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For Gayla




ONE


Between the shoddy jeweller’s at one end of the Sauchiehall Street pedestrian precinct and the low-rise, low-end department stores at the other, Lynne’s charity became a compulsion. As her money dwindled, she began to feel a mounting, reckless desire to give away everything to the beggars: her overstuffed weekend bag, her earrings, the fine silver cross around her neck; then still more: her shoes, her jacket. After that, she might twist her fingers and pop off each joint, distribute these too, a controlled disintegration. Surely she would, carrying out this procedure, succeed in locating then eradicating the parts where pain and resentment and dismay resided. For a moment, disposing of herself like this, she felt a flush of liberation. If you could give money to strangers, maybe you could disappear without trace.


The first man she’d given a few coins to had been sheltering in the entrance of a boarded-up sandwich shop outside Queen Street station. After that, some dog-whistle signal must have gone out, because on Sauchiehall Street she encountered more Big Issue sellers and more homeless – a vaguely insulting noun, but what else was she to call them? – than she recalled ever seeing there before. They didn’t exactly accost her, but each stepped from a doorway in readiness as she approached, and, shifting her bag to her free hand, she gave something to every single one.


Some took from her without meeting her eye, swiping coins from her palm with blackened fingers, their due. Others thanked her, low-voiced, embarrassingly deferential – calling her missus, calling her doll. She made a point of looking them in the eye. They were wounded, wind burned, and a haunted look was common to all. ‘God bless,’ they said to her, even the most taciturn, and she could imagine Raymond’s voice remarking, from lordly height, on the intensity of belief evinced by the luckless. He’d claim it was impressive or even moving, how their misfortunes seemed only to strengthen their faith – he would describe it as a phenomenon. But really he’d be seeking only to mock, his whole speech a trap to be sprung as soon as she agreed with him. What made her think, he’d challenge her, that their godliness was genuine, not simple expediency? He liked to explain the way the world worked, in the process painting her as lamentably naïve.


Better it end today, Lynne thought: the first proper day of autumn, late in coming, inevitable. Overnight, the change in season had put metal in the air, thrawn the year’s leaves down off the trees. A time for letting go. Had he woken up and decided, on seeing the frost and the weatherless silver sky, right then, that this was an apt day to make his speech?


Even before she paid proper attention to the man begging outside Menzies, he stood out from the others. For one thing, he did not lift his chin off his folded arms as Lynne approached, but remained motionless, staring into space, cross-legged, back set hard against the newsagent’s brick wall. For another thing, Lynne knew his name.


How it happened: she had the last few coins ready in her hand, prepared to withhold them if the man didn’t at least acknowledge her presence. How quickly goodwill had turned to entitlement! When at last he lifted his head, she gratefully poured the money into the chewed polystyrene cup between his feet, noticing at first only that his face did not have the same weather-beaten ruddiness as his fellows’. The actual recognition, the actual name, arrived only as a second, delayed reaction.


She hunkered down beside him. ‘Angus?’


He didn’t speak – wasn’t quite making eye contact – but a vertical furrow appeared between his brows. Up close, she could smell the sharp, soupy aura that surrounded him. His hair, peeping from beneath a grubby black woollen hat, was greasy-sleek and unkempt, his heavy beard riddled with wiry silver hairs, but Lynne knew she wasn’t mistaken. ‘My God, Angus, it is you.’


‘It is?’ He seemed no more than moderately interested. He scanned left and right along Sauchiehall Street for the next mark. ‘Guid tae know.’


‘Don’t you recognize . . . ? It’s Lynne. Lynne Meacher.’


‘Oh, eh, thanks then, Lynne.’ She knew that gruff manner, the familiar strong accent she had once, new to Glasgow, struggled to understand. When she didn’t move on, he mumbled, reddening, ‘Fer the contribution tae funds.’ He shoogled the coins in his cup, seeking to ward her off. ‘Ah’m, ye know, appreciative.’


She felt she was being watched, from a doorway maybe, but when she glanced around there was no one in sight. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘sorry, no. It’s just – don’t you remember me? From the School of Art?’ She gestured towards Garnethill. ‘You taught me. Second-year painting and printmaking.’


The line between his brows deepened. ‘Lynne . . . Meeker?’


‘Meacher.’


