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   KIND WORDS FROM GOOD PEOPLE
 
    
 
   It’s a fantastic first novel that delves into the picaresque genre, creating a very modern romantic hero, or perhaps antihero. A novel that can be read and re-read but will still retain its moment in time due to its episodic structure. It is an ultimately multifaceted piece of literature that at its heart beats a debauched, messed up look at love and loss.
 
                               Dr. Dawn Hargy PhD
 
    
 
   Louden has a knack for writing sentences that seem too off-hand to be coy, contrasting urban grit and philosophical ideals […] Louden also exhibits an admirable facility for handling changes in time and place.  From the narrator’s memories of childhood and lost loves in Belfast, to his episodic wanderings through L.A., the reader is whisked back and forth in time and place with ease.  The novel feels as if it must have been carefully plotted, yet reads with a naturalism that contradicts that.
 
                               Wendy Powers – The Testament of Judith Barton
 
    
 
   There was a point that I didn’t know if I wanted to throw the book out of sorrow and frustration or kill the characters!  It was so…emotional, heartbreaking, thought provoking.  Honestly, a great book.  I would have never thought to look up this book.  Honestly, there was point where I wanted to slap Doug so hard!  Screaming at the book and while you’re reading you realize that while everything is happening you’re shaking, or clenching your muscles, god it was heartbreaking!
 
                               GoodReads.com
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   “How the fuck did I end up here?!” I asked myself.  
 
   This wasn’t a matter of direction; I had always been a talented maps man.  I remember being a small child and being dragged out from my cartoons to go shopping with my mother.  Having taken a wrong turn on the Shankill Road with her we were facing the prospect of being blind lost in a part of Belfast which was, at the time, no friend of the Roman Catholic.  I was able to lead her back to the main road and familiar grounds because it was the same direction as a Superman action figure I had seen and immediately coveted.  I never got the figure.  
 
   Situationally I ended up in fucking God knows where the majority of the time because of my mouth. Seemingly it’s cabled with a high speed fibre optic connection whereas my brain was still waiting it out on dial up circa 1994.  No, the reason for my quizzical rhetoric was a completely different one. It was however one I was unable to confront while my stomach was trying to digest itself.  Thankfully one hundred yards away was the welcoming glow of a McDonald’s Golden Arch, it’s depressing to admit that my first act on Hollywood Blvd was to capitulate to the capitalist agenda but I was fresh off a thirty hour budget journey and still slightly perplexed as to how the fuck I ended up here.  How it had all come to this moment.
 
   The supposedly comforting thing about multi-national fast food establishments like these is that they’re all the same; their familiarity breeds a homing sense in the timid and unadventurous.  Wrestling my fatigue and hunger cramps I dumped one lead foot in front of the other down the most familiar street in the world.  I was almost hyperactive with the sensory stimulus that emanated from every Yellow Cab, hot dog vendor, beat-boxer and Marilyn Monroe impersonator.  The sound of a city was always my favourite part of travel.  The bus trip to Belfast International Airport and away from what passes as a buzzing metropolis in Ireland weaned me off the natural sounds of the urban sprawl.  Airport noises are the same in whatever city you reside in.  People of all Nationalities quizzing people of all Nationalities on where their gate is, inaudible P.A announcements and the crying of children never seems to gets tired, regardless of time zone.  The first time you can tangibly understand that you’re not in Kansas anymore is the moment the automatic doors in Arrivals spits you out on to the street like an un-wanting mother.  The temperature, the light, the hum infects you as you experience the heartbeat of the City.  
 
   Eventually you get used to it and you lose the ability to hear its rhythm, the beautiful sound of a place in existence.  Los Angeles had an odd rhythm; you were convinced you knew it.  Hollywood had saturated your waking life with enough representations of it that you’re openly confident that when you experience it the life of the City will beat as one with the heart in your chest but that’s total bullshit.  The sound of L.A is louder, deeper, more fierce and animalistic than you know.  The night air is gentle, the automotive sound rampant and unrelenting, the glow dreamlike.  It’s one of the most exhilarating first encounters you’ll ever have, it seemed almost cheap to taint it with a burger flogging clown but the gut wants what the gut wants and mine had a hankering for a beef patty with the option of a toy.
 
   I kissed goodbye to my cherry popping encounter with the sensory fuck that was Hollywood Blvd and stepped into the harsh fluorescent world of cheese burgers and supersize.  Unsurprisingly for a fast food eatery on the busiest street in the world the place could do with a little tenderness being shown to it.  The floor tiles were chipped and had an odd grey colour that imbued everyone who stepped on it and left them with a squeaky embrace with each step.  I was so hungry, so wowed by the life of the City that I hadn’t given consideration to how I was going to pay for my Big Mac meal.  I had money but it was all the money in the world to me.  
 
   It was the noughties, a retarded Floridian pretending to be a cowboy was in the White House and it was two US Dollars to the one British Pound.  This meant if I was going to complete this transaction with the nice but clearly tired Ethiopian gentleman behind the counter I was going to have to tug at the ten thousand dollars in my back pocket.  I would have to pray to God that my wallet didn’t ejaculate my entire life out on to the floor in front of a vagrant half-conscious man in the corner of the room and a group of aspiring hip hop artists free-styling the shit out of it twenty feet from me.  Wriggling around, two fingers deep in my back end like some teenage boy unsure what he should be tugging at inside his girlfriend’s nether region I wrestled a fifty free.  Granted a little bigger, a little flashier than I was looking for but at least I wasn’t trying to fight six people off everything I had left in the world.
 
   As I’m sized up by 25 Cent and M&M I take my first non in-flight meal in over a day and sit at what is the furthest table from everyone.  The G-Star sponsored crew offer up rhymes about bitches while the vagrant is now very awake, beyond alert and having a fully fledged argument with himself.  
 
                 “If I had half the chances you had I’d been twice the man by now you ungrateful shit,” he snarled before spitting back with “you cheeky son-of-a-cunt, I ought to beat you where you lie.”  
 
   The one-sided nature of the argument washed past the staff without the slightest flicker or acknowledgement.  If it wasn’t for the fact that he was causing great unease in the NWAnnabes I would have been slightly more disturbed and less amused by the whole situation.  Swallowing my burger in three bites I moved on to the fries, “before this night was over I might have to hit this place again” I thought.  The profanity spitting hobo let out an enormous roar.  His attempts to stab himself in the hand with a plastic knife proved more successful than he could have predicted.  The force placed on the white child-friendly blade caused it to snap creating a newly formed sharpened splintered shard of a utensil that, under his momentum struck bone between his index and his fuck you finger.  The howling of the hobo caused the gang of youths not to hear the door open nor the footsteps of five more children of the hip hop generation enter.  They didn’t hear the door close either but they heard the next part for sure.  
 
                 “Oh no the fuck you ain’t muthafucka!” Howled the Alpha of group two.  
 
   The tough bravado was back on the faces of the NWAnnabes as they got to posturing and what the kids kindly refer to as ‘fronting’.  Ten teens stand toe to toe deadeye fucking each other.  All the while, the staff considers whether to break them up, throw them out, stop the vagrant from assaulting himself any further, or call the Police.  As a child of “the Troubles” and a product of the green side of the City I was raised in a community that held a deep rooted mistrust towards authority.  I had often remarked how I had never seen so many fat unemployed people with such a dislike for bacon.  At that moment in time I would have gladly taken the blues and authority of Los Angeles’ finest.  But they didn’t call the Poe Poe; instead they simply sank to the ground behind the counter like a well rehearsed ballet.  
 
                 “What the fuck you talkin’ about bro?!” Retorted the NWAnnabes leader “You know we settled this, you better believe we’ll settle this again.”  
 
                 “Any place any time bitch!  This is our muthafuckin’ table and this fuckin’ crib, yawl better bounce your fuckin’ asses elsewhere.”
 
   Which side drew first I wasn’t entirely sure of, when there are ten guns being waved around gangsta style by people barely old enough to understand the damage they can do it’s not really that important.  It wasn’t the first gun I’d seen in my life, that one was a lot bigger and spitting out rounds, it wasn’t even the first gun that was pointed at me, but it was the first that I was convinced could accidentally fire, setting off a chain of trigger fingers that would make Quentin Tarantino hard for months.  For some unknown reason I ate through the entire standoff.  Whether  the mundane reality  of a jetlagged Paddy munching carnivorously on whatever was put in front of him or the realisation that shit just got a little too real was what pricked their perception I don’t know but both sides dropped back down to Defcon One before agreeing to resolve this territorial dispute on another occasion.  The NWAnnabes were visibly relieved; I fought the urge to say something I deemed hilarious enough that it needed to be aired.  I figured even if they had shit their pants, five testosterone fuelled teens carrying Glocks wouldn’t take kindly to it being highlighted, especially in front of someone who was visibly doing the same.  As the vagrant’s face passed through forced concentration to orgasmic pleasure, the smell of the human condition coincided with a satisfied grin.  The sharp stench of shit hit the air-conditioned off-white cell of the McDonald’s consumer foyer as I took the last sip from my large Coke and forced myself back on to my barking dogs.  25 Cent made eye contact with me, for the first time since I walked into the eatery I was on the same page as the NWAnnabes. 
 
                 “Keep pimpin’ Easy D.” I said half hoping that my Irish accent was thick enough and unfamiliar enough that the comment would sink in long after I was gone.  
 
   He nodded and with the scent of an old man’s faecal matter burning at my nostrils I stepped back into the buzzing, beeping, blinking and screaming pulse of City of Angels.
 
   The hostel was at the top of a flight of stairs over a beaten down tattoo parlour that had, somehow, managed to survive the regeneration project that was Hollywood attempting to take pride in its most famous street.  That’s not to say it’s the only tattoo parlour on the Boulevard, far from it –but it’s the only one that looks like you could catch ‘the herpe’ from flicking through the artists catalogue.  The hostel was run by a Russian gentleman and his son who both looked like they lived in their once-white vests.  It was far from the industry standard when it came to cleanliness, but at ten dollars a-night cleanliness could stay right by the side of Godliness, my purpose resided in lower places than the house of the Lord.  I had been in such a rush to explore my temporary home-land that I had failed to notice that the six man dorm room I had been allocated was, at least, partially populated by the possessions of like minded explorers and deviants.  
 
