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ONE

WEIRD SHIT HAPPENS

Town, then; with its brash neon and
brittle laughter and forlornly-waved ten pound notes; its
transactions and whispers and shouts; its harsh, bright lights
which illuminate our surfaces just as they add inky, unfathomable
depth to our shadows.

Through the heaving, liquid
mass of people my eyes graze towards the mirrored wall behind the
bar and the light bounces towards me the reflection of three guys
plumped up in coats and scarves, boots stained with black slush and
salt from the roads. They're arguing over the telling of a funny
story, one of them waving his arms and saying loudly, "This is how
it starts. THIS IS HOW IT STARTS."

We don't hang around long
enough to hear the rest of the joke because then we’re off, up and
moving.

Who says go? It isn't me, I’m
fairly sure of that. Pete still has half a pint left. And Tony is
half-watching some old movie on the muted TV screens in the bar,
his lips silently synching with the actors’. A good night. A
Saturday night. A normal night.

“Where are we going?” Tony asks
as we bundle into the taxi outside the bar.

The driver turns and looks at
us, his face in shadow, coolly appraising each of us in turn. “Club
is it, lads?”

“Not Janeiro’s again, please,”
mutters Pete.

“Or Fanny’s,” says Tony.

“Or Crunch,” I add.

The driver’s gaze burns through
the darkness, lingers on me. “Something special? Something
different?”

“We’re not going to a strip
joint,” I say. “We can’t afford it.”

The driver laughs and suddenly
we’re lurching away, spiralling outwards from the town centre. The
bright lights blur. We’re going fast. Too fast. I feel a little
sick.

“Weird shit happens in the
suburbs,” says the driver.

“What?” I say.

“Have you seen the rain-wet
dogs barking at empty shop doorways?” he says. “The scraps of black
polythene that hang scarecrow-ragged on barbed wire, the flocks of
dark birds that loiter on telegraph wires and go suddenly quiet
when you walk down the street?”

Tony looks at me, scared, no
doubt remembering tales of unlicensed cabs that take the unwary to
dark building sites on the other side of town. Pete frowns, and
says, “What the fuck are you talking about, pal? And where
the hell are we?”

I look out of the window. I
don’t recognise anything. We’re right out in the sticks, among
unfamiliar streets, lost in the anonymous estates.

“I have a theory,” says our
driver. “Do you want to hear it?”

For the first time, I notice
there’s no meter or radio in the car. We’re paused at a set of
traffic lights; I can see our reflection in a glass-fronted shop.
There’s no light or sign on top of the vehicle.

This isn’t a cab.

Tony’s realised as well.
“Fuck,” he says softly.

“I think,” says the driver
conversationally, “that because people work and socialise and
generally live in city centres, there’s this massive build
up of, oh, call it what you will; psychic energy, perhaps. And it
all just sort of sits there and throbs like a huge power station.
But when you get away from that, into the fringes, the hinterland,
well, the distinctions become blurred, the edges get frayed, the
picture goes out of focus.

“Weird shit happens.”

“It’s a theory, I suppose,” I
say. We’re still stalled at the traffic lights.

“Fucking nutter,” says Pete.
“Come on, we’re getting out here.”

Pete pulls the handle and the
door opens. Tony scrambles over him to be first out, followed by
Pete who cuffs him around the head.

The driver turns again and says
from the shadows of the front seat, “It’s okay. We’re here,
anyway.”

“Where?” I say, trying to find
some kind of form in the darkness.

There’s a movement, a shrug.
“Like I said. The hinterland.”

I get out of the car and it
immediately drives away, the driver not waiting for payment. I
watch it disappear around a bend in the road. Strange. I look
around to see Pete and Tony venturing down a dark alley, called by
the siren allure of repetitive beats. I follow them and the next
thing we’re knee-deep in rubbish and outside a big,
solid, wooden door. Overhead is a sign in
flaking paint. Arcadia.

“Is this it?” says Tony. “Maybe
we should get back…”

“Fuck that, I want a drink,”
says Pete, rapping on the door. A hatch opens and there are a pair
of eyes staring at us, one as blue as a clear sky and the other as
green as the sea.

The eyes regard Pete and Tony.
“No,” says a deep voice.

“Let’s go…” says Tony
again.

Then the eyes light upon
me.

“Wait." A heartbeat, then the
sound of bolts sliding back from their housings. "Okay.”

