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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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KIRSTY LOGAN is the author of the novels The Gloaming and The Gracekeepers, the short story collections A Portable Shelter and The Rental Heart & Other Fairytales, and the flash fiction chapbook The Psychology of Animals Swallowed Alive. Her books have won the Lambda Literary Award, the Polari First Book Prize, the Saboteur Award, the Scott Prize and the Gavin Wallace Fellowship, and been selected for the Radio 2 Book Club and the Waterstones Book Club. Her short fiction and poetry has been translated into Japanese, Spanish and Italian, recorded for radio and podcasts, exhibited in galleries, and distributed from a vintage Wurlitzer cigarette machine. She lives in Glasgow with her wife.




To everyone who also loved him.




PART ONE


Infinity
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YOU WEREN’T MEANT to go to the old asylum in the woods at the edge of the town where I grew up. But you could. There was nothing to stop you; no fences or dogs. You could go there to take drugs or get drunk or fuck. You could explore or make a den or hide things. You could get lost among the trees and freeze to death, which one man did.


We went there so I could learn to drive. I was fifteen and thought if I learned now, by the time I was old enough to take my test it would be effortless. I’m now thirty-three and I still can’t drive, which isn’t the fault of the old asylum or of my dad, who was teaching me. I hated him while he was teaching me to drive, because I hate being bad at things, and I was particularly bad at driving, and I had to hate something so I hated him, because I was a teenager and already hated myself to sufficiency. There were other reasons that I hated him, all of which seemed reasonable at the time and all of which I’m ashamed of now.


We were in a little red Fiat Cinquecento, which was so tiny and janky that if you drove too fast it felt like the bottom of the car was about to fall away under your feet, leaving you pedalling at the ground like the Flintstones. I was never afraid of flying when I was younger, but now I am. I always think the bottom of the plane is going to snap off somehow and fall away from under my feet, even though I know that isn’t possible; that planes don’t clip together like a Kinder Egg toy. All through my childhood we only ever went on holiday to places you could get to easily by boat, like Denmark or France, because my dad was deathly afraid of flying. So maybe my fear is the fault of my dad. Or the janky Cinquecento. Or maybe it just is.


The part of the old asylum where my dad tried and failed to teach me to drive was an overgrown track in a figure of eight. The track was in a clearing in the woods, about sixty metres by twenty metres – or about sixty-five yards by twenty-two yards, my dad would say, because he was old and still used the imperial system. The track itself was mostly tarmac, grown bumpy and uneven through neglect. The inner teardrops of the figure eight were different sizes. The smaller one held nothing but grass grown to knee-height, and what I remember as an old chicken or rabbit hutch – a wooden box with a mesh front – must be a false memory because there was no reason for something like that to be there.


In the much larger teardrop sat the remains of a building, a Victorian red-brick clock tower with a long, lower building jutting out of one side like the body of a huge dog. The animal image was strengthened by the face of the clock tower, which loomed like a raised head, and the central scooped arch coming down at both ends like legs. When I go to the asylum in my dreams, it’s always to that clock tower, even thought I never went inside it in real life. I think other kids did; I’d see empty bottles left around the feet of the building. One story is that it was teenage drinkers having parties and another story is that it was homeless alkies huddling around fires at night and another story, one that I’m positive isn’t true, is that it was my dad.


My dad was an alcoholic, though when I was fifteen it was still mostly hidden from me, and I don’t know whether this was a conscious decision by my parents or whether I was just too self-absorbed to notice what anyone else was doing. He was a functional alcoholic, in that he only drank in the evenings and was never violent or aggressive, didn’t go into work drunk, didn’t drive drunk or try to fix things drunk, didn’t have any health problems from being drunk – at least not until later when he did several of those things.


