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Mad About the Boy


Davie dropped the orange juice.


THE SINGING ECHOES around me and bounces off the walls of the underpass like a rubber ball; I flinch as it whizzes past my face. There's a group of lads standing in the centre of the walkway. The lights in the ceiling are red and give a pink tinge to their hair and faces. One of them's got a guitar which he strums away on. Another is banging out the beat on the wall with a couple of drum sticks. He tap, tap, taps against the brickwork. Another three lads are singing, while a tall guy films them all on his mobile; he shouts directions like he's fucking Steven Spielberg or someone.


I duck as I pass by: don't want to ruin the shot.


'Cheers mate,' Spielberg gives me the thumbs up.


I nod, and carry on through the underpass.


A gutter runs along the edge of the wall; it's full of manky water, pish and dog shite. A syringe lies amongst the crisp bags and the empty cans. Graffiti slides down the anti-vandalism varnish, like trying to paint over crayon.
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Davie saw his parents at the far end of the corridor; they sat with their backs against the wall. It looked like they were waiting outside the headmaster's office.


I leave the underpass and smell freshly-made pizza as it wafts from the vents of Domino's on the corner. It smells good, but I carry on. I can't stop. Got to keep moving. Keep moving. One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg. I head along Dalry towards Haymarket station. As I get nearer I can hear the muffled voice of the tannoy, and the sound of the trains as they approach the platforms.


Hello, goodbye.


People leaving Edinburgh, people arriving.


I'm going to Australia, Davie, I don't know for how long.


The streets are busy and it's not even hit peak tourist-time yet. I get stuck behind a couple holding hands who take up the whole pavement. I walk on their shoulders, skulk right behind them, but they don't take any notice. In the end I jump down onto the road, jog past them and hop back up onto the pavement. I'm all nervous energy tonight: got to keep moving, keep moving, keep moving.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


As I near Princes Street, I can hear the piped shortbread music blaring out from the tourist shops. It's almost ten for fuck sake; who needs towels that look like a kilt at this time of the night? Who needs them at all?


The lights are on in the castle and it hangs above everything, like someone was playing pin the castle on the city.


Then it disappeared in the mist.


It looks out of place compared to the shitty, breeze-block shops down here at street level. The shops shrink in embarrassment; faced with the castle in all its glory.


I'm not ready to stand still yet, so I take a detour onto George Street: walk round the block first. I don't know what's wrong with me tonight. Maybe I've absorbed some of Lewis's excitement. Tonight feels like a big deal all of a sudden.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


I pretend I'm Pacman as I follow the block round.


Forward, forward, forward.


Right turn.


Forward, forward, forward, eat annoying tourist.


Right turn.


Forward, forward, forward.


Back onto Princes Street and the queue from Waterstone's is already snaking round the corner and out of sight. There's still two hours to go. Two hours of standing still in a queue. One finger, one thumb.


I better go join it though; don't want to let him down.


I follow the queue round onto the cobbles of Rose Street, past the dingy pubs and the independent shops. The queue stops outside Dirty Dick's and I'm tempted to go in for a pint. I think of my promise to Lewey though and I join the queue. He's the reason I'm here after all.


There's a few folk outside the pub smoking. I can hear the murmur of conversation and the clinking of glasses from inside. A hen party walks past. They're dressed in identical pink t-shirts; a photo of the bride-to-be pulled panoramic across their chests. The cobbled street is causing them some problems and they totter in their heels, swaying from side to side and clutching on to each other for support as they scream and laugh.


I step from one foot to the other. Keep moving, keep moving, keep moving.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


Don't think about why you're here on your own.


Don't think about why you're here on your own.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


The queue grows as I wait. I stand on my tiptoes and strain my neck to peer over the folk behind me, but I can't see where the end is anymore. A lot of people in the queue have really made an effort: turned up in costumes and fancy dress. I feel totally out of place here. On my own. Fidgeting. Lewis would have loved it.


He should be here, not me.


Keep moving, keep moving, keep moving, one finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


In a parallel universe, Lewis is queuing up to get his own book.


There's a couple of women behind me, wearing witch costumes, who keep blowing cigarette smoke into my face. It's making me want a fag even though I quit ages ago. I want to tell them to stop being so fucking ignorant, stop exhaling in my face, but I'm enjoying the second-hand smoke and I breathe it in.


Hold it inside me.


There are breathing exercises you can try, they should help you to relax if you find it's all becoming too much.


Wait.


Wait.


Wait.


Breathe out.


They've got a wee lassie with them who doesn't even look old enough to be able to read. She's all dressed up in a school uniform, complete with bushy wig and magic wand. Another hen party stops when they see her.


'Aaawwww, look at the wee lassie.'


'Oh my God, she's gorgeous.'


'Hey, Annie, she should be your flower girl, imagine, eh?'


The wee girl points the plastic wand at them, makes them all laugh. I can see it in her eyes though: she's cursing them all.


'Hi, I'm Andy from the Evening News. Do you mind if I take a few photos for the paper?'


A guy stops in front of 'Hermione' and the chain-smoking witches. He's carrying a fancy looking camera and pulls an identity card out from underneath his jacket. The card hangs on a cord around his neck, tangled up in his camera strap. I glance at the photo on the card, hope it's not an example of his photography skills.


The witches chuck their fags away and push Hermione towards the photographer. One half-finished fag lies between two cobble stones. The end is still lit and smoke curls from the orange glow.