Then we’re in and suddenly I’ve
lost an hour. I’m drinking a bottle of Red Mist, starting to sober
up unpleasantly, realising that I’ve lost the others, and,
somewhere along the way, the plot.



There are three women dressed
as schoolgirls leaning on the cigarette machine. Then it occurs to
me they aren’t dressed up. They really are schoolgirls. They wear
the same ties and uniforms as Tony’s kid sister. One of them sees
me staring and grabs her crotch, sticking her tongue out like,
well, like a kid. One of the others is smoking what looks like a
crack pipe. Jesus. I blush furiously and turn away.

The club is full of purple
smoke, and it’s really getting to the back of my throat. To my left
I’m vaguely aware of a small dance floor, and somewhere an unseen
DJ is playing what sounds like the theme tune from an old TV show
underlaid with an acid jazz beat. On The Buses. Or perhaps Bless
This House. Shit, that’s going to bother me all night now. I’m a
little freaked, alone in this smog, shapes picked out in grotesque,
back-lit silhouette, but at least this place is something
different, a change from up town where it’s all billykids whizzing
their tits off and doomers with sandwich boards telling you the end
of the world is nigh, office girls cackling in cowboy boots and
mini skirts.

Through the strobe-shot haze I
think I spot Tony, slumped on the bar and trying to catch the
attention of the bored girl standing behind it. I lurch towards
him.

He peers at me through Bryan
Ferry eyes. “Thank Christ. Thought I’d lost you. Do you want
another?”

I shake the half-full Red Mist
and nod.

“Make it three, love, and a
pint of lager,” Tony bellows at the girl. She’s wearing a
rhinestone-studded combat vest and
perfect-white bloomers.

She looks at Tony in a bored,
you’re dog-shit, kind of
way, blows a huge bubble-gum globe which pops with the smell of
strawberry, and sighs, “I told you, you can’t have a drink unless
you have the password. Club rules.”

Tony squints at me, his
twenty-pound note flapping at half-mast. “I think she’s serious. Do
you know this password?”

I shrug. “How should I know
it?”

“You’ve got a drink, haven’t
you?” he nods at my bottle. I look down at it, almost in surprise.
I wonder where the drink did come from? I don’t remember buying
it.

I feel a hand clamp itself on
my shoulder and warm, beery breath in my ear. It’s Pete, and he’s
well pissed still. “Lads, lads,” he grins. “Where have you
been?”

Tony grabs the lapel of Pete’s
shirt when he notices the dregs of the pint swilling about in
Pete’s hand. “Where did you get that drink? What’s the password?”
He’s almost hysterical now. Christ, calm down.

Pete shrugs Tony’s hands off
with a hint of annoyance and warning. “‘Et in Arcadia,
Ego’.”

I think Tony is going to cry.
“What? Is that French? What is this bloody password?”

“It’s Latin,” I supply,
helpfully.

“That’s it,” snaps Pete,
running a hand through his aggressively-cut, blond hair. “That’s the fucking password. Lola told
me, and I’m going back to her before some other chancer moves
in.”

Peter lurches off into the
mist. The DJ is playing an easy listening Christmas tune. I pat
Tony on the back and tell him to follow me when he’s got the
drinks. I want to see this woman that Pete’s found in this
godforsaken place. I stay around long enough to drain the Red Mist
and hear Tony haltingly quoting pidgin Latin at the bar girl then
dive into the purple smoke.

And suddenly I'm alone again;
really truly alone. I know Pete and Tony are nearby - probably
within touching distance - but I feel for an instant that I've left
them behind, moved forward. But not quite far enough to connect
with the people in this club. I'm stuck, somewhere in the middle,
somewhere between worlds. Then I feel a gravitational pull to the
familiar, and the mist clears and delivers me to Pete.

I find him in a dark corner,
arm draped over the back of a leather Chesterfield settee,
languidly stroking the shoulder of what is obviously a man in drag,
and not very good drag at that. “Lola” evidently didn’t bother to
shave before turning out for the evening, and tufts of black hair
poke from under the cascading curls of the blonde wig. I don’t like
to think about the fake breasts wrestling in the tight vest top and
the hairy legs under fishnet tights. I say nothing, my face set in
a grinning rictus as Tony slides in beside me with a tray of
drinks. I like to think I’m the tolerant type, you know, up on
transgender politics and all that. I wish I could say the same for
Pete. I’ve seen him put a bar stool through a window because
someone called his pint a girl.

