songs. There was a leather jacket – a black, stripped-down, sixties, biker’s thing, real simple. I shouldn’t have bought it, it was too much money. But they played ‘Pretty Persuasion’ by R.E.M. and I handed over the cash in a rush of intoxication I just couldn’t fight.

         My point is, and I do have a point, that Vivian and her friends didn’t look like any of us. They started floating into the club around that time, a little like they had come by mistake. They seemed young and fresh. If one of the staff had gone over to their table and asked, genuinely, ‘Are you guys in the right place?’, it wouldn’t have been surprising. For all the concentrated coolness in the club, it could be a little suffocating. Everyone was very serious about how they looked, and everyone wore their musical proclivities on their literal 26sleeves. These four girls, however, would have taught any old zealot how to breathe again. They were beautiful, from what I could gather out of the corner of my eye as I glanced across the record decks. That beauty would swirl around me over time, all that hair let loose, all the hot breath of gasping girlfriends, the different smell of the four of them trying to outdo each other in fragrance, the paisley scarves, the big hoopy jewellery, ornate patterns, suede and skin, girl sweat and pleather.

         That was then.

         Here I am now, sitting between cheese plant and fern, looking for peace in the quiet morning void. I’m trying to meditate. I don’t even know if I’m doing it right. I keep emptying my mind, but I keep getting pulled back to those times.
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            Nature Boy

         

         I’m so tired today, I feel battered. If I don’t come across as coherent, you know why. This is a typical day of my life in Glasgow so far, and it goes pretty slow …

         This morning I stayed in. Richard’s off at his brother’s, so I can move real slow, drink my tea, look for a warm spot. I’m reading Kidnapped by Robert Louis Stevenson just now and I love it. After lunch I walked slowly round to Carrie’s. I take the lane route, which is 385 yards longer but if you have the time and the leisure is often worth it just for the leafy vibe. It was one of those still August days when you can hear someone’s voice clear as a bell coming from an open tenement window. I stopped and heard a woman filling in the Herald crossword at a kitchen table. That sort of day.

         I travel in the land of no traffic. There are always copious amounts of grass pushing up between the cobbles of these in-between passages. Cats and old tin wheelie bins. Bits of an old Jaguar that someone was working on once. Opportunist birches squeezing between garages. Trees, trees, trees – my greatest friends!

         Carrie already calls me ‘Nature Boy’. Her sisters, as reported elsewhere, call me ‘the World’s Coldest Boy’. Funny to fall in amongst that lot. When I’m round there, I cleave to Carrie. I don’t make a move without her, I try to stay quiet and still, I try not to offer an opinion unless I’m asked. It’s a family, after all; they have the family thing going on. Furthermore, they’re a brainy sort of high-functioning family. You could imagine them in a documentary about brainy sorts of high-functioning families. And they talk about things, things that aren’t just ‘what’s for dinner’. A subject is 28introduced, it gets thrown about the room and spat out a little worse for wear on the other side. If you are going to be a talked-about subject in that house, prepare to be cajoled, mused over, held up to scrutiny and ultimately chuckled about.

         When I arrive round at the big house, Carrie and her younger sister, Gillian, are sitting on the steps to the front door. A tartan rug covers the top step; the sun catches the whole scene. Half-empty cups are there. If I was a painter, I would paint that scene and I would make you fall in love with it and them.

         ‘Ho,’ I say.

         ‘Ho yourself,’ Carrie says.

         ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it,’ says Gillian, and she gets going. She always does that, slinks off like a svelte and uninterested cat. It’s a bit annoying because it makes you want her to stay even more, but she never does.

         ‘Do you want to go to a garden centre?’ Carrie asks. ‘Dad says you can drive the car as long as you promise not to crash. He says he doesn’t care about us, he just doesn’t want to be hassled by the fuzz.’

         ‘I can drive,’ I attest.

