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                                                               CHAPTER ONE

He'd found himself in this pub once or twice before because you just had to turn the corner and there it was. After you'd been there once or twice before, you might need a sense of commitment to go again since it was one of those places which, once you'd entered it, made it almost impossible to extricate yourself somehow. It was a hole in the wall, a honey pot, a spider's web. It was called the Meadow Bar. 

It was the kind of pub where it didn't really matter if you spilt your pint, or fell off the seat, or staggered away to be sick in the bogs. At least, not when it warmed up later on. Later on, it might fill with raucous voices and large, burnished faces smiling passed, but it wasn't like that when Jimmy bumped and battered his way through the doors at just after five o clock. 

He'd been sweating and heaving, laden and lumbering under the weight of most of his worldly goods and some of his mother's. But the sparse clientele in the dingy place just sat there hunched over the rickety tables and listlessly looked over as he strained towards the nearest empty chair, pieces of bric a brac and clothing falling, and trailing, and being left in his wake. He was an odd kind of refugee. The summer was over and the students were coming back. 

All over Edinburgh, it seemed, he'd been carrying boxes and bags as well as his suitcase, guitar, and the radio, which was jammed into the front flap of his greatcoat. He wasn't going to move again until he could get some help. With all this stuff piled around his feet, he sat at the wobbly round table, sipped at his pint, and tried to concentrate on the Evening News. 

He was trying not to wonder anymore about what his third year at Edinburgh University might hold in store. They'd told him over the summer that he could do an honours degree in History, a further two years. Sometimes a little prickle of anxiety ran through him when he thought about it, but just then he felt quite calm. Sitting there on his own on his first day back, he didn't feel threatened by it. It just seemed a bit unlikely somehow. 

By the tine Jimmy had bought his third pint, the open spaces in front of the bar were filled with people. The red formica on top of the little table he was sitting at began to shine. The room began to glow. It seemed quite a good place to be by the time Steven Johns came quietly through the bar doors. He didn't seem completely sure of himself somehow as he stood just inside, gazing vacantly about himself like something nocturnal surprised by the light. He didn't seem much changed by the summer holidays. He still didn't like going into pubs on his own. The long feet shuffled slowly but nervously along the floor and his large hands, already clasped over his midriff, hung down from arms attached to sauce bottle shoulders. And he didn't seem at all sure of himself until he saw Jimmy waving over at him. 

Jimmy had arranged to meet Steven in the Meadow Bar partly because from that night on they'd be sharing a room in a student house. They might have appeared an unlikely combination in some ways, but when Steven asked if he'd like to share a room, Jimmy couldn't think of any reason why not. He was fond of Steven and his current roommate at the time was due to leave town in search of gainful employment. Jimmy agreed to share a room immediately although he didn't really believe that the Warden of any student house would actually allow them to live in one of those places. 

Only that night did Jimmy discover that the guy who'd interviewed them was on his last term in the place. He didn't care who came to live here. It was first come first served as far as he was concerned. It was no skin off his nose if they chose to appear slightly outlandish. They looked like hippies, you see. 

They weren't hippies of course. Jimmy had heard about hippies before he'd gone to Edinburgh University in 1969, but he'd never actually met one. Both he and Steven were going into junior honours, but like some other students at the time, they looked a bit like hippies. If you'd never heard of hippies, you might have thought they were pretending to be tramps. But they didn't look all that dissimilar to quite a few other people in the bar by then. Anyone who saw them giggling and laughing at each other probably thought they just looked like a couple of friends who hadn't seen each other for a while. Soon they quietened down and began to tell stories about the summertime, having a good laugh every now and again. Steven was looking quite jolly just before Liz arrived. 

Then he began to look withdrawn and wary again. He seemed embarrassed somehow and she was stand-offish with him at first, all surface smiles and manners. Jimmy was the reason for both of them being there and he held the ring until they’d both had a drink or two and had settled down with each other. Jimmy had arranged to meet Liz Mancini in the Meadow Bar because she was his girlfriend. 

Liz Mancini didn't really look like a hippy. She looked like a girl who was making do without a lot of money to spend on clothes. There was an incongruously bright ribbon in her hair, a tattered fur coat over the blouse and jeans. Her hair was black and her teeth were very white, and she was nearly an hour late when she arrived in the bar. But being late left no visible trace of anxiety. Whereas Jimmy had humphed and banged his way through the doors, and Steven came in so that no one would notice, Liz made an entrance. 

Both Jimmy and Liz had been brought up catholics in west central Scotland. He was from a town in Lanarkshire and she was from Glasgow. To almost anyone in Edinburgh, Jimmy sounded definitely like someone from the west  central Scotland, but being from that area had left few audible traces on Liz. She didn't sound like most people from Glasgow because she'd been kept away from them. Mostly she'd been mixed with nuns and folk from posh places, which made her seem rather trusting and naive compared to your usual Glaswegian. 

To folk from Edinburgh she might still have sounded quite Glaswegian, but to other Glaswegians she probably sounded like a snob, or quite English. Although Liz bad been sent to a private school, Steven sounded English even to her and he was the only one of the three of them whose parents and grandparents had been born in Scotland. But he'd been sent off to be tortured at an Englisb public school when he was only a nipper. 

Maybe that's why Liz's initial flamboyance seemed to quell him a little. Steven seemed even more nervous about her arrival than Jimmy was. Jimmy wondered for a while about what might be going on beneath it all, the smiles and the big hullo. But after she'd had a few drinks, he felt assured that nothing was. Everyone was getting drunk and having a good time. Then Jimmy felt it was great to be back in Edinburgh, to have enough money once again to get drunk and score some dope. 

The dope was supposed to appear around half past eight. By half past eight nothing had happened, but there was nothing unusual about that. They just kept on drinking and it was only when the man was sweeping the floor behind them that they stumbled laden into a cold October wind, sallying forth in search of the student house.

  --------------------------------------------

                            CHAPTER TWO 
Jimmy had arranged to meet everyone in the Meadow Bar because you just had to turn the corner and there it was. Even Jimmy knew where it was and he didn't know where most places were. He'd all his luggage with him because he couldn't remember where the student house was. And after all the shouting and bawling, and dropping things and picking them up, he couldn't remember how he got there. Suddenly, he just seemed to be there, standing still in the pathway, staring at this rather severe looking house, gaunt and scrubbed and unremittingly rectangular. It protruded from its own ground and it had two stories. From the front garden, Steven was pointing to the big bay window on the second floor when the spell broke, and the three of them were gibbering once more, then piling into the place through the large front door. 

They were stumbling and staggering around the hall when a person wrapped in a dim tartan dressing gown seemed suddenly to appear among them like a cigar store indian waiting for someone to acknowledge his existence. By the time Jimmy noticed him standing there, Steven had already cupped his big hands across his midriff and was nervously shuffling his feet back and forth as if the ground was getting warmer. Then he started to giggle, but he'd met the Warden earlier on and he wasn't as pissed as Jimmy, or Liz for that matter. As soon as the action seemed to freeze a little, she closed her eyes and leant against the wall at the corner of the stairway, seemingly oblivious. 

'This is Mark,' said Steven. 'He's the new Warden, Jimmy. Mark, this is Jimmy,’ he continued, drunkenly proud of getting Jimmy there. Jimmy and Mark looked across the space between them and no hands were shaken. 'He's my new roommate, Mark. Uh, Mark, this is Liz,' said Steven, managing somehow to look wittily apologetic. 'Liz, this is Mark,' he concluded. 

Everyone turned and looked at Liz. With her eyes still shut, she slowly slid down the wall till she bumped to a halt on the bottom step of the staircase. When she stopped and it seemed alright, Jimmy turned back round. When he did that, it seemed as if Mark had suddenly disappeared then rematerialised to give him a second chance at the introductions. Jimmy dropped all the stuff he was carrying onto the floor. 

'Pleased tae meet ye,' he said, grabbing the Warden's rather limp hand and shaking it for him like he was a long lost friend. 'Great lookin' wee place this. Really smooth, eh?' he said, laughing. Mark seemed unable to respond to this onslaught. 'Goodbye mother in the council house, hullo Georgian grandure an' that,' Jimmy added, waving his arms around and grinning like an idiot. 

'Well, I don't know about that,' the guy replied slowly, 'but I'd like to welcome you to Geoffrey House. I do hope you enjoy living here,' he concluded rather tentatively. 

'Aw, we'll jist love it! Love it!' said Jimmy with bags of drunken enthusiasm. 'Ah mean, the rent's really cheap, isn't it?' 

'Yes, well, I think I'd better be running along,' the Warden replied. 'I've left a kettle boiling, you know,' he said while backing off rather awkwardly. 

Stiffened as if with an embarrassing affliction, Mark went into the kitchen off the end of the hallway and spent some time there trying to imagine how he could have been let in for this. Had he been an Inca priest shaking hands with a bunch of conquistadors, he might not have felt all that different. It was goodbye quiet life, hullo barbarians as far as he was concerned. He could hear the exhortations and loud mutterings coming from the hallway as Liz was brought to an upright position before the three of them stumble bummed up to the room somehow. 

The room was on the landing at the top of the stairs and the big bay window looked out onto the front garden and the expensive street. There was a table in front of the bay window and a single bed in the corner to the left of that. There was another single bed in the opposite corner near the gas fire. The only door was across the room from the corner with nothing in it and there was sink beside the door. There was two of everything else - two wardrobes, two lounge chairs, two plastic chairs, two bedside lights, two sets of bookshelves - because it was a room designed for two people. It was one of those spacious Edinburgh rooms with the cornices around the high ceilings, and everything was almost brand new because the house had been renovated from top to bottom little more than a year before. 

Liz was crashed out on the bed near the gas fire by the time the other two had finished ferrying all of Jimmy's stuff up from the hall. So when Steven left for a pee, Jimmy had a chance to look around. He just stood there at first in the middle of the floor staring about, then he span slowly in wonderment. It was amazing. Steven said they even gave you sheets. Compared to the last bedsits he'd stayed in, this place was heaven.

 Hell night have had something going for it compared to the last bedsits he'd stayed in. At least you'd have the central heating. But the last bedsits he'd stayed in were just the usual bedsits. They were owned by a greasy little man who hung around, and charged the earth, and smiled a horrible fixed smile whenever you couldn't avoid him. In the damp room Jimmy shared, there was an antiquated gas fire giving off a pink blue hiss for a shilling every twenty minutes just to let you know what a pathetic little scene you'd landed in. 

Naturally, compared to that, the room in this student house looked just superb to Jimmy. And he thought he was safe for a whole year from the clutches of the horrible, greasy little men. That's why he wanted to shake Mark's hand. While Steven was showing Mark around the house, he must have shook Mark's hand four or five times, whenever he appeared in front of them, or round the corner, or in their wake. 

But Mark had barely moved. He was standing almost still in the kitchen watching the doors. Jimmy was staggering around the place, coming through this door then that one, because he couldn't remember where anything was and kept trying to find it. He was bound to bump into Mark every now and again. Mark was just standing there thinking about the fire extinguishers. When were they going to set off the fire extinguishers? He felt too nervous to go to bed before the decks were clear, and he had to hang around while Jimmy gibbered at him and Steven made a pot of tea. When he had tea organised, Steven led Jimmy back upstairs. Mark was just going, with some sense of relief, to bed when the doorbell rang. 

The Warden opened the big outside door and stood there looking at the three people on his doorstep as if they'd just stepped out of the Bornean jungle. It was three people of Jimmy's acquaintance, the ones who hadn't appeared earlier on in the pub. They were just three guys who weren't really dope dealers, but did a little sometimes for the smokes and sociability. You'd have thought they were mutants from another planet by the way Mark stood there gawping at them. 

Graham did seem to pose a few questions as he stared flat faced from between the other two, managing to look both hostile and disinterested at the same time. His eyes were persistent and brown, and he had a long nose down which he could look at most people since he was pretty tall for a Scotsman. But he wasn't tall like a person who wished he was smaller. He was tall like a person who wished he was taller. Aloof barely describes it. When a normal sized person was speaking to Graham, although he was long and thin, he didn't bend or stoop, or give them very much assistance at all. In fact, he tried to stop most people getting even that close to him. 

Maybe they wouldn't have wanted to anyway. Or rather, the kind of clothes he wore helped to keep them away. All over the place his jeans had been repeatedly patched from the inside so that an unsuspecting observer might wonder what was holding these trousers together. It looked as if one sneeze and they were done for. The bottoms had been altered to flare wildly below the knee and moved a little stiffly in the chill night wind. But he'd decided some time back not to notice the cold and he was standing there motionless in a scabby old denim shirt with no sleeves. He had his arms folded and the wedding ring through one of his ears glinted a little between strands of long black hair. 

Jimmy had come into contact more and more with Graham over the past two years through being friendly with his girlfriend, but he only knew the guy on Graham's left as one of Graham's friends. He knew him even less well than he knew Graham. Pedro was his nickname. Graham and Pedro had shared a bedsit in first year, but when Pedro had been thrown out of university at the end of first year, he'd just hung around Edinburgh collecting his dole money and being a useless member of society. He was quite a dozy person who always managed to look as if he'd just gotten out of bed, a bit rumpled and only half awake. That night he was wearing a green suede coat which he'd borrowed once off his mother and was standing there on the doorstep slowly scratching at the long brown curls on the back of his head, looking groundward in a not very interested kind of way. 

A guy called Tony stood on the other side of Graham. He looked rigid somehow, as if positioned, and Jimmy hardly knew him at all. But he'd heard stories about him. Tony shared a flat with Pedro these days and was a good bit shorter than the other two, but almost clean cut by comparison. There was something neat and meticulous about Tony. Even the patches on his jeans were carefully chosen. He was wearing a three-quarter length leather coat and a pair of shades although at that time of night it was dark enough for most people. He didn't seem to offer much to anyone. He hardly spoke at all. Sometimes he sneered. Compared to him, even Steven would seem to be the life and soul of the party and Tony didn't seem at all like the person Jimmy had heard the stories about. In other words, Tony was a bit like Clark Kent. 

He'd been at St Andrew's University for a year, but they had to let him go after he'd jumped up and down on top of the Principal's car. He was out of his mind on drink and downers at the time, but they might have put the incident down to youthful exuberance had he not ridden a bicycle over the eighteenth hole of the Royal and Ancient during the climax of some prestigious sporting event. Considering the man who owned the car was trying to hit the ball when the maniac appeared on the bike, it was hardly surprising that they had to let him go. It was Tony's first step to becoming a legend in his own amnesia. 

A year or so after getting thrown out of St Andrew's University, he'd been accepted by Stirling University and somehow that was the strangest thing about him. Even although his conversation was spare enough at the best of times, he never mentioned university at all. Jimmy assumed he was on the dole like Pedro. Of course, he lived in Edinburgh and hardly ever went to Stirling, but even at that you'd think it would impinge on him somehow. Nothing much seemed to. Not even Mark whom he could barely manage to see through the dark glasses. In any case, he certainly wasn't about to say anything to a straight like him. 

In fact, no one said a word to Mark. They just stood there wondering why he didn't move out the way. Just when Mark was stammering forward to break the silence, suddenly they started filing passed him. 

'They're friends of mine,' said Jimmy, who'd appeared at Mark's shoulder. He was patting him on the arm. 'Jist come fur a wee visit,' he said. 

'Who's the straight?' Graham asked, speaking for the first time as the four of them traipsed into the room. 

'Och, he's the Warden,' said Jimmy, trying to sound dismissive about him. Suddenly he felt quite sober and was a little sheepish being in a place with one of these Warden people again. 

'Sounds like jail,' said Graham. While Tony and Pedro were making beelines for places to sit, Graham had stopped just inside the door, in the darkened space between the door and the light on the mantelpiece. He seemed to think the place was worth a good once over before he stepped any further. 'Won't you get hassled?' he asked. 

'Naw, it'll be cool livin' here,' said Jimmy. 'He's only a post- grad apparently. We'll handle him awright.' Graham was looking around a little dubiously and said nothing. 'Speakin' of gettin' hassled, have ye brought the hash then?' Jimmy asked. 

Graham stretched out the hand in which he'd been holding the two pound deal all along. Having it in his palm was supposed to be some kind of a security measure. Maybe if he was stopped by the police, he'd throw it into the maw of the fang toothed German shepherd dog. He'd never get it down his throat fast enough. If he decided just to throw it away, you could have found it easily enough. It was wrapped in silver foil. Nothing seemed to have changed to Jimmy over the summer months then. Silver foil and paranoia. Back in Edinburgh with the little parties. 

Not long after one a clock the next day, Steven brought the tea and toast up from the kitchen. He was smiling a little hesitantly as he gave Jimmy's shoulder a wee shake. Jimmy moaned and groaned, and complained for the usual length of time before he sat up and noticed something odd about the expression on Steven's face. The smile and the hesitancy were both departed. His lips were apucker and suppressed amusement danced on his cherub cheeks. 

Whatever it was, Jimmy waited for it to go away and hoped it had nothing to do with Liz being there. She was still moaning and groaning at that point, half smothered in the continental quilt provided by the authorities. By the time Steven was handing over the tea and toast over to her, the expression on his face hadn't changed much. 

'Why, why don't ye jist tell us whit's makin' ye so fuckin' cheerful then, Blossom?' Jimmy finally inquired. 

'Well, James, I thought you'd never ask,' Steven replied, settling into the seat nearest the bed. He looked as if he was about to enjoy himself. 'I've just had a wee chat with the Warden and guess what he's asked us to do, James?' he said. Jimmy just looked at him for a second or two. 

'Well, whit?' he said impatiently. 'Ah mean, whit? Tell me. Ah'm dyin' of the suspense.' 

'Refrain from smoking pot, James,' said Steven, unable to prevent himself from giggling. 

'Pot? Pot? Whit is this pot, Steven?' said Jimmy, suddenly amused. 'Is that the stuff that makes you swing from chandeliers and jump out the windae?' he inquired. 

'No, that's whisky,' said Steven. 'Pot's the stuff that gets you stoned, James.' 

'Whit? Ye mean, he wants us tae refrain from smokin' dope?' said Jimmy, feigning incredulity. 

'Yes. He must have noticed the sweet sickly smell. But that's not all, by no means. Here, he gave me a copy of the house rules,' said Steven, trying to come to terms with this breakfast so he could extricate the rules from his back pocket. 'There aren't very many, but we seem to have broken them all already,' said Steven, flattening them out. 'Rule number four, for instance. Overnight guests are not allowed without the express permission of the House Warden.' Liz shrugged her shoulders when he said that. 'Six says visitors have to be off the premises by half eleven and seven says... there will be no noise after twelve. I think that means rock and roll, James,' said Steven, slowly raising his eyebrows as he looked at Jimmy over the rules. 

'Aye, but is there anythin' in there about not smokin' this pot?' asked Jimmy, munching into his toast. 

'Well, I don't think it specifies that exactly,' said Steven, giving the list an oblique scan. 

'Great. That puts us in the clear. Whit a relief! Ye had me worried there for a minute. Ah mean, if he's got a whole set of rules written down there, he can't go around makin' up new ones jist tae suit himself. Don't let him get away wi' that, Steven. The next time he hassles ye, tell him ye couldny find it in the rules.' 

'I'm not sure if that's the kind of impression we're supposed to be giving, Jimmy,' said Steven. 'Besides, he might hassle you the next time.' 

'Naw, you're right. It's best tae grovel. Naw, we'll pretend we think the rules are fur him. We'll treat him like some kind of religious person who's tryin' tae convert us. We'll jist keep smilin' and noddin' at him. Whit does the overnight guest think of this ploy then?' he asked, suddenly turning to Liz who was sitting up beside him, sipping tea and looking bleary. 

'I think I'll sneak out the back door,' she said.

-------------------------------------------------

                          CHAPTER THREE 

When he got out of bed that day, Jimmy did begin to feel a bit nervous about bumping into the Warden. But Mark was alright. He told Jimmy he believed in live and let live. Jimmy was glad to hear that. His hearing didn't seem to be working so well when Mark talked about the smoking of pot and the wafting of sweet, sickly smells across the landing. Jimmy just smiled and nodded before promising to burn joss sticks the next time any smoking of pot was going on. 

Mark looked a bit nonplussed by that. But he didn't say anything else, so that was alright. In fact, everything was fine for the first couple of days. Then it did seem alright to be back in Edinburgh, to have some money to score some dope and see a few people he hadn't seen for a while. But, unfortunately, he had to go to university as well. 

He was supposed to start going to things on the Monday, but he slept in till two in the afternoon, and that took care of that. He told himself that most people don't like Mondays. Maybe it would be alright if he missed the first Monday. He wouldn't want to start his career as a junior honours student on a down note. He didn't want to start his career as a junior honours student at all, but he couldn't miss the Tuesday, not after missing the Monday. If he started on Tuesday, he might not feel so anxious on Wednesday about missing the Monday. He was a bit anxious about missing the first day, but he told himself if he went on Tuesday, it would be alright. 

So on Tuesday morning at twenty to eleven he dragged himself out of bed and set off across the Meadows to attend his first lecture as a junior honours student. He was heading for George Square. Although the university owned large bits of Edinburgh scattered here and there, he was heading for George Square because George Square was where the Arts Faculty had its strongholds. 

Two of the sides of George Square, including the side Jimmy was heading towards, were composed of what is usually described as modern architecture. Around two sides of the Square, building blocks of glass and steel and concrete were positioned. There seemed little sense of harmony about these objects. Even the concrete where it appeared on the fascades was in different shades of grey. There was no uniformity even in the shape or size of them. They stood as independent manifestations, some of them quite large and some of them even larger. They were sometimes called things and they all had names. Some, like the Adam Ferguson Building, the David Hume Tower and the William Robertson Building, were named after people. 

The two plastic sides of George Square seemed to have been designed for ants although someone once said the Library had gained an award for architecture. But if you stood with your back to the Library, you might think George Square was quite a nice place to be. There in front of you was the little park in the middle with the nice old buildings stretching up to the left and standing discreetly behind it. Only if you looked away over to your right would you notice the William Robertson Building which was bland and ugly, but at least smaller than some of the other monstrosities which formed the plastic sides of George Square. 

The William Robertson Building was where the History Department was housed. Had Jimmy been asked who William Robertson was while he hurried along, he might have replied that William Robertson was the guy they named the building after. He hadn't the foggiest idea who William Robertson was. Neither, for that matter, did he know who Adam Ferguson was. Once some people of his acquaintance took a course called Philosophy and Literature and they'd mentioned David Hume to him, but he'd forgotten who he was. 

Had this forgetfulness been painted out to him, Jimmy might have felt uneasy for a moment. His memory was usually pretty good. Being able to remember things had kept him in contention, so forgetting who David Hume was would have made him feel uneasy, but only for a moment. He'd have realised that no one in the William Robertson Building was liable to ask him who David Hume was, so there was no need to know or remember such a thing as that. 

Had he thought they were liable to spring something about David Hume on him, there was a fair chance that he might have known. When he'd been examined before, he'd always known enough. Right after being examined of course, he seemed to forget most of it. But there was no point in cluttering up your memory banks with useless stuff like that. It seemed the more you could forget, the easier it would be to cram your brain full of stuff relevant to the next exam. 

That's what being at university was about after all, passing exams. So there seemed little point in knowing who David Hume was because no one was going to ask him that. No one had ever asked him who William Robertson was. William Robertson was just the guy they named the William Robertson Building after. 

But it wasn't true that Jimmy did not possess an inquiring mind. Neither was it true that the only things he knew had something to do with the subjects he took. But most of the things he knew with regard to academia did have something to do with the subjects he took partly because he felt guilty reading books about anything else. He read few enough books about History as it was. Sometimes if the books he was supposed to read became unbearable, he would read something else, but that would probably be a comic. 

Nevertheless, the history which did manage to sink in coloured his view of other things. Had he been asked, for instance, what the back of the George Square Theatre looked like as he was hurrying up the steps beside it, he might have said it looked like a big bit of something you'd build to defend France against everybody else. It looked like part of the Atlantic Wall. 

When he got into George Square, Jimmy kept away from the modern architecture and skirted round by the park railings on his way to the William Robertson Building. The William Robertson Building was really ugly enough to get a prize for being there at all, but in some ways it was even worse inside. Above the ground floor, in the layers used for tutorials and seminars, all the corridors looked like all the other corridors. They were all windowless, and they were all the same shape, and they were all grey. The only visible difference between one corridor and another lay in the fact that different numbers had been attached to similar doors. But it was cunningly constructed in such a way that you could stare at all the doors and follow all the numbers and still get lost. 

The top floors of the William Robertson Building were designed for homing pigeons. But if you stuck to the ground floor, it was easy enough. That's where the big lecture room was. Most of the lectures which Jimmy had attended in the William Robertson Building were held in this big room, but the lecture he was heading for that morning was being held in one of the small rooms on the ground floor. 

During his first year at university, Jimmy would sometimes look into these little lecture rooms, usually used for honours classes, and feel like running away. It was like being confronted with what might happen if you hung around university too long. All of the people in them looked so old and neat and straight, it was hard to imagine himself ever sitting in one of these little rooms. 

They don't offer much in the way of anonymity, he thought, as he slipped into a seat at the wall near the back. It was much more like being in a classroom than a lecture theatre. Usually he'd been at lectures with a couple of hundred other people, but here the lecturer could easily distinguish you, inspect you, or maybe just notice that you'd dozed off. That was partly why he'd slipped into a seat at the wall near the back. But he wasn't going to doze off. He gripped tight on his pen and began to doodle at the edge of his notepad. He wasn't going to be nervous either. He was going to be dead cool. It was junior honours, but just more of the same, he told himself. 

Had Jimmy been plucked out of his seat and asked what he thought he was doing there, he night have been stuck for an answer. Anyone else might have said that a young man like him could do what he liked, the world was his oyster, he could go paddling his canoe up the Orinoco for all that it mattered. But it didn't seem like that to Jimmy. Sometimes it felt as if he'd been sucked into a fast lane and was being dragged towards something dangerous and unpleasant, the ultimate reckoning. The final exams. 

Even although they were almost two years away, they made him move for a moment uncomfortably in the seat as he nervously doodled. When he'd arrived in Edinburgh two years before, he hadn't really expected to get through first year. He'd gone into second year largely because he'd passed the exams, but that didn't seem all that likely when he first arrived in Edinburgh. 

Jimmy began his university career as a member of the Science Faculty, but one maths lecture had been enough to convince him that this was the wrong thing to be. Maths meant work and Jimmy hadn't gone to university to work. He'd gone there to avoid work, so when someone told him about changing faculties, Jimmy changed faculties. 

After the maths lecture, Jimmy fancied doing history because he imagined doing history would only required that he could read and write, and remember things. It wasn't as if anyone was going to ask him to think. Recall, regurgitate, and maybe waffle a bit, but nothing too exact, too abstract, nothing precise. All he'd have to do was remember a few facts to ram home between the long introduction and the equally long conclusion and he'd pass the exams. 

But it seemed like a loss of nerve to go back for a second year. After he'd passed his exams, it was just an awful lot easier than paddling his canoe up the Orinoco. But he felt a little guilty about taking the easy way out. Somehow this made him want to justify his existence. He thought he should stop being such a frivolous person and take the place seriously. He would try to be what he thought a real student should be. Real students got accepted for honours degree courses, so when he was starting second year, he thought he'd better try for that. 

But getting into honours, he thought, might not be so very difficult. It might not be difficult enough. All he needed was one merit certificate from either of his second year history courses. Since he'd already gained two merits in first year, getting another one didn't seem like such a big deal. And he really was trying to be a serious person. 

So he took a second year course in Politics when he could have gotten by with one of the joke courses some people used for their outside subjects. Word went around about a course where you only needed to read one slim volume. Someone told him about this person getting a merit certificate for Architectural Studies when he'd forgotten he was even taking the course. 

But on the grounds that if he gave himself more work, he'd read more books, he took the Politics course. Unfortunately, in second year he did about the same amount of work, but most of it was in essay form. So he didn't have time to read more books. He read even less books. 

Not that this prevented him getting the merit he needed to get into the honours course. Although it was apparent that one of Jimmy's history tutors didn't think he was the kind of chap who deserved to do honours, he managed to get the merit certificate off the other one. But it probably wasn't that the first tutor didn't think Jimmy was bright enough. He didn't see Jimmy often enough to come to a conclusion either way. Even when he did turn up for this man's tutorials, Jimmy would sit there with all the enthusiasm of a prisoner of war who'd given his name, rank and number weeks ago. 

This was partly because Jimmy had never really wanted to take that course. But to be considered for honours you had to take it although it was about a bunch of people nobody seemed to know all that much about. It was called Medieval European History and Jimmy imagined they forced you to take it because nobody would dream of taking it unless they forced you into it. 

Sometimes Jimmy would sit in that man's tutorial and make doodles on his notepad, or pull at his hair, or just sit there like a blank wall wondering what the hell the man thought he was talking about. Even when he'd jot something down and try to look attentive, he couldn't keep it up for long. But the man who wouldn't give him a merit certificate didn't conduct tutorials which were all that different from the other tutorials he'd had to endure during his first two years. 

It was quite normal not to offer any information at all unless you were pushed into it. The only people who seemed prepared to volunteer anything were mature students, or Americans, or even English people. But, unfortunately, there were none of these kinds of people in Jimmy's medieval history tutorial. 

Sometimes Jimmy would sit there and wonder how this academic person justified making a living like this, forcing you to waste your time there, hounding you with little notes when you didn't show up. When Jimmy did show up, he used to sometimes wonder why he had to put up with this needless torture, but realised at the end of second year that the man wouldn't give you a merit certificate if you didn't. 

Just as well they don't have merit certificates in junior honours, thought Jimmy, as he sat in his seat nervously doodling on the side of his notepad. But he wasn't going to be nervous. There was nothing to be nervous about. They didn't have merit certificates and they didn't have degree exams at the end of third year. The degree exams for his junior honours subjects were held a year after the courses finished, along with the exams for his two senior honours subjects. The final exams. But they were ages away. There was nothing to be nervous about. There were only class exams at the end of third year and no shake out of layabouts as far as Jimmy knew. They'd committed themselves to giving him another two years, or so he thought. There was simply nothing to be nervous about. 

Maybe he was feeling a bit nervous because they always told you it was going to be harder. It was going to be harder after your O Levels, and it was going to be harder at university, and it was going to be even harder still doing honours. Jimmy was trying not to worry about how hard it was going to be. In a way, he wanted it to be harder. It was honours after all. The heighth. And he told himself he was going to work a lot harder, so he really wasn't too bothered about how hard it was going to be. Since they didn't have merits or degree exams in third year, he'd have time to read more books. He was going to read a lot more books. He really was. 

Maybe that was partly why he was feeling a bit nervous. He was going to read more books, and he was going to work harder, and a part of him didn't know what the hell he thought he was playing at. This was the part which remembered that he'd only taken history because he didn't want to work. He didn't want to work and here he was in junior honours. It was insane. 

But it was also quite convenient. He couldn't go with Liz and paddle his canoe up the Orinoco. Going out with Liz would be easier if he stayed at university and if he stayed at university, he might as well do honours. Otherwise, he'd have to waste a year finishing an ordinary degree, filling up the empty spaces with Architectural Studies and one or two other joke courses. Although he felt quite frivolous quite often, he didn't want to be a completely frivolous person. He wanted to try and take it seriously. He really did. 

Maybe it was everything, all this serious business, which was making him nervous. He was definitely feeling a wee bit nervous as he sat there waiting for the lecturer to appear. Just as well they don't have merit certificates in junior honours, he thought. On that Tuesday morning this thought was particularly heartening since he'd missed his first British History tutorial on the Monday. That had happened at ten in the morning, so he wasn't there. He'd have liked to have been there, but he'd slept in. 

He was feeling a bit nervous about that mainly because the man whose tutorial he'd missed was due to give the lecture that morning. Over the weekend, he'd heard some disquieting rumours. Someone told him this man didn't like catholics, or folk with long hair, or left wing proclivities, or working class backgrounds. I bet he doesn't even like lapsed catholics, this person had said. Jimmy had hoped that someone was pulling his leg. He couldn't understand how anyone could possibly be prejudiced against a fine young man like himself. 

But that didn't really matter since he and this man had never clapped eyes on each other. The man wouldn't know who Jimmy was. He might not even notice him up at the back near the wall. And Jimmy would have a chance to give him a good once over before he had to produce the lame excuse at the next tutorial. 

But you could tell right away as soon as Dr Angus MacDonald walked into the little lecture room that there was something different about this man. The brother of the guy with the noble title, the clan chief, the House of Lords, and all that kind of stuff, stood up straight for one thing. He was over six foot tall with the big square shoulders and although he was called Angus MacDonald, the only Scottish thing about Angus was his name. He'd been through Eton, Oxford, the Guards, in fact, all that kind of stuff. Then he'd done something marginally useful overseas before becoming, rather late in life, a lecturer in history at Edinburgh University. 

History was his life. He took it seriously alright. You could tell by the way he was squaring his notes at the shoddy little lectern that it might be getting a little out of hand. Rage seemed to bubble and boil just below the surface. He took a deep breath and looked up. 

'Is there a James McGuire present?' was the first thing he said. 

'Yeah?' replied Jimmy after a moment's surprised silence. He said it as if trying not to attract too much attention. A few people close by looked round at him, but from where he was sitting there was no one to look round at. 

'Did someone say something there?' said Angus, sounding exasperated. 

'Yeah. Ah'm here,' said Jimmy, trying to become invisible and half stand up at the same time. 

'Wait behind after the lecture please,' the man said, tartly dismissing him. 

Jimmy sat back down and wondered, for a second, if he was going to get the belt. It had all the signs of that classic authoritarianism. Stand up, sit down, wait behind. And just like in many of those bewildering schoolroom situations, Jimmy wasn't sure what he was going to get the belt for. 

He couldn't think of anything else, but he didn't really believe it had anything to do with missing the tutorial the day before. No normal person would pay any attention to someone missing a first tutorial. The tutor would just note your name, and tell you what the course was supposed to be about, and give you a timetable for work to be handed in. That didn't usually take very long. For the rest of the hour the tutor would probably whitter away about nothing very much at all, until the time came when he could let you go. It had to be about something else. Jimmy sat through the lecture trying to figure out, a little nervously, what the something else could be. 

When he finally approached the desk, the last trickle of students was filing out the door. Jimmy thought the man might have forgotten about him. He was avoiding Jimmy's eyes, tapping his notes on end while the last left the room. 

'Aaah, ye said ye wanted tae see me about somethin',’ said Jimmy after a moment. 

'Yes, Mr McGuire,’ the man replied tightly, suddenly giving him the stare. 'I will not tolerate the absence of students from my tutorials!' he shouted, thumping the lectern with a clenched fist. It was just a shoddy lightweight little lectern and Jimmy watched it throb from the repercussions. 'I will simply not have it!' the man shouted, thumping it again. Jimmy fixed his gaze on the man's mouth and stood there feeling amazed. 'There was important work to be done at that meeting yesterday and you not being there completely dislocated it!' The man stopped to draw breath there and continued in a more menacing tone. 'The consequences of not attending my tutorials will be serious. I can assure you of that. I've fixed students for less than that before!' he shouted suddenly, banging the lectern again. 'Now, before you appear in my room next week, I want a written apology, and if you can't attend another, I want to know beforehand, and if you're sick, I want to see a doctor's line!’ he bawled in crescendo, banging the lectern once more. 

'It wasn't ma fault,' said Jimmy quickly, thinking he'd better get his oar in before the man had a stroke, or tried to strangle him, or something. 'Ye see, this room mate of mine came home in an almost hysterical condition,' he continued hurriedly. 'Yeah, it was because his girlfriend had jist packed him in. Ah mean, he was almost suicidal. He was in a terrible state,' said Jimmy. 'Ah had tae sit up half the night tryin' tae pacify him. Ah mean, Ah couldny tell him Ah'd a tutorial the next mornin' and he could jist cry his eyes out while Ah went tae bed. Could ah?' asked Jimmy. 

He knew it was a show stopper right away. It had everything, but absolutely nothing to do with why he hadn't been at the man's moody little tutorial. Steven didn't even have a girlfriend. It knocked Angus completely off his stroke and he was left to nod, and hum and haw, and mutter for a bit. Just when he seemed about to get himself wound up enough to start spitting some more, Jimmy managed to slip away.  

His first instinct was to put some distance between himself and Angus, but when he got outside the little lecture room, he found an acquaintance of his called Ruth waiting for him in the lobby. 

------------------------------------------------

                              CHAPTER FOUR 

Jimmy was muttering incomprehensibly as he came to a stop in front of Ruth, shaking his head. He pulled out a fag packet and held his breath while Angus strode purposefully passed him. When it seemed safe to breathe out, Jimmy immediately began to say bad things about Angus. He was jiggering about, cursing and swearing, but you're bound to be a bit upset after being taken by surprise like that. 

Ruth started to look quite smug. She was the person who'd told him the disquieting rumours over the weekend. When she reminded him of this, Jimmy wanted to know why she hadn't told him the man was off his head. Seeing is believing, she said. She took a fag and she wanted his lecture notes, and it couldn't have been anyone else. 

He'd initially become friendly with Ruth because she was one of Maureen Johnstone's friends. Jimmy had gone out with Maureen Johnstone for most of his first year, and some of his second. After he and Maureen Johnstone split up, Ruth was the only one of those people he'd remained in contact with. Ruth was the only person Jimmy knew really well who was still doing history. 

She was a determined kind of person who, if you didn't know she was so lazy, you might imagine in wellington boots, digging clods out of a part of England where folk knew what was what. She looked like a country girl in an Afghan coat. She didn't paint her face, but she would stick her chest out when prettified women hove into view, swelling as if preparing blow them away. 

Ruth didn't have much time for most women. She treated them like idiots, or the way most men seemed to. She used to ask them to do things, and got them to clean up after her. By the start of third year, she was left with just Graham, whom she lived with, his friends, and Jimmy. In a way, she was Jimmy's pal. 

She used to push him around as well, but he didn't mind since he got to complain as loudly as he liked. Some of the things she tried to get him to do were things he should have been doing anyway. If she was trying to hassle him into something he really didn't want to do, he'd feel a bit awkward at first and then just tell her to fuck off. 

But there was no point in being too polite with Ruth. That was the mistake most people made with her. If you were too polite, she would just walk all over  you. But if you told her to fuck off, her face would just go blank for a few seconds, and she might sniff and snort, but almost immediately she'd start to talk about something else. 

Jimmy did know a history student called Margo quite well, but she'd disappeared for most of second year to emerge triumphant in the summer term with merit certificates in everything. Margo was so keen to be successful in the academic life that she hadn't time to know anyone really well, but she and Jimmy would always stop for a word or two when they bumped into one another. Apart from Margo, there was really only Ruth. 

But Jimmy didn't feel too badly about not knowing anyone in the History Department really well apart from Ruth because Ruth didn't know anyone really well apart from him. Luckily, Ruth knew what you were supposed to do. Anyone would have been better organised than Jimmy. As they were drifting out of the William Robertson Building towards a cup of coffee, she told him that junior honours students were supposed to attend a cheese and wine party with members of staff the next afternoon. 

This event was being held in Adam House, a building not ten minutes from George Square where you usually went to sit exams. The idea of going along there to meet a bunch of lecturers made Jimmy feel a little fraught, but Ruth bullied him into it since she didn't want to be on her own. She wanted company, but she could have done without the earful she was getting from Jimmy on the way to this event. 

Just as they were leaving the pub she'd cajoled him out of, he started saying bad things about Angus again. By the time they were closing on the venue, everyone was coming in for a bit of stick. But Ruth knew she'd have to put up with it since she'd hassled him into going. It was a kind of trade. 

'The bastards!' he said as they hurried along the busy pavement beside the old university building in Clerk Street. If he'd been talking about the bastards who built Adam House, Ruth might have felt less anxious then. But by the general drift of the thing, she'd a fair idea which bastards he was referring to. 

'The bastards!' he repeated. 'Ah can't get over their fuckin' nerve! Ah mean, for years ye knock your brains out sittin' their pointless little exams, jumpin' through the hoops like a performin' flea, then these bastards want ye tae come along an' make small talk over cheese an' wine. Welcome, they'll say, tae junior honours, knowin' the wee pat on the heid'll give ye a horrible big smirk! Creme de la creme. Fuck me!' 

'Come on, Jimmy. Quieten down. It won't be as bad as all that,' said Ruth, trying not to break stride in the midst of all these shoppers. 

'But whit is this great thing we've been selected for?' Jimmy demanded to know, undeterred by anything Ruth might say. 'Two more years of stuffin' your brains wi' rubbish, after which they'll say, come on, show us your stuff an' we'll put a wee stamp on your brow which ye can carry around like Cain for the rest of your days. First class, upper second, lower second, atrocious third, complementary fuckin' O'Level! Ah mean, Ah wouldn't let these bastards judge a pie eatin' contest!' 

'Jimmy, we're in the middle of the street,' said Ruth rather tersely. She didn't like attracting attention. Scurrying along, narrowly avoiding collisions with the fat wee ladies while being harangued by this foul mouthed weirdo wasn't her idea of a low profile. 

'Ye know, somebody told me if ye fail your finals, they let ye sit them again in ten years time! Ten fuckin' years! Ah mean, ten fuckin' years! Everybody's pretendin' that these final exams are dead important!' 

'But they are dead important,' said Ruth, matter of factly. 

'Ah know that! If ye fail your finals, you're fucked, right? Ah mean, it's absurd! 

'How, Jimmy, when we get there, don't be rude to anyone,' said Ruth after a moment, her anxiety increasing with the increasing proximity of the building. 

'But Ah'm never rude tae the bastards,' Jimmy replied, quite calm now. 'If ye could jist go around bein' rude tae the bastards, it might be alright.' 