Tony hasn’t noticed, I realise
with something approaching mild panic, as he hands the drinks round
and points an unsteady finger first at my bottle of Red Mist and
then at me, and slurs, “Nearly eighteen quid. That’s the last round
I buy in this place. Whose idea was this club, anyway?”

Pete takes a mouthful of Lola’s
Red Mist before sliding it across the table towards her, his eyes
lingering on hers. His. Christ, I don’t know. I feel all fidgety
and still sit there, staring, that stupid grin on my face. This
could get very ugly, and I’ve suddenly just realised I don’t really
know where the hell we are.

“Just what is this shite,
anyway?” grimaces Pete as the drink goes down. He swiftly takes a
draft of lager to wash away the taste.

Tony replies, “Guarana and
alcohol and other stuff, herbs and things. It’s supposed to be
better for you than beer. And it improves your, you know...” he
makes some kind of ‘waa-haay’ noise and shoves a fist up in the
air.

Jesus Christ,. My mouth’s
aching from smiling. I try to stare at Lola, try to telepathically
communicate that she should get the hell out of Pete’s way before
he realises what’s going on. Lola just winks at me. Pete takes
another mouthful of beer and looks for a long time at Lola, saying,
“I don’t need a big girl’s blouse of a drink for that, I can
promise you.”

That’s it. Too much. I have to
take control of this situation because although I don’t really know
what Pete will do when the realisation of what’s going on
penetrates his fogged-up brain, I can imagine. I stand up too
sharply, knocking the table and coming so perilously close to
spilling Pete’s pint that he glances warningly over the rim of the
glass at me. I grab Tony by his shirt and haul him into the
mist.

“What’s got into you-” he
begins before I clamp a hand over his mouth and hiss, “Look at her,
she’s a fucking bloke, for God’s sake! Pete’s going to go
ape-shit when he realises. Does this look like the kind of place we
want Pete to go postal in? We’ve got to sort this now.”

Tony pushes me off and leans
forward a bit to see Pete playfully winding one of Lola’s synthetic
curls in his fingers. The mist in his head seems to clear. “Jesus
Christ,” he whispers, and then before I can stop his mouth again he
says louder, “Jesus Christ!” Then he’s practically shouting, “Jesus
Christ, Pete, that’s not a bird, it’s a fella!”

Then the shit, rather
predictably, hits the fan. Pete squares up to Tony, Tony makes a
grab at Lola’s head to prove his point and save himself a kicking,
Lola jerks backwards a bit too hard, and the wig slips down over
his face. Tony starts pissing himself laughing, Pete just stares
incredulously, and Lola straightens his barnet, grabs his handbag,
and flounces away from the table, tipping me a wink and blowing me
a kiss as he passes.

And I just stand there with
that stupid fucking grin hurting my face.

After that there’s a long
silence, which even the DJ seems to acknowledge with a break in the
easy listening for several seconds. As Neil Sedaka starts to sing
about a lonely man, Pete shakes his head, as though clearing it of
cobwebs, glares malevolently at Tony, and says, “Come on, let’s go
for a kebab.”

The big bouncer with
odd-coloured eyes lets us out of Arcadia into the dark alley
without a word. High above the steep,
black walls of whatever buildings we’re sandwiched between the sky
is a deep blue. Dawn is on the way. At least it’s Sunday tomorrow,
and no work. I just wonder where the hell we are.

Pete sets off resolutely
towards the main street at the far end of the alley. Something
stirs among a pile of bursting black bin bags. Shit. I hate rats.
Nonchalantly, I cough and stamp noisily after Pete, hoping
everything I’ve been told is true and they really are more scared
of me than I am of them.

None of us recognises the main
drag. Sodium-yellow streetlights illuminate a quiet road with
anonymous red-brick shops and shuttered businesses standing silent
sentry on either side. Chip wrappers blow gently in the chill
eddies of the morning. It’s very quiet, and it’s cold, very, very
cold. We stop and my feet crack the sheen of ice forming on a small
puddle. Pete swears and I see him punching his finger angrily at
his mobile. I check mine; no signal either. We must be in a dead
zone.

“Ah, bollocks. We’ll never get
a taxi. Bollocks.” Tony’s blowing into his hands to warm them up.
He sounds well pissed off. Then I remember he’s supposed to be
working at his Dad’s petrol station at nine. Christ, better not let
him know it’s gone five. I spot an old-fashioned, red phone box a
couple of hundred yards along the unfamiliar street.

