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For my daughter and son,
the glorious, hilarious little legends.









I am astonished, disappointed, pleased with myself. I am distressed, depressed, rapturous. I am all these things at once and cannot add up the sum. I am incapable of determining ultimate worth or worthlessness; I have no judgement about myself and my life. There is nothing I am quite sure about. I have no definite convictions – not about anything, really.


Carl Jung,
Memories, Dreams, Reflections: An Autobiography










1


At first I was worried that I might still be tripping but no, there was definitely a policeman standing at the side of the bed holding my hand.


‘Morning,’ I guessed, and he let my arm drop heavily back onto the mattress.


‘I was checking your pulse … you looked dead.’


Possibly he had been yelling loudly before I woke up, and it hadn’t been me after all. I struggled to bring order to my thoughts. ‘Why are you in my house? I mean … what the fuck?’


He bawled something out through the bedroom door and an older man in a sad brown suit stalked in. I tried to get up, but my body didn’t seem to be receiving the message. Perhaps the message itself was equivocal.


‘Maybe you’d like to get up and answer some questions, sir.’ 


Sensing that my supine position might give me some kind of power, I demurred wordlessly with a little wave of the wrists. He stared at me with confusion, or possibly outrage, and I decided to swing uneasily into a sitting position.


‘How can I help you …’ I tried to remember what you call a policeman ‘… officer?’


The fact that I knew the place was clean, that I had dropped the acid and the last of the Vallies last night, that I had searched every crack in the floorboards for crumbs of hash with a butter knife for nearly a week now, made me feel a sudden euphoric confidence. 


I can do this thing where I take a big gulp of air in and kind of block up my ears. Looks like I’m sniffing pretty hard when I do it – basically gives me a cushion of air behind the ears – and in the absence of any opiates between me and this potentially harrowing encounter, I was trying to block them pretty hard.


‘Are you okay?’ he said, and then something after that, which I couldn’t quite hear. He bent down towards me and I found that without sound I could concentrate on the beauty of his face. Not beautiful like a beautiful girl, but like an old baseball mitt. The burst veins on his nose, the surprisingly white teeth click-clacking away. The folds on his forehead, crumpling as the teeth moved quicker, forming into an angry frown. And it bummed me out a bit, I suppose. Perhaps it was the tail end of last night’s trip too, but I realised that maybe I should be listening to him. 


‘You both having a good day?’ I asked, maybe a bit too loudly. 


There was a very one-sided scuffle, then I was sitting at the kitchen table. The Referendum had been months ago but I still had a big Yes poster up over the window, and in the mornings it gave the kitchen the blue glow of a computer screen. I tried to focus.


‘Are we boring you?’ asked the older one peremptorily, as I yawned frantically to unblock my ears. 


‘Oh, no, no, no. Please, fire away!’ I yawned.


‘Where were you last night?’ the crumpled suit asked, leaning meaningfully across my crumb-covered plastic tablecloth.


‘I was here … officer … What is this?’


‘Do you have anyone to vouch for your whereabouts last night?’


‘No …’ I vaguely remembered talking to someone, making a phone call, then remembered it was to Iron Man in a dream. I’d been having a lot of dreams about Iron Man, but this wasn’t the place to get into that. Perhaps there was no place to get into it. I let the silence hang.


‘Do you know a Marina Katos? She worked at …’


‘At the Go-Go, I know.’ 


The Go-Go was a sort of Mexican bar I went to, but only after hours. I’d worked in a chain bar a few years ago. The work was dull, but I enjoyed the lock-ins, and relentless dope smoking. It got pretty boring after a bit, or possibly we’d all just fucked each other. A couple of us had this kind of epiphany one night that we didn’t need to do this in our place of work, probably we could do it in any bar if we just hung around enough. So we all started going to this Mexican-themed bar-restaurant thing called the Go-Go staffed by students and a group of second-generation Mexicans, related to the owners. They were a bit nonplussed at first but we hung around so often that eventually we’d have lock-ins just like at the old place. In fact, it was exactly the same except we got to eat nachos. I lost my job by the end of the summer and then for a while I was just a guy who drank with Mexicans. 


I suddenly thought that, what with the way you should play it cagey with the police, I shouldn’t be saying any of this out loud.


‘Mexicans?’ asked the uniform, in the appalled tone of someone who thinks you’ve made up a word in Scrabble. 


‘What do I look like to you? Do I look like someone you can fuck around with?’ the brown suit shrieked. 


I had learned over the course of the previous minute not to answer anything honestly without careful consideration. My honest answer would be that he looked like he had a skincare routine and went down on his middle-aged wife twice a week with a ferocious sense of duty that passed for love. 


‘No, sir. Has Marina done something?’ I was flicking through the scenarios she could have become involved in that would lead the police to scream at the unconscious body of an acquaintance. What the fuck had she done now? 


‘How would you describe Miss Katos?’


‘Uh, pretty quiet, I guess. She liked to drink …’


‘Does she take drugs …?’ 


I tried to shrug and smile in a way that implied I didn’t really know what drugs were. 