Loosen your clothing, then sit with your back against the wall.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


I'm about to bend down and pick it up, when someone arrives with a big fuck-off owl. Where the hell did they get that from?


Hermione looks terrified as the owl is placed on her shoulder. I watch its talons curl and clamp onto her. It would be so easy for those claws to pierce the skin; pierce the skin and carry her off like a lamb. Those witches need to be more careful. All it takes is one bad decision. Just one mistake and you're left wishing you had a reset button.


'Okay, sweetheart? That's great. Can I get a wee smile now? Brilliant.'


Andy from the Evening News starts clicking away. A few of the hen party try to get in the shot, and then folk from outside Dirty Dick's hold up their phones and take photos, beckon inside for their friends to come out and see this.


The owl rises up and flaps its wings; a gust of air blows across me and the feathers brush against my face.


'Jesus.'


The owl turns its head around, like that lassie out of The Exorcist. It stares right at me. Huge yellow eyes. Not blinking. Staring me out.


I get the feeling it knows something I don't.


I blink and break eye contact. Can still see its eyes flashing at me when I turn away, like I've been looking directly into a light bulb. The orbs follow me and I shut my eyes. When I open them again the owl and the photographer are gone. Off to find someone else who looks daft enough to make the paper.


I shiver. Someone walking over my grave.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg, one nod of the head, keep moving, keep moving, keep moving.


Someone inside Dirty Dick's drops a glass, and a cheer goes up from the pub.


Are you going for a drink after work?


Aye, you?


Yeah.


I button up my denim jacket. The temperature's dropped since I got here. A group of lassies pass by, wearing hardly any clothes. How do they do it?


My glasses are smudged so I wipe them on my t-shirt. Everything's a blur without them on. It's all shapes and colours, nothing has a proper outline.


Without my glasses on, I can pretend the shadow next to me is him: Lewis, waiting with me.


You know, in the 'In Bloom' video?


One arm, one leg, one nod of the head.


The folk walking by get drunker and drunker the closer it gets to midnight.


'Harry dies!' some knob-end shouts.


His friends all laugh like he's just come out with a line to rival Billy Connolly. Like he's the first one to have thought of it. His hair looks like someone filled a watering can with bleach and sprinkled it over his head: Derek Riordan, eat your heart out.


Fuck, I need to calm down.


Start by breathing out. Then breathe in.


Maybe I should ask one of the witches for a fag? One finger, one thumb.


The queue seems to be moving, but we're not going forward, just huddling closer together. The witches are taking it in turns to hold a sleeping Hermione while the other one smokes. I could ask them for a fag. Just one. Hermione's wand is lying on the ground so I pick it up and tap it against my chest.


Tap, tap, tap, tap, keep moving, keep moving, keep moving.


It hits off something inside my jacket pocket and I remember the MP3 player I've got shoved in there. I'm not sure why I've got it with me. It's not really mine and I don't know how to work it.


There's something about it though.


The One Dread Guy stopped Davie as he walked home from work.


Hey you, son, come here.


Davie had never heard the Guy speak before: softly spoken for such a grizzly man.


Aye, what is it? Davie replied, and dug about in his pocket for some loose change.


I have to give you something.


Eh?


Davie had never heard a homeless guy offer to give something away before. The One Dread Guy's life existed in six scabby rucksacks, but he wanted to give something away.


Come here, I've to give you him, Archie says I've got to.


Who's Archie?


Archie, my friend Archie.


Don't worry about it, eh?


The One Dread Guy pulled a pair of headphones off his head. They slid down the matted rectangle of hair hanging down his back like a paddle. His hair and shoulders were littered with flakes, a scrunched up bag of cheese and onion crisps.


Here, take it. The One Dread Guy held something in his hand.


His fingers were swollen and grubby, the knuckles all cracked and bruised. There was a rectangular scar on each palm, like he'd been burnt by something and the shape of it had melted onto his skin. He offered the MP3 player to Davie.


I don't want it, you keep it.


No, Archie told me.


The Guy took a step towards Davie. Davie held his breath against the stale, unwashed smell of him.


Yours now, the Guy said and pushed the MP3 player into Davie's chest. The Guy's breath was warm and sticky; it coated Davie's face with a layer of slime.


What is it? Davie asked.


You'll find out, the Guy replied.


Davie watched as the Guy swung rucksack after rucksack onto his back and shuffled away, muttering to himself.


Davie wiped the player on his jeans. It was covered in greasy fingerprints and looked broken. The screen was blank and there was a crack down one side.


Davie was about to leave the MP3 player lying on the pavement when something stopped him. A voice in his head.


You'll regret it if you leave it. You'll only come back for it later.


It felt valuable. Davie couldn't leave it in the same way he couldn't leave his wallet, his keys, his phone.


Not only that, he had a sudden urge to put the headphones on.


I take the player out of my pocket and turn it over and over in my hands. The headphones are jammed inside the player and won't come out. They've got hinges on them so they can fold up. The hinges are stiff and covered in rust. I slide them backwards and forwards. Open. Closed. Open. Closed. Open. Closed.


The player doesn't have any buttons on it: no volume control, no power switch, no Play button. It's weird.


Maybe the One Dread Guy just used it to keep his ears warm out on the street? I've been carrying it around with me ever since he gave me it. I don't know why.


There's just something about it.