Jimmy began to feel despondent, as if something suddenly weighed on him when they went through the doors and into Adam House. After going up the stairs, they found the room and stood by the entrance for a moment wondering what they were supposed to do next. 

The room was busy and they were a little late, the students there already established in cliques of three, or four, or five. When a member of staff was patronising a particular group, you could see the smiles and nods, and sometimes hear small sycophantic laughs for the merry quips. But some circles of students seemed hushed and expectant. But there was perhaps only one staff member to every three cliques. 

You could take it all in at a glance if you were standing there beside the doorway. You could also have noticed the white tablecloths on which cheese, biscuits, bottles of wine, and little paper cups were spaced out at regular intervals. 

Jimmy took it all in and didn't like any of it. It was a place for collaborators and although he knew he was as much a collaborator as anyone else, he didn't feel much like collaborating just then. He might have gone paddling his canoe up the Orinoco for all that it mattered, but instead he stood there for a moment by the doorway unable to go and not wanting to stay. He was feeling uptight and scunnered at the same time. You might have been able to tell that by the way he suddenly led Ruth passed a couple of cliques to the nearest spare bottle of wine and started knocking the stuff back as fast as he could. 

'Are you not drinking that wine a little quickly, Jimmy?' Ruth asked, allowing herself a little wary disapproval after the first two glasses. 

'Ye know whit these cheese an' wine affairs are like, Ruth. If ye don't get stuck in right away, you're left wi' your tongue hangin' around your ankles after the first half hour. Anyway, gettin' drunk is the only way Ah can handle this crap,' he said. 

'Can I have your attention, please. Yes, your attention, please,' this member of staff hollered from across the room a few minutes later. He looked as if he might have evolved from a long line of lamp posts and was well equipped to address a gathering like this of normal sized people. 

'Who is that auld eejit?' Jimmy asked quite loudly just as the hubbub around them was dying down. 

'It's Prof Mitchison,’ Ruth replied, almost speaking out of the side of her mouth. 

'Well, I'd like to welcome you all on behalf of the staff and congratulate you on gaining admittance to junior honours,' said the man. The big smirk spread out on the faces close by Jimmy.

'Ah told ye they'd come away wi' patter like that. Whit a pile of shit!' said Jimmy, leaning over to hiss loudly in Ruth's ear. 

'Be quiet, Jimmy,' she hissed back. 'You're attracting attention.' 

Jimmy sighed and looked at the ground after that and muttered a bad word. 

' …and I'd like to say how pleased we all are that so many of you turned up. Well, if everyone will just circulate and drink up the wine. ha ha ,..' 

'But there's nothing left,' said Jimmy, demonstrating with his bottle which he shook upside down. 

'Shh-hhh, , said Ruth, turning on him before anyone else had half a chance. 

'…and get to know one another, then I'm sure this gathering will have been a big success. Thank you all very much,' 

Shortly after this little speech, Jimmy started to cheer up when Margo appeared in front of him to have a few words. He was feeling pretty drunk and Margo couldn't resist the opportunity to flaunt her fantastic body. Unfortunately, the only two people in the History Department he knew at all well didn't like each other. Or rather, they didn't get on. Otherwise, they might have formed a clique. But Margo had only been speaking to them for a few minutes before Ruth ambushed her, as usual, with some only slightly ambiguous verbal abuse. 

Looking ill at ease yet slightly puzzled, Margo drifted off leaving Jimmy with a clear view of Angus who was edging down the room quite quickly in their direction, drifting odiously from clique to clique. Somehow even in the midst of that crowd, you could tell that Angus wasn't like most of the other tutors there. It wasn't the forced good humour, or the suppressed alcoholism written all over his slightly florid, bucolic face. Disappointment. failure and disturbance seemed to ooze out of every pour in the man. Here comes the nasty, horrible big bumble bee, thought Jimmy.

If Angus was mad enough to come over for a few words, Jimmy didn't know what he'd do. You were, after all, supposed to be nice. Jimmy had a good idea of what he'd like to say to Angus, supposing he bore down on them, but he wasn't going to say that. If Jimmy as much as opened his mouth to this man, he could easily imagine the going berserk, the rolling about on the floor, the being strangled, the scenes that even Ruth couldn't pretend to ignore. 

Just then, when Jimmy was really feeling in need of some cover, this short slim guy with the rainbow stripe jeans and the close cropped hair came wriggling through the crowd with a wine bottle under his arm. 

'Aw, hullo,’ said Jimmy, delighted. 'An' where did the wine come from then? Ah thought it was all gone.' 

'Oh, I secreted this behind a table leg actually. Rather cunning of me, don't you think?' said the guy, speaking in a silly, English public school, nasal whine. 

'Tremendously,' said Jimmy. 'Are we gettin' a drink then?' 

'Oh yes, do have some,' the guy responded quite pleasantly, pouring them a paper cupful each. 

'Who are ye anyway?' said Jimmy when he'd had a sip. 'Ah mean, Ah've never seen ye around. Whit courses dae ye do?' 

'Actually, I'm a lecturer,' the guy replied, looking quite wrong footed. 

'This is Mr Bernard Hawkins,' said Ruth, grinning from ear to ear. 'He was my tutor in Medieval European last year.'

'Amazin',’ said Jimmy. 'It was the rainbow striped jeans that had me fooled of course. Whit's the History Department comin' tae, eh? Ye should really hand round sunglasses if you're goiny go about dressed like that, ye know.' 

'Don't you like them? I thought they were rather fetching myself,' said the guy. 

'Aw, they're great. You'll never have tae worry about gettin' run over by motors on dark nights wearin' them. Whit dae you think of them, Ruth?' 

'They're very nice,' Ruth replied, spluttering a little on stifled giggles. 

'By the way,' said Jimmy. 'Ah've never had a conversation wi' a real live lecturer before. Excludin', of course, Dr Angus MacDonald.'

 'Oh, how absolutely dreadful for you!' the guy exclaimed. 'Please, please, don't class me with that man! He's just awful, isn't he?' he said, wiggling and squirming, hopping from foot to foot. 

'But tell me, why are there so many English people lecturin' here?' Jimmy asked, suddenly changing tack. 'Ah mean, most people in Scotland have thicker accents than me, but when Ah open ma mouth tae speak in tutorials, Ah feel like Ah'm a fuckin' foreigner half the time!' Jimmy concluded, lurching forward slightly. 

'You're not one of these horrible Scottish Nationalists, are you?' the guy asked, quite taken aback by the sudden change of tone. 'Anyway, I don't know why so many English people teach here, but I know most of them have doctorates and I haven't. One simply cannot survive in this place without a doctorate, you know,' he said as if lining himself up with the oppressed. 

'Well, they'll never give ye a doctorate,' said Jimmy, 'if ye keep goin' around in jeans like that. Ye look like a bit of weirdo, ye know?' 

'Well, I must fly,' he guy said suddenly. 'Have to keep circulating, you know. Been lovely seeing you two.' 

After Mr Bernard Hawkins left them standing there, Jimmy spent a moment or two hoping some more wine might appear from somewhere. Then he spotted Angus again and there seemed little point in remaining a sitting target for the likes of that, so he hassled Ruth into leaving soon after. But he knew he couldn't avoid meeting Angus again. As he was waiting outside Angus's door just before ten o clock on the next Monday morning, Jimmy was feeling a little nervous, but he told hinself there was nothing to worry about. 

'Mr McGuire,' said Angus when everyone had trailed in and sat down. 'I asked you for a written apology last week and I haven't yet received it.' 

Six or seven other students, sitting on the hard backed seats along the walls of the little room, pulled in a breath when he said that. Angus sat behind his desk squeezing a pencil, and stared. 

'Whit?' said Jimmy, leaning towards him as if he hadn't heard properly. 'Ah told ye why Ah wasn't here last week,' he continued when Angus remained silent. 

'A written apology, Mr McGuire. This tutorial will not begin until I have a written apology.' 

Nothing like this had ever happened to anyone else as far as Jimmy knew. He slowly looked around the room. The other people there were shifting uneasily in their seats, searching for vacant space, being embarrassed. No one met his gaze. Jimmy felt amazed. When he looked back at the man, it was as if he'd suddenly realised that Angus was a martian. 

'You can write it now,' said Angus. 

Jimmy sighed quietly, knowing he'd just have to put up with this. Someone told him once that it was possible to change tutorials if you didn't get on with the tutor, but he'd never heard of anyone actually doing it. With a nutcase like Angus, when it really came down to the business, it was a bit like the police telling you your rights before slinging you into the cells. 

There just didn't seem to be anything you could do about a guy like Angus. Angus, it seemed, could do all sorts of things to you. It wasn't even as if he could get the sack. It seemed like a job for life whether you were any use to anyone or not. Security of tenure it was called. Something to do with academic freedom. 

Jimmy didn't look at the man for more than a second or two before he started scribbling on his notepad. He felt his face begin to burn. Had he been asked just then what he'd really like to write in this note, his reply would have been quite unequivocal. But, of course, he wasn't going to write that. When it was finished, the note didn't say what he would liked. 

'Dear Dr MacDonald,’ it said, 'I was very sorry to miss your tutorial last week, but my absence was due to circumstances outwith my control. Yours, James McGuire.' He spent a few moments reading it over once or twice. Everyone waited. Then he abruptly tore the page out of the notepad. 

'Ah'm afraid Ah haven't got an envelope handy,' he said.

 'It'll be fine like that,' Angus replied, pursing his lips. Jimmy folded the sheet in two and handed it over. Angus actually read it. 

-------------------------------------------------

                              CHAPTER FIVE 

After Jimmy got out of that first tutorial with Angus, for a while he wondered if all the tutors in junior honours were supposed to act like that. Maybe they were told by someone to get you by the throat right from the start. It was junior honours after all. 

Still, Jimmy did know a crazy bastard when he saw one. Whatever his other tutors turned out to be like, he certainly wasn't prepared to kamikaze with the likes of the brother of the clan chief, the House of Lords, and all that stuff. As far as Jimmy was concerned, insane nastiness was almost bound to run in a family like that. Although Angus changed the times of his tutorials from Monday morning to Thursday afternoon, if he'd decided to hold them at dawn on Saturday, Jimmy would still have tried to be there. 

But after he got out of the second seemingly interminable session, he found out that he was only stuck with Angus for the first term. At the start of the second term, his tutors in both his British and European courses were due to change. Only in his American History did the tutor last another half term, but even here the year long grip he was accustomed to was lessened. The way this made him feel adrift from his tutors somehow made it easier to go to Angus's tutorials. It also made it easier to skip the others. 

Not that he meant it to turn out like that. At the beginning of term, when he was trying to take the place seriously, he thought if the tutors were supposed to whip you into line, he might work harder. He'd go to the tutorials anyway. At the beginning of term, he wanted to take the place seriously. He really did. 

He decided that staying with Steven should inaugurate a period of regular living. The regular life, Jimmy realised, was the secret of a successful career at university. All you had to do was get up in the morning, go to George Square, read the books, come home for your evening meal, and get to bed before midnight. 

After two years of doing that to yourself, it was pretty obvious they'd have little option but to get a scroll saying first class and fix it to your brain, as if with a six inch nail. After doing all the necessary things to yourself, you probably wouldn't feel a thing. All you needed to do was keep to the regular life. Jimmy realised that was how simple it was and thought it would be easy for him living with Steven. During his first two years, Steven had been as regular as clockwork. He'd gone to everything and he'd gained merit certificates in everything. He was in a strong position to tell Jimmy how boring it was when you got right down to it. Unfortunately for Jimmy, Steven wanted to live with him so that he could have a good laugh every now and again. 

But Jimmy was dead set on the regular life at first. He hadn't gone to things regularly enough in second year to find out how boring it could be. There had always been some kind of nervous edge with him about things he'd just missed, or things he hoped not to miss. With the regular life of course, there was no such aggravation. 

But after a couple of weeks, other than Angus, the tutors seemed to be behaving quite normally. Then someone told him there weren't any class exams at Christmas or Easter. He discovered he could get away with doing two essays in his first term, leaving eight to be completed in his second. About that time he started to adopt a more sensible attitude. He stopped getting up in the morning. 

Bur he hadn't realised how much of a strain trying to lead the regular life would be. He didn't realise beforehand how tiring it was going to be. Getting up at the same time every day completely knackered Jimmy. It would have been pretty tiring anyway, but every second or third night he and Steven stayed up till two or three in the morning. They didn't go to bed till the pound deals were finished. 

But every morning at eight o clock Steven would still stumble across the room to waken Jimmy up. Jimmy never could hear alarm clocks and Steven began to feel a terrible onus weighing on him. Under the pressure, he began to look pretty drawn for a cherub. But when Jimmy began to feel more relaxed about being in junior honours, it seemed they just weren't regular enough for the regular life. After the first couple of weeks, they gradually began to leave the regular life to the regular people. 

Jimmy knew they lived in the library. They were always there when he went in and they always seemed to be there when he left. Five or six hours a day some of them would spend reading there. Just reading about a lot of stuff it was hard to imagine anyone being really interested in. 

It impressed Jimmy no end that some people had the dogged determination to spend their time doing things like that while managing to look so calm. But sometimes it seemed as if they'd just blanked out, as if there was nothing in their heads for hours at a time. Sometimes he wondered if this was what serious minded types looked like. But maybe they just didn't realise how boring it was. Doing stuff like that to your brain all day was boring. Fantastically boring. 

But it was a bit like that anyway. Most of third year was like living in the eye of a storm, a time for waiting through and sometimes wondering if you weren't being fatted up for what might come next. But after Jimmy stopped feeling the initial nervousness of being in junior honours, all gears were neutral, it seemed, for a while. He stopped feeling nervous about being in junior honours about the same time he stopped feeling nervous about Liz. He'd had a very nervous start to the year. 

By the end of his second year, Jimmy had been going out with Liz for over twelve months. That was as long as he'd gone out with anyone, but he'd never fallen in love with anyone the way he'd fallen in love with Liz. For the first couple of months, it was the kind of love which made him want to be with her all the time, to touch her, to feel close. 

Jimmy almost completely ignored everyone else until he took the first knocks. Then he started to hold himself in check. He wanted to keep part of himself detached and safe, but that was the part she really wanted. When he wasn't lost in her, when she wasn't all of his life, sometimes she felt lonely. 

Maybe that was why it became so bad during the exams at the end of her first year at university, and his second. Then it felt as if they'd become attached to some roller coaster and were hanging on grimly, waiting for it to end in a disaster. But maybe it just seemed like that to Jimmy. 

Sometimes exams will make you feel a bit like that anyway. They didn't help, but perhaps when the relationship became routine as it was bound to do, they were just too scared or still too catholic. After they'd given and taken so much, it seemed too late to let go. 

At the start of his third year, Jimmy wanted peace and quiet from that part of his life. He wanted progress to be smooth. He didn't want to think that he'd better watch out, although he knew the pace of things might suddenly change and events assume a startling significance. Out of the blue something might occur to let you know you'd got it all wrong. You could easily get mashed up completely by a single hammer blow. 

Jimmy realised you could get mashed up because he'd been mashed up once already. It happened to him when a girl called Maureen Johnstone went to bed with someone else. And although that kind of thing probably happens to everyone at sometime or another, when it happened to Jimmy, it was easily the worst thing that had ever happened to him. 

Almost all the other bad things just looked like a bit of bad luck by comparison. He didn't ever want to feel as hurt as that again. At the time he told himself he was getting over it quite quickly because after a week or so it stopped hurting almost all the time. When he fell in love with Liz, he hardly gave it a thought unless he bumped into Maureen with her new boyfriend. It just seemed to fade away after that, like any hurt which heals over. 

He only began to remember what it was really like when he was in the last term of the previous year. Then it seemed within him like a ghost, some memory which might surface and tell him to watch out. Liz seemed reckless by comparison. Liz was still only eighteen years old. Things might have slowed down for Jimmy a little since he was eighteen, but they were still coming at Liz pretty fast. 

He stayed with Liz in Pollock Halls some nights and saw her almost every day. Though they got along alright, it sometimes seemed as if each was just another part of the other's routine. They saw each other regularly and tried to get by without aggravation, without touching sore points or asking too many hard questions. Jimmy wasn't looking for problems. Apart from Liz feeling miserable over the Christmas holidays, he didn't get any. 

He didn't have any problems living with Steven either. Although Steven seemed very quiet, calm and gentle in comparison to Jimmy, they were an almost perfect combination to share a room together. Never a bad word passed between them. During the winter months, they choose each other’s company more and more. They smoked a lot of dope and had a good laugh every now and again, trying to ignore the trials and tribulations which might be piling up outside the little cocoon they invented for themselves. 

'One stimulatin' thing Ah got out of medieval history last year was hearin' about battles,' said Jimmy one night when they were doing in a big lump of dope someone had given Jimmy for his birthday. 'Ye know? The ones where they were knockin' fuck out of each other wi' battle axes an' that.' Jimmy took a long drag on the joint before passing it to Steven then. 'University can't be all that bad when ye think of these guys cuttin' each others nappers off, an' other parts Ah couldny even bear tae mention.' 

'Aye, it's a privilege going to university, James,' said Steven, smiling ironically at him. 

'Aye, a privilege right enough. Ah mean, the blood an' guts must have been everywhere.' 

'Didn't the nobles just ransome each other?' asked Steven, thinking if he had to hang about in these days, he'd much rather be a noble person. 

'Yeah, in most wars they probably did,' Jimmy replied, suddenly remembering that he knew almost nothing at all about medieval history. 'Yeah, but ma uncle told me there was a battle near Stirling where one of the leadin' guys got skinned. Ye know? Like, whit happens tae rabbits.' 

'Aye, James, with all that blood and guts around, I suppose you might get carried away.' 

'Too right. Ye could get yourself intae some nasty situations. If ye were in somethin' like the Hundred Years War, ye could knock over a few defenceless towns, but it wouldny be like that when the French army caught up wi' ye.' 

'You'd be much better off just staying at home and having a good smoke, James. Here,' he said, passing back the stick. Jimmy didn't want to stop talking, so he took a quick blast and talked with a squeaky voice for a moment or two. 

'Jist imagine it, Steven. Fancy gettin' ready tae fight like that. There might be a big hill wi' twenty thousand Frenchmen on it, then a flat bottomed valley wi' jist one tree on it, an' then the English army on the other hill. Maybe jist five thousand guys. Ah mean, how would ye feel, Steven? You've been on holiday in France, rapin' an' pillagin', drinkin' plonk every night for months on end.' 

'Oh, I'd feel pretty knackered,’ said Steven. 'I'm sure. Completely knackered, James.' 

'Aye, so would Ah. Not interested in this, that's how Ah'd feel. So whit could ye dae? The battles about tae commence, the trumpets sound, an' both sides start chargin'.' Jimmy stopped then and took another puff. 

'Well, what happens next?' asked Steven. 

'Ah turn tae you an' hand ye over the stick,' said Jimmy, handing it over, 'an' say, down wi' English imperialism, Stevie. Ah'm glad we're up this tree.' 

All night they'd been waiting for it, but now the hysterical laughter had begun in earnest. Steven, making guttural noises and quivering quite out of control, leaned back in the armchair, his knees pulling towards his chest. Then the spasm took him forward and his big feet were planted in the middle of the tea tray, spilling everything. That just made him worse and he went through the whole helpless cycle once more. Both of them got sore jaws from laughing so hard. 

They stayed up their tree as much as they could over the winter and that night, when the spring was just starting to seep into their lives, went on, feeling quite out of time till just before the dawn. Somewhere around six, just before the light was due to filter through the curtains, was the worst part of all. Until then the world outside had barely impinged on them, but now it was time for the singing. 

They'd never seen it, but somewhere close at hand a big blackbird lived. Before that morning Jimmy had wished something could be done about it. In a state of exhaustion and utter imcompetence, Jimmy was urging Steven to roll another one and Steven was protesting that he couldn't possibly get it together when the singing heralded the start of a new day, a day when they wouldn't get any work done because they wouldn't get up till three or four in the afternoon. 

Like a bat out of hell, the big blackbird flew in front of Geoffrey House and started to sing its head off. 'Aw, naw! The fuckin' birds!' said Jimmy. But it wasn't so much the blackbird as the fact that the blackbird would waken up the starlings, and the starlings would waken up the sparrows, and soon they'd all be at it. 

Unfinished essays piled up. With the coming of Spring, a sense of doom began to pervade everything. 

---------------------------------------------------

                                   CHAPTER SIX 

He was trudging across the Meadows on his way back to Geoffrey House in the early evening a few weeks after his birthday. He was looking jaded. feeling grim, and trying not to think about the university. He was trying to think of something to lift his spirits and make him smile. For the first time he'd some idea of what Liz had meant when she talked about the downward spirals over the Christmas holidays, the way everything looked flat and grey and cold. In the past few weeks it was as if something inside him had simply stopped. He just didn't seem to be able to handle it anymore. 

Until recently he'd imagined himself as the sort of person for whom almost any experience could be made to seem worthwhile. He'd like to think that he could find the inner resources to cope with any plausible situation, to feed from it, to grow. He was the sort of person who would have thought paddling his canoe up the Orinoco wasn't such a bad thing to do. As he trudged across the Meadows, right then it seemed like a far better thing than what he'd just been doing. 

He'd been skulking about in George Square. Had he been on the moon and not just half way across the Meadows, he might have stood a better chance of shaking the weight of that place from his shoulders. It clung to his back. It was gradually enshrouding him. He was being suffocated by it. He couldn't seem to fend it off anymore. It was like boxing a cloud. It was all over him. 

The doom had set in with a vengeance shortly after Ruth told him about the notices being posted, the ones listing the options for final honours. Final honours happened in fourth year and consisted of two subjects. For ages he'd fondly imagined he'd get the chance then to study in depth two subjects that really interested him. 

But as he looked through the lists on the notice board outside the secretary's office in the William Robertson Building, he'd felt his heart sink. Being in one of Angus's tutorials was like party time compared to this. But it wasn't that there weren't any interesting courses on offer. There just weren't enough of them. 

It said in a little note above each course description that preference for places would be decided on academic merit. Basically, this seemed to mean that if they'd decided you were wonderful in either first or second year, then they were going to reinforce their original assessment by letting you do anything that suited. You could do whatever courses you liked. But if you were such a one as Jimmy, you'd have to rely on the approval of whichever tutor ran the course and when he looked down the lists that day, Jimmy couldn't think of a single reason why anyone would want him. 

Under the wee note telling you how good it was to be wonderful, there was the title of the course and the description, then there was a space for putting your name if you were interested. One of the courses seemed to be about the politics of social change in modern Britain. This was the kind of thing which might appeal to a person like Jimmy, but the blurb said the tutor would only take a maximum of seven students. In the little space provided, twenty five names were crammed in. Jimmy managed to make it twenty six by writing over some of the rest. 

Everything modern, social, and political was well oversubscribed. He remembered in first year listening to folk at student meetings shouting about the lack of student participation in the planning of courses. He didn't know what the hell those people were talking about at the time. 

'Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth Century'. Course allocation seven. In the space provided, no takers. Jimmy wondered as he stood there feeling sunk why these people were being allowed to amuse themselves like that. He felt so bad about it, numbed, that he couldn't think of anything else to put his name down under. 

A week later Ruth told him there was a meeting scheduled for the people interested in taking the course which he had put his name down under. He wasn't wanting to go, but Ruth hassled him into it. They went into the man's room in the William Robertson Building when it was almost empty and sat there waiting until it became overcrowded. Then they all traipsed to a bigger room which was also packed out. Jimmy found himself sitting at the end of this long table, surrounded by people who were gathered at his back and lining the walls. The tutor sat away down at the other end of the table and Jimmy spent most of the time there looking groundward. 

He wasn't feeling like his usual ten men that day anyway. He was feeling like something the cat had just dragged in. The evening before he and Steven had purchased some dexedrine pills from their friendly neighbourhood drug dealer and they'd spent all night sitting up gibbering at each other. He hadn't slept a wink. 

Dexedrine was what turned up soon after some people of Jimmy's acquaintance started ending up in the poison's ward of the Royal Infirmary, finding themselves caught short on acid, wandering around with no place to go and making a nuisance of themselves. Dexedrine is a kind of speed. Sometimes you might feel pretty good when you were taking dexedrine, but afterwards you'd feel pretty wrung out. Dexedrine was just another one which told you there was no such thing as something for nothing. 

So Jimmy was sitting there staring down at his feet, feeling tired and dirty, his hair hanging in lank greasy strands down the back of his army greatcoat. There were too many people around him and the place was too hot. If that wasn't bad enough, the man in charge of these proceedings turned out to be the fat little bastard who'd been running the European History tutorials Jimmy had stopped going to during the first term. As usual, it was a place Jimmy thought he should be in and the last place he wanted to be in. He'd rather have been in Timbuktu. 

As the farce of selecting people to do this course seemed about to go on forever. Dumb questions - like how many of you aren't really, really keen? - hung in the air. Finally, the man got down to basics and took everyone who'd been wonderful in either first or second year. After that, there were about twenty five people wanting to squeeze into the four places left. 

The tutor sat there smirking. It was wonderful after all to find his course so popular. Someone pointed out to him while he basked in his glory that he hadn't actually told anyone what taking the course involved yet. While this little oversight was being remedied, the room grew hotter and hotter. 

'And I know,' he said in conclusion, looking down the room at Jimmy. 'that of all the people here at least Mr McGuire will be pleased to learn that there isn't much formal written work to be done on this course. ' 

Big sick smile. Little joke. Heads turn. The usual sycophantic laughs for the merry quip. Jimmy had been looking at the man when he said it, but now he sighed, and put his hand on his brow, and began to gaze languidly down at his feet once more. He shook his head and thought what an arsehole this guy was. What a drag all this was turning out to be. 

Eventually, the man decided to pull the names out of a hat. The last names in were the first ones out. He didn't even bother to shake it. Once he'd accepted all the folk with gold medals and first class merit certificates, he didn't care who else took his course. All the rest could go and study Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenths Century for all he cared. 

When he got out of there, Jimmy went down to the notice board once more. He looked it over and gave a big sigh. But there was no point in putting it off any longer. He'd have liked to have studied something about the history of the Scottish working class. For some reason that option wasn't open to him in the university of the capital city, so he decided to try for one about English middle class radicals between the first two Reform Acts. He'd go and see the man. 

When Jimmy chapped tentatively on Dr James Douglas's door a few minutes later, the man actually opened it for him which was a bit of a surprise. Usually, the tutors would just shout a come in and give you a blank look as you approached their desks. But Dr Douglas turned out to be a very nice man. He wasn't even put out when Jimmy told him he was only there because he didn't think he'd much choice. Dr Douglas actually looked quite concerned. And certainly he could take the course if he wanted to. Anyone could even if the class did turn out to be a little large. 

Feeling a lot better about life and human nature in general, Jimmy went back to the notice board and scanned about. The closest he could get to studying about Scottish working class history seemed to be something about the role of labour in the history of the United States. 

Fortunately, people who weren't doing the American History course in third year were excluded, so there were only four or five names down for that. Even more promising, he thought, was the fact that the course was being run by a man who was on a sabbatical at the time. You'd to see the professor if you wanted to do it and he probably wouldn't be too fussy. He wouldn't care who took the course. It was no skin off his nose. 

The professor, of course, wasn't about to get up and open the door for anyone. He shouted a come in. The secretary was sitting in front of the desk taking dictation, so Jimmy had to stand around looking spare and bedraggled for a few minutes before being asked to sit down. 

'Well, comrade,' the man said with a sarcastic little smile, 'have a seat.' 

Jimmy suddenly felt like the tramp with the begging bowl, the supplicant going around these people asking to be accepted onto their moody little courses. Please take me with all of my inadequacies and failings, my terrible attendance record at anything you care to mention, my mediocre performance in essays and written exams. 

The 'comrade' landed right on top of the speed cone down. Why the 'comrade' on this day of days? Then it started to bother Jimmy that another of these chaps choose to be sarcastic to him for absolutely no reason that he could think of. But he didn't say what he'd have liked to say right then. He didn't say anything much at all. The professor just took his name. It was no skin off his nose. 

It was a few weeks later when Jimmy found himself trudging back from George Square for the first time since signing up for final honours courses. He'd only gone to George Square when he thought he couldn't avoid it. That day he hadn't been able to avoid it any longer. When the comics ran out, he'd made a furtive journey to the Library. 

All the time he'd spent in the environs of George Square he'd felt uneasy, glancing around, looking to see if any tutors he recognised were within hailing distance. He knew that had a name. It was called paranoia. He'd discovered recently that going to things every now and again produced far fewer problems than going to nothing at all. Tutors might easily feel slighted by his non-attendance. If he crossed paths with any of them, he'd have felt obliged to walk straight passed, stiffening a little instead of giving them the usual nod. 

The problem was that once you stopped going altogether it became rather difficult to go back. If the man asked you why you hadn't been there, what were you supposed to say? If you were starting back, it wouldn't do to indicate that you thought that hour of the week was a waste of your time and theirs. Neither did it seem very convincing to tell them that you'd come down with catatonic fits brought on by the dreaded, three week, Hong Kong clap. 

And no matter what story you decided to use, you couldn't very well tell them you'd had a look at a notice board and thought you'd just better forget all about the whole thing. As he trudged along, he knew he wasn't supposed to let the university get to him like this. He was supposed to brush it off, ignore it, forget about if he had to. But he couldn't forget about it. He was telling himself that he'd have to go back and get on with it as he walked along the road to Geoffrey House. 

Even if you did want to forget about them, they might not want to forget about you. There was a letter in a university envelope waiting on the mat behind the front door for him. Letters in university envelopes weren't liable to be good news these days and he didn't open it then, but carried it up to his room. 

Steven was already there, sitting on one of the plastic seats, playing his guitar. Jimmy threw his greatcoat onto his bed and Steven didn't stop. After they'd nodded at each other, Jimmy sat on the plastic seat nearest the fire and opened the letter. 

'Whit the fuck's the Senatus Academicus when it's at hame'?' he said, sounding really pissed off. 

'What's that?' said Steven, breaking off playing. 

'The Senatus Academicus. Whit the fuck is the Senatus Academicus? The Library say they're goiny report me tae the Senatus Academicus if Ah don't pay them a quid in fines.' 

'Sorry, Jimmy, but that's a new one on me,' said Steven. There was a pause for a moment. 'The Senatus what?' he said. 

'The Senatus fuckin' Academicus! A quid! That will be fuckin' right! Nae wonder folk nick their books instead. Aye, it was a big mistake tae give the Library this address in the first place. Fuck! Anyway, whit is this fuckin' Senatus Academicus?' 

'It must be some kind of kangaroo court,' said Steven, trying to be helpful. 

'Whit kind of grant dae these bastards think we get anyway?' 

While Jimmy sat there pondering over this threatening letter, Steven went off to have a shower. He'd only been gone a few minutes when there was a knock on their door. Normally, Jimmy would have gone to answer it, partly to keep the straights at bay, but just then he couldn't be bothered and shouted to whoever it was to come in instead. At this unusual summons, the door tentatively opened and Mark came in. He stood for a moment or two in the large empty space between the door and Jimmy's chair holding their bubble pipe in front of him. 

Of course, it wasn't a real bubble pipe. It was actually a large Eno bottle almost filled with water. In the lid were two holes through which were fitted a rubber tube and the casing of a ball point pen. It was one of Steven's inventions, a touch of the old paraphernalia. The Warden was holding it there in front of him as if it might suddenly shatter in his hands, or explode, or do something not very nice. 

'I thought I'd better bring this back to you,' he said in his usual awkward manner. 

'Thanks,' Jimmy replied, going over to take the offending object from his grasp and put it back on the mantelpiece where it belonged. He suddenly appeared to be quite incisive and efficient, doing things in short order. The threat from the Library had left a little edge with him. 'Where was it?' he asked after he'd done his stuff and sat back down. 

'It was sitting in a tray of dirty cups down in the kitchen,' Mark replied a little tightly. 'There's something I've got to say,' he said as if he'd already written whatever it was done on a piece of paper. 

Steven must have inadvertently left the Eno bottle among the breakfast dishes when he'd stumbled downstairs with them earlier on in the afternoon. This rude object must have been sitting in the kitchen for hours, no doubt subject to much comment and conjecture, perhaps raising a little titter or two. It did strike Jimmy as having its funny side. Had he been feeling better to start with, he might have found it hard not to laugh. 

'Well, have a pew,' said Jimmy, waving to a seat. 

'Actually, I waited till you came in so that I could speak to both of you at once. Where's Steven?' the Warden asked, looking around as if Steven might suddenly jump out at him. He looked too nervous to sit down. 

'Aw, he's havin' a shower,' said Jimmy as casually as he could manage. 

'I suppose I can speak to him when he comes out,' said Mark. At that point he stopped speaking altogether, looking downward as if trying to work up the courage to propose marriage or something. 

'Well, whit is it?' Jimmy asked. 'Like, whit's the problem?' he said. 

'Well, I think this has just about gone far enough,' said Mark, sounding a bit hysterical. 'I think my position as Warden of this house might become untenable if, well, if something were to occur. Leaving that thing in the kitchen is really the last straw. It shouldn't be so obvious that you smoke pot here. The smell's bad enough without leaving that thing in the kitchen for everyone to see!' 

'Ah will admit that was a bit careless,' said Jimmy, taking his turn. 'But Ah'm sure the pigs won't bust us here,' he added, thinking the man might need some reassurance. 

'But if the pigs, I mean, police, did come here, it could easily come back to me. Now, I believe in live and let live, but what I've come to tell you is that if I find evidence like this lying around again, I'll have to report you to the Principal Warden and I think he'll ask you to leave the house,' said Mark, feeling a bit better now that he'd got it out. 

'Well, if that's whit ye think your job involves,' Jimmy said a little dubiously. He said it as if he also believed in live and let live and the guy had just told him he slept with a dog which had been dead for a week. 'Ah suppose that's Steven off the breakfast fatigue then,' continued after a short pause. 'We'll be more careful in future, Mark. Don't worry about it.' 

Jimmy saw him bump into Steven who was coming out of the upstairs bathroom just as Jimmy was showing Mark out of the room. Perhaps because Steven was wearing rather a short towel, the talking to there didn't last long. 

When he came into the room, there was a big grin on Steven's face. There was something odd about how helpless yet fearless Steven seemed to be when threatened with anything. Jimmy couldn't help but grin back at him. 

'Well, James, what did you think of that little reprimand?' said Steven, standing there holding a towel round his waist and another on his head. He started giggling. 

'Did ye tell him the Eno bottle was a novel way of washin' the handsome features?' said Jimmy, starting to laugh as well. 

'At first, I think he thought it was an enema,' said Steven, collapsing onto Jimmy's bed. 

'That's our defense. Constipation. You're right.' 

'Hey, Jimmy, he'd never report us, would he?' said Steven, sobering up a little. 

'Naw,' Jimmy replied. 'But Ah don't think he'll want us back here next year. But, naw, Ah don't think he'll report us. He seems to be some kind of a liberal. We'll have to give him a break though.' 

'Yes, we'll have to leave the bubble pipe out of the tea tray for a while, James,' said Steven, pulling some clothes on. 

‘Ye always were a man for the strategic plannin', Stevie. We're cool again. Whit a relief.' 

'Well, get the skins together, Jimmy. I'm going to dry my hair,' said Steven quite jovially. 'We got a phone call. You don't mind me spending the rest of the week's food money on dope, do you?' 

'Absolutely not,' said Jimmy, pulling a packet of cigarette papers off the mantelpiece. 'Ah need tae pull maself together here. It's not every day a person get threatened wi' the Principal Warden an' the Senatus Academicus, whoever they are.' 

'It's like being attacked by something out of Gilbert and Sullivan,' said Steven, bursting into giggles again. 

'Aye, Ah'll start goin' back tae ma classes. That should sicken them, eh?' 

----------------------------------------

                              CHAPTER SEVEN 

Jimmy had only managed to take the place really seriously when he stopped going altogether, but towards the end of the Spring Term his attitude became more sensible. He went back. 

Or rather, he went back to some things and not to others. Some of the things he went back to, he only went back to intermittently. He didn't go back to his American History tutorials at all. It was okay to sit in the other tutorials completely brass necked, but he couldn't do that with Roderick Legare. He began to feel embarrassed about missing his tutorials in the first place. 

He also read some books. In order to read some books, he had to pay his fine to the Library. It wasn't the thought of the Senatus Academicus coming to his door one night brandishing blunt instruments and demanding their pound note that forced him into it. When the Library refused to let him have any more books, he just accepted that paying the odd fine was one of the things you had to do. 

But although he did read some books near the end of term and during his Easter Holidays, he didn't do any essays. He'd imagined that he night do one or two over the Easter Holidays, but when he got back to Lanarkshire, he couldn't seem to work up the nervousness, or feel aggravated, or threatened enough to sit down and write essays. And he didn't feel at all worried that he wasn't writing his late essays. He acted as if he'd written quite enough essays to be going on with. 

Once you'd mastered the art so that you could be almost certain to get around sixty percent, or its equivalent, there didn't seem to be much of a good reason to keep churning them out. They weren't going to give him merit certificates so he could get into junior honours. He was already in junior honours. Writing late essays seemed pretty pointless to Jimmy over the Easter Holidays and he decided to ignore them till he got back to Edinburgh, assuming he'd have them all finished by the end of the year somehow. 

It seemed easy to ignore almost everything else since he was getting on so well with Liz. These holidays were different from Christmas time with its desolate tears and scenes he couldn't understand. All he knew then was that she seemed to hate the university and growing away from all the things she thought her parents hoped and expected her to be. 

She seemed to hate it more when she was away from it, but over Easter it was different. It was as if she'd broken free. He borrowed a bicycle off one of his brothers and saw her almost every day. She acted as if she hadn't a care in the world, as if she was determined to be happy in the last ditch before the third term and the start of second year exams. But as soon as they got back to Edinburgh, suddenly it all changed. 

Someone's twenty first birthday party was being held in the lounge of this rather swanky hotel. The discotheque blared out, the booze was free, and everyone was getting plastered. Jimmy even got up to dance with someone, and there was no hint of anything amiss until he came back to the table. Silent tears brimming over with mascara ran in black lines down her face. She sat at the table quite inconsolable, her head bowing. She wouldn't say what was wrong. 

Out there on the gravel path, it was a miserable night, cold, windy and damp. He took her round to the side of the building so that they would seem less conspicuous. She stopped crying, started chittering, and took a long drag on the fag he'd given her. They were alone in the wind, standing there side by side. 

'Whit's the matter then?' he asked, more bored than worried by this. 'Why don't ye jist tell me whit's the matter?' 

'I'm on the pill, Jimmy,' she said and started weeping again. He looked at her as if he couldn't believe he'd heard that. 

Liz had never voiced any desire to go on the pill and he'd never asked her to. They hadn't even discussed it. Jimmy had once discussed that very thing quite often with the girl he'd gone out with before Liz. Although they weren't sleeping together in the accepted sense, he and Maureen Johnstone could discuss the pill for hours on end. Sometimes, it seemed that they hardly ever talked about anything else. Maureen would say she was going on the pill, then she would say she wasn't. Then she would say she was after all. But she never did. Eventually, Jimmy lost interest in that particular conversation and Maureen went off to bed with someone else. 

He'd decided he wasn't going to make the same mistake with Liz, although they were sleeping together in the accepted sense. It was like that sometimes. You might try to correct the mistakes you've made before almost as if you were dealing with the same person, as if you could somehow avert a disaster which had just passed by. Given that the new person is bound to be quite different, correcting the previous mistakes can, of course, be a very big mistake indeed. 

But when Liz started weeping again, Jimmy didn't think about all the mistakes he might have made. He didn't understand why she was crying anymore and his immediate response was to try and comfort her so that she could stop crying. 

'But that's no reason tae cry,' he said, putting his arm round her. 'Ah suppose it's good news really,' he continued after a moment, suddenly without a lot of conviction in his voice. 'Come on, cheer up,' he said, only then beginning to wonder why he hadn't been told before. He didn't understand why he was being told like this. 

But Jimmy tried to look on the bright side. He tried to see things from the most advantageous point of view since he felt better when he thought like that. Then it seemed as if Liz had made some kind of commitment to their relationship by going on the pill. He started to react to what Liz had said as if he was Maureen Johnstone. This talk of the pill had wrung a little bell somewhere. And Jimmy began to feel quite good about it. Then he couldn't understand why Liz wasn't feeling good about it as well. 

'When did ye start takin' it?' he asked when the weeping had died down. 

'Last summer,' she replied, the tears starting to flow again.

 Later, it seemed to him that when you felt emotionally committed to someone, you might easily imagine you knew what was going on, that you were both moving along together with a common perspective, a unity of purpose. You might convince yourself that you were part of something when, in actual fact, you were still on your own. You just thought you knew what was going on because you felt better thinking like that. You only saw the small part which was visible through your own two eyes and made up the rest, or took it for granted. 

'Last summer?' he said incredulously. 'Why didn't ye tell me?' He realised then that he didn't understand any of it. She didn't reply and he didn't feel good at all. 'Well?' he said. 

'But, Jimmy, it had nothing to do with you!' 

Had Jimmy been asked before this conversation why his relationship with Liz had to be monogamous, he wouldn't have been able to give a good reason. He didn't think being monogamous was part of the price they paid to make then feel special to each other, or even that without it they might not have had much of a relationship at all. 

To Jimmy, monogamous was just the way it was. For a while,  being monogamous hadn't really made much sense to him. It seemed like a kind of promise he'd made without ever uttering it, perhaps the price you had to pay to avoid deception and a sense of guilt. 

