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            Further praise for Boy Friends:

            ‘What an enchanting and astonishingly compelling read: beautifully, bouncingly and sparklingly written. A book that leaps so assuredly from joy to sorrow, from hilarity to lamentation and back to laughter again, is rare and to be treasured. Above all I came away feeling how lucky both Michael Pedersen and Scott Hutchison were to have found each other. A friend is a masterpiece of nature, Emerson said – and this book is as perfect a portrait of that natural masterpiece as I have ever read.’ Stephen Fry

            ‘Boy Friends is a love letter to friendship. Michael Pedersen hauntingly captures the exhilaration and the romance of fine friendship and the terror and bewilderment at the loss of it. Boy Friends is gut-wrenching and yet gallus too – taking us on a rollercoaster journey of love and loss that makes you say to yourself, more than once, yes, that’s it exactly.’ Jackie Kay

            ‘With a dazzling and inventive use of language as is befitting of a poet of his reputation, this sweetly unconventional work by Michael Pedersen, whilst dripping in raw grief, is uncommonly romantic, irreverent and at times laugh-out-loud funny. A delight really. And that’s that.’ Shirley Manson (Garbage)

            ‘Michael writes with true sensitivity and power. His words burrow down to the core of it all while at the same time offering the soaring perspective of the poet-soul. Deeply felt, carefully crafted, his language firing with pace and wit.’ Kae Tempest

            ‘It lifted my spirits in the way Ali Smith does.’ Val McDermid

            ‘As tender as honeysuckle and as bracing as a Hebridean beach. Boy Friends makes you feel as if you’ve gone on a holiday with someone dazzling. I’m ordering lots of copies for my boy friends.’ Mark Cousins

            ‘This beautiful book is overflowing with pathos and deep humanity. Send it to every friend you’ve ever loved.’ Charlotte Church

            ‘Those hungry for the bone-deep truth about grief will devour Michael Pedersen’s account of a friend lost … Boy Friends takes us into the friendships of Pedersen’s life; the boys and men who were, still are in some cases, his great loves. The most devastating, seductive and achingly funny writing of all is reserved for his remembrances of Scott, who lives on so vitally in the space between Pedersen’s words. A love letter of friendship that’s so rarely written, Boy Friends is a dazzling act of generosity and an entirely original blast of non-fiction.’ Terri White

            ‘Michael’s writing is exactly as playful and invigorating as the man himself. His unique signature of honest vulnerability and bravery is always arresting and generous in a world where most find it safer to dampen and cloak their true spirit. Praise be for all this book brings us.’ Ewen Bremner

            ‘Like the best hugs, Pedersen’s writing is tight, warm and comforting. Through pain and loss comes sweetness and love in a book you’ll want to hand to all your friends.’ Monisha Rajesh

            ‘Boy Friends is a tender, glowing thing, sincere and open and wonderful; exactly the balm that toxic stew we call masculinity needs right now.’ Kirstin Innes

            ‘Sensitive, urgent, passionate – it reminds us to hold those we love close.’ Cal Flyn

            ‘To locate gratitude in grief is an achievement. To map that journey out with such honesty and humour is a genuine triumph.’ Darren McGarvey

            ‘A writer that binds us, helps us celebrate the best things about being human and what makes us crackle up with both wonder and laughter.’ Gemma Cairney

            ‘A kaleidoscopic, helter-skelter, hedonistic, Henry Milleresque hurtle through the grief and shock in the aftermath of the suicide of a much-loved male friend spins off into an elegy for friendship itself in all its lifelong manifestations. Quirkily, deeply, painfully personal.’ Liz Lochhead

            ‘Honest reflections on the gut punch of grief are a precious commodity. Friends die. And if we live long enough, loss will hit us many times. Boy Friends pays beautiful tribute both to the treasure and joy of friendship and the pain and bewilderment of grief – a gift to anyone who loves anyone.’ Jo Browning Wroe

            ‘I loved this book. I’m going to tell my friends about it and then I’m going to double my efforts to be a better friend … The book is about so much more than loss. It made me wish to be as good a friend to those I love as Michael is, more than that, it made me wish Michael was my friend.’ Ricky Ross (Deacon Blue)

            ‘Part portrait of the artist, part In Memoriam, the rich seam of loss and glory in Pedersen’s masterful conjuration with its fizzing lingo, with its wisecracks and insights makes for a compelling and unforgettable read! Very moving whilst curiously humorous.’ Daljit Nagra

            ‘Inventive, true, absorbing, funny, elegiac. This is a wonderful book that voices something very special.’ Helen Mort

            ‘Boy Friends is a funny, poignant and thoughtful exploration into the bonds of male friendship. It’s a terrific read.’ Norman Blake (Teenage Fanclub)

            ‘A book as full of joy and gratitude as it is of grief and regret, Boy Friends refuses to consign lost friends to the shadows.’ James Robertson

            ‘This book broke my heart and made me cry. Thanks, Michael. As if I didn’t have enough problems with the end of the world and trying to find ointment for the dog’s rash. It’s also really beautiful and funny. Just like the author.’ Dominic Hoey

            ‘Pedersen is intoxicating company – by turns giddy and tender, loquacious and recklessly honest.’ Clare Pollard

            ‘Michael’s beautiful words are like someone unleashing murmurations of psychedelic-patterned butterflies toward you – words, or more gifts, anchored with love, grief and the ambient longing that perhaps always accompanies the ability to love.’ Dot Allison