   Thirty hours of travel was wearing thick upon me and with the stench of an unfamiliar turd partying in my nasal cavities a strategic retreat was the best course of action.  I needed to feel like a new man if I was going to tackle this City on night one.  The showers were those you’d find in an older model of school or military barracks; communal, no privacy. The wooden swing doors of the shower acted as a shield of sorts from the toilets. They were a beautiful barrier to the visual assault of swinging man meat from the eye-level vantage point of the seated toilet dweller.  The shower heads needed a little bit of muscle and lubrication to get going but once they did I found that the two settings would either kill any libido known to mankind or leave you on the burns ward, it was made tolerable by the idea that the female showers looked exactly the same.
 
   Cleaned up, dried off and dressed not to impress but to at least look less like a tourist who’s slept in the same clothing while sitting upright twice. I made my way down the narrow carpeted corridor that lead to my room.  Music and world accents emanated from the communal space at the front of the building.  The hall lighting flickered and flashed revealing the sins of years past; the neglect of what must have been a once loved building.  The fluids that have been wiped off the walls but never properly cleaned, the traces of damage that leads all the way up to the slightly warped ceiling, the…  Bumping into a six foot blonde in bikini top and Daisy Dukes threw me for a second; I hadn’t expected to have collided with someone who in any other City would be out on a Friday night.  Her face was without spot, wrinkle, flawless.  Her eyes soft blue and her lips inviting; when she spoke it was with a Scottish finish to her sentences. 
 
                 “Christ…sorry!” Stumbled out of my mouth.  
 
                 “Sorry I wasn’t really looking where I was goin’.” She replied as she handed me back my cleansing products.  
 
                 “Perfectly fine, though we should probably exchange insurance details just in case.” I said.  
 
                 She laughs and a smile breaks “Jen,” she offered.  
 
                 “Doug,” we shake hands.  It was playful but something was stirring.  
 
                 “I’ve got to get back to my…” Pointing to the communal room. Jen smiles one last time before rushing off, her hips see-sawing me to near hypnosis.  
 
   Entering my room I’m gifted with the sight of a grown man’s asshole as he stands bent over, naked, in the middle of the room rummaging through his suitcase. He is discarding everything seemingly everywhere looking for what must have been the treasure of the Sierra Madre.  
 
                 “Woo!  Hope to god that thing’s not loaded, I’ve had enough things pointed at me this evening.” I quipped.  
 
   Rising to a vertical stance he turns to face the sarcastic voice from over his shoulder. I hadn’t even met this person by traditional standards and I was already too familiar with his brown eye and now his man brain.  Forcing eye contact I introduce myself and once he throws on some fucking clothes he tells me his name is Rob.  He was originally from London but his folks took the decision to extract him from the English capital at an early age and relocate to Birmingham where his dad built ugly buildings for three decades.  
 
                 “Concrete cocks!” Rob called them.  
 
   Once retired his parents made the decision to move again, this time to Ibiza where they run a commune for fans of loud music and orally induced class B narcotics.  It was while working here that he met Rosie.  Not only was the alliteration pleasing but they were inseparable that entire summer on the party island.  Rosie ditched her job in Leeds by phone the night before she flew home and was waiting on Rob a week later when he touched down at the airport.  They were married before the Christmas of the same year and now, with the summer on the horizon again and their one year anniversary only just in the rear view he’s sitting in a hostel room smoking cigarettes while his wife is shacked up with a social worker named Gavin.
 
   Rob was a man of fine spirit, especially when you consider the practical joke that fate had just fucking played on him.  He had arrived in Los Angeles a few days prior judging by the redness of his face and bald head.  As he lit another cigarette, the one that would see him power through to the ending of his story, he threw on a short sleeved Ben Sherman shirt.  A heavy black tattoo sat on his forearm; I passed no comment on it.  I had seen enough tattoos to be able to spy a cover job and something was telling me I would have got short odds on whose name once adorned his right wing.  
 
                 “That is one sorry tale of woe you got there buddy.” I said as I exhaled a wave of smoke.
 
                 “It is what it is man, you know?!” He batted philosophically. “I mean I miss her, I wanted to be with her for life, but life goes on.  You got any plans for tonight?” Asked Rob.  
 
                 “Well seein’ that I’ve already bore witness to your balloon knot I was thinking about heading out and trying to forget some of the sensory interactions I’ve had tonight.” Said I.  
 
                 “There were a few lads here yesterday, they’d said about the crackin’ time they had at some place called Rainbow.” Rob spoke with the kind of enthusiasm you’d associate with a child offering a well learned correct answer in front of a classroom of their peers.  
 
   I had heard of the place, it sat on the Sunset Strip and was the perfect ice breaker for two comrades.  Agreeing I stuck my phone on charge and grabbed my wallet from the lining of my bag.  I momentarily debated about the wisdom of bring five figures to a bar with me but without being able to meet and examine the sphincter of the rest of the inhabitants of room 3 in the International Hostel I opted to trust the drunken version of myself over unidentified strangers…though it was a closely contested race.
 
   Sunset Strip was awash with colour, noise, happy, tanned and catatonic faces.  In a one mile stretch it had more potential, living and regret than you could bathe yourself in if you had a lifetime to do little else.  The evening wind was warm, it felt like childhood summer holidays before we had to grow up and become aware of how incredibly shit the world had become.  Bar signs and street lights did battle for supremacy as the primary provision of light source.  Tipping the cab driver we present our I.D’s to the shovel handed doorman. He’s busy working some serious moves on impressionable young College girls who could no doubt buy and sell him when it came to street smarts. Entering the famous Rainbow Room was like stepping into your own biopic.  I wondered if things were different and if anything of importance ever came of my life who would play me in that movie, who would be crossing the Rainbow Room’s threshold in my place?   The weekend was in full swing in the City of Angels, bikers, bunnies and hipsters all congregated in the dimly lit church of alcohol.  The verbal buzz belonging to the place was loud enough to cancel out any music being played over the speaker system but I noticed just enough of Pet Sounds to feel at home.  While I was motionless, absorbing the atmosphere, Rob had been busy and charged to the bar as he emerged into my line of sight with several bottles of beer.  I take the moment required to applaud his amazing multi-buying skills before retrieving one.  We take refuge on the patio in a makeshift gazebo alongside the rest of Los Angeles’ dying breed of tobacco enthusiasts.
 
                 “Friday night and we’re in L.A…amazin’ right?” mused my drinking buddy “So what’s brought you to L.A man?”              
 
   “One tale of woe is my limit per day, you’re gonna have to wait till sunrise for that opus.” I said, throwing back my beer “Anyway, regardless of what brought me here I’m here it’s Friday night and some of these Angelians are makin’ me want to touch myself in ways that are not PG13.”   
 
   We drank to new friends, to Los Angeles, and to touching ourselves and then we drank some more.  Conversation is a lost art form; conversation between drunken strangers requires a masterful brush stroke and was so fluid that we had to make a conscious effort to not spend the night cock blocking one another into oblivion.
 
   With thirty minutes to last orders I replenished what had become our homage to recycling as empty green, brown and clear bottles lived side by side on a round wooden garden table of the Rainbow Room’s patio.  Rob, having brought his phone with him, was interrupted by an early morning call from the other side of the world and, based on the change in his voice and posture, it was Rosie.  With more beer than I could consume in half an hour I lit another cigarette only to be tapped on the shoulder by an athletic brunette in a dark tank top and a tartan skirt brandishing a red Marlboro.  
 
                 “Can I bum a light?” She asked.  
 
                 “Certainly can, could you sit with me while my friends on the phone so I don’t look like a complete fuckin’ loner?” I replied.  
 
   She laughed before proceeding to park herself next to me and grab one of the surplus beers in one fluid movement; she was almost feline in motion, a nymph-like Julie Newmar as she oozed sexuality from the other side of the table.
 
                 “Where you from cowboy?” She asked, exhaling smoke from her cigarette like it was her last.
 
                  “Ireland.” I replied. I never trusted people’s understanding of geography, border difference or geo-political affairs to give me the rapturous welcome that being Irish often has when travelling across North America.  So I keep it simple, never Northern Ireland, never Belfast…just Ireland.  
 
                 “That’s hot…like Colin Farrell right?”  
 
                 Normally there’d be a correction inserted into the conversation, my own kind of editorial but she was too hot to argue with and my jeans were standing room only. To be honest a few hours of travel and a border aside she was right enough, which was good enough for me.
 
                 “Aye.” Said I.  
 
                 “I’m Sasha.” She smouldered.  
 
   Sasha and I talked about music, KISS largely; she seemed unhealthily obsessed with the size of Gene Simmons’ tongue. We had agreed that if we ever encountered Mr. & Mrs. KISS she could have Gene show her it intimately in glorious Technicolor, while I went to my knees at the alter of Shannon Tweed’s almighty cooze.  Everything seemed sexual with her; she lived in Venice, less than a block from the Morrison house as she pointed out.  The way she constructed her sentences was mesmerising. She paired words and twisted phrases that shouldn’t have sounded appealing, yet when they dropped off her tongue they were absurdly sexual.  Rob arrived back at the table stressed. All of the evening’s camaraderie and good work trying to put Rosie in her concrete coffin in the heart of Birmingham was shot to shit.  He grabbed a beer and a cigarette and devoured both before looking up; he hadn’t noticed the addition of Sasha the sexy rock head.  He was so distracted by his brooding he certainly didn’t notice the momentary change of expression on her face as I slipped a third finger inside her.  
 
                 “Oh…hello, you’ve been busy.” Rob directs to me “I’m Rob.”  
 
                 “I’m Sasha, I’d shake your hand Rob and tell you how nice it is to meet you but I’ve currently got it wrapped around your friends cock.”  
 
   If there was ever a moment that made man feel like God this was it.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure Robert Oppenheimer patted himself on the back, walked a little taller and generally felt like Mary of Nazareth’s Baby Daddy before the realisation that he’d just fucked up everything but it’s hardly a match for hearing a beautiful stranger talk about your wand.
 
   The Oppenheimer moment was coming though. During the course of genital manipulation, Sasha’s proclamation and my unfamiliarity with her physical and relationship landscape, everything in the immediate area all conspired to fuck me.  
 
                 “Hey what the fuck?!” Barked a hairy biker as he looks directly into my lap to see Sasha driving stick.  His eyes tracked the path of my arm as it became my hand and disappeared up and under Sasha’s skirt and deep into her lady purse.  
 
                 “Oh fuck!” Sasha said before turning to look directly at me “You had better run Douggy!”  
 