He'd felt betrayed by Maureen Johnstone, but it wasn't that kind of betrayal he was worried about with Liz, although he knew that sort of thing would probably be a part of it. Somehow it was more subtle than that. Maybe it was just that being in love with someone seemed to be such a stupid position to put yourself in. During the exams at the end of his second year, it seemed a bit like putting your head on the block and hoping the guy with the axe wouldn't cut if off. Sometimes with Liz it felt a bit like that. 

At the back of his mind he was always expecting her to do it to him sooner or later. When she did, he wanted to feel that he'd been straight with her in a way he hadn't been straight with Maureen Johnstone. Perhaps he just wanted to feel less guilty the next time. 

But while things seemed to be running quite smoothly during most of his third year, being monogamous didn't really make a lot of sense to him. Somehow in the web of things, he'd become stuck with it. It was a kind of boundary over which, if either of them stopped, nothing would ever be the same again. It felt as if it just had to be like that although any rational person could see that it didn't make very much sense at all. To Jimmy, nothing emotional ever did. 

'It had nothin' to do wi' me?' he asked. 

It was already cold and damp and windy, but now a little rain had started to fall. He began to feel very alone and through a sense of loneliness he started to wonder who it did concern if it didn't concern him. For most of the previous summer, he'd stayed with one of his brothers in England. 

He drew hard on his cigarette and had no longer much inclination to put his arm round her to keep out the cold, to stop the tears. He was thinking about himself and standing there waiting to hear that she'd gone on the pill because of someone else. With Maureen Johnstone he'd demanded to know, but he'd learned to wait. 

He just stood there waiting. He'd given up trying to feel good about any of this. Now he looked for the worst so that it might not creep up on him unawares. But she didn't offer anything, just stood there sniffling. 

'Whit dae ye mean?' he said eventually. 

'When you were working in England, I didn't even know if we'd be going together when you got back. If I'd gone out with someone else, it would have been just the same. I went on the pill for me, Jimmy. It wasn't for you.' 

Jimmy didn't say anything for a while after that, just stood there slowly shaking his head from side to side. She'd made him feel like anyone in millions, as if there was nothing special about him in her eyes. He was just one of a succession of people. He wasn't included. He wasn't even in the reckoning. 

Liz was trying to tell Jimmy that she was independent, in some way on her own, but Jimmy still imagined that if he wasn't in the reckoning, someone else must be. Neither of them really knew what the other was talking about. They were still edging around, trying to understand the significance of things. 

'Are ye goiny tell me ye were goin' out wi' someone else at the time?' he finally asked. 

'No, no, Jimmy,' she replied, the tears starting to flow again. 

'Well, why haven't ye told me till now?' he asked angrily.

 'Because I haven't been able to!' she shouted back. 

When Jimmy thought about that conversation later, it struck him that there had always been something not quite honest about Liz. She just wasn't a very straightforward person. About anything at all, she could keep her own council for weeks at a stretch, perhaps till she thought the time was right, or the mood was right, or it just suited her. She was the sort of person who had secrets, the type who didn't trade information. 

After he realised this, Jimmy found it hard to really trust her. It was hard to trust someone who wouldn't, or couldn't, tell him things. You could never be completely sure about what was supposed to be going on. He realised then that if she ever decided to be rid of him, she might keep it to herself and act as if nothing was amiss for quite some time. He felt shocked by that. 

'Look, try tae stop cryin' an' we'll go back inside. It's startin' tae pour,' he said. 

Then she was wiping her face with tissues and as he looked across at her, the whole thing seemed a bit pathetic somehow. He wondered if she just hadn't had too much to drink. 

Perhaps just going back to Edinburgh would have been enough for her, but Jimmy had been looking forward to going back. After three weeks of just hanging about, almost anything would have been worth looking forward to. He was especially looking forward to his grant cheque, but as well as making him feel skint, holidays always brought out the work ethic in him. He'd decided when he went back to Edinburgh, he'd work hard. He was bristling with good resolutions. He was really going to work hard this time. 

Of course, he didn't work very hard at all, but he did some work. Unwittingly, he got it just about right this time, three or four hours a day. Three or four hours work a day is quite enough for anyone, but events still conspired to make him feel nervous and agitated for much of the time. He didn't go back to his American History tutorials. 

Just when he felt about set for another bout of skulking around, Steven told him one night that he was going to leave, pack up, go home and forget all about it. 

Jimmy hadn't seen Steven with a book in his hand for a week or so, but there was nothing particularly unusual about that. When he wasn't reading books, he'd play his guitar and write songs, so Jimmy wasn't bothered about the absence of books. Steven had seemed even quieter than usual over the last wee while, but Jimmy wasn't expecting it at all. He just put down his guitar one night and announced that he was going to leave university. 

'Whit?' said Jimmy. 'Are ye havin' me on?' He couldn't believe it. 

'No, I've been thinking about it a lot recently. I can't think of any reason for staying on. I'm not getting anything out of the course and I don't want their degree,' he said flatly. 

'Whit about me then, eh?' said Jimmy. 'Ah'll have nobody tae buy dope wi' if you go. Naw, ye can't leave university, Steven. It would ruin ma social life.' Jimmy closed the book he'd been reading and picked up the album cover with the makings on it. 'Come on. We'll have a wee smoke and talk about something else,' he said. 

'It's okay just now,' said Steven after a moment. 'I was thinking about leaving at the end of the year. You'll be living with Liz next year anyway.' 

'Yeah, Ah know,' said Jimmy, feeling guilty about that somehow. 'But it'll be interestin' livin' on your own. Look on it as a challenge. Besides, ye can always crawl out of your damp hovel tae come an' see me in ma penthouse apartment.' 

'It's really the course that's getting me down.' 

'Yeah? Ah give ye the best year of ma life an' ye don't bat an eyelid when Ah run off wi' some woman. Eh?' said Jimmy. 

'I just don't see why I should knock my guts out next year trying to get a degree. It's just a piece of paper.' 

'But, Steven, whit does it matter as long as you know that. Fuck them. Make them give it tae ye. Ah mean, after this year, we don't fuckin' deserve it anyway! Try not tae take it so seriously, eh?' 

'Next year they're going to put us through a mincer, Jimmy,' Steven said quietly. 'The finals next year will be like nothing on earth.' 

'Christ, that's jist whit Ah wanted tae hear. Come on, Steven. It won't be as bad as all that. Ah mean, there must be better ways of lookin' at it,' said Jimmy, trying to think of what they could be. 

'Well, convince me then,' said Steven. 'It would be better if I could stay. I don't want to tell my father.' 

'Terrific! Hullo, farrer. Hullo, murrer. Guess whit? Take up a martial arts pose if you're going to lay that on them!' 

'No, they would be okay. Really. You've never met them. They'll understand,' said Steven. 

'Yeah? Nobody else will. Ah mean, a lot of people would like the chance tae go tae university, Steven. Ab know that's a bit hard tae believe sometimes, but it's true. Ab'm tellin' ye. They won't understand it, man. You'll be a walkin' eyesore. A failed priest.' 

'What's a failed priest?' said Steven. 

'A walkin' abortion, man. That's whit you'd be. Ah mean, it's a lot harder tae get out of this place than it is tae get in. You'll be sick of explainin' yourself. It's no worth the hassle, man.' 

'I just don't want to sit the finals,' said Steven. 'It's a stupid thing to put yourself through. Why bother? You don't have to do it, do you?' 

'That's a funny way of lookin' at it,' said Jimmy. 'Ah thought it was compulsory. If ye don't have tae dae it, why's everybody doin' it? Ye must have tae dae it. Nobody's goiny enjoy it, are they?' 

'I'm just not going to do it,' he said, trying to steel himself. 

'We'll have tae get you a girlfriend, Steven,' Jimmy said quietly. 'Ye need somethin' else tae worry about. That's why it looks simple tae you. You're not gettin' out an' about enough. Go an' tell this stuff tae some other people. They'll freak out. It's really dead complicated, Ah'm tellin' ye.' 

Over the course of the next hour or so, Jimmy tried to convince Steven that leaving university was a bad thing to do. He thought Steven was quite right, at least for himself, but he didn't want to admit that to Steven. He didn't want to feel in any way responsible for him leaving, so he tried to change his mind. But he wasn't very convincing. What he said did seem to be fairly depressing however. 

When he saw how depressed this topic of conversation was making Steven, Jimmy started to talk about something else. And he tried not to mention leaving university again. He wanted the subject to go away, but it hung in the air. Steven was brooding like mad until he went to see his Director of Studies a few weeks later. 

To Jimmy's relief, this nice young woman took Steven for a cup of tea and seemed to convince him that leaving university was indeed a very bad thing to do. It was a terrible thing to do. She told him to hang on. Her advice was that he should just study the stuff he enjoyed studying and ignore all the rest. Like, there's a big pile of sand. Go and stick your head in it. 

----------------------------------------------

                            CHAPTER EIGHT 

Sticking your head in a big pile of sand is perhaps not such an unreasonable way of dealing with a menace you can't do very much about, one which is only looming vaguely. But Steven's head had been stuck in a big pile of sand. It had been there for months. When he pulled it out, the menace didn't seem to be quite so vague anymore. Sensibly enough, he felt like bolting when he got the scent of whatever might happen if he hung around. But the beginning of the third term is usually a bit like that because at the end of that term there are examinations. 

And the idea of being examined does not in most people conjure up a sense of warm fuzziness. The prospect is rarely comforting. At best, if you're examined and nothing too much is wrong, there might be feelings of relief. Being examined is a bit like being on trial. Feeling quite guilty, the last thing you want to do is tell the truth. 

If you have to answer a question on a subject you don't know much about, you must cover your answer with so many evasions and qualifications that it's difficult to prove anything against you. Or if you're lucky enough to know one or two details, you might conduct a specious argument around the one or two things you know  then resoundingly conclude with whatever you think the examiner might want to hear. But you must always remember that if you're really honest, you don't get any marks. 

When Jimmy was forced to answer questions on folk like George III for instance, he never admitted to knowing almost nothing at all about these people. He used to hint at things about folk like George III which might make it look as if he knew something when, in actual fact, he didn't. But he had to pretend so that they wouldn't find out how ignorant he was. 

Of course, the pretence worked better if you knew a thing or two. One or two things might form a skeleton on which an illusion of knowledge could be fashioned. But even if you knew quite a lot of things, most of what you wrote was still bullshit. But if you told the honest truth, you didn't get any marks. 

Steven wasn't a very devious person. If he tried to tell a lie, he went red in the face and his big feet shuffled. He used to know everything he had to know and now he was worried that they might find him out. They probably wouldn't find him out even if he could only remember one or two things, but he thought they might. And he thought they should, so he didn't want to go. But he managed to hang on and tolerate the novel prospect of humiliation at the end of third year partly because these exams didn't really matter. 

If you failed them, they probably wouldn't throw you out. You could make an excuse. You could even say they weren't important so you didn't bother to study for them. You could say what you liked because they were saving up the real exams till the end of fourth year and then they took away almost all of the excuses. 

That's really why third year was a bit like the eye of a storm, but even at that there were examinations of a kind to be sat. Although at the first hint Steven wanted to shake his head and walk away, something in Jimmy began to rise to the prospect. At least something was happening, some excitement might be generated. It was after all the first whiff of adrenalin which pulled your head out of the sand in the first place. 

Although something in Jimmy enjoyed a perverse thrill at the idea of some fevered excitement, the sensible part of him wanted to make these exams as unexciting as possible. He was going to calm everything down and study for them. And after he'd passed them, he'd know that abandoning the regular life once or twice didn't really matter. He'd get the skeleton of fact together and that would be that. These exams were a chance to feel vindicated somehow. 

The first exam he had to sit was in American History, due on the Monday right after the lectures finished. Jimmy decided to give himself a few days and read through most of the notes he had on the Wednesday night. After that he felt quite uplifted, relieved, broken in, and fully primed for a hard day’s work on the Thursday. 

And there he was as usual standing outside the George Square Library at one o clock on the Thursday afternoon. He was standing there at that time as he did almost every day. He was waiting for Liz. He usually stood there at one o clock because lunchtime was a kind of pinion around which their relationship revolved. Arrangements were made then. It was a sort of neutral zone and you had to be there. Or have a bloody good excuse. 

But Jimmy hadn't made it on the Wednesday. He'd slept in. And by five past he knew she wasn't going to show this time. It was just another part of the third term aggravation. Nerves were fraying, timetables were upset, and people stopped being where they should be. Things hadn't been quite right since she told him about the pill and as he stood there he had a sense that they might get worse. He didn't think Liz was going to get into honours. 

He'd told her what she had to do at the beginning of the third tern. He knew what you had to do because he'd done it himself. Anyone who was doing honours could have told her. Everyone knew that one of the things which might make getting in a bit tricky was handing in essays months late. You probably weren't allowed to do that until you got into junior honours, when, in fact, they'd already committed themselves. 

'Whit the fuck dae ye mean, ye haven't been doin' any work?' he asked. 'Your essay's two week's late.' 

He said that sort of thing quite a lot at the start of the third term. One time he was sitting with her on the bed in Pollock Halls. She was looking a little vacantly in front of her, her head slightly dipped. Jimmy was telling her what you had to do. It was about one o clock in the morning. 

'It's simple, right?' he insisted. 'You jist sit down an' write the fuckin' thing! Why haven't ye done anythin' the night? Your essay's two weeks late.' 

'I know,' she said, the big tears starting to well in her eyes. 

'Startin' tae greet's no goiny dae ye any good, ye know. Neither's mendin' jeans or washin' your hair. Ah'm over here late because you're supposed tae be writin' an essay. Remember? Ah mean, stop actin' like a fuckin' eejit!'

'Don't shout at me,' she said, the tears starting to silently course down her face. 

'Ah'm sorry,' he said. He was wanting to put his arm round her then, but he was too wired up. 'It wouldny matter if ye didny care. If ye didny care, it wouldny matter a fuck. Ah jist can't understand why ye jist don't sit down an' do it. Ye only need tae get sixty two percent. Christ! Why don't ye jist do it?' he asked quite hopelessly. 

'I just want things to be nice,' she said, reaching over to put her arms around his neck, needing comfort and a place to hide her face. 

'But they won't be nice, Liz,' said Jimmy, leaning back with her. 'Ye can't avoid it. It's somethin' you've got tae do.' 

'I just want things to be nice,' she said. 

After a few sessions like that, Jimmy stopped telling Liz what you had to do. He tried even to stop himself asking. Eventually, he didn't want to know and sometimes she seemed less real, the surface manners forced and brittle. He wanted to distance himself from the part of her which was heading for self destruction, but he told himself to watch out. They were growing wary and he would have liked to have met her the day before, perhaps for some reassurance. It seemed more important at times like this to uphold the routine. But he'd slept in. 

He'd been half expecting retaliation as he walked across the Meadows on the Thursday, but he was trying not to be too bothered. He was feeling quite silly hanging about in front of the Library, like a soldier embarrassed on guard who was trying to appear casual and not glance around too much, or be bothered. But he couldn't help looking around sometimes, hoping that she might just show up any minute now. The times she didn't show up made him realise how important she was. 

He was looking towards the Adam Ferguson Building when he saw Graham and Tony emerge, as if from the bowels of the place, into weak sunshine. There was something suspiciously carefree about their presentation. Maybe it was just the way Graham seemed to weave as he walked. Tony was making his usual hopelessly ineffectual attempt to feel inconspicuous. Tony was wearing the wrap around shades, assuming perhaps if he couldn't see them, they wouldn't notice him. It seemed to take longer than it should before either of them noticed Jimmy standing there, sticking out like the proverbial. 

'Hullo, Jimmy,' said Graham. He was looking positively cheerful then, which was so uncharacteristic it just had to be a danger signal. 'Look, Tony, it's Jimmy,' he continued, waving his hand in Tony's face, then pointing from maybe eight feet away. Tony turned to angle his body in Jimmy's direction. As they came over to halt beside him, Tony was standing stiffly, staring straight ahead. 'What are you doing standing there then, Jimmy?' Graham asked, swaying from foot to foot. 

'Ah'm waitin' here fur Liz so Ah can go fur ma lunch, an' then Ah'm goiny have tae study fur this exam on Monday,’ Jimmy said tightly, nervous, and trying to sound determined. 

'Study?' said Tony, his lip curling. He said that as if he'd never heard of it, or it was, at best, some obscure and peculiar way to behave. 'Study?' he repeated, turning his head towards Graham. He always did that without his body seeming to move as if he'd gone rigid below the neck. 

'Uh, stay here, man, and we'll be back in a minute,' said Graham. 'Don't move a muscle.' 

It was at first with a sinking feeling that Jimmy watched them retrace their steps to the Adam Ferguson Building. Utilising descending passageways, no doubt they were heading for the lockers in the David Hume Tower Basement. Please don't let it be downers, thought Jimmy, beginning to feel more nervous still. He was, after all, a sitting target standing there. The non-appearance of Liz had depressed him to the extent that anyone could come up and make disastrous suggestions he was bound to accept. Just don't let it be downers, he thought. 

Ruth had told him about these downers, which had been around for a couple of weeks. Just what you needed in the third term to wreck any small chance you might still have. People had been rolling under buses and trying to crawl onto the pavement before being squashed to death. Other people had walked onto lampposts then into plate glass doors, and ended up looking as if they'd tried to three rounds with the Bull of the Pampas on the way home. He'd heard at someone else crawling across the Meadows in broad daylight on his hands and knees. Please don't let it be downers, he thought. 

'Whit the fuck are these?' said Jimmy, looking down at the multicoloured capsules Graham had placed in his hand. 

'Uh, they're tuinal, man,' said Graham, wrapping the words slowly round his mouth. 

'But whit the fuck's tuinal?' said Jimmy, quite irritated. 

'Uh, downers, man. They give these pills to violent people in the looney bin to make them flop over. But you'll like them,' he said, smiling wanly. 

'Will Ah?' said Jimmy, less than convinced. 

'Yeah. Look on them as another piece of life's rich tapestry, Jimmy,' said Graham. 'Come on, cop them and we'll go over to the Pill Centre. ' 

'Ah'm waitin' fur Liz tae show up,' said Jimmy, trying half heartedly to stand his ground and hang onto whatever tattered remnants remained of his schedule. 

'Show up?' said Tony, curling his lip. 

'Okay, okay. Ah'll come along,' said Jimmy, sounding sour still. 'Ah want somethin' tae eat.' 

At the time the Pill Centre was quite new. The Pill Centre was where you went for pills, from a doctor of course. At least, you were supposed to get them from a doctor. Away from the doctors, there was also a coffee lounge in the part which overlooked the dining area. The dining area was not all that dissimilar from the dining areas in old prison movies, except that everything looked as if it might be made of plastic. 

The Pill Centre was quite new and the horrible dirty streaks were only beginning to appear on the disagreeable concrete facade. Compared to the Pill Centre, everything in George Square deserved an architecture award. You'd give an architecture award to the railings in George Square if you had to look at the Pill Centre first.  

'Have you dropped the downers yet?' said Tony. He was sitting across the dining tables from him, munching into the two digestive biscuits he'd bought for his lunch. 

'In a minute. Awright?' Jimmy replied, a little belligerently, trying to force some of this not very fresh salad down his throat. 'Ah thought Ah'd eat ma lunch first jist tae put somethin' in ma stomache, Ah'll need some vomit tae choke on, ye know? That's the classic, isn't it?' he said. 

'Stop being such a miserable cunt,’ said Graham. 'You don't have to take them. I mean, you could always give us them back.' 

'That will be right,' said Jimmy, transferring the capsules from his hand to his mouth almost immediately. 'Once more into the breach, dear friends,' he said, swallowing them on top of the lettuce, 'Ah'll tell Saint Peter Ah'd would have been awright if Ah'd stuck tae the digestive biscuits. Eh, Tony?' 

Tony kind of snorted, curling his lip. 'Huh,' he said. 

'How come he's lookin' so fuckin' together?' Jimmy inquired, turning round to Graham. 'He looks straight enough tae me,' 

'I haven't taken any,' said Tony. 'I took two before I got up this morning, but that was about all.' 

'Fuckin' brilliant, eh?' said Jimmy, 'Mister fuckin' fantastic. Takes sleepin' pills tae get up in the mornin', Look, he can sit up straight an' everythin'.’ 

'Well, he has been taking them for the last couple of weeks,' said Graham rather slowly as he slid across the table on his elbow, his head coming to rest on his forearm. 'But you should have seen the state he was in for the first day or two.' 

The trouble with downers, of course, is that taking them is a bit like baring your brain till it's naked and pulsing, and then hitting it with a cricket bat. Everything becomes a bit of a struggle. But after you'd taken two of these tuinal, you were supposed to be asleep for the next fourteen hours, so you had to expect to wind down a little. Something in Jimmy quite enjoyed watching himself winding down. Having half his brain sliced off seemed okay. It was when the downers started hacking about in what was left that he realised how much of a struggle things were going to be. 

He knew that when he and Graham staggered along to vote at the ballot box situated on the bridge above the dining area downstairs from the coffee lounge. He was going to vote to make someone President of the Student Representative Council. That was what you did if you worked the university system properly. You joined the S.R.C., then you became President, then you eventually became the leader of the Liberal Party or, if you were really adventurous, you went to jail for fraud. 

People who worked the university system in this sensible way were considered more than a little off-colour to almost everyone of Jimmy's acquaintance. Jimmy had only voted in S.R.C. elections in first year, when he didn't know any better. By third year he'd forgotten all about them. Things like S,R.C. elections and Charities Week seemed to somehow pass by folk like Jimmy and Steven. Not only had Jimmy been completely unaware of these S.R.C. elections, but by the time he got to the ballot box, he couldn't read the voting paper. 

When the tried to focus, he was seeing double and treble, but when he wasn't trying, it didn't seem to bother him. He couldn't see properly, but he couldn’t walk or talk properly either. It felt as if his gums had been laced up with rubber bands. Considering the state he was in. he was doing well enough getting to the ballot box at all. But not being able to read the names of the candidates didn’t stop him from voting. He certainly voted for something, but he didn't know what it was. 

Even with three quarters of his brain wiped out, it was just possible that he was having a good time. He might have been having a good time, but it was more likely he was having a bad time. But it didn't really matter whether he was having a good time or a bad time because he probably wouldn't remember anyway. 

He did remember odd snatches later, like careering into the paths of cannon ball matrons as he struggled up a road off Princes Street. They were looking for somewhere to score, flopping around in the middle of town. He didn't know why at the time. He liked the soft, friendly armchairs he passed out on and didn't like it when Graham and Tony slapped him awake. Then he had to stagger on, and fall asleep in taxis, and stagger on again. 

He finally stopped staggering on then falling asleep when the L.S.D. began to fire the parts of his brain which had been drowning in downers. Then he could walk alright and talk alright, but for a while he didn't know where he was walking to, or what he was talking about. But that didn't seem to matter since he kept changing his mind. When he stopped being alert enough to change his mind every ten seconds or so, he took a bath and then it was alright for a while. 

By the time he got out of the bath, he'd grown to accept that the wouldn't be seeing Liz that night. People sat around Ruth's bedroom smoking Nepalese then, in the early hours, most of them went out for a walk. Pedro and Mog were the only people left. Pedro and Jimmy were lying on the bed with an ashtray between them and Mog was lying at the bottom of the bed. Both Jimmy and Pedro tended to be looking that way most of the time. Mog was in second year then, was small, round, with a fuzzy ball of hair. 

She was just something of a novelty to Jimmy lying there at the bottom of the bed, but Pedro had been friendly with Mog once or twice before. Mog didn't have a steady boyfriend, so it wasn't surprising that Pedro spent a lot of time looking in her direction. But Jimmy had no idea Pedro was thinking about that. Neither had Mog. Only Pedro knew what he was thinking about, but he couldn't let anyone know since he hadn't the words for it. Considering he'd inadvertently had a chew at Jimmy's piece of blotting paper when the acid was being handed around, it was quite good that he was capable of any kind of conversation at all. 

'You must be quite nice people,' Mog said after they'd all been reclining there for quite some time. 'I haven't dropped acid for six months and I thought I'd have a lousy time.' 

Jimmy and Pedro suddenly stared round at each other when she said that. Something was something of a wonderment to both of them. And although Pedro was thinking about what he'd been thinking about earlier, Jimmy imagined they were both thinking the same thing. The moment seemed a little telepathic. But nice people? Jimmy realised than that somewhere down the line he'd stopped thinking of himself as being a nice person. There was a time when he'd just assumed he was a nice person, but that seemed to be a long time ago. 

Just as day was dawning, Jimmy fell asleep. And although he only slept for a couple of hours, he felt positively benign when he woke up. Benign and detached. Pedro was lying crashed out on the bed beside him and Tony was asleep in the armchair. No one else was in the bedroom. Ruth was sitting in the kitchen when he went to have a look. 

'Good morning, Jimmy,' she said, looking very organised, sitting there with the books and notes on the table in front of her. She'd just had a smoke while everyone else was going, more or less, quietly insane. 'You're the first one to show your face. Do you want a cup of coffee?' she asked, half rising from her seat in the pretence that she was possibly going to make it. 

'It's okay. Jist sit where ye are. Ah'll get it maself. Where's Graham?' Jimmy asked, making for the sink.

 'Asleep in the other room.' 

'Sorry about keepin' ye out your bed,' said Jimmy. 

'No, it's alright. You didn't seen to be enjoying yourself much though. Not for a while anyway.' 

'It was okay after Ah straightened up though.' He was standing behind the kitchen bar, sorting the cups. 'Mister fuckin' fantastic, eh?' he said smiling, just enjoying her being there. 'Takes acid tae straighten up.' 

He left the flat in South Clerk Street around ten and wandered up towards the university. He wanted to find Liz, to let her know he wouldn't make it for lunch. It seemed like quite a while since he'd seen her, over two days already. He was missing her although he knew she might be a little chill when they next met, especially when she heard about the shenanigans of the previous day. 

He was never too sure why that should be. If she'd been there, it would have been alright somehow. When she was there, he could do what he liked. But she hadn't been there, so there would probably be a little frostiness when he found her. Not that he was too bothered by the prospect. He just felt like finding her. Nothing could get close enough to bother him then. He wasn't even bothered about having an exam on the Monday. 

Although he didn't find Liz, he enjoyed the search. He couldn't remember when he'd ever strolled around the place with such a sense of wellbeing, so he did the grand tour, starting with the Pill Centre, then across to the Union, then into George Square. He strolled through the William Robertson Building on his way to the David Hume Tower Basement, then went from there through the Adam Ferguson Building on his way to the Library coffee room. Then he wandered around the first and second floor reading rooms. And all the time he watched the other students, thousands of them, all these people hustling around, studying for their exams, getting their degrees together. 

Going across the Meadows, it dawned on Jimmy that he'd left his American History notes at Ruth's place, but even that didn't bother him. He thought he night pick them up on Saturday afternoon, supposing he fancied the walk. That would leave him Saturday, Sunday, and Monday morning for studying. He knew he wasn't going to do any work that day because he was going back to bed. He imagined he and Liz might go out to the pictures that night, something quiet. 

'Come on, Jamesy James. Waken up,' said Steven, rousing him to eat the usual plate of macaroni. 

'Hullo, Stevie. Whit's the time?' asked Jimmy, sitting up. He wasn't feeling tired at all. 

'It's just after seven,' said Steven, pulling a seat up to Jimmy's bed. 'The macaroni's delicious today, James. I can guarantee it. ' 

'Ah'd better phone Liz,' said Jimmy, about to get up. 

'She's coning over,' said Steven. 'Eat the macaroni before it all sticks together.' 

'How dae ye know she's comin’ over?' asked Jimmy, tucking into the food. 'Did ye see her today?' 

'I was standing beside you when you phoned her, James,' said Steven, with mock disapproval raising his eyebrows at him. 'Yes, and a disgusting condition you were in as well,' he added, starting to laugh. 'Staggering about and falling over. Do you remember what you said to the coffee woman?' 

'Don't want tae know. Did Ah phone Liz when Ah was out the box then, Stevie?' 

'You left a message. Due to dangerous psychotropics, I will not be over tonight. See you at the house before eight tomorrow. It was quite funny,' said Steven, giggling. 'The girl couldn't spell psychotropics.' 

'But that sounds not too bad,' said Jimmy. 'At least, Ah made contact, or tried tae. Hey, are there any good films on jist now?' 

'We're going to a party tonight, Jimmy. Remember?' 

The acquaintances began to arrive, old friends from Lanarkshire, carrying bags full of alcohol, who'd been summoned down the telephone lines the day before. And Liz with sundry others from Pollock Halls. She was the only female there and it didn't feel like the kind of company to mix with a girlfriend you felt a little estranged from. There would be no time for the little intimacies of reassurance during an evening in public and Jimmy thought he might have a real problem on his hands when the driver threw them off the bus. 

Jimmy was for going peacefully, but Liz said something unkind to the man, being at that point in her drunkenness between bellicosity and complete unconsciousness. So Jimmy thought he might have a problem at this party and couldn't let go, but watched her always a little warily out of the corner of his eye, wondering if she'd pull some stunt, hoping she'd just crash out in a corner someplace. 

It was a bit of a strain until one of Jimmy's more androgynous acquaintances said he was going back to Pollock Halls. He had a taxi, so Jimmy poured Liz into the back seat and said goodbye, Liz. He felt like a spring screwed down too long then suddenly let loose. Goodbye Liz and hullo party. There was even free beer. 

After drinking about as much as he could, Jimmy risked life and limb by trying to ride a bicycle down these tenement steps, but when he fell off in a heap, he was so relaxed nothing was broken. He felt more like a student after that. Getting pissed and riding bicycles down tenement stairs was the sort of thing students were supposed to do. Behaving like some drunken, rugby playing asshole was alright at the time, but things were different by four o clock the next afternoon. 

'Graham, have ye no idea where Ah could get some speed? Like, Ah really want tae pass this exam, but Ah don't think Ah've got a hope in hell unless Ah can stay up on Sunday night.' 

'Uh, well,' said Graham languidly, giving him the pause then a wave of the wrist. 'As far as I know, there's none in town. But I could phone a few folk and see what goes.' 

There was nothing on the end of the phone but vague rumours and vaguer promises, and by the time he got back to Geoffrey House with his notes, Jimmy was trying not to be worried about the exam. If he got through to any speed the next day, he'd work all the way through the next night, but if not, it was just too bad. It was almost Saturday night already and he'd another party to attend. Suddenly his life seemed to have become a constant round of parties.

-------------------------------------------

                                CHAPTER NINE 

It seemed odd that he should be going to two parties in one weekend when he didn't usually go to hardly any at all. If he received a casual invitation, he might not turn up because there seemed little point in going to parties anymore. If you were already spoken for, there didn't seem to any reason to prance around, shaking yourself, or just trying to look cool with your tongue, or your brain, hanging out. 

Of course, if you didn't have a girlfriend, or weren't involved in a monogamous relationship, going to parties could be a lot of fun. But these days it seemed you might as well go and get wrecked someplace where the company would be more convivial, where at least you'd know the drunks you were liable to bump into. But if you were especially invited, you might feel forced to go along just to be polite. Please come, they said. 

Even at that, Jimmy might have dodged it, but Liz wanted to go. So did Steven. They met her in a pub with some other folk from Pollock Halls and she seemed quite lively, buoyant even. He wasn't sure what was going on, but it was as if any wariness or nervousness between them had suddenly been forgotten, dismissed for the occasion. 

But Jimmy didn't want to get drunk and they left the pub with Liz soon after he and Steven arrived. Jimmy thought he'd go along to this party, show his face and say hullo, have a smoke and leave early so he could get up and start studying again on the Sunday morning. There was only the Sunday then the Monday morning left. 

The party was being held in a big ground floor flat somewhere in Morningside. As they pushed their way through the crowd in the lobby, it looked just like the usual party in a big flat which was all too recognisable. Posters were sellotaped to the walls and mattresses were all you could sit on in the main rooms. Some people were perched on the edges drinking plonk, and other people were trying not to fall on top of them, and it was far too busy. A lot of the people there looked quite young to Jimmy and most of them looked like straights to Steven. So they crushed through the bodies to say hullo then went looking for a quiet spot to have a smoke. 

The kitchen was always the logical place to go, but there was a pantry of sorts off the kitchen, leading to the garden. Five or six of Jimmy's acquaintances just happened to be there when they squeezed in through the door. It was quite narrow, filled with washing machines and things like that, but the folk there just lounged against what they could, and were having quite a few laughs until this fat hysterical girl suddenly burst through the door with her small friend in attendance. Given the demand for the bog at a party like that, where they were was the logical place to try and calm someone down. 

So this huge fat girl was suddenly standing at the end of two lines of dope smokers, blubbering away, faucets full on. 

‘Boo-hoo, boo-hoo, boo-hoo,' she said. 'It was okay until he tried to give me that thing. Boo-hoo, boo-hoo, boo-hoo.' 

Everyone looked around, taking deep breaths, trying to keep themselves to themselves, or become invisible, as this big fat girl blubbered away. It had to have been a weird sexual proposition at the very least, but there was no escape from the ongoing trauma. The door to the back garden was locked and the torrent was blocking the only other way out. 

'It's alright. It's alright,' said the little one. 'You didn't take it.' 

'Boo-hoo, boo-hoo, boo-hoo. But I wanted to take it!' she yelled, stamping her foot. 'That's what set me off! Boo-hoo, boo-hoo, boo-hoo! ' 

Liz had a swig from the bottle of wine which had been passing round and looked as if she was handling this spectacle better than most. But she'd recently decided to stop smoking dope. Jimmy seemed to be trying to get closer to the wall, looking at this girl with a mixture of horror and fascination, as if she might suddenly explode. Steven's feet were shuffling like mad. 

'It's alright,' said the little one. People always say that to folk who are having hysterical outbursts of weeping. They always say it's alright when it patently isn't. 'It's alright,' repeated the little one. 'Maybe he didn't mean any harm by it.' 

'Boo-hoo, boo-hoo, blubber,' said the big fat one. 'But I promised my mother I wouldn't do anything like that!' 

When the mother came into it, there was a veritable crescendo of boo-hoos. Not even with the girl being so fat did Jimmy think her body could withstand it. She was bound to explode. But just when she seemed to have become completely uncontrollable, Dino pushed his way through the door, apparently following the disaster from another room.

Dino was the offspring of a union between a Jewish chain of clothes shops and an Italian wine business, but by the time he was twenty, you wouldn't have believed it. He was strange in appearance, manner, and nobody really knew what was going on inside his head. He had a disquieting habit of laughing unexpectedly, only it didn't sound like laughing. When people heard the high pitched whinnying noise, they usually got a fright the first couple of times. People who knew he was laughing usually didn't know what he was laughing at. But under the huge mop of fuzzy, crinkley hair, he was always very kind. 

'It's alright, it's alright,' continued the little one as Dino gathered in behind her. 

'Boo-hoo, boo-ho. But I wanted to take it, boo-hoo, and I promised my mother I wouldn't do anything like that! Boo-hoo, boo-hoo.' 

'You could have just said no thanks,' said the little one lamely. 

'Boo-hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo. But I've never tried drugs before and I wanted to smoke it! Boo-hoo-hoo-hoo.' 

As the big fat girl set off towards another crescendo of boo- hooing, eyes rolled wide in wonder then a flash of uneasiness passed round the original occupants of the room. She obviously just hadn't noticed the sticks surrounding her through the boo-hooing. 

Two sticks were stubbed immediately. One was going unsmoked from hand to hand till Liz handed it to Steven. Steven was already smoking one, but he had three when Jimmy handed his to him as well. Having cornered the market in potential embarrassment, Steven shuffled his feet and had a sly puff at each one before stubbing them out. Then he tried not to giggle, but he giggled because he just couldn't take it seriously anymore. 

While everyone else stood around starting to feel a little bit imposed upon, Dino decided to make the big fat girl laugh. To do this he stood in front of her and waved his arms around, saying, 'It's funny. It's funny.' And though it was even less funny than it was alright, after a wee bit of this, she started to find Dino quite funny. She started laughing hysterically. 

It seemed amazing how she ever got to be so fat, but when she started laughing, Steven decided it would be alright to roll up the makings which were sitting on top of the fridge at his elbow. Everyone who'd been smoking dope in the pantry was watching him as he struck the match and tried to take the first casual puff. Since she'd calmed down almost entirely by then, the big fat girl spotted him almost immediately. 

'Look at that! Look at that!' she shouted, pointing her finger at him. 

Steven went red in the face and tried not to look in the big fat girl's direction when he took the next guilty puff. 

'Look at that! Look at that!' the big girl shouted again. 'Boo-hoo, blubber, blubber, boo-hoo! Boo-hoo!' she yelled, stamping her feet. Amid veritable paroxysms of boo-hooing, the little one with Dino's help bundled the big fat one back out the door. 

'Look at that! Look at that!' said Jimmy, pointing at Steven. Everyone laughed. 

Jimmy took his first slug from the wine bottle then and felt much safer doing that. If you had a furtive smoke somewhere, you weren't to know when folk might suddenly go mad, rushing around like headless chickens, shouting 'Look at that! Look at that!' at the top of their voices. 

Smoking dope was making Jimmy feel too sensitive anyway. People kept talking about exams. Drinking killed the threat and he became so desensitised later on that he couldn't remember how he got home. When he wakened up the next day, he was alert and hung over and worried all at once. He couldn't remember what had happened to Liz and time was, after all, marching on. Over his toast and boiled egg, a sense of doom descended. There was less than twenty four hours to go and he didn't see how he could pass the exam now. He was trying to resign himself to this horrible inevitability when he received a phone call. 

Ruth told him some slight acquaintance was prepared to travel across town to donate whatever dexedrine he could muster to the furtherance of Jimmy's academic career. Just come and get it. Feeling saved, Jimmy worked out a plan of action on the way back. With perhaps an hour and a half's sleep slotted in around five in the morning, he reckoned on seventeen hours for studying after his evening meal. Seventeen hours seemed like a lot more than he usually did. 

He got even more hours to study when he returned home. Steven had just returned from scoring twenty dex off their friendly neighbourhood dope dealer, who'd phoned while Jimmy was out. This meant that Jimmy wouldn't have to sleep at all. He'd time to play with, time on his hands. So he decided after they'd eaten their dinner that he might not have to study that evening at all. Fourteen hours solid should be perfectly adequate. He could afford to wait till the adrenaline and fear got going again. To help it along, he and Steven had some dex and were just settling down to have a wee chat when Liz arrived unexpectedly. 

There seemed something odd about that. She never just showed up in Geoffrey House, but made it seem normal somehow, just breezing in, it seemed, to say hullo. It was a pleasant surprise, but Jimmy didn't know how to deal with it at first. It seemed as if eons had gone by since he'd actually had a conversation with her, even one as intimate as this with Steven sitting there. Do you want to go for a walk? she asked Jimmy. She'd hardly got the words out of her mouth before someone arrived and began to weep all over the place. 

She used to be the girlfriend of one of Steven's circle of acquaintances. Jimmy and Steven had two circles of acquaintances. Or rather, they shared acquaintances between them these days and were friendly with both sets. The main difference between these two sets of people was that it didn't seem to matter whether or not you tried to be likeable in Jimmy's circle of acquaintance. It had something to do with the brutal air of callous indifference they projected. 

You could be as unfeeling as you liked, but you had to be alright in other ways. You had to be able to keep yourself together. Some of Steven's circle of acquaintance didn't seem to have mastered this. The girl who burst in upon the for once cosy atmosphere in Geoffrey House was in a terrible state and she hadn't even taken any drugs. 

She'd been succumbing to this condition every now and again for over a week, ever since her boyfriend had made her redundant. Her boyfriend was called Vinnie. The trouble with Vinnie was that he couldn't say what he meant properly. He didn't have a stammer or anything, but he just couldn't get it out properly. Not getting it out properly had done Vinnie's head in. 

Sometimes it tried to burst out, especially at this time of the year when he was due to sit oral medical examinations. On one of these occasions he'd declared his girlfriend redundant and she'd gotten into a terrible state. When she was in such a state, mostly she wept on Liz. But she couldn't find Liz in Pollock Halls that evening, so she'd gone looking for her. 

Maybe that wouldn't have been too bad since Jimmy had an hour or so to spare anyway, but in the course of that week she'd managed to get off with Vinnie's two best acquaintances. One of these was Steven and another one was a guy called Andrew. 

Andrew arrived maybe half an hour after the girl. He was sitting around looking even more worried and intense than usual, but then he seemed to relax and bit and was able to see the ridiculous side of things. He managed to adopt this attitude partly because he didn't want the girl and partly because he'd decided Vinnie wasn't going to brutalise him after all. Vinnie arrived less than an hour after Andrew. 

By this time Vinnie had decided that maybe his girlfriend wasn't so redundant after all and that, perversely enough, was why she'd gotten into her latest terrible state. Jimmy was in a pretty strange state as well by the time everyone had arrived, hopping about from foot to foot down in the kitchen, dishing out instant advice and psychiatric help to anyone who seemed prepared to listen. The girl was giving interviews to her various suitors in the room upstairs, between rounds having intermissions for face wiping and general counselling from Liz. And the time ran on. 

'I'm going home for a few days,’ said Liz. She was standing behind the front door, the last in the trail of emotional wreckage which had begun to drift back to Pollock Halls. It was six 0 clock in the morning. 'That's why I came round last night. To tell you.' 

'Whit? You're going home? Today?' said Jimmy, nervously pulling at his hair. His exams were less than eight hours away. 

'Yes. To see my parents,' she said, suddenly looking forlorn. 

'Yeah?' said Jimmy, not really concentrating on what she was saying. Less than eight hours away. 'Monday's a bit funny, ye know? It's usually Friday or Saturday.' 

'I'll be back on Wednesday. Will you come round on Wednesday night?' 

'Yeah. See ye Wednesday,' he said, sucking on his cheek and nodding. 

'Good luck with the exam,' she said, then went down the garden path to join the three others at the gate. 