‘Did you have sexual relations with her?’ blared the brown suit abruptly, suddenly at the volume of a pensioner’s telly.


‘Oh God no, we’re just friends.’ Although she had once given me a handjob in a tent, we were never really attracted to each other. It just wouldn’t stop raining that day. If anything it had made the relationship even more platonic. 


‘Yeah, she slept around a little,’ I understated. 


‘We need to ask you some questions down at the station,’ snapped the uniform, and then he was suddenly propelling me towards the bedroom. 


I picked up yesterday’s clothes from the floor and put them on.


The police station looked like a depressed architect’s statement on his marriage. The older cop sat down across from me with a rueful grunt and pushed a can of Coke towards me. ‘You’re not under caution. We just need to clarify a few things.’


They hadn’t said the stuff about you can have a solicitor, and I didn’t want to be the one to bring it up. Probably this was the exact attitude that had seen generations of men like me fed into the prison system to be used as a sexual punchbag. I thought about asking for a lawyer. Even though I had nothing to hide, it would be good to know what was going on. But maybe it was better to play it cool. I didn’t think I’d done anything and there was still a possibility that nothing had happened. 


The uniform sat in a corner. The older guy shrugged off his suit jacket and sat staring at his iPhone with a burning intensity. I thought it was some kind of mind game until I noticed that I could see the screen reflected in the mirror behind him and he was checking the Rangers score. He put his phone away suddenly. I felt almost certain that Rangers had conceded. 


He announced all our names briskly to a tape recorder. Their names were PC Stewart and DI Ian, who seemed to do all the talking.


‘Where were you last night?’ 


‘Eh, I was at home.’ There was a long pause, so I added, ‘Drinking.’


‘Was anybody with you?’


‘No.’ I remembered something. ‘My neighbour came up from downstairs. Donnie Wilson. He watched a movie with me because he was having a nervous breakdown.’


‘This … Donnie Wilson is at …?’ He looked up.


‘Eh, the flat under me. I don’t know the number.’


‘You don’t know the number?’


‘No.’ 


There was a long, disappointed silence. He groaned and appeared to start writing out what I had said in longhand. I wondered how much detective work could be involved in finding the number of a flat in a building you had just visited. 


‘How’s about I check the number when I get home and give you a call?’


‘Could you?’ He seemed genuinely grateful. 


As he smiled I realised that he was pretty toned for an older guy, and tanned, like some sex-industry veteran. 


‘And what time did he leave?’


‘I don’t know. I went to bed about one.’


‘You went to sleep around one …’ Writing furiously, longhand. 


‘No, I went to bed. I wasn’t tired. I don’t know if you know any fifty-year-old men having a breakdown, but – I just left him there. I waited till the end of the movie.’


‘You were watching a movie on television?’


‘On DVD. Boys Don’t Cry with Hilary Swank.’ It suddenly occurred to me that, subconsciously, I’d been trying to encourage Donnie to get through the evening without crying. Sadly, he’d found the film’s bleak subject matter extremely upsetting. 


‘Miss Katos is dead.’ DI Ian announced with a mournfulness that bordered on sarcasm. 


I was shocked, even though I’d known that she must be, that the whole thing had that vibe. I tried to put my head in my hands but they were trembling so I kind of raised them up to my head instead and gripped it. Now my head was shaking a little. I know the police are suspicious if you act too cool, but surely I was going too far the other way? I thought DI Ian seemed puzzled as I tried to steady my face, or it could be that I didn’t have him in focus. 


DI Ian stood up and looked at himself in the mirror, smoothing his thinning hair into place. I suppose it might have been a signal to someone who was behind the glass, but it went on a bit too long. Perhaps they’d forgotten to arrange a signal and he was simply mouthing words at them. There was a knock. The uniform went to the door, spoke to someone outside, then stepped back in and whispered something to his boss. A brief storm crossed DI Ian’s features.


‘I’ll have to go,’ he announced. ‘PC Stewart will take it from here.’


It turned out that what PC Stewart wanted to take was a sperm sample. I found myself left in a cell with a plastic Jiffy bag and no belt or shoelaces. I suppose they were worried I might hang myself, or maybe some people did that accidentally by trying to really enjoy the wank. 


It’s not like I expected them to have some sort of dedicated wanking room, but shouldn’t they have put me in a bathroom or something to do this? I hadn’t wanted to sound like some connoisseur of jerking off in public, so I’d said nothing. It was just me and my imagination, and none of my fantasies involved an eight by five jail cell or distant clanging noises. It took me about five minutes just to get hard. 


I lay down on the bunk and thought about this girl I’d met at a night class I dropped out of. Man, why didn’t I ask her out? I started to dimly remember that she’d hated me as I began to build up some steam. I guess there’s something buried deep in my genes that tells me that, if I want to continue my line, I’m occasionally going to have to come in some weird situations. Or maybe it’s the part of my genes that knows I might have to go gay to survive in jail. 


When he finally came to get me, I jauntily pressed the bottle into PC Stewart’s hand like I was tipping a doorman in a movie.
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I’d first met Marina when she worked at the Go-Go. She’d invited me back to her flat for a smoke, assuming, as most of the staff had at some point, that I was one of her co-workers. It was a flat-share at Charing Cross. She had a big, shabby, clothes-strewn room with a vague air of humanitarian crisis. 