I'm still looking at it when the countdown begins. It starts in front of me, but then dominoes back along the rest of the queue.


'10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1!'


Everyone cheers as midnight strikes, and I hear a few watch and phone alarms going off. I'm an imposter. It shouldn't be me who's here. I don't deserve to be part of this. It's like I'm at a gig and the lead singer has just stopped singing in the middle of a song. He's held his microphone out so the crowd can sing for him, and I'm the only one there who doesn't know the words.


I just stand in silence, while everyone around me joins in the shared moment.


One arm, one leg, one nod of the head, keep moving, keep moving.


The countdown turns out to be a bit of an anti-climax, as the queue remains motionless and it's two in the morning before I finally make it to the till with Lewis's copy of the book. It's way too late to go and see him now. He'll have to wait.


A lassie hands me a helium balloon as I leave Waterstone's.


I head home up Lothian Road, a Jekyll and Hyde part of Edinburgh: office workers by day, sleazy clubbers by night. 'Saunas' and lap-dancing clubs squeeze out from where they've been hiding between the sandwich shops.


We only come out at night.


I'm Mario in a platform game now. I let old-school Gameboy tunes play in my head as I manoeuvre my feet home.


Dodge drunk man.


Leap pile of sick.


Duck seagull carrying chip.


Leap more sick.


Head-butt block and collect mushroom.


'Hey, can I have that balloon?' a drunken lassie grabs my arm as I walk past her.


I ignore her and continue walking.


'I asked you a question.'


She follows me along the pavement, then swats the balloon with her handbag. It hits off the side of my head and makes that deep, echoey noise that only helium balloons can make.


'Get your own.'


Keep moving, keep moving. One finger, one thumb.


'Please, it's my birthday,' she says as she stumbles against a shop window.


I stop and look at her as she slides down the glass.


'Aye, alright.' I give her the balloon and leave her sitting on the pavement with it as I continue on home.


One finger, one thumb, one arm, one leg.
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I Want You to Want Me


Davie struggled to unlock the front door. He just couldn't manage to line up key with keyhole.


Davie dropped the orange juice.


'PLEASE, PHOTO PLEASE.'


A Japanese couple step out in front of me and block the pavement. The guy holds out a digital camera, offering it to me.


Not more free electronic shit.


'Please, photo please,' he repeats.


The words sink in and I understand what he's asking me. My brain hasn't woken up yet. They're both smiling, already posing, he puts an arm around her. I focus on the buttons on her jacket. Big and red, the size of a two pound coin. I count them to get my brain working. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. She has seven buttons on her jacket.


It's half six in the fucking morning.


Half six.


I can barely see through my half open eyes; I'm looking out on the world through slits. I hate early shifts.


Princes Street is dead. Deserted. I hold up the camera. It looks pretty expensive. There's loads of buttons and switches and knobs. I can't work out what to press to take the photo.


I shrug my shoulders and the guy steps forward and points out the correct button. I nod.


'Okay then, say cheese.'


They both flash grins at me, he has perfect white teeth while the girl wears braces. She gives me a peace sign. The castle is in the background, a veil of morning haar shimmers around it. It looks superimposed, like they're in front of a blue screen.


I hand the camera back and the couple inspect my handiwork. She smiles and he gives me the thumbs up and nods his head.


'Thank you much, thank you much,' he says.


'Aye, no bother,' I reply and continue on my way.


The inside of my mouth tastes fuzzy and I rummage in my pockets hoping to find some chewing gum. Nothing doing though. I swirl saliva around in my mouth and spit, wipe my tongue across my teeth. I feel like I've been out drinking or something; something more sordid than standing in a book queue.


I stop walking, turn and look at the castle again. It does look pretty fucking impressive. The Japanese couple are now taking individual shots of each other with the castle behind them. I walk past it nearly every day, but I never notice it. The har is slowly rising and hangs just around the top of the battlements.


Lewis's story was pinned on the notice board in the kitchen.


The Day the Castle Disappeared.


He'd drawn a picture to go with it: a castle with grey clouds swirling around the turrets.


The final sentence was always at eye level when you walked past the notice board. It would stick in Davie's head for hours afterwards, an earworm.


Then it disappeared in the mist.


Then it disappeared in the mist.


Then it disappeared in the mist.


I begin walking again and have to dodge some woman reading the new Harry Potter. She doesn't even look up at me as I side-step out of her way, just keeps on walking, eyes focused on the page.


Stupid cow.


I'll need to get that book to Lewis. I'm making him fall behind everyone else.


'Alright?' I say to Louise and Derek, who are waiting outside the shop when I get there. I lean against the wall and shut my eyes, then Laura the manager arrives and begins to open up. Her key clicks in the glass doors and the alarm beeps. She holds a door open for us and we all troop inside. The lights take a while to fire up and I'm down the stairs and halfway across the basement floor before they kick in.


His face was illuminated when he opened the door. He took out the carton and unscrewed the lid.


The shop's quite creepy first thing in the morning, when the lights are off and there's no customers around.


Ghosts.


Everyone jokes about the returns room being haunted. Apart from Stewart in the cash room of course, he actually believes it is haunted.


I've felt a presence there, Stewart said to Davie.


Who do you think you are, fucking Darth Vader or something?


Honestly, I'm not kidding. The room went cold and I could sense it behind me. I tried to communicate with it.


How did you do that?


I just held my arms out, told it I was a friend, a believer.