         They had a big orange bus of a square Volkswagen, which the sisters called ‘The Bop’. See what I mean? Quirky. Who calls their car a name like ‘The Bop’? Luckily, I had retained my capacity for driving. Carrie did drive once but learned to drive in a far-off farming community on an island where all you had to do to pass was not kill a sheep. So she was rusty. And incapacitated besides.

         We drove out of the city. Glasgow is a really easy city to drive out of. Eight minutes from the door, you are in the countryside, looking at hills that turn into the Highlands quite quickly. We pointed The Bop that way and headed for the last homely house, which was Rivendell Garden Centre. We parked up and walked slowly through, heading straight for the nirvana that was the garden centre tearoom. It was nirvana for us anyway. There be scones.

         29Carrie and I called this whole process ‘sconery’. As in:

         ‘How was the sconery?’

         ‘Pretty good. On the whole, pretty good sconery.’

         ‘Sconery’ was meant to designate the whole scene. Centred around the possibility of getting a nice scone, it was a scene that we were part of but preferred to think that we weren’t. The ‘just visiting’ thing again. Like when we were in the psychiatric unit. We were there but not really. Just observing.

         And observe we did. Us off to one side, a cosy corner with a view onto a grassy slope running up to … nothing, just sky. It was enough to give us a sense that we were ‘out’. We draped ourselves over the chairs, made the table our island. It felt ironic that the elderly couples we gazed upon, the harassed family men, the fifty-something whip-thin crop-haired women that we observed, all seemed to move with a sense of purpose far beyond our ken and capabilities.

         ‘How are you anyway?’ I asked.

         ‘Ok, you know …’ That meant the usual; no change.

         ‘What about you?’ she asked.

         ‘Aye.’ That just meant the same.

         Still, that was better than ‘Bloody awful’, which would be her stuck in bed, curtains shut, head throbbing, muscles aching. I was definitely less ‘bloody awful’ than her in general. Carrie seemed to have an unswerving physical limit, a threshold to her movements that she had accepted a long time ago. It didn’t so much cast a black cloud as maybe a mottled grey one. I liked the challenge of trying to puff the cloud away.

         ‘Last boyfriend,’ I said.

         Carrie had settled into staring into a void, letting her milky Earl Grey go cold.

         ‘Last boyfriend,’ she repeated, staring into the middle distance. ‘Marcus Dempsey. Ginger balls, narrow penis.’

         ‘And that’s it? That’s all he amounted to?’ I asked.

         30She turned to engage in the conversation.

         ‘No, he was good, he was sweet. He was my lanky, student halls guy. He was on the committee, I ran the tuck shop. We were a Davidson Hall power couple.’

         ‘Did you have shoulder pads?’

         ‘Not shoulder pads, but I did have thighs like Jennifer Beals.’

         ‘Who’s she?’

         ‘The actor from Flashdance.’

         ‘And she had good thighs, I presume?’

         ‘The best.’

         ‘And that was enough to make you one-half of a power couple?’

         Carrie thought for a moment.

         ‘Well, obviously I had other things going for me, but yes, kind of. I had a great body, really nice definition. I used to work out.’

         ‘Like Jennifer Beals?’

         ‘Like Jennifer Beals.’

         She poured more hot water into her mini teapot and gave it a stir. She always got the most out of her teabag.

         ‘What did this guy Marcus do to deserve you?’

         She looked at me in a more pointed way.

         ‘You know what? He was lucky to get me. It was just a student halls thing, a corridor deal. I thought it was going to be a jumping-off point, something to start with, but we were together for a year.’

         ‘And then?’

         ‘Well … this.’ Meaning ME, dropping out … sconery.

         ‘It started that far back?’

         ‘December ’87. Started feeling ill. Four months later, I had to leave uni. Easter ’88.’

         ‘That was pretty quick.’

         ‘Yeah, it all just kind of … unravelled,’ Carrie said. ‘Then I was in bed for three years.’