“Come on,” I decide. “Let’s go
get a cab.”

The out-of-date BT poster
inside the piss-stinking phone box features what my distant
childhood memory conjures as an inanely-grinning Busby announcing
that it is situated on the corner of Fugue Street and Lethe Lane.
I’ve never heard of either of them. At least there are a few taxi
cards stuck there, although they do have outdated area code
numbers. I ring one and give the girl our location, “Lethe Lane...
Lethe Lane...” she ponders. “I should know that one. Give me a
clue.”

I confess sheepishly that I
don’t quite know where I am myself. She gives a telephonic shrug.
“It’s okay, the driver’ll find it. Give us fifteen minutes.”

I step back out on to Fugue
Street, glad to be back in the fresh air. To the east the sky has a
hint of blood red, the sun struggling to get up like everyone else
on a Sunday morning. Christ, I wish I was in my bed.

Tony and Pete are sitting on a
low brick wall outside a boarded up shop. Far away I hear the
electric hum and brittle clink of a milk float. Pete looks up
expectantly. “Is it sorted? I’m fucking freezing here.”

“Fifteen minutes. Is he
okay?”

Tony looks rough. I wouldn’t
fancy being in work in four hours’ time. There’s a wet patch on the
front of his shirt.

“He’s puked, hasn’t he?” says
Pete in disgust. “Splashed all over me new jeans. He’d better be in
better shape for this lads’ weekend in Amsterdam.”

“Don’t you worry about that,”
croaks Tony, wiping vomit from his mouth with the sleeve of his
jacket. We’ve had this trip planned for months; we always like a
couple of good blow-outs in European cities every year - Prague,
Tallinn, Paris - usually following the football if we can tie it
in, but this time just for the sheer enjoyment of it. Pete’s right,
though. I hope Tony’s stamina improves, because it’s not going to
be a quiet weekend.

“Just don’t be standing near me
with puke all over your mouth when I’m chatting up the birds,”
warns Pete, playfully punching Tony in the shoulder.

“You’ll be paying for them like
you always do,” says Tony, slapping him back. “That’s unless
they’re blokes in disguise.”

As they start to brawl, I turn
away distractedly. This really is an odd road. I peer down what
must be Lethe Lane, running at a right angle off Fugue Street. A
set of traffic lights blinks unceasingly through its programme,
though not a single car has negotiated the junction while we’ve
been standing here. Tall buildings rear up along the length of
Lethe Lane as far as I can see. Back the way we walked, Fugue
Street curves around sharply, while in the other direction there
seems to be a big church or school. The oddest thing about this
part of town is the shops. They’re all closed, obviously, but you
get the feeling it’s not just down to the time of day. Everything
about this place seems... forgotten.

For example, halfway down the
street on the other side there’s a pub, and over the door there’s
one of those old illuminated signs, for Double Diamond lager, of
all things. When’s the last time you saw a pub serving Double
Diamond? And something else. Outside the pub is an old-fashioned
metal dustbin. It’s been wheelie bins round here for years. There’s
a newsagents next door, and the billboard tacked to the wall holds
a torn, flapping piece of paper headed The Daily Sketch. The Daily
Sketch? When was that last published, the Sixties? Is this a joke?
Some kind of student art project?

There’s a liquid sound like a
cat being choked, and Pete whines, “Oh for fuck’s sake, he’s off
again!”

Tony is doubled up on the
pavement, losing the night’s beer together with what looks like a
good portion of his large intestine splashing warmly on to the
ground. I feel my own bile rising and look away, concentrating on
an advertisement for Woodbine cigarettes outside one of the shops.
Peter interrupts, “Where’s this fucking taxi, Dave? It’s been half
a bloody hour.”

He’s right. In fact, it’s been
longer: my fake Tag Heuer tells me it’s almost a quarter to six.
Jesus, poor old Tony.

“That club was weird, though,
eh?” I say, trying to distract Pete from Tony’s coughing.

Pete looks up at me.
“What?”

“That club. Arcadia.
Weird.”

Pete considers this for a
moment. “What?” he says again.