            ‘With staggering sensitivity, lyrical eloquence and razor-sharp wit, Michael Pedersen’s Boy Friends shines a rainbow of light onto the beautiful and often heartbreaking nature of human connection.’ Emun Elliott

            ‘If charm can save Scotland, Michael Pedersen has it in spades. And if love can save the world, this book proves he’s got that too.’ Nick Currie (Momus)

            ‘Boy Friends is a beautifully realised rendering of a relationship that has endured even beyond death, a testament to male friendships everywhere, and a heart-shaped hole filled with words and poetry and glittering memories. What was dark is made new and blooming by Pedersen’s incredible talent and emotional range.’ Alan Bissett

            ‘Inimitable, exceptional and very, very beautiful.’ Jeff Barrett

            ‘This is a gorgeous and courageous book, the writing is so beautiful and evocative.’ Salena Godden

            ‘Joyful and comic but with a stone of sadness at its centre. A playful and original memoir about the beauty and craziness of friendship; a lament for loss and an assertion of the value and privilege of friendship.’ David Shrigley
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            Prologue

         

         Ever feel like you were fated to be friends with someone? An alchemy in your meeting, instant fondness – part chemical, part kismet. This is how I’ve felt about every friend I’ve fallen in love with – none so much as you.

         Now that you’re gone, I want to talk about you more than I care to admit. I find ways to meander and u-bend conversations into stories with you at the yolk of them.

         While the friendships we forge inhabit us, there’s no escaping that one day we’ll be without them. They may go kindly with expected effervescence, or, as with you, ungentle and sudden. Either way, grief will come for the heart exposed, like hungry seabirds for a carcass washed ashore.

         The invisibility in missing you can be savage. Often it feels such extreme emotion should be worn as a sash or garish lanyard, visually obvious in a manner that commands attention; or, at the very least, avoidance. Think a massive mottled bruise alluding to dramatics or hair going grey from some horrendous fright.

         Other times, this couldn’t be further from the truth, and the idea that people might bear witness to my grief is humiliating and abhorrent.

         I started writing this because I needed a way to keep talking to you, to honour then outlive the loss, and commemorate the impact you’ve had on me. It’s how we stay together now we’re torn apart. Like Ernest Hemingway said: ‘Write hard and clear about what hurts.’

         We often spoke about finding our friends / our friends finding us – what I would chance to call the mathematics of male friendship, yet you were smarter and clearer about; although I can’t for the life of me remember how you worded it, because it was more of a feeling than a phrase.

         We mused on being older starters, the joy in having all this catching up to do, about preparing ourselves for loving and losing more friends than any other category of human relation – the mettle this takes.

         There was still so much I needed to share with you – this, my method of addressing that. This book, which started as a celebration of you and grew into a celebration of many friendships, perhaps all friendship. What began sweet and meek, yet more lurid than I hoped for, was soon striving to be a testimony of survival. Its list of ingredients including heartwood and hidden lilacs – could you call it a paean to beauty? More tersely, it is composed from pain, rationalisation, miles and miles of walking, and long hours staring down the distance.

         Funny how missing you has me fishing through my own past, rummaging in the understory of my boy friends. Has me sculpting maxims and conjuring conclusions: if there is a day of reckoning ahead, above all else, I hope to be judged on the friendships I cherished and the love I invested in them.

         We’re not getting you, my clever bastard, back (not as we know it), and I get that. Accepting the finality of this is a Herculean task, best buttressed by any means necessary.

         How else might we digest its massiveness? A beastly bite of grief where a friend should be is simply unacceptable. I really, REALLY, fucking miss you, and must be getting on.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Curfew Tower After Curfew

         

         4 July 2018

Cushendall, Northern Ireland

         I am a resident of The Curfew Tower in Cushendall, docked here for the lion’s share of this preposterous month.

         I have a lime green desk on the second floor of the Tower, hovering above Mill Street with Bridge Street beyond. A picture of you is on the windowsill – the card is porous so light ribbons through it. Its flip side can be seen from the busy high street when passers-by gawk up at this fanciful abode. It is an order of service as opposed to a fan poster. It is standing sentry, setting the pace, watching all. Poetry books by Billy Collins, Sarah Howe, Jackie Kay, Ocean Vuong and Seamus Heaney brood by my side – these I brought. There are two muskets and a gold-painted electric guitar to my right – curios of the Tower, along with dozens of artworks left by residents over the years.

         Also with me is a copy of our book, Oyster. I wrote the poems, you illustrated the pages, and we launched it with vim and tenacity all over the UK and South Africa. This Oyster, jointly parented, was not simply a tangible object but the impetus to develop a show, a ticket to travel and means of securing holidays. More than that, it was and still is a monument to friendship.

         Outside is County Antrim: an uncharted hunk of land – its curling coastline, steep gradients and sweeping geometry all new. A perfect stranger, the table-topped Lurigethan Mountain shadows over the town like a protective giant. As expected, it’s relentlessly bonny. Its environs boast dramatic coastal walks and a bustling population of oystercatchers. The town is mystical, brimming with lore and a key stopping point for folk music troubadours. In juxtaposition to its phantasmagorical qualities, there’s a poorly stocked EuroSpar and glut of neon salons.

         These recent months have been more brutal than any I’ve ever known. Any human hopes to make a statement of this magnitude only once but that’s a chimera, though a figment I’ll pin my hopes to for now.

         We are small and it’s unlikely the universe really needs us in the manner we want it to. But the way we look at the world and those that orbit with us, if we’re lucky, sparks up a teeny cosmic significance.