A few years later, when it got really bad, my dad climbed up a ladder onto the roof of our house to try to fix something. He had both his arms in slings because he’d fallen off a ladder while drunk – probably the same ladder, and probably he’d been climbing it to try to fix the thing he was now up there again trying to fix. Around and around, over and over, to infinity. He got up to the roof but couldn’t get back down, so he called for me and my brother, and we came out into the garden and shouted and pleaded for him to come down, and we were afraid, too afraid to climb the ladder and get him in case he fell and in case we fell with him. Eventually he came down the ladder and we were crying and he was crying and I was so afraid, more afraid than I can tell you, because I’d only seen my dad cry a handful of times in my life and it meant something was very badly wrong. My brother and I put him to bed and told him that we loved him, and I did love him at that moment but I hated him too, I hated him more than I had ever hated anyone. I don’t know if I will ever have the capacity to hate someone so much again. I don’t see how I could ever be so obsessed and devastated by the inner working of another person’s mind. He went to bed and my brother and I went to our rooms and we didn’t speak about that night for almost a decade.


But that all came later. At that time my dad drank Tennent’s Super in metallic royal blue tins, and once, I got into the car to get a lift to a swimming lesson or the cinema and I found an empty tin rolling around in the backseat footwell and I was afraid then – the starkness of it, the attempt to hide it but not to hide it enough. In my memory I never said anything about it, stayed strong and silent and kept my pain inside, but in reality I know I was a gobby spoiled brat so I probably did say something; I probably went on and on about it, giving everyone metaphorical head-punches until they couldn’t hear me any more. I don’t think the reason the tin was in the car was that my dad was driving drunk. I think he crept out to the car parked in the street and drank where we wouldn’t see him. I think that might have been the beginning of him drinking secretly, which is a ridiculous thing to try to do because everyone knows. After that he went on to white wine, and I don’t know much about alcoholism but that doesn’t seem like a logical trajectory to me. Wine seems more functional somehow, and I don’t know if I think that because people drink it in restaurants, or because my mum drinks it, or because I drink it. He’d drink that secretly too, opening a bottle in the kitchen and pouring it into a wine glass and knocking back the lot in one go. That was another thing I hated him for, another thing the gobby brat of me went on about: why couldn’t he just sit in the front room with us and sip a glass of wine like a normal person? We could hear him drinking, could smell him drinking; it wasn’t a secret. For years after, the sound of a wine bottle uncorking made me feel sick.


Every childhood is equal parts joy and terror, though sometimes we forget that. I’ve never understood why anyone would describe the school years as the best of your life. I’d never go back, and I frequently have anxiety dreams that there’s a fuck-up with my paperwork and it turns out I don’t actually have a Higher Maths or Physics qualification, and in the dream that means I can’t be a writer for some reason, and I have to go back and sit the year again as an adult. I wander empty corridors because I’ve been given a blank class timetable and don’t know where I’m supposed to be, or sit in a stuffy hall staring at an exam paper on something I haven’t studied.


Nothing particularly terrible happened in my childhood or adolescence, except for the usual stuff with self-harm and getting paralytically drunk and crying so hard you’re sick and sexual acts that at the time make you feel upset and dirty and in retrospect were clearly non-consensual but it’s too late because you didn’t do anything about it at the time and the devastating realisation that your parents are fallible and human and don’t have any more answers than you do.


I grew up in Glasgow but I was never afraid of it, even though at the time it was known as the murder capital of Western Europe. There was (and still is) drug addiction and violent crime and poverty and razor gangs, which technically only existed in the 1920s and 30s, though you still occasionally see men with slit scars up their cheeks. They’re called Glasgow smiles, or sometimes Cheshire grins after Alice in Wonderland’s Cheshire Cat, and this feels like a strange self-absorbed coincidence to me because the only two places I’ve ever lived are Cheshire and Glasgow.


When I was little and living in Cheshire, I had the usual hardback copy of illustrated fairy tales that children always get for Christmas from some distant but well-meaning relative. Still too young to read the words, I’d spent most of the time looking at the pictures and deciding which flaxen-haired princess was the prettiest. I remember Rumpelstiltskin because the picture gave me nightmares. It showed a princess, her wrist bones as tiny and fragile as a bird’s, hunched over a spinning wheel. Her head was raised, gazing at a dumpy and gnarled man who was standing on her bed with his muddy feet smearing brown all over her pillows. He looked triumphant, gleeful, stinking. She looked absolutely nothing. My parents hadn’t yet read me that story, so my imagination filled in the gaps. I knew it must be a terrible story; what else could have happened to let this desperate young girl invite this dead tree-stump of a man into her bedroom? And what could he have made her agree to, for him to have that look of triumph?