         She went back to her middle-distance staring.

         31‘Hey, at least we’re in Rivendell now, that’s something!’

         ‘That’s something, yeah.’

         ‘What happened to Marcus, did he ever visit?’

         ‘He did at the start, but then it was too much. He is actually married now.’

         ‘Married! Fuck, do people actually do that?’

         ‘They do. At least, people called Marcus Dempsey do.’

         We both stared off and tasted our lukewarm tea.

         ‘Good for him,’ I said gently, without meaning or motive.
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            Alone Is Not Lonely

         

         I was back at my mum’s, and it was just after lunch. I got this feeling. I was thinking about Carrie. I felt like writing about her. I know it’s funny, because I haven’t known her for that long. But I had a definite urge. I was near the piano. So I sat at the piano, and I let the words come to me, and they seemed to attach themselves to a tune in my head. The tune was like the arc of a rainbow. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but the little tune felt like an arc in my head, and the words were attached.

         I placed my hands over the keys, looked around for the chord that seemed to match the notes in my head. I don’t think I even sang it, I just played the chord and heard the tune. Then I felt for another chord further down. I knew that if I played that with the same tune, it would work. This time I actually sang out loud, a second line with the second chord, then back to the first chord again. Just like that, I was writing a song. I wrote some words in my jotter that fitted the tune. I wrote about Carrie, or at least used Carrie as my jumping-off point, and I called it ‘There’s No Holding Her Back’.

         I had thought about trying to write songs quite a few times before I got ill, but I couldn’t. It was a mystery to me. It was a closed door. It wasn’t just closed, it was invisible. But just then the door appeared to me. And I have this feeling that now it’s open, I’m not going back. There’s no holding me back. It’s a thing. I can do a thing. I can write about anything. Sing about anything. I’m not crowing about it. I’m whispering here. I’m just saying, it felt good. In the absence of anything else, maybe I can do this.33

         
            *****

         

         Back in Glasgow at the flat, I’m sitting on my beanbag between my two plants, trying to suck up the extra oxygen they’re producing. It’s pissing down outside. Richard and I did our supermarket run this morning, so that was today’s outing. Now we’re stuck in. I’m thinking about the hospital again, and I’m thinking about creativity. I have hardly done anything really creative since … well, hardly ever. I’ve been thinking about other people’s creativity constantly, though, in the last five years, especially while reading or soaking up music.

         While I was in hospital, I did go to a creative writing class. It was the ward sister who suggested I go. I had nothing else going on. It was in an old three-storey sandstone building on the edge of the hospital grounds, surrounded by pine trees. The bit of the hospital that we stayed in was newish, built in the eighties perhaps. There was a core of old buildings in the trees that hinted at less enlightened times in the history of psychiatric care. They had really small windows near the top, I assumed so that the patients couldn’t jump out.

         The building with the writing class was in the old part but was friendly enough now, if a little musty. The lady that took the class was called Mrs McCallum, and she was kind, schoolteacher-like and dressed in a plaid suit. It was a small group: just me, then an old boy called Damian Caster (who dressed like the major from Fawlty Towers), Brian from our ward, Jacqueline, a skinny, howling girl from Craig Ward, and Mia, one of the student nurses.

         Mia I fancied, in an obvious kind of way. The nurses never talked about their personal lives too much, but I had a feeling she had a boyfriend tucked away somewhere, whether in the town or back home. Even if she didn’t, nothing ever was going to happen between us. And not just because it was ‘not on’ between a nurse and a patient, but just because. I think maybe hospital was all we had in common.

         34The student nurses all lived in the accommodation blocks at the other end of the campus. I overheard talk about ‘legendary parties’. It all sounded way out of my league. Regardless, I did my best to flirt with her in my stuttering, subtle way, and she condescended to converse with me on matters trivial and to play the odd game of Scrabble. I told her I was going to the writing group, and she was quite enthusiastic. I said she should come along, and I was pretty surprised when she took the wooded path with me to Mrs McCallum’s lair.