I can feel myself getting
annoyed. “Pete. The club. Arcadia. The place where we’ve just spent
half the night. That fucking club…”

There’s a sound, a faraway beep
of a horn. Pete looks up. Thinking he’s trying to take the piss out
of me for some reason, all this pretending not to remember the
club, I stalk off to the middle of the silent frosty road and jog
round the bend a short way. I’m almost shocked to see a car with
its headlights on, parked a hundred yards away. I can make out a
light on top of the car as well. It’s either our taxi or the
police. Either would be equally welcome at the moment, so I jump up
and down on the Tarmac and wave. A brief moment later the engine
guns and the car heads towards me. It is our taxi, thank Christ.
And a real one, as well. Not like that unlicensed weirdo who
brought us here.

I ease into the front of the
Nissan Sunny, letting the warmth envelop me, while Pete bundles
Tony into the back. I hope he isn’t going to puke again. The driver
looks sheepish as we set off.

“Sorry I’m late, lads. I
couldn’t find this place for the life of me. Couldn’t place the
street at all, and I don’t know why because it’s a main road.”

“Haven’t you got a map, then?”
offers Pete aggressively from the back. He’s totally lost his
patience now. I silently pray for him to shut up because I don’t
want this guy to put us out here.

“That’s the odd thing,” muses
the driver. “It’s listed in the A-Z index, but when you get to the
page and follow Segg Way, which it’s supposed to run off, you get
to the end of the page and turn over and it isn’t there. Must be a
printing error or something.”

I’m horribly sober now, and
cold. A hangover’s beginning to take hold and I must look like
shit. My boots are caked in crap, presumably from the alley where
that club was. It’s almost six, and it will be properly light soon.
We turn on to Segg Way, and suddenly I’m on familiar ground. Cars
appear from nowhere, and we pass houses with lights on. I check my
mobile; the signal’s showing strong and clear, now. Civilisation at
last.

I’m the last drop off, and
after gratefully paying the taxi driver I stagger up the two
flights of stairs to my flat, letting myself in and collapsing
fully clothed on to my bed. After a couple of minutes it’s obvious
that sleep isn’t going to come. Sighing, I slip on a CD of
something chilled and sit at my desk in front of the big window,
building a spliff to smoke while I watch my town yawn, stretch, and
come to life.

I love my Saturday nights.

TWO

SCHRODINGER’S FRIDGE

I awake sharply, still sitting in the
director’s chair, the joint dead between my fingers, and gasp a
single word: “Arcadia!”

I shake my head, clearing the
last of the fog. It’s something after eleven, and apart from a
stiff neck I feel surprisingly rested and ready for Sunday
afternoon. Just need a shower to feel human again. I wonder how
poor old Tony’s going on at the service station; I’ll give him and
Pete a call later on, see how they’re shaping up. As I stand under
the dribbling warm water I reflect on the previous night. Strange,
but good. Good but strange.

By the time I’ve soaked myself
thoroughly and washed away the real and imagined detritus of
Saturday night it’s almost midday and I’m famished. Naked and
dripping soap and water everywhere I pad from the bathroom through
the living room and to the kitchen, leaving soggy, perfect
footprints on the carpet. Balking at the effort needed to cook
something more complicated, I slam a few slices of stale-ish bread
under the grill and take the top off a tin of Heinz beans before
returning to the lounge and flopping, still wet, on to the
sofa.

Flicking through the TV and
simultaneously powering up the stereo, I settle on a random channel
- it looks like an old Survivors re-run - and an upbeat music
station on the radio. Satisfied with my multi-media stimulus, I
head back into the kitchen to check on the toast.

Fed and dressed, I still have
six hours before I can see Mags. I stare at myself in the mirror
and try to decide who I am today. The Dave who goes on three-day
drinking benders with his mates from way back? The Dave who trawls
the counter-culture dives of his town, mind spinning from
recreational drugs? Mags’ Dave? The Dave I am at work? My Mum and
Dad’s Dave? Or the private, secret Dave who only I know?

Today I feel just like being
myself, which is a little bit of all those mixed together. And the
whole is greater than the sum of the parts, so when I’m being me,
I’m dynamite, unstoppable. I flash the mirror a world-beating smile
and head out into my town.

The day is crisp, chill and
winter bright, just the way I like it. Leaves crunch under my boots
and plumes of hot breath trail from my mouth and nostrils. The sky
is clear but heavy with prospects. Snow, perhaps; it’s been
forecast for later in the week. It’s going to be a good day.