‘Meacher.’ A pause, then: ‘Hey,’ he said in astonishment, ‘you’re Lynne Meacher!’


‘I am!’ Laughing with relief.


‘Second-year painting and printmaking, aye!’ He jabbed his finger at her. ‘Let’s see, and weren’t ye friendly wi . . .’


‘With . . . well, the other English students mostly.’ She laughed. ‘The other invaders. Oh, and Elena Papantuano. You must remember her – you both came to my house one night back then? We sat up all night drinking.’ He shook his head, unconvinced, blistered lips barely smiling. Trying not to let him hear disappointment, she said: ‘Well, it’s a long time ago now, I suppose. Years and years. But Angus, what are you doing here?’


‘Nae ither place tae go,’ he said, shrugging. ‘None ah’d relish bein, that is.’


‘You mean you’re really . . .’


‘Oan the streets? Ah really am, aye. Nae joab, nae hame – scored the double.’


‘But how could this have happened to you? You were so . . .’ Wonderful, she’d nearly said. Indomitable. ‘Well, never mind about that now. Can you stand?’


Angus looked at her with great forbearance. ‘Yes thank you, that ah can do. Look, Lynne, no meanin tae be rude, it’s kind ay ye to stop and chat, but the thing is, ah willnae make much cash if ah’m jist sat here gassin.’


Lynne, incredulous: ‘I’m not leaving you here. How could I? Come on, you’re staying at mine.’ She stood, her knees aching from so long in the crouch, and felt a momentary dizziness. Sundays usually meant brunch at Raymond’s favourite Merchant City café – a place to which, evidently, she now could never return.


Angus had not moved. His eyes were hazy, as if what she was offering was inconsequential. Again it went through her mind: what would Raymond think if he witnessed this exchange? He would have said she was being absurd. ‘Come on, then,’ she enjoined, more forcefully.


‘Aw – Lynne. Ah couldnae.’


How else to speak to him but as to a child? ‘Angus, I’m not arguing. I’m telling you.’


She half ran to the end of the precinct, flailed for a taxi, then went back for Angus, who was, despite his protests, clambering to his feet. She tried to take the dusty blue kitbag he’d been sitting on, but he clutched it to him, a wary, shamed scowl on his face. Behind her, the taxi, which had crept on to the pavement, honked its horn warningly. Lynne hesitated, wary too: for a moment it was impossible to see, through the exhaustion and shabbiness, the Angus Rennie she remembered.


He said nothing for the twenty minutes it took the taxi to reach the West End; Lynne, relegated to a flip-down seat so Angus could sit beside his bag, fretted, also silent. Not quite five o’clock but already near dark, all that remained of sunset a swathe of peach sky compressed between black horizon and black cloud, intermittently visible between the buildings they passed. Each time they stopped at a red light, she tensed for Angus to throw open the car door and sprint away into the dusk.


When they reached Glendower Street, she went on ahead up the close’s cold stairwell. Angus lagged behind her, pausing on the stair, leaning against the Arts and Crafts tiling. He patted his thigh. ‘Busted leg. Sorry. Gie me a second.’


By the time she’d unlocked the front door he had caught up with her, but still hesitated when she indicated he enter before her, as though unable to cross the threshold without an explicit invitation. ‘This is really guid of ye, Lynne. Ah’ve no way tae repay ye.’


‘That doesn’t matter. It’s not . . . I’m just doing what anyone would.’


‘Point is, naebdy bothered before you. Ah jist wantit tae thank ye.’


‘Well, let’s not stand out here discussing it. Go on in. Please. Straight on in and to your right, that’s the living room. There’s a futon we can roll out for you to sleep on.’


He shook his head. ‘That’d be magic.’


With Angus safely inside, Lynne shut and double-bolted the front door, then followed him into the living room. ‘You don’t mind, do you? Only it’s just the one bedroom . . .’


‘A sight better than whut ah’ve put up with lately,’ he cut her off genially, looking around. With dismay, Lynne too was seeing the room through his eyes: the dowdy knick-knacks, the framed stock photograph over the mantelpiece, the unburned church candles ranked in the old fireplace to disguise the horrid electric fire she had never got round to replacing.


Rashly, she tried prompting him. ‘So, do you remember any of this from when you came before?’ She pretended to calculate – ‘Five years ago or so?’ – not wanting to alarm him with a considerably more precise date.