Oh aye?


Davie looked at Stewart's fingernails, they were painted black. He didn't quite have a steady hand though and had smeared polish all around the tips of his fingers. Looked like he hadn't washed his hands in days. Maybe he hadn't? He'd once told Davie he slept in a coffin. Davie wasn't sure if he meant in the house or in the garden.


I dump my bag and jacket in my locker. I'm just turning the key when I realise I've forgotten something. I unlock the locker again and rummage through my stuff. What have I forgotten? Come on brain, concentrate, concentrate. Name badge? Nah, still pinned to my t-shirt. I never take that off, even put it through the washing machine. Pen? No, I'll grab one from the staffroom. What is it?


I pull the MP3 player out of my jacket pocket and the nagging feeling goes away. The tip on the tip of my tongue stops tipping. With the headphones folded up, the whole thing is no bigger than my wallet, so I stick it in the back pocket of my jeans and head along to the staffroom for a mug of tea.


'Morning, David,' Laura says to me as I pass her in the corridor on the way back to the shop floor.


I nod in reply. Why can't she call me Davie like everyone else? David sounds so formal.


I kick open the door for the shop floor. It's heavy and mirrored and it swings back and hits me on the shoulder before I have time to get through. Tea spills all over the floor, which has just been buffed by the cleaners. I swirl the tea around with the sole of my baseball boot, can't be arsed going back to get a paper towel.


Eminem's blaring out of the ceiling speakers. Louise from upstairs in the classical section must have got to the CD player first. That's what I get for stopping to make a brew. It's not that I don't like Eminem, I just don't want to listen to him at full blast first thing in the morning. Louise claims that it wakes her up but it just makes my brain hurt.


What would the customers think if they knew? That nice wee lassie who sells them their Beethoven and their Russell Watson is actually into very loud rap music.


I'd rather settle into the day at a more gentle pace, float my way through to morning break on a wave of Lambchop, gradually climbing through Malcolm Middleton, before building to a Lemonheads crescendo. Nothing louder than Evan Dando's sweet voice.


No rap.


No death metal.


No new metal.


Definitely no dance music.


Derek's into his dance music and I'm thankful that Louise beat him to the CD player. Moby and Air are about as dancey as I go.


That's what dance music should be like. That Frightened Rabbit cover of Set You Free. Have you not heard it? It's amazing. Shows you how good dance music can be if it's slowed right down, played with guitars and no longer resembles dance music.


Man, what a mood I'm in today. That's what four hours sleep does to you and a promise to your wee brother. I'm fucking knackered. I hide out under the staircase leading down from the main floor. Sip my tea. Try to wake myself up. It's a bit darker under here. I can't handle the full glare of the strip-light. Even the red t-shirt I'm forced to wear is too bright for me just now. I pretend I'm sorting through the boxes of DVDs we've got stashed under here. The cardboard trays are tearing at the edges from the weight of being piled on top of one another. I sit on the edge of one but don't allow it to hold my full weight in case there's a DVD avalanche.


Lose yourself.


I decide to get myself organised so I'm next in line for the CD player. Position myself in a prime location. I can't let Derek get there before me with his dance pish. Plus I can kill the next twenty minutes or so looking for something decent to put on while Eminem finishes. I'm supposed to be doing stock counts and replenishing the shelves before we open at nine, but after being here for so long I've perfected the art of looking like I'm working when I'm actually doing fuck all.


I hate this job, but it's all I'm good for really.


We think it would be best if you took some time out, and then came back and repeated the year when you're feeling better.


At nine the shop opens and I'm joined on the shop floor by Martha. She's in her usual flared jeans and tatty Doc Marten boots.


'Hey,' she says to me, 'what's up?'


'Not much,' I reply. 'Fancy finishing this stock count for me? I'm supposed to have twenty-three copies of The Shawshank Redemption on DVD, but I can only find five.'


'Sure,' she replies, reaching for the piece of paper I'm holding.


The light catches her hair, shimmers purple.


'Have you dyed your hair?'


'Yeah,' she replies, 'I felt like a change. What do you think? Nobody else has noticed.'


She looks pleased and loops a piece of hair around her pen while she studies the report I've given her.


'What colour do you call that?'


'Deep Midnight Plum,' she laughs. 'Guess what I did though? I'm such a numpty. I was rinsing my hair over the bath and I dropped my phone in.'


'Is it knackered?'


'Yeah,' she shakes her head, 'but I'm hopeful. I used the hairdryer on it last night and I've left it on the radiator. Fingers crossed. I can't afford a new one.'


CAN MARTHA PHONE THE STOCKROOM PLEASE, MARTHA PHONE THE STOCKROOM.


Derek's voice pages Martha through the speaker on the telephone. I watch her as she leans against the counter to phone him back; her feet are turned inwards and her jeans drag on the floor, the fraying hem catching the dust. Her lips glimmer with lip gloss and she plays with her tongue stud, rolling it left and right, left and right, along her bottom lip.


'Honestly,' she says, and her face lights up. I catch a glint from her tongue stud and I feel that little jump in my tummy.


Her leg pressed against his and he knew it was on purpose. He began to stroke her knee and then her hand was next to his and she ran her fingers round and round on the back of his hand.


Ring a ring a roses, a pocket full of posies.