Her flatmates included a Scottish-Indian lassie – a mousy, secretarial type called Fatima who seemed to be making a serious attempt to bond her DNA with prescription medication. Every time I saw her she would gigglingly relate the dreadful trouble she’d had that day completing some totally mundane work task on a near fatal dose of mood stabilisers. There seemed to be a fair turnover in the flat, but one constant was this flatmate who was a dreadlocked white guy who worked in a bar somewhere nearby. I guess he must have straightened up for that, but I never saw him when he was less than melted. I’d have loved to see what we looked like through his eyes, maybe just some kind of heat signature, like in Predator. He was generally holed up in his room shagging his girlfriend, who appeared rarely, with the demeanour of a hostage. One time he shouldered his way into the living room and delivered a bitter monologue about the district council to a spot two feet above our heads, but it was obvious that he barely understood what it was.


I’d stay in Marina’s bed some nights. Nothing happened – not because of our friendship, but just because we were both so unattractive. On a genetic level we understood that we needed to target superior DNA, not more of the shitty stuff we already had. Also, I imagined that sex in the state of mind we’d smoked ourselves into would be like riding naked through your own childhood on a burning rollercoaster. 


She’d lie and stare at the ceiling and we’d have those talks couples have, but without the part where every sentence was really a commentary on the death of the relationship. 


‘Everyone is just an actor, man …’ Working with Mexicans had made her speech a bit Mexican somehow. She was actually Greek or something. ‘… everyone’s playing a part. You see a student bicycling into class with those big, long, stripy scarves? That’s a part. They’ve been casting that part since the 1920s, and he’s just the one who’s in the role. Like, eh, James Bond.’


‘But not us, right? I mean, what the fuck are we supposed to be? I’ve never seen anybody in a film hang around a Mexican bar so he can not fuck a waitress.’


‘That’s just how we feel, G. We feel exceptional, like shit doesn’t apply to us, cos we live in countries that say shit doesn’t apply to them. Exceptionalism, that’s what it’s all about.’


‘I’m exceptionally wasted.’


‘It’s the only way you can forget your lines.’


Sometimes she wasn’t up for talking and encouraged me to just burble away. One night, after celebrating her new job in TV production with a couple of buckets, I told her about my idea for a rom-com that I’d never written up.


‘It’s about this guy – a washed-up actor – who runs into his ex-girlfriend years later. She’d chucked him because he was too much of a pill-popping, stoner, party addict. He’s a drama teacher now, and he’s pretty straight edged – runs the school debating team, got his life together, all that shit. Anyway, he’s still in love with her, and his ex starts teaching at the same school. She falls back in love with him, but he’s kind of full of self-hatred, right?’


‘Write what you know.’


‘So he wants to put her off him. He feels worthless, and thinks he’ll ruin her chance of being happy. She’s the only person he really cares about. So he pretends he’s still on the party scene. Has to start going to house parties and taking drugs again, with potential for hilarious misadventures and high jinks that I have not yet written.’


‘Haha. I wish more people would say that in pitch meetings: “Then some interesting or amusing things happen and I’ll tell you what they are if you pay me to think of them.”’


‘Exactly. He decides to tell her that he doesn’t love her, but he knows she’ll see through it, so he practises it a lot, this little break-up speech he has. He finds this old actor who teaches him how to act properly. The couple have an argument one day and he tells her he doesn’t want to see her anymore. She’s crying at the end of school that day, but one of the girls from the debating society is in her class and she confides in her. He does love you, the kid says, he just doesn’t think you should settle for him: he’s actually been taking these acting lessons to try and break up with you. Then she shows her some things she and the rest of the debating society have found online: it’s the drama teacher during his acting career in a really shit Scottish soap. He’s a fucking terrible actor. These will be hilarious if you pay me to think of them, etcetera.’


‘Etcetera,’ she agreed.


‘He meets her in Glasgow Central under the clock and she asks him if he loves her, and he says no. He performs it perfectly, it’s totally believable. And this is how she knows he really does love her – the effort it must have taken for this appalling actor to pull that off. So after he tells her they should go their separate ways she throws her arms around him and kisses him, she says, “I know” and then we’re panning out, right through the roof of Central Station and up into the night sky, looking down on Glasgow through the snow.’


‘Why have you never written it up?’


‘Well, it’d be hard to find a Scottish actor good enough to carry off the good acting bit. So it wouldn’t make any sense. I’m hoping one day to straighten up enough to tell if it’s an objectively good idea or not.’


‘Why is he so sure he’ll be bad for her?’


‘I don’t know yet. I thought maybe he has the gene that causes motor neurone disease, so they couldn’t have kids.’


She burst out laughing. She put her hand over her mouth and shook until tears ran down her face. She gripped my arm with her other hand for support. 


‘Okay. Well. Maybe not that.’