My town is very much like any
other. Far enough from the nearest city to retain its identity and
have its own football team but close enough to visit for shops and
big clubs on special occasions. Things here are on a more
manageable scale, it’s more difficult to get lost and be anonymous,
there’s still a sense of community and belonging.

I’m warm in my thick corduroy
jacket and twill trousers. I walk to the end of my road without
seeing a soul and then on to the ringway, busy with Sunday drivers
and orbiting buses. I’m not quite sure where I’m headed, but a walk
in the park seems a pleasant plan. I follow the ring road round for
a while, then cut in behind St. Boniface church and on to the
desolate land that used to be the old council offices. Some kids
are playing footy in the debris, and their battered ball comes
winging towards me. I try to volley it back but the kick goes awry
and the ball bounces awkwardly away. I’ve always had two left feet
when it came to playing football. I shrug an embarrassed apology.
One of the kids shouts, “Wanker!” and they all laugh.

They’re just a bunch of kids,
but for a second their glowering eyes light upon me, shining dully
from dirty, feral faces. I falter and stumble on a broken
house-brick, provoking more sniggers; low and menacing. I flush and
alter my course off the patch of spare land. Their territory. They
gather on it like animals, sniffing the air, trying to weigh me up,
the hint of curled lips and yellow teeth hiding in the ingrained
dirt of their faces. For God’s sake, get a grip. They’re just kids.
But I can feel their eyes burning into my back as I walk, detouring
down a narrow alley, unable to resist casting a glance over my
shoulder as I turn the corner. But they’re just normal kids again,
kicking the ball at each other and exchanging easy obscenities.

The snicket is quiet, filled with
lock-ups and dodgy looking car repair garages, and almost deserted.
A big meathead with a spanner watches me with suspicion from the
shadows of a garage doorway, and behind him I can make out the
snuffling nose of an eager Alsatian. I keep my head down and walk
on, until I come to a familiar road. Colin’s street. Relieved to be
on familiar ground once more, I decide to pay him a visit before
heading on to the park.

A lot of people think Colin’s
weird. He must be knocking on fifty, and lives on his own in a big
house that used to belong to his parents before they died. Colin
just took over the place after they were gone. It’s still decorated
as they must have left it, floral wallpaper and desperate
furniture. It’s full of unintentional kitsch, flying ducks on the
kitchen wall, unidentifiable glass ornaments in brown and beige,
even a few of those mass-produced paintings, the woman with the
blue face and a huge swan. I suppose he is a bit weird, but not
because he’s fifty and lives on his own. Jostling for space with
his parents’ crappy legacies is Colin’s own collection of tat;
books and comics and odd magazines about crop circles and UFOs. He
also has a healthy collection of porno mags, which I suppose is
fair enough. My mates think there’s something wrong with me, going
to visit Colin, but he’s okay. He’s never come on to me, or
anything. Well, he did once offer to give me a blow job while I was
flicking through one of his Swedish mags, but he was joking. I
think.

The green front door with the
ghastly oval of coloured glass swings open when I knock on it. I
sigh and step inside. I’m fed up of telling Colin he lives in a
rough area and should really be more security conscious, but it
never seems to penetrate. His mind’s always on other things.

I walk into his kitchen and
he’s sitting cross-legged on the lino, surrounded by rusty tools
and drawing with a marker pen and a set square on the door of his
fridge, which he has unscrewed and removed from the juddering white
Indesit in the corner. The kitchen is bathed in stark, yellow light
from the fridge which reflects off Colin’s spectacles in the gloomy
room. He looks up without surprise when he sees me standing in the
doorway.

“David, my boy, come in. Sorry
about the mess,” he says, then carries on musing over the square
he’s drawn on the door of the fridge.

“Colin, what are you doing?” I
say, not meaning to sound as exasperated as I do.

He stops to scratch his beard
and adjust his glasses, then holds up a piece of plain glass,
roughly the size of the square he’s drawn on the white metal of the
door. “Why, I’m putting a window in the fridge, of course.”

I wait for him to go on, but he
simply continues with his study of the door and absently picks
dried egg yolk from his beard. Eventually I feel the need to ask,
“Why?”

“Well, I’ve got to know, dear
boy. It’s been bothering me for years and I’ve decided to do
something about it. Plus, it’ll help when it comes to restocking
the fridge.”

“Got to know what, Colin?” I
say calmly, but this is getting on my nerves. Sometimes he just
talks in riddles for the hell of it.