         I am thirty-three years old when – in the month of May 2018 – I learn we have lost you: a favourite creature and my dearest friend. Your leaving is tragic, abrupt, heartbreaking. Last seen in the vicinity of an iconic Edinburgh bridge, you end your own life. You were thirty-six years old.

         You die the same year as Stan Lee, Aretha Franklin, Stephen Hawking and Barry Chuckle – none so young.

         There is a condition called hypermnesia where people have complete, abundantly vivid memories of key periods, and can replay the past like favourite films shot in high definition. I do not have this burdensome blessing.

         My memory of your final months, the close time we spent together before you went, I carry with me to The Curfew Tower (known neatly as Curfew). Here, I chastise, celebrate, mourn, grieve and pontificate this period incessantly. The memories are bloody and fragmented.

         Curfew is a most veritable tower, an antique edifice in the heart of the town. Built by one Francis Turnley in the 1820s, you might say it’s Cushendall’s Eiffel Tower – said to be ‘the great object of Mr Turnley’s thoughts’ it was erected ‘as a place of confinement for idlers and rioters’. It is now owned by artist Bill Drummond, who oversees these residencies.

         Lurking on the ground floor there is a dungeon – a block of total brick, a dank square in which the entombed air feels heavy and foreboding. The emptiness makes me queasy. I don’t ever fully close the chunky oak door for fear the metal lock snaps shut of its own volition. During the day, I pass it in slow motion to instil the impression I’m not afraid. In the evening, I whip past stealthily to avoid finding out whether its haunted reputation is tongue in cheek or more duly earned.

         Upon arrival, writers and artists are met by one of Cushendall’s best-loved citizens, Zippy. The Guardian of the Keys, he is the sentinel who opens up the Tower and oversees any resident’s month-long stay. Zippy is the local butcher and not overly enamoured by vegetarians – although he makes exceptions for those of esteemed character. His shop is called Kearney’s Fleshers and is spitting distance from the dungeon’s street-facing wall. Zippy jovially checks in on guests and the anointed few receive an invite to his marital home, where he cooks steaks of the calibre guidebook buffs go gummy for.

         You were going to come to Curfew, would have met Zippy and known all this. We would have sauntered, ordered from the Specials Board of every restaurant, visited all the watering holes – starting off in Johnny Joe’s folk bar and ending up in a seedy pub in Belfast with no clue how we got there. We would have explored the territory and uncovered key locations in propinquity to Curfew where epic scenes from the HBO hit series Game of Thrones were filmed. I’d have cajoled you into re-enacting a panoply of the central dramas.

         Top of that list would have been a bamboozling occurrence shot in a cave near Cushendun where a Red Priestess (Melisandre) gives birth to a spooky demon (known on the GOT wiki as Shadow Baby) that heaves itself out the birthing canal, then launches off to slay a royal chap vying for the throne. It would seem there is a very short labour when giving birth to a Shadow Baby, a smoother and swifter process than most human and animal births and thus ideal for portrayal on a hit TV series; or amateur re-enactments. I would have let you choose whether to play the Priestess or the Shadow Baby, perhaps the swirling birth residue, but not any of the flummoxed onlookers.

         An even more important occurrence, which was due to take place in Curfew, would have involved a meticulously curated viewing of Bruce Robinson’s 1987 cult classic, Withnail & I. This would have been your first viewing of a film I’ve seen perhaps fifty times and have quoted to you and others, in detail, for several years. I own a copy of the script signed by Richard E. Grant (who plays Withnail – the premier rogue) and vehemently believe there is a Withnail & I quote for every situation.

         Withnail & I depicts two out-of-work actors, with a penchant for booze, who flee London for a weekend’s respite in the country. They do so by tricking a wealthy eccentric uncle into gifting them the keys to his Penrith cottage, where they become embroiled in a dispute with a local poacher, who they are convinced intends to murder them. An unannounced visit from the uncle reveals his prurient intentions and leads to both hilarity and despair. It’s callously funny and one of the most exquisite scripts I’ve ever chomped on.

         During this inaugural watching we would have drunk the second bottle of M’hudi, a very special wine, which I had brought back for you from South Africa. You would have become a W&I fanatic and demanded to journey to Crow Crag for your birthday later in the year. I would have acquiesced.

         Crow Crag (real name Sleddale Hall) is a farmhouse on the north side of the Wet Sleddale Valley (Cumbria) owned by the above-mentioned Uncle Monty, which plays host to a marvellous luncheon and a near buggering. The property has stunning landscape sloshed all round it and lives atop rolling hills; there’s a semblance here to Curfew. Amblers from all the surrounding districts get frothy for both buildings’ anachronistic brawness. I would not be the first to compare Curfew to Crow Crag, though am unable to do so with you.

         5 July 2018

         I walk militarily the first few days in order to map the terrain that surrounds my Curfew dwellings. I am its garrison of one human, but not so penned in by the perimeter. Its sheer hills, precipitous paths edging over ocean, and babbling bird life immediately appeal. I’m trying to connect to any circuit, every clockwork, within my reach.

         Inside, Curfew feels less temporal, more liminal. I move around it like a tourist drifting through a chic art gallery waiting to be asked to leave; friendless, wondering how to act in the presence of so many hook-hung dreams. Feels like watching myself as part of an interactive exhibition debating whether I survive the work or the work survives me.

         Walking has a more obvious purpose. Even when alone, it is possible to walk with friends. Though I carry them in my head rather than linking into their arms.