                 “Tank!!  Get over here some fuckin’ clown’s fuckin’ around with Sash!” The biker barked again.  
 
   The wave of general revellers and Friday night roisterers parted as a torpedo-headed bull in biker leather and denim hurdled through bodies and bottles.  As Sasha is dragged away by the hairy one I jump to my feet with enough presence of mind to zip up before firing a handful of empties towards the charging cuckold.  Sprinting back into the bar I make a dart for the dance floor which will bring me back towards the front of the Rainbow Room, all the while someone is nipping at my heels.  Risking a drop in speed I glance behind me, Rob is tearing up the treads too.  We crash into the front door exploding it open into the face of one of the bikers.  The glass shatters, his head erupts with a blast of crimson before falling backwards over the bins to the side of the bar.  We race into the middle of the road and out in front of a Yellow Cab which by the grace of God- or whoever is in charge of miscellaneous hand jobs, stops and allows us to obtain safe passage.  As the cab pulls away the side of the vehicle is blasted by the body of an overgrown man in a rage.  I don’t think anyone could think less of either of us if we both admitted to carrying a brown load in our pants when faced with the prospect of having a gang of bikers ass stomp us to death.  Like all lapsed Catholics religion touches us at the most convenient moment and there’s few better than when facing a curbing.  The time for prayer was upon us, eyes were closed and the bull was at the door.  Just when bowels were about to be loosened a bellow from the front seat heralded the arrival of the Argentinean overworked, sweaty, superhero cabbie. His superpower may have been high cholesterol but he pulled the largest hand cannon I’d ever fucking seen, killed the engine and leapt from the cab.  
 
                 “Who the fuck are you…fuckin’ with my cab!” Roared the Argentine.  
 
                 We sat in the backseat, transfixed by the showdown outside.  
 
                 “Fuckin’ moves fast for a big man, agile fucker!” I praised.  
 
                 “What the fuck was that?” Asked Rob.  It was pretty non-accusatory but it wouldn’t take a Private Dick to know he was talking about my not-so private dick.  
 
                 “I was as shocked as you but that lady had hands like a sculpture.” I replied. 
 
                 “I’m sure her ol’ man will appreciate that.” Clipped Rob.  
 
                 I laughed, which set him off as the nervous energy escaped the both of us.  Having fended off our would-be murderer with his canon and barrages of Argentinean curses Supercabbie returned to drive us back to Hollywood Boulevard.  We found out we had a lot in common, he was a Manchester United nut and worshipped Gabriel Heinze, who had played left back for the Red Devils. Pleased to discover fellow United men he invited us to come visit him and Mrs. Cabbie in their secret hero base in Malibu.  It was only when he pulled up along the starred sidewalk that I realised what a pro Cab Guevara was.  Throughout everything he had left the metre running.
 
    
 
   2
 
   IT WASN’T LAST Christmas but the one before that, Kelly and I were living in a rented two bedroom apartment on Stranmillis, South Belfast and working every hour that God would bestow upon us in order to pay for the place.  We had been fighting for months, we weren’t fighting anymore.  We weren’t reconciled either, we just weren’t caring.  It was the sorriest excuse for a Christmas morning since my old man came home drunk on the eve of Jesus’ Birthday in 1987 and decided he wanted to play with the immaculately wrapped Scaletrix that my mum had busted her ass to make sure I got.  We had gone through the autonomic actions of gift purchasing but little thought was actually put into the boxes we wrapped in separate rooms the previous day.  
 
   For my sins I had given Kelly a pair of overly expensive diamond earrings. On opening them she merely laughed and dropped them into the neat collection of ripped red paper before saying something about me being a “non committal bastard”. She then proceeded to mutter about “what kind of asshole would waste four of a girls best baby making years” as I tried to tune it out. These days she wheeled out her desire to have children when it suited her argument. I remembered the Kelly that shuddered at the idea of late nights, early mornings and poo…at least when it didn’t involve uppers.  I had spent the night in my favourite armchair drinking a bourbon and cough medicine cocktail, smoking cigarettes and watching the snow fall.  By 6AM the rain had arrived and had been the first to play in the blanket of white that covered the Embankment, turning the beautiful fresh start into a dirty-grey pile of slush that looked more like partially rotting brain than any Bing Crosby song.  Kelly rose two hours after that, where possible I chose to stay up.  I couldn’t bring myself to lie in the same bed as her and not be connected to her but I didn’t want to be the one who’d camp out in the spare room and create precedent.
 
   It hadn’t always been this way, that’s a cliché, but it is a cliché for a reason. It’s not like anyone starts a relationship with nothing to say to the other person. No-one wants to feel like a complete stranger and live together because it’s easier than trying to remember who owns the copy of Almost Famous – which was mine by the way.  Four years prior to this Christmas morning we had met in Bookfinders on University Road. She was attending a poetry reading with a male suitor and looking massively out of place and uncomfortable with the amount of self satisfaction that was washing over the hairy intellectuals.  I was on break from my part-time gig at the University’s main library and spent fifteen minutes trying to make eye contact with her.  We exchanged pleasantries and numbers over a cigarette and two cups of jet black coffee.  She had a remarkable brain, soulful dark eyes and slightest sign of worry on her forehead but a truly remarkable brain.  She knew pretty much everything there was to know about Futurism, James Joyce, Italian Neo-Realism and REO Speedwagon to name but a few.  Our first Christmas together she managed to wrangle me a first edition copy of George Orwell’s 1984 through her dad’s connections.  Four years on and I’m looking down at a DVD copy of Antonioni’s La Notte.  You’d need to know Kelly to know how insulting that was.
 
   We decided to shack up some four dreamy months after meeting and two months later the seed of my loins had taken root in her maternal oven.  It didn’t take though, something we told ourselves we should be happy about but, looking back now with the 20-20 that hindsight provides everyone with, it was all shit to save the soul.  Kelly convinced the world that children were the biggest mistake and once the world was convinced it made it easier for the two of us to coast along on their coat tails.  I guess we were doomed half a year in; it just took us the rest of that time to come to the end of the line.
 
                 “You been up all night?”
 
                 I decline to answer, taking a sip.
 
                 “You going to be drinking all day?” Asked Kelly, a mix of fatigue and concern.  
 
   My drinking had gotten a little semi professional in recent months.  Having graduated University Kelly hit the ground with both feet; she now had her own business restoring old books.  It always sounded dull when it was put like that but she had business lunches that month in Stockholm, Paris and Düsseldorf.  I on the other hand was stuck in a crappy administration post I hated having realised that my years of “Artsy-fartsy shit” as my old man would have put it does not a profession make.  The work was mind numbing, the money reflected this but the biggest issue was my inability to take any pride or pleasure from my work, so I drank.  I drank in the morning so I could brave the sanitised white windowless walls, I  drank at lunch to force myself back into the building and because I was unable or unwilling to mask my unhappiness I drank so I didn’t notice the steady crumble of my life.
 
                 “Not too much longer, do you insist on me coming to this show?”  
 
   The show I was referring to was Christmas dinner with her folks, as devout Methodists her parents weren’t too thrilled with our living in sin.  They’d be even less thrilled that our living in sin would lead to their daughter back on the shelf only to have to live in sin again with some other waster. So today we would perform for them.  On days that didn’t have their own greetings card we would be complete strangers to one another in our trendy apartment with its modern art, all other days would have us play Ma and Pa Walton for the in-laws never-to-be.  
 
                 “I don’t want them worrying, please Doug.” She stated. I didn’t need to ask my question, it was the same as the last time. Her response would be the same as well. Every time we would do this dance and every meal would be like swallowing a piece of yourself.
 
   I washed my face and had a quick shave; the fatigue felt like it was dripping from my pores.  On the way to the front door I had caught sight of the interior of our bedroom which I hadn’t seen in two days.  Kelly hadn’t slept much either, on the hard wood floor at the foot of our king size bed were several brown boxes, packed, duct taped and ready to go.
 
   The drive to Bangor was a tense one, the roads were quiet.  There was little need for concentration on the road which highlighted the bone crushingly awkward silence that filled Kelly’s black Nissan Micra.  I had wanted so badly to mention how I had seen the boxes; I had witnessed the first move in her exit strategy and that it didn’t need to happen.  I loved her; I didn’t know how to say it without breaking down the autobot façade she saw before her and revealing the ugly and scarred wreck that lived within my skin.  So I played with the radio instead.
 
   Dinner at her parents’ house was in the good dining room; come to think of it I don’t think I’ve ever consumed a meal that wasn’t in the good dining room of the detached six bedroom house that overlooked the golf course.  I always managed to avoid playing there; a feat I was immensely proud of and something that always aggravated her dad.  Her parents Miriam and Alan sat at the polar ends of the long and immaculately polished dining table.  The cloth table settings belonged to Miriam’s grandmother.  Kelly had taken up a seat next to her dad, while I was sandwiched between two of her sisters Tess and Janie.  I had always fancied Tess.  She was three years older than Kelly, a tennis coach somewhere just outside of Belfast.  Tall, slender and looked like she had the stamina to pack a lot away before needing a break.  I had never expressed this; even I knew how inappropriate that would have been. But that didn’t stop me from expressing it to myself on the guest towels anytime I saw her.  Janie had just turned seventeen and was blossoming; the family genes had to be applauded.  All three girls were the double of Miriam who now in her mid-fifties was still a fine specimen of a lady, Alan seemed blind to this fact.  
 
   Kelly and I might have been having our problems but that didn’t mean I hadn’t noticed how smoking hot she looked in her Sunday best black Pearl Lowe dress with her wavy hair tucked back behind her ears.  Janie’s low cut top provided ample dinner entertainment, “it was only a matter of time before I was severed from this family” I thought “might as well bank a few memories while I can”.  The turkey dinner was perfect, I couldn’t taste it due to the heavy taste of bourbon and medical aniseed but I knew it was perfect.  I passed on dessert so I could take root on the front porch and roll myself a medicinal one, something to dull the screaming silence of wholesome living.  Two drags in a body brushes up against me as Janie slides out of the house through a tiny opening she’s made to avoid the door’s predictable creek.  
 
                 “Merry Christmas Janie.” I said, hiding the marijuana behind my back.  
 
                 “It’s the season of giving so don’t be hogging.” She instructed.  I handed her the two-paper joint and she took it in deep.  “You on the outs then Doug.” Stated Janie, it wasn’t a question.  
 
                 “Perceptive young lady ain’t you!” I replied.  
 