‘Nup.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Sorry.’


‘Well, it was just one evening, after all. A long time ago. And it’s probably changed a lot since then.’ She added this, rather hopefully, despite the evidence of her own eyes. ‘Well, anyway, that’s by the by. Let me get you some bedding for later.’ Even as she said the words, he yawned, hugely as a cat. These curtailed October days did this to a person, daylight barely bothering the visible end of the spectrum; the instinct was to hibernate until spring came. ‘Have you eaten? I can throw something together. I’m famished,’ she laughed, then worried that she sounded insensitive.


Before fetching the spare sheets from the press, however, she darted into the kitchen and began unpinning certain photographs from the cork board. She had been hoping that being in the flat might remind Angus of his previous visit – what had passed between them then – and was disappointed that he evinced only mild interest in his surroundings. But it’s him, she was thinking, even if he barely seems to remember your name; it is still him, and that’s the important thing.


She paused over one photograph: Raymond and herself, early on, triumphant at the peak of a Munro. Such good bone structure she’d had, such clearness to the whites of her eyes. She was tired today, and her face had a weary rosaceous shine: these were depredations, she now felt, that Raymond had worked on her. She set the photograph face down into a drawer with the others. She hadn’t changed all that much in five years, had she? The younger Lynne from the picture could still come back, just as Angus had.


Angus, as it happened, remembered quite clearly the evening to which Lynne had been alluding, but wasn’t yet prepared to admit it. In her absence, he lay back on her couch and busied himself fumbling in his crotch, trying to extricate his right testicle, which seemed to have retreated beneath his pelvis.


He had some concerns regarding the reasons for Lynne’s kindness, but a decent sleep in an actual bed, or as good as – rather than passing the night beneath a tree in Kelvingrove Park, in a glassy insomniac trance – was motivation enough not to question too hard. There was food here, light, warmth. You couldn’t just turn your nose up at that.


Hearing Lynne scuffling about in the hallway, Angus withdrew his hand from his underwear, sniffed his fingers and, composing himself for her return, arranged his face into what was, under the circumstances, the broadest, most ingratiating smile he could muster.




TWO


Lynne made herself late on Monday morning, dawdling in the flat, hoping her house guest would wake before she had to leave. It was unusual for her not to be first to arrive at the office, but despite what had happened over the weekend, first with Raymond, then Angus, there was no question of taking the day off. In the end she had to run, through the smirr of rain, to the underground station, and arrived into Arundel’s offices flustered, her hair damply wadded, an unpleasant trickling sensation under her arms. Late or not, people barely seemed to notice her enter, much less greet her. Only Heather Gillespie, on her final warning for punctuality herself, raised her sleepy face and, to Lynne’s horror, winked at her.


She started up her computer, then went to make breakfast – adding milk to the Tupperware box of cereal she’d brought from home. In the kitchenette, Faraz, beard luxuriant but scalp freshly gleaming from its weekly shave, was adding his name to the list for the office Christmas party, due to take place, because of various apparently irreconcilable scheduling clashes, in the middle of November. Beside him, waylaying him, pink in the face, was Struan Peters.


Most of Lynne’s colleagues came in on a Monday morning keen to discuss the weekend’s football or the new talent contest on TV; Struan arrived vibrating with indignation from a weekend seemingly spent researching ways in which Scotland’s failure thus far to secede from the United Kingdom was causing him personal injury.


‘What they need to do,’ he was telling glazed Faraz, ‘is really go after the sixteen- and seventeen-year-aulds. Get them political, get them fighting for their ain country. These guys’re our future – they dinnae want Westminster making their decisions for them. They’ll vote for independence soon’s that pen’s in their haund, guaranteed.’


Lynne wanted to speak up – declare that in her experience young people were a lot more conservative than Struan was giving them credit for. But this was hardly true of Raymond’s daughter, nor indeed of the young Lynne, who had upped and come to Glasgow alone aged eighteen, on what had amounted to a whim. Even in her silence, however, she was having her customary quantum effect on the debate: observed by Arundel’s sole English employee, it began to modulate subtly towards still-deniable jingoism. ‘Oor oil goes tae England,’ Struan complained. ‘Aw they wind farms blighting the hillsides and the moors, the power they generate? Straight down south.’


‘Aye, they pay for it, but. And there’s, like, tax breaks and that. Och, I don’t know, but it’s no like we give it away free.’