She wiped at her face with a hand, then laughed some more. ‘Merry fucking Christmas everybody!’ she gasped.
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I could hear my downstairs neighbour suck on his asthma inhaler from climbing one flight of stairs before knocking theatrically on the open door. Donnie was broad, with an enormous belly and the bearing of a rather grand turtle. He slobbered slightly as he spoke from a crinkly face with haunted, baggy eyes. In fact, there was a general bagginess to his skin, like his immune system was rejecting his face. He would occasionally – especially when drunk – launch into stories with gusto and then suddenly catch himself, as if remembering that everybody hated him like this, and mutter the end of the anecdote into his drink. He was mean with money, insensitive, and filled with petty hatreds, but I liked him. Maybe because he wasn’t capable of pretending to be anything else or, more accurately, couldn’t be bothered. He was an English teacher at a local college when he could face going in but was off with stress, a kind of modern code word for unhappiness.


Donnie was heavy: not quite documentary fat, but too fat, and it put a major strain on his cardiovascular system, which groaned and wheezed loudly on exertion. He was from Edinburgh and had a contempt for Glaswegians which he pretended was a breezy affectation, but seemed to be underpinned with genuine hostility. His voice was somehow booming yet gasping, like he was speaking to you from a vast tunnel where he was running for his life. Sometimes he spoke like a man falling asleep, and other times like the same man waking up on a bus. 


He glided past me casually, as he always did, and abandoned himself to gravity three feet above the sofa, landing with a sigh from both it and him. He was drunk and already in the middle of some slavering recrimination that I couldn’t hear because he had his back to me. 


‘… not that she’s a bad person,’ he continued, as I sat in the armchair across from him, ‘but obviously she’s being a fucking cunt about this!’ He delivered these final words with the passionate fury of a poet. As I tried to find a movie on Netflix, he embarked on a soliloquy that suggested his wife may have caught him in some infidelity: ‘Technology wants you to break up, to be on your own, where it can talk to you. Look at your email – you contact an ex, you’ve got to delete it from the inbox, the sent folder and the deleted folder. That’s a lot to remember when you’re horny. You’ll never make it every time. The actual technology itself wants to split you up.’


‘Did your wife find some kind of email that …’


‘No! I found the fucking email. I found the email between her and this … sexykev69.’ 


Kevin either had a juvenile sense of humour or was forty-six years old and still sexy, I calculated. ‘What was it?’ I braced myself.


Donnie wiped his mouth anxiously with the back of his hand. ‘I don’t fucking know … all this sexy pish … about her legs.’ 


Donnie’s wife Janice was a PE teacher and had powerful, forbidding legs. 


‘Sexual stuff?’ I didn’t want to know, but I couldn’t stop talking. I moved around the screen desperately looking for a film that was vaguely upbeat.


‘Poetry!’ he hissed in a dramatic stage whisper. 


‘Oh. Did he rhyme thighs with sighs …?’ I began half-heartedly.


‘PRIZE!’ Donnie bellowed disgustedly. 


I didn’t actually know if he said ‘prize’ or ‘prise’, and I hoped never to find out. I hit the button, and suddenly keeping my friend’s splintering psyche occupied was Jason Statham’s problem.


By the time the various henchmen and villains had been worked through in order of hierarchy, it was still only 10 p.m. The heating was playing up so we were both sitting half in sleeping bags, playing a supposedly jovial but actually bitterly contested game of FIFA on the PlayStation. Many of the powerful emotions Donnie displayed during the game were probably really directed at his marriage troubles. There’s no good reason for anyone to call their goalkeeper a whore. 


He passed me a sloppily rolled grass joint that at least punctured the atmosphere of a sleepover. ‘Time for a swift tightener?’ he growled. He stood up uncertainly and began packing his filthy green army jacket with fags, lighters, hash, skins and a length of metal pipe he carried for self-defence. 


We drifted out to a couple of local pubs whose clientele of battle-hardened date rapists imagined them to be stylish. The second, Donnie’s favourite for some reason, featured low smoked-glass tables, glass walls and a long glass bar where our pints were handed to us in plastic cups. We stood awkwardly, crushed in a corridor of smiles fuelled by bad cocaine and low expectations; everyone still two drinks away from belligerence and disaster. 


Some old guy was sloshed against the wall. He probably drank in the pub that used to be there. Haunting that same spot of ground like a fucking ghost. A barnacle, having the same conversations with people who gradually understood him less and less, as we all do. He tried to launch himself from the wall towards the toilets and banged against Donnie.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ barked Donnie, his face completely impassive. Donnie had a weird habit of not moving his lips when he was really angry, which he said he’d developed from when he’d had to teach a deaf sixth-former that he hated. Any time this kid would annoy him, he’d try to make it impossible for him to lip-read, and it had become a reflex.


Eventually it got so busy I realised it was Friday night. 


‘Most of the world’s problems come from the fact that stupid people talk louder,’ Donnie bellowed over the music. I hadn’t taken any Valium that day, but the previous day’s mega dose hadn’t quite worn off. It seemed unlikely that I’d be able to handle being in a glass cube of atavistic sex hunters when it did. I felt like Cinderella. 


The great thing about Donnie was that he was entirely non-judgemental. 