'Yeah,' he said. 

Jimmy hurried back up the stairs and found Steven sitting on the edge of his bed, looking more than slightly disconsolate. Throughout the long night of jagged edges nothing definite had been settled, but Steven knew he was out of the picture. They chatted for a little while then Steven said Jimmy should do some work. He'd go to bed. Jimmy knew he wasn't going to get any sleep after dropping eight dex in the course of the night, but thought it best to leave him alone. He hadn't rolled too well with the blows, but there was nothing left to say about it. Except that it happens all the time. 

Jimmy hurried off bedraggled to buy fags from a nearby newsagent, dropped some more dex, and started work at seven. The adrenaline was certainly pumping by seven o clock in the morning. In a fixed position, he read, re-read, smoked, sweated, and every now and again he looked up at the clock on the mantelpiece. The hands whirred round and suddenly it was quarter past one in the afternoon. 

He had a quick shower and was jerking his way into a fresh set of clothes when Steven looked up from his pillow. He hadn't moved, but when he looked up, it was obvious he hadn't been asleep either. 

'How do you think you'll do?' she said, his voice quite lifeless. 

'Ah'll show them, Stevie baby!' said Jimmy, pulling his jeans on as he shuffled over to Steven's bed. 'These bastards might think they've got an examination system, but Ah'll show them!' he said, shaking his fist and hurrying over to the washhand basin. 

'Well, I'm glad to hear you sounding so confident, Jimmy,' said Steven, beginning to feel a little amused. 

'Confident? Ah'll shit on the bastards!' Jimmy declared, spraying the mirror with toothpaste foam. 

'Have you got everything?' asked Steven as Jimmy was pulling on his greatcoat. 

'Right,' said Jimmy, starting the routine which almost everyone does before going out to an examination. He began to search himself. 'Right. The pens an' money an' matriculation card are all in this pocket,' he said, fishing everything out then putting it all back in. Then he waved the I.D. at Steven. 'The matriculation card's jist in case the bastards don't recognise me, by the way.' 

Jimmy left the house at twenty to two and bought more fags from the newsagent. Once he had the fags, he'd only the exam itself to worry about, he told himself. But he wasn't worried about that. Not really worried. He was a little worried about who he might see there, but totally irrational bursts of euphoria intermittently swamped all the worries. A little worry was, he told himself, part of the hit. Of course, he knew he was worried about the exam and who he might see there, and everything else was part of the hit, but he wasn't silly enough to admit that then. 

He managed to maintain an aggressively positive outlook until he blundered into the milling bodies who were overcrowding this room in the William Robertson Building. His distance judgement seemed a little shaky as he bumped into this one then that one, spinning round in confusion before he came to rest against a wall at the back. He was soon smoking a fag and chewing gum and trying to hide at the same time. Then there was the sudden jag of claustrophobia to contend with when Roderick Legare, the man running the course, shuffled into the doorway and looked around. 

The trouble with Roderick, ironically enough, was that he didn't believe in sending out little notes after errant students. Roderick took over the American History tutorials Jimmy had been attending half way through the second term and he had only gone to one. Since Roderick was one of the few people teaching in the History Department who had anything much going for him at all, as far as Jimmy was concerned, it seemed somewhat unfortunate that Roderick was the only one of his tutors who carried through to the third term. Jimmy had felt just too embarrassed to go back. 

Only when he was in the vicinity of Roderick did Jimmy feel really anxious during the third term. Roderick always seemed to be on the verge of stopping, backing him up, having a word in his ear. Any time Jimmy was close to him, he felt himself stiffen and stare straight ahead, so Roderick never did. 

The tension between them grew worse when someone told Jimmy the tutorial group he was supposed to attend had been disbanded. Since he never turned up, once someone got sick, there were only two students left. And Jimmy wasn't allocated to anyone else. It would have been as if he'd suddenly disappeared had he not felt the odd piercing squint after some of the American History lectures he attended. 

So Roderick had never spoken to him about the tutorials he never went to, the essays he hadn't handed in, and today was his last chance. That's why Jimmy felt the sudden jag of claustrophobia when Roderick shuffled through the doorway and looked around. When he said maybe half a dozen or so should move down to another room, Jimmy was one of the first out of the door. This took a far bit of milling since he started at the back. 

In the other room there were two tables joined together in the middle of the floor and Jimmy was sitting away at the other end, as far away from anyone as he could get. He was trying not to fidget, chain smoking and grinding his teeth, but the rest of the people there seemed unusually jocular. 

Then Roderick came through the door and went round the table slowly dishing out the papers with a word here and there. He didn't say anything to Jimmy. Jimmy wasn't about to say anything to him, especially not with the way his eyes felt as if they were bulging out of his head. He just waited for the pieces of paper to float down in front of him, then felt Roderick edge away. 

Though one is never quite relaxed reading a question paper at the start of an exam, Jimmy usually put on the pretence, taking a few minutes to read it over, making little notes in the margin while he distinguished what questions he could attempt from what set off absolutely no recognition signals at all. But he didn't do it like that this time. The fourth question in the sixteen bore almost the exact title of the only essay he'd completed for that course, so he started on that straight away. Somehow, he didn't think he'd be in much of a position that day to pick and choose. 

After he'd finished two answers out of four, he found himself running twenty five minutes behind schedule. Amazingly enough, he'd found an awful lot to write about. His ignorance didn't seem to be proving too much of a problem during his first two answers, but he was having some difficulty getting the words onto the page.  

He started with his usual backhand style, but the shakes rendered the results barely legible. Clamping his left hand onto his right wrist, he tried to write vertically. That was no use either. Suddenly, in the middle of a sentence in the middle of a page, his handwriting started to slope forward. Then he tried not to be bothered about how strange this looked, or about the blobs of sweat which occasionally dripped onto the page. But he was bothered about the time. 

He was running late which was unusual for him. Normally, he was dead-on. But he realised he didn't have anything left to write about. He could have chosen any two questions from the fourteen which were left since he knew almost nothing about any of them. Comforting himself with the knowledge that he didn't seem to know much about the first two questions either, he took his last two dexedrine pills to help him catch up, and battered on. 

Everyone else had left the room and Roderick was blocking Jimmy's way to the door, waiting for him to finish off this last, very long sentence. Even as he hurried furiously to get to the end of this very long sentence, Jimmy was unpleasantly aware that this was the very last chance Roderick would have to hassle him about everything. The way Jimmy felt about it, Roderick could have been standing not at the door, but on his shoulders. 

Just as Jimmy was drawing the line across the bottom of his last answer, this female student came through the door and bobbed up and down in front of Roderick, effusing away about something or other. Keep him there, thought Jimmy, as casually as he could putting his greatcoat over his shoulders and setting off the long way round the table. 

He tried not to rush, but eased himself up to the doorway. When he was there, with Roderick's back right in front of him, instead of waiting politely till he could hand the paper over, Jimmy dropped it onto the table. He stood there for the count of three, as if waiting patiently, then suddenly strode out the door before the man had a chance to disengage himself. 

-------------------------------------------

                                 CHAPTER TEN 

A flicker of glee ran through him as he turned the first corner and hurried along the corridor. Thinking he'd escaped, he still wasn't going to take any chances. He'd frustrate pursuit by taking the least likely route to the great outdoors, thus avoiding the long empty passageways on the ground floor where Roderick might spot him from afar and shout things after him. Like, stop right there. Jimmy imagined himself zooming down the quiet stairs which led directly to the main exit door, blasting himself out into the fresh air and away from all these university hassles. 

Just as he was swinging the main door open, feeling the drafts of freedom fan round the hairs which were just about to stand up on the back of his neck, someone shouted after him. It didn't feel all that different from jumping a foot in the air, but it turned out to be another student, a Texican Mexican who wanted to bum a space on the floor for a few days. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, said Jimmy, willing to agree to almost anything if the guy would just get a move on. But the Texican Mexican spoke in the slow drawl you sometimes hear in cowboy movies, the one the brain damaged cowboys always seemed to use. On top of this, he was feeling shy about asking, looking groundward and moving his head slowly from side to side as if continually counting Jimmy's feet. 

Finally, Jimmy managed to give the guy his address and said he'd really have to rush. He was just about to rush into the fresh air when someone shouted after him again. It was more of a holler than a stop right there, but it certainly pulled Jimmy up in his tracks. 

'Hullo there, Mr McGuire,' the voice said. 

There stood Roderick like a dowdy brown bird, the hunched shoulders, the dirty shirt, the shoes which were never polished. But it wasn't the fact that he seemed to buy all his clothes from jumble sales that made Roderick an oddball. Lots of people went around looking like that. But like all genuine oddballs, Roderick always seemed to be completely alone. He was standing still and expectant, about ten paces away. 

Jimmy was bristling from head to foot as he crossed the space between them. He couldn't believe that the guy had actually chased him, but that was why he'd run away. 

'I think it's time to have a little chat,' said the man, a little ominously. 

'Yes,' said Jimmy flatly, staring at him.

'When could you come and see me then?'

 'Any afternoon.' 

'Would next Monday suit you?' Roderick inquired, squinting over at him as he fetched his diary out. 

'Next Monday would be fine.' 

'Is four thirty alright?'

'Yes. ' 

'Okay then. Cheerio,’ said Roderick before he turned and began to shuffle away. 

'Right,' said Jimmy, gritting his teeth. 

The dead hand had stretched out, he'd been called to account, he'd have to face the music and all that jazz, but as he watched Roderick walk off down the corridor, he didn't feel too bothered about it. Who cares? he thought. Deciding that the worst thing that could have happened to him in the William Robertson Building had just happened, Jimmy set off for another exit, the one he'd been heading for now seeming quite inconvenient. 

He'd hardly made ten yards before he was stopped by someone else, this squat, hoary faced mature student. He looked about seventy years old to Jimmy, but he was only forty five. But he was as grey as a rat. Jimmy had no idea why this man should want to stop him like this and he stared at him in quite a bemused fashion while the man explained his situation. He was called Mike. 

Mike had an hour to kill before catching his bus home to Dunfermline and he just wanted to have a chat to someone who'd sat the exam. And maybe a pint. Why me? thought Jimmy, but after he'd found enough money in his pockets to buy himself a pint, he couldn't bring himself to refuse. When he didn't feel paranoid, the dexedrine tended to make him quite polite. 

Soon he was sitting at one of the little formica topped tables in the Meadow Bar, waiting for this guy to bring him a pint, wondering if he'd notice the chain smoking, the fidgeting, the babbling, and suspect something was going on he didn't know about. 

'Ah shouldny really be drinkin' this on an empty stomach,' said Jimmy, going for an innocuous opening gambit as he raised the rank smelling pint to his lips. 

'When did you last have something to eat?' Mike rejoined. 

'Uh, let's see,’ said Jimmy. He began to try really hard to remember when he'd last eaten. It was a real stumper. 'How many days since yesterday?' Jimmy asked, suddenly staring over at Mike. 

'What? I don't know,' said Mike. 

'Four o clock yesterday afternoon. Yeah. It was beans an' egg an' chips,' he said. 'Aw, the chips were horrible,' he muttered, shaking his head as the very idea of cold, soggy, greasy chips shivered through him. 

'Yesterday?' said Mike, sounding quite taken aback. 'Christ, you must be starving. Here, have a crisp.' he said, waving the packet under Jimmy's nose. The very idea of horrible, putrid crisps wafting under anyone's nose was almost enough to give Jimmy the dry boke. 

'Uh, no thanks.' he said hurriedly, jerking his head away. 'Ah'm really no very hungry.' 

If Mike had been slinging mouthfuls of appetite suppressants down his throat all night, he might not have felt too hungry either, but he just looked a bit perplexed when Jimmy told him he wasn't hungry. Paniced by the puzzlement on Mike's face, Jimmy started raving on about something totally extraneous. Considering he'd been eating all these appetite suppressants, he wasn't really interested in talking about food anyway. 

After raving for five minutes or so, he suddenly stopped, realising that Mike hadn't been able to get a word in edgeways. Then he started to grit his teeth and replied to everything Mike said in monosyllables. It occurred to Jimmy after a minute or so of this that they guy probably thought he was on the point of a nervous breakdown. 

'When did you start studying for the exam?' Mike asked after another strange pause on Jimmy's part. 

'Uh, well, let's see,' said Jimmy, every question posing weighty problems of remembrance. 'When was seven o clock this mornin'?' he asked, suddenly staring at the man again. 

'What?' said Mike, totally wrong footed. It was a question he didn't know the answer to. 

'Six an' a half hours from half one. Yeah, started jist before seven. Whao.' 

'You must have gotten up early in the morning to start then?' said Mike, taken aback. 

'Um, well, actually, Ah never went tae bed,' Jimmy admitted reluctantly, thrashing about in his head for explanations. 'Aye. Ah can never hear alarm clocks. That's ma problem.' 

Jimmy looked away for a few moments after that, then looked back and started rambling on madly about something else. He stumbled over the truth once or twice more before he scoffed up his pint, and felt quite relieved. But Mike insisted on buying him another one. When he was up at the bar, Jimmy sat there sucking on his fag, thinking he'd better admit to something quick. Otherwise the man might think he was abnormal. 

He wasn't feeling all that normal just then, but somehow he wanted to tell Mike that this person wasn't really him. His conversational manner and general demeanour weren't usually like this. He wanted to tell Mike that he was, in real life, somebody else. But as soon as Mike sat down with the pints, he asked him if he'd ever been to Dunfermline. 

'Dunfermline? Have you ever heard of dexedrine?' Jimmy replied, leaning into the man with the eyes straining out of his head. 

'No,' said Mike, looking anxious and puzzled by this sudden change of tack. 

'No?' said Jimmy, really surprised. 'Um, well then, have ye ever heard of methedrine? Or, um, benzedrine?' 

'I might have heard of that. I'm not sure like,' said Mike, starting to look as if he might be thinking of changing tables. 

'Um, well, it's an amphetamine,' said Jimmy. 'Know whit Ah mean? Like, speed. Well, the reason why ye might think Ah'm actin' a bit funny is because Ah've taken fourteen... naw, wait a minute. Eighteen tabs of dexedrine since last night. That's why Ah haveny slept or eaten or any thin'. Like, Ah'm out ma nut,' said Jimmy, leaning over the table. He was trying to give Mike a re-assuring smile. His mouth just hung open. 

Mike looked for some seconds as if Jimmy had just informed him that he'd four ears and a different leg for every day of the week. But, all in all, he recovered quite quickly. 

'But have you ever been to Dunfermline?' he said. 

Jimmy wondered what he was going to do when he waved Mike off from the door of the Meadow Bar. He was in the boring bit where nothing usually happens, between dinner time and eight a clock at night. Without really thinking about it, he set off towards Pollock Halls. He was going to see Liz, just to say hullo and maybe cadge a cup of coffee. He was almost at the gates of the place before he realised she was at home in Glasgow. 

Trying not to feel too bothered about not seeing her, Jimmy decided to visit their friendly neighbourhood dope dealer instead. He was called Ian. Ian's deals were usually overpriced and underweight and most of Jimmy's acquaintances gave Ian's flat a body swerve, but it wasn't because of the deals. Ian's flat didn't make most people feel safe. The police had kicked in his door so often that it used to threaten to fall down when you rung the doorbell. Ian's problem was that he thought he was a hippy and everyone else thought he was a crook. 

Jimmy was just there really to thank Ian for coming up with the dex the day before, but he'd hardly sat down before somebody offered him a chillum and he had another six dexedrine tablets handed to him. They were all that Ian had left, but he didn't feel right about trying to sell just six. Just six was immediately what Jimmy imagined he'd need to stop his brain dissolving around nine o clock, so he pocketed them and said thanks. Since Ian didn't want any money, that was all he could say. Jimmy didn't have any money on him anyway. 

Back at Geoffrey House, Jimmy wakened Steven with the usual breakfast of boiled egg, toast, and a pot of tea. Steven seemed slow to come round and Jimmy wanted to stop for some tea himself, but suddenly felt the need to dash off, shower and change his clothes again. 

When he got back, Steven was sitting in his usual armchair. He was sort of hunched over and his breakfast lay just where Jimmy had left it beside the bed. Any fool could have seen that something was amiss. You'd have had to be blind and deaf not to notice that something was amiss when Steven started crying into his hands. 

'Come on, whit's the matter, Steven'?' said Jimmy, leaning over, concerned and worried. It never occurred to him to be embarrassed by the tears, but they were good friends and it does, after all, happen all the time. 

'I really wanted to make a go of that, Jimmy,' said Steven as he wiped the tears from his face and came up for air. 

'Och, you're jist tired,' said Jimmy, patting him on the back. 'It's the come down. Aye, they bloody drugs. Bring ye nothin' but ill health. Come on, man. Next week ye won't know why ye bothered.' 

'I really needed that. I could feel it building up all last night,' said Steven, shaking his head. 

'Yeah, it looked like a bummer,' said Jimmy, disengaging himself a little. 'Still, there must be another chick skulkin' about this university somewhere, Steven. We'll keep our eyes peeled.' 

'Yeah, I suppose so,' said Steven, giving a big sigh. Sighing was a big improvement as far as Jimmy was concerned, so he went over to his usual seat. 'Still, I think the speed was probably keeping me together,' Steven said. 

'Now, you're talkin'. Let's hear if fur the pharmaceuticals, Steven. ' 

'It's a pity there's none left,' said Steven, sighing again.

 'Well, Stevie baby, who said Scotland wasn't the land of opportunity? Here, cop three of these,' said Jimmy, producing the pills from the pocket of his jeans. 'They'll give ye a bit of bounce, eh? Also, very good fur the paranoia as Ah discovered today.' 

'Maybe that's what I need, Jimmy. Something to sharpen up the gloom. I'll get some tea to swill these down. Do you want a cup?' he said, looking much better already. 

'Too true. Ah need the calories. Dae ye think there's any calories in these pills, Stevie?' he asked as Steven moved over for the tea. 'Ah've taken enough of them recently. They should put food in them. ' 

'How many have you had, Jimmy?' said Steven, sounding a little worried as he came back across. Maybe he was going to give Jimmy a ticking off. 

'Who knows?' Jimmy replied. 'At the last count Ah think it was about fifteen or so. But some people take a lot more than that,' he continued quickly. 

'But, James, aren't they the same people they find by the side of the roads looking like famine victims?' Steven asked, handing him a cup of tea. 'Now, we don't want to end up like that, James, do we?' 

'Well, you're a bit late wi' that, aren't ye?' said Jimmy, swallowing down the last three pills. 'But this university is so boring, Steven. Who would have imagined education could be so borin'? If it's as borin' as this in fourth year, Ah won't have a brain cell left by the time Ah get out of here.' 

About ninety minutes later, Jimmy felt himself rush to a peak, a point where life's intricacies would seem to unravel with startling clarity and then stand out, for a moment, as a progression of logical steps. But as he rushed towards this peak, Jimmy was trying almost compulsively to hold a series of attitudes and concepts in his head at the one time, having occasionally to go back and reiterate so that he could add the next piece. He needed to bring himself up to date in order to see what the next logical step should be. 

The trouble with taking speed with someone in this rabid condition is that you hardly ever get to say a word. Steven hadn't ingested enough chemicals to compete for the talking space and so he was going to have to listen to this manic drivel for hours at a stretch. Sometimes he got to nod and shake his head, but when Jimmy would suddenly stop and ask him what he thought, his brain felt so pulverised by the gush of information that he couldn't think of anything to say. He usually just made a mumbling noise and let Jimmy get on with it. 

By the time Jimmy had brought his life story up to date, he felt in a truly miraculous condition. His face gleamed. Though he couldn't hold every step in his head at once, he seemed aware of them all. He closed his eyes and could visualise them clearly as a string of perfect pearls set against a blackness. He managed to revolve the line in three dimensions. It was a wonderment which took on all the force of revelation. But then it began to disintegrate and fell apart. It fell apart because it wasn't true, because it was really an attempt to make something seem tidy when it was, in actual fact, a bit of a mess. 

'So whit happens when ye realise ye can't have a perfect relationship, when all that naivety's been used up? Right. Yeah, all ye can really accomplish is tae make someone happy. But the trouble is ye can't make anyone happy,' he said disconsolately. He was grounded, trying to fly. 'People are either capable of bein' happy or they're not. Some folk are never goiny be happy. Some folk are jist miserable bastards. ' 

'But everybody wants to be happy, Jimmy. Come on, cheer up. You're supposed to be cheering me up for God's sake.' 

'Yeah, but the difficulty isn't in makin' people happy. The problem arises when ye make them even unhappier.' 

'But I thought that was the easy bit.' 

'Naw, makin' them even more miserable is the hard bit. It's hard tae walk up tae somebody an' say, sorry, sweetheart, Ah don't want tae know ye anymore. Why don't ye jist fuck off out of ma life?' 

'Well, Jimmy, actually I'm quite glad you find it hard to go up to people and say that. You're not supposed to say that.' 

'But it amounts tae the same thing, doesn't it? Ah mean, if two people are jist fuckin' each other up, somebody should put a stop tae it,' said Jimmy, looking at his feet. 

'What are we talking about here, Jimmy? You and Liz aren't fucking each other up.' 

'She's so far away from me, Steven. Sometimes Ah can catch her between facial expressions. She's thinkin' them out before she puts them on. She's so fucked up. She's jist goiny fuck me up if we leave it like this.' 

Shortly after this little conversational opportunity, Steven was reduced to nodding and shaking his head once again. Jimmy couldn't leave it like that. He wanted to come up with something that made him feel good, so he went through the whole life cycle once again and produced a better conclusion. He convinced himself that he and Liz were lost in a slough of academia, that all they needed to do was think ahead, have a goal, something to plan and aim for. This might not have been a very good conclusion, but it was better than nothing. Nothing was what he seemed to be left with if he didn't even have that. 

When he got up the next day, Jimmy checked out his idea again, a little tentatively at first because usually when you did that, the idea didn't work. Normally, it didn't make you glow or give you very much satisfaction at all without the chemicals. But this time the idea seemed so modest to start with that if it didn't quite set him ablaze, at least he was able to keep the flames aflicker until he saw her next. By the time Jimmy did see her on the Wednesday night, he hadn't spoken to her on her own for a week.

 But when he got round to Pollock Halls, he almost immediately began to tell her about his great idea. She didn't seem too impressed. Or rather, when Jimmy was trying to talk it up, he understood that there wasn't much of an expression on her face. But her face was full of expression. It was full of expression, but it only needed one expression. For what Liz was feeling there was only one expression. And a fairly miserable sort of expression it was as well. She didn't seem very enthusiastic about Jimmy's great idea. 

'You always come to me having made up your mind about what's wrong and it's always my fault. And there's nothing I can do about it,' she said eventually. 

'Whit dae ye mean?' He looked amazed. 'Ah didn't say any thin' was your fault.' 

'It's always the same.' She wasn't even looking at him. 'In your brilliant analysis, I'm always the one to blame,’ she said bitterly. 

'Aw, shit!' he said, shaking his head and looking down at his feet. It was going to be one of those evenings. It had all the hallmarks right from the word go. He'd just been trying not to notice them, to raise it a little. 

'I've something to tell you, Jimmy,' she said quietly, finally breaking a long silence. 

'Whit?' he said, blowing out fag smoke. 

'I'm not going to sleep with you anymore.' 

Jimmy was sitting on the plastic Pollock Halls seat and she was sitting on the edge of the bed a few feet away. He looked down for a few minutes then brushed the hair away from his face. He wasn't annoyed when he looked back up. Not then. Then he was almost feeling a little bored. Another boring little hassle was about to unfold, another tedious little third term number to be endured. Between him and Liz then everything seemed to remain the same. Everything recurred and nothing much seemed to ever change. They just kept tramping on the same pile of shit. 

'Why not?' he asked eventually. 

'I think you're taking my body for granted,' she said, staring straight ahead. 

There was something familiar about that statement. It was exam time the year before all over again and just like then at this point in the proceedings he tried to be reasonable. Jimmy was always trying to be reasonable about emotional things. Emotion, of course, rarely makes any kind of sense at all. 

'Okay, okay,' he said quietly, rubbing his hand over his brow. 'Now, in the third term, Liz, certain things tend to occur. The same thing happened at this time last year. Ah mean, there are problems enough wi' the univerity. You're jist goiny make it a lot worse by not havin' sex,' he said, leaning towards her. She didn't even look at him. 'Can't ye see whit Ah mean?' he asked. 

'I don't want to discuss it,' she said. 

'You don't want tae discuss it?' He was finding this hard to believe. 

'No. ' 

'Well, fuck you! Who the fuck dae ye think you are? The Virgin fuckin' Mary!' he shouted, suddenly furious. 

'I knew you'd be annoyed,' she said very reasonably, determined not to be drawn in. 

'Okay, okay, okay,' he said. He took out another fag then and lit it from the one he was smoking already. He waited a moment and tried to calm down. 'Right. Now that you're not goiny sleep wi' me anymore, is there not somethin' else? Like, are ye still intendin' tae share a flat wi' me next year?' 

'Yes,' she said, not sounding too enthusiastic. 

'Well, when will ye be sleepin' wi' me again?' 

'I don't know.' 

'Ye don't know,' he said, shaking his head from side to side. 'Well, Liz, frankly there doesn't seem tae be much point in us sharin' a flat if you don't want tae sleep wi' me. Can Ah assume you'll have punished me sufficiently by then?' 

'I don't know when I'll want to sleep with you again,' she said flatly. 

'Ye don't know. Ye don't know. Ah here was Ah thinkin' Ah was irresistible. Oh, by the way, Ah've forgotten somethin'. First of all, there's the not sleepin' wi' ye bit followed shortly by the Ah'm no goin' away wi' ye bit. Can Ah assume right now that you're not goin' tae London this summer? Or dae Ah have tae wait till the night before like last year when we were supposed tae be goin' tae Birmingham?' 

'No, I'm going to London,’ she said, still not looking at him.

 'Why fuckin' bother when ye obviously think Ah've got the sexual mores of a farmyard animal?'

 'I want to get a job.' 

'Well, why don't ye stay wi' your auntie then? Eh? Or are ye wantin' tae stay close so ye can fuck me up even more? Is that it?' She didn't say anything to that. There wasn't very much she could say to that after all. 'The trouble wi' you, Liz,' he continued, sounding quieter now, ‘is that once the universe stops revolvin' round you, like when this university starts hustlin' the fuck out of me an' Ah've tae think about somethin' other than you, you're right in there wi' the knife. Christ, it's jist the same as last year! Look at me, ye say. Ah'm over here! Ah sometimes wonder why the fuck Ah bother wi' you. Ah could be havin' a smoke right now in Geoffrey House, enjoyin' maself.' 

'Well, why don't you go over there then?' she shouted, suddenly angry and close to tears. 

‘Ye know,  that's the first sensible thing Ah've heard since Ah walked in that door.' he said, much quieter now, but sounding worse for that. Then he picked up his fags, his greatcoat, and left her there. 

--------------------------------------------------

                           CHAPTER ELEVEN 

It wasn't as bad as it seemed at the time. At the time, in the heat and the immediate aftermath, it seemed like a bloody mess. But it was only a little blood and the marks didn't seem permanently disfiguring in the cold light of the next day. At least, he hoped not. Old wounds had been gouged around a little, but it wasn't anything that hadn't happened before. The odd fight was, after all, only to be expected. 

Little bruises had been appearing for weeks. Some blood had shown, and dried up, and then it bled again. All it ever needed was a little attention, but there didn't always seem to be opportunities for that. By the time they got back round to it, they needed a lance, just some fresh blood to clean it out. Or so he hoped. 

He hadn't been ignoring her. He'd been thinking about her quite a lot, but as part of a problem, himself being the other part. He just hadn't been giving her the right kind of attention. You had to toe the line. You mustn't forget that you aren't free if you've given most of yourself to someone else. When you seemed to be taking it back to pour drugs down its throat and rush it around at one hundred miles per hour, then you had to expect a little fractiousness. A little fractiousness was, after all, part of the number. 

Fighting like that always made him feel both depressed and idiotic. But as soon as Liz began to speak to him over lunch the next day, Jimmy decided it was all for the best. He agreed with almost everything she said. Or rather, he agreed with what he thought she meant. She couldn't explain it at any great length, but she was no good at explaining that kind of thing, the kind of thing she felt. Not that this stopped Jimmy thinking he knew what she meant, and agreeing with it. 

But there was no sense in trying to juggle under these conditions. They'd give one part a rest, put it away, and hope for it to come back when things grew calmer. After all the turbulence, Jimmy wanted to settle for the quiet life. A little tentativeness was okay by him. When he'd agreed to everything, for a moment or two it almost seemed as if they'd found some peace, some time away from the pace of things. But after the lunch was over, all that university stuff was still waiting for them outside. 

That was why Jimmy was so keen to settle for the quiet life. He'd two exams to sit in the next couple of weeks as well as three essays to write. He needed some peace and quiet, a space to become concerned in. Though it all seemed a bit sillier after his American History exam, he wanted to care. If he became concerned enough, he might learn something for his final year, when he'd be sitting these exams for real. All he needed was some isolation. 

Isolation is what examinations are all about. Finally, they want you in isolation so that they can put questions to you, to find out if you've got any good answers. They don't want to know about your mother and there's no one you can ask for help. It's your box they're trying to open up, nobody else's. That's why examinations can make you feel like that, a bit nervous and alone. 

But Jimmy was quite prepared to put up with some isolation if he could just find some. It wasn't as simple as that for Liz. She was due to sit real exams, the kind that counted, the ones which could get you thrown out. Real exams were due to start for her on the Monday, in four days time. She didn't think she'd studied much and she didn't feel like studying anymore. 

She'd found out about not getting into honours on the previous Friday. Then she might have liked someone to put their arms round her and tell her everything was going to be alright. She really needed a bit of support, but there didn't seem to be anyone around for that when she needed it. When she could have done with some comforting, Jimmy wasn't there. No one was. 

And she didn't like the sense of isolation. She didn't like the little bit she got then and she certainly wasn't looking forward to the slice which was coming up fast. She needed comforting. When she got back from Glasgow after telling her parents about not getting into honours, she could have done with some comforting then. What she really didn't need was some drug crazed lunatic droning to tell her about his great idea. All she ever wanted was for things to be nice. 

Of course, Jimmy imagined she just needed to be left alone for a while, and he agreed to that. He could see it made good sense. In actual fact, it was a bit of a relief to him. Anything for a bit of peace and quiet over the next couple of weeks. Just until these exams were over. Then they could have a look to see what the trouble was and, of course, by then it would have gone away. 

But it hadn't gone away yet. Jimmy hoped at the time that the first mutual disembowelling would be enough. In fact, he thought that was it. It was finished with, over. But that part had only taken them as far as they'd been the year before. Liz's exams hadn't even started yet. He should have known there was more to come, but he wasn't ready and waiting for it. 

It didn't come along till the Saturday night. He saw her briefly on Thursday night and they met for lunch on Friday. On Friday night, they went to the pictures. And every time they met, the more cheerful they seemed to grow in each other’s company. They arranged to meet on Saturday night when they'd finished working. Jimmy was supposed to be writing an essay and Liz was supposed to be studying for her first exam on the Monday. The first exam always seemed to be the tricky one somehow. 

There was nothing tricky about the essay Jimmy was going to write. For months it had been shaping up as one of the boringly straightforward variety and he really didn't want to write it. He certainly didn't want to write it in Geoffrey House. He should have written it on top of a bus, but decided to go to Pollock Halls and do it in the old refectory. He'd feel nearer to Liz  working there. 

Pollock Halls was where Jimmy had lived during the first year of his university career. It was more or less a collection of brown prefab building blocks facing each other on a slope near the bottom of Arthur's Seat, the humpbacked hill that marked the city skyline. When you went to live in Pollock Halls, usually they put you in a pokey little room which was almost exactly like the thousands of other pokey little rooms. But it was a good place for Jimmy to be in first year. It was only towards the end of first year that Jimmy began to feel like a battery hen. 

Before the prefab building blocks began to squat up the slope, there was a horseshoe of other student residences. The old refectory was in the middle of the horseshoe. The old refectory was longer than wide and felt a bit like a church. Since the completion of its successor, nothing much happened there except a few dances and a bit of ping pong. But at exam time it was used for studying. 

When Jimmy got there just before five o clock on the Saturday, it was full of elbows and the top of people's heads. A slightly rarefied atmosphere was what he'd been looking for, but after a while the dumb intensity started to get on his nerves. He couldn't settle. He stared about, looking for girls. Nothing but androids. As he was vacantly gazing about the place, he noticed this spiral staircase in the hall after the main doors. 

When he climbed the staircase a few minutes later, Jimmy discovered a little room up there, a little room with armchairs around the walls, ashtrays on stems beside each place. A set of steps led down into the refectory and when there was still formal meal settings, academics would parade down these steps before taking their places at the main table. The ashtrays were for the quiet fag while they waited and gathered and made ready for the stately entrance. 

After some five hours in this little room, Jimmy drew a line under his essay and felt pleasantly surprised at how quickly the time had passed. Perhaps it just felt good to have accomplished something, but he felt quite invigorated by completing this little bit of work. He was in a really good mood when he left the little room and made his way up to Lee House to visit Liz. 

But she wasn't there. As usual, her door was left unlocked and he walked in when there was no response to his knocking. The sewing was lying on top of her bed and the playing cards hadn't been replaced in the drawer. The drawer was the top drawer in a set of drawers which were fitted in beneath the work surface. The work surface ran along the wall in front of the window and a single bed ran along the wall which led down to the washstand basin and mirror. Beside the basin was the fitted wardrobe, then the door. There was an armchair and a plastic seat. Apart from the sewing and the pack of cards, the room seemed very neat. There wasn't a note anywhere to say where she was. 

Once again, she wasn't there. Even before Jimmy binged his way through his first exam, she'd started doing this. Not being where she said she would be. It was as if she was forcing him to look for her, to chap doors and feel like an idiot. He'd really been looking forward to seeing her on her own. He didn't realise as he set off to chap doors that he wouldn't see her at all. 

The first person he went to see was Andrew. Andrew was always the start of the routine because he lived on the floor just above Liz. Whereas her room seemed bare and functional, Andrew's was cluttered with stuff. He had a large stereo in there, and an electric alarm clock, and a hairdryer, and an electric toothbrush. He had an electric everything.  

But he was looking even more insecure than usual when he let Jimmy through the door. To him, it was as if Jimmy had suddenly grown a lot bigger. 

'No, I don't really know where she is,' said Andrew, squatting uneasily on the bed. He puffed nervously on one of the tiny cigarettes he smoked. 'I've just been listening to albums all night. Do you want a cup of coffee?' 

'Naw, Ah haveny got time. When did ye last see her?' Jimmy asked, not bothering to sit down. 

'She had tea with me and Vinnie. I think they mentioned something about going for a drink. I'm not sure. Had you arranged to meet her tonight?' 

'Ah'm supposed tae be seein' her right now. Christ. They should be back from the pub by this time. Whit room's Vinnie's?' he asked, moving over to the window. 

Everything outside looked very peaceful. There was still some light in the sky which was pale blue in places, but it was dark enough for the lights to shine down on the pathways between the houses. Vinnie lived in Ewing House which was directly across from Lee. 

At that time of night not many of the rooms facing Lee House were lit by the main light. Some of them were completely dark and behind the curtains of some the beam of light from the anglepoise shone down on the work surface. You could tell the exams were on, but it was still Saturday night. In some of the rooms the anglepoise light was pressed against the curtain. Doing that could give the place that certain air of intimacy you might be looking for on Saturday night.  

'Vinnie's room's on the top floor. It's the second one from the right hand corner,' said Andrew, pointing it out for him. 

'Is that the one wi' the anglepoise against the curtain?' Jimmy asked. 

'Yeah, that's it,' said Andrew. 'Maybe they've gone up there for a cup of coffee.' He sat cross legged on the bed then, as if on a spring. 

'Ah'll go an' see,' said Jimmy, making for the door. 

'Come back for a coffee if they're not in yet,' said Andrew as he left. 

Jimmy thought he heard voices as he walked along the corridor in Ewing House, but no one answered his knock. He went back to Andrew's and had a cup of coffee. For a while he stood watching Vinnie's window, wondering why there had been no change in the position of the light. But he knew you wouldn't leave it like that if you weren't going to be in. 

'Do you want a cigarette?' said Andrew. He was smoking a lot. 

'Naw, Ah'n fine,' said Jimmy. 'Did they say whit pub they were goin' tae?' 

'The Minto, I think,' said Andrew. 

'They've been out of there fur at least half an hour. Jist goin' fur a drink, did ye say?' 

'Yeah. But Vinnie got some acid today. They didn't say they were going to drop it, or anything.' said Andrew, looking quite sheepish. 

'Terrific,' said Jimmy. 'Ah knew they must be in that room. Christ, Ah suppose Ah'd better try the door again.' 

He knocked on the door once more and announced himself. It's me. He did it again after a pause, but still no one came to the door. He went back to Andrew's. He sat on the workbench so he could see the door to Ewing House as well as Vinnie's window. He was sitting on the workbench in case Vinnie didn't move the anglepoise, or switch it off, when they arrived back. It all seemed rather pointless because he thought they must be there already. 

When he told himself they must be in the room, it seemed as if he'd been waiting for something like this to happen at least since the third term of the previous year. It was the risk you took. You were never safe. They had to be in the room, and the door was locked, and they weren't answering it to him. He had to wonder why. He couldn't think of any good reason unless there was something he shouldn't see. Even if they'd taken the acid before going to the pub and were now quite out of their brains, Vinnie would have opened the door to him anyway. Unless there was something he shouldn't see, or she'd told Vinnie not to. 

He tried the door twice more, but was left sitting on Andrew's work surface, gazing silently across to Ewing House. He was feeling sad and lonely, and furious. Sometimes he wondered what could be going on behind that window and it would have been easy to imagine, but he tried not to think about that. He nursed his anger though he couldn't even get the joy of that. The presence of the acid shrouded everything in doubt. 

But the longer he waited the more it seemed as if a piece of his past was unravelling before him in grotesque replay. With Maureen Johnstone, there had been a guy called Francis Cairns. He sat there thinking about Francis Cairns for some moments, but he couldn't work up the loathing for Vinnie which he still had for Francis Cairns. Vinnie wasn't pretending to be all the things he'd liked to have been. Vinnie was just as fucked up as the next guy. 

'Whit time dae ye make it?' Jimmy asked after a long silence. 'It's just gone three o clock,' Andrew replied, drawing heavily on his cigarette. 

'Okay,' said Jimmy. He found a pen in his folder and jotted down something on the notepad. 'Ah'm sorry fur keepin' ye out your bed,' he said while pulling on his greatcoat. 

'It's okay. I don't mind,' said Andrew. 

'Ah doubt if Ah've been the pleasantest company,' said Jimmy, feeling a little embarrassed then. 

'You were fine. It's okay,' Andrew said reassuringly. 

'Ye can always tell her Ah was askin' after her. Be seein' ye then.' 

After putting the sheet of paper on Liz's bed so that she couldn't possibly miss it, Jimmy walked rapidly out of Pollock Halls and along the road to Geoffrey House. The rain started, but that didn't bother him. The rain mingled with the tears on his face, but the tears were under some kind of control and crying didn't really bother him then. He stared straight ahead and was only really conscious of the anger and bitterness. He should never have allowed this to happen to him again. Fresh wounds were being opened and bitten, and it seemed as if all the others were vomiting bile. 

It said on the note that he’d be round about five and at five o clock sharp he chapped on her door. All afternoon he'd been too agitated to do any studying, but had spent most of the time on his own, chain smoking, reading the papers, wondering if it would have felt better if Steven had been there instead of at home visiting his parents. But it wouldn't have felt better if Steven had been there. On the other hand, it was hard to see how he could have made it any worse. When Jimmy chapped the door, a muffled voice said come in. 

She was lying face down on the top of the bed, wearing a pair of old denims and a black tee shirt. She looked fat. Without taking his coat off or saying hullo, Jimmy crossed the room and half sat on the work surface. He was feeling agitated, but a vicious coldness underlay everything. He took out a fag and lit it. She hadn't looked up. 

'Right,' he said. 'Why didn't you leave a note on your door tae tell me where you’d be last night?'

 'I forgot.' 

'What?' 

'The note.' 

'Ye forgot the note. The usual start. Whit happens next? Did you an’ Vinnie drop acid last night?' 

'Yes.’ 

'How much?' 

'Half a tab.' 

'Is that all?' 

'We took another half tab after breakfast when I saw your note. It was horrible,' she said, some expression coming into her voice for the first time. Her head jerked back as if the memory repelled her. Jimmy looked in the bin and found the note lying crumbled there. He read it to himself. 

'What do you think you're playing at, you rotten fucking bastard?’ it said. 'I'll be round to see you at five o clock tomorrow afternoon. You’d better be in this time.' 

'Well, Ah'm glad writin' it wasn't a complete waste of time,' he said, throwing the note back into the bin. ‘Horrible was jist about the way Ah felt when Ah wrote it.' There was a short pause. 'Whit time was it when ye dropped the first tab?' 

'About half ten,' she said, the voice flat again. 

'Why didn't ye open Vinnie's door then?' 

'I thought you'd be angry.' 

'Ye thought Ah'd be angry? That will be fuckin' right! Dae ye think Ah'm less angry now? Dae ye think Ah'm fuckin' stupid? The last time Ah went up tae that door Ah felt like kickin' it off it's fuckin' hinges!' He gathered himself then and took another draw on his fag. 'Why don't ye jist tell me then we can put an end tae all this crap?' he said, sounding suddenly played out. 

There was a lull. She wasn't going to say anything. He took out another cigarette and lit it from the first. When he finally began to speak again, his voice was low, but there was something menacing in the very quietness of it. 