Struan ignored Faraz’s interruption. ‘Keep that fer oorsels, we’d be minted, the richest country in Europe. Ye could dismantle hauf they places and still power the whole ay Scotland. What do we need England for anyweiy? No for money. Moral guidance? Aye, right. What they gonnae teach us, how tae pan in windows and steal trainers and TVs?’


Lynne, unable to help herself: ‘That’s hardly fair.’


Struan’s head pivoted jerkily around, putting Lynne in mind of old films with frames missing. ‘Whit’s fair? Tellin us we’d fail on oor ain? Yis tell us we’re stupit even contemplatin it. Way tae win us over, calling us haufwits.’


Barely mid twenties, he acted like someone who’d survived decades of oppression and exploitation. These embittered youths, these independence advocates who behaved like victims of a totalitarian regime: where did all the anger come from?


‘We’re better together,’ she told him. ‘Co-operation’s how things get done, not by antagonism, not by a race to the bottom.’ On the TV last night she and Angus had watched a young Tory, who seemed to have emerged from the same dressing-up box as the rest of his ilk, stutteringly make this same point. He had embarked upon a clumsy metaphor about long marriages, at which point Angus, yawning exaggeratedly, had suggested they switch off; and you had to think, if this was the standard of speaker the anti-independence movement were using to put their viewpoint forward, they were either very confident or very complacent. ‘Apart, we’re less than the sum of our parts.’


‘Yous English,’ he said, ‘want tae keep us in fear. Alwis huv, alwis will.’ The kettle popped; with his colleagues distracted, Faraz made his tea and departed the kitchen at speed. ‘Ye know full well that without us, England’d fester and shrivel.’


To quell, at least temporarily, the unease rising towards her throat – such was her dread of these daily debates-turned-confrontations – Lynne resorted to exercising her authority, shaky though she felt it to be: ‘All right, Robert the Bruce, it’s gone nine o’clock. Time to start making calls.’ He scowled. ‘Try not to proselytize to the customers, will you?’ – hoping the word would baffle him.


Suddenly and unexpectedly promoted over Faraz, Struan and the others two months earlier – the interview process had comprised one telephone conversation with someone at head office in Aberdeen whom she hadn’t met then or since, followed by an email headed CONGRATULATIONS, which she now viewed ironically – Lynne had received no training in how she should address people transfigured overnight from colleagues to juniors. She understood the pitfalls – too familiar and they wouldn’t respect her, too severe and they, longer-serving Arundel employees who already resented her promotion, would turn to openly loathing her – but hadn’t yet worked out the right tone to take.


‘You’ll miss us when ye’re gone, boss,’ Struan jeered, vying for the last word.


‘What makes you think I’ll be the one who leaves?’


He smirked over his shoulder. ‘Whit makes ye think ye’ll huv a choice?’


She watched him saunter back to his desk, insolence radiating off him, even with his back turned. Had the man ever hurried to do anything she’d requested? She tried to console herself, as she returned to her own desk, on its own in the far corner, that his animosity wasn’t specific to her. He resented anyone being his superior – would act this way with whoever succeeded Lynne, just as he had with Tony, her predecessor.


One of the cleaners came to tidy around her, pushing aside her keyboard and swiping a bleach-reeking cloth over the desk as though Lynne were not actually sitting there. ‘Good morning, Marta,’ she said, having made the effort, unlike the other employees, to establish the cleaners’ names and that they were Somalian; hoping by example to educate the others into at least acknowledging the pair’s presence, a scheme that had not met with marked success. And now, though she tried to make eye contact, Marta’s glance slid away from her. For all her efforts to befriend them – to be civil, anyway – the cleaners treated her the same way they treated the people who ignored them entirely. Lynne felt a swell of irritation. Would it crack your face, she wanted to ask, to smile?


She deleted all Raymond’s emails, then reinstated them, then deleted them again. Then it was on to work: numbers in columns, spreadsheet cells marked in dayglo. She totted up figures, entered them in the database, plotted the results as graphs. Since her promotion, Lynne was, nominally, department head, although a moderately intelligent child could have completed these tasks – a moderately intelligent chimp. Her real role as manager was to take the calls her subordinates weren’t paid enough to deal with: the abusers, the customers who swore they’d come to the office and take revenge. For what? For billing them, albeit belatedly, for gutters cleared, stairwell lighting fixed, drying greens trimmed back from the feral. They had signed a contract, these people, but thought, what, that magic elves carried out the maintenance? It grew wearing being ranted at by strangers day upon day. No one ever seemed to believe that what Lynne said – that she understood their anger, that she empathized – was the truth.