Davie watched her mouth as she sucked the vodka and orange through a straw. He wanted to kiss her so badly. Her mouth was a strange shape, like a heart, like Molly Ringwald's mouth. She tasted of vodka and orange. Atishoo, atishoo, we all fall down.


Davie dropped the orange juice.


'Hey, they've finally got My So Called Life in on DVD,' she says to me, putting down the phone. 'I've been waiting ages for it, I'm just away up to get a copy.'


She jogs across the shop floor and takes the steps two at a time.


'Back soon,' she leans her head over the banister, so that her hair falls in front of her upside-down face.


Deep Midnight Plum.


We all fall down.


I wave at her and glance around the almost empty shop. There's a group of lads in school uniform over in the games section so I wander over to see what they're up to.


'Excuse me, are you a virgin?' one of them asks me.


The rest burst out laughing. Wee prick looks about twelve, freckled face with the sort of cheeky expression that Robbie Williams has. The kind you just want to punch. He obviously went to the same school of comedy as the twats from the queue last night. As if I've never heard that one before. Wee shites should be at school.


Your arm's a mess, that wasn't me, was it?


Nah, it's just a Chinese burn.


Who gave you that?


I'm pish at confrontation, even if it is only schoolboys, but these guys have really pissed me off.


'Aye. They don't let you work in Virgin if you've had sex before. It's one of the interview questions.'


They look at me and I try to keep it together, but I hate the way I can't control my body in situations like this. My hands are shaking and my lungs suck inandoutinandoutinandout. Even when I feel brave in my head, my body betrays me. They're just a bunch of fucking schoolkids too, what's wrong with me?


'Go and ask anyone who works here,' I say, 'we're all virgins.'


'Prick,' the Robbie look-alike says, and the lads push and shove each other as they walk away. Robbie runs a hand along one of the shelves, knocking DVDs onto the floor.


I let them go.


I'm Scottish, I'm meant to be a fucking hardman, like Begbie or Braveheart. It's in my blood. Why can't I do it? Why am I always such a fucking pussy? You can't be Scottish and male and sensitive, it's just not on. We show affection through abuse, that's the way things are. Except for me. Me and.


He was so sensitive. Made him an easy target.


Man, I hate this fucking job.


A shop would be an alright place to work if you took away the customers.


The stupid questions:


Have you got that film with the American man in it?


Can I buy that film I saw at the cinema last night?


Where's the castle?


The weird regulars:


Dirty Old Porn Man.


Woman who loves Taggart DVDs.


B.O. Problem Man.


Stopping you with a big list of things to find for them, just as you're about to go for your break.


Picking stuff up and then dumping it in a completely random area of the shop.


Trying to get a refund for some shitty, scratched CD that's been out of stock for the last twelve years.


Keep the customer satisfied.


Usually I just let the crap you get from wee shites like that wash over me. I don't care enough about my job to get involved, but today I let them get to me. I'm still tired and I've got Lewis in my head. They remind me.


The shop's boiling and I can feel sweat running down my back between my shoulder blades and gathering in the waistband of my boxers. I fan myself using my t-shirt and pick up the DVDs from where they're now lying on the floor.


'It's warm down here, isn't it? I don't know how you stand it,' some old boy says to me.


'Aye, the air-conditioning's knackered.'


'It's lost you a customer.'


'No bother, you're lucky you can leave.'


The old boy laughs.


'You're lucky you've stopped growing,' he says as he wanders off. 'It's so subterranean. No daylight.'


I nod at him. Fucking weirdo. He passes Martha on the stairs as he leaves. She's looking at something at the far end of the shop. I follow her gaze, but she's higher up than me. I don't know what she's seeing. Shoplifter?


'Hey, there's that girl you fancy,' she says hitting me on the arm with a DVD of My So Called Life.


'What girl?' I glance over to where Martha's looking; I thought me and that subterranean guy were the only two down here.


'Her.' Martha points towards the magazines.


'I do not,' I reply, grabbing Martha's arm. 'Stop pointing.'


'Come on, it's so obvious. You're always hovering around her.'


'Get lost.'


I can feel my cheeks warm. If I licked my finger and touched my face, steam would hiss off.


'Ha, you're getting a beamer.'


'Go away, you.'


Martha's right, but I'm not going to admit it. How come girls are so bloody smart all the time? I thought I was being quite subtle about it all.


The girl's completely out of my league so it's not like anything's ever going to happen. She comes in every Monday and checks out the new releases. Never usually buys anything, but it's been enough for me to notice her.


She's fucking gorgeous for one thing. Her haircut is scruffy; reminds me of Chrissie Hynde. And if I'm comparing her to pop stars, then her arse is as pert as Kylie's. She's always wearing this brown leather jacket; vintage looking with creases and rips in it. I imagine slipping my hands inside it and pulling her towards me. Close.


I usually do go and hover about next to her, try to build up the courage to say hi, but Martha's got me sussed now. I do the next best thing and hang around the tills where I can get a good view of her.


I watch her as she picks up a magazine and comes towards me. What the fuck? What is she doing? She never buys anything. I look around. Can I leave, run away before she gets here? No, too late now. She's almost here. Shit, I'm going to have to speak to her. I feel my face flush and my chest tighten. She walks towards me holding the magazine and it all goes slightly Wayne's World-esque. That scene with Garth and the girl and Jimi Hendrix playing on the jukebox.


Foxy lady.