When my dad finally read me the story, it was every bit as horrific as I’d imagined. I was haunted by the desperation of the girl, the feeling of being trapped in a tower with nowhere to go and no one to help her. The knowledge that her own dad had betrayed her. And then that girl had gone on to betray her own daughter, her tiny shrivelled fig of a child, not even conceived of yet and already cursed for ever. Were all girl-children cursed by failure, unable to live up to the expectations their parents set for them, the lies the parents told about them out of greed or desperation? I felt weighted down by the curses of generations of children.


And then I got too busy with the horrible business of being a teenager, and I forgot all about the story and the gnarled triumphant face and the poor unnamed girl trapped in the tower, destined to pass her own horrible fate on to her own child.


See me and my dad driving around and around in our janky car, caught for ever in that place of hate and love and resentment and obsession, me failing to learn and him failing to change. See the track as a figure eight. See it as infinity.
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MY DAD ALWAYS took my writing seriously. When I was seventeen I printed off, at his request, every single poem and story I’d written in the past few years (there were about sixty of them). He read them all. The poems, needless to say, were absolutely terrible and no one else will ever be forced to read them, whether or not we share blood. My dad put the poems in a suggested order and came up with a title: Scars. I was a self-harmer, and I had written about this in several of the poems, and at first I was embarrassed that he’d read them and knew about the self-harm. But he knew perfectly well; my left arm was, and still is, laddered with scars.


I hurt myself in various ways between the ages of thirteen and sixteen, and was hospitalised a couple of times, though I seem to have escaped with only minor scars, for which I am now glad. At the time, I wanted scars. I was proud of them and I didn’t hide them. I wanted my pain to show. I know it’s a cliché, but it’s hard for a teenage girl not to be a cliché.


I read all the books I could find about self-harm; all the novels were patronising shit written by people who had clearly never self-harmed or even wanted to, but some of the non-fiction books were useful. One, called Bright Red Scream, told of people whose self-harm was far worse than mine. They were survivors of incest or terrible violence. They carved gouges out of their flesh and pulled out fistfuls of their hair. One girl, I remember, cut off her nipples. Some days I saw that sort of self-destruction as a goal.


My favourite films were all about girls who self-destructed: The Virgin Suicides; Girl, Interrupted; The Craft. In the films the girls were always beautiful, their self-destruction beautiful, other people’s responses to it beautiful. But deep down I didn’t actually want to rip out my hair or cut off my nipples. I wanted to be sad and lovely. I wanted everyone to treat me delicately, like I was special, breakable. I wanted someone to scoop me weeping and bleeding from the shower floor. I wanted to run screaming into the headlights and have someone snatch me out of the way just as the bumper scraped my calves. But I see now that my true self was sturdy and careful. I didn’t want something I couldn’t come back from. Most of the time I found the book reassuring, because as bad as I got I was never as bad as that. There’s a lot of talk about the NHS’s failing when it comes to mental health, but I can’t complain: in Glasgow in the late ’90s, it managed to keep me alive.


During these years I saw several psychologists and I hated them all. I knew what they were going to say before they said it. Or at least I thought I did; I’d read all the books and thought I was terribly clever. In the end I just kept reading books and sorted it out for myself. Perhaps I thought my way out of it, perhaps I grew out of it, perhaps my brain chemistry changed. I don’t like to think about that time in any depth, because I don’t actually know how or why I made it through, so I’m afraid that I won’t be able to repeat the process when I need to. If I start to self-destruct again, I won’t know how to come back. I don’t know what happened; I just know that one day I felt a bit less awful, then a bit less again, and then after a while I felt almost okay. I don’t think mental health is easy and that’s no prescription for others, it’s just what I did at the time.


But then, I always did think I’d ultimately have to fix myself, because I thought I was cleverer than all the tired grown-ups around me. Perhaps it would have been better if I had needed someone else to help fix me, because it was a terrible lesson to learn: that no one can help you.
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