                 “The Marley women have a way of doing things, I’ve seen Mum and Tess pull that cold shoulder shit for years.” Her words were little consolation, even if they were frighteningly accurate.  “Hang in there Doug, sometimes it’s the short days”…she takes another drag “bitches be crazy in winter.” She finished.  
 
   She handed the cigarette back, I contemplated checking my words but she was being nice.  Marley women and emotional connections were short in quantity at the moment so I spoke. 
 
                 “Not this time Janie, my ass is caught up in the middle of a regime change.” It felt liberating to share, people should try it more often.  “Kel’s got herself a new man.”  
 
                 “That’s pretty fuckin’ shitty Doug,” she sympathised “my older sister’s a stupid bitch.” 
 
                 She smiled as she said it, I felt my loins stir.  
 
                 “I’m not too sure she’d see it that way.  I’m not too sure I see it that way either.” I said, all the while trying not to notice how the coastal air had whipped Janie’s nipples up into prominent points of interest.
 
   I’m not too sure if you’ve ever tried not to notice something but the rule is the second you try you’ve failed.  Removing my coat I place it over her shoulders. 
 
                 “Oh I’m ok.” she said.  
 
                 “Respectfully Janie it’s more for my benefit than yours.” I point towards her chest with my eyes “Those puppies are fierce, damn good job growin’ them things.” I quipped.  
 
   She laughed and when the noise stopped it broke down into a smile, she had Kelly’s smile.  The grass was taking affect and an emotional security blanket was placed around me as I sunk into a retrospective fixation.  Mentally I began listing all the things that Kelly and Janie had in common, there were plenty. My inebriated head seemingly thought that the younger sister was the emotional equivalent of a do over.  I resisted.  
 
                 “You know Doug, just because Kelly can’t see what she’s got doesn’t mean it has to go to waste.” She let the last few words linger on her lips before tossing them out into the dark winter night.  
 
                 “I’m a little stoned, a little drunk and might be hallucinating from lack of sleep,” said I “but even I know that that, though incredibly tempting, is probably not the best idea.”  Christ my will was like iron.  
 
                 “You don’t have to do anything, I’ll do all the work.” She rubbed her lips with her index finger as she eye fucked a hole through me.  
 
                 It was true that the Marley woman in my life had rationed head shortly after the two year marker.  Previously it would have been the way to puncture an ad break in her favourite TV show, then reserved for special occasions and ultimately off the menu all together.  Standing before me was a 2.0 who was coming into her prime and willing to give me something a little more rewarding than a DVD for Christmas but I wouldn’t wish that on Janie.  Kelly had been a lot like her sister when we first met.  She had been happy too – most importantly.  Our relationship had been built on laughs.  Late night conversations, wine, books, she would roll out her wicked Marlon Brando impression and we would laugh, promising to stay young and in love forever.  Eventually life forced her to grow up, I refused and in the end she got her baby to take care of.  I was a pissing, shitting, foul mouthed bouncing baby boy who relentlessly made her feel bad for being the one who remembered to pay the bills or grocery shop.  The responsible one.  Whether I was able to see it I had forced her to become the grown up by default and here was her little sister now volunteering for the same thankless ride.  
 
   Before I could test my resolve the front door opened again and Alan appeared on the step, the cigarette had burnt itself out by this point and I nonchalantly dropped it into the flower bed by the front porch, he signals Janie inside before stepping out.  I had to admit, it took a brave man to wear a bright red reindeer woollen sweater outside the security of his own four walls.  I never knew Alan had it in him.
 
                 “You taking stock?” Asked Alan, not unkindly.  
 
                 I’d already had this conversation but I was happy to go through it again with the provision that Father Marley didn’t offer to blow me.  
 
                 “Something along those lines Alan, you havin’ a Merry one?” I replied.  
 
                 “I am, thank you.  You and Kelly…” he said ponderously “I might be wrong but things don’t appear to be too good.”  
 
   This was one member of the family I didn’t want to make eye contact with at the moment, my sense of reality was slipping from my grasp and though my days as a Marley plus one were numbered there’s something about the sight of a disapproving parent that transforms everyone to an approval seeking nappy pooper.  
 
                 “She doesn’t want to trouble you guys with it, but yeah…it’s not gonna last.” I stated.  
 
                 “Anything to do with Rick?” He inquired.  It was nice to see that I wasn’t as paranoid as the marijuana was currently making me.  
 
                 “Exactly!” I popped.  
 
                 “I know my daughters well enough to know that when they start harping on about a boy it spells trouble.  Who is he?” Alan asked.  
 
                 “A book dealer from the Upper Malone.” I confessed.  
 
                 “And you’re happy to let him swoop in and steal her from you?” Christ this guy is actually on my side.  
 
                 “She’s not mine to steal, I love her Alan I do but the lady ain’t happy and I’m incapable of correcting that.”  
 
                 He nodded “Ok, sad but ok.  You’ve been good to her Doug, regardless of whatever shit is goin’ on between you two I remember when she needed you…one last question then I’ll stop probing.”  
 
   Emotionally I was a little drained from everything that had taken place during the twenty hours of Jesus’ birthday we had already had, bracing myself for whatever was coming from the head of the clan I nodded in acceptance.  
 
                 “You going to share that weed or do I have to tell on you?”
 
   Parked up on the gravelled driveway leading from the main road up to the large white washed home of the Marley family I rolled two more and passed one to the Father in-law I’d never have and never appreciated.  Sparking up he turns the car engine on and the CD player springs into life with the Grant Lee Buffalo album I had lent him a few years prior.  With the windows in his top of the range Audi firmly in place we slowly baked ourselves and chatted over why my hatred of golf was wrong, what made a good antihero and why Paul McCartney should just fuck off.  Kelly tapped disapprovingly on the drivers’ side after an hour, she glared disapprovingly at me, like I had peer pressured her poor Father into getting wasted with me.  We drove back to Belfast and our two bedroom cell on Stranmillis the way we drove to Bangor, in silence.  
 
   It really hadn’t always been like this, it may have felt that way every time we got into a fighting match but at least that was emotion.  It had been silent and passive and it had been forever.  Two strangers dared to share a bed but not brave enough to make physical contact with one another.  It hadn’t always been like this.
 
                 It was actually semi remarkable that we made it out of the first month.  Having opted for the Italian restaurant on Botanic Avenue for our first date we ate too much spaghetti and meatballs, washing it down with far too much wine and talked.  We were part of the furniture that night as Kelly spoke of her dreams.
 
                 “Jest all you want Morgan but you’ll see!” She said waving her wine in my face “One of these days I’ll have my own book boutique and bearded polo neck wearing intellectuals will be waxing lyrical in it and I’ll…”
 
                 “Be needin’ rescuing again Marley!” I pitched in.
 
                 “Hell no, I’ll be chasing them off with a yard brush.  Not that kind of establishment.  Hookers and drug addicts sure, as long as they like to read but those people…”
 
   Eventually, looking to get home to their significant others, the waiting staff had little choice but to politely tell us to fuck off.  She’d link my arm; I’d catch her looking at me out of the corner of her eye as we walked to the Hatfield House for some very late-night off sales.  I walked her home, on the way it started to rain and the streets would get slippery.  Kelly stepped out of her heels and danced the rest of the way to her house in Ulsterville Gardens bare foot.  She’d spend most of the walk home trying to convince me to join in but that wasn’t a look I felt I could pull off.  Figuring I’d look like a homosexual Gene Kelly – the footwear stayed on.
 
                 Kelly shared with four other girls at that time. The kitchen was coming down with pretty and delicate underwear that hung drying from any work surface possible.  I’d never seen a house with some many panties and so little radiator space. I felt for Kelly having to share with such messy housemates.  A few months later when we combined resources and put down our deposit – first and last month, for the apartment on Stranmillis I would learn that Kelly was the panty queen.  The two bottles of wine would last less than two episodes of Black Books which she was obsessed with.  Soon I was lying on the couch braiding her hair.  I’m not entirely sure how this happened; it had probably come out of a “sure that’s easy” conversation.  She’d hate it; I couldn’t blame her it looked pretty terrible.
 
                 “How is it you made me look pre-op?” She would joke.
 
   That wouldn’t deter me, she was beautiful regardless of her new look of someone on the gender reassignment list.  She’d shake it out pretty easily; as it would turn out not only did I do a downright terrible job aesthetically but also mechanically.  She’d put some music on and drag me to my feet, as we danced – close, connected at hand and hip.  Black Sabbath came on.  It was the second time that night we’d heard the song.  As Kelly taught me the basics of a good Waltz I got lost in her eyes.  I ended up staying over.  Neither of us had intended it but as the sun began to rise we fought the best fight we could against the night ending.
 
                 Kelly avoided me the following day.  She was as terrible at that as I was at braiding. When I tracked her down at her English Literature tutorial she seemed a mixture of pleased and worried at seeing me.
 
                 “So what the actual fuck lady?!  You jump a man’s bones then leave him twistin’?” I aimed for a jokey annoyance in tone.
 
                 “Fucking hell you’re embarrassing.” Her face reddened.
 
                 “Look if last night was just a thing…” I said mock casually.
 
                 “No, not a thing…” Kelly spoke with a whisper, determined not to let her friends overhear “I don’t do that…you know on the first date.  I didn’t want you to think…then I got embarrassed and I don’t regret…shit!  First date…that’s poor.”
 
                 “Least you didn’t have to do the walk of shame and if it makes you feel any better Bookfinders can be our first date…which makes last night our second.”
 
                 “Thanks,” she said laughing in relief; her smile was amazing “you’re a sweetheart.”
 
                 “Second date still makes you a big oul slut but you know…” I raised my eyebrows as she punched me on the arm. I couldn’t help but erupt into fits of laughter at myself.  Rude I know.
 
                 “Funny.  I got a class so kindly piss off so I can think about things that aren’t you.” She stated smiling.
 
                 “Sure thing lady.”
 
                 “Gimme a call later.  There’s a movie playing QFT about Goya that I want to see.” Her face had calmed.
 
                 “He’s the lanky one from Streetfighter right?!”
 
                 “You’re cute when you play idiot.” She said smoothly, then she kissed me and I forgot myself.
 