She's in slow motion, hair blowing behind her as she struts towards me, lips pouting; I'm Garth, uber-geek, about to be blown backwards by the force of her foxiness.


She hands me the magazine and I scan the barcode.


'That's two pounds twenty please,' I say.


'There you go. I like your watch,' she replies, handing over a pile of coins.


I don't even count them, just drop them in the till.


One finger, one thumb, one finger, one thumb. Stay calm. Stay calm.


My hands are sweaty and I wipe them on my jeans, hiding them underneath the till tray so she won't see.


She smiles at me. There's a gap between her teeth. Fuck, it's sexy. Who'd have thought a dental disfiguration could cause so many dirty thoughts. Up close her eyelids are darkened with kohl and her blue eyes sparkle through the black smudges like stars. I'm smitten.


Her accent is American or Canadian; I can't tell the difference. And she likes my watch. It's taken a few seconds for this fact to register. The inside of my head is a waterfall, thoughts crashing and breaking. Too much white, foamy noise for me to be able to concentrate.


Come on, Davie, stop acting like a tit. One finger, one thumb, one finger, one thumb.


Alfie, can I borrow your watch? Mine's stopped.


He's not getting it back now. He doesn't need a watch anyway. He lives in his own time zone.


'Thanks,' I say.


'No problem,' she smiles again, her voice is a drawl. Prawblem. Man, those teeth.


'Eh… would you like a bag,' I wave a carrier at her.


'Nah, it's cool. Save the planet and all that, huh?' She shrugs.


'Okay, cool, see you then.'


'See you,' she leans in and reads my name badge, 'David.'


Her perfume breezes over me; it combs the inside of my head and fizzes in the wash of muddled thoughts like sherbet.


My name in her accent sounds so cool. Exotic. I picture us going out. Hey, this is my girlfriend. MY girlfriend. MINE. My GIRLFRIEND.


She turns and walks away. I watch her as she disappears up the stairs. Follow her arse as it sways from side to side. Hypnotised by that swinging motion.


'Tongue in, Davie.' Martha's shaking her head at me from the opposite end of the counter. She blows a kiss towards the stairs and puts her hands over her heart.


I flick her the v's.


She holds her hand up to her forehead in an 'L' shape.


Loser!


I retaliate using both hands to form a 'W'.


Whatever!


Woteva!


What if…


We all fall down.


Martha does that thing out of Friends, where she bangs her fists together.


Ba Boom.


I'm beaten. She always gets me with that one. Who cares though? She can have today's battle. I spoke to my dream girl. Spoke to her. She likes my watch. Maybe next time I'll find out her name. A gradual progression. How many magazines will I have to sell her before we sleep together? I don't even know what she ended up buying, I was too distracted to take it in. The fantasy of her keeps me occupied, until I become aware of a burning smell.


A flame flickers up the cord of the charity box tied to the counter. Some guy in a tracksuit and a baseball hat is standing in front of me holding a lighter.


Fight or Flight? Fight or flight? Fight or flight?


'Did you just set fire to that?' I ask, leaning over the counter and blowing out the flame. A tiny spiral of smoke hangs in the air between us.


'Nut,' he shakes his head and takes a step backwards. He's missing all his front teeth, there's just an empty gap. It makes a whistling noise and spittle flies from his mouth when he speaks.


Fuck, it's sexy.


'Wasnae me, likes.'


He follows my eyes as I glance down at the lighter in his hand. He puts it in his pocket and gives me a look as if to say what lighter? I pick up the phone and dial #21 to page, speak into the receiver. CAN SECURITY PLEASE COME TO THE BASEMENT COUNTER, SECURITY TO THE BASEMENT COUNTER.


The guy grabs the charity box but the cord's not completely burnt through. As he makes a run for it, the cord catches and he's jolted backwards. He lets go of the box and takes off up the stairs. I follow at a distance. Nobody bothers about shoplifters much these days. It's not like Trainspotting. No chases along Princes Street.


The guy's out of the shop and away by the time I get to the top of the stairs, so I head back down to the basement. Chris, our overweight security guard, ambles up to the counter eating a bag of crisps.


'I'm on a break. What do you want?' he says to me, spraying salt and vinegar.


I point at the blackened cord and the charity box hanging from the counter.


You don't realise how many crazies there are in the world until you work in a shop.
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Welcome to Paradise


He squinted over the top of his glasses as the security light flashed on and illuminated the front garden.


Davie dropped the orange juice.


I OPEN MY EYES and just about fall off the edge of the sofa. Alfie's leaning over me, his face right up against mine, our noses almost touching. At first all I can see is his grin in front of me, a disembodied smile floating in mid-air like the Cheshire cat.


As my eyelids unstick, the rest of his face appears. His smile looks carved from ear to ear.


Davie, do you know what a Chelsea smile is?


'Fuck sake, Alfie,' I say and push him out of my face. He stumbles backwards as I pull myself up from where I'm sprawled half-on half-off the sofa. My neck aches from the position I've been lying in and I rub it, my fingers shaking.


I can see Alfie's mouth opening to speak, but I can't hear anything. What the fuck? I've gone deaf. Alfie leans forward and pulls the headphones off my head. The Mute button is cancelled and my ears fill with sound. I can hear everything. The cars outside. Alfie's laughter. The drip from the dodgy tap in the kitchen. The hum of the fridge. The mice scurrying behind the skirting boards.


'Your face, mate. That was magic,' Alfie says to me.