         The impact these humans have had, continue to have, upon me is as life-altering as any devoted romance. A motley crew of friends remain at the top table in the feasting hall of my heart – whether here, gone or elsewhere.

         
            ——

         

         Spring 1992 and Edinburgh was suffering, head in hand and soaked to the bones, pelted by another pitiless downpour. A ghastly, slaughterhouse rain, dragged in from the Firth of Forth and gutted over the city. I stood willingly beneath it, ready to be gulped down by my own back garden.

         Accidental or not, I had killed my friend Muffin and the fierce finality of that sent flames rollercoastering all over my body. A life extinguished from this planet because of my carelessness and propensity for childish fun.

         The hours following the incident outlasted days in their heavy burden. A sadness akin to an island sinking into the sea. I rushed to pad and paper in a desperate attempt to translate guilt, melancholy and loss into a screed of contrition. It felt like a form of inky prayer, this attempt to absolve the sin surging through my marrow.

         My note read:

         
            We got a hamster from my / cousin. It always plaed in his wheel. / He made me laahf and he was funny and / cute. But one day I took him out / to give him a wander. He went / behind a box and I pulled the / box out. He ran away. But then he / ran back. / But I did not no so / I pushed the box back in again. / I looked behind me, he was gone. / I shouted for my mum, she came. / We both looked, my sister came. / She found him behind the box / dead. I was so sad. It’s like a piece / of my heart gone. I’ll never be / the bouy I was befor. My life is rooined. / We got a new one it is nice. But I / still miss Muffin. The new / one plays in its wheel. They / are both lovely hamsters. I love / them both. I love my cats to.

         

         My confession was riddled with grammatical errors, misplaced and mistimed sentiment, acute emotionality, melodramatics and self-loathing. The mercurial flick of a mind failing to connect to the nervous system. A somersaulting reality. A broken machine. Then again, I was seven and this was my maiden voyage with grief.

         My mum champions this as my first poem. I see something more confessional, an unburdening.

         
             

         

         Some points to address:

         
	Muffin was female.

            	Muffin may have been called Cupcake. She was my cousin Stacey’s hamster whom I was looking after whilst she was away on holiday. Neither option shatters expectations of pet names girls are implored towards by society – no coincidence these both double up as common words for a young vulva.

            	I have sister called Carrie.

            	To clarify the crime at hand: I had crushed Muffin to death. I’d let her out to roam the room, sensing more fun was to be had outside of the cage imposed upon her.

            	Once free, Muffin sped off in explorative exuberance (or utter terror). I heard her scuttling between cardboard boxes but lost sight of her. I had removed a heavy box brim-full of toys to check behind. With all clear I subsequently thrust it back against the wall. This slapdash propulsion was the end of poor Muffin.

            	Legal Interlude: Elements of Murder:

         


            ‡ Actus reus / the physical act of committing the crime – present.

            ‡ Mens rea / intention to commit the crime – not present.

            ‡ Mens rea extended – a knowledge, recklessness or extreme carelessness equating to an intention to commit the crime – possibly present / jury’s out.

         

         The plan was for my message of penitence to be discovered by my parents and in turn relayed to the global populace (both human and animal). Repentance for a deed I supposed could never be morally squared. I would then take to the hills to live in shame. Shame cast asunder the curtains of my weakling heart.

         The irreversibility of these actions made my touch feel toxic. The form of ascetic banishment I had in mind for such implacable sin was later visited in Patrick Süskind’s novel Perfume: The Story of a Murderer. The central protagonist, Jean-Baptiste Grenouille, after learning the art of perfuming, strangles a young girl, intoxicated by her wondrous scent. He then takes to the countryside to live in isolation in a cave inside the Plomb du Cantal. He dwells here for seven years, living off the land. He’s protecting the world from his malevolence, running a daily gauntlet of crisis in his own mind. At seven, I had not read Patrick Süskind’s novel Perfume, but this is the type of inchoate existence I felt necessary to protect the planet from myself.

         In reality, I never made it out the front door. I deliberated the tear-stained scrawl for such a time I would be found exhausted and in deep slumber beside it on the living-room floor.

         Upon her return, I was aghast to find my cousin Stacey nonplussed at hearing of Muffin’s premature demise; she was suitably more interested in recounting the details of her holiday antics. Aghast, yet relieved.

         Soon after the loss of dear Muffin I begged into existence my own hamster. I would prove myself worthy as a conscientious care-giver. Not one to shy away from big brand influences, I swiftly named this hamster Pepsi. He was definitely a he. Irrefutably male, his balls would regularly swell to an astounding size, stifling his usual agility and pace. Such body-morphing was not unique to Pepsi: the testicles of male hamsters commonly swell to several times their original size in spring – it’s nothing to worry about, the vet decreed, and Pepsi’s long, happy life attested to that.

         When Pepsi died, I buried him in the back garden in a cylindrical mint green pencil case. A commodious chariot to the afterlife for one of such a size, shape and curvature. I made a wooden cross from foraged branches to mark the spot and dug his grave deep to avoid furtive foxes seeking meat. After digging the hole and laying him to rest I remained in the back garden until all light shrank from sight. For hours I stood there, hovering, like Christ the Redeemer.

         From groggy clouds the rain shelled down but did little more than mask my tears, hide tremors and quieten the gasps. The next-door neighbour (Old Elaine) called my mum to notify her I had been out in the back garden in the dark and pouring rain for quite an inordinate amount of time. My mum said that she knew and was keeping an eye on me. Intransigent and warring against the upset, the wetter I got the deeper my feet rooted into the soil. Eventually, I was fetched in.