         I can’t remember much about what I wrote. I put no great store in it, but it was no thriller. Something to do with trees and rain and confusion. The reviews were mixed. Damian had written a descriptive piece about a lovely ship. It was pleasing in a neat sort of way, especially as he did seem to have more than a hint of salty air about him. Mrs McCallum asked where he got his idea from and he said ‘from the television’. She asked if anyone else had done their piece while the TV was on and everyone put their hand up except me and Mia.

         Mia read her piece next, and it was called ‘Alone Is Not Lonely’. I mean, it didn’t say much, but I still liked it.

         I tell you what I liked:

         
            – it was being in that room with her reading it out, steadily, intently;

            – it was being in that room with the fading sun through the window as the NHS strip lights flickered into life;

            – it was being in that room with the moaning of the pine trees in the wind as they rocked and rubbed against the building outside.

         

         Mia’s piece must have been ok because it put me in such a relaxed place. She described a cup of coffee and her kitchenette. She described an ironing board and her two hamsters. She talked about being far from ‘home’ (which was obviously in the north of England 35somewhere, given her north-of-England-somewhere accent). I was thinking while she read that the only thing that stopped me being actively and rudely in love and lust with her was that she was wearing tights under her uniform. And I’m kind of glad that she was, because I might have said something after she finished her story, something whimsical yet inappropriate. And if I wanted to maintain the image of being the only person in the psychiatric ward that really wasn’t meant to be in that place, then such things were not to be blurted out.

         I don’t know what she did that triggered me, but any combination of beauty and kindness at that point would have done it. It’s no wonder that patients and nurses sometimes have ‘things’. The patients are just puddles of emotion ready to attach themselves blob-like to any passing uniform. At least I was. It’s a little worrying that I seem to be talking so much about the hospital when I’m meant to be getting on with this new life. But the one thing the hospital had that the last six months haven’t had was a feeling of a society. A community. Something. It had it. When I left at Christmas to go back to my folks, the lack of a common room full of recovering alcoholics, anxious mothers, pill-popping goons, runaway tearaway teens and a smattering of the mentally incapacitated was a real drawback.

         One of the first mornings in the hospital, maybe the third day, I think I had slept a little better, like a few hours, and I was up early. I crept into the day room. It was about six thirty, mid-September. It was light outside, so I went over to the big windows. The trees were growing right up against the windows and I loved that. I went over to feel their embrace.

         I had my Walkman with me. I had stopped listening to music when I was at my worst. It just irritated me. But this morning felt like a miracle. This morning it felt like my life might be saved. I put on my favourite song by the group The Sundays. The song was called ‘Can’t Be Sure’. It is a miracle of a song, so it matched the 36mood of the morning. Her voice was ringing in my head, saving me and calling me. It was the first time in months I had the energy to entertain an emotion, so I cried.

         Shortly after that, the first staff started coming in. Lights turning on, voices in the corridors, confident morning steps, swinging briefcases, swinging doors. Patients began drifting in to get breakfast. They called us up to the tables. I was giving it my best go with the porridge and the scrambled eggs. I still felt out of it though, completely alien, like this all wasn’t really happening.

         One of the nurses, a big, beardy guy, started singing a song I immediately recognised:

         
            
               ‘Oh, they built the ship Titanic, 

               to sail the ocean blue.

               They thought it was a ship

               that water would never go through.

               But the Lord’s almighty hand 

               said that ship would never land.

               It was sad when the great ship went down.’

            

         

         We had to sing that at school when I was eight. It had gone into my head and never left. All my life I thought if I ever had to stand on a chair and sing one song, I could sing this one. I wanted to say to the guy, ‘That’s my bloody song! Why the hell are you singing it now?’ But I didn’t. I wasn’t up to it. I wasn’t up to bantering. I just let the memory swill around my head for a minute. I ate what I could, then retreated to the chair nearest the trees and put on The Sundays song again.