'You just about killed me there.'


My heart is beating like crazy inside my chest.


Thathumpthathumpthathumpthathump.


I picture The Numbskulls from that old comic strip. The wee men inside me are running about in complete panic. It's about to blow, what'll we do? Steam is hissing off boiling hot pipes.


'Sorry, I couldn't help it,' Alfie apologises, 'I shouted you, like, three times, but you didn't wake up. You must have been well out of it.'


'Aye, it's those fucking seven o' clock starts, I'm always knackered when I have to get up so early.'


'Tell me about it. I'm glad I don't have to deal with any of that pish anymore. Do you want a brew?'


'Aye.'


I'm cold. I always wake up cold if I fall asleep on the couch. The hairs on my arms are standing to attention and I put on the jumper lying next to me, pull the hood up over my head and rub my arms.


'What time is it anyway?' I ask.


'It's about half eleven, eh?'


Alfie looks down at his wrist but he's not wearing a watch so he shrugs at me.


Davie waited for Alfie outside the flat. Where was he? They were supposed to meet the letting agent ten minutes ago. Davie was just about to phone Alfie when he saw him turn the corner and come into view. Not hurrying, not even acknowledging the fact that he was late. Did he even realise?


The letting agent buzzed them in and they went up the stairs to the flat.


It's a kitchenette, the letting agent said, showing them around, the bedrooms are separate but the kitchen is joined to the living room.


Ace, said Alfie, means you can make tea without waiting for the adverts.


The smell of whatever had been cooked in the kitchen clung to the walls, as if they'd been painted with supernoodle and bacon fragranced paint. The rent was decent though and that was what mattered.


Alfie clicks the kettle on, leans his elbows on the counter and picks dirt out from under his fingernails.


The kettle begins to hiss and spit and smoke.


'Better stick some water in that,' I say.


Alfie salutes me, picks up the kettle and turns to fill it at the kitchen sink. The cold water hits the fizzing element inside the kettle and steam gushes out of the top, obscuring Alfie in a cloudy haze. He puts it on to boil again and helps himself to a bag of crisps out of one of the cupboards.


'Chuck us over a bag, will you?' I ask, then duck as a bag of salt and vinegar flies towards me.


The headphones hang around my neck. My ears are still getting used to all the noise. The kettle beginning to boil. The crunch of crisps as we both eat. Alfie's fingers drumming on the counter top, in time to whatever tune is currently playing on the jukebox in his head. The backbeat to my kitchen symphony.


Alfie forgets that our kettle is broken. He's engulfed in another, much more dramatic cloud of steam before he realises and clicks it off. Condensation drips down the kitchen units and the yellow woodchip wallpaper.


Alfie chooses two mugs from the pile of dirty dishes sitting next to the sink. He holds up my mug, the one that has the Hearts football club badge on it.


Davie hardly saw the games he went to after the funeral.


'Okay?' he asks.


'Aye, perfect,' I reply, 'all it's had in it was tea anyhow.'


I know without looking that the inside of my mug is stained brown with the ghosts of brews past, but it's not going to kill me if it's not washed.


Davie, this place is disgusting.


It's not as bad as all that. It's a small flat, it doesn't take much to look cluttered.


I told your mum I'd keep an eye on you.


What does she care?


'Where've you been?' I ask Alfie, who sniffs the milk before he pours it into the mugs.


'Eh... where was I again? Oh aye, at a gig. A mate of a mate of my brother's band was playing. I tried to phone you but you didn't answer.'


I swivel round on the sofa and glance around for my phone. It's lying on the coffee table in front of me, on top of a pile of old newspapers and magazines.


I pick it up: four missed calls, all from Alfie. I wave the phone at him and delete the missed calls.


'Sorry, must have slept right through.'


'Nae bother, you'd have probably freaked out again anyway,' he jokes.


'Aye, very good.'


Davie knew he'd smoked too much before he went out. It made him feel better though.


Alfie's band was on next and Davie stood next to them as they watched the support act. It was some guy wearing a feathered head-dress, playing dance music on a bunch of sampler machines and a keyboard. The guy walked backwards and forwards, pressing buttons and shedding feathers, as strange noises came out of the speakers on either side of the stage. There was a DVD playing on a projector screen behind him, some weird black and white film. It reminded Davie of that Japanese horror movie, Ring; the video the kids watch right before the creepy, Japanese girl crawls out of the TV and kills them.


Davie could feel himself getting more and more worked up the longer the guy's set went on. The sequence of images played on repeat, flashing by so quickly that you couldn't work out what one image was before the next one was on. Davie was sure he could see Lewis flashing by on the projector screen. It was Lewis, he was sure of it. The room began to spin around him, but he couldn't keep his eyes off the screen. Lewis, Lewis, Lewis, Lewis.


The last thing he heard was Alfie asking him if he was okay.


Alfie wanders towards me carrying the two mugs of tea. He stares at the mugs as he walks. He's so busy concentrating on them that he misses the bag lying on the floor, gets his foot tangled in the strap and stumbles, spilling tea onto the floor. Instead of stopping to clean it up, he simply takes a step backwards, blots the tea with his sock, then continues on towards me. It's so slick, like a dance move. Alfie just oozes cool, unlike me.


He swirled the tea around with the sole of his baseball boot, couldn't be arsed going back to get a paper towel.


'You finally got yourself an iPod then?' Alfie asks as I remove the headphones and move the MP3 player off the couch to make space for him.