   The next week would rush in.  Blues night at the Empire Music Hall, Champions League at Ryan’s Bar and Grill, dinner out, dinner in and always talking.  She knew a lot about literature, loads on art, music and the workings of an internal combustion engine – summers with her dad well spent.  She’d spent the night at my house at the end of that week, our first sleepover since that first night.  In the morning still basking in the glow of Kelly I’d be woken by cries down the telephone from my mum.  My sister had been having the odd relationship problem, odd problem in that it was the same one in her on again off again relationship with a building contractor.  She’d had enough one night and went to stay with a friend.  Coming back the following day she’d find him in the bath, bottle of scotch broken on the tiles next to the bathmat, submerged, not breathing and cold.  This was a month prior to the day of my mum’s call.  Since then she was doing ok, giving as good as she got around the dining table, getting on with things, acting like herself again or so we all thought.  We found out how wrong we were when Mum called round to take her out shopping.  The downstairs neighbours had noticed water coming through their ceiling that morning and when knocking the door didn’t get an answer they phoned the landlord who phoned the ambulance when he found her.
 
                 When I somehow stumbled back into the bedroom after the call I managed to piece together a sentence as I attempted to explain to Kelly what was wrong with my face. She got dressed in what must have been eleven seconds.  Dragging my shocked ass out the door she placed me in her car, the same car that would know so many silences in the future, and drove me to the Mater hospital.  En route she had the presence of mind to call one of her roommates, Libby, the med student, and asked her what questions to ask.  The doctor would explain it was serious; she had lost a lot of blood.  This wasn’t a cry for help, she had fucking meant it.  She cut deep and down the veins rather than across.  She didn’t leave a note; she’d tried to kill herself in the same tub that had taken her old man.  I guess she didn’t need a note. When we had heard all the doctors had to say Kelly took my mum home and put her to bed.  She would give her two sleeping tablets that the doctor had prescribed to help with her anxious, screaming state. It was above and beyond the call of duty for the girlfriend and after only a week I was anticipating that Kelly probably couldn’t wait to get rid of me from her life.
 
                 “Put that down Doug!” She said strictly when we sat down in my mum’s small living room whilst she slept upstairs. I lowered the bottle of vodka from my lips “It’s not gonna help you and it won’t help your mum.”
 
   She was right.  She was usually right; she could always see the overall picture.  The rest of us would get caught up with details that rubbed us the wrong way but Kelly could always see the best course of action.  At times it was a blessing, other times it’d fuck me off no end.  I’d know she was right, even when we were fighting over trivial shit but I didn’t always accept it as easily I did on this occasion.  The bottle was like the family crest, and a way of pushing the emotions down. As she softly removed it from my hand her stillness caused the emotions to bubble up unchecked in my chest.  As it broke free I sobbed and cursed my big sister for being a “stupid selfish fucker”, Kelly held me while my body convulsed and wracked itself with sobs.  She kissed the top of my head and rocked me until it passed.  Until she made it better.
 
                 As first weeks together go that was probably the one that should have spelt doom for us but for some wondrous reason it didn’t, Marley wasn’t easily spooked. As the following day dawned it was my turn to play sheepish, I assumed that Kelly would want nothing to do with a fuck up with a family of fuck ups that couldn’t even fake normality for a week. I was really fucking embarrassed, I’d showed this girl my inner workings and I figured she’d probably never want to see me again. I was wrong and she was there waiting on me at the hospital when I came to visit.  Sat in black jeans and a Kansas tee shirt; her hair tucked behind her ears, she was radiant as she held my mum’s hand.
 
   That seemed like a memory starring two other people, and once inside our Stranmillis apartment away from her family’s scrutiny Kelly busied herself with tidying and rearranging. Whatever it took to avoid eye contact with me.  I stood before her, motionless, silently demanding she look at me.  Her resistance broke as she tucked a buyer’s catalogue into the magazine rack and turned to face me.  For the first time I saw it, I saw the effect living with me had had on her beautiful face.  For the first time in her life she looks genuinely tired.  
 
                 “Don’t do this Kel…” I said.  
 
                 She quickly wipes a threatening tear and composes herself before speaking. 
 
                 “You should get some sleep tonight Doug, I don’t wanna see you running yourself sick again.  I’m sorry.” And with that she left our living room and went to bed.  
 
   Her avoidance hit me like a hockey stick to the gut, I limped to the bathroom.  The lighting in that room made me look ghastly at the best of times, on this occasion I was sickly transparent.  I was in no mood for anything, not even the memory of Janie’s pert sweater meat, her offer of oral release or the thought of being sandwiched between her and Tess at dinner couldn’t coax me into having some one on one time with myself.  Opening the medicine cabinet I scavenge for pharmaceutical withdrawal, Kelly’s monthly visits usually lead to our medicine cabinet coming down with pain relief.  At the back of the mirrored cube sat a half empty bottle of painkillers from when Kelly threw her back out playing doubles with her sister.  
 
   Grabbing the bottle I make a beeline to the kitchen, “All her appliances are still here maybe she’s just spring cleaning a little early” I persuaded myself.  I gathered the remainder of my festive bourbon, a bottle of dark rum, the bottle of gin found at my birthday party, so cheap it simply said ‘Gin’ on the label, and retired to my spot by the window in my armchair.  My copy of 1984 sat by the window, opening it I began reading again while pouring myself a bourbon, rum and gin cocktail that in today’s acronym obsessed world I dubbed ‘bummin’.  I allowed it the extra ‘m’ because of the state it leaves your bowel movements for days afterwards.
 
   Three glasses in and my ability to see straight has been severely compromised, by the time Winston discovers the second hand bookstore I’m anticipating what’s happening more than reading and within a page I begin to feel myself drift off.  I hadn’t slept in two days but this was different.  The bevy of over the counter and prescription drugs mixed with spirits of all creeds made for a formidable concoction, it was the vision that went first then my ability to hold my head up – leaving me rubbernecked.  My efforts to crawl out of my armchair and get help were thwarted by a complete lack of motor skills and strength.  I was losing a battle with myself, I didn’t stand a chance.  Unsure what was awaiting me I let go and went with the journey into the dark like a Jules Verne character.
 
   I awoke to the sound of children playing and by playing you should probably infer screaming like banshees in the street.  It had snowed again only this time nature hadn’t decided to piss all over it and turn it to slush.  A snowball fight ensued which I could only watch with one eye as to double barrel the outside world would allow too much light into my aching head.  At some point someone had borrowed my head to crack a safe then proceeded to fuck my throat with a razorblade.  I managed standing, not completely vertical but close enough.  I hadn’t seen the living room in ages; it felt as though I was so tightly wrapped up with my own issues that the world around me became a beige backdrop for a time.  We had done a good job decorating the place when we moved in, the landlord owned the entire block and as such decorated them all in the same bland inoffensive colours that were so passive and soulless that they actually caused offence.  The dark green on the feature wall matched Kelly’s eyes perfectly, I had picked that.  Brushing my teeth I make a conscious decision to turn it around, turn it all around.  Breakfast was a banana, it’s impossible to look manly eating a banana…impossible and once I’m confident it’s in my stomach I popped two painkillers to help overcome the crippling agony that exists inside my head.  
 
                 “New start Douglas.” I told myself, spurred on by my own resolution I felt slightly cheerier as I boiled the kettle and made tea, massaged the contents of an orange into a highball glass and toasted some bread.  
 
   Placing it all together on a tray I took it to the bedroom to gleefully introduce Kelly to the fresh start we both needed.  For the first time in months we were on the same page.  Kelly had grabbed her fresh start too it seemed, and while I slept moved out of our apartment.
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   ROB’S MOOD worsened since our near death incident at Sunset Strip’s finest finger buffet.  News from the Motherland was that Rosie had pushed ahead with divorce proceedings in his absence, news which would had led him to take to the demon drink if he wasn’t already cohabiting with the ‘liver shriveller’.  To take his mind off women folk I proposed a trip to the beach but he didn’t want it. “I don’t need to take me mind off women, I want to take me mind off Rosie,” so I suggested instead a spot of polite lunch, watered down beer and sports at the themed strip club called Poles & Goals.  On the walk down the sun-kissed street he explains, with an abundance of breaks in speech to allow for tourist dodging, that he’s not entirely saddened by the divorce proceedings per sé but rather the unemotional and clinical way in which she’s meticulously gone about it.  I share with him a tiny snippet of Kelly’s exit from our domicile in an effort to empathise.  We agree that the women in our lives to date have all been troublesome ‘cooze dealers’ and enter the sporting establishment.  
 
   Propping up a seat at the bar we devour chicken wings like life does dreams and drink from their generic beer selection. We enter a near state of hypnosis as the female jiggly bits on a staff member behind the counter bounce from left to right, up and down as a busy lunch turnover keeps them all working flat out.
 
   With lunchtime in the past we bed in for an afternoon of conversation and beer.  Our waitress Ana brings the food bill and our sixth round of drink. 
 
                 “Yawl ok for everythin’?” She drawls.  
 
                 “I am fed and watered Ana, you have nourished me handsomely.  Thank you.” I replied.  
 
                 She smiles at the accent. “Belfast right?”  
 
                 I was heartily impressed; I budge up in our newly acquired booth to allow room for Ana to slip in beside us, which she accepts.  The leather chaps of her work uniform squeak as they collide with the upholstery of the booth.
 
                 “Impressive, quite the ear you got there.” I said. 
 
                 “Two even.” added Rob.  
 
                 “I saw you guys come in, I gotta say you ain’t buying into the whole Poles & Goals experience.  What’s got you long faced?” she queries.  
 
   Rob takes the opportunity to talk her through his tale of love and loss on the hedonic isle of Ibiza. By the time his epic saga is finished the booth is awash with Goals’ girls, all listening, all offering advice, all moved.  The manager chases them off and they disperse in all directions.  Apparently there’s a limit of one lady per table and only then if we buy a dance.
 
                 “Christ man you’re better than a new-born baby multiplied by a puppy.” I whispered.  
 
                 “What are you on about?” He asked.  
 
                 “The ladies, they love you…congratulations man you’re seeing more ass tonight than a proctologist.” I stated as I downed the remainder of my beer oblivious to the fact it was day time.  Rob was sceptical until he looked over at the bar to see a petite blonde and a dark haired Italian girl both staring in the direction of our booth. Ana, whose hair was a cascade of blonde ringlets, and a tall Italian looking brunette with olive skin whose announcement had singled her out as Margarita were smiling over at us. We smile, trying our best not to look like predators.  
 
                 “One more drink then we’re dry till later.” Ordered Rob. 
 
                 “Worried about your junk not working’?” I asked only half serious, to which he replied “quality control my good man.” with not a shadow of humour.
 