'Look, Liz, were you screwin' Vinnie last night?' he said.

 'Is that what you think?' she shouted, her eyes seeming to flash with anger as she looked in his direction for the first time. 

'Whit the fuck else am Ah supposed tae think?' he shouted back at the top of his voice. 'If Ah was looked in a room wi' a chick all night an' you were standin' outside batterin' the door, whit would you think? Eh?' Her face turned back towards the pillow once more. She began to weep quietly. 'Very impressive,' he said. 'Now, never mind whit Ah think. Were you screwin' Vinnie last night?' 

'No. ' 

Jimmy wondered if he believed her, or if he wanted to. 'Ah suppose Ah'll have tae take your word fur it,' he said finally. 

'Do you still want to go with me?' she asked quietly, a moment later. 

She'd asked him the big question. He'd been provoking her, hoping for the answer, but instead he was the one who had to answer the question. His natural inclination was to say no since something inside him didn't believe her. If he could only say no and put the knife in quietly, he wondered if he could slip away without having to carry the carnage from this on his back until it rotted off. But he knew he couldn't walk away from a mess like this in one piece. 

He looked over at her lying on the bed and thought how washed out and pathetic she seemed. This was just what she didn't need coming off an acid trip. For the first time since he'd arrived in the room, he was trying to sympathise with her, but maybe he was just losing his nerve. 

'Ah'll see ye tomorrow at lunch,' he said and then walked out the room. 

             ----------------------------------------------

                            CHAPTER TWELVE 

They met for lunch the next day and not a great deal was said. A few words were muttered. That was about all. Jimmy wanted to sound comforting, but the noises wouldn't come out. The lunch afterwards was usually the worst part of things getting better and he just wanted it to be over with. She was something of a stranger to him. He felt sorry for her, but it was the way you might feel sorry for a masochist. 

When they finished eating. Liz went off to sit her first exam and failure was written all over her. It wasn't that she didn't know much because that might not have mattered. She felt doomed and that was all she needed to know. She hadn't said much, and she hadn't eaten much, and she hadn't slept much. And she didn't look at all happy. Though he felt sorry for her as he watched her walk round a corner in George Square, he was also quite pleased that he wouldn't be seeing her for a while. He just wanted some peace and quiet. Anything for a little ennui. 

But he knew he wouldn't get much peace and quiet for a week or so yet. First of all, he had to see Roderick Legare at four o clock. As he walked back to Geoffrey House, he knew he needed to develop an attitude. The kind of attitude he was thinking of trying for would probably ensure ructions if nothing else did. By the time he entered the William Robertson Building on his way to the meeting, he thought he had the attitude just about right. 

He wasn't going to apologise for anything. Not for the late essays, the tutorials he'd missed, or the exam which he'd probably failed. Not for anything. Especially not now when his chances of passing his other subjects seemed to grow ever more remote. He'd an exam that Wednesday and another on Thursday. It was Monday afternoon already and he hadn't opened a book or read his notes for either of them. There would probably be no petty triumphs or little victories over the system this time. But if the oddball was thinking of leaning on him, then he'd just lean right back. He wasn't going to beg for forgiveness or ask for just one more chance. They could only throw him out. Fuck them. 

Only the ironies in the situation gave him any cause for uncertainty. He'd gladly taken American History because Roderick was running the course. He'd even looked forward to being in his tutorials and he'd gone to one. Perhaps he could have gone back after the Easter break had he not thought the man was watching him, waiting for the approach and perhaps the muttered apology. But there did seem to be something ironic about finding himself in confrontation with Roderick. It wasn't as if he presented a facade which was in the least bit authoritarian. He wasn't crazy, at least, not crazy the way Angus was. He was just a very bright, Irish oddball. 

He chapped the door dead on four and Roderick shouted a come in. Jimmy's greatcoat was already draped over his shoulders, the fags and matches were in his hand. There would be no clumsy fumblings. He'd be set right from the start. 

'Ah, Mr McGuire, do sit down,' said Roderick, standing there behind the desk which was close to the window. 

Jimmy was making for the seat in front of the desk anyway, being careful not to come into contact with the table which took up most of the floor space. It was the usual tutorial room apart from the table. 

On top of the table was a mound of unopened circulars, Irish newspapers, old essays and who knows what else. You probably couldn't cough near it without something sliding off. Apart from that, it was the usual tutorial room with the usual seats around the walls and the bookshelves, and the horrible sense of uniformity which the table top couldn't dispel. 

Jimmy sat down, pulled the ashtray towards him and lit up a fag. He looked over and up, but Roderick started to pace out from behind the desk and round the room. Somehow, this mobility seemed to give him the edge. But if he couldn't keep the man in eye contact, Jimmy knew he could always just stare straight ahead if he wanted to. Of course, this didn't make it even, but Jimmy hadn't expected it to be even. After a while, Roderick stopped pacing and stood looking out of the window. He was almost behind Jimmy and to the side. 

'You don't seem to be doing any work, Mr McGuire,’ he said eventually. 

'The amount of work Ah'm doin' is in no way indicated by ma attendance or non-attendance at your tutorials,' Jimmy replied, taking a drag from his fag and looking straight in front. 

'Oh?' said Roderick, turning round to look in his direction for the first time since he'd sat down. Then he went quiet for a moment before starting to pace the room behind Jimmy's back. 'But all your essays were supposed to be handed in before the end of the second term and I haven't seen any of them yet, Mr McGuire,’ Roderick said. 

'Don't worry,' said Jimmy. 'You'll get them.' 

'I can assure you I wasn't worrying,' replied Roderick, starting to move over to the window again. 

'Well, why am Ah here then?' asked Jimmy, quickly turning his head. But he ended up staring at the man's back. When Jimmy was looking straight in front of him again, Roderick started pacing back to his desk. 

'Why did you stop coming to my tutorials, Mr McGuire?' he asked, looking across the desk at him for the first time. Before Jimmy had a chance to reply, he was heading for the window again. 

'Let's jist say Ah had a look at the options fur ma final honours courses an' decided there was no fuckin' point in botherin',' said Jimmy. 

Jimmy hadn't meant to swear and he'd never heard anyone using a bad word like that in a tutorial room before. It hung electric in the air for a second or two. The man turned round then and bent over to look at the side of his face. 

'You mean there was nothing there which particularly interested you?' Roderick offered. 

'Some were alright,' said Jimmy, quieter now. 'Some were alright, but Ah couldn't get intae them. Dr Stevens picked the names fur his course out of a hat.' 

'I can't answer for Dr Stevens, I'm afraid,' said Roderick. He moved over till he was behind the desk once more. He was looking Jimmy full in the face. 'So, like a little child who doesn't get what he wants, you went away and sulked,' he said. 

'You could say that. Ah suppose,' Jimmy replied. There was a pause while he clenched his teeth and looked aside at the ashtray. Roderick started pacing towards the window again, but Jimmy couldn't leave it at that. 'But you could also say that until then Ah hadn't realised that this institution was bein' run as some kind of rest home for a self perpetuatin' elite of socially reclusive paracites,’ he said. 

There was a long pause after that. Roderick looked out of the window for a while. Then there was a knock on the door. 

'Come in,' Roderick shouted. A thickset body came through the door and half way into the room. There was a large beard and a smile behind that which was snaking all over the guy's face. 

'I've come to see how I got on in my last essay, but I won't disturb you. I can come back later,' the guy said, trying to back out. 

'No, no, that's alright,' said Roderick. 'Hang on for a minute and I'll find it.' He moved over as if sniffing at the large mound of paper on top of the table. 'Bill Powers, isn't it?' he said. 

'Yeah. I need sixty four to get into honours and I didn't want to wait,' said the guy, coming right round the door. He started to smile the big smile, the cheesy grin with a sense of shy victory. 'I'm sorry again that it was so late,' he said as if that would make it even more certain. 

'No, that doesn't matter. I'm quite used to it,' said Roderick, deftly fishing out the essay from the pile, his hand like a heron's head. He looked at the mark then looked at the guy. 'I'm sorry to say that you haven't quite made it, Bill. I could only give you sixty for this.' The guy's face sank like a dead weight. It dropped then it just hung there. 

'Oh,' he said. 'Does that mean that I definitely won't get into honours?' 

'Ye don't know whit you're missin', pal,' Jimmy felt like saying. Of course, he didn't say that. He sat there watching the disappointment running right through the guy. 

'It doesn't look too hopeful if you're looking for a merit in this course,' Roderick told him. Jimmy could see that Roderick was trying to be nice. He wasn't being nice, but he was trying to appear so. 'I suggest you take this essay along to Professor Macis and see what he had to say about it,' said Roderick, handing the essay across the mound to the guy. 'If it's still unfavourable, come back and see me.' 

Jimmy wondered what Professor Macis was going to say about all this. He could say that the oddball had always been a lousy marker and the essay was the most wonderful thing he'd ever seen. Then he might give all his stuff to poor people and jump out the window. If the guy did come back to Roderick with the thumbs down written all over him, Jimmy wondered what Roderick was going to say to him then. Go somewhere quiet, Bill, and blow your brains out. You just can't cut the mustard, son, around here. 

When the guy left the room, Jimmy tried to put him completely out of his mind, but the sad little scene took away the edge. He looked in front of him and took a drag on his fag and tried to get it back. Roderick paced behind him once more till he arrived at the window and stood there for a minute or two. 

'I was speaking to Dr Richardson about you the other day,' he said finally. Dr Richardson was the guy whose tutorials Jimmy was supposed to attend during the first part of the year. 'He told me you were rather infrequent in your attendance at his tutorials as well,' Roderick said. 

'If you're goiny keep up the pretence that you are in some way furtherin' the education of people by these trivial, hour long, chit chats, then Ah'd like tae talk about somethin' else,' said Jimmy as if he'd listened to enough of this crap. 

It was obvious by then that Jimmy wasn't going to be reached this way. He was ready for all this stuff about work, but he could sense that a change of tack was about to take place when Roderick came round the desk and stood there looking at him. 

'Do you have any problems with your social life, Mr McGuire? Do you make friends easily for instance?' Roderick asked, his voice now sounding more sympathetic as he leaned forward a little in the way he knew he should. It was lame, but it was going to work. Jimmy felt suddenly drained, stunned by the cliches. 

'Apart from experiencin' a certain alienation from this institution,' he said slowly. 'Ah have no problems of any consequence. Ah'm on friendly terms wi' the people Ah want tae be friendly wi'.' 

'Have you ever met any of your tutors on social occasions? Maybe going round to their house for a drink?' Roderick asked, knowing the questions he had to ask. He probably asked them every year to somebody or other. Jimmy didn't want to throw up though that might have helped. He wanted to squirm, almost with embarrassment. But he just looked aside at the ashtray and sucked nervously on his cigarette. 

'No, not really,' he said. 'Ah went out wi' Dr Angus MacDonald's tutorial once for a drink in the, uh, Meadow Bar. It was a load of laughs.' 

'Would you like to tell me about this alienation you mentioned?' said Roderick, more brisk now. He started to pace out from his desk again. 

'No, not really,' Jimmy replied. 

'Why not?' came the question from behind him. 

'Ah find it difficult tae discuss it wi' you.' 

'Would it be easier if we were doing it over a drink?' said Roderick, knowing that the time was just about right for that question. 

'Not now,' Jimmy replied, feeling a shiver run down his spine. 'Well then,' said Roderick, suddenly in a businesslike tone, 'if you could come and see me next week, we could talk about your exam. I meant to do that today. Also, I would appreciate it, Mr McGuire, if you could give me an essay to mark. Perhaps we could go for a drink then?' he asked, coning to rest in front of Jimmy once more. 

A sigh escaped Jimmy. As patronising as he sounded, Jimmy knew Roderick was just doing his best. His best was making it almost impossible for Jimmy to refuse. 

'Okay. This time next week then. Can Ah go now?'

'Surely. I'll see you next week. Cheerio.' 

'Alright,' said Jimmy. 

After he got away from there and had something to eat, Jimmy started studying for his European exam, which he was due to sit on the Wednesday afternoon. So he worked that Monday night and most of Tuesday. On Wednesday the exam didn't seem too difficult, but he didn't think he'd written enough to do well. He didn't think he'd written enough, but he wasn't really bothered. He couldn't feel interested then in whether they'd say he'd done well or not. He was finding it more and more difficult to be bothered about what they said. But after he sat his European exam on the Wednesday afternoon, he thought he'd better do something for his British exam the next day. 

He told himself this British exam was going to be an unmitigated disaster. The only reading he'd done was for his essays and he didn't have half the lecture notes. Fortunately, Manuel, the Texican Mexican who'd kept returning to Geoffrey House for odd spells, had a full set. 

So that evening Jimmy and Manuel sat on either side of the fireplace, Manuel laying the sheets down between them. Steven was studying for some other exam, sitting in the armchair facing the gas fire. Things seemed deathly dull. Usually when things seemed deathly dull during a bout of studying, a critical point was reached around nine o clock. Since everyone there was due to sit an exam the next day, it should have been different. But it wasn't. Manuel's style of note taking didn't help. When Jimmy got back to re-reading the part where Manuel mentioned that Forbes Field might be the home of the Pittsburg Pirates, he decided he'd had enough. 

'Steven?' said Jimmy. 

'Yes, James?' Steven replied, looking down at him over his folder. 

'Steven, this isn't very entertainin',’ Jimmy complained. 

'But, James, studying for exams isn't supposed to be entertaining,' said Steven. 

'But Steven, not only is it not entertainin', it's exceedingly boring. Boring. Exceedingly boring. In fact, this must be one of the most borin' evenings Ah've spent in ma entire life.' 

'Come on, James. It can't be that boring.' 

'Ye can't conceive of the boredom Ah'm havin' tae endure at this very moment, Steven. The boredom is killin' me.' 

'Is it really as boring as that?' Steven asked, raising his eyebrows. 

'Painfully, excrusiatingly boring,' said Jimmy. 

'Well, how much work have you done for this exam, James?' 

'Ah've jist finished readin' the notes once. Ah'm back at the start again.' 

'That's really not enough,' said Steven. 

'Ah know it's not enough, Steven, but is readin' them twice goiny be enough?' 

'Probably not.' 

'Well then?' Jimmy asked, leaning forward a little. 

'Well, I suppose we'd better pay a wee visit to Ian then,' said Steven with a smile and a giggle. 

'You've talked me intae it, Steven,' said Jimmy. 

Next day, after Jimmy had read the British History paper three times, he could hardly believe it. Every time he read the paper the questions were the same and he didn't seem to know a thing about any of then. He might have decided he'd walked into the wrong exam had Ruth and the Texican Mexican not been there. They didn't get up to leave, so he read the paper a fourth time. It was still the same. He didn't know where to start. It was harder to pick four questions out of this paper than if he'd known something about every one. 

Finally, his eyes rested on question seven. When he was in third year at high school, his history teacher had told them all the story about being at university in the 1920s. He'd been asked a question about Charles 1 trying to establish an absolute monarchy. Jimmy remembered the story well. His history teacher had answered the question by going through the legislative, executive and fiscal functions of government. 

He remembered the man saying that was what governments were about. Passing laws, executing them, and getting money off you. Question seven wasn't about Charles 1. It was about George 111. How close had George 111 come to establishing an absolute monarchy? All Jimmy could remember about George 111 was that he spoke to trees, but decided if he was wandering about in that state, he probably didn't get very far with this absolute monarchy stuff. 

So he began this answer by going on about government and absolute monarchies for a while. When he ran out of things to say about that, he mentioned the American Revolution. Why Forbes Field, the home of the Pittsburg Pirates, was even named after General Forbes, he wrote, not realising that the bold general had absolutely nothing to do with George 111, or the American Revolution for that matter. 

Jimmy seemed to spend most of the time in that British History exam counting the words. You had to write a page and a half at the very least. A page and a half, a word at a time, wringing them out. When he got home later, all his exams were over, so he went out and got drunk. The next day he started on his late, late essays. 

-------------------------------------------------------------

                           CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

After writing an essay on Friday and another on Saturday, Jimmy got round to writing one for Roderick. He was up all Sunday night and felt a little shaky sitting in Roderick's little tutorial room the next afternoon. He didn't have much faith in the essay. Then again, he didn't have any faith at all in the examination booklet Roderick was leafing through as he paced the room at Jimmy's back. Streams of amphetamine gibberish, not doubt. 

'Well, Mr McGuire, I must say you didn't do too badly in this exam,' said Roderick, stopping at his side. Jimmy felt himself stiffen, knowing sarcasm wasn't beyond this man. To say he was feeling defensive was putting it mildly. 'In fact, if you'd managed to finish this last question, you'd have done very well indeed. Still, my comments on each answer are quite comprehensive. You can look them over later. Here,' he said, handing Jimmy the pink booklet. 

As usual, Jimmy's eyes flashed immediately to the top right hand corner. Though he wasn't quite sure what a beta plus plus meant, he knew it wasn't bad. And he couldn't understand what the hell was going on. 

'Whit does beta plus plus mean?' he asked. 'Like, Ah've been gettin' marked like this all year, but nobody's told me whit it means exactly. ' 

'Well, you're not supposed to think of it in terms of silly percentages of course, but if you average beta plus in your exams next year, you'll get an upper second,' said Roderick. An upper second was the same as a two one, just one below a first class. Getting about a two one grade for that exam suddenly seemed to make the whole system look absurd. 

Roderick started pacing around once more, looking over the essay, asking questions, mentioning salient points as he went along. Then he gave him a beta alpha. This was apparently two grades above a two one base line and to Jimmy it felt as if some kind of cruel joke was being perpetrated on him. He imagined Roderick would write other marks, real marks, into his little record book. 

What Jimmy didn't realise was that Roderick was marking his stuff to give him an edge over the external examiner who might scrutinise his final exams. To Roderick, once you were in, you were in. Jimmy didn't know that. Jimmy didn't know anything. He just couldn't believe in this beta alpha. 

'Well, you're not really givin' me a beta alpha fur that, are ye?' said Jimmy. Roderick was standing across the desk from him. 

'What do you mean? Why shouldn't 1?' said Roderick, looking surprised. 

'Ah didn't think it was that good. The tutor before you didn't give me marks like that fur better essays. Ah didn't start writin' it till ten o clock last night.' 

'Is that so?' said Roderick. 'Well, I can only mark what I see,' he said, briskly pacing off behind Jimmy once more. 'It doesn't really matter if you wrote it standing on your head. I thought it was quite good.'  

Jimmy had forgotten about the tacit agreement to go for a drink and when Roderick finally mentioned it, Jimmy imagined the good marks were just part of the buttering up process. Of course, he wasn't being buttered up for that. He just thought he was. 

Over two pints of beer, Roderick spoke a lot about the tutors Jimmy would be having during his final year. It was only later that Jimmy realised Roderick was trying to make Jimmy see these people as human beings, with their own little quirks and foibles, and not just as functionaries in an assessment process. But it didn't matter to Jimmy if they helped old ladies across the street or could recite Froisart's Chronicles backwards. It was the role they played that mattered to him. 

Just as they were leaving the pub, Jimmy agreed to meet Roderick the next Monday to hand in his last essay. It turned out to be another all night effort, something hacked together without much interest or competence. Roderick paced about the tutorial room tearing holes in it, but still gave him a beta plus plus. 

'Well, Mr McGuire,’ he said, handing the sheets of paper back to him, 'that brings your assessment for the entire course up to, let me see ...' Roderick looked into the little notebook on his desk then. '... ah, beta plus plus. That's not bad considering the number of things you've missed.' 

'But whit's the average?' said Jimmy. 

'Well, now,' said Roderick, a kind of puckish smile tightening across his teeth, 'that's something I can't really tell you. You see, almost half the class still owe me essays.' 

Jimmy felt startled, the surprise lingering on his face for a moment or two. It was hard to believe that so many people could be even less well organised than he was. 

'I could have told you earlier,' said Roderick, still smiling his grimace smile, 'but I really wanted your essays in as soon as possible. I hope you don't mind.' 

'Naw, it's jist the usual,' said Jimmy, thinking how difficult it was to come to grips with these people when they pulled all the strings. 'Ah was wonderin' about sonethin' today though,' he said, hoping for something back. 'Somebody told me that thirteen people had been sent letters threatenin' tae chuck then out of honours. Is that true?' 

It was Ruth, of course, who told him that. Ruth told him and presumably somebody told her, but you could never tell where such a story might start. Rumours were endemic in a place as big as that. Jimmy was wanting to know whether it was true or not in case one of these letters was waiting for him back at Geoffrey House. 

'Letters?' said Roderick. 'Letters or no letters, none of these people were doing my course. I haven't authorised any letters. Anyway, Mr McGuire, I'm glad we've eventually reached some kind of understanding. I'll be on my sabbatical in America next year, but I do hope you do well when your finals come round.' 

'Yeah. Cheerio then,' said Jimmy, pulling his greatcoat over his shoulders and heading for the door. 

'Yes. Cheerio, Mr McGuire.' 

The next day Ruth came round to Geoffrey House and wakened Jimmy shortly after noon. There had been a meeting that morning to dish out the results of the British and European exams, but on reflection Jimmy didn't think this would be the sort of occasion to boost his morale just before he left Edinburgh and said his goodbye to third year. Although he'd agreed to meet Ruth there, the night before he'd decided to dodge it. 

'Well, Ruth.' he said as he lay in bed sipping the tea and munching the toast she'd brought up from the kitchen, 'tae whit dae Ah owe this unexpected pleasure? Ah hope you're not wantin' any money because Ah'm skinto.' 

'Don't be suspicious. Jimmy, I've done you a favour today.' 

'It's amazin' whit goes on when you're lyin' in your bed,' said Jimmy, still looking bleary. 'Well, whit is it?' 

'I went to that meeting this morning. Remember? The exam results? Well. I collected your papers for you.' said Ruth, looking very pleased with herself. 

'Far out.' said Jimmy, 'Whit was the favour? Did you burn them?' 

'No, I've got them here. Jimmy,' she said, starting to dig then out of her bag. 

'Aw, fuckin' terrific, Ruth! Ah don't go there, so you bring them here,' She was holding them in front of her, sort of looking over the marks the way they usually did. 'Okay then, Blossom, whit did Ah get?' he said, demanding a little now. The conditioning worked perfectly. He was suddenly on edge. 

'Well, let's see,' said Ruth, looking over the marks again. 'You didn't do very well in British,' she said, looking over at him and shaking her head. 

'Come on, whit did Ah get?' said Jimmy, putting his hands up to his face. 'Is this a nightmare, God?' 

She handed over the British history exam then. He looked at the mark and he couldn't believe he'd passed that exam. He couldn't believe it and he couldn't understand it. As he flicked through the pages, it became apparent that Angus had dragged up his average by giving him an especially good mark for his answer on George III and absolute monarchies. All in all, it came out at beta plus, still a two one. 

'Ah passed this last question an' Ah didn't even write a page. Whit's the score? Is this some kind of conspiracy?' said Jimmy. 

'Well, the man said everybody did really terribly,' said Ruth, 'but everybody seemed to pass. I think it's just to give you the edge over the external examiner next year if you're a borderline case. The external examiners won't see the papers of course. They'll just see the marks.' 

'Whit's the fuckin' point in sittin' these exams if they won't mark them properly,' said Jimmy. 'That's not how they're goiny mark the finals, is it?' 

'Just be happy you passed, Jimmy,' said Ruth. 'By the way, I got a beta plus plus if you're interested.' 

'Terribly sorry about not askin' an' that, Ruth. But Ah always knew you were goiny pass. That's what makes you such a contemptible little shite. Anyway, how did Ah get on in European?' 

'I'm afraid you might have to expect some bad news there, Jimmy,' said Ruth, shaking her head again. 

'Fuck me! Jist hand it over, eh?' 

'You've got to guess,' she insisted. 

'Come on, hand it over!' he said in exasperation. 

'You're a bastard. McGuire,' said Ruth, spinning the pink booklet over to him. 'You beat me. You got a beta plus plus.' 

Jimmy looked at the mark in the top right hand corner and shook his head. A kind of sardonic grin crossed his face before he started to laugh in a kind of hollow, hopeless way. He wasn't able to speak or tell Ruth what he meant. She looked a bit puzzled when he threw his head back and hee hawed, but she was surrounded by all kinds of funny people of course. 

------------------------------------------------

                             CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Flat hunting can be an anxious and sometimes feverish business if you're a student without a permanent abode, and there's only a couple of weeks before the year begins once more. Jimmy arrived back in Edinburgh in mid-September, giving himself a month in Ruth's place to find a flat. It had to be a flat because Liz didn't want to live in a bedsit. No one in their right minds would want to move into a bedsit, but it was Jimmy who had to come up with the goods. She was studying for a resit. 

But he knew what you had to do because he'd done it a couple of times in second year. You had to get up in time to buy the Evening News in Market Street, before it had time to hit the shops. And then you had to phone folk, sometimes rush off to annoy people, but you usually ended up having to wander around whichever accommodation agencies would deal with students. 

After a couple of days doing this, Jimmy didn't really think he'd a hope in hell. Flats were like gold. Even if you did all the right things, you still needed lots of luck. But even with all the luck in the world, Jimmy would have been hard pushed to convince anyone he was a bank clerk. 

'Did you hear that?' said Jimmy to Steven one day down in an accommodation agency in Tollcross. 

'I think he said flat, James,' said Steven, his feet immediately beginning to shuffle. 

There were rows of hard-backed chairs lined up in front of two desks and you moved along just like in some social security offices, a chair at a time. When you reached the desk, the man told you there were no flat today and then tried to get you to look at a room with no furniture, no carpets or curtains, or maybe just some deranged old people for company. Jimmy and Steven had just got up to leave when they heard the word going down the phone at the other desk. They hovered. 

'How much does it cost?' said the mother. You could see the woman wasn't comfortable in this grubby little dive. She was with the usual middle class daughter, obviously an up and coming fresher. 

'Six pounds a week,' said the accommodation man. 'There's two rooms, but no bath, I'm afraid.' 

'But that sounds awful expensive,' said the woman, quite aghast. She wasn't out of the seat more than three or four seconds before Jimmy was sitting across from the man. 

'Was that a flat gettin' phoned in?' said Jimmy. 

'Yes,' the guy replied a little dubiously.

'Well, Ah'm lookin' fur a flat.' 

'And what do you do?' said the guy, his eyebrow raised. 

'Ah'm a second year post-grad with the Mathematical Physics Department of Edinburgh University,' said Jimmy, thinking his appearance might be more acceptable if the guy thought he was one of these odd, cosmic people. 

After that, everything was going quite smoothly until the guy asked for a week's rent in advance. Jimmy knew this wasn't legal, but there was nothing he could do about it, except say he'd only two fifty on him. The guy reluctantly accepted this on condition that Jimmy paid over the rest if all went well. Jimmy took the card from the guy and said thanks very much. 

Nervous and madly hoping, Jimmy chapped on the landlady's door. It opens and the head of an old woman comes round, the long grey tresses hanging free, the eyes looking glazed though shining as if from an inward gleam of useful medication. 

'Hullo, hullo,’ she said. 

'Uh, hullo. We've come from the accommodation agency tae see about the flat in Geek Street,' said Jimmy. 

'Come in, come in,' she said. 

The hand waves round for enter and the door swings wide. Jimmy goes over the threshold followed by Steven, who shuffles his feet and makes Jimmy feel less ill at ease when the old woman unaccountably begins to show them round. 

'This is the bedroom. It's very, very nice. It's got red curtains. Come in, come in. Don't be shy. Hee, hee.' 

'Oh, yeah,' said Jimmy, looking round the bedroom door. 'It's, um, aye, nice.' The old woman scurried past him and stood in the middle of the hall, looking lost. 

'Oh yes. That's my living room at the end.' A large man in his mid forties was standing in the doorway watching them. 'And that's my bedroom over there. And what else? Yes, the toilet. Come over and see the toilet.' She quickly scurried past Jimmy and swung the door of the bathroom open. Jimmy could see that there was a toilet in there by leaning forward awkwardly. 

'Yes, and you'll have a living room,' she said, starting to move up the hall. 

'Ah'm sorry,' said Jimmy, 'but Ah'm here tae see about the flat in Geek Street.' The old woman turned to face him and looked quite blank. 'The flat. Not here, but in Geek Street.' 

'Geek Street?' she said. 'A flat in Geek Street?' 

A man stepped out from the doorway and placed his hand on her shoulder. He made her look even smaller and more frail. 

'The flat in Geek Street, Mrs Marshall. Sheena's moving out next week. Number fifteen. Don't you remember phoning the agency?' 

'Yes, Geek Street!' she said, sounding very pleased. 'Sheena's moving out. Yes, cone through to the living room.' Once inside the room the old woman sat down, but the rest of them remained standing. 'You're such fine looking young men,' she said, smiling warmly. 'Would you like a cup of tea?' 

'No, they're here about the flat, Mrs Marshall,’ the man said. He looked at Jimmy. 'Is it for you two?' 

'No. Steven's here jist helpin' me tae look. It's fur me an' ma wife,' said Jimmy. 

'Oh, I like to give places to young couples,' said the old woman. 'It's so difficult to find somewhere. The flat's not very nice, but you can decorate if you want. Just take the money off the rent.' 

'I think I'd better take them round to see it before anything else, Mrs Marshall,' said the man, less than reassuringly. 'Is that alright? I'll show them the flat.' 

'The flat? Yes. Show them the flat.'  

The old woman seemed unusually pleased about something as she led them all into the hall. She stopped in the middle and with a smile pointed to a door. 'You see, this is the bathroom.' She opened the door and waved enthusiastically for Jimmy to look inside. The toilet was still there. 

'Yeah, it's very nice,' he said. 

The old woman hurried along to the next doorway. 'This is the bedroom,' she said. 

'Yeah, very nice,' said Jimmy quite loudly. 'Very nice. But Ah think we'll have tae be goin'. Thanks fur showin' us round, an' that.' 

Panicing slightly, Steven mumbled a cheerio to the old woman over Jimmy's shoulder and beat a retreat to the front door. Jimmy was trying to follow him outside when the old woman got hold of his arm and pulled his ear closer. 

'You know, I don't mind you not being married. It wasn't the same in my day, but what else is the pill for, eh? Hee, hee.' 

After seven or eight long, anxious minutes, the man finally appeared and Jimmy half expected him to come over tell them to fuck off. But he said he'd take them along to Geek Street, which was only ten minutes away. At first, the area they were walking through seemed quite nice. Then it suddenly went downhill into a narrow cobbled street lined with brown, dirty, flat faced old tenements slowly sinking into the ground. Dry sheened dog piss streaked the pavement. And, of course, it was a top flat.

 Sheena, the tenant, was taken unawares, surprised in her bare feet, the long skirt, the baggy woollen jersey. But the boyfriend isn't at home. She looked embarrassed as the man took Jimmy and Steven into the living room. There was a sink over by the window, a cupboard with a gas cooker inside, and a dirty greasy three piece suite. The carpet had two large holes worn through, the floorboards showing. The walls and ceiling were once white and yellow, but the whole room was infected with grey. 

There was an inside toilet, but no bath. In the bedroom there was a wardrobe, but no bed, just a mattress sprawled with grey blankets. The man offered to get a bed and a carpet to cover the holes in the other carpet. Ah'll take it, said Jimmy. 

But he avoided moving in for as long as he could. It was only when Steven found a bedsit and they had to move out of Ruth's place that they both moved into Geek Street. They lived there in a kind of limbo for four or five days before the start of term, hanging dumbly to an association, the strength of which already seemed to be fading away. During the last days they spent there, they went to a wedding of Jimmy's old schoolfriend, the person he'd lived with before Steven. 

It was the usual wedding. The service short and sweet, the usual bride dressed in white and fortunately not swelling too conspicuously. Little girls in white party dresses carried the train, holding plastic bouquets, but one of them started crying half way up the aisle. She wants her mammy and doesn't like all these people staring. 

Medium drunk in a middling hotel, watching some people trying to stop other people from becoming an embarrassment. The wanes rushed about on the near empty dance floor and then some of them began to wail. They're feeling tired, want to go home, were too young to be there in the first place. It was the usual wedding and on the way home it seemed as if someone Jimmy once knew had suddenly disappeared. 

Liz was at a wedding somewhere else, so there was only Jimmy and Steven on the bus back from this place, which was about twenty miles down the coast from Edinburgh. They were sitting in the front seat of the top deck, their feet up on the sill in front of them, and they hadn't been saying anything for a while. There seemed to be no other passengers on board. The dark road passed under the headlights beneath them. 

'Well, what's happened to the entertainin' Mr McGuire then?' said Steven, sounding as if he'd had enough of this. 

'It's been a funny sort of day, hasn't it?' said Jimmy, jiggling his feet about on the sill. 'Still, you're right. Let's talk about somethin'. Tell me whit we can talk about, Steven?' 

'It doesn't have to be anything special, James. Just a bit of chit chat. What were you thinking about?' 

'Final honours. It starts the day after tomorrow. Are you lookin' forward tae fresh challenges in your final year, Steven?' 

'I shouldn't have asked. Do you think it'll be a bummer, James?' 

'Haw, jist the usual mind fuckin' nonsense. Naw, it might be okay,' said Jimmy without a lot of conviction. 'It's a drag ye couldn't get a bedsit nearer Geek Street though.' 

'I suppose you were bound to stay with Liz sometime.' 

'But it should work out alright fur you in that bedsit. You'll have the peace an' quiet tae get plenty of work done.' 

'You make it sound like a good laugh, James. Why haven't you given yourself the chance to have a good time like that?' 

'Whit dae ye mean? Ah've decided tae devote a year of ma life tae gettin' a two one.' 

'Yeah? Is that why you're living with Liz?' 

'Ah don't see how the two things connect,' said Jimmy, quite puzzled. 'Stayin' wi' Liz shouldn't matter.' 

'Well, what's she supposed to be doing while you're doing all this work?' 

'Whit she's always done, Ah suppose.' 

'She might not think she's just changing addresses, Jimmy. Do you know what I mean? Being with you is maybe all she thinks she's got going for her.' 

Hearing Steven say something like that made Jimmy suddenly want to sit up straight. But it was a long time since he'd thought of himself as being to her advantage. 

                                        ----------------------------------------------------

                             CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

She said she liked it. She seemed enamoured of the place, said she thought it had possibilities, and he felt resentful that he was keen for her to like it, didn't really believe anyone could since it was such a dump. But in the days before she got there, with Steven's help, he'd made an effort. 

He'd shampooed the old, old carpet and the new, old carpet at least four times. He even tried to sponge the filth out of the furniture. The living room already felt damp and, consequently, grew damper. He did consider starting to work on the grey white living room walls and the dirty yellow living room ceiling, but he decided to wait for Liz. It seemed important somehow that they should do it together. 

Before Liz arrived, Jimmy wasn't too happy with anything inside the flat and none too keen on what was outside either. Walking down the street, especially when he'd been smoking dope, was far from pleasant. It was either the spectres of poor and lonely old men with yapping mongrels who passed you on the too narrow pavement, or zombie drunks who staggered in your direction. But he might have grown accustomed to all that quickly enough had not the geek scared the wits out of him the night after Liz moved in. 

For a long time Jimmy had disliked going near shops when he was stoned since he invariably misunderstood the language, or felt clumsy and defenceless. But as he walks down to the bottom of Geek Street on this particular evening, he's trying to concentrate, sensibly rehearsing the conversation with the chip shop man. 

'Right,' he thinks, 'it's twenty Embassy Regal, twenty Number Six, twenty Capstan, an' a packet of skins, please. No, fuck no! A packet of cigarette papers, please.' 

'Fuckin' bastard! Ah'll kill you! Rat tat tat tat!' a voice suddenly blasted into his right ear out of nowhere. 

Jimmy jumped in the air, made about four yards, and turned to see this figure brace himself in the middle of the pavement. He wasn't very tall and gave the odd impression of have been dressed up in clothes which didn't quite fit. Jimmy just stood there for a moment, amazed and staring as this person sprayed bullets from an imaginary machine gun all around him. 

'Boom! Bash! Ugh! Aah!' he then said. 

This person seemed to be wrestling with the invisible man, was punched to the ground, and rolled down the pavement towards Jimmy. Jimmy backed off, but the geek was quickly on his feet again, laying into the demon with lefts and rights, battering him to the ground, jumping up and down on him. 

'Shite piss bastard fuck!' 

Jimmy took a deep breath and started off down the pavement again. It didn't feel all that dissimilar from turning your back on a mad dog. He only managed to go about three or four paces before he looked back over his shoulder. The guy was throwing hand grenades at him. The chip shop felt like sanctuary. Fortunately, there was no one waiting around.  

'Twenty Embassy Regal, twenty Number Six, twenty Capstan, an' a packet of skins, please. Naw, naw. Sorry, cigarette papers. A packet of cigarette papers,' he mumbled. 

The street was empty, completely empty. Not a soul in sight and he couldn't remember which doorway the geek had sprung from. So he bristled off up the hill intending to ignore everything, including bazookas. But although he walked close to the edge of the pavement and tried to look neither left nor right, it was as if a bolt of electricity jolted through him when the screaming suddenly blasted out once more. 

'Fuckin' shite, piss fuck! Rat tat tat tat!' 

Jimmy clenched his teeth, his fists, and kept on up the hill. He looked behind him on the stairs though. Still, he felt quite safe on the stairs after a while, when he started to think he was the oddest thing ever on them. He'd a good sense of how different he'd begun to feel on the stairs compared to the street outside by the time the man from the G.P.O. came up them one Tuesday night. The term was hardly into its second week before there was this knock on the door. 

'Whit is it?' said Jimmy, seeing this middle aged man standing there. 

'I'm from the Post Office.' 

Jimmy immediately closed the door and made for the living room. The place was much drier than when she'd moved in, but it was much the same. Liz was sitting on the couch beside the electric fire, under an old standard lamp, and the living room always looked at its best with the lights dim. It seemed cozy and felt warm enough. 

'Hey, Liz, there's some old fucker here from the Post Office.' 

She started laughing. While he was staying at Ruth's place, a clerk in the Post Office had accidentally credited him with fifteen pounds which wasn't his. Jimmy had felt some sneaking admiration for the efficiency of that organisation when he received a little note asking him to return his savings book as soon as he'd plunged into this money. He knew they must have traced him through Lanarkshire, but that didn't stop him emptying the account before posting off the book. 

'Well, I told you they'd come for you,' she said. 'Serves you right for trying to diddle them. What did you say to the man?' 

'Ah jist shut the door. Thought Ah'd better figure out a manouvre, ye know?' 

'If I was you, I'd give myself up. You'd better go and see if he's still there, hadn't you?' 

'Fuckin' hounded by ma creditors,' he pretended to grumble, turning back. 

'Sorry about that,' he said to the man who was still there when he opened the door. 'Somethin' on the cooker. Whit dae ye want?' 

'Does a James McGuire live here?' 

'No.' said Jimmy. 

For the first time since Liz had moved in, Jimmy saw the advantage of not having his name on the door. She was worried in case her parents might visit her unexpectedly and discover that she wasn't living with a girlfriend after all. 

'Are you sure he doesn't live here?' 

'No. ' 

'You aren't sure he doesn't live here?' 

'No. ' 

There was a pause while both tried to figure this out. Even Jimmy was puzzled, so he decided he'd better try a different tack. 

'Whit was this guy's name again?' he asked.

 'I'm looking for a Mister James McGuire.' 

'Mister James McGuire? Mister?' he said slowly, a little amused at being a mister. 'James McGuire? That sounds familiar, ye know? Is that not the name of the boxer?' 

'I wouldn't know about that. This is the address we've got for him down at the office.' 

'James McGuire, eh? Ah'm sure that the same name. He's from Edinburgh. Dislocated this guy's jaw at the A.B.A. finals as well. Left it hangin' a bit like that,' said Jimmy, demonstrating the extent of the injuries inflicted by pulling his chin to the side and grimacing grotesquely. 

'Well, he doesn't live here. That's supposed to be a sport as well. Must be full of animals, eh?' 

'Thanks anyway.' 

Later on that night, when Jimmy was taking down the rubbish, he passed one of the accommodation men on the stairs, the same one who'd given him the card. Jimmy had no idea why this man should be on the stairs and pretended he wasn't there at all. Soon after he'd got the flat, they'd sent him a nasty letter demanding their four pounds fifty pence which he, of course, ignored. But after that night when the doorbell rang, Liz had the choice between saying it was the Post Office man or the agency heavies with the lead pipes wrapped in newspaper, the broad shoulders and the bent noses, the 'Where the fuck's our four pounds fifty pence, then?' 

Not that either of them were taking anything seriously at first. Once you got out of the street and up the stairs, life inside the flat was alright for a while. Everything was going much better than Jimmy had dared hope. It was really going quite well. Before the university started catching up with Jimmy. both of them were quite happy. 

Being in final honours seemed quite unthreatening at first. Perhaps this was because he'd only four tutorials to attend each week and no lectures to miss, but in any case he did the things he'd always done since he'd gone back after his first year. He always gave the freshers a good looking over. They kept getting younger and younger, the girls with their lumpy, half formed fresh faces, the guys with short hair, the anoraks, the odd university scarf. 

He spent a lot of time re-establishing social contact with the long cups of coffee around the university, the visiting, the odd pint here and there. He enjoyed living with Liz then. Everything seemed alright until one Friday night he and Steven went round to Ruth's flat. Liz had gone home for the weekend. 

'What are you going to do when you leave university, Jimmy?' said Graham. 

He was stretched across the round table in the kitchen, his head along his arm. Steven was on Jimmy's left, Ruth on his right. All of them were wrecked. 

'Whit am Ah goiny dae? Christ knows. Ah'd quite like tae be one of those guys who sat up poles in the middle ages. Or maybe it was the dark ages. Anyway, ye get tae throw crap at the passers by. Ye can get canonised fur that, ye know?' said Jimmy, his jaws set in the fixed grin as he rolled a stick and tried not to collapse into the hysterical laughter. 