         The Sundays were a bit of a surprise when they came along. In ’89 I was at the height of my powers as a DJ. I was filling floors three nights a week in clubs around Glasgow. My core thing was postpunk/indie/new wave. That’s what it said on my posters. Everything 37’77 and after. When I was employed by the university, I would play goth for the goths, some psychobilly for the psychobillies, and ska for the ska kids. Then came hip-hop, acid house, baggy and the start of grunge. The Sundays were lovely though. They just snuck in at the end of the eighties. They were what I listened to when I got home.

         I’d arrive back outside my bedsit in my crappy Peugeot at three in the morning. I had to lift my crates of records up the three flights to my flat. I’d shut the door, get my Shredded Wheat and tea, go to my desk by the window, find the page in my book, try to lose myself in a different place. For years, this bookish and quiet existence had been a brilliant complement to my going-out life. Lately I had been favouring books and quiet. That’s when my legs had started failing me, when those crates started getting heavier.

         Instead of anticipating the madness of Saturday night, I started to shy away from the people I was there to entertain. I was being drained. This was the ME coming, though I didn’t know it then. I couldn’t believe people managed to work and then drink and then dance and then go to parties afterwards to drink more and be sick and snog and shag and take drugs and talk until the sun came up. I had always drawn the line after the club shut. I liked to get up in the morning and see both parts of the day. I didn’t drink, I didn’t take drugs.

         And, as discussed before, I didn’t do girls. I’d kind of given up on that one. I hadn’t had a girlfriend since I was thirteen. How the fuck did that happen? Easy. It’s easy to not have a girlfriend or partner. Just live your life and you will be single. That was my west-of-Scotland, spotty twenty-year-old, late-developer perspective. I had tried. I’d hung around at a few clubs in my early days. I’d propped up walls at parties, wanting desperately just to go home because no one ever, ever, talked to me. All that relationship stuff was about competing. I figured out that if you had to compete for beauty, that was the kind of beauty I was not interested in.

         38Back at my flat, I’d put on my headphones, put a record on the turntable. The ’89 comedown. The Sundays, Cocteau Twins, Felt, the soundtrack to Betty Blue, the soundtrack to Paris, Texas. When I wasn’t reading, sometimes I’d write letters to people in bands, sometimes to the singer in The Sundays, just telling her about my day, thoughts, occurrences. As for what I was reading, I glanced over at the books I had just taken out of the university library. They were:

         
            
               Men Without Women – Hemingway

               All the Sad Young Men – Fitzgerald

               Deaths for the Ladies – Mailer

            

         

         I remember at the time, even with the almost zero capacity for irony and self-awareness that I had in pre-illness days, thinking to myself: what is this saying? What is this telling me? Vivian invaded this space. Vivian changed it all, chucked in a wrench. I don’t regret it though. I think it had to happen for me to become a human being. I was on course to being a robot, a non-functioning person, a strange uncle.

         Was it this hard for everyone to have a relationship? I knew my life had become rigid. I had fallen into patterns, I lived by a strict set of rules. I was just holding onto things by the fingernails. I think Vivian was partly to blame for all this – the ME, the hospital, the collapse – in the kindest way. She was a catalyst. Like in a chemical experiment, you introduce a certain substance and the whole thing kicks off, goes wild – smoke, steam, explosions – but the catalyst is unaffected, walks away unscathed, leaving a bench of broken and scorched test tubes.

         On one hand I’ll never get over her beauty and loveliness, her spunk and her laugh, her smell and her artiness, her sex and her dimples. My other hand, however, was still writing admiring letters 39to a girl who was just a disembodied voice, an idea, a comfort, a solace – reliable, dependable, never yelled back, never sulked or criticised or took up too much of the bed.

         That was Harriet, the girl from The Sundays.
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