   Twenty minutes later we were settling our bill and leaving a large enough tip that it would reflect positively on any future encounters out of the Sports themed locale.  As we head to the door Ana appears from behind the greeters’ station.  She slips a piece of folded paper into Rob’s left hand. 
 
                 “My number, gimme a call after seven,” she says “and you,” pointing to me “my girl Rita wants to know all about you so make sure you keep yourself free.”  
 
                 I nod and steal one more look at the dark haired Italian goddess in a sheer lace night gown.  “I’ll let you guys finish up” I say, stealing a final look at Rita and exiting the building where I light up a Marlboro red and try to look nonchalant; I had aimed for cool but nonchalant would have to do.
 
   Inside the conversation is short but promising. After satisfying herself that her manager isn’t looking Ana gives Rob a kiss.  Under strict orders from Rob we embark on a time killing exercise that doesn’t involve self destruction, the first of its kind while on the West Coast.  The sky is a beautiful shade of blue, the wind absent, the City sweltering.  In an effort to see something of cultural importance a foot powered trek to the Hollywood Bowl is undertaken.  The walk is long, entirely uphill and showcases Angelian’s contempt for pedestrians. We’re almost mowed down on several occasions by people still filled to the brim with the frontier spirit as they ride around in their shit heap metal Honda horses.  A mid ramble stop brings us to Hollywood Heritage Museum. I explain the significance to cinema that this house has, Rob kindly fakes interest but it affords us an opportunity to grab a cigarette and rest our heels under the hanging foliage that surrounds the old wooden house.  
 
                 “You know a lot about this stuff.” He said. 
 
                 “Pitfalls of an unnecessary tertiary education.” I retorted.  
 
                 “That where you met Kelly?” Rob was fishing, I could practically see the pole.  
 
                 “There or somewhere else, why are you doing this now?” I snarled.  
 
                 “Man we’ve been hangin’ out twenty-four seven now for over a week and the only thing I know about you is what you like to drink but you know everythin’ about me.” Explained Rob.  
 
                 “Today’s not the day for getting to know me Rob, there’s a beautiful woman waiting at the end of a shift for you and that beautiful woman is bringing a gal pal for this plus one here and getting to know me will be no good thing.  It’ll get you non laid.” 
 
                 “Speak for yourself.” Rob interjected.  
 
   He had a point, “Fair dues, point taken.  Can we move on because I’m beginning to get relationship flashbacks?!” 
 
                 I urged him to drop it.  He did.  As I stubbed my cigarette out I felt the need to break the ice, “You can be my plus one to the pity party tomorrow.  I swear.”
 
   The Hollywood Bowl was quiet, outside of concert time it was a place of tranquillity in a City that had little to do with tranquillity.  On days when bands and artists were sound checking a forthcoming gig there was an open house policy. It allowed visitors and vagrants alike to camp out in the amphitheatre and enjoy a free afternoon unpolished gig.  Turning the corner into the hallowed grounds of the Bowl we’re confronted by a gentleman sleeping at the side of the stage while a handful of technical crew rig up.  Elton John was playing the following night, it had been a while since I had followed any form of popular culture that wasn’t Naughty Neighbours Monthly but I was pretty sure the unconscious man rocking double denim by the PA stack wasn’t the Rocket Man.  As we took our seats a call come out over the radio, crackled and inaudible, the unconscious man got to his feet, jammed his noise cancelling plugs into his ears and came front and centre as he began singing an unfamiliar song.  “Support act” I stated.  I lit a cigarette and put my feet up on the backboard of the seat in front of me.  Rob takes his phone out and snaps a couple of photos including one of me scowling.  
 
                 “Not once have I seen you take a photograph.  Not once this entire time.” He said.  
 
                 “I didn’t come here to capture memories.” I thought.  I knew if I behaved as though I hadn’t heard him he’d eventually leave me alone.  
 
   Monitoring him from my peripheral vision he finally refocused his attention on the stage in front of us.  The walk back to the hostel was even more gruelling than the uphill assault.  The heat had increased and dehydration from our lunchtime beers had left me with a micro-hangover.  Smoking my way through the pain and smog of the Hollywood Freeway we finally hit the starry street that is Hollywood Blvd. Reaching the hostel we climb the stairs, ignore the Russians and the fresh carpet stains, the smell of bleach filling the air.  Entering the room I make the executive decision that I’ve earned a sleep after a hard fought day.
 
   As I wake a female face was at the front of my mind, consciousness wiped my ability to recall details of it but it was welcoming, it made me happy.  I had the slightest essence of a song niggling at me, something I was listening to maybe, or something from my dream…but it was gone.  There are sobs in the adjoining room to ours and through the wafer walls I can hear the midlands twang of my roommate Rob.  The Japanese kid sits across from me strumming on his guitar with his earphones in.  His mop of black hair covering his eyebrows.  He makes eye contact as I rise.  
 
                 “Hey Kenny kindly tell me what the fuck’s goin’ on?” I asked.  
 
   He wasn’t entirely sure of the details but it had sounded like an all girl riot squad hit our neighbouring room and now, seemingly, Rob was caught up in the aftermath.  The salvage and clean up mission.  Staggering out into the hall I can make out the sound of bitchiness coming from the communal room. Knocking on the door it opens and I see Rob sitting on a bed with Scottish Jen sobbing in his arms.  Her lip appears swollen.  Rob waves me off with a stare, stealthily retreating from the doorway I march to the communal space.  Two bleach blonde jocks are playing pool while three bikini clad Barbies sit on the couch in a fit of uncontrollable laughter.  I notice in passing the TV is the same model I threw out of the window of my apartment when Kelly came back to reclaim her appliances.  Snatching the remote from Alpha Barbie I turn the TV off.  
 
                 “The state Jen’s in,” I snapped “that’s your doing I take it?!”  I direct it at Malibu Barbie and chums. It’s not a question.
 
                 The three girls giggled at the sound of her name.  
 
                 “I’ve never met such a hateful bunch of fuckin’ skanks.” I spat at them.  
 
   The sound of a cue hitting the floor brought my attention back around to the two guys behind me.  The taller one was painfully trendy in a basketball vest, camouflage cargo shorts and sandals.  His sidekick wore a University of Ohio tracksuit, he must have bought it in the gift shop, they clearly don’t I.D. 
 
                 “You watch your tongue when talking to my girl, you hear me?!” He swaggered when he walked, I hate that.  
 
                 “Stay the fuck out of this!” I replied.  
 
   I moved as he went to take a swing at me and was caught by a cheap shot from his little buddy.  As I went to ground I swung out a kick and made full contact with the Jock’s baby makers.  The force of the kick rang out and made my foot hurt, I could only imagine how he felt as he lay on the floor clutching his jewels and screaming.  The little one had taken the chance to lay a couple of kicks in on me, as I fought my way vertical again he disappeared. Rob emerged, unnoticed, and threw him into the side of the pool table cracking one of the gaming table’s legs.  A punch to the side of the head kept him down.  Back on my feet I returned to Alpha Barbie. 
 
                 “You better discover some manners before she feels better. She’ll probably decide she wants to pound that perky lil ass of yours. I don’t blame her.” I said.  
 
   Rob and I exit the communal room an inch taller. I remember feeling like we should have at least high fived over one of them but by the time we were within touching distance the moment had passed.  That’s the thing about high fives, if you don’t do them in the right way at the right time you’re going to come across looking incredibly white.
 
                 “Would you be pissed at me if I bailed tonight?” Rob asked on the way back down the corridor.  
 
                 “Robert this is bigger than you and Rosie, this is about a nice young lady with swell cannons and an introductory meeting to your trouser trumpet.” I replied.  
 
                 “I know, this is not about me moping around here.  Jen’s really upset. They apparently were her friends before that one got convinced Jen was tryin’ to steal her Neanderthal boyfriend and they beat her up.” He explained.  
 
                 The gesture moved me.  It’s an incredibly selfless act to cock block one’s self.  “Are you sweet on this girl son?” I asked in my best fatherly impression.  
 
                 “Eat a dick, she’s upset.  She’s nice and now, thanks to them lot she’s lonely.” Justified Rob.  
 
                 “Go with God my child,” I said kissing him on his forehead “thanks for dealing with Mr Cheapshot.”  
 
   Rob disappeared back inside Jen’s room while I washed the blood off my face and prepared my best ‘You should see the other guy’ lines.
 
   Pulling up in a Yellow Cab it was comforting to see that the sight of fifty percent of the agreed party was met with confusion rather than disappointment.  Ana was clearly looking forward to this evening as she had broken out the big guns, a classic little black dress, white gold swallows adorned her necklace and stilettos were on her feet.  Margarita had let her dark mane blow free in the wind. She rocked a more casual approach with mouth-wateringly curve hugging denim jeans a black suit jacket with a white Jimmy Eat World T-Shirt under it. She tried to restrain her hair by tucking it behind her ears, but it was a futile gesture as the loose waves broke free repeatedly. For my part I have always been a fan of comfort and the snoozing Rocket Man earlier put me in a mood for double denim which I adhered to.  I explained to Ana how a friend had been hurt and Rob wasn’t comfortable in leaving them alone, that he apologised for standing her up.  They both seemed visibly moved by the whole thing, more so when they realised that the black eye I was now sporting came at the defence of a lady’s honour.  Venice Beach was a crazed meat market during the day but at night the temperature dropped, the waves eased and the place became deathly silent. Apart from the occasional car, the cough of the homeless sleeping in the shadows and the seven foot Jesus who stalks the streets putting diners off their dinner conversation and drunks into rehab, all was quiet.  I ponied up and took Ana & Margarita to James Beach for fish tacos and pitchers of cocktails.  Buoyed by the success of Rob in his tale of woe I felt considerably more open to the topic of ‘What the fuck am I doing here’.  The food arrived as we ordered our second pitcher.  
 
   “So how long have you ladies been picking up strays at Poles’n’Goals?” I asked.  
 
                 “Oh Christ, yeah you must think we’re total cougars.” Joked Ana.  
 
                 “Certainly not…you’re both too young to be cougars.  What predator that makes you though I’ve no idea.” I replied.  
 
                 “Well for the record,” added Margarita “we had designs on defiling the both of you but since you’re a little outnumbered we’ll play nice.” 
 
                 “Ah Rob…have I mentioned how I hate him and he’s dead to me?!”  
 