Around her she heard her colleagues making calls – demands delivered with varying degrees of menace. ‘I’m sorry,’ Faraz was telling a caller, without much sincerity, ‘but that’s just the way our accounts are made up, six-monthly, in arrears. So you will sometimes see that there aren’t that many charges for one period, but those’ve actually been carried over to the next bill, and that’s what seems to have happened here. That’s why it’s more than normal. So, can I take your credit-card details?’ He listened for a moment. ‘No, we don’t offer a payment plan, sir, I’ll be needing the full amount. No. No, sir, sorry, sir, the full eight hundred. There’s no mistake.’


Faraz listened for a moment, then set the phone receiver gently down on his desk. When he realized he was observed, he whispered, ‘Crier,’ and gave Lynne a rueful look. Next time in the kitchen, though, he’d be adding a new mark under his name on the whiteboard. A game Struan had invented: two points for a swearer, three for a crier, the maximum four for any customer who threatened violence or legal reprisals, whereupon they would be put on hold and transferred to Lynne to talk down, this process generally only infuriating the caller further. In the early days they had awarded themselves a point whenever a client hung up midway through a call, but it had started to get away from them. After a pause Faraz lifted the receiver again. ‘Sir? Can I take payment now?’


And Faraz was one of the good, the more courteous ones. ‘I only hate the Jews,’ she’d once heard Struan say, after hanging up on a client, ‘because my ex-wife’s one.’ She watched now as he swaggered out from the gents’, a tabloid newspaper under his arm. How long had he stayed at his desk: five minutes? He was sniggering, for reasons Lynne did not wish to contemplate, and on his way past Heather’s desk he leaned to whisper something that made the girl recoil, slap at the air, call him minging.


She yearned to fire them all, advertise for a whole replacement staff. Did that fall under her remit? ‘Necessary qualifications: you will not make your boss’s skin crawl. You will not make her feel sick coming to work each morning.’ They were parasites – herself as well – even though being paid to take money away from people represented, she supposed, the ultimate capitalist reductio ad absurdum. It did not escape her that the cash she’d distributed among the homeless yesterday, trying to alleviate their suffering a little, she had earned through increasing the unhappiness of a different set of strangers.


So get up, she told herself. Walk out, go back to Glendower Street and Angus. Don’t come back. Arundel merely needs a human being, something borderline living, approximately sentient; Angus specifically needs you.


Just to picture Angus in her home provoked a giddy salmon-leap of excitement in her breast. Nobody ever truly grew up: she wanted to call him, but she wanted to be cool too. And when, she derided herself, have you ever been that? To distract herself, she imagined dialling Raymond’s number instead. Guess what, she’d say cheerfully. Five years ago, when we first met, I wasn’t thinking about you, I was still stuck on this other person. I never told you that. And now you’ve broken up with me, he’s come back into my life. What do you think about that? Doesn’t that just pull the carpet out from under you? He’d be speechless, she thought proudly – might even, she allowed herself to imagine, break down completely. Him with his ‘Can’t explain’ on Sunday morning, his ‘Something just doesn’t feel right.’ You, she might brag, aren’t the only one who can be cruel.


Ordinary human decency prevented her. You couldn’t just use one human being as a device for injuring or getting over another. Besides, it was bad faith to assume too much about Angus. He might not, she thought, taking perverse pleasure in pillorying herself, even be there when you get home. The reality is you have no one.


It worked: loneliness caught like a bone in her gullet.


‘Sir?’ she heard Faraz. ‘Sir, please don’t raise your voice to me. Sir, you’re going to have to speak to my supervisor—’


Lynne snatched up her phone before Faraz could patch through his call, but the phone at home rang out unanswered until the machine picked up. She hung up without leaving a message. Faraz gave her a sullen stare as his caller raged on.