         I just felt things an awful lot, that’s what my mum told me during these periods of emotional turmoil, painting the day’s dramatics in positive swirls. I took it to heart, thought of it like a superpower.

         
            ——

         

         7 July 2018

         Zippy is avidly involved in the local hurling team and eager to induct Curfew residents into the fan fold. I, of course, accept Zippy’s invitation to attend a match – out of decorum more than sporting intrigue. And so Zippy picks me up and motors me off, all plumes of patter. It’s an away game for Cushendall to Dunloy (whom I’m informed are a shower of pricks). On the drive over he recounts the rules of hurling and some team history before navigating towards his deep fascination with Thom Yorke.

         I also learn it is not wise to liken hurling to quidditch. Zippy does not take fondly to such comparison; declaring this to be a sizeable compliment from an inveterate Harry Potter fan only worsens matters. Digging a yet deeper hole, I pronounce the comparison a gift to hurling, benefic even. Hurling is the fastest field game on earth, sure, but quidditch is faster on account of the Firebolt broomsticks. Quidditch takes place in the air so I see no direct competition between the two games despite the stark similarities; in fact it’s better framed as a sporting allegiance. Both sets of players, at their acme, move like birds. Both are bruising stick-and-ball games that have been enshrined in literature. Zippy disagrees.

         The actual hurling match is furiously quick and appears to me even more physically perilous than quidditch. The ball is battered about – on the ground, in the air, absolutely fucking anywhere. The hurl strikes with scorn. When it connects to the ball with force and precision it launches off hard and fast enough to floor a rhino.

         The early evening audience are fanatical and lively but fairly sparse, and so there’s relatively little obstruction between them and the pitch – meaning the ball regularly cuts holes in the crowd. Throughout the match the keenest and closest fans have to swerve, duck and (in some cases) leap out the way. Someone’s car in the car park behind us takes a thwacking dunt during the game, which draws from the crowd a mix of ribaldry and hushed sympathy.

         In any case, Cushendall lose. I try to join in the deflated chatter on the drive back as Zippy issues his crestfallen summary of their sporting paggering. The team, punctured early, started leaking momentum like a burst baw. He reckons they’d accepted their fate by the end of the first half and, to exacerbate matters, the referee was a hateful bastard. I aggrandise my own disappointment not to see the team triumph. In truth, I’m just glad not to have been knocked out. At times, it felt like watching a battle re-enactment.

         Counting my blessings, I lope off, less lonely beyond the pale of the crowd.

         
            ——

         

         I grew up in Edinburgh: Leith as a nipper, Parson’s Green Primary in Willowbrae, then on to Portobello High School in, erm, Portobello. Today finds these north Edinburgh areas – some of the city’s most notorious – firmly within the grasp of gentrification. Each has changed drastically since I burst beyond boyhood.

         My family were not wealthy but not under the vice of poverty either. All things considered, disparate as we were, my clan was a tight unit with a boisterous breed of kin on either side of the family tree. Just four of us in my immediate family, but with twelve-plus aunties and uncles and over twenty first cousins, our tree had thicker thickets than your common birch.

         Primary school was grand enough, though I did piss myself a lot. Pissed myself, out of fear and excitement, a little longer than most other kids but tended to be in the top academic groupings. In fact, before PE and extracurricular trips there would be a general bathroom call out and then a second specific summons for Jackson, Ralph and Michael. Whenever a pool of pish was discovered in the gym hall, we’d be the first assembled for inspection and rarely need the search go any further.

         Jackson was the class bully. He orchestrated squabbles, announced fights and certified any romance. He came into his full brutishness as he aged. Ralph, on the other hand, was the quietest in our class, kept to himself, ashen-skinned with a nervous manner. Despite the bonds forged by our overactive bladders, we never mixed in the later life the world had in store for us. Jackson would be in and out of jail, whilst Ralph would find a career in low-level retail.

         I enjoyed the Goosebumps books series (graduating to Point Horror) and would happily dish out a whole pack of Rolos at breaktime to gain favour with friends. That and eating crisps out of puddles as a demonstration of my grit. I would willingly and of my own accord donate the little money I accumulated from guising* to good causes. Sweets, like the ones procured at Christmas, I gifted to friends that came around to play after school.

         I was not in the school football team, though enjoyed a successful period in the chess club. I rejoiced in helping my mum in the garden, had my own patch garlanded by pebbles. I would harvest seeds from garden centres to grow (edibles, of course, and a Venus flytrap for its life-taking occultism) and believed rubbing lavender in the palms of my hands would make me run faster – as did my friend Laura. I was right close with Laura, one of the neighbours’ daughters, before attending primary. Then quickly became wise to the yucky-girl syndrome practised by my male peers upon entering primary two – as did Laura of the reciprocal silly-boy syndrome.

         One of my most vivid memories from primary school is hiding behind the curtain at the school disco (in that same gym hall upon which I urinated), after hearing the girl I liked liked me and might want to dance to a slow song. On top of that, she was considering kissing.

         As this was exactly what I wanted, I made sure I hid well away from it. Moored behind a ten-foot curtain, teary about how close to fantastic things I had come. I resurfaced only once the pace of the songs picked up to a ‘Cotton Eye Joe’ level. ‘Cotton Eye Joe’ being a fast-fire barn-dance-inspired song by Swedish Eurodance group Rednex. During the song you’d swing various partners around until someone fell over or vomited.