                 We shared an awkward laugh.  “You seemed like nice guys, I’m relatively new in town myself.” Said Ana.  
 
   It turned out Ana had been looking climates new round about the same time I was having my fifth consecutive leaving party with students who didn’t even know my last name in Fast City.  Ana came from a Mormon family in Provo, Utah.  Having finished high school she managed to postpone the inevitable by applying for a Marine Biology course in Salt Lake City.  Her big brain (as much as I’d love to say T and A ultimately I’m a brain man) led her to finish her degree with a year and a half to spare.  That’s when Dad appeared on her doorstep with a collection of male suitors.  Facing life in Utah and a martial bed rota she got herself on the first post-graduate course she could get to accept her, as far away from Salt Lake City as she could get.  Her recent application for a firearm licence was proof that should Papa or Suitor number 1, 2 or 3 turn up at her door she’ll not be taken back alive.  Margarita’s story was somewhat familiar, she was a model or at least wanted to be, she certainly had what was required to ace the test. She seemed too content bouncing around from short term relationship to short term relationship living, never learning but, more importantly, never really picking up that many battle scars.  If my waist was the demilitarised zone then the North of me was pulling for Ana’s affection while the South chanted for Team Rita.
 
   With dinner over the three of us walked along the beach contemplating the next move.  A small fire burned brightly just short of one of the lifeguard stations.  Margarita suggested we check it out.  Sitting in a circle around the fire the oddest collection of hippies and hip hop enthusiasts listened to music and smoked weed.  At the head of the circle – if there is a head of a circle, under the dark velvet sky, sat what I can only imagine is the King of the hippies.  With a long straggly beard he sat naked playing the bongos.  His appearance was so striking that it took a couple of minutes to realise that the hippy’s feet were pointing in the wrong direction, a birth defect that medical science ignored in his infancy.  As the circle widens to absorb us into the mix we took a seat in the sand and awaited the good smoke to come our way.
 
   My head was light, fanciful even, but grounded enough to know that my two companions were caressing one of my legs each.  As I take another drag I catch a nod of approval from one of the hip hop smokers.  The arrival of thunder and lightning calls a premature end to the Woodstock re-enactment.  Getting to my feet I help Ana and Margarita up and we run back towards the boardwalk. Once on solid ground Ana suggests we hit up an underground rave that Margarita had been telling her about the previous week.  We’re all a bit flighty from the military grade cannabis that was doing the rounds so how we got from the Venice boardwalk to a suburb by the airport is anyone’s guess.  Though cab is the most likely option it’s not inconceivable that I sprouted wings from my ball sack and flew us there.  Down two flights of stairs in an old bunker, a well-to-do man’s Cold War hang up, we’re ushered inside by a friend of Margarita and asked to contribute five dollars to the Hurricane Katrina fund.  California seemingly has a better class of ecstasy lover than Northern Ireland.  The base of the music reverberated off the solid stone walls of the shelter as people bounced and rocked and jittered to the beat of their own personal hit.  Rave music has never been my particular fancy; I’ve always hated the industrial nature of its repetition but with Rob taking care of Jen I was a man alone in a strange land with no aspirations and nothing to lose.  Leaning in I ask what the two would like to drink, a futile platitude when faced with the volume of noise that was ear fucking us but chivalry can still be revived.
 
   The queue to the bar was little more than a cattle drive but with most of the clientele there for bottled water I was able to make good time in securing three double vodka and Red Bulls.  Returning to where I left them I find Ana and Margarita dancing with one another, my approach brings about a cheer and the order to “open your mouth” from Margarita.  Obliging a lady is the gentlemanly thing I do, I opened my word hole and felt her finger creep in, leaving on my tongue a small pill.  Taking a drink from my vodka it disappeared into my depths, it was less than an hour before it began to kick in.  My heart raced, blood boiled, every millimetre of me felt as though it had been recharged.  I was brand new again, one hundred percent and free.  Even the music began to soak into my being.  I found a previously unrecognised connection to the beat of the trance music.  Ana and Margarita felt it too, I could tell.  We were all connected.
 
   5AM came and the shelter shut its doors for the night, we stood by the side of the road exhausted.  Reborn in gallons of our own sweat, Margarita points out that her house is less than a block away and faced with the prospect of hitchhiking or cabbing it from LAX, effectively, to Hollywood I figure it’s no bad thing to avail of the kindly offered hospitality.  Eager not to split up a winning team Ana seconds the motion and the three of us head for Washington Park.
 
   The inside of Margarita’s house resembles an interactive fashion museum.  The leather couch, a gift from an artist friend who was now working with Dave La Chappelle.  The wallpaper handmade from an old textile print, the penny finally dropped when she showed us the master bedroom and its fifteen foot circular bed…this was not her house.  Relatively new to the City of Angels Margarita had landed on her feet by getting a job house sitting this salute to consumerism for someone she knew. Someone who wasn’t in L.A too often probably someone from New York, where the two month old luggage tags said she was from.  Making my way through the labyrinth of cool I find myself in the Master of the house’s office and no more than ten feet from his liquor cabinet.  Upon inspection it’s obvious that Master has a thing for twenty five year old single malts.  We’d all love to have that particular hobby.  Grabbing the one which speaks to me first I open the bottle, grab three whiskey tumblers and continue on my lost exploration.  Eventually I make it to the kitchen where I can hear signs of life, “surely the living room is around here somewhere” I concluded.  Stepping down the marble steps connecting the kitchen to the main hall I walk into the soft lit and flickering living room.  Lit by the fire, heavy shadows are cast around the margins of the room.  Bookshelves, awards, family photos all deadened, all hidden in the absence of light.
 
   The girls were curled up on the couch, Ana legs up on Rita’s knees.  I hand them their glasses and pour three generous whiskeys.  I hadn’t thought to bring mixture.  Why would I?  I drop into the armchair, kicking off my boots and pouring a large one.  Eyes hung heavy, I felt and looked like shit.  Sweaty, strung out, beaten.  The young dancers from Poles & Goals on the other hand looked immaculate.  As though they’d just stepped off a Bodyform commercial.
 
                 “Sláinte!” I tossed, knocking back a mouthful.
 
                 “Slan-cha…is that right?” Asked Ana.
 
                 “Close enough Utah.”
 
                 “How’re you findin’ LA Irish?” Adds Margarita “It’s somethin’ else right?!”
 
                 “To. Be. Sure!” Irishisms hulked with alcohol.  It brought about a laugh.
 
                 “I thought you said you people don’t say that.” Margarita gleefully struck.
 
                 “Oh we don’t…and what is this ‘You People’.  Anymore of that you people and Paddys will be marching on Washington.”
 
                 “To be sure!” Ana toasted, drink in the air.
 
                 We laughed, downed and then reloaded.  This time filling the heavy based crystal tumblers to the brim.
 
                 “Woah woah, I gotta drive in the morning!” protested Margarita.
 
                 “Seriously Rita…ecstasy…really!  Now you’ve got to drive?” Ana countered.
 
                 “Schooled!” Said I.
 
                 She shut up and sipped on her single malt.
 
                 “So why LA?”
 
                 I pretended not to understand Ana’s question.
 
                 “It’s just…it’s quite far.  What you runnin’ from?” She continued.
 
                 “Simple really.  My ol’ man was trying to marry me off to these three horse farmers.”
 
                 “You were listenin’!”
 
                 “Always.”
 
                 “So why then?”
 
                 “Why not” I took a gulp catching up with Rita “it’s LA.  It’s somewhere we’d always planned to come and it sure as shit ain’t…”
 
                 “Who’s we?”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “You said we…who’s we?”
 
                 “The royal we.”
 
                 “Bullshit!”
 
                 “Proper English is not bullshit young lady.  You’d get that if you ever grasped the letter U in the word colour…colour!”
 
                 “Who’s we?”
 
                 “Seriously?”
 
                 “Seriously!”
 
                 “We was a girl.  We is just me now.”
 
                 “You guys break up?”
 
                 “Somethin’ like that.”
 
                 “And there’s no goin’ back?”
 
                 “I’m sittin’ here right?”
 
                 “I have an idea.” Margarita had chipped in again, her volume almost made the two of us jump.
 
                 “What’s the plan shouty?” I ask.
 
                 “Well you seem blue…about we.”
 
                 “No.  I’m not.”
 
                 “I was thinkin’ we could all fuck and maybe make you feel better…” she said unabashed.
 
                 “…no Rita” countered Ana “he said no…he’s ok.”
 
                 “Maybe I’m a little upset.”
 
   Who stuck what where first would be a complicated tale, the details graphic, the motor skills incredibly sloppy.  As the sun emerged in the Californian sky darkness left us as we screwed ourselves into somewhere that exists between exhaustion and oblivion.
 
   I would wake around noon, highly respectable for someone who had partaken in such a night of debauchery.  My keen detective skills told me something wasn’t right.  The last thing I remembered was being locked at the hip with Margarita while Ana rode my face to the Farmer’s Market and all this took place in the living room yet here I am, hungry, dirty, hung-over and in the Master bedroom.  It couldn’t have all been a dream, my ego couldn’t take it being a dream.  It was a Penthouse forum letter of a night, please let there be something to distinguish it from the mountain of wet dreams pubescent teens have.  The answer was all too apparent the moment I attempted re-entry into my jeans, the chaffing was eye wateringly painful.  It was real, enough to give me a bad dose of the blue balls.  It should have been my proudest moment, if I had told that story to myself I would have high fived with me but my nuggets were aching, my head pounding, I could barely walk and was feeling mighty sorry for myself.  It hit me when I was brushing my teeth with a stranger’s toothbrush, I knew how I ended up here.  Knee deep in pussy with a cock covered in shit.
 
   In my absence Rob and Jen had gotten close.  He had talked her round from blaming herself for the falling out with her ‘friends’, and had explained how those “fuckin’ Barbie bitches” were not good people and she deserves a better calibre of compadré.  He even managed to extract that smile.  The one I thought was so winning and worthy of a potential ass kicking from the cock jocks.  Once the tears dried they snazzed themselves up and headed to the Sushi House for some overpriced dining that’ll leave you craving a cheese burger before nightfall.  Even though Rob was from Birmingham and Jen from Glasgow they seemed to know a lot of the same people from the Ibiza party circuit and they spent the rest of the night connecting the dots of how they managed to continually miss meeting one another.  
 