Angus had gone to bed, shivering with fatigue, at eight in the evening. Surely he should be up by now? But then, for him, a full night’s rest must be an uncommon luxury. She’d decided against waking him this morning, but had then set about making a noisy fuss of emptying the dishwasher to try and rouse him. She had wanted to explain to him about the rocker switch for the hot water, the boiler’s eccentricities, where she kept the washing powder – well, he hadn’t been raised in the woods by wolves; he’d have coped with a dicky pilot light before now. She’d settled for leaving him a note on the kitchen table, paperweighting it with the vast bundle of her spare keys, since she could hardly lock him in the flat all day like a pet, nor bring him into the office with her, also like a pet. She tried to scandalize herself, visualizing copies of her keys distributed to every Big Issue seller in Glasgow by now, and even that didn’t staunch her current feeling of tension – which was not, she realized, the type she was accustomed to feeling in the office, but instead a kind of elation, of anticipation.


‘Put it through,’ she mouthed to Faraz, who shook his head at her then cut his caller off without another word.


Funny, she thought, taking a deep breath as she lifted the receiver, how a primordial feeling like this could hide out in you until you presumed it extinct, then one day come idling back in, exactly the same as when last you’d seen it. Unchanged, revenant. A coelacanth.




THREE


Just as any expert will dream, in addition to the common near-nightmare of the undiallable telephone number or the elevator that cannot be compelled to stop at the desired floor, about the wild failings of his particular specialism, so Angus dreamed about a paint palette grown undisciplined – the colours mud-dying into one another, the inexplicable vanishment of a burnt sienna he needed to complete some unrevealed canvas – and woke feeling excoriated, the memory of turpentine stink in his nostrils, in a room he did not recognize.


The telephone had woken him, and it continued to ring as, woozy with sleep, he passed it on his way to the bathroom. It did not strike him as worth his while to answer it: hardly likely to be for him, was it? Nor did he pause to read the extremely comprehensive note Lynne had left for him, beneath a Fort Knox-scale wodge of house keys, on the kitchen table.


He peed standing, but washed his hands at least, drying them on one of what seemed to him an excessive number of pastel hand towels. Leave a woman to do up a place and this was the inevitable result: decorative pillows, ornamental throws, so many cushions piled on the folding futon it was near-impossible – certainly not comfortable – to sit on the thing. Soft furnishings gone rampant, pastels, Regency stripes, valances and frills. The lounge walls were shell pink, a wee girl’s favourite colour. He prowled the flat in search of the beloved childhood teddy bear, tatterdemalion, frayed with caring, and was not disappointed.


From the lounge’s bay window he surveyed Glendower Street, one of a network of well-to-do red sandstone tenement rows packed in dense involutions off the West End’s main roads. Across the street, a building site: diggers pulling down remnants under arc lights left burning all through the brief blue October days. It looked like a school they were demolishing, a sixties Scots Brutalist concrete block of the sort in which Angus had been educated, if you could call it that. Nonetheless, he felt sad seeing another eyesore taken down. They had character; more, anyway, than what was shown on the hoardings advertising the new build replacing the school: some artist’s rendition of vertiginous glass-fronted towers, happy people ambling the connective walkways under a blue and sunless sky, not a scrap of green space. Luxury apartments, naturally – ONLY TEN REMAINING – at obscene prices. He scoffed. Pruitt–Igoe in Maryhill.


The consequence of all this redevelopment was that well-meaning mid-earners – such as Lynne, he presumed – who’d bought and done up these century-old tenement flats as fancily as their tastes permitted, would find themselves beached at high economic tide. Buyers were ignoring the well-constructed houses across the way, suckered in by duplex penthouses and window walls providing views over – what – the ranks of ex-council low-rises down Partick way; the big crane motionless on Finnieston Quay, workless relic of a bygone age of actual industry. Places like Lynne’s were left depreciating, unsaleable. As far as Angus was concerned, the only upside was that the rubble of pulverized buildings got recycled, turned into brand-new pedestrian streets, the pavements you walked or slept out on.


On the kitchen pinboard, among plumbers’ cards and a strikingly unflattering photo showing Lynne in full hill-walking ensemble, all sou’wester and crampons, he found a letter from her work: Arundel Property Management. He clucked beneath his breath. So she was the person you called when the lights in the close had gone out and the lock on the close door was busted so any bawbag could come in off the streets and ransack the joint – who you called and called until the company swung into action, weeks later, sending round a crony to botch the repair, followed almost instantly by a vastly inflated bill, and if you didn’t pay timeously you’d better believe the next you heard from them would be a letter from the sheriff officers threatening to take you to court. Sometimes – sometimes – Angus felt he was better off out of it.