         
            ——

         

         8 July 2018

         It is two months since you’ve been gone (could be two days or two lifetimes) and I still spend the vast majority of my time thinking about your voice and the funny and sad things you said. I’m supposed to be writing poems; instead I’m drafting diaries and scribing annals whilst listening to your songs and swooning at pictures.

         In Curfew I do try to live offline, in books, on walks, with Word documents. But sometimes I capitulate to the pertinacious summons of social media – where former joys become my own clickbait.

         Social media platforms are canny interlocutors, regularly uprooting popular postings from the past to masquerade in front of us. I did not anticipate grieving would be so intricately interlinked with my broadband speed. Part of me thinks I should shut down my accounts, but too much light dances in through these digital portals to close them, and tonight the birds are cheeping.

         
             

         

         Things that might bring me closer to you:

         
            – attending a common riding while wearing the ceremonial pin;

            – drinking small-batch cider;

            – smoking click button menthol cigarettes;

            – spending more time marvelling at far-off planetary light;

            – getting a tattoo or two;

            – possessing one of your teeth;

            – having this tooth implanted into my mouth so as to continue to share meals;

            – watching quality crime drama.

         

         
             

         

         Then again, this might just make me miss you more. I must remember:

         
            – the computer screen does not stop staring back.

            – the online world’s innumerable pedagogues will never cease spinning information around their mills.

            – myriad digital discoveries will pass me by daily.

            – outside in the wet air I’m needed just as much (or as little) and only there can my tongue taste the pollen in the breeze; can my eyes survey the ocean’s foam for the arrival of a submarine pipe; can my ears catch the song of the grasshopper warbler.

            – I feel wisest when walking; walking will loosen the knots in me.

            – to find a soft, dry spot before falling on my knees.

            – to walk into nowhere and make of it the somewhere it already was.

         

         
            ——

         

         I had plenty of reasons to be terrified of high school – the thuggery of bigger kids, at this stage, wasn’t even the front-runner. My fears were woven into notions of having to forcibly mature beyond boyhood – that it would soon be humiliating to still enjoy playing; that my favourite games were on the brink of extinction. I assumed playfulness was set to expire, due to be usurped by bawdy teenage pleasures I knew nothing of. It was true of course, but new games of equal merit would rear their heads and fancying folk would reign supreme.

         Portobello High School had many fine attributes: a decent library, a few standout teachers and some exceptional humans. I have friends from there still in my life, friends I don’t intend to ever let go of. The school and the denizens that shared it with me are a constant source of inspiration. Its reputation, however, is mixed. Notable alumni are primarily of an arts and sporting pedigree: Gail Porter (model and TV presenter); Ewen Bremner (actor – Spud); Kenny Anderson (boxer); Ken Buchanan (boxer); John ‘Robbo’ Robertson (footballer); Ali Paton (aka Siren from TV show Gladiators); James Carlin (‘Drugs Kingpin’ from Operation Domino).

         Portobello High School at one point had the largest number of students of any school in Europe. An eight-storey skyscraper considered to be an eyesore on the landscape. This monolith, marked with fans of charred black on the top floor from the flames of a lift explosion, would later be demolished. It cast a literal shadow on the city.

         The legendary crushes on its central stairwell would leave many students bruised. Smaller students were commonly carried several floors past their intended exit point in the torrent of the crowd. That wasn’t an excuse, mind you – the teachers simply demanded you wriggle harder next time. Methods of wrestling free from the skittling bodies being a skill fast learned. The risk of being spat at or pissed on from up top, too, was a constant grind. Mostly the piss was administered into and subsequently released from a bottle rather than directly from a penis. I don’t think any females ever showered piss down upon me, but I couldn’t be sure; mostly the micturating perpetrator was an unknown entity, the echo of their laughter as close as I got to the deviant.

         This made Portobello High School one of Scotland’s most dangerous buildings in the event of a fire. On top of that, if gale-force winds arrived (not uncommon in coastal Scotland), we’d often be sent home in case the windows blew in. There was precedence for that, so we’d sit hopeful as the winds wailed and the windows began to pulse from the whip of it.

         I wouldn’t say I suffered from bullying in high school; I got by without anything too painful, but certainly felt an affinity with the bullied – narrowly escaping being a bully’s main focus at the expense of some poor soul closer to my own sensibilities. For the first few years, I certainly didn’t feel empowered to prevent bullies going about their bullying and that too takes its toll – the craven onlooker. Everyone I knew felt like little pieces of puzzle trying to find a fit before they lost their shape. It’s only natural going from schools housing a couple of hundred students into a skyscraper of well over a thousand. With you, I spoke about these trials at length.

         In my first week, I did get booted in the face by a third year, Lauren, wearing a particularly sturdy pair of Rockport boots. Rockport or Timberland boots and fluorescent tracksuits (preferably Kappa) were best for blending in at Porty in the late nineties / early noughties. I was walking behind Lauren on the stairwell when a rascal called Junior, flanked in beside me, jabbed her in the arse with a compass he’d nabbed from maths. Junior, cat-like, vanished from sight as Lauren turned around – two steps above and growling down. My lips failed to offer an explanation in the time Lauren allotted, wasting only seconds before slamming her right boot into the bottom of my jaw with a sturdy clunk. I hit the deck. Junior chuckled churlishly. Lauren carried on to class. The rest of the day I turned to stone trying not to cry.

         Lauren’s friend informed her, ‘It wiznae even him. Wiz that Junior cunt.’ She shrugged her shoulders and retorted (quite rightly), ‘Some cunt hud to pay.’