“The light, David, the light.
Does it stay on when you shut the refrigerator door? It’s a puzzle
that has been perplexing philosophers since, well, since the
refrigerator was invented. And I intend to know.”

Sighing, I tiptoe through the
tools and crap to where the doorless fridge hums away quietly.
Feeling along the rim where the door should be, I find what I’m
looking for. “Look, Colin, see this little button here? When you
shut the door it turns the light off, and when you open it the
button pops out and the light comes on. I thought everyone knew
that.” To prove my theory, I press the button a couple of times and
make the diffuse shadows in the kitchen dance.

“Ha!” barks Colin. “Don’t
blindly accept everything, my young lamb. Just because the light
goes off when you press the button, it doesn’t logically follow
that it goes off when you close the door.”

“Of course it does!”

“Not so. How can you possibly
know that for a fact when you can’t see inside the fridge? Don’t
presume.”

I begin to argue but Colin
holds up one hand to silence me. I shed my jacket, despite the
coldness in the kitchen. I know I’m going to be here for some
time.

“Now then,” begins Colin, a
bearded Buddha cross-legged amid the wreckage. “How familiar are
you with Schrodinger’s Cat?”

“Didn’t it used to get chased
by Pavlov’s Dog in that old cartoon?”

“Different field altogether,
David. Erwin Schrodinger postulated an interesting proposition,
which I will simplify for you thus: take a cat, and put it in a
box. Into this box you also put, say, a canister filled with poison
gas. This canister has an exactly fifty per cent chance of
releasing its fatal contents, and a fifty per cent chance of not
doing so, on a count of ten. Close the box. After ten seconds, is
the cat alive or dead?”

“There’s no way of knowing
while the box is closed.”

“Exactly!” shouts Colin,
startling me. I pull one of the battered chairs away from the table
and perch on it.

He takes off his glasses and
rubs dust off the lenses with the hem of his food-stained pullover.
“Until you look into the box, you have no way of knowing whether
the canister released its deadly load and killed the cat, or
whether the poor pussy is alive and well. Therefore, according to
Schrodinger, the cat is at once in both states: alive and
dead, until the box is opened and we can make one of those states
real in our sense of reality.”

“All of which means..?”

“All of which means that the
light in my fridge is both on and off when the door is shut, but
because when I open the door a logical sequence of events comes
into play, in that the light comes on because the door is open,
Schrodinger’s theory cannot be proved either way. A window in the
door of the fridge will simulate the act of circumventing the
opening of Schrodinger’s box and I will at last be able to find out
whether that bloody light stays on or goes off when the fridge door
is shut.”

“In the meantime, this
chocolate mousse is melting. Mind if I have some?”

“Be my guest,” says Colin,
standing stiffly, his quest for philosophical knowledge momentarily
sidelined. “Have you seen The Justice League of America lately, by
the way?”

While I spoon the mousse into
my mouth we leaf through a stack of American comics on the table.
Colin’s the only person I know who can read psychological and
sociological meaning into this stuff. Most of it’s adolescent power
fantasies and women in star-spangled knickers, but some of it’s
actually okay and looks like it might be written with normal adults
in mind. Colin is midway through explaining how Captain America
embodies the concept of the United States’ assumed responsibility
as world policeman and his place in the world post 9/11 when
something occurs to me.

“Oh yeah, something really
weird happened to me last night.”

Colin suddenly loses interest
in Spandex-clad, muscle-bound freaks. If there’s anything
guaranteed to pique his interest, it’s use of the word ‘weird’.
He’s practically a student of the weird and wonderful.

I recount to him our adventures
in the dodgy club, Arcadia, and the deserted streets where time
seemed to have stood still. How Pete seemed to have forgotten about
Arcadia just minutes after we left it. “What did you say that road
was called again?” he says.

“It was a junction. Lethe Road,
or Lane, and Fugue Street.”

“Interesting, interesting...
Lethe is an easy one: the river in Greek mythology which was said
to impart forgetfulness to anyone who drunk its waters. That would
fit in with your evening, no? But fugue? A musical term for...
although, hold on... wait here.”

Colin stalks out of the
kitchen, leaving me to finish off the chocolate mousse and to flip
through a comic featuring lots of men with big guns and unlikely
names. He wanders back in with a hardback copy of the Oxford
English Dictionary and absently scratching his balls “Here it is:
Fugue. As we thought, a musical term, but... aha! The second
definition reads: ‘Loss of awareness of one’s self coupled with
flight from one’s usual environment’.”