He was not surprised, having already surmised it from her home, that the letter should confirm that Lynne was not a career artist. The percentage of graduates who made it – who allowed themselves to feel, wonderingly, that they had made it – was vanishingly small. Arts administrators the remainder became, like as not, or went to work for charities – public sector, anyway, which was fine by Angus, who believed that part of an art school’s remits was to actuate the lefty tendencies incipient in all who enrolled there.


A career in debt-collecting, though, he took as a personal slight. He parted the photos and Highlands-and-Islands postcards that covered the letter and read, In line with your promotion, from September 2011 the company will increase your salary to . . . ‘Christ on a bike,’ he said aloud, impressed. ‘Go Lynne.’ Seeing this, he no longer felt he was taking advantage. Although on a budget like that, she might’ve kitted out her flat with a bit more dash.


The books on Lynne’s shelves were best sellers, the CDs greatest hits and soft-core classical: Vivaldi, Handel, Bach, Dusty in Memphis, The Timeless Helen Prine. And musicals. Some people were beyond help. On the bookshelf he saw and seized up something called How to Manage, but found to his disappointment that it was about business.


Further investigation revealed that Lynne was among the few people to own the sole exhibition catalogue ever to have been dedicated to Angus’s work, A Drawer of Knives: Paintings by Angus Rennie, 1991–2005. He opened it at the end and flicked backwards through the plate section, marvelling that there had once been, for a while anyway, prodigious output.


He encountered first his later paintings, vivid, animated affairs full of colourful lesions, trackmarked arms, arthritically buckled hands grappling empty air. Here was The Joke, one he remembered reviewers knocking themselves out over. ‘Rennie drags us down into the pit,’ his favourite had gone. ‘The dead or dying figure lolling on its bier looks back at us – we seem to have dropped to a crouch to stare upwards through the pallbearers’ legs, an improbably contorted viewpoint – and its face isn’t quite human. This is no Chapman Brothers–Goya détournement, but a creature disfigured, like all Rennie’s subjects, by sinister illness. Its caried teeth are bared in a leer, making us complicit in the deception: “They all think I’m dead.” And you laugh too, with and at this grotesque, because you get the other, titular joke, the one the monster hasn’t understood – because you know that what the pallbearers are going to do next is bury this poor sod alive. At last Rennie has found his place. He’s Glasgow’s own Caravaggio.’ God, how they’d loved that, the drinkers down at McCalls, as though Angus was answerable for the reviewer’s hyperbole. ‘He is’ – because they never could resist the pun, could they, reviewers, resist telling you about their own cleverness as well – ‘the Weegie Weegee.’


Strange to see some of these images for what seemed like the first time. Once, he’d been so averse to viewing his own completed paintings that he’d stacked them facing the studio wall, almost afraid he’d catch a stray glimpse – a superstition he had neither fully understood nor tried to. Dust had settled on the canvases’ upwards edges. This reluctance to look at his work did not mean he hadn’t also resisted selling or exhibiting it; but a man had to eat. Evidently a change had come over him, unnoticed: in those days, he’d have sooner chewed off his own hands than voluntarily inspect those finished paintings.


Colour drained from the paintings as he travelled backwards through the plates, back to when he’d worked in straightforward portraiture – derivative stuff, made before he’d started to feel realism restrictive and stultifying. His old drinking companion Rab had posed on Ashton Lane for First Pint, Friday Evening. The page before that was Girl in a Striped Shirt: Angus couldn’t mind that lassie’s name now, though he did recall trying, and failing, to get her to pose without said shirt. Its stripes had been red, he remembered that much, but he’d rendered them in sepia, and his earliest works shared this earthy, grimy colour scheme: browns, greys, blues, storm tones, rutted soil, granite and shit.


When questioned about his restricted palette and the unwell-looking characters he portrayed, Angus referred to these early works as exorcisms. A set-up, plain and simple: ‘Exorcisms of what?’ his interlocutors would inevitably ask, enabling him to reply, grinning, boasting really, ‘All the bad stuff yet to befall me.’ Not believing, of course, that it could ever prove more than a glib soundbite.