         Pube-less, on one of my weaker days, I remember weeping along with the Counting Crows lyric ‘I feel things twice as much as you do’ in my bedroom. Sobbing then writing it out multiple times in various ornate scrawls. I’m not even sure those were the correct words. Any which way, that song and others in their oeuvre made me fantasise about life morphing into a Dawson’s Creek-style drama series. Adam, the puissant singer of Counting Crows, had lit a cosmic candle in my sky. A beacon I’d always known was there, one that I believed would guide me home whenever lost and far away. I did not take quite so easily to Oasis. The Bangles on the other hand, absolutely. I’d recite their lyrics to my first high school girlfriend to win her affections on the Geography Department’s glacier trip and later attempt to translate them into French for a love letter.

         There were manifold incidents of the Lauren-kick-in-the-face ilk, but in the main part I got through high school by careful social manoeuvres, fickle alliances and sitting in clear view of the teachers. Much of the art of getting by was about timely entrances and exoduses from class and the school grounds. That and where one headed at breaktimes and lunch. All the zones not reigned over by an authority figure capable of placating the hunters amongst us.

         Highly out of character, I once chased a kid called Rowley up the road for making advances at my girlfriend. I was elated to have not caught him and recall the chase attempt being appositely lustreless. I’m pretty sure he was at least aware of the incident, but who knows, kids broke into sprint for all sorts of reasons back then. The ironic thing was, what I really wanted was for us to be more intimately acquainted.

         For the most part, I stuck to the corners and crannies, studied hard and dreamed harder, kept close with my friends.

         
            ——

         

         9 July 2018

         Oyster is off on another reprint and I have to etch a new dedication. Being tasked with this here at Curfew makes it marginally more achievable.

         This is a sobering lesson in learning to write about you being gone – something that is not, nor will it ever be, okay. I consider the formidable and colossal void you’ve left, encasing us like wax, like arms, like ocean. I call upon this same force to unify us, summoning from within it the gnostic pull of an entire galaxy of magnets. The force is you and your draw, a reluctant lodestone and magnet supreme.

         I do not want a new edition of the book but my friend back. You do not keep living through these pages – a smoking candle where once there was a gorgeous amber flame. I miss you so much, such heart-aching hullabaloo is simply wrong.

         Our book travels on a different axis now; you do not travel with it nor with me – something has to be said about that, I know. I write, I cry, I eat. My grief has an appetite – pretty glad of that.

         
            ——

         

         My best friend in high school was called Daniel. I remember we got so close within the group, rumours of us being ‘poofs’ quickly developed and were virulently spread by wider members of the cabal. I surmise they never actually thought us ‘poofs’ but would feign a seriousness on the matter as a way of castigating how close we’d become. The activities we enjoyed outside the sanction of the ring (trips in rowboats up the Union Canal, feeding each other’s cats, all-night fantasy-gaming sessions) were derided by the ringleader.

         Daniel’s dad Laurence ended his own life when we were sixteen, in the fifth year of high school. I remember Laurence as a talented man, calm, exhibiting ratiocination with a brain for science and mathematics (sometimes he would tutor us), carving violins for fun. I recall wanting to blanket myself over Daniel’s hurt when this happened and admiring his bravery in dealing with death. I thought about how it made me love him more and made sure to tell him.

         This was my first experience of suicide, rather deliberate death. It was chilling, sickening and very different to all the forms of death I’d encountered in life or books. Laurence had died quietly in his own home. As a consequence of this, Daniel left our school. His parents weren’t together and Daniel lived with his mum and cats – Lucy, Sasha and Boris – seeing his dad at weekends. As a single-parent, low-income household he now qualified for a free place at George Heriot’s School.

         This was a far more prestigious-looking structure than my school – Renaissance architecture that came with turrets, ambition and the vanguard of facilities; in particular for Daniel, the art rooms. He would utilise these facilities and use a year there to ameliorate a portfolio for art school.

         Heriot’s was Minas Tirith meets Hogwarts compared to my Porty High, which would have been in the (still cool) arse end of Gotham City. Heriot’s was founded in the seventeenth century using money left by George Heriot to care for the ‘puir, faitherless bairns’, of which Daniel was now one. Then again, likely his move was as much about a fresh start away from weighted gapes, sympathies and teasing.

         Despite the school split we remained close. Marking the end of high school, Daniel and I and had a joint eighteenth birthday party in an Edinburgh cellar bar called The Tron – mixing our two cohorts of friends into a heady social soup.

         Once at university, we lost touch in a perplexing manner which would trouble me for many years. I think he sort of broke up with me during the uni years – a brusque message about us growing apart post a weekend visit to Cumbria, where I clashed with one of his art school pals. Pride, upset and over-reactions (namely by me) widened the gap to one that would need to be bridged over rather than skipped past. But as graduate schemes kicked in and we both found ourselves in London, we were inclined to meet up. New jobs, a new city and, what felt like, new lives created enough of a distraction to fuzz away the absence during these sporadic get-togethers. Being young, lost and loose in London, wobbling in the titanic tremors of this goliath city, was sufficient justification to call upon the familiar sanctum of an old friend. Why didn’t it become more? I guess we were wary of being hurt and dealing with the quickening pace of our graduate roles. That and the fact that both our stints with London were relatively short-lived.