‘I need Valium,’ I blurted, and I was surprised at the earnestness and emotion in my own voice. 


‘Valium.’ Donnie dragged the word out thoughtfully, without a hint of morality. ‘You’re in need of sedation, hmm? Any of those Mexican cunts got any?’


‘No,’ I replied mournfully. It seemed that Glasgow Mexicans were the only Mexicans in the world who couldn’t get you prescription meds. It was, of course, impossible that Donnie had some and wasn’t telling me. I had never seen him relax, even slightly. He was always in a state of general anxiety and crisis. He screamed in his sleep and, even when awake, occasionally lashed out at phantoms. ‘I was down the police station today. This girl Marina I knew, she was murdered.’


‘Marina’s been murdered?’


I’d forgotten that they knew each other. 


Donnie took the sudden revelation very badly, his hand shaking across his brow in a palsied motion. His bottom lip hung open wetly in contemplation, as it often did. ‘And the cunts think you did it?’ 


‘No!’ I laughed, forgetting that they actually did.


‘What the fuck happened?’


‘I don’t know, but she’s dead. That’s all I know. Oh, they made me give a sperm sample, so sperm is involved …’ I trailed off as I reached the end of the sentence. Somehow this made the whole thing seem a lot sadder.


‘Sperm …’ Donnie mused uselessly, shaking his downturned head at the table. In this light his tanned, bloated head looked not unlike a haunted paper bag, his glazed eyes fixed on some bleak internal horizon.


At the shout for last orders I had abandoned Donnie, who had been involved in a catastrophic attempt to engage a group of women in conversation that, even from a distance, had visibly descended into crisis. He was experiencing a prolonged sexual recession and his desperation was palpable. At one point he’d come over to me at the bar and asked, ‘Why is it the people who say you should talk more about mental health are the same people who get annoyed when you make a joke about it?’ before heading back into the fray. 


At home, I picked up what seemed to be a considerable backlog of mail from the carpet. It’s sad to think that there’s a point between being a kid, when mail is always good – money from your granny, party invites – and adulthood, where the very sight of a pile of mail ignites only a rising fear, and a numb grief for your dead granny. This time there were only a couple of takeaway menus I already had, something from the council, a card asking me to register to vote – which I retained for roach material – and one thick, official-looking letter with my name imprisoned behind a little cellophane window. It had handwriting on the back that read: ‘Please Do Not Throw This Into the Bin Felix. It Contains Important Information.’ Fuck. 


There was another envelope inside, where Marina had written me a letter on shitty writing-pad paper.


Felix. If you get this then I am dead. I know you don’t always remember how much time we spent together, but trust me you were my best friend. I want you to have this, it’s everything I made. I got mixed up in some bad stuff and I want you to stay away from it. I know you’ll want to find out what happened but believe me, you don’t want to know. Also, there’s no chance you ever will know because you’re a fucking idiot. So take the money and go to Thailand or something. No, not Thailand, you’ll end up getting executed on some fucking drugs offence. Maybe just put it in the bank.


Inside the letter was a cheque for £10,000, just like my granny used to send me, but much worse. 


I sat down slowly in the hallway and cried, watching the page shake in my hand.
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I heard some kind of strangled yell from downstairs, which usually meant it was around ten, and limped out of bed to face the disappointed gaze of the bathroom mirror. My body looked like a dropped lasagne. I hadn’t shaved for a couple of weeks, and had enough of a beard for it to be a bit of a food diary.


A little bird was hopping around my window box of dead shit. I felt a brief flicker of excitement: this wasn’t a blackbird or a pigeon, which is all I usually got, but a speckled brown fellow, with a mildly aristocratic, even Egyptian air. It regarded me silently first from the soil, then for what seemed quite some time from the window ledge. This became boring quite quickly, and I was relieved when it flew off and I could google it. A thrush, apparently. In our world of dying diversity, a thrush had briefly seemed remarkable. 


I opened another browser window for porn, kidding myself that I might still go back and learn more about the thrush. I briefly worried about why I’d blamed my inability to recognise a common thrush on the death of the planet; but then there’s nothing quite like typing the word ‘reality’ into a porn search engine to make you worry about what sort of person you are. 


I made my daily walk to the cafe for breakfast. I picked my way along the thin pavement down into town as the traffic paraded slowly alongside. At the bottom of the hill, buses wheezed and lurched briefly between stops. There was nobody on the streets yet. Nobody really wanted to live right in the centre of Glasgow, and even some of the flats in our building were empty. 


The cafe I usually went to was called Lemon Monkey. Withered lemons decorated tables, shelves and walls, and stuffed toy monkeys of all sizes and a uniform uncleanliness provided an inexplicable counterpoint. The one thing the staff had in common was that their faces all held a permanent sense of woeful disbelief, as if they had just been awoken from cryogenic suspension on a spaceship orbiting some dying star and asked for a ploughman’s lunch. 