Each reproduction was a time capsule containing, invisible to all other viewers, his own imago, forever frozen at the age he’d been when he made that painting – the earliest dating to when he was twenty-three, almost unthinkably young. As with any picture album disinterred years after the fact, he had forgotten some of the names and much of the context, yet open this book at random and he could recall, with a clarity that eluded him in many other matters, not just whereabouts he’d made the painting in question – in most cases at his Garnethill studio – but also something about the process, his mental state at the time; even, in one or two cases, what he’d been wearing as he painted.


He remembered working day and night, feverish, not pausing to wash or sleep or change his minky clothing for fear he’d lose whatever fire-thread he was pursuing, and he felt an intellectual interest in the fact he’d once been able to work so fervidly, but the pictures as he revisited them possessed no greater emotional charge than a stranger’s might. He didn’t mind them, exactly – was not disgusted by the failings he saw in them – but there was nothing left dangling, nothing he could take up now for a new work. Part of him, though he didn’t like to call it inspiration, a word with unpleasant New Age overtones, had been quietly cauterized. Every artist – so Angus told his students and his interviewers alike – paints himself by painting others, makes himself as he makes his works. So who are you when you stop?


Not the telephone’s repeated ringing so much as his reluctance to answer it brought to mind other ways in which he’d rather not be contacted. He upended his blue kitbag on the futon and guddled through the sad jumble of his earthly belongings for his mobile phone: a cheap model intended for scadges, schoolkids and the like, not that the manufacturers tended to emphasize this. Pay as you go, made to last six months at a time on a tenner top-up.


He deleted a text he’d received the day before from Cobbsy, a not-quite-pal from the streets. It was a tip-off, and it contained four vital pieces of information: ‘F35, green, W Sauc, 5’ – meaning that Cobbsy had sent it out after receiving five pounds off a woman in her mid thirties, dressed primarily in green, last seen heading west along Sauchiehall Street: be vigilant, you derelicts. A fiver was remarkable – unheard of. A few minutes later, right enough, Lynne’s green windcheater had swum into his peripheral vision and Angus, as was his wont, didn’t acknowledge the do-gooder, only geared himself up to mutter something abusive if she gave him nothing. Then she’d said his name: he’d looked up in proper surprise – confusion – and over her shoulder had seen Cobbsy himself, his texting system made redundant as he jumped up and down in the entrance to the Savoy Centre, pointing and giving Angus the big thumbs-up.


The letter box clattered, startling him. Naturally enough, he went to fetch the post in, first inspecting it – he laughed at himself – for further clues. Two items for Lynne, bills most likely, and a letter addressed to a certain Miss S. McKenzie at this address – given, he was amused to note, as North Kelvinside, though the area was most definitely markedly less glam Maryhill. He imagined Lynne dissembling as she gave out her address, and liked her more for it.


This letter for Miss S. was the first hint that Lynne might not be the only resident here. He resurveyed the flat and was bamboozled. Two folk sharing a place this size, at any given moment you’d have one person’s clean clothes drying on the pulley over the bathtub, for instance. It was a one-bedroom place, and evidently nobody normally slept in the room where Lynne had installed him. This left the possibility that she’d turned lesbian, but despite all the fleeces and leggings in her wardrobe, Angus wasn’t convinced.


It didn’t take much more searching to find, on the bedroom window ledge, the wood-framed photo of a blonde teenager, sharp-featured, sixteen or seventeen by Angus’s estimate: old enough to have left home, but young enough still to receive bank statements with a cartoon character franked on the envelope. Not a daughter, for sure. Lynne Meacher, teenage mother? No way. He examined the girl’s picture for some time without discerning any resemblance to Lynne.


He was propping the letters up beside the telephone when it began once more to ring. Angus again made no effort to answer it, counting off the rings. On the wall over the bookcase with the phone on it hung a watercolour in sage greens, foggy blues, regularly sized lozenges of colour that had bled faintly into one another – semi-abstract, though the colours suggested a deciduous forestscape somewhere ascetic and Mitteleuropean. He squinted at the lower right corner: LM pencilled in. He recalled her work now, all a little faltering and delicate. He was amused by the slight conceitedness of her hanging something of her own, though this was no less deserving of wall space than the picture-postcard stuff and stock photos in cheap frames he’d seen in other rooms.
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