         Daniel reached out in 2016 to applaud my appearance on Irvine Welsh’s BBC Artsnight episode and, then again, when you left. My first best friend offering consoling sentiments on your goneness proffered a port in the storm, just when I needed one the most. It was akin to a knot in a scarf that had begun to choke me coming undone.

         My friendship with Daniel felt like my first love in many respects – feeling incomplete without his presence, feeling dumped upon his leaving; pushed away by the person that was supposed to know me best. Losing him was living with love lost and in the odd compassionate message we exchanged was real salvation (bonny as the cackle of a bonfire – the type superimposed on big televisions in posh hotels). I think about him often.

         
            ——

         

         10 July 2018

         Today is a rummage-around-the-Tower type of day. I will frisk its living vegetation, rifle in its litter, sift through the hay, which in this case is art.

         Part of the deal for artists staying in Curfew is to leave a trace of themselves behind. I’ve time to work out what that means for me but some pottering, poozling and annexing of what other residents elected to contribute (or discard) should help.

         In its cloggiest fissures, Curfew resembles a thrift store, except nothing is priced or leaving. Five storeys high, it is teeming with fabulous flotsam.

         There are questions I’m compelled to ask of a place as imbued with history as this, whose occupants come then go with no intention of staying. Questions such as: Where are the bodies buried? What secrets still dwell here? What burns in its kiln?

         Its skeletons I have already seen; one of them at least.

         Today the sky flings spears of light in through the wee windows, dressing every floor. Bright rays corkscrew doggedly into each room, little beaming burglars that smudge the sharp edges of its old furniture. It feels like someone watching. Of course, I’m hoping that it’s you.

         On the front door frame the height of a hundred people is recorded. It is a Time Lord. Names scribed in marker, pencil and biro; in red, blue, green and black. Leon, Arlo, Niamh, Flint, Tiger, Candice, Parker, Tracy, Westen Charles. Most are passers-by, a single dated entry at the beginning or end of a stay, others grow over the years. I’m fourth from tallest, just above ‘Dad’.

         The spice rack in the kitchen is busy, thirty-odd glass cylinders of various fullness. One jar dates back over a decade. The eldest vessels are clustered at the rear with smeared labels. Some of them likely outliving the people who purchased them, who too, perhaps, can now be represented as an equivalent amount of ash.

         I find handwritten letters hidden in a shoebox. These are from the past to the future revealing nothing of any great importance.

         There is a box of collectable 7-inch vinyl singles with no record player to play them on.

         In the bathroom is a toilet and a bath and forty-odd bottles of shower gel and hair wash, each down to a tincture. The mirror wears a steamy condensation of voices. A Kermit the Frog sponge caked in dead skin waits ready to scrub my long boards of flesh. No chance.

         By the bathroom sink is a picture of Bill, who’s clambered onto the sink and stuffed a good deal of himself inside it. Underneath the picture is a line of text: ‘I am wrestling with how much of my body I need to get in this space before I can say I’m actually in it. I go for as much as possible.’ It’s an impressive bodily contortion, about which I think simultaneously: that sink must be strong; and I wonder if he bruised his shin.

         Out the window is a well-concealed garden dissected by a washing line I will later hang my tub-scrubbed laundry on. The fire pit, in the centre of the lawn, is a carpet of powder – a papery wreckage of burnt things, including the charred crumbs of books.

         I would not be surprised if there’s a stream underneath Curfew, trickling down the hillside, searching for the sea. I put my ear to the floor, breathe in, and listen for its euphonic rhythm.

         On the outside of Curfew is scaffold. Even those made of concrete and brick need a little buffering from time to time.

         In the natural choice for an underwear drawer, in the top bedroom, there’s an illustration of a suited rocker doing the splits with a speech bubble that reads: ‘Greetings time travellers of the future. Nice undies!’ As my underwear is flamboyantly decorated, I collect the accolade.

         Last but not least (in by no means an exhaustive list of Curfew’s contents), the skeleton. I will not flag its location and ruin the surprise, but somewhere blotched onto an inner wall of Curfew is a spooky glow-in-the-dark skeleton, which scared the bejesus out of me.

         The remnants of the artists that came before spur me on. These lamps of life draw me to conclude that some people passed time here frivolously and left unchanged, whilst others experienced a shudder which titled their axis more permanently. The majority, I surmise, sit somewhere in between.

         Today, I feel you most inside, not out, and wonder what you would have left in place of all the music? My thoughts are curtailed, for just like that the rain is on.

         Funny how the sun was eye-needlingly bright and now it’s drizzle, cloud, the greys.

         Funny how the harder the rain falls the more life rises from the earth – a jubilant thought; then again, perhaps it’s only to stop us from drowning.

         
            ——

         

         During high school I discovered fantasy literature and went through a phase of drawing Tolkien- and Mervyn Peake-inspired landscapes – fairies, goblins, banshees, mountain-top castles, glass-still lagoons with treasure swirling in the belly. A full assemblage of the fantastical, celestial and mystic. This was my way of escaping, on some of the more tumultuous days, into the castles of literary kingdoms. My imagination travelled easily – away with the fairies and who wouldn’t want to head in that direction?

         Fairly recently, I stumbled upon a folder of fantasy drawings when visiting my childhood home with my girlfriend, Hollie. Highly detailed pieces, fastidiously etched with sharpened nibs and daubs of blunted shadow. Each sketch thought to be a paragon piece was inserted into a laminated pocket.

         I divulge my boyhood drawings humbly, knowing you, being a couple of years older, would have been deftly working up a portfolio that would see you straight into art school; a harbinger for a career in illustration.
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