'But that's not a career, Jimmy. You'll have to think of something to do,' said Graham, mumbling a little into the top of the table. 

'Well, Ah think Ah'd like the job of that guy who plays the harmonica around George Square. Ah mean, he always looks quite happy. Ah've already got the old coat an' the patchy jeans. Yeah, an' a harmonica! Ah'm set, man. Ah'm set.' 

'Jimmy, the government isn't paying out good money on your education so you can become a tramp,' said Ruth, pointing this out quite patiently. But she was wearing the fixed grin as well, the one which was just about to froth over. 

'Who's educatin' me? All they're doin' is seein' how good Ah am at passin' exams. Ah'm good at passin' exams. It's the a pity ye can't get a job doin' that. Ah've passed hundreds of the bastards. It's got tae be a talent, but it's not in the same class as gettin' money off people fur playin' the harmonica as badly as that guy. Have ye heard his God Save the Queen? Voo voo voo voo voovoo. Voovoovoovoovoovoovoovoovoo.' 

It had been looking shaky for a while, but now it collapsed completely, people heehawing, weeping, choking, heaving about in their seats. Of course, after a while when everyone was trying to pull themselves together, succeeding only in fits and starts, it became quite embarrassing. 

'But, Jimmy,' said Graham finally, 'you'll have to think of something practical. This is the last year. Your future's on a fine edge, man. Uh, like, it's only seven months till you sit your final exams.' 

'Seven months? You've got tae be jokin'. November, December, January, February, March, April, an' then May,' he said, counting them on his fingers. 'Dae the finals start in May, Ruth?' 

'Yes,' said Ruth, trying to seem unconcerned. 'They begin in early May.' 

'Seven months. Fuck me!' 

On the Sunday afternoon Jimmy got hold of a piece of paper and criss crossed it with lines, making it into a chart on which he could monitor the amount of work done each day, the number of fags he'd smoked. When Liz arrived back at the flat, he was edgy, sometimes pacing about, building up the nervousness, the tension he thought he needed to make himself work. He was about to attempt the forty hour, forty fag week. 

He needed to tell himself he was going to do it. He was going to do it as if he was a high jumper or a marathon runner. He was going to get some knowledge together and he wasn't going to smoke any dope. He had to tell himself he was going to do it because he knew in his heart of hearts that only an idiot would want to do something like that.

In the first week he only managed to do twenty eight hours work although he was up every day before ten o clock. He tried to blame this on the National Library for he would walk towards it up George IV Bridge and think what a good jail it would make sitting there like some giant building block. But it only seemed featureless from the outside. Once you got into the reading room it was far worse. 

The very high ceiling diminished you utterly. It was like a huge barn, a place designed for yodelers. And whichever way you sat in the reading room, you could see a clock and follow it round, or just gaze at the uniformed men slowly bringing books to people from the bowels of the place. Sometimes, it made you want to jump up and down on the long brown table stark naked just to see if anyone would notice. 

But Jimmy had to go there since most of the books on his British History course were nowhere else to be found. And go there he did though it wasn't till he was into his second dedicated week that he discovered where the bog was. He'd just assumed there were none, just as there was no conviviality, no conversation at all, not even nice girls to stare at. There seemed to be only books to read, books written by middle class apologists for nineteenth century capitalism, books so boring you couldn't believe it. 

And he always wanted a cigarette. During his second dedicated week, he managed to do thirty hours work and seemed to go around with a semi-permanent threat stare. These days anger would seem to bubble and boil inside him even if he was just walking along the road. He didn't know what addiction meant until he started smoking cigarettes, but he knew if he couldn't give them up in the first term, he'd no chance after that with the finals growing closer week by week. 

By the Thursday of his third dedicated week, Jimmy felt as if he was just a bad look away from trying to tear someone's arm off. When Liz showed up for lunch half an hour late, he shouted at her then hurried off to the National Library while she and Steven wandered away, looking a little puzzled, for a pint. 

But the time was important to Jimmy then since he was trying to get through ten hours work that day. He'd only managed six on Monday, so he stayed in the National Library till five thirty. He usually left the National Library at five thirty and that was usually one of the best times of the day. But not today. He knew he'd still two hours to do in the tomb before he could go home and he wearily started on the short walk down to the Pill Centre instead of heading for the bus stop. 

There was no one he knew in the dining area. He munched his way through a lettuce salad then went up to the coffee lounge for his nicotine ration. Still, no one he knew. He looked around while he smoked the fag, hoping for the sight or appearance of a friendly face. Nothing. 

He stubbed out the butt of his cigarette and looked over at the clock. Time to go. He felt like another fag, but he couldn't have one because that wasn't part of the routine. He looked over at the clock again and it was still time to go, to go and be miserable, to waste another two hours of his life, to go to the National Library because that's where you had to go to get the meaningless piece of paper together, just to show the bastards you could do it. 

'Fuck it,' he said to himself. From nearby a few heads turned round. Then, having noticed him for the first time, turned away. 'Jist fuck it!' he said much louder this time. He went quickly across the bridge over the dining area, down, down stairs, turned the corner at the bogs, and picked up the telephone. 

'Yes?' 

'Hullo, is that you, Graham?'

 'Yes, Jimmy.' 

'How the fuck dae ye always know it's me that's phonin"?'

 'It's the cultured tones, Jimmy. The product of all these years of erudition,' said Grahan in the velvet voice. Then there was a kind of half laugh. 

'Everybody in this town's a fuckin' wiseguy,' said Jimmy quite cheerfully. 'Look, did ye get through tae any of that Nepalese ye were braggin' about?' 

'Of course. Of course. Scored a quarter weight. Were ye wanting some?' 

'Yeah. Could ye do me a half ounce?' 

'Oh, the big time. What happened to the two pound deals?'

 'Fancied a smoke, didn't Ah?' Anothered smothered laugh down the phone. 'Can Ah come an' get it jist now?' 

'Uh, no. It's not here. I was just about to convince Ruth to drive me up to the uni for some though.' 

'Well, Ah'm in the Pill Centre at the moment.' 

'Uh, that's cool. See you in ten minutes then.' 

Jimmy went back up to the coffee lounge, had another look at the clock, smiled, sat down, and had another fag. Ruth and Graham arrived on schedule and he rolled a stick, saying he couldn't go back to their place since Liz was expecting him in a couple of hours. With some time to spare, Jimmy called on Dino on the way back to the flat. 

Dino had finally managed to get himself a hovel round the corner from Geek Street after sleeping on people's floors for the first couple of weeks of term. Almost inevitably, he became an integral part of the social scene since there was no one else either of them could visit without travelling half way across the city. But Jimmy went to see Dino on the way home because Dino liked comics. When he rang the doorbell of the flat in Geek Street with his head later on, Jimmy had a pile of comics under one arm and folders under the other. Liz opened the door and gave him a big kiss. They moved over back against the wall. 

'You're home early,' she said. 'And looking cheerful for a change. What's the matter?' 

'Everybody's a wiseguy today. Ah'n always pleasant an' cheerful, amn't Ah? They see me walkin' down the street an' say there goes old pleasant an' cheerful himself, the bold McGuire.' 

'Have you been smoking dope, Jimmy,' she said, squinting into his face. 

'Not only have Ah been smokin' dope, but Ah've been buyin' dope. But Ah'd be pleasant an' cheerful tonight anyway.' 

'Why's that then?' 

'Cos Ah'm on ma holidays.' 

-------------------------------------------------------

                         CHAPTER SIXTEEN

His holidays only lasted the weekend. He went back on the Tuesday afternoon. After that he wasn't too bothered about when he went in to the university, and he was always back at the flat by half five. The evening meal became the highlight of his day. Liz could cook. He washed the dishes and after that they'd sit around listening to Radio Four, or they'd do some work. Sometimes, they'd go for a pint later on, or visit, or be visited.

It usually felt a bit awkward at first when Steven came round. Normally, you could sit Steven in a room for two days and never notice he was there, but it wasn't like that when he came round to Geek Street. He seemed uncertain of his welcome. He wasn't relaxed. He'd shuffle his feet, fidget, look a bit embarrassed.

Maybe it was because there weren't two people in Geek Street, but parts of something he couldn't quite separate. It was worse than it had been when Jimmy's old roommate came round to Geoffrey House. Maybe Jimmy and Liz were just trying too hard to be nice. When Jimmy's old roommate came round to Geoffrey House, no one tried to be anything.

Steven was never completely at ease until Liz went to bed. That would usually happen just after ten 0 clock and then Jimmy and Steven would try to make it feel the way it had before. It didn't always work.

'Come on, Steven. Cheer up fur Christ's sake,' said Jimmy one night. He'd come back from the bog to find Steven wrapped up in himself and looking doomed.

'Do you think much about your finals, Jimmy?' he asked.

'Come on, man. Dae ye have tae talk about that tonight? Ah try not tae think about them all the time.'

'Guess how many pages of notes I've taken this term?'

'No idea.'

'Two pages.' Jimmy burst out laughing. It was such a ridiculous amount. 'It's not a great deal, is it?' said Steven.

'Whit a brilliant strategy, Steven! When the finals come up, ye won't have tae dae any studyin', will ye?'

'When I'm in these tutorials, I can't think of anything to write down. It's all crap. I did my two essays from reading the books. I didn't take any notes.'

'But that's dead bright, Steven. Ah couldn't dae that. Ah mean, cheer up, man.'

'I've got a ten thousand word thesis to write next term,' he said as if he hadn't heard Jimmy. 'It counts for one paper in the finals. '

'Maybe ten thousand words jist seem like a lot.'

'I wanted Liz to go to bed before telling you that I'm leaving at the end of term. I'm just leaving,' he said, looking into Jimmy's face. 'I'd crack up during those exams. It's not worth it.'

'But you'll be fine, Steven. Ye passed the exams last year. Christ, you're a certainty tae get a two one.'

'I phoned my father last night to tell him I was leaving.'

'Whit did he say?' said Jimmy, far quieter now.

'He said I should do what I think's for the best.'

'Well, ye can't get any cooler than that.'

'Roll a stick. Jimmy. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. My mind's made up.'

About this time, with the horrible grey weather setting in, everything started to look a little bleak. Jimmy started to think the worst thing about university was that no one ever told you jokes. There was never an honest belly laugh around.

The only funny stories he heard these days were about Tony and perhaps they weren't so funny, but the set they both moved in seemed to view the world through rather jaundiced eyes, watching the spectacle and commenting wryly on the little incidents, as if no passing personal disaster could be worth more than a snigger. It would just be something to gossip over, something to pass the time. There did seem to be something funny about the things that happened to Tony though.

He'd moved into a flat near Haymarket Station with Pedro, into a place which started off looking rather horrible, and then gradually got worse. One night a heavy bout of drug abuse almost wrecked the joint. They thought the room was too bright and started throwing garbage, as they lay on the floor, at the light bulbs and sockets.

Downers bruised the furniture and brought on the darkness. But when the downers ran out. Pedro decided to start decorating the place. He swept the rubbish off the linoleum in the living room and spent the day painting snakes wriggling over it. These efforts complete, he found himself with borrowed brushes and no turpentine, so he hurried off down the creepy stairs and siphoned some petrol from Tony's excuse for a motor car. After giving the brushes a quick swirl, he poured the petrol dawn the bog just before Tony arrived back from a visit to Stirling University to see if anyone still remembered him.

'Pedro! Pedro! What the fuck's happened to the living room floor?' he shouted from the edge of the lino.

'It's snakes, man,' said Pedro, poking his head out from the kitchen cupboard. Tony's upper lip began to curl slightly and an eyebrow was raised as he looked down at the mess. Something, perhaps, was the matter with Pedro. 'Look, I've just spent the whole day painting them. It's snakes, man. Snakes.'

'Huh,' said Tony before turning from the doorway and going into the bog.

Tony sat on the bog as he did at that time every day, and had a fag, perhaps pondering over the little incidents of the afternoon. Smoking in the bog is perhaps not such a terrible habit, but if you haven't an ashtray and throw the butt into the crapper, you'd better just hope that no one had emptied petrol into it. For the resultant scorching of nether regions is like living in a horror show.

When the ambulance men arrive, Tony is lying face down on a blanket in the hall, his scorched and buttered bum pointing upwards. Pedro is now pouring cooking oil in large sploshy circles over the damage while Tony, through his clenched teeth, poisonously mutters.

'What a dirty trick,' he says. 'What a fucking horrible dirty trick. Wait till I get back, you bastard. Just wait.'

But the ambulance men are looking the way ambulance men should. They're dark blue, faceless, quiet, respectful and considerate.

'This won't hurt a bit, son. It's okay,' they say as they lift Tony onto a stretcher and cover his bum with a sheet.

They were carrying him smoothly enough down the stairs until the one at the back wanted to know how a bum got in that condition. On hearing Pedro's rather contrite explanation, the ambulance man started laughing so hard that Tony fell off the stretcher and broke his wrist.

Jimmy saw him for a few moments outside the social security office in Castle Terrace, his wrist still in plaster, the first Monday after the end of term. Jimmy asked after his bum and Tony asked him to sign his plaster. Steven wanted to know how long the queue was, but Tony just shrugged his shoulders, muttered about pieces of string, and went away. Steven's father was coming to collect his stuff that afternoon, so he was there because Jimmy was there, just to pass the time.

If you weren't all that used to social security offices, the one in Castle Terrace could be a worrying place when you were on your own. You could tell by the way the staff barricaded themselves in that it could sometimes get a little fractious out there. Jimmy always immediately tried to clock the drunks and the crazy people, but you could easily get assaulted by the toddlers who might escape from their mothers and climb all over you. Having Steven to talk to made waiting the usual two and a half hours better than usual.

'It's funny tae think ye won't be at university next term,' said Jimmy.

'I'm out of education, James. For the first time since I was five years old. It's a weird feeling,' Steven replied.

'You'll be a chap without a degree, Steven. Whit the hell are ye goiny dae?'

'First of all, I'll play my guitar, I think. Get my bottleneck up to scratch. There won't be much else to do for a few months.'

'But you'll have tae come an' see us, Steven. Tell us about things down on the farm.'

'No, I'll come back after the exams are over, Jimmy. I wouldn't trust myself before then. I'd be worried about feeling inadequate. '

'It's a positive move, man. Whit's so together about waitin' around fur these bastards tae fuck ye up? But you'll have tae come an' see me, man. Ye can watch the tension eatin' me alive. It should give ye a good laugh.' There was a pause then. 'By the way, have ye told anyone else about leavin'. Your Director of Studies, or that?'

'I didn't want a hassle with her, but I wrote a letter to the Secretary of the University last night.' Steven began to root carefully among the bric a brac in the inside of his old cord jacket. 'Here,' he said, extracting the envelope. 'I brought it along for your perusal, James.' 

'Dear Secretary of the University,' it read, 'I can't stand this crap any longer. I'm resigning. Goodbye. Steven Johns. Matriculation number: 6927462.'

'What do you think, James,' said Steven. 

'Concise, Steven. Concise.'

'It's reading all that poetry, James. You've no idea what it does to your brain.'

'Christ, Ah wish it was me,' said Jimmy. 'No final exams. Whoopee. '

When Jimmy had finished his business in the social security office, they went down to Steven's bedsit. It didn't even look as if anyone lived there, as if it was just a place to sleep in. It was clean and soulless and cold. Jimmy had never been there before and he wondered if it was his fault for letting him live alone in a place like this. Steven wouldn't consider collecting his second term's grant and just hanging around. There was nothing in that bedsit to hang around for.

They were still sipping on their first cup of tea when Steven's old man arrived. He didn't look like a farmer. He looked like a farmer who didn't do any farming. After they'd packed away all the stuff into the shooting brake, Steven's father was still trying to be jolly. He was standing there on the pavement making Jimmy and Steven feel quite spare.

'Why don't you start off now, dad?' said Steven. 'I'll be five minutes behind. The motorbike will soon catch you up.'

The father drove off and Jimmy waved an arm and then felt as if he didn't know what to do with it when the car turned the corner. Steven got on the jacket, the crash helmet, then the big gloves. Then he began to shuffle his feet. Then he took off the gloves off and shook Jimmy's hand. They'd never shaken hands before.

'Don't let the bastards grind you down, Jimmy. And get a two one,' he said.

'Yip. An' don't bump intae any lampposts.'

'Cheerio then, Jimmy,' he said, getting onto the motorbike as if its body was rather cold or quite hot. He began to rev it up.

'Come back an' see me sometime,' said Jimmy.

'Sure,' said Steven. 'I'll wait till after the finals. Hi ho Silver,' he shouted and zoomed away. There didn't seem to be many people left after that.

-------------------------------------------------------

                        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Jimmy was a little anxious all through the holidays about an essay he was supposed to have handed in before they began. Since he hadn't even started on the reading for it yet, he arrived back in Geek Street just as soon as the buses began to run after the New Year. He realised as soon as he opened the door that you couldn't smell Geek Street properly until you'd been away for a while. He stepped into the stink of a hundred and fifty years of decay and little dead things.

A mouse scurried across the floor to a hole beneath the sink when he went into the living room. The living room looked horrible in the bleak light coming through the dirty window panes. It seemed unforgiveable that day that they'd never painted the walls. The living room smelt so much worse than the hall. He moved to open the window then walked back across to the cupboard which served as a kitchen.

He lifted the lid off the bin and there, though there were only a few tin cans at the bottom, fungus grew and something wriggled.

Jimmy had been brought up in a nice council house. What he really didn't like about living in this slum wasn't being on the top floor and having no bath. He hated having rubbish practically in the living room. So he picked up the bin, took it through the hall, and threw it onto the landing. It bounced and clattered and rolled.

'Fuck it!' he said.

There wouldn't even be anyone to speak to for the next three days. He faced three days on his own, in this place by himself, alone. But he'd imagined for a while that he might end up spending a lot longer than that on his own. He thought she wouldn't be able to stick it, or him, for more than the first term. But she said she was coming back. It surprised him somehow. Why should she? There was worse to come. He could feel it all over him.

About a fortnight later, Jimmy felt quite wallied from smoking other people's dope when he got home one night shortly after ten o clock. He straightened up over a cup of coffee and a wee chat, a few games of cards, and a listen to the radio. Then it was midnight, time to turn into a student. He was about to start doing the reading for his essay. Liz was ready to start writing one and would stay up with him.

It all seemed rather enjoyable to sit there in the warm cosy glow, sit companionably with Liz while he read about the relations between the middle and working classes between 1832 and 1848. He was going to write an essay about the Chartists. Had he realised how interesting the Chartists were, he'd have started months ago.

Just after eight, Liz finished her essay and started to make something to eat in the cupboard. Jimmy went over to the sink to fill a kettle.

'Have ye noticed,' he said, 'that there's hardly any birds livin' around here? Like, ye might see an odd sparra', but there's no big blackbirds, or anythin'.'

'Well, that should suit you, Jimmy. You weren't madly keen on the birds in Geoffrey House if I remember rightly.' She was standing by the cupboard door, looking over at him.

'Those birds were obstreperous, but a couple of birds would be okay. It's jist that Ah've never stayed up all night in this place before an' Ah expected the birds in the mornin'. Ah mean, whit is the mornin' if there's no birds?'

Jimmy went over to the cupboard then for a slice of bread and took it back to the window. He leant over the sink and opened the window wide, the morning air sending a weak shiver through him. But he stuck it long enough to spread the pieces of bread evenly along the sill.

'Who'd have believed it?' said Liz, up at his shoulder. 'James McGuire is feeding the birds!' She was having a good laugh at that. 'I wish Steven could see you now after all the bad things you said about them. '

'Who's feedin' the birds?' said Jimmy.

'Well, it looks as if you're feeding the birds to me, Jimmy.'

'But that's whit the mice are supposed tae think. There's no birds here. The mice'll sneak ontae the ledge at night, get vertigo, an' fall, splat ontae the pavement.'

'Feeding the birds. Feeding the birds. Who'd have believed it?'

Liz left the flat about half past eight to go into the university, something she seemed prepared to handle, minus the chemicals, after staying up all night. Jimmy didn't like to see her doing that since it made her irritable later on, or miserable. He just stayed where he was, finished his reading about ten o clock, and went to bed.

She got him up at six just as the dinner was about to be served. It was dark outside. A few hours later, they went over to see Dino and Liz fell asleep on his couch almost immediately. She seemed half dead when Jimmy dragged her to her feet around ten o clock, and she didn't really waken properly till the geek opened fire from a doorway near the flat. But she slumped off to bed as soon as she got through the door, and Jimmy made himself a cup of tea, washed his face, put his hair into a ponytail, and started writing his essay.

Ten hours and some thirty fags later, he'd finished the first draft of four of five thousand words. After making some breakfast for himself and Liz, he decided he'd better go and visit his bank. Wrapped up tight in his long, long scarf and his army greatcoat, he walked into the biting sharp Edinburgh wind on the pavement below. He felt shivery, tired and cold. He hunched into himself on the bus and slowly looked around at these morning faced travellers going to work, going shopping, and couldn't believe how different his life seemed from theirs.

He didn't finish the essay till after three. Then he began to write a note. Dear Doctor Douglas, it began. I suppose you deserve some explanation as to why I've been absent from your tutorials last week and for the last two weeks of the Autumn Term.

He stopped there. He'd decided that his days of lying to tutors about his little absences were over. No longer was he catching flu four or five times a term. For all of his fourth year so far, he'd kept quiet and waited for them to say something. They never said a word.

But he now felt the need to explain himself to this man somehow. Maybe it was because the man never hassled him. Perhaps it was the finals growing closer. That could explain almost anything.

He started the note again. Dear Doctor Douglas, I wish this essay wasn't so late, but that's the way it goes. The next one will probably be late as well. Fuck them, he thought. Yours, James McGuire.

After that, he travelled into the university to put the essay into the man's pidgeon hole. By the time he got back to Geek Street, it was dinnertime again.

So they ate the grub, and listened to the radio, and spent some time trying to think of what they could do with themselves on this particular Friday evening. When you were a couple already, your options seemed diminished somehow. You couldn't very well arrange to meet each other someplace. They hardly ever went to dances or parties anymore.

With no bright ideas, they caught a bus and went into the Meadow Bar, just to have a drink. Jimmy hadn't slept of course and didn't feel up to anything more eventful then. They were sitting in the lounge bar upstairs, just trying to keep each other going, when Liz remembered that she had to buy a carry out.

'Whit are ye wantin' a carry out fur?' Jimmy asked.

'The women's lib party,' she replied, feeling suddenly lost knowing that he hadn't remembered.

'Aw, fuck!' he said. Staying up all night minus the chemicals also made Jimmy feel irritable, or miserable, or any one of the other nasty ones. 'Whit a fuckin' drag!' 

'But you knew I was going. I told you yesterday.'

'When was yesterday? Christ. Look, Ah know it's not your fault, Liz. Ah'd forgotten, that's all.'

'I'm sorry you can't come.' Males were not invited.

'It's okay. Ah'll think of somethin' else. Is Ruth goin' tae this party?'

'I don't know.' She was beginning to look dejected. 'I thought you'd just go to bed since you didn't sleep last night.'

'Am Ah fuck. Ah'm knackered, but Ah've had a drink an' it's Friday night. Ah refuse tae have a borin' Friday night if Ah can help it. '

'Are you bored because you're just out with me?'

'Look, Ah never said that, did Ah? Ah'll be fuckin' bored later on though if Ah go back tae that flat on ma own.' Back to the flat. On his own. What a prospect.

The time dragged between half nine and ten. Jimmy was feeling impatient and trying rather badly to conceal it. He wanted to get to the phone at the corner of the street. They might go out while be sat there waiting for the pub to close. Liz looked miserable and he tried to think of something to say, but they just seemed to be wasting each other’s time.

'Hullo, who's calling?'

It sounded like Ruth. Jimmy immediately began to feel a lot better, but he could see Liz standing outside in the drizzle. She was carrying eight bottles of Newcastle Brown in a plastic bag and she didn't look at all happy.

'Is that you, Ruth?'

'Oh, it's you, Jimmy. It's Jimmy,' she shouted into the background noise of loud music and people saying rhubarb, rhubarb to each other. 'Are you coming down to see us?' she said.

'Yeah, it had crossed ma mind.'

'Great. We've all dropped some acid, but there's a capsule left. Where are you?'

'Outside the Meadow Bar.'

'Good. We'll see you in ten minutes then?'

'Right. Ten minutes.'

'Are they in then?' said Liz as he swung the phone box door shut behind him. It felt cold out there.

'Yeah. Ah'll be able tae go there okay.'

'What time do you think you'll come back at?'

'Uh. Ah don't suppose Ah'll be back till tomorrow mornin' really. There's acid down there, ye see'?' he said, sounding apologetic. He resented sounding like that.

'Oh,' she said, looking down at her feet.

'Well, Ah would have been asleep when ye got back from this party anyway. Look, it's you that's goin' tae this stupid party, no me. Me not gettin' back till mornin' doesn't make any difference, does it?' he said, pleading for sense.

'Do you think I'll see you before I leave tomorrow?' she said.

'Aw fuck, that's right! You're goin' home tomorrow, aren't ye? Christ, ask me somethin' about the Chartists, will ye? That's all that's in ma heid. But, look, Ah'll be home before ye go. Waken me when ye get up. Okay?'

'Okay. I suppose I'd better be off then.'

'Look, why don't ye jist come wi' me an' forget about this party?'

'No, I said I'd go. I'd better be off then.'

'Okay. See ye later.'

He stood there watching Liz walk rather slowly up the street. The carrier bag full of beer seemed incongruous somehow. He couldn't understand why she was being so down about what was happening. It didn't seem fair.

They were all obviously out of their heads in Ruth's place by the time he got there, big eyed and grinning, holding their shoulders up round their ears and giving each other plenty of room. One by one, they filed into the kitchen to have a look at him, almost shyly. How are you, Jimmy? they said.

'Completely knackered. Like, Ah didn't get any sleep at all last night due to the old academic pressures. Ah hope nobody throws a fit cos Ah'm fucked.'

'Where's Liz?' said Ruth.

'Off tae a women's lib party an' thinks Ah'm goin' home tae wash the dishes. That will be right! Where's the drugs?'

While the acid was coming on, Graham told him about Tony and Pedro spending the previous night in jail. They'd just been having a quiet drink in the Cafe Royal when someone staggered over and sold them some mandies, a kind of downer. So they had a few of these and had poured a couple of pints on top of them before deciding to go to a discotheque up the High Street, not something they'd have contemplated unless they were already half way gaga.

As they lurched and staggered then fell up these stairs towards a knot of bouncers at the top, refused admission was always a possibility. A man said they weren't wearing ties and Pedro got annoyed, and the man gave him a push, and he fell back down the stairs. In his condition, he didn't feel much, but he night have noticed when he came to rest that blood from his nose was pouring over his shirt front. He might have. Most people would have, but he didn't. He did manage to crawl back up the stairs, stand up and tell the man he was a horrible rotten bastard, and the man pushed him down the stairs again.

'You horrible filithy fucker,’ said Tony, still managing to look quite neat 'I'll set the pigs on you forat!'

After he fell down the stairs, Tony wasn't managing to look quite so neat, but when he got to his feet, he told Pedro to sit where he was because he was going to get the pigs to them for what they'd done. Funnily enough, whenever he was out of his head, Tony always seemed to think the police were there to protect him.

En route to the telephone box, Tony wove his way into a public convenience, one of the ones with the stall doors hanging off the hinges and love poems, invitations, scrawled on the walls with suspicious brown stuff. He stashed what he took to be two mandies behind a cistern before shouting down the phone at the forces of law and order to come and investigate.

He found Pedro staggering towards him up the close where the discotheque was. He'd managed to lose his mother's coat and his shirt was hanging off his back since he'd come across a rebuff after he crawled up the stairs again to give the man a chance to apologise.

'It's co-ool, Pedro. Co-oool,' said Tony, grabbing him by the arms. 'The pigs'll be here in a minute.'

'What! The pigs! The pigs!' shouted Pedro. 'Let's split, man! Let's split!'

Almost careering into the squad car when he turned at the top of the close, Pedro had already been hustled into the back seat by the time Tony arrived and demanded to know the meaning of all this. In the cop shop, he was smugly emptying his pockets until the two mandrax tablets were rolling across the desk in front of him. When he got out in the morning, Tony hot footed it down to the public convenience and discovered that he'd stashed fifteen pence.

Hearing this story from Graham seemed to start Jimmy off on the right foot and everyone else seemed to be enjoying themselves as well. Jimmy felt much better when he left the flat next morning than when he'd arrived, as if his body had forgotten how tired it was. He hadn't slept for over thirty six hours, but he wasn't looking forward to getting back to his bed.

He was expecting to be in the dog house, but he wasn't expecting to see beer bottles scattered around the living room. Some were standing, some lying, some by the sink, some in front of the electric fire. They were all empty. She didn't stir when he slipped into bed. By the time he wakened up, she was gone.

Jimmy wakened up after less than six hours sleep and was quite surprised by that, considering the amount of sleep he'd been missing. Somehow he knew she wouldn't be there when he wakened up, but he was feeling alright. As he lay in bed wondering what he was going to do all day, feeling alright grew to be a bit of a burden. If he'd been ill or hungover, he could have stayed in bed all day. Now he'd have to get up and be alone.

There didn't seem to be anything left to do socially. He'd done it all already and he seemed to have used up just about all of the people he knew. The weekend was over and it was only Saturday afternoon.

It occurred to him then that he might as well do some work to pass the time. It was still January, but there were only three full months to go before the finals started. The finals. Even the finals couldn't make him feel like working right then and he decided to get up and take the day a step at a time.

And he forced himself to go and see some other people and he had a really good time while Liz was away. But things immediately began to turn a little sour as soon as she returned from Glasgow. She wasn't really speaking to him, not really. She walked around as if the burdened victim of some great insult. She got back on the Monday. By the Thursday night Jimmy was lying in bed, turning this way and that way, then staring up at the ceiling for ages. He kept telling himself not to be annoyed. He was furious. Liz, with her back to him, faced into the room.

'Does it not bother you,' he said out of nowhere, 'that this is some kind of weird sexual torture you're engaged in?'

Though she wasn't asleep, wasn't even relaxed, there was no reply. He could feel and hear his teeth grinding together.

'Look,' he said, thinking he'd try to be reasonable, 'if we're not goiny have sex, let's not sleep in the same place. Like, we could take chances on the couch. Awright?'

'I'll never sleep on that couch,' she said in a flat monotone.

Suddenly, Jimmy jumped out of bed, cursing and swearing as he tore some bedclothes off. A short time late he was lying on the couch and looking at a different ceiling. He wasn't warm enough. He really would have liked to be living on a desert island then. Just his guitar and an abundance of marijuana plants. But no women. If he did need women on his desert island, he could imagine two dark skinned, long legged nymphomaniacs endowed with a complete and utter inability to understand one word of the English language. Then he wanted androids who could enjoy information without comprehending any of it.

The next afternoon Jimmy found Tony in the coffee lounge of the Pill Centre and Tony was the perfect person to talk to about a desert island fantasy. He sometimes seemed so firmly rooted in the realities of living that nothing tinged with even a hint of optimism was ever acceptable.

Jimmy laughed when he was telling him about the desert island, but Tony just sort of lifted one half of his face, raised an eyebrow and curled his lip. Tony wouldn't risk hope publicly on anything.

'Stop being childish. That's absurd,' he said. Jimmy laughed again.

'But you've got tae fantasise around here tae keep yourself sane, Tony. Ah mean, it can't be this bad, can it?’

'It could became a lot worse.'

'How could it? There's nothin' Ah could dae after this that could be worse.' There was a long pause then. 'Hey, Tony, whit are ye goiny dae when ye leave Stirling this year?'

'I've applied for Moray House,' he said.

Jimmy had a really good laugh at that. Moray House was where you went if you wanted to became a teacher. Tony imagining himself teaching in a school didn't really seem credible. It was the best joke Jimmy had heard for ages.

'What's wrong with applying for Moray House?' said Tony, still without a smile on his face. Tony never told jokes.

'If ye have tae ask, there's no point in tellin' yet' said Jimmy, taking it seriously now.

'Graham and Ruth have applied as well.'

'Are you havin' me an?' said Jimmy, beginning to be amazed.

'It's better than starving,' said Tony.

Jimmy didn't really feel like talking to some of the people he knew after that. He'd thought they were different from other people, or had decided to become different. But they were just the same, or maybe worse. There seemed to be no fight in these people, or maybe they just didn’t want to fight, or couldn't find anything to fight. They dressed up in funny clothes and took drugs. That was all. And Jimmy didn't want to discuss this going to Moray House with them. There was nothing to talk about.

After that, Liz seemed to be the only person he talked to about anything. Of course, after big fights, like the ones which led to the desert island fantasy, the breach between them might last for a day or two anyway. A big fight every now and again was only to be expected, he supposed, but the rancour in the aftermath of the petty squabbles now passed surprisingly quickly. Sometimes she'd go into the bedroom to emerge ten minutes later as if nothing were amiss, all smiles and kisses. He couldn't understand her. He just knew he was in love with someone and it wasn't someone like himself.

------------------------------------

                             CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
His tutors, when he saw them, were being very nice. He was three essays short as the second term drew to a close, but no one pressurised him. Jimmy thought it was funny how nice they were being, but it was as if the role of his tutors was diminishing in the scheme of things, as if with time growing short they were being removed from the centre stage, leaving only students and exams confronting each other.

They were bringing as little weight to bear lest people freak. But he'd still three essays to complete before he could begin to study for the final exams. One jolt of speed and these essays could be a thing of the past, he told himself on hearing that Tony was going to get some. The speed would pull him through.

And the time before Tony set off for London was a waiting time,

and time was always on his mind, tightening his nerves, making him anxious. The finals grew closer by the hour and he rushed about like a headless chicken, using up the time, looking for a smoke or just someone to talk to in the first two weeks of his Easter holidays.

But you can't spend all your time looking for dope and speaking to people when you waken up alone without the money to score. Usually, he wakened up late enough not to bother going to the National Library, but sometimes he went, telling himself he only needed to go there a few more times to have all the material he needed for his essays. When the speed arrived, he was going to write them one after the other. One day he was going up the big stairway of the National Library when he saw Margo coming in the opposite direction.

'Hullo there, Jimmy. And where have you been hiding? I thought you'd left,' she said. He couldn't help but notice how buoyant, how confident she looked.

'Naw. Jist keepin' ma head down, ye know? How have ye been doin'?'

'Very well. How's the studying going?'

'Ah haven't started yet really. Have you been doin' much?'

'I started during the Christmas holidays, Jimmy. You'll have to get a move on. What sort of degree do you think you'll get?'

'Who knows? Ah haven't finished doin' ma essays yet.'

'I think I'll get a first,' she said. 'I hope so anyway. I mean, I've been studying twelve hours a day for months.'

'Twelve hours a day? Are you kiddin' me on?' said Jimmy, totally impressed.

'No, Jimmy. A lot of people have been working as hard as me. Still, I'll have to be off for something to eat. I'll see you again.'

'Yeah. See ye at the exams.'

Finally, a week before the last term was due to start, Tony gathered up the money, some here, some there, most of it his own, and set off for London. Jimmy was so glad it was happening at last. He felt by then like a dam waiting to burst, just needing that little push to send him careering through five solid weeks of work before his exams.

Just give me three days and three nights, he thought, to get through these essays. Then Ah'll show them. Ah'll show them, he thought.

He and Graham and Ruth arrived at Tony's the night he was due back and found the door hanging off its hinges, the place ransacked. An old lady came out onto the landing to tell them the police had been and taken those two nice young lads away. It was another Tony story, but there was nothing funny about it at all. Two thousand dexedrine tablets could keep him out of circulation for a long tine.

It was the kind of thing which sent a shudder through a whole group of people and make you hope that no one thought it was you who grassed. It also made you look around and wonder who it was, but the worm of suspicion finally wrapped itself round the shoulders of someone Jimmy barely knew. A dealer who lived near Tony had been bust the same night and his friends went visiting a few days later. When the guy got out of hospital, he went to live somewhere else.

Though Jimmy had finished one of his three essays by the second Friday night of the last tern, but he was really still procrastinating then. But it was Friday night and he was trying not to think about finals, or essays, or anything other than how he was going to have a good time. There was something manic, something a little desperate about trying to have a good time these days and Liz having two straight friends over from Glasgow for the night didn't look as if it was going to help matters.

They were saying how nice the slum was, and offering to wash the dishes, and making all the polite noises that visitors you don't really feel at ease with are bound to make. Jimmy just sat in the armchair and had a smoke, trying to ignore most of it. An evening of tedium seemed to stretch ahead until Dino arrived, followed by Vinnie who was with a girl no one knew. And a plan of events was hatched.

'An' whit are ye thinkin' of doin' when ye leave Glasgow University then?' said Jimmy. He was addressing Liz's straight friend, the girl. By that time in the Union bar he'd had a few pints and was about to be pleasant to everyone.

'Oh, I'm going to teacher's training, then I hope I can get a job back in my oId school,' she said.

'Uh. Don't ye think that's rather a small circle? Like, school, uni, trainin' college, then back tae school?'

'I don't see why,' she replied rather tartly, as if she'd maybe heard that one before. 'What are you going to be then?' she asked quickly.

'Whit am Ah goiny be?' said Jimmy, laughing. 'Ah'm goiny be me. Whit else can Ah be? Che Guevara?'

'Well, what are you going to do?' she said, trying again.

'Nothin'. Is there any thin' worth doin'? But you're right. Ah need tae find somethin' tae dae. Ah was speakin' tae this guy last week about robbin' banks. Ah reckon he needs some money tae flee the country. Aye, robbin' banks. That would be great! Two minutes work every six months.'

'People like you make me sick,' she said. 'After all that education, you don't know what you're going to do! It's disgusting!'

'But Ah would like to be bank robber,' said Jimmy, laughing again.

'You mean, you'd rather steal than work?' she said, sounding so much like somebody's mother that Jimmy couldn't stop laughing at her.

'Dae ye think there's somethin' immoral about robbin' banks then? The big bad fire, eh? Christ, if Ah thought Ah could get away wi' robbin' banks, Ah'd dae it tomorrow.'

'You're just a cynical bastard!' That was Liz, the light of his life who was sitting at the other side of him.

'Your knowledge of the subject about which that was an attempt tae allude is so obviously mininal, my dear, that there's no fuckin' point in listenin' tae you,' he said, staring round at her.

'Why are you always so fucking smart?' she snarled.

'Yes, what gives you the right to say things like that to people?' said her friend.

Noses were pointing at him from either side, but Jimmy just began to stare in the blue yonder, leant back in his seat, pulled slowly on his cigarette, and switched it off as if he'd seen it all before, or they weren't even there, or it wasn't happening at all. He simply felt suddenly very, very bored.

Later on, he was standing near the cloakroom hatch, carrying a plastic bag laden with four lemonade bottles. They were filled with rot gut straight from the barrel, stuff he and Vinnie had purchased earlier on in anticipation of the late night dance at the Charities Cafe. Dino said he could get them in for nothing since he knew someone on the door.

The Charities Cafe was supposed to be the next event. He was waiting for everyone to herd together and soon he was listening to Liz vilify him to one or two of those already gathered. This went on for a little while and he just stood there, gazing in front of him.

'Look at him standing there and not talking!' she shouted out. 'What makes him so long suffering all of a sudden? What makes him so smart? You're just a stuck up bastard!'

When she stopped, her eyes and nose still seemed to be in the right place, but most of the flesh on her face hung from her cheekbones and jaw line as if it was about to drool off. The face in front of him had seemed twisted and was now shapeless. Jimmy felt quite sober.

Soon she went to look for her friend who had disappeared, and then her friend arrived and went to look for her. Then Liz appeared and went to look for her friend again. Then she came back. Her friend had disappeared.

'This could go on forever,' Jimmy said to Dino. 'Ah'm away. Ah'll maybe see you at the Charities Cafe.'

'Where do you think you're going with that bag?' Liz shouted, glaring at him. She snatched at the bag and pulled it towards her.

'Whit the tuck's goin' on?' said Jimmy, still holding the handle.

'You're not leaving here with the drink!'

'Who says?' said Jimmy, leaning into her face. 'Plunge intae the soggy drunken mess that's pretendin' tae be a brain an' ask yourself who bought the fuckin' drink! That's right. Me an' Vinnie. Now, get the fuckin' mitts off!' The push, which staggered her a little, loosened her grip on the bag. 'Ask Vinnie if ye can get some cos you're gettin' fuckall off me!'

She stomped off to look for Vinnie then, but when she got back, two bottles of plonk were sitting there. Jimmy had gone off to the Charities Cafe. He found an empty table up in the balcony of this small dancehall. Most of the people were downstairs and he thought he might be able to just sit there and stare, and get drunk. He was almost beginning to feel okay when they joined him.

Jimmy had seen Liz and her friend earlier, dancing in the crowd below him. They'd looked just like two little slags you wouldn't want to be seen dead with. Now they were sitting by his side and talking loudly about two guys who wanted to pick them up, as if it was important, or even mattered.

And the night wore on. An hour before the rest of them left the hall to stand in the rain outside, Liz and her friend disappeared. Jimmy watched the last dribs and drabs empty from the place with growing impatience. He was just about to give up and walk home with Dino when the friend staggered up the pavement towards them.

'Where's my darling Elizabeth?' he said, stepping out in front of her.

'Well, the last time I saw her she was climbing into the back of a van with two guys,' she replied. Jimmy said nothing for a moment and they stood staring coldly at each other.

'Okay. Dino, let's get tae fuck out of here.'