Colin looks over his glasses at
me and a slight shiver runs down my spine. “Would that be anything
like what you boys were experiencing last night?”

“Shit,” I say slowly. “That
really is... weird.”

THREE

THE ISLAND OF LOST WOMEN

The day has become dull and overcast
while I’ve been in Colin’s. Sunday afternoon no longer has its
crisp, wintry appeal, but I decide to carry on to the park. I
rolled a couple of joints before I came out and I wouldn’t mind
sharing one with the ducks.

I like the park, especially
late at night when there isn’t a soul about and you have to climb
over the wrought iron gates to get in. There’s a bandstand and a
hedge maze and in the summertime girls in skimpy clothing lounge on
the grass reading Bronte novels and eating ice cream.

Today, old soldiers are ranked
along the graffiti-etched benches, families propel prams along
shining paths, kids knock a football about among the frozen flower
beds. The cold snap threatening early this morning has settled in
full force. Winter draws on. Somewhere, a tinny radio is shouting
out a match report. I wander along the Tarmac in the direction of
the pond, framed by stark, leafless trees, and jam cold fists into
my trouser pockets.

I first met Mags in this park,
on a gloriously hot July Sunday, the kind you rarely get now. She
was reading The Tenant of Wildfell Hall and sucking a Fab lolly. I
was having a kick around with Pete and Tony and a couple of others,
and with my renowned footballing skills managed to kick the ball
straight at her, knocking the Fab out of her hand. Naturally she
was pissed off, she called me a dickhead, I bought her another
lolly, and we ended up going out for a drink that night. When I was
at school I never got any girlfriends because I was decidedly not
fab at sport, but if I’d been good at football I would never have
met Mags.

The pond is frozen over, the
ducks have gone. Flown south for the winter, I suppose. I think of
Holden Caulfield in Catcher in the Rye, hassling the taxi driver
about where the ducks go in winter. It must be great to just take
off and get away when things have gone shitty, just go to a better
place. I take out one of the spliffs from my top pocket and spark
it up with my Zippo, inhaling deeply.

The ice looks thick. I wonder
if it’s strong enough to take my weight? There’s a bit of an island
in the middle of the pond, and I vaguely remember building rafts
and punting out to it when we were kids, if the park attendant
didn’t catch us. It’s years since I’ve been out there.

I feel a bit giddy from the
dope, probably because it’s almost four o’clock and all I’ve had to
eat is beans on toast. Stifling a giggle, I test the strength of
the ice with my boot. It seems firm enough, so I put my whole
weight on the one foot, eventually stepping on to the ice.

Finishing the joint, I flick
the roach on to the ice and take another step forward. This is mad.
The island is at least thirty yards from here, and this pond is
deep in places. But something spurs me on. When we were kids, there
was definitely a reason why we crept out to this island, something
that was secret but scary as well. I haven’t thought about that for
years. With each step I take towards the island, memories surface
unexpectedly. Strapping old plastic barrels together and floating
precariously across the pond in the dead of night, I can’t have
been more than nine or ten. Giggling nervously in the dark with the
pond water slapping warningly on the side of the makeshift raft.
Pete was there, Tony as well.

I’m about halfway across now,
and the ice suddenly feels much thinner. I risk a look back at the
park; there’s no-one in sight and voices seem distant over the
slight rise of the landscaped grounds. Shit, I should go back.

“We should go back,” says
Tony.

“Shut it, soft lad,” warns
Pete, the same age as us but bigger and more threatening. I add
diplomatically, “Look, we’re halfway there now. It’s the same if we
carry on or go back.”

“We’re sinking!” moans Tony.
He’s right, as well; my trainers and the knees of my jeans are wet
through. I’ll catch it when I get home. Pete keeps paddling with
the makeshift oar fashioned out of a tree branch and an old pan.
“Look,” he says through gritted teeth. “We’re nearly there, all
right?”

The island is bigger than it
looks from the bank. As I half-walk, half-skate towards it, I can
see it stretching back quite a way, hidden from the rest of the
park. I didn’t realise the pond was so wide, never mind the
island.

We bump against mud and stop
abruptly. Without waiting, all three of us scramble through the
mire on to land. Far behind us the street lights beyond the park
twinkle like distant stars, but here on the island it’s as dark as
it ever gets.
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