An older German waitress was the shallow keel of this great ship. She would sometimes simply lose interest mid-order and begin some other task and the customer would have to regain her attention with whatever charm they had, like some flailing street magician. A young girl, perhaps her daughter, would loom up at tables, with the heavy, careless make-up of someone whose mind had been overbalanced by a terrible secret. They could wait patiently for an order before explaining it was off the menu, and yet at other times they could shrilly announce, before the customer even got to the counter, the absence of the most everyday items, like bread. 


I opened the little plastic notebook I wrote my ideas down in. I’d always had real problems with motivation but I’d worked for a couple of years at BBC Scotland, where that had been an asset. The whole organisation existed almost entirely to stop Scottish programmes from being made. I remembered a flatmate’s girlfriend applying for a job when I was there. She loved television and had a sickening vigour, and it was a struggle to explain that for the interview she should try to give the impression of a defeated narcoleptic whose only previous work experience had been at an owl sanctuary.


We’d sit around a cavernous office playing computer Solitaire. Almost everyone was on some short-term rolling contract so we were never really committed enough to the place to do any work, and always just slightly too insecure to start mainlining heroin. The whole department only made about two or three shows a year; if you weren’t working on one of these, you were shunted into Development. This meant that people came in and pitched you their ideas and you threw them away. There were huge box files of ideas at every stage of development from outline memo to full script that we literally destroyed at the end of the year. Detective stories, dramas, comedies … our job was to sit there and listen to the creatives like a therapist. We’d nod, offer the occasional word of discouragement, and then file the ideas of a nation into an incinerator. 


After my coffee arrived, I started to write out everything I knew about Marina. There was nothing in the papers, or not yet anyway. Marina had been found dead, but where? I wrote WHERE? in the notebook, and underlined it slowly, then had a drink of coffee and tried to think. WHY? I wrote underneath it. Then WHO? I didn’t seem to know anything, except that there was some possible sexual motive. I wrote SEX, and put a tick beside it. I looked out the window for a bit and tried to think of when I’d last seen Marina, but it had maybe been months. Eventually, I found myself looking at my phone. I scrolled through the BBC News headlines.


There, under the heading ‘Scotland’, I saw the headline: ‘Police seek witnesses to park murder’. 


Strathclyde Police yesterday launched an appeal for witnesses after the brutal murder of a young woman in Glasgow’s Kelvingrove Park. Marina Katos, 31, a US citizen, was known to regularly cross the park on her way home from work. Police are keen to speak to anyone who was in the park between 8 p.m. and 10 p.m. on Monday evening. They would particularly like to talk to a bearded, middle-aged man who was seen speaking to the victim near the park gates on Broughton Street. At a press conference today, Detective Inspector Jack Ian asked for anyone who had seen anything untoward to come forward. ‘This is a cowardly and despicable attack on a young woman, a guest in our city, and we are currently pursuing several lines of enquiry.’


I felt a numbed moment of total dislocation and stared down dumbly at my notes.


WHERE?


WHY?


WHO?


SEX[image: Tick image]


WORKED AT THE GO-GO


WORKED AT TV COMPANY WITH IAN 


WORKED FOR ALTERNATIVE INDEPENDENCE


LIVED AT CHARING CROSS


GREEK


I put a line through the word ‘Greek’, pending further investigation.


I decided I’d drop in to the Go-Go on my way home. It was in the basement of what had once been an old school and was now three floors of different bars in the heart of the West End. Nothing for everybody. Even at 6 p.m. there were already two bouncers on the door of the main venue, gazing at a table of loud students at the end of the beer garden with the emotionless hostility of saltwater crocodiles. 


The wee gate to the basement was open, which meant somebody was in, so I headed down the steps and rang the bell. I went through the awkward rigmarole of positioning my face for the little camera in the door and smiled. Quite probably it was the manager Mikey who was in, opening up. He didn’t like me much even though I often bought him drinks after hours; maybe because I felt guilty I had fucked his sister one Christmas and she had missed the family dinner, or possibly even attended it as a drugged shambles. One of the Mexicans had told me that Mikey was in hiding from some gangsters and his real name was Miguel, although I think they were fucking with me because the names are too similar. 


Mikey opened the door with the very specific fake smile that someone gives when they’re pretending they haven’t been watching your face on a little monitor hoping that you’ll go away. He was five foot six on a warm day, but muscular, and permanently smoking. He was what your granddad looked like while he was killing people in the War. 


Mikey led me down the sticky floored corridor into the big bar and restaurant room at the end. It took my eyes a second to get used to the light, during which I worried that I was mildly brain-damaged. Glasgow is utterly black at 6 p.m. in winter. British Summer Time is something to do with farming, but if I was a farmer and my life consisted of wringing chickens’ necks and putting my hand up animals’ arses, I’d have wanted to work in total darkness. Oblivion. 


I felt relieved when things came into focus. I saw that Kat was behind the bar. She was washing glasses but gave an enthusiastic grin and mouthed something I pretended to understand. Neither of us could actually be bothered talking, so I gave a big grin and a thumbs-up. She was a few years younger than me and pretty, in a tall and wholesome way. A couple of years back we’d got involved in a kind of flirtation that quickly developed into a sexting relationship. From her earliest salvos, I realised I was out of my depth. For weeks, the little shuddering text alert on my phone would plunge me into a grimoire of practices I thought were only indulged in by a conquering army. I admired her as a writer: she could create a profoundly unacceptable world with a handful of words and an emoji. The whole episode had made me feel like someone who’d taken his nieces and nephews to a horror film and ended up weeping in the bathroom. 