It was past four o clock in the morning, already getting light outside, and everyone was in the living room except Liz. Vinnie and the girl he was with were entwined on the couch beside the straight boyfriend. They sometimes seemed to be awake, sometimes asleep. The straight boyfriend had his eyes closed and Liz's friend was long gone, sitting on the floor with her back to the wall, her head lolling, mouth open. Jimmy was sitting on a hard backed seat near the armchair Dino was sitting on. They were talking in low voices, drawing on a stick, drinking black tea.

When he finally heard the flat door opening and closing, Jimmy had another blast on the stick and leant his head back to look up at the ceiling. She came into the room and sat on the floor with her back to the wall, beside the electric fire. She was close to Dino and facing Jimmy's chair, slugging at a bottle of milk, but Jimmy wasn't looking at her. He hadn't looked at her at all yet.

'Here, Dino,’ she said. 'Do you want a drink? It's fresh from the milkman.' She sounded bright and sober now.

'Thanks very much,' said Dino, taking the bottle. 'Oh, it's cold. It's cold.'

'It's going to be a brilliant day. It's a lovely morning outside,' she said.

'That's good. Good. Hee, hee,’ Dino replied. Jimmy handed him the stick then and lit up a cigarette.

'Would ye mind briefly tellin' me where ye disappeared tae in the Charities Cafe?' Jimmy asked, looking at her for the first time.

'What?' she said, surprised.

'The Charities Cafe. Ye do remember bein' in the Charities Cafe, don't ye? Ye disappeared about an hour before the end. Where did ye go tae?'

'I went up a close to get fucked by four guys.'

The cigarette flew from his right hand and struck the wall about an inch from her face, sparks cascading onto her shoulder. And the ashtray bounced off the wall above her head just before he sprang up. Then he picked up the milk bottle, which Dino had placed on the floor beside him, and turned and smashed it off the wall beside the living room door.

Such was the force that the bottle didn't simply shatter, but flattened onto the wall, the resultant debris consisting mainly of small slivers and specks. He was already half way out of the door when he heard the scream come from Liz's girlfriend. That sounded like the best thing he'd heard all night. It made him laugh while he was in the bog trying to have a pee.

'Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha. That sorted the bitch out. Ha, ha, ha,ha, ha. That'll teach her no tae come around here actin' the fuckpig. Aaaah! Aaaah! Aaaaaaaaah!’ he said, trying to produce a scream, but he couldn't for laughing.

But he felt so pleased knowing he could still lose his temper. He knew once again that he could only be pushed so far and no further. The knowledge comforted him and told him not to feel defenceless, cower or cringe. Leaving his home town and going to university made him think it had gradually melted away anyway. But now he knew what he'd known as a child. When it came to violence, he'd nothing to worry about. He had it in spades.

He left the bog when he could stop laughing, went into the bedroom and got into bed. Though it was only a little while later, he was almost asleep when the door opened. He wanted to ignore her, kept facing the wall, and hoped she'd get what she came for and leave quickly. She just seemed to pick up a few things before he heard the door open and close again. She was away. Good. Then the door opened again and the light came back on. He turned and looked out.

'Dae ye think this is the fuckin' Crystal Palace? Get that light off an' get out!'

She was wearing her blue nightdress and folding some clothes on a chair. She didn't say anything, but finished what she was doing and came towards the bed. His foot caught her on the thigh. It wasn't really a kick, but it was getting close.

'Where the fuck dae ye think you're goin'?'

'I thought it was pretty obvious that I'm coming to bed.'

'Not this fuckin' bed, you're not. Dae ye think ye can slag me all night, disappear at a dance, turn up at four in the mornin' wi' a story about gettin' fucked by four guys, then come tae bed wi' me? Go an' fuckin' sleep in the street, ya cow!'

'You can't believe I did that! You know that's not true!' she shouted, bending with the noise as she belted it out in growing distress and helplessness.

'You wouldn't even fuckin' know! Where the fuck did ye go in Guthrie Street? Your only friend, the straight in there, told me she saw ye climbing intae a van wi' two guys. How does that grab ye, sweetheart? Can ye remember any thin' ye did or said this evenin'? Can ye?'

She didn't respond except to start moving for the bed again. Once more his foot caught her on the thigh. This time it was a kick.

'Get this clear,' he said. 'This is ma flat. This is ma bed. Go an' sleep in the livin' room. Ah don't want ye near me. Right!'

'It's as much my flat as it is yours!' she shouted, beginning to look pathetic.

'It's as much Steven's as it is mine, ya bastard! Naw, you wouldn't move intae a bedsit, but ye wouldn't even cone through here fur a day tae help look, would ye? Lady fuckin' Muck! An' ye wouldn't even take a day off from gettin' your moody ordinary degree tae help paint it. Ah should have moved in wi' Steven. Now, get out of here an' stop botherin' me! Understand? Fuck off!'

She reached over and grabbed hold of the bedside light, which had a wine bottle base, and gripped it awkwardly by the neck. Her whole body was shaking.

'If you don't let me into this bed, I'll hit you with this! And if you want to get me out of here, you'll have to use it on me!'

She was on the very edge, just needing the nudge to crumble on the floor and collapse into helpless tears. He could almost see her doing that and himself going pat, pat, there, there, you'll be alright when you've had some sleep.

'You're not fuckin' worth the effort,' he said, speaking much more quietly now. Then he turned away, looking across at the wall and imagined the back of his head being egg shell thin. But almost immediately he was asleep.

Someone was gently shaking his shoulder. He turned and saw her bending onto the bed. The morning was evidently creeping into the afternoon and she was fully dressed. He didn't feel as if he'd drunk a great deal the night before, but he was very tired.

 'What is it?' he said lifelessly.

'It's after one, Jimmy. Everyone's up except you. I'm sorry about last night. I'd like us to forget our differences today.'

'Such magnaminity. Our little differences can't look nice in front of your nice friends. An' as we know, the show must go on. Ah'm goin' back tae sleep. Don't bother me again,' he said, turning his head back to the pillow and away from her.

It was nearly four o clock when he eventually got out of bed. He thought at first that the flat just sounded empty, but then he discovered that it really was. As he crossed the living room in his bare feet to get the kettle from the sink, he wondered about that. After taking the kettle to the cupboard where the cooker was, he saw the note lying on top of the gas ring.

'I've gone home to Glasgow for a rest,' it said. 'I don't know if I'll be back.' He read it over a few times before floating it onto the bread board. How civilised, he thought. No more fighting. No blows. No recriminations. No drama. Nothing. Just went home to her mother. How civilised, he thought. Just went away. He was pleased with her in a way.

He'd wakened perhaps just after three and he'd lain there contemplating that first hullo, that good afternoon to her and the straights, thinking of the politeness, the niceties, the circumspection, the prevailing lack of rapport, the bitterness which would last and linger for days and days. But now she was gone. And that was that.

                                                  ------------------------------------

                     CHAPTER NINETEEN

Some six or seven hours later, he was walking along the bridge over the dining area of the Pill Centre. The dining area was now a dance floor and a big name band were making a lot of noise down there. The part upstairs where they normally sold coffee was quiet by comparison, but full of bodies lolling, shouting, sitting and staggering into one another. The whole place was hot and fetid and sweaty.

Most of the people there were drunk and so was he, but in a morose and lonely kind of way. He wasn't barking drunk or even boisterously shouting drunk. He couldn't even seem to get drunk properly these days, but a good dose of amnesiac drunkenness was what he was really looking for. He hadn't even checked his greatcoat before making for the bar upstairs.

They were three or four deep, but he wriggled and pushed his way forward until he reached the edge of the counter. A double whisky was knocked back before he ordered another then got out through the crush holding his little paper cup to his chest. He'd just found a space against a near wall when he saw Ruth coming towards him. He wanted to see someone he knew and he didn't want to see anyone he knew.

'Hullo, Jimmy. Are you trying to be anti-social?' she asked, a drink in one hand and the end of a joint in the other. She handed him the latter. 'We're all sitting down there at the end, you know. You marched right past us.' Jimmy threw the roach to the ground and stood on it.

'Ah'm sorry. Ah didn't expect tae bump intae anyone Ah knew. How's it goin'?'

'Not bad. I’ve started studying for my exams. Have you?'

'Whit kind of topic's that fur a Saturday night? Ah've still got two essays tae write, ya bastard!' he said, suddenly feeling a lot better for having Ruth standing there in front of him.

'Well, where's Liz?' she said.

That was the reason why he didn't want to see anyone he knew, but the usual question this time needed something more than the usual response. It was the usual question though. People always asked him that when he was on his own. Where's Liz? He looked down for a moment and tried to think of what he would say and how he would say it. His head came back up with a kind of twisted smile on it.

'She's packed her bags. Off tae the ancestral abode, leavin' nothin' behind but a mascara bottle.' Ruth now seemed to be quite drunk and just looked blankly at him. 'We had a drunken fight last night and she's fucked off, Ruth. Got it now?'

'Not for good surely?'

'Why not?'

'But that's awful.'

'It is a bit rough, but Ah was half expectin' her tae dae it durin' the exams. Her timin's not whit it used tae be.'

'But what are you going to do about it, Jimmy. You can't just stand there.'

'Why not? Stand here, stand there, stand everywhere. Better tae have a seat. Aye, Ah'm goiny sit ma finals, amn't Ah? That's whit Ah'm goiny dae.'

'Come on, Jimmy. You'll have to get her back,' said Ruth, the look of concern on her face taking him by surprise.

'But this livin' wi' people is a terrible thing, Ruth. Folk in this situation sometimes don't speak tae each other fur days at a time. Projectiles get thrown at the head, doors slammed on the unprotected visage. It's supposed tae be love, but it's really just the perfect opportunity tae screw folk up on a grand scale. It's no nice,' he said.

'Be sensible, Jimmy,' she replied. 'It doesn't have to be like that. Besides, what else is there?'

'Random fucking. There's always that,' he said. 'Random fucking is bound tae be so much better fur all concerned.' He saw someone over her shoulder then. 'Speakin' of which, here it comes.'

Jimmy saw her wobbling towards him, tottering passed the bodies just wide of the bar queue. She was wearing platform boots and both hands, one of them clutching a wine bottle, were held at chin height as if she needed then for balance, or as a cat might use whiskers. Her arms looked thin in the tight woollen jumper she was wearing. It could have been a man's at some point for it had that shrunken laundrette appearance and showed off her midriff, was too short at the arms.

She was braless and didn't look skinny there at all. She'd been braless one night in a dark corner of a dancehall in first year, a long tine ago, it seemed. During first and second year she'd occasionally stop and speak to him in the library. Speak about nothing very much at all, just ramble on and on. Ask him where his girlfriend was. She was wearing a sleepy smile as she tottered up to Ruth's back, but it was the bralessness which Jimmy noticed first of all. Ruth didn't have time to turn and see who Jimmy was talking about before she was upon them.

'Hullo. there. Jimmy,' she said.

'An' how's are you gettin' on this weather, ma dear? This is Ruth, by the way. Ruth meet Julie.'

'Hullo, Julie,' said Ruth, not trying to conceal her lack of enthusiasm.

'And where's your girlfriend?' said Julie, moving her head slowly from side to side.

'Gone. Left the slum an' back tae the nest, away from the continual demands fur unnatural sex acts,' he said, sounding more cheerful and drunk than he felt.

'What's unnatural?' said Julie.

'A person after ma own heart.' said Jimmy. 'Well, what's unnatural, Ruth? Whit dae ye think? Chicken fucking?'

'I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about,' said Ruth, looking quite miffed.

'Well, Ruth,' said Jimmy, staring into her eyes, 'Ah'll see ye later. Ye can give one an' all the news. Tell them Ah was askin' after them, etcetera.'

'Right. Later then,' said Ruth, turning away and looking drunker now that she had to move a bit.

'Ah'm havin' a whisky,' said Jimmy. 'Whit dae ye want?'

'I want a man,' Julie said like a slow laugh, long on the last word. 'A man. I want a man.'

'Well, that makes a change from a vodka an' orange,' he said, laughing. 'But Ah should have guessed. That jumper's certainly man catchin' material.'

'Do you think so?' she said, looking vacantly at herself.

'Absolutely. One wobble could cause innocent young men tae bump intae unsuspectin' bystanders, ricochet off walls, cause bother, etcetera. '

'Good. I was wondering if it was worth it.'

'Ah think so. Try hoppin' on one leg. It'll be sensational.'

'Don't take the piss,' she said.

'Okay. Dae ye want a drink then?'

'I'm drunk enough,' she said, moving in on him. The wine bottle was waving in her hand. 'What I want to know is are you going to take me home or not?'

'Don't Ah get invited out fur a Chinese meal first? Or even offered a drink of wine?' he said, indicating the bottle.

'It's empty,' she replied. 'I was going to stun my victim with it. '

'Oh, that won't be necessary. Ah surrender. Take me away. Ah'm yours. Ah'm anybody's.'

It was only ten minutes away, passed the cheerios of his so-called friends, and in a room with a black ceiling, baco-foil walls, and the usual second hand furntiture. She stood with her back leaning on the door and he stood a few inches away from her. He didn't seem to be very relaxed and she asked him if he wanted a cup of coffee. He was staring wide eyed into her face and he swallowed once or twice, but said they should leave the coffee till later.

It wasn't something he was doing for reassurance, or calmness, or just for peace and quiet. Somehow it was to wipe a slate clean, but as it moved from the door across the floor, over the back of the couch, and onto the floor again, it felt quite frantic, and mad, and full of the sweet smell of lust.

The first time they were never completely undressed and he moved quickly back onto the couch to pull off some clothes. She seemed oddly set lying there, as if perhaps it had been too rough. But she gave a big sigh as she propped herself on an elbow and swept some hair off her face. Then she looked over at him and seemed to laugh quietly to herself.

'Well, shall we have a cup of coffee now?' she said.

----------------------------------------------

                         CHAPTER TWENTY

Jimmy got round to reading the notes for his second last essay on the Wednesday evening. He was sitting at what might be grandiosely termed a dining table. The dining table had been dragged out of the alcove into the middle of the room so that it rested now under the light and was close to the fire.

Had he looked around from where he was sitting, Jimmy would have been able to see the once dirty grey walls of this room which were now a kind of fire engine red, with the carpet along the edges covered in the same. The carpet below the once off-white door to this room is spotted and smattered bright green as was the linoleum in the hall. Only the dirt of the ceiling is reminiscent here and there under the extravagant red and green splashes caused by Jimmy leaping from covered chair to covered chair, brush in one hand, paint can in the other.

But the cupboard which served as a kitchen off this room is something to be seen for the walls, ceiling, cabinet and cooker have been spray canned into a mess of psychodelia. It was as if the whole place had been desecrated in a livid shambles, but it still seemed dirty and dark. But nowhere, if he'd looked, was a trace of Liz to be seen.

He was going to sit his finals. He'd been reading over his notes for an hour or so, lighting up an almost constant stream of cigarettes, when he felt himself stiffen. Someone had opened the outside door.

Only one other person had a key to that flat and he pulled sharply on his cigarette as he heard the clattering sounds coming from the lobby. He was staring at the living room door when it opened and she was standing there, two suitcases standing behind her. The muscles in her face were wobbling as if she didn't know which expression to use, as if her whole face had suddenly gone out of focus.

'Did ye forget somethin'?' he said, and her face sharpened up at that.

'I see you've been doing some decorating,' she replied, rather quietly.

'Ye should see the kitchen. Scrambled eggs will never be the same again.'

Then there was silence between them as Jimmy pulled on his fag and her head slowly bowed till she was looking down at her feet.

'I'm sorry I left, Jimmy,' she said finally.

'But ye left nevertheless. You're the person that left,' he replied.

'I'd like to come back,' she said, looking up. 'I'd like to try again if you'll let me.' She looked back down again.

'You must be a real glutton fur punishment. Is that it? Or have ye jist nowhere else tae go?'

'It's not that, Jimmy. You know it's not that,' she said, looking at him again and shaking her head from side to side. 'But if you want me to go, I'll go.'

'You've got some rights tae this place, Ah suppose,' said Jimmy, sounding a little dubious, 'But there is the problem once more of sleepin' arrangements, Like, there's only one bed,' She started looking at the floor again. 'But Ah suppose we could take turn an' turn about on the couch.'

'There's nothing I could do or say to make you believe I love you, is there, Jimmy?' she asked, looking straight at him. He looked to the side a little as if to deflect the question, then he looked at her again, his face quite flat and stern.

'Don't trot out these words tae me anymore, Liz. Ah've lived in this B-movie long enough. That word doesn't mean a thing.' She looked back down again. 'Now, let's get back tae the modus vivendi. Ah'll be workin' all night an' probably all tomorrow night as well, so ye can have the bed till then. We'll have tae swop round after that.'

'I didn't come back here so we could avoid each other every night,' she said, looking quite determined then. 'If that's what you want, then I'll leave.'

'We're not goiny get whit Ah want out of a relationship between you an' me, Liz, right now. It would be like goin' fur a quiet swim in a torrent when ye should know that the best ye can do is stop from drownin'. There's a heavy scene comin' up. Like, the finals. Ah won't have time tae speak tae ye much fur weeks on end. You won't want tae sleep wi' me under these circumstances. You haven't wanted tae before. But hang about. We'll see whit happens when these exams are over. Awright?'

'Alright then. I'll go and put away my stuff. I've got a lot to do as well, so I'll sit up with you tonight if you don't mind.'

'Okay. '

He'd completed all of his essays by the time Friday afternoon arrived ten days later. He'd hoped he'd never have to write an essay ever again and was a little surprised that he'd taken so long to finish them. All week long he'd slept twelve hours a night. Perhaps he just didn't want to waken up. But when he did waken up, he couldn’t believe how calm he felt. It was oppressive somehow.

But on the Friday afternoon he went back into the university to hand in his essays, thinking he wouldn't bother trying to see either of his tutors. He'd write them notes and hand the essays into the history secretary. But as he was writing the notes in the stairway round the corner from the office, a pair of polished, laced up brown shoes came through the door to his left. There was a very sharp crease on these dark grey trousers and the legs seemed to hesitate a little on the landing before the toes of the shoes pointed towards him. Jimmy knew it had to be someone academic and didn't bother to look up.

'Ahem, excuse me. Is your name Mr McGuire?'

Jimmy looked up and saw that it was Mr Goodnight, his director of studies. Your director of studies was supposed to be your constant link with the establishment, the figure who might perhaps council and comfort you when the pace became a little frantic. Jimmy had only seen Mr Goodnight at the start of each year when he was selecting subjects, so it was hardly surprising that the man might not be too sure who he was speaking to.

'Yeah?' said Jimmy.

'Ahem. Well, I've just been speaking to Dr Douglas. Aaah, he seems to be a little worried about you.'

The man was raising his eyebrows at Jimmy as if he was expecting some kind of response to that, but Jimmy was giving him a look which said he might be patient enough to listen to this for just a little while longer.

'Ahum, he says he hasn't heard from you recently. Ah, in fact, he says he hasn't heard from you all term.'

'Yeah?' said Jimmy, as if stoically waiting for the man to tell him something he didn't know already.

'Well, it's not that he's annoyed or anything,' Mr Goodnight said hurriedly. 'It's just that he wanted to know if you were alright. You haven't been ill, have you?'

'Naw, Ah'n fine. Jist didn't go tae the tutorials.' "

'Oh well. And, ahem, how's the studying going then?'

'Ah haven't started yet.'

'Oh?' The eyes widened. 'Don't you think you're leaving it a little late?'

'Naw. Ah'll start tomorrow. Maybe Monday. That still gives me two weeks.'

'Oh well, I'm sure you know what's for the best,' the man said, shifting uneasily, a distinct lack of conviction in his voice.

'And what'll you do when you leave? Any plans?'

'Yeah. Put on a stone and a half.'

'What?'

'A stone an' a half. Ah'm gettin' thin. It's exam tension, ye know?'

'Oh yes. Well, we must keep fit.'

Mr Goodnight then started to rock back and forth on his heels and it looked as if he might be able to stand there talking inanely all day. Jimmy decided to leave him to it.

'Look, is Dr Douglas in his room right now?' he asked, standing up.

'Oh yes. I've just left him.'

'Right. Ah'll go an' see him then. Cheerio.'

And it was right after that when Jimmy got that first look, the one without the smile, the one that bordered on indifference, the one which said you were heading for an atrocious third, a lost cause.

The man didn't even say hullo as Jimmy came through the door to see him sitting there almost snowed under by piles of third year exam books.

'Ah thought Ah'd better bring ye in this essay. It's been finished fur a wee while, but Ah was waitin' tae clear up the stuff fur ma other course.' The man just looked at him. 'Well, dae ye want it?'

'Since it's so late, I've had to hand in an estimate mark already. Of course, I couldn't give you a good mark for something I'd never seen, but I'll read it anyway. As you can see, I've quite a lot of work to do so I won't be able to give it to you until the summer vacation. I'll post it,' he said.

'Okay,' said Jimmy, knowing if he wasn't going to get it back before then, he'd never see it again. He doubted if the man would even read it. 'Ah jist wanted tae get it finished an' handed in. Okay. There it is. Cheerio.'

The man said goodbye and Jimmy left the room, deciding he'd better see his other tutor as well and have done with it. He chapped the man's door and then got that look again. The same piles of third year exam books were on his desk, the same look of jaded drudgery on the man's face.

But it didn't matter. The looks didn't matter and neither did these people as far as Jimmy was concerned. Their role in the process seemed almost complete. Now only Jimmy and the exams were left and all they could do was give him the benefit of the doubt. Or otherwise. For the first time Jimmy felt quite sorry for them sitting there in their little cubby holes, marking third year exams every year for who knows how long.

About five o clock Jimmy went to the Pill Centre for a meal, thinking he should go along to the National Library after that, but hoping he wouldn't need to. It was Friday evening after all. Anyone he knew would have done, but just after he went upstairs to the coffee place, he found Tony sitting there on his own. Tony was reading a Marvel Man comic.

Jimmy always felt peculiar when he saw Tony these days. It was as if he shouldn't be there at all since he seemed so much to be living on borrowed time, just waiting for them to put him in jail. It didn't seem kind that they weren't in a hurry to get it over with, but let his freedom linger. Tony just looked over his comic and raised an eyebrow when Jimmy sat down beside him.

'Well, how have the pigs been treatin' ye this weather'?' Jimmy asked.

'Alright,' said Tony. He took his feet off the table and pulled a packet of cigarette papers from his pocket, started putting them together. 'What are you doing this evening?' he asked.

'Ah should start studyin' fur ma finals, but it's Friday night, man. Ah'm open tae propositions.'

'Where's Liz?'

'Aw, she's away home tonight. She goes home a lot these days, but she'll be back tomorrow though. Are ye intae a pint in the Union then?' Jimmy asked, smiling at him.

Tony didn't smile back. He didn't smile a lot anyway, but he'd tried to give it up completely after he'd lost the two caps off his front teeth when they'd come into collision with the pavement outside the Union the Friday before. Tony had been drunk and downered at the time and thought he might have been thrown down the steps after hitting a servitor. He didn't know for sure.

'Yes, that might be useful in a way,' he replied. 'I suppose I'd better find out if they've barred me at some point.'

An hour or so later, they finally reached the foyer of the Union with Pedro and Mog in tow, and it looked as if it might be alright until this man with a wee moustache and a Gilbert and Sullivan uniform beckoned Tony aside. The man had a black eye. Jimmy, Pedro and Mog weren't far enough away not to hear what was going on.

'... and in the thirteen years I've worked here, never once have I been assaulted by anyone till I saw you last Friday night. And this eye,' he said, placing a finger below the black bit, 'was almost closed for three days and has caused me considerable pain.' And though the man at that point was bending over and not more than a few inches from Tony's face, Tony didn't seem intimidated. He just looked at the man for a moment.

'Well, if you got a black eye out of it, what do you fink of me losing my two front teef?' Tony said.

'That is not the point,' the man replied, becoming a little louder. 'You assaulted me on these premises when I was only trying to help you out!'

'Well, considering the condition I was in at the time, I wasn't going to hit you more than once. Since you helped out my two front teef, I think we can call it quits.'

'How, you listen to me. As long as I work here, you'll never enter this building again!'

'Who says?'

'Harry! Harry! Come here a minute, Harry!'

Harry's a quiet, rotund kind of a servitor and he's looking a bit embarrassed by all this, but when he comes over, he's told to stand beside Tony. He stands there looking a little fidgety at first, and is thereafter ignored. Everyone there is looking spare and transitional somehow except Tony, who seems to be enjoying this in an odd kind of a way. He made a gap toothed smile at Jimmy as Jimmy strode over.

'Whit the fuck's goin' on here, Tony? Let's go down fur a drink. Nobody's got the right tae tell ye tae stand there an' wait. Ah mean, come on! Whit dae these people think they are?'

'No, hang about. I want to see what happens,' said Tony, as if it was going to happen to someone else.

Soon the black eyed servitor reappeared, striding with a military stride full of purpose. He had this large, beer bellied, slobby fat excuse for a human being in tow.

'This is him,' said the servitor, touching Tony ritualistically on the shoulder.

'Okay,' said this fat guy. 'You're barred for life.' The grin that said you're all mad apart from me appeared on Tony's face.

'An' who the fuck are you?' said Jimmy.

'I'm the President of the Student's Union,' the slob replied.

'Can you jist go around barrin' folk fur life?' said Jimmy.

'If you don't shut your trap, you'll get barred as well,' said the slob.

'You're power mad, ya cunt!'

'Don't waste your breath on pigs like that,' said Pedro, lazily pulling Jimmy round by the arm. 'We'll go to the Union in Chambers Street and get a drink there.'

When they got down to Chambers Street, they ended up drinking pints in this small bar with no one else around but the barmaid. It looked as if the evening needed a burst of something else.

'Dae ye know where we might get somethin' good?' Jimmy asked Tony. Tony considered.

'Not immediately,' he replied. 'But there are two tabs of acid back in the flat.'

'Well, that's better than nothin',' said Jimmy. 'Half a tab each.'

'I haven't dropped acid for ages, Jimmy,' said Mog, 'and I'm fucked if I'm taking any tonight. But I've got a bit of dope back in my bedsit if anyone can be bothered going for it.'

'Well, Mog can keep us together,' said Jimmy. 'Ah want tae do it. This'll be ma last decent night out till after the finals. Let's settle up the money, get a taxi tae Mog's, then down tae Leith Walk fur the acid. How's about a pint in the Jungle after that, eh?'

The Jungle was a pub down in Leith Docks where go-go dancers worked. And Jimmy, though he was already twenty two, had never been in a place with go-go dancers before. Even if he had, it was hardly likely that he'd expect the Jungle to look like it did. They'd had a smoke and three of them had dropped the acid, and as they walked along the Shore, Jimmy was expecting the place to sparkle and look something like a cross between a Christmas tree and a discotheque. But when they got inside, the only adornment he could see was on a window which bore the legend: Guinness is Good for You.

This pub was T-shaped where the bar filled one arm and tables lined the walls of the other. The four of them surrounded an empty table and Mog, the only female in the place, refused to go up for the booze and she was supposed to be keeping them together. But the rest weren't fully up yet and the place was still relatively quiet, so Jimmy and Pedro went up to the bar and bought all the drink they could afford in one go. Twelve pints and four vodkas and orange, they said, and the barman burst out laughing.

Sitting and waiting and feeling extremely conspicuous while summer's evening light filtered through the grimy windows, catching the dirt and cigarette smoke as the faces of the gathering horde begin to blazon with expectation. But Jimmy had no idea how anyone could dance in there when there wasn't even a platform far less a stage, no sound system, just an old juke box.

He was sitting against the wall with his back straight and watching the faces of Pedro and Tony, hoping they're just looking out of their minds to him, when a rustle of excitement runs through the crowd blocking the way to the bar and the only way out. A woman appeared adorned in little more than caesarian scars, boils, platform boots and risque underwear. She put money into the juke box then began to bend, kick, jump up and down between the tables, groping large gawping pint drinkers till they're embarrassed pink, and she makes Jimmy feel very unsafe.

But Mog seems to find all this quite hilarious and says it would be great to come whoring down here. Pedro looks nervous as he tugs at his brown curls and finds something absorbing on the table top. He's making involuntary extraneous noises and can't respond to questions anymore, but Tony is turning his head this way and that, craning to see this pouting body. He thinks he's keeping it cool though the main cables are standing out on his temples and there's a lecherous grin pasted ear to ear across his face below the bulging eyes. Jimmy thinks he'd better pretend they're not with him and starts trying for a conversation with Mog since she's straight and smiling and it supposed to be keeping them together.

'But I work very hard as a waitress on Saturdays and she'll get paid much more than me,' she said.

'Don't ye like bein' a waitress then?'

'I fucking hate being a waitress.'

'But you're a bit on a wee side tae be a go-go dancer, Mog. Dae ye think ye could get intae that anyway?'

'No, it's too energetic, Jimmy. Look at all these men though. It must be easy making money as a whore.'

'Could ye get intae that?' said Jimmy, sounding suitably surprised.

'Well, if you just whipped them and things, it would be money for all rope, if you see what I mean.'

'Ye mean, ye don't like bein' a waitress, but ye wouldn't mind be in' a sado-masochistic whore? Ah think that's maybe how folk get intae that line of work.'

The idea suddenly grabbed Jimmy and made him guffaw out loud, but that wasn't too bad for someone fell through a door half way down the stem of the T-shape just then, whack, flat on his back, causing Pedro to shout OOH! like he's at a football match and someone's just missed an open goal. The body was lying there as if it had been the punch of the century and no one knew whether to look at it, the dancer, or them, till someone picked up the body, now evidently just pissed, and the dancer, now topless, started to grope Tony. He turns his head, gets a breast in the face, shouts OOH! just like Pedro, but this time everyone just laughs and don't attack like Jimmy was expecting.

Two dancers later, the bell sounded, surprising Jimmy since he thought it was about eight o clock. There was still light shining through the windows, but the last bell was a great relief since it meant they were safe from the anticipated disaster and could now go somewhere for a quiet smoke.

But as they troop out, this small fat person, who appears to be important around here, says don't come back, gets stared at by three people who, feeling vigourous now they can leave, look contempuous, look at one another as if he's talking Greek, and just stand there until Meg, who's supposed to be keeping them together, tells the guy to fuck off. Then the three of them followed her out the door.

The next evening was Sunday evening and it was fine, sunny, summery, the kind of evening which brought the strollers out in Princes Street. While some would move lazily up and down the pavement across from the shops, others would walk around the gardens, and a few would sit on the steps in front of the National Gallery.

Before these steps there are iron railings, high enough to keep the pedestrians off the road, and from the steps you could look across Princes Street and up Hanover Street. The ground rises quite steeply from there up to George Street before it sinks down towards the river Forth. If you'd been sitting on the steps before the National Gallery at around eight o clock on this particular Sunday evening, you'd almost certainly have noticed Tony.

For Tony came over the hill on a motorbike doing about sixty, the helmetless head moving in the wind, the body weaving from side to side over the machine. Tony had taken more than his fair share of barbituates that night. And down the hill he went, and though the lights told him to stop, he gave it the gun. Maybe he didn't notice the lights, but in any case made no allowance for the curve at the bottom of the road.

If you'd been sitting on the steps in front of the National Gallery, you'd have noticed Tony then alright. The bike plowed into the side of a car and threw Tony over the bonnet, into the railings. But it wasn't the fact that half his hand was ripped off that made these old and tweedy ladies pull their hair, and shake, and scream uncontrollably.

Neither did it really matter that his legs twitched and his body convulsed like that. It was really the way two railings had embedded themselves several inches into his head and caused parts of his brain to spill onto the pool of blood which made them scream. They buried Tony on Wednesday, but Jimmy didn't go.

On that same summery Sunday evening, Jimmy stood in front of the mirror in his bedroom, breathing deeply, looking himself in the eyes, telling himself that for the next month he'd work like he'd never worked before. He'd show the bastards. He'd get an upper second and he'd think of nothing else but that and how much he hated them until it was all over. Now the heat was really on. The next day was Monday again and there would be two weeks left till the finals started.

-----------------------------------

                            CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

When someone told him about Tony being dead a few days later, Jimmy couldn't believe it at first. He was buried already. Then he told himself he hadn't time to think about it, but when he did, it seemed logical somehow. He told himself  Tony's death was only a problem for other people. Tony didn't have any problems anymore. That was neat. But he didn't want to think about Tony's death any more than he had to. For a while he found it difficult to believe he was dead at all, and tried to concentrate on his work.

Jimmy felt he'd known how this first day of studying was going to be for months and Tony being alive or dead made no difference to the routine of it. He was up in the morning at eight o clock and was in George Square before the library opened at nine. Sitting where even tip toeing was frowned upon in the further reaches of the fifth floor, he took only half an hour for his lunch and dinner, and was still there when the closing bell rang at quarter to ten. Back home, he had a cup of tea with Liz, a quick smoke, then went to his bed.

After a few days of this, he started going back to the flat at five since then he didn't have an interruption at ten and could work through till two or three in the morning. He'd sit in the corner of the alcove facing the walls and Liz would sometimes place a cup of tea or a plate of something at his elbow. But she kept quiet and mainly stayed in the bedroom until he wanted to go to sleep. Then she'd go into the living room and never come to bed before he was sound.

The way she occasionally ghosted about the place irritated him sometimes, but all he really needed from her then was peace and quiet. And a nudge in the morning when he didn't hear the alarm clock, but she did. Then he'd waken instantly, wide awake and full of nervous energy no matter how little sleep he'd had. It did worry him though that he never seemed to hear that alarm.

His first exam was at nine in the morning, but every day he had exams there was one at that time, only sometimes there would be one in the afternoon as well. He never could understand why any exams were at nine in the morning. Somebody might sleep in. He was worried about sleeping in. Every night when he went to bed, he worried about sleeping in. He couldn't understand why he never heard the alarm.

But the time flew passed until Saturday afternoon arrived. Since the library was shut on a Saturday, he spent the whole day in the flat, in a studious cocoon, hardly noticing any noise Liz might make moving back and forth between the sink and the kitchen cupboard. His concentration was only ever broken by looking for his pen which would sometimes slip down the side of the chair, or inside his folder, but never seemed to be where it should have been.

He needed it for writing down the odd fact, name, or date he wanted to remember from this the last folder of all the folders from the past two years. He had to finish going over that folder on the Saturday so he could start concentrating on his junior honours subjects the next day. These were being examined during the first week of exams with the fourth year work being examined on the second week. If he started studying for his junior honours subjects the next day, Sunday, he'd be able to study each subject for two full days. Two days. It wasn't long. It didn't seem to be long at all.

'Jimmy, would you mind watching the mince? I'm going to bed. Give me a shout when it's ready.' He only heard some of it and turned his head to see her standing by the kitchen door.

'Whit is it?' he said.

'The mince. Would you mind watching it? And put on the potatoes in twenty minutes. I'm going to lie down in the room.'

'Awright. Ah'll do it,' he said, turning back to his folder slightly perplexed, but not bothering to ask why she should be going to her bed at that time of the day.

'Jimmy,' she said, making him turn round again.

'Yeah? Whit is it?' he said irritably.

'Are we going out anywhere tonight?'

'You've got tae be kiddin'! Where dae ye want tae go tae? Look, Ah've jist got over a week before ma exams start. Ah can't go out. Where dae ye want tae go tae?' he said in exasperation.

'I was only asking. It's just that I don't see you very often these days.'

'Liz, Ah can't help that. Look, jist don't bother me about it today. Ah've got work tae dae. If ye want tae go out, you'll have tae go out yoursel'.'

'Alright. I was only asking.'

With that she began to leave the room and Jimmy went back to his folder a little annoyed with himself for being angry, hoping it wouldn't amount to anything, that she keep it simple and give him peace. But he felt unsettled and spent a few minutes calming his mind before he could get back down to it. He looked at the clock. It was ten past four. Must get started. Must get started.

An hour later, he went into the bedroom to waken Liz and found her lying on the covers, but very fast asleep. He gave her a shake and told her the meal would be ready in five minutes, but managed only a mumble in reply. He felt surprised that she was so sleepy as he went back into the living room. After five or six minutes, she hadn't appeared, so he went back into the bedroom for her.

'Come on, get up fur fuck sake. The dinner's ready. Know whit Ah mean? Come on, get up.' He shook her, but she only groaned. 'Look, Ah'll stick yours in the oven, but Ah'm eatin' mine right away. Okay?'

'No, I'm getting up,' she managed to say.

'Okay, but make it snappy cos your dinner's goin' out right away.'

By the time she arrived at the table, her food was growing cold. If he'd known she wasn't particularly interested in a meal, he'd have made do with a sandwich. It would have saved him time. The meal wasn't his idea, but when she sat down across from him, he tried to make conversation. After not getting much response, he had a good look at her instead. Her face had lost any pretence to firmness or shape. It just seemed to hang. Her eyes were fixed on the table, but they didn't seem to be seeing much. Her mouth was slightly ajar. She looked moronic.

'Well, are ye goiny eat that?' he asked. Her hands hadn't moved from her lap.

'Don't feel like it.'

'Will Ah stick it in the oven fur later then? It's a shame tae let it go tae waste. Well, will Ah dae that?'

'Okay. '

'Jesus Christ, why did Ah bother makin' this anyway?' he said taking her plate into the kitchen. He said nothing when he sat back down.

'Can I have a cup of tea?' she mumbled, a little later.

'Yeah, sure,' he replied.

He raised his head from his plate just long enough to pour it. Milk, no sugar. He'd hardly begun to eat once more when he heard the sound of the tea spilling. The cup seemed to be dangling in her hand. It didn't seem possible that she'd ever get it up to her mouth.

'Whit the fuck's the matter wi' you?' he shouted, grabbing the cup off her and putting it back in the saucer. He was standing up. 'Are ye downered or somethin'? Ye fuckin' look it. Tell me whit's the matter. '

'I'm alright,' she replied, trying to pick the cup up once more.

The tea went everywhere. She tried to get up then to get a cloth, but staggered into the mantelpiece and knocked down the standard lamp. Jimmy managed to catch her before she fell and guided her onto the couch.

'Okay, okay. Sit down an' tell me whit the fuck's goin' on. Come on. Tell me whit you've been takin'.'

'I took some barbituates so I could sleep.'

'Barbs? You're jokin'! Where did ye get barbs from?' Jimmy was starting to get worried. Someone said Tony had been taking barbs. No one knew where he got the motorbike from. 'Did ye get the barbs off Tony, Liz?'

'No,' she said, rolling her head round so that it faced up to him. 'I got them from the doctor.' Her head started to loll forward, big tears beginning to well in her eyes. They ran down her face and dripped onto her jeans. 'You don't know what kind of time I've been having.'

'Okay. How many did ye take?' he asked then held his breath.

'I took them for a few nights then I stopped.'

'How many did ye take today? Today. How many?'

'Two or three. I can't remember.'

'Is that all? Are ye sure it was jist two or three?'

'Just two or three.'

'Well, thank Christ fur small mercies. Okay. Dae ye want me tae throw the rest away?'

'No, no. I might need them.'

'Okay. Ah'll put ye tae bed.' He tried to get hold of her under the arms, but she shook him loose.

'No, I don't want to go to bed. Just leave me alone.'

'Okay then. But jist sit there. Jist sit there.'

When she passed out, Jimmy hauled her through to the other room and laid her out on the bed. Then he went back to the living room, dumped the dishes in the sink, cleared the table, and dragged it back into the middle of the room where he could work under the main light. He tried to blot out what had happened, what she'd done. It was just a little accident. Happens all the time. And he hadn't the time to dwell on it just then.

---------------------------------------------------

                         CHAPTER TWENTY  TWO

During the next week, sometimes he seemed to mumble to himself when he wasn't actually reading or scribbling down some snippet of information. He thought of nothing but history. Facts, figures, theories, things he had to remember, sped through his brain since only continual repetition would allay the fear of forgetting, of going blank at the crucial moment. Nervous energy burned him up.

Then it was Sunday night again and once more he was looking into the mirror. It was almost midnight and though he was breathing deeply, he knew he wasn't quite in control of himself. But he tried to be calm. The next day would be the most significant  day in his life. On the next day began the culmination of seventeen years of education. The final exams.

And there would be no second chances. If he failed, there would be no re-sits in September, no come back next year and try again, no second chances. If he failed, he failed. And it he freaked, he didn't expect them to be kind. If he passed, they'd stamp him with their mark of conditional acceptance and he'd probably carry that with him to the grave.

But they wouldn't give him a first in a million years. Even if he wrote excellent papers, they wouldn't give him a first in a million years. He didn't like them and they didn't like him. He'd been told that when the marking was over, some of them would gather and mull over the results and decide on your kind of degree. None of them were about to do him any favours. It had to be right on the day. It would have to be written down there in black and white.

He went over to sit on the bed and fix the two alarm clocks, one of them brand new. He tried to remember the last time he'd heard an alarm, but couldn't. He'd hear them tomorrow though. He'd have to hear them tomorrow. He checked that they were set correctly, then re-checked, then checked again. Then he took off his clothes and climbed into bed.

Liz was over visiting Dino and probably wouldn't be back for hours. He hoped she'd be back early enough to hear the alarm clocks in the morning. Then he told himself it didn't matter what time she came home at since he'd hear them himself. Then he began to worry in case he'd waken several times during the night and not get a proper sleep at all. That sometimes happened. But he'd have to get to sleep first of all. And he tried to get to sleep very hard. And it took him four hours.

He wakened with a jolt and sat upright in panic because he knew instantly that something was terribly wrong. Leaning over quickly, he looked at the clocks. He couldn't believe it. Couldn't believe it. Nine o clock.

'Jesus Christ! Jesus fucking Christ!' Liz heard him and wakened wide eyed and troubled, but Jimmy was out of bed and throwing on his clothes by that time.