'I don't really know what it is. The One Dread Guy gave me it.'


'That old jakey?'


'Aye.'


'Seriously? How come?'


'Fuck knows, eh? Cheers for that.'


'Nae bother.'


Alfie puts both mugs down on top of the tower of DVDs we have stacked up the wall next to the sofa, most of which have been bought using my staff discount at Virgin. He produces a packet of caramel digestives he's had tucked under his armpit. The kitchenette means you don't have to carry everything you need in one go, but we're both lazy fuckers.


Alfie deposits the contents of his pockets onto the coffee table.


'Fucking skinny jeans, man, I cannae sit down if the pockets are full,' he says.


He's wearing spotty socks. I look down at my own socks: navy, with a hole in the heel and the toe. It's funny how even his socks make me feel so uncool. He hits the tower of DVDs with his elbow as he sits down; the tower wobbles but doesn't topple.


'Close one,' Alfie grins at me.


The sofa is tiny and, even with Alfie's already skinny arse squashed into skinny jeans, there's hardly room for the both of us. I shuffle along until Alfie slips down into the gap I've created.


'I hate this throw,' he says and pulls the oriental looking material out from underneath us, 'it's too shiny, I feel like I'm sliding off all the time.'


'It was your girlfriend that put it there, not me.'


'She's not my girlfriend, we're just good friends.'


I pick up my mug and wrap my hands around it before taking a swig of tea. It hits the spot. I can feel it flowing through me: down my throat, gathering in my tummy. It leaves me glowing like I've just had my Ready Brek.


His mum used to say that's why he was so clever at school: he always had a good breakfast.


There's bits of crisp stuck in my teeth so I take another gulp of tea and swirl it around in my mouth before swallowing.


'What's this?' I ask, picking up a bar mat with a number scribbled on it in purple pen.


'Some lassie gave me it just as I was leaving tonight.'


'Oh aye? Was she nice?'


'She was alright. A bit Amy Winehouse. She was singing in one of the support bands.'


Davie would never have been invited to a gangsters and molls party if it hadn't been for Alfie. Alfie, real name Lee, nicknamed Alfie after the Michael Caine character.


Man, Alfie, you've really made the effort haven't you, said Davie.


Alfie was wearing a three-piece, pin-stripe suit, complete with silver shirt, Mod tie and black and white brogues. He looked cool as fuck. Davie had worn his dad's suit. He hadn't worn it since the funeral, the hems of the trousers were still covered in dirt. Davie could see people looking at Alfie as soon as they arrived at the party.


Davie watched Alfie as he made his move on some lassie in the kitchen. He couldn't believe Alfie's confidence. He went up to the lassie and pulled out a metal cigarette case from his suit pocket. He took out two fags, put both in his mouth, lit them with a Zippo lighter and then handed one to the lassie.


Fuck sake, how do you get away with shit like that? Davie asked Alfie later.


I nicked it from some old Bette Davis movie, the oldies are always the best, Davie boy.


'Fuck, I wish you'd tell me how you do it,' I say.


He grins over his mug at me. I think he's had a couple of smokes tonight. His eyes are glassy, the pupils big and round: two empty fishbowls staring back at me.


'Are you going to phone her?' I ask.


'Aye, I might, like. Her friend was braw too. Reminded me of that lassie from Romeo and Juliet. What's her name again?'


'Claire Danes?'


'Aye, that's the fucking one! Well done.'


He slaps my knee, and shakes his head.


'Claire Danes. I've been trying to remember that fucking name all night.'


'No bother,' I say.


'Do you ken she was once in a video for Soul Asylum?' Alfie asks.


'Who? The lassie you met tonight?'


'Nah, you tube. Claire Danes.'


'I was gonna say, like.'


'What ever happened to Soul Asylum? They were great.'


'Who knows?'


'Man, I wish they were still around, eh? Runaway train la la la la la, runaway train la la la la la.'


'Let's have a look at this then,' he stops singing and picks up the MP3 player.


Something jumps inside me and I swallow down the urge to grab the MP3 player back off him with a gulp of tea.


'They don't come out,' I explain as he tugs at the headphones and folds them backwards and forwards on their hinges.


'It's weird, there's no buttons or brand name or anything.'


He holds the player and turns it over and over in his hands. As it spins, colours flash off of it, like a crystal hanging in the window. Catch the sun. I'm sure I can hear a tinkling, wind-chime sound too, but my ears still feel weird.


'Anything?' I ask. 'You're much more techno-savvy than me.'


'Anyone who's upgraded to a personal CD player is more techno-savvy than you.'


'I like having a music collection, something I can see and hold.'


'I know, I know. An album's for life not just for downloading.'


'Well, it's true. The kids today don't know what an album is, they're all part of the one-song download generation. They go to gigs just wanting to hear the one big single, it pisses me off.'


'What about this? You get it working, you could join the kids,' Alfie says, holding up the MP3 player.


'An iPod's all very well but what happens when your hard drive crashes, or you lose it, then you're fucked.'


'Aye, whatever, Aunt Mimi.'


'I know you agree with me, your music collection's just as big as mine.'


'Aye, but I'm not too scared to join the twenty-first century either.'


'You should be. A music collection says a lot about you, it's like what you wear, or the art you put on your walls. I'd never have moved in with you if I hadn't seen your music collection first.'
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