Mikey handed me a barstool from a stack by the wall and we both sat down. ‘What have you been up to?’ he asked me. ‘Seeing anyone these days?’


‘No.’


‘Don’t worry, Felix. One day, you will meet someone who loves you exactly as you are, then gradually work out that they are mentally ill.’


‘What about you?’


‘Oh, the usual,’ he replied, with an affected cheeriness. ‘Wasting my time on a bunch of guys who don’t remember my name.’


‘You should have it tattooed between your shoulder blades,’ I suggested, which received a snort of mock indignation. Whatever else you said about Mikey, he liked to laugh at himself. And me. 


Mikey went behind the bar to pour us both a pint. 


‘Have you heard about Marina?’ I asked. I’d sort of imagined they must have, but now I remembered that it had only hit the news that day, and there was almost no phone signal down in the Go-Go.


‘Oh, fucking hell, what now?’ he groaned.


‘Well … she’s dead.’


His face was suddenly ashen, and Kat somewhere behind me asked: ‘What …? Marina …?’


‘Yes, she’s … dead.’ I sort of wished that I’d said ‘murdered’ at the start; Kat was already in tears, and I still had to get to that bit. 


‘Jesus Christ.’ Mikey rubbed the stubble on his head with one hand. ‘What happened?’


‘Murdered.’ I explained. Kat dropped a glass on the floor, and Mikey began to cry. 


I managed to get fairly drunk over the course of the hour it took them to cancel their bookings and close up for the night. They both talked about all the stuff Marina had done at the Christmas party, and I pretended to remember, out of politeness. 


Mikey offered me a lift home. He took me out the back door into the car park and we got into what looked like a brand-new Jag. 


‘This is your motor, Mikey?’


‘Haha. Naw, wee bit out of my price range. Got a lend of it from a guy I’m seeing. Be careful, man, the guy who owns this thing – he absolutely hates it when I get it messy.’


‘Tiny handprints on the inside of the boot? That kind of thing?’


‘What he hated most was when I rammed your dad so hard he left his lipstick on the airbag,’ he parried, as we pulled out of the car park. 


We stopped at the traffic lights at Charing Cross and a woman on the street very obviously checked him out. I sometimes forgot that he was astonishingly handsome, in a feral sort of way. Mikey was one of those incredibly straight-seeming Glasgow gay guys; the only real clue being a passionate drunken rant he’d go into any time a new gay movie or TV show came out, about the lack of lube in sex scenes. 


‘How did Marina seem to you lately?’ I asked.


‘The usual. A hundred things on the go. She was seeing some guy. Didn’t sound like a love thing, if you know what I mean. A sex thing. She never brought him down to the Go-Go but she was clearly dripping like a knackered fridge just talking about him. Here, have you got that twenty you owe me, man? I’m a bit short.’


I pulled my wallet out and change spilled into my lap, sliding down the side of the gearstick and into the footwell. I must have forgotten to zip up the side. I busied myself trying to pick up the money while the seatbelt choked me in protest. The rubber mat in the footwell had some little black circles stuck in its grooves. I picked one up and turned it over in my fingers. Confetti for some satanic mass, perhaps? 


No, black sequins from a dress. 


Kinky Mikey. I decided not to ask.
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My therapist specialises in couples therapy, and so must some of the other therapists who work there, because on the evenings I go it’s always couples. There’s never much chatter. We’re conditioned by TV to think that couples’ quarrels are a witty back and forth, when they’re often just days of complete silence.


I sat in a waiting room – a corridor, really – with all the fuckers failing at love. I looked at everybody and thought that at least what brought them here was love; or perhaps some kind of overarching fear of futility. There was a couple directly across from me holding hands and beaming, but who knows with prescription meds and what have you. The guy probably thought he was eight years old and riding the log flume at Disneyland. 


I picked up a little newspaper cultural supplement, turned the pages and genuinely tried to engage with the premise of a variety of artworks being rated out of five.


My therapist stepped out of his room, letting out his previous clients – or whatever a therapist calls people. He said my name and gave me a warm, practised smile. No doubt this was something they taught you quite early at therapist school, but I appreciated it. He had long swept-back hair and a long grey beard, like he’d been shipwrecked. 


For some reason, I often imagined his beard getting caught in a shopping mall escalator and his entire skeleton and soft tissue being squeezed out like the contents of an over-ripe banana into a steaming heap outside a branch of Claire’s Accessories. 


‘Just me,’ I said, as I sat down. There was a pause as, I suppose, we both considered what I meant by that. 


‘Nice to see you again, Felix. How have you been feeling?’


‘That … this is life, I suppose. I’m in the same boat as everybody else. You fail at absolutely everything, then start training for a marathon.’ 