'What is it?' she asked.

'It's fuckin' nine o clock! Nine o clock!'

On hearing that she sat up in bed and watched while he grabbed his pens and money off the sideboard, grabbed his greatcoat, and ran out of the room. It was a while after she heard the outside door banging shut before she lay down again.

He charged down the hill passed old ladies and yapping dogs, and was into the main street. He ran into the traffic and across the road, but there were no buses in view. He stood at the bus stop with his chest heaving, teeth clenched, and cursing under his breath. People looked away and he'd have given anything for a taxi right then. But there were no taxis around there at that time of the day. When his breathing began to return to normal, despair filled him.

He'd blown it. On the very first day of his exams, he'd blown it. He was going to be more than a half hour late for a three hour exam. There didn't seem to be any way he could recover from a start like that.

There goes the upper second, he thought.

The bus came round the corner and slowly approached. Jimmy got on first, went upstairs, and got a seat right at the front. His feet began to tap rapidly on the floor and the muscles across his shoulders tightened as his breathing grew sharp and shallow. He willed that bus to go faster and it crawled. It sneaked up to traffic lights which were green and made them go red. Then it waited at them for a week.

When he could at last jump off the bus, he ran across the High Street and down George IV Bridge, his greatcoat flapping behind him. The pain in his legs began to slow him down half way along Chambers Street, but he ran on as fast as he could. Every second seemed to count. Gasping, with sweat streaming down his face, he arrived at the door of the exam room.

'Ma name's McGuire,' he said, digging into his greatcoat pocket for the matriculation card and the exam ticket. 'Ah'm doin' Europe from 1850. Okay,' he said, trying to go passed her. But the small, middle aged lady put her arm across the door.

'I'm sorry, but it's after nine thirty and if anyone's left the exam room, you won't be allowed in,' she said, beckoning to another adjudicator.

'Why not?' said Jimmy, quite incensed by this new threat.

'It's a rule,' the woman said.

'Don't be so fuckin' stupid!' Jimmy shouted. 'Am Ah supposed tae have been hidin' in the bogs waitin' fur someone tae tell me the answers? It's a fuckin' history exam!'

'Now, just calm yourself,' said the woman. 'Mrs Higgins is just coming. I don't think anyone's left yet, but she'll verify it.'

'Look, Ah'll tell ye straight right now, missis. If Ah don't get tae sit this exam, nobody else does. Ah'll shout the fuckin' place down! '

'Well, Mrs Higgins, has anyone left the room yet? This young gentleman has arrived late,' said the woman, calmly ignoring Jimmy's last remark. Mrs Higgins said no one had left and Jimmy was led to a desk.

'I'm afraid we're not allowed to give you any extra time, so you'll have to finish along with everyone else,' Mrs Higgins said.

Jimmy read over the paper very quickly and was surprised at how easy it looked. He began to write almost immediately and he didn't stop till the adjudicators came to take away the papers at twelve o clock. The presentation of each answer was very rough and he thought for a moment of writing at the end that he'd been half an hour late. But who'd care or believe him? He just drew a line.

Ruth was standing outside, waiting for him alone among the knots of conversation and relieved laughter on the too crowded landing. It looked like only winners hung around.

'Well, I thought you'd cooked your goose there, McGuire,' she said.

'Whit a fuckin' shambles, eh?' he replied.

'Apart from that, what did you make of the paper?' she asked. 'Did you manage four questions?'

'It was one of the best exam papers Ah've ever seen. But it was supposed tae make up fur the fuck up Ah'm goiny make of the British paper. But Ah did four questions okay. Fuck me. Ye should have seen ma handwritin'.'

'Come on. Let's go for a pub lunch,' said Ruth.

'Any thin' tae get away from this gaggle. Ah don't know any of these people,' he said. 'Ah mean, who the fuck are they?'

'Did you notice Margo leaving?' Ruth asked as they made their way down the stairs.

Jimmy hadn't been away of it, but apparently Margo had walked out just after his arrival. It seems she'd asked to sit her finals a year later due to a family bereavement at the end of the Easter Holidays, but they'd told her to go ahead and sit them. Ruth thought her brain had twanged, but Jimmy just filed the episode away at the back of his mind since it looked as if he might have some problems of his own. He just didn't want to think about anyone else's.

He got back to Geek Street not long after half one. Liz was out. Sunshine streamed passed the dirt on the window panes of the living room, caught a million particles of dust in its beans, and made the place look even dirtier than usual. The way the room was painted looked stupid in daylight though he hadn't noticed that for a while.

He closed the curtains, put on the main light, and looked into the corner where last night's folders of now redundant information lay on the table. He'd change the folders for the ones on American history and forget about sleeping in that day. He'd brush his teeth, make himself a cup of coffee, and if he could get a few more papers as easy as the one he'd just sat, then he'd show them yet.

But it was a bad afternoon and a bad evening. Thoughts of alarm clocks would intrude. Liz had asked him how the exam had gone when she returned from somewhere around seven o clock, then she stayed in the bedroom all evening. When he went in there to get ready for bed, she went into the living room. She was knitting something under the old standard lanp when he went looking for her.

'Liz, Ah'n sorry tae bother ye, but whit time dae ye think you'll be goin' tae bed at?' She looked over at him, her face deadpan.

'I'm not absolutely sure, but I should think around six o clock. I'm going to do some work.'

'Yeah, that's whit Ah thought. Look, would ye mind doin' me a big favour an' stay up till about half seven so ye can get me up?'

'Yes. I'm going to bed at six or before.' There was still not much expression on her face and he thought she'd misunderstood.

‘Ye see, ma exam's at nine tomorrow an' if you could stay up a wee bit longer tae waken me, Ah'd stop worryin' about these clocks. Know whit Ah mean? Like, Ah could get a proper night's sleep. So, will ye waken me up?'

'No. I'm going to bed around six. I'm going to bed at six at the latest. That's when I'm going to bed.'

'Well, how about stayin' up till seven then? Ye could get me up at seven.'

'Don't involve me in any of this. It's got nothing to do with me,' she said, her face still flat, her tone neutral. Jimmy swore at her for a moment or two before going back to the room.

He wakened with a start again, but it was just past half seven. All his exams were in Adam House and he timed his arrival perfectly for quarter to nine. He was standing out of the way against the wall, reading the Sun to clear his mind, when Margo came over to speak to him.

He'd seen her and hoped she wouldn't, but when she did, he was surprised at how calm she looked. He'd never seen her like that before an exam. And the conversation he had with her wasn't the kind he was used to having with her before exams either. Not once were the finals mentioned. They could have been standing there waiting for a bus. She'd sedatives written all over her.

Everyone from even the furthest corners gravitated towards the door at five to nine. People hubbubing, some trying to keep control of their faces, others looking quite pale, all waiting for their cards to be checked, their names to be signed, squeezing to get in bang on time.

Jimmy let Margo go before him to make sure he could sit in front and at a safe distance of desks away from her. He took a deep breath before looking at the question paper, then sighed with relief. It was going to be alright.

He'd written no more than halfway down his first page when the unmistakable sound of sobbing made him lift his head. He looked up as others were beginning to, then looked over his left shoulder in Margo's direction. But she was gazing rather blankly down at the desk in front of her, writing nothing, just sort of staring down. Jimmy started writing again and tried to ignore the weeping sounds, but then they reached a kind of crescendo and everyone was finding that difficult to ignore. People from other disciplines were in the room and he didn't think he recognised the guy who was crying his eyes out about twenty feet away.

The middle aged lady adjudicator was over putting her arm round his shoulder, saying something in his ear till he shrugged her off quite violently, shouting, wanting to be left alone. Two adjudicators gathered round him now, trying to ease him out of the seat, but the guy hung on, refusing to budge and shouted to be left alone.

People nearby seemed unable to decide what to do, were looking down at their papers then back up again, awkward in their chairs, growing restless. The adjudicators, four of them now, backed off a little as the guy tried to pull himself together. There was a lull, then he really cracked up, but the sound of clacking footfalls made some people turn round.

Margo was walking towards the door. An adjudicator began to follow her since the half hour wasn't up yet, but turned back when the guy lost control of himself completely. Wailing, they pulled him to his feet and began to help him up a passageway too narrow for such an emergency. He was stumbling with his head in his hands, his shoulders quaking, repeating through the tears, over and over again, 'I can't read the questions, I can't read the questions.'

But Jimmy felt chuffed when he got out of that exam, so chuffed he wanted to find someone to tell them how chuffed he was. He knew if could get over the British History exam on the Thursday without too many problems, everything would look just fine. But Ruth wasn't sitting an exam that day, so he went back to Geek Street as quickly as he could, changed the folders and began to work again.

The doorbell rang just after eight o clock. He wanted to ignore it, but thought Liz might have forgotten her key. The old woman who lived across the landing was standing there with a pile of clothes in her arms. They looked clean, as if they'd just been pressed. The pyjama trousers were on top of the pile, the ones her husband used to walk around the landing in when their door had been left unlocked.

The old woman was standing there with this pile of clothes in her arms, telling him how she'd sat up with him for two nights while he was dying, how masses of blood just suddenly poured out of his mouth, over the front of his shirt, over everything.

You used to hear her shout at him. Right through the wall you could hear her, but he was gaga by then and you never heard him. She stood there at the door and talked on and on since there was no one, not even to shout at. Jimmy felt sorry for her, but couldn't ask her in for a cup of tea. He'd work to do. And nothing was say till she asked how his studying was getting on and he could tell her about the exams he'd sat, the alarm clocks he couldn't hear.

She offered to ring his doorbell if he just left a note on her mat. She was up at six o clock every morning. Then she gave him the clothes. They were too good to throw out and she didn't know what else to do with them. He could have them. When he couldn't find a way to refuse, she got him some shoes as well. She went away then and he tried on the shoes, but they didn't fit. He laid the clothes down behind the door. The shoes just maybe, but he wasn't about to walk around in a dead man's clothes.

There were no exams the next day and Jimmy lay in bed till ten o clock, recovering from the harassment and general mind fucking of the previous few days. He even sat down to read a proper newspaper after breakfast. Then it began to worry him that he felt relaxed. He'd nothing to feel relaxed about. The British History exam the next day could be a complete disaster. He didn't know anything about this British History and when he couldn't think what use feeling relaxed could be to him, he went into the corner, opened the folders, and started again.

Some fourteen hours later, he stopped studying and began that anxious going to bed scene again, only this time he put a note on the old woman's mat and another on her door for good measure. At half seven in the morning the alarm clocks once more found him deaf, but the constant ringing on his doorbell shifted him soon enough. He was starting to like this old woman.

But the British History exam was one of those where every answer took real effort, where every ten minutes he was staring at the paper, trying to squeeze out a meaningful sentence, counting the words. But he always thought this was going to be a tough one. When he stood up to leave, he remembered sitting these junior honours exams at the end of third year. He'd passed them then. Now he knew he was doing alright. He just knew it.

He and this guy Mike went to the Captain's Cabin straight away and stood at the bar slugging back silky black pints of beer. Then they went to the Mortar and into the Sandy Bells. But somewhere between the bogs, the bar, and getting eased out onto the pavement, Jimmy lost him. He'd disappeared.

Jimmy staggered up to the High Street and managed to climb onto this bus which he hoped would take him home. Since he hadn't bothered to look at the number, but there was no particular reason why it should. But it did. Geek Street was a mess as it was every Monday and Thursday night.

Bags and bins decrepit with age, in all shapes and sizes, lined the pavements. Old newspapers flew from one side of the road to the other, swirled high between the tenements then skighted down the gutters where tin cans rolled and rattled. And there were dogs, some of then too hungry to shy away from approaching drunks, although they were the kind of dogs well used to being kicked.

But Jimmy wasn't in a fit state to kick anything. He was too drunk to be interested in kicking or dustbins. A sense of desolate citadels and the fact that it was rubbish night were all his brain could cope with.

'Rubbish!' he shouted at this dog which licked and tore at a piece of meat wrapping before standing still and looking up at him. 'It's jist a load of fuckin' rubbish, dug! Ah'm finished wi' it fur good! '

He threw the two folders he was carrying onto the pavement in the direction of the upturned bin, causing the mongrel to dart clear. But the folders still looked sound enough, so Jimmy picked one up, tore the sheets roughly from the inside, and scattered them into the wind.

The mongrel yapped as if it had forgotten its hunger and now wanted to play.

'Doon wi' them an' up wi' us, dug!' he shouted.

-----------------------------------------------

                          CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

When he wakened up the next day, Jimmy was feeling so bad he'd never have moved from where he lay till late afternoon had he not wakened up to find himself lying on the floor. That day never did look as if it would amount to anything, so he filled it with newspapers and radio, and lots of cups of tea. Liz came back to the flat around nine o clock and they went to the pub just up the road.

'What are you going to do after next week, Jimmy?' she asked.

They'd been sitting uncomfortably, looking at their drinks, nodding, mumbling to one another as if there was nothing left to say.

 'You won't be a student anymore. Are you going to stay in Edinburgh?'

'Ah've been here fur four years an' Ah don't even know anyone in this town. Ye knew Ah was goin' back tae Lanarkshire fur the summer anyway. Ah suppose you'll be goin' back tae Glasgow.'

'There's nowhere else to go. I don't want to go back, but there's nowhere else, is there?'

'Ah suppose not.'

He was sitting there in the corner looking at his notes the next afternoon, but he couldn't seen to work himself up to it. Finding the third year exams relatively straightforward had disenchanted him somehow. He felt deceived, cheated in a way.

But he told himself he couldn't let up. The exams he'd still to sit counted for over half the marks. And he knew so little about these fourth year exams. There hadn't been any trial runs and he hadn't seen a specimen paper. Perhaps there were none.

He looked up from his folders at the wall and thought of the other problems he had with these four remaining papers. Once again, the major problem was time. It was Saturday already and he'd a full day of exams on Tuesday and Thursday. He thought about that. He'd two days to study for each subject. That was all. Over two days he was supposed to fix enough information in his brain to enable him to write for six solid hours. And he'd to do that twice. He looked at the wall and thought about that for five minutes or so. It did wonders for his energy levels.

He woke up late on the Sunday and it was panic stations once more. He reached the library about half twelve and fevered his way through several articles and books before the place closed at five. Then he went into the corner in Geek Street and didn't come out till three in the morning. He got up at eight on Monday and started again. He only had four hours sleep on the Monday night, but when he looked at the question paper the next morning, he knew it was going to be alright.

When he went in to sit the afternoon paper, he couldn't believe it when he saw two questions directly related to the essays he'd written. And he could see it was the same for everyone from his tutorial group. He realised that this second half of a final honours paper was easier than any he'd ever seen before and understood then why they produced so few outright failures. It wasn't as if they were going to ask you something you'd a chance of not knowing anything about.

As soon as he left Adam House, his facial muscles gave up any pretence that they were able to control anything anymore, and just let the skin hang whichever way it liked. And though he'd only that evening and the next day to study for his last exams, he couldn't bring himself to do anything else just then but prop up a bar. But he couldn't have been too bad this time. He woke up on the couch and not the floor.

He came round over a cup of coffee and a piece of toast, and thought of how difficult it was to pick yourself up and start again after you'd picked yourself up and started again so many times before.

He'd nothing left to keep him going. He felt completely drained, but he knew all he'd have to do was write two mediocre papers the next day and they'd have to give him a two one, an upper second class. But the idea didn't make him smile. He hadn't smiled for ages.

After he'd eaten what breakfast there was, Jimmy went out to buy some cough medicine, a particular brand recommended by someone in case he had to stay up all night. There seemed no way he could learn enough from that day's work to sit six hours of exams. Going to bed was out of the question, so he bought two bottles of cough medicine, two tubes of caffeine tablets, and returned to the corner.

By half seven the next morning, he'd finished all the caffeine pills and one bottle of the cough mixture. The effect of the pills seemed hardly discernible, but the linctus was better than he'd hoped for. There was speed in it alright, but just not enough. He still felt tired. His eyes went out of focus as soon as he stopped reading.

Just before eight o clock, he'd finished washing and drying his face, had combed his hair, and now spent some time just looking at himself in the mirror. He hadn't really looked at himself closely for a while and was surprised at what he saw. Somehow, he didn't quite recognise the face. It was gaunt and grey, the skin inelastic like an old man's, the eyes sunken yet gleaming behind the glasses.

Suddenly. a fit of coughing shook him and made him weave from foot to foot, bend over almost double, and bump off the bathroom walls. He'd been coughing like this once or twice a day for the past week and he knew he wasn't well. He wasn't well at all. He wanted to lie down and rest for a week, but he steadied himself and looked into the mirror once more, told himself to hang on, to keep going, to just get through this last day.

At nine o clock he looked down on an examination paper which once more in itself presented few difficulties. There was a problem with his hands which shook a little, and his brain felt numbed, unwilling to make the effort. He needed something to kick it into life, so after ticking off the questions he intended to do, he closed his eyes and thought of everything he hated about these exams. He began to feel annoyed. That would do. Feeling annoyed would do just fine.

He knew he could have written this exam much better if he'd had a proper sleep or any sleep at all, but when twelve o clock came round, he'd done enough. He met Ruth on the landing outside and they were on their way to the Chambers Street Union when she was hailed by one of her tutors. He was the guy who'd set Ruth's papers for that day.

It scunnered Jinmy that both of then seemed quite prepared to stand and chat like old friends on the pavement.

'Well. what did you think of the first paper?' the tutor said, smiling away as if he deserved a big pat on the back for being such a wonderful fellow. It was the same man who was running the course Jimmy didn't get on because his name didn't come out of the hat.

'I've sat better papers,' said Ruth, 'but then again, I've sat so much worse.' She was grinning away as well.

'Come tae fuck, Ruth,' said Jimmy. 'There's goin' tae be a queue a mile long in this place. Let's go.'

'Just a minute, Jimmy,' she said to him rather quietly. Jimmy sighed audibly, stuffed his hands in his pockets, looked groundward, and started to tap his foot on the pavement. 'Margo was only in the room fur just over half an hour again,' Ruth continued, trying to ignore Jimmy as pointedly as Jimmy was ignoring the man.

'That's a pity,' said the man, still smiling. 'It wouldn't have made much odds anyway after what happened in her other papers.' He was still smiling inanely. 'We'll probably give her a third,' he said.

It didn't matter to him. It wasn't four years of his life up in the air.

'Jesus Christ, Ruth. Are ye goin' stand her yakkin' all fuckin' day? Are we goin' fur somethin' tae eat, or what?'

'Okay, Jimmy. Okay,' she said, looking a little distraught now as she leaned towards him. 'Well, I'll probably see you later on.

‘Cheerio for now,' she said to the man.

'Cheerio and good luck for this afternoon,' the man replied just before Ruth turned away.

'How could you be so rude?' she hissed at Jimmy after they'd gone about two paces.

'Because there are too many smarmy faced, short arsed little fuckpigs like that goin' around,' said Jimmy in a voice easily loud enough for the man to hear. Ruth didn't stop cringing till they were off the street.

She sat at a table in the bar and Jimmy eventually brought over four rolls and two half pints of beer. He wasn't feeling at all hungry, but was anxious to put something in his stomach before he drank any more of the horrible sticky cough mixture. Quarter of an hour before they were due back in the exam room, he took a half bottle of this pink medicine from his pocket and downed it in full view of anyone who cared to look. He just didn't give a fuck anymore.

At two o clock he sat down to what he hoped was the last exam paper he'd ever have to look at. Soon, he was feeling more alert than he'd felt all day and the questions didn't seem to be difficult. His memory seemed to function perfectly. Over the past fortnight he'd forgotten nothing he'd given himself a chance to remember.

But when he drew a line at five a clock, he wasn't pleased. He felt completely empty for a moment and then the anger began to rise in him. He'd jumped through all the little hoops. He'd past all the little tests. For what? So that they could say he was just like them?

-------------------------------------------

                        CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

The way he was feeling Jimmy wasn't interested in saying cheerio, goodbye, maybe bump intae ye sometime, and all that kind of stuff. He wanted a drink. Ruth would have liked to scatter a few words here and there, but he remorselessly hustled her out of the building and up the road. They were in the Meadow Bar by quarter past five.

Jimmy had just had the first large slug of his first pint when his American History tutor came through the door, evidently looking for folk who'd just finished his exam. It was beyond Jimmy that every tutor he'd seen that day seemed to be wreathed in bonhomie. This one came over and smiled at him, and touched him on the arm.

'And how does it feel not being a student anymore?' he asked, beaming away there.

'Absolutely fuckin' brilliant!' Jimmy rejoined with some ferocity. The man looked slightly taken aback.

'And what are you going to do now?' he asked, a little warily.

'Ah'd like tae take some gelignite an' blow the William Robertson Buildin' ten feet intae the fuckin' air!'

Jimmy didn't want to talk to this man. He wasn't upper middle class and he wasn't English, and he'd always been alright to Jimmy. But Jimmy didn't want to talk to him. He didn't want to talk to anyone who'd anything to do with the assessment process at the university. He didn't feel like one of their students anymore. He didn't feel much like anything, but he certainly didn't feel like taking any more crap from any of these people. But the man just stepped back a pace, his eyes wide. Jimmy took a deep breath and grit his teeth.

'Whit am Ah goiny do now?' said Jimmy, trying to collect himself. 'Well, at some point Ah'd like tae get some sleep, but after that Ah hope tae dae whit ma education in this fine institution has suitably prepared me for, an' that's fuck all!'

'Um. Ah,' said the former tutor, looking worried. 'Well, I don't suppose we'll be seein' you at the graduation ceremony then?'

'Dae they expect me tae dress up like a village idiot an' pretend somethin' respectable's happenin'? Ah mean, Ah've sat their fuckin' exams! Whit are they wantin'? Blood?'

Graham and Pedro arrived soon after the tutor sidled off to have a few words elsewhere. Graham had finished his exams a few days earlier and had spent the intervening time getting drunk. By the time he and Pedro arrived in the Meadow Bar, he'd finished getting drunk and had been hustling up some drugs. Speed was due to arrive back at the flat.

Graham spent a little while convincing Ruth to come with them, and she finally reluctantly agreed. Jimmy would have liked to go along, but he'd arranged to meet Liz in a bar called the Yellow Carvel at half six. Looking rather morosely across the near empty room, standing alone at the bar, Jimmy had some more to drink.

By the time he was approaching the pub they'd agreed to meet in, Jimmy had forgotten how tired he was. The fierce determination to stay awake and alert had departed. The tiredness had been mixed with alcohol and now he felt simply numb. He knew he was a little late, but when he got into the bar, she wasn't there.

He didn't usually expect her to be on time, but even so, in another near empty bar, her absence was particularly irritating. He sat there for an hour before he finally gave her up for lost. He knew then that she wasn't coming and thought he should have known better than imagine she would. He thought he should have known better about a lot of things. Like trusting that bitch to do what she said, or care about him.

He ordered himself another pint of beer, shifted his bones on the bar stool, and thought how this was supposed to be some kind of celebration, him propped up on his elbows, sitting alone. But he was getting pretty drunk and feeling tired again. He thought if he didn't stimulate his flattened brain very soon, he might easily fall off the bar stool in the course of the next hour.

Bells, Glenlivet, Johnny Walker, White Horse, Vodka, BoIs, Campari, Gin, Glen Grant, he said to himself, reading the bottle labels. But his eyes stopped at the Glen Grant. He used to sometimes drink that when he had a job one summer and felt rich. He was going with Maureen Johnstone at the time.

'Could Ah have a Glen Grant, please?' he said. The man was standing at the far end of the bar, absently rubbing at some glasses, and not looking busy at all.

When he got the whisky, Jimmy let it sit for a while and started to concentrate his mind again, this time letting his eyes stray off the bottles and hop about at random. Bols, beer tap, glass ashtray, fags, matches, crisps, beer and lemonade. He needed some lemonade for his whisky, so he poured some into the glass and knocked the lot back.

He turned to his pint to wash away the taste then went back to reading labels as opposed to naming things. Winterbottom.

'I never dreamt I'd bump into you here. How are you getting on these days, Jimmy?'

Jimmy had been slapped across the shoulders several times before he turned to see a hand on his arm and face into a fixed smile.

It was Francis Cairns. Francis - call me Frank - Cairns was the only person Jimmy had ever met who wasn't really there. He made himself up as he went along, constantly re-inventing himself, pretending to be all the things he never was. Always performing, he oozed insincerity. But he'd learned how to glad hand everyone and he was liked by suckers for the first five or six seconds. His act was great for the first five or six seconds if you'd never met him before. He usually went away after a few minutes, always 'popping off' somewhere before anyone could find him out.

Francis was the person Maureen Johnstone had gone to bed with. Someone might have been needed at the time to precipitate the break, but Jimmy didn't see why it had to be Francis Cairns. He hadn't liked him before and felt like killing him when they met on the stairway in the library a few days afterwards.

He'd imagined beating him down and kicking him under the banisters so that he could smash onto the concrete floor far below. He didn't think he could listen to the ingratiating clap trap any longer, but he'd put up with it and simply told Francis never to speak to him ever again. If there was a last person Jimmy ever wanted to meet anywhere, it would probably have been Francis Cairns.

'Far out,' said Jimmy when he saw him standing there. 'Fuckin' far out,' he said before turning to look at the battles an the shelves again. But Francis didn't go away.

'It's a long time since I last saw you, Jimmy. I suppose you've finished the old exams, eh?' he continued, crowding him.

'Today,' said Jimmy. moving his head slightly to the side then back again. 'Finished today.'

'How do you think you got an then? Do you think you've got through?' said Francis.

'Ah've got a two one,' said Jimmy, jagged into it somehow by the patronising tone of the question.

'Well done. Well done,' said Francis, grabbing Jimmy's hand and shaking it up and dawn. Jimmy had to turn then.

'Francis,' he said quietly, 'they don't give ye the results as soon as you've finished the last exam. Even a prat like you should know that.'

'Don't be like that, Jimmy,' said Francis, slapping him on the back again. 'Call me Frank. You must have been under a lot of stress with the old exams and that.'

Jimmy just turned away then and looked dawn at his drink. He felt the annoyance seep away from him. What was the point of being rude to an idiot like that? Nothing much seemed to matter to Jimmy then. What did it matter who went to bed with wham? But he thought if he ignored Francis he would surely go away.

'Do let me buy you a drink,' said Francis. 'What are you drinkin? Heavy? A pint of heavy and a glass of natural orange, please,' he said to the barman.

Jimmy half turned in his seat then and looked at Francis for a second or two. Ignoring Francis wasn't going to work. Maybe he'd have to speak to him and maybe he'd go away in a few minutes. He just couldn't bring himself to start a conversation right then.

'Have you seen Maureen recently?' asked Francis after he'd paid for the drinks.

'Haven't seen her fur fuckin' years,' Jimmy replied. 'Last Ah heard she was goiny marry some guy.'

'She was a nice girl, Maureen,' said Francis, putting on his sincere expression. Jimmy felt the aggression immediately begin to rise in him.

'You've never been drunk in your life, have ye, Francis? Though Ah suppose you've practised the appropriate gestures. But why the fuck come intae this bar, Francis? Ah mean, why here? Like, you're drinkin' orange juice.'

'Actually, I'm waiting for a girl. A nice bit of stuff. A gorgeous figure. We're going to a party from here,'

'At this time of night?' said Jimmy. 'It's not even quarter to eight yet.'

'Well, we might go for a spot to eat first. You know. A spot to eat and a little wine to get them going.'

'Well, let's hope she gets here quick,' said Jimmy, turning away again.

'By the way, Jimmy. I've never told you before and since I probably won't ever see you again, I'd like to say it now. When Maureen decided to go out with me instead of you, I thought your attitude was admirable.'

Jimmy clenched his teeth and wished he'd done something very bad to Francis at the time. It seemed a shame to have let the opportunity go by.

'Ah'm glad you appreciated that, Francis,' he said without looking round.

'But the way you acted when Vinnie had it away with Liz really took the biscuit. You must be a very secure person, Jimmy.'

What he'd heard seemed so unexpected that Jimmy couldn't react for a moment or two. The words all just seemed to stand out in his head. Then all the muscles in his jaws began to tighten and his tongue started to flick around the back of his teeth. He turned and looked at Francis as if he wasn't quite there. Francis was smiling his smile again. Maybe he thought finding Jimmy drunk gave him some kind of an edge.

'Uh, it's jist one of those things, isn't it, Francis? When did you hear about it?'

Francis was either too stupid and too involved in the part he was playing to realise that he should have left that place there and then.

'Well, Vinnie told me about it when he'd been drinking one night. He said it had something to do with L.S.D.' A certain fear seemed to cross his face then, holding him up for a second, but he couldn't stop there. 'I talked to Steven about it when he stayed in Geoffrey House and he said it ... was... the L.S.D. ... that caused it.'

The blow might have been a passably bad left hook if Jimmy hadn't been holding a half full pint glass in his hand at the time. The glass cracked and splintered into the side of Francis's head, the blood starting to mix with the beer running down the side of his face when the second blow caught him on the other side. Francis was crumbling down beside the bar and Jimmy's knee thudded against his mouth. It looked a bit of a mess when he fell back against the bar stool.

Jimmy rained curses down on him as the barman stood simply amazed. Picking up his greatcoat from where it had fallen, Jimmy stomped out of the place amid the shrinking glances of a sparse, appalled clientele. Outside he hailed a taxi almost immediately.

It seemed to take all his self control he could muster just to sit still and pull on a cigarette. If it was true, he'd kill her. He'd kill her. But, of course, it was true. Why else would Francis Cairns have mentioned it? He should have murdered the bastard. He should have taken a shard of beer glass and put it into his throat. Of course it was true. He closed his eyes and held them shut as if to blot everything out, but of course it was true.

He'd been living a lie. Vinnie had known it, and Steven had known it, and Liz had known it. And who else? He'd thought they were something they never were and they'd surrounded him with their deceit. Even Francis Cairns knew about it. He should have murdered the bastard. 

He paid the taxi driver with fumbled change and bounded up the stairs like a mad thing. But when he reached the door, he couldn't find his keys. He rang the doorbell and no one answered. With the first kick the yale lock burst and he found her lying sprawled across the bed, almost naked. A blue cotton nightdress was slung through one arm and trailed on the floor as if she hadn't been able to stay awake long enough to put it on. Jimmy jerked her round and pulled her to a sitting position.

'Waken up! Come on, waken up!' he shouted. 'Waken up! Fur fuck sake, waken up!' He was shaking her violently, her head starting to thrash back and forth. He stopped. 'Waken up!' he almost screamed.

'Whaaat? Whaaat?' was all she seemed capable of then as her eyes groped for vision and her hands raised themselves to rest on his forearm.

'Now, waken up, Liz, cos there's somethin' you've got tae tell me,' he said. 'Ah've got tae hear it from you so Ah can be finished wi' all this. So tell me. Did you screw Vinnie the night ye dropped the acid wi' him? Ah've got tae know. Please, tell me.'

'Whaat?' she said once more, a puzzled expression on her face.

'Tell me. Ah have tae know. Ah don't care if you're barbed out your skull or not. Jist tell me. Now, did ye sleep wi' Vinnie the night ye dropped acid wi' him? Tell me fur Christ's sake!' he shouted, his voice rising once more.

'What's the matter?' was all she said. The puzzlement had gone and the frown was smoothed to a look of lost despair.

'You fuckin' bitch! Why don't ye say it?' The blow struck her without premeditation. He hardly realised he'd hit her, but the blood was running from her nose, down her face. Tears of rage, tears of frustration, tears of defeat were squeezing from Jimmy's eyes. 'Why can’t ye jist say it?' he asked, letting go of her shoulders and half turning away.

'Jim-my. Jim-my.' she said, leaning one hand on the edge of the bed and stretching the other towards him. The blood was running down her chest and onto her stomach. On hearing the voice, he turned to see her like that and backed away.

'No, leave me alone,' he said. 'Jist let me be.'

And he took another backward step and she tried to come towards him, but slumped to her knees, then her knees and resting on one hand, the other hand stretching out again. The blood was dripping onto the floor.

'Jim-my. Jim-my.' She uttered the words as she moved a little closer to him, her face a mask of mute appeal.

'It's finished! It's finished! Can't ye see it's finished!' he shouted while she moved grotesquely, inexorably towards him.

He hurried away and left that vision, moving down the tenement stairs so quickly it was as if the sight of her was at his shoulder hurrying him along. He felt chased from the place, driven to get away.

----------------------------------------------------

                             CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

In the taxi which he was taking to South Clerk Street, Jimmy wiped away his tears and calmed down. The tiredness accumulated over the past weeks began to close his mind. He just knew that everything was over and there was nothing left to take or to give. He wanted to find someplace where he could lie down and become oblivious. He paid the taxi driver with his last pound note. That seemed appropriate somehow.

The bedroom was white, the walls almost completely unadorned. Pedro and Graham were facing each other in armchairs before the gas fire, and Ruth sat on the edge of the bed mid-on to Graham. Jimmy sat down on the floor with his back to a dresser, slightly apart from the rest. He just sort of parked himself there, staring around, not wanting to say anything to anyone. But he couldn't prevent them from talking to him.

'Where's Liz?' said Ruth.

'Yeah. Ah saw her,' he replied numbly.

'You look terrible, Jimmy,' said Graham. 'About fifty years old. '

'Well. Ah'm doin' quite well then. Feel about ninety. No sleep. etecetera.'

'What are you waiting for, Graham?' said Pedro. 'Give this man some speed.'

'You've got the mirror, man. You give it to him. It's beside you, there.'

When Pedro saw the mirror by his chair, it was like a big surprise, but he retrieved it with movements sharp and fast. It was only when he started doing something on it with white powder and a razor blade that Jimmy noticed that there were all out of their heads. Everyone was chewing faces.

'What kind of time have you been having then, Jimmy? The exams were a bastard, weren't they? What kind of time have you been having?' asked Graham.

'Been interestin', Ah suppose.'

Pedro came over and handed him the mirror then. Two long white lines and rolled up pound note sat there. Jimmy had never snorted anything before, but he did as he was told. Sucking powder up your nostril didn't seem any more disgusting than anything else right then.

It felt as if he'd been banged on the bridge of his nose and he stood up with the rush after a few seconds, his heart seeming to rattle about in his chest. He paced down the length of the room then said he'd go and make some coffee, feeling the sour taste run down the back of his throat. But it was only when he was in the kitchen and on his own that his mind really started to race. Then he wanted to sit someone down for three hours and pour his heart out, but he wasn't sure if anyone would be interested. They would have been if it had been funny, but he didn't want to make them feel uneasy, or ruin their good time.

A storm which had been brewing all day broke before he got back into the bedroom. They were watching it with all the curtains drawn wide, the place lit only by the cold, brilliant white flashes of lightning. But everyone was sitting more or less as before, talking away about storms they'd been in, hail, snow. Jimmy was sitting with his back to the dresser, trying hard not to verbalise about so many things.

He'd have to talk to someone soon or leave. He couldn't sit there and not talk for much longer. The rest of them grew quiet for a moment and he listened to the thunder rumbling and cracking, the wind and rain. He'd have to get out of that flat.

'Well, Ah'm away fur a wander,' he said, standing up quickly and putting his greatcoat on.

'You're kidding,' said Ruth. 'You can't go out in that.'

'Why not? It's jist a wee bit rain. Might see ye later.'

'But where are you going to?' Graham asked.

'Where to, eh? Might as well go up Arthur's Seat. Jist the night fur it, eh?'

The traffic lights seemed watchful in the empty street as Jimmy huddled into his coat and began to stare at the pavement in front of him, watching the raindrops bounce in gaudy flashes of light. He didn't stop at all until he was just up the road from the entrance to the Commonwealth Pool. Arthur's seat could be approached by going through Pollock Halls and he stood there for a moment wondering if he should resist the sick attraction of the place. So many of the little dramas of his first year at university had been acted out there, but he knew it meant something to him and he meant nothing to it. He decided to stick to the road.

Soon there was just grass and the ground began to rise as he plodded from lamppost to lamppost, skirting Arthur's Seat till he was at the part just above and across from Pollock Halls. He climbed the wall at the side of the road and turned from the mass looming over him for a moment. The hill seemed to soak up the lightning and he felt frightened. Then he looked down at the Halls of Residence and an emptiness overcame him. He turned away and began to climb.

Soon he was scrambling and slipping, covering his knees with mud. He was going up the only way possible from that side, but had always been this way before when the ground was dry. Now rivulets of rain cut up the dirt and made him slither. His heart was pounding and his chest hurt before he reached half way and could sit down on the wet grass. Beneath the storm, a large part of the city stretched in front of him. In the moments when the sky was dark, even with the rain pouring down, the lights looked very bright.

He wondered which direction Geek Street was in and wondered what she was doing just then. He hoped she'd gone back to sleep. He hoped she wasn't badly hurt. Tears began to run into the rain on his face and he had to stand and scramble upwards, trying to stop them. He reached the top gasping, but the tears didn't stop completely till a fit of coughing shook him and he had to sit down.

The sky was going mad and the air was charged with electricity. The lightning seemed close at times. He became aware of the metal buckle on his belt and wondered if he'd look like a smouldering, hissing black mark on the ground after being hit by a bolt of lightning.

Then he felt as if he might deserve that and stood up, took his belt off and began to wave it through the air and around his head, running in large circles on the flat ground.

'God's a bastard! A fucking bastard!' he shouted.

The bleak landscape seemed set for extravagant gestures, but he wore himself out quickly and came to rest with his hands on his knees. He started coughing again and wondered what the hell he was doing in this place. Then it felt as if there was nowhere left to go. At least up here he seemed reliant on no one. There was no one left to rely on.

He couldn't imagine going down there to piece himself together and face the world once more. Then in a vivid flash of lightning he could see Salisbury Crags, the plains edging upwards towards the jagged rim of red stone below him and to the side of Arthur's Seat. He wanted to walk and he'd never been to the top of Salisbury Crags before. He thought he'd better go now since somehow he didn't expect to be this way again.

And he made his way towards the edge of these landlocked cliffs, the wind sweeping up from the Forth seemed fierce at his back. He was within six feet of the drop when he stopped, frightened in case he might be blown over. Then he lay on his belly and crawled to the edge. Only when he began to feel safe enough did he sit cross legged on the hem of his coat and stare down into the darkness.

Then he thought of Liz, and how he and Liz had taken something which at first seemed healthy and good and turned it into a night like this. He thought of how they'd thrived and fed on each other's insecurities, of how one felt strong, felt safe in the other's weakness. They always had to scratch to see if they could still draw blood. And he'd really taken her to pieces over the last months.

Death seemed just as bleak as the black night, and dead people had not problems. He felt the tears rolling down his face. Dead people left all their problems behind them. He wondered how Tony had felt on the bike and thought of how quick that must have been, and clean. No note, no explanations, no nothing. Just darkness.

He wanted to tell Liz he was sorry, so sorry, to tell everyone it wasn't their fault, that it seemed the only sensible thing to do at the time. He found himself begin to rock back and forth, almost imperceptibly at first, then going faster and further. The lights of the city came closer with each roll he made and he thought of how detached they looked, of how he'd like to reached out to touch them. He wanted to believe that though he didn't want to walk anymore down the streets they lit. He was numb and felt lulled by the rocking motion, unafraid. If he could only bring the lights closer and stop right there.

Soon he hit a point of balance and a strong gust would have sent him over. But none came. He tottered on the brink, then rocked back, and burst into tears. The starkness of Edinburgh lay below him, and it had been his dreams, and it didn't care. He wanted so much to kill himself, but he couldn't do it. Then he heard the sound of a human voice. He turned his head and saw a tall figure, almost a dark shadow ten yards away, standing still on the grass.

'Jimmy! Jimmy!' the voice called, carried by the gale.

'Ah'm here!' Jimmy shouted back.

Graham approached and stood there without his coat on, in his faded denim shirt, his patched and muddy jeans. He'd been looking and stopped now because he didn't know what to do when he found what he'd been looking for.

'Jimmy! Come away from there!' he shouted.

Jimmy was so pleased that anyone had come for him at all that he didn't wonder why Graham had come searching for him. He was just worried that Graham was so close to the edge and turned, tried to scramble to his feet. He was almost completely upright when the gust billowed up from the Forth and bellowed into his greatcoat. He couldn't remember going head first through the space then revolving in mid air. Neither could he remember the bounce after he hit the sloping shale far below, and smashed and cracked his bones. By the time he'd hit the ground a second time, he'd lost consciousness anyway.
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                         CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

He should have been dead, but he wasn't. His legs were broken. A piece of bone had come through his calf muscle, and was lost. His other leg was in traction. The legs had splayed when he hit the ground and there was a problem with his hip joints. A couple of vertebrae were crushed and his teeth had smashed and splintered into each other. Apart from that, he was more or less alright.

Some of the people from Lanarkshire had burst into tears at the sight of him lying there, his face skull-like and yellowish. But he didn't feel much pain. Nurses came inside the screen every once and a while to administer injections. He didn't feel much of anything at all.

By the time Ruth and Graham came to see him, he was well used to the fact that he was being held together with bandages, plaster and pieces of string. He didn't know why Liz hadn't been to see him, but he knew she'd be in the middle of her exams.

Ruth and Graham sat down in the canvas backed seats alongside the bed. Ruth started crying and Graham looked as if he didn't know where to look.

'Where's Liz?' he managed to say.

'Uh, I came to see you that night, uh, because we got a phone call from Dino, , said Graham. 'Uh, he'd been round to your flat.'

'Where's Liz?'

'We came to tell you that Liz took an overdose, Jimmy,' said Graham, trying to look at him quite steadily. His voice was breaking.

'She left a note to say she was sorry. Uh. They buried her yesterday.'

Jimmy closed his eyes and tried to move his head away. There was really no answer to that.
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