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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
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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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