He didn’t smile, or really acknowledge what I’d said in any way; he generally seemed unbothered that he was a bit of a tough crowd. ‘Felix. I believe you were to bring in a dream that you’ve had this week.’ 


From nowhere, I could feel my heartbeat in my ears. ‘It was about a horse,’ I offered, deliberately. No response. ‘I was fighting a horse.’ He seemed a little disappointed: a slight turn of the mouth. Too negative, I guessed. ‘But we made up in the end. We hugged.’ I spread my hands magnanimously.


‘Was there anybody else in the dream …?’


‘A man,’ I say, stupidly. It was clearly not enough. ‘A very old man.’


There was a long silence and I had in my mind an image of me, as seen from above, running down a series of increasingly dark alleys, water underfoot, fleeing some unknowable malevolence. 


‘An old man had stolen my identity, and now he was sitting on a yacht making lemonade … and I attacked him … in a sort of mechanical suit.’ I beamed, having accidentally stumbled on my real dream, but it was this grain of truth that seemed to finally overbalance things. 


I’ve never seen the point of dreams. You rest so your body can repair itself, and your brain’s contribution is to screen vivid footage of you being on a safari holiday with your dead uncle and Sir Kenny Dalglish. 


We discussed Donnie, and the line of questioning veered between viewing him as part of a co-dependent relationship, and figment of my imagination. We talked again about whether I was depressed. Generally, I think ‘depressed’ is just a word we invented to make realists feel bad about themselves. 


I blabbered for a bit then gradually trailed off as I ran out of things he might want to hear.


‘You’re swearing a lot lately.’


‘Maybe Scottish people have been imprisoned in the English language and we are trying to blow our way out.’


‘Yes … Scottish people weren’t all Gaelic speakers, you know.’


‘I know everybody needs to feel like they’re right all the time, but I’m often wrong, and I’m okay with it.’ 


I talked a little about how I’d been busy with my writing, and when that clearly wasn’t flying – even with me – I threw in the fact that my friend had been murdered. 


It’s very difficult for anyone to take a therapy session down a predetermined path once a recent murder has been announced, so actually (I think) the quality of the discussion improved. I didn’t feel I was using my friend’s death for an easy ride; if anything, I wish I’d lied about there being a murder during previous sessions. Marina would have done exactly the same with my murder – pretended to be really upset to change her shifts or something – and I’d have saluted her for it from Hell. 


We talked a little about Marina and what kind of person she was and how they found the body and how I heard. I invented descriptions of the morgue photos and made them as slow and pointlessly detailed as possible, hoping that I could run out the clock on the meeting without us having to talk about my feelings again.


His eyes flicked slowly to one side and back as he checked the clock on his desk, something he was always completely brazen about. He asked me how I felt I was dealing with my friend’s death. I didn’t reply, and in the silence he wound things up.










6


I was woken early by someone stepping outside, being engulfed by the freezing fog that choked the streets that morning, and screaming. I lurched up with an answering shriek and in the five minutes it took me to make coffee I briefly considered suicide. I was in the stage of Valium withdrawal that makes your brain sing. For breakfast I had the only thing in the fridge: a pastry-heavy grey meat sausage roll – a gift sent forward in time from the all-night garage by my drunken self.


I went back to bed and surfaced in what looked like the afternoon. I must have left the front door open because, as I wandered into the living room, Donnie burst in like the best-loved character in an old sitcom that they can’t show anymore because it mocked people with schizo-affective disorder. He had his little backpack on, which usually meant he’d been cycling. His bike was far too small and made him look like a bear escaping from the circus. 


He paced, he laughed, his hands fluttered like bats, his face jiggled. Donnie’s conversation always orbited the subject of his marriage: his wife was always in the stories even when she wasn’t in them, like Moby-Dick. 


I couldn’t give advice on relationships, but even if I could, Donnie wouldn’t have heard me because he would have been talking.


‘You off somewhere?’ I asked, nodding at the bag as he put it down. 


‘I tried to go swimming. It was too crowded. Swimming is like life – a couple of kids can ruin everything.’


He was worried by a pain in his mouth, which might well have come from grinding his jaw on pills, but I didn’t think this diagnosis would be welcome, and I concentrated on looking sympathetic as he blustered on. Donnie’s personality seemed to demand momentum. If he’d ever slid into a foamy bubble bath with a glass of wine he’d have probably just started screaming. 


‘All Google does is tell you that you have cancer. Doesn’t matter what question you ask. What time is Tesco’s open till? Cancer. No point googling sensitive teeth – I think we all know what it’s going to say, and it’s best to just shut it out and carry on as if you didn’t have cancer.’


‘Or go to the dentist?’ I suggested, but he brushed it aside. 


‘Any more news about Marina? It’s 2015! You’d have thought they’d have caught the cunt by now through their fucking Facebook messages or whatever.’


‘You see the new BBC website story? She was found by a dog walker.’


‘It’s always a dog. Our bodies are an absolute treasure trove of bones,’ he intoned mournfully.


‘They found a scarf with sperm on it near the body. I don’t ever remember seeing her with a scarf, but fuck knows. They’re taking samples from every local with form as we speak.’
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