   Jen was an accountant who had recently lost her job on account of her boss cooking the books, being tried, convicted and ultimately hanging himself in an eight by ten cell.  The administrators moved in and picked the bones clean, she was able to sell her house before she defaulted on the mortgage, cleared her debts and had just about enough to venture forth and discover the Sunshine State.  Afterwards they would drop by the Pig and Whistle for a taste of home ale and some banjo music before Rob walked her to her door.  He’d refuse to verify the rest of the evening but as they say in the U.S of A dollars to donuts she kissed him, brought him inside her room and made the rest of her dorm room extremely uncomfortable as they bumped uglies and traded O faces all night long.  I know this without him needing to confirm because he smelt as bad as I did when I next saw him.
 
   The bus ride back to Hollywood was long and yet welcoming.  In my good nature I opted to tidy the house before leaving and was there long enough to bare witness to the Master returning home.  A Master who bore a striking resemblance to Margarita and spoke of a daughter who was “doing better having been off the rails for a few years”.  I prayed he didn’t noticed the bottle which used to contain three hundred dollars worth of whiskey. But I would have preferred that to him noticing that he could smell his daughter off my face.  Slipping out the back of the house I traversed a couple of garden fences until I reached the road and began the multi-route epic bus journey back to the Blvd and my bed.  My chest felt hollow, I had clearly smoked more than ‘Big Tobacco’ could have ever hoped but still I craved one, too fragile I held my nerve and tried to sleep through the lengthy journey.
 
   It was a few hours before I was on La Brea and within touching distance of a shower and a change of clothes.  I longed for a day of pampering after the night shift I had just put in.  Walking past Poles & Goals I threw a glance into the building. Both Margarita and Ana waved to me, their customers blissfully unaware where the hands that currently served them food had been.  I’d see them both again…but not yet, not without a bottle of Lucozade and a line of speed.  Walking was painful, they had gone to town on me.  Finally I reached the hostel and putting one foot in front of the other, climbed the dark corridor that led to the reception and the corridors that would shepherd me to sleep.  As I past the reception point the Russian son called for me to come back.  I played deaf but his old man raced after me and pinned me to the wall, showering me in his dental hygiene issues as he screamed that I was “no welcome here”.  I’ve been generally slow on the up-take with the cause and effect nature of the modern age.  How life has consequences and sometimes, even when you do something good, you end up having to eat just a little bit of shit.  That morning, upon hearing that one of his residents had suffered a battered testicle in an altercation on his premises the previous night he followed the trail of pointing fingers to Jen, Rob and my absentee self.  Evicting the three of us and calling the cops. Jen and Rob had taken refuge in the Pig and Whistle with my bag.  They had given my phone to Kenny in our shared dorm with the instruction that he watches out and delivers it to me at the first possible opportunity.  Fully charged I turn the phone on to receive several messages which caught me up on our exile from the International Hostel.
 
   Leaving before the Russians remembered to call the police I put the Monroe and Lugosi impersonators to shame as I Robert Mitchum’d my ass down Hollywood Blvd and into the dark lair of the Pig and Whistle.  Jen and Rob were tucked up in a booth, Rob – phone in hand as he awaits an update on my whereabouts.  As I gingerly climb the steps to the raised booth area he appears to be wearing the same look my Mother would wear when I came home from University at the weekend.  
 
                 “Where the fuck did you get to?” He hollered.  
 
                 “Presently I have no idea where the fuck I would start,” I replied before continuing “hello again Jennifer, I believe our chivalry got you expelled from the Eastern block Comfort Inn.”  
 
                 Jen laughs; it’s a pretty reaction…my balls ache a little.                “Your chivalry may have went unappreciated by Boris and the boy but as I said to Rob, thank you!” She offers a smile to boot.  
 
                 “Well as long as you don’t plan of thanking me the way you thanked him cos my dong is killin’ me.” I proclaimed.  
 
                 Jen threw Rob a look, who protested innocence at all costs to credibility.  “Don’t you bullshit me Englishman you stink of sex” I replied before turning to Jen “So how is my boy…you know downstairs…in the meat locker.” 
 
                 The question was met with the verbal equivalent of slight of hand, within seconds the waiting staff were at our table and the question was lost in the sound of clinking glasses and sports.  
 
   Breakfast came, full English with a tea to wash it all down.  It was the first fluid beverage I’d consumed that didn’t have a percentage sign on the label in weeks. But when it comes to fried foods, I’m a traditionalist.  The time had come to consider what we were going to do.  We were three individuals brought together by a hostel on Hollywood Blvd and subsequently expelled from the one thing that bound us together.  The prospect of separating wasn’t particularly appealing, we had cultivated friendships.  Even the idea of having Rob and Jen constantly making puppy eyes at one another wasn’t enough for me to desire solitude.  The issue of re-housing would have to be addressed but before that the obligatory inspection.  I had all my money with me when out with Ana and Margarita and somehow, by the good grace of God I hadn’t parted company with it.  Rob’s notice was short and our eviction swift.  I was unsure what he was able to pack on my behalf before we were dumped on to the glass covered sidewalk.  Fishing through the rolled up contents of my travel bag I found my phone charger, watch, razor and all things a man needs…one thing was missing though.  The one thing I wasn’t prepared to be parted from.  Realising what had been left behind I got to my feet dropping money on the table to cover the cost of our scrans and, ignoring the groin pain, marched back down Hollywood Blvd towards the Russians.  Bounding up the stairs I’m again confronted by the Boy who screams for me to stop.  Like before I ignore him, the Father appears again but this time rather than bathe in the contents of his oversized tonsil sacks I push past him and make a dash to the communal room.  Alpha Barbie is painting her nails while the boyfriend Brad…or Hoyt or whatever he’s called is watching ESPN and nursing his balls.  I step right in front of the screen.  
 
                 “Where the fuck is it?  Don’t make me cock punch the shit out of you!” I roared.  
 
                 “You got some ner..” 
 
                 “Shut. The Fuck. Up Barbie!” I said, interrupting her speech.  
 
                 The Russian and his son had reached me.  Pushing the son off I warn him.  Jen and Rob appear at the threshold to the communal space too.  I point to the fire escape outside the large bay windows. 
 
                 “Give me it or I’ll fuckin’ dump you right into the fuckin’ traffic.” I warned.  
 
                 Boris had disappeared from view and as Brad protests his innocence again the fat hairy Russian reappears clutching in his bear like fucking paw my first edition of 1984.  
 
                 “You look for this shit-bird?!” His voice chucking word bricks at me rather than speech.  
 
                 Relief washed over me, my shoulders drop, my mood lifted. 
 
                 “Oh thank God!  That book’s really imp...” before I could finish he puts it between vicey flesh shovels and pulls.  
 
   The book separates into two pieces, as he begins to pull the pages out individually.  I lose it.  Red descends. Pushing his son out of the way I charge at the man tank, I hurl a fist which connects with his face.  He’s not as impervious as he looks and he begins to go down, a second and third punch puts him on the ground before the world switches off.
 
   I come to under fluorescent lighting; a blue stained curtain encloses me from the rest of the room and the single bed I adorn.  The son had clocked me in the back of the head with a pool cue before laying some heavy duty kicks and punches into my already inflamed groin and bruised face.  Rob would appear from behind the plastic curtain wearing his badge of bravery, a split lip and black eye from going toe to toe with a junior prize fighter.  He might bruise like a peach but he did it for my white ass so that makes him a street king in my book.  
 
                 “How you feelin’ champ?” He asked.  
 
                 “My pee pee is sore.” I replied.  
 
                 “Don’t make me laugh my ribs hurt.” 
 
                 “I’m glad my injured pee pee amuses you muthafucka!”  
 
   Four hundred dollars later and the Emergency Care centre were happy to grant me a clean bill of health, even if none of the nurses did a thorough inspection of my trouser furniture as I’d requested.  We arrived back at the Pig and Whistle where an old hippy waiter called Luke was minding our stuff.  As we cooled our heels with a pint it become obvious I was going to be the bastard child to these love birds as they swooned over one another.  The Pig and Whistle offer up some fine Guinness; my liver can hold court on that matter.  The first pint was gone within a matter of minutes, I slowed my pace as I wasn’t looking forward to attempting to urinate.  The bar was filling up, night was falling and we still had no idea where we would call home in the immediate future.  The kiss on the cheek from Margarita, who had arrived in unnoticed, was a welcome moment of kindness in an otherwise fucked up day.  Margarita’s offer of emergency housing relief was a God send even if I was going to be “working off the rent for three.”
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   IT FELT incredibly strange returning to the scene of the crime as the three of us Hollywood refugees unburdened ourselves of our baggage in the hallway of Margarita’s sizable home.  The previous night now seemed to have been confined to the faded annals of memory as our party of four made civilised conversation in the same living room that had previously bore a striking resemblance to a Pier Paolo Pasolini film.  Margarita proved generous with her father’s scotch collection, the bottle selected by her olive hands an improvement on what I had consumed some twenty four hours earlier, hailing it “the best thing I ever did drink”.  It was a blow to my ego as I had spent years fine tuning my palette. I’d even come to believe that I was something of an authority on the matter only to be bested by this divine lady.  Conversation took a turn onto music before stopping at politics for a brief moment before we ended up at a discussion that was all too carnal.  I brought Margarita up to speed on my theory on the night I had missed, which featured Rob and Jen in the most linguistically acrobatic descriptions that my bruised face could muster.  Again the denials and glances and red faces beamed in the room of sin. Margarita gallantly sacrificed her own dignity to rescue her newly acquainted Scottish sister by proclaiming that just one night previous her and me and Ana had “loosened fillings in the middle of this very room”.  Hearing it verbally transcribed was enough to turn around what had been, until this point, a long, difficult and emotional day.  The loss of my Orwell sat in my heart like a lead clot next to the permanent ache in my chest.  The ache that had beckoned me here.  The very thought of it had to be physically shaken off if I was to enjoy the remainder of the evening.
 
   Jen’s laugh was infectious, she would send herself into a full on spasm at something she found hilarious.  Her condition had improved since the previous night but I got the sense that she was still slightly guarded.  Now, in the company of another woman, she had completely opened up, blossomed even.  I had found her attractive that first night in the corridor of the International hostel, her smile had sent me fluttering back to my room now she was absolutely radiant, gorgeous, an idol that would see men compete for her attention.  What was interesting is that the attraction I had once had for her was gone, in its place sat adoration.  She had travelled so far alone, had seemingly lost her friends and yet sat here with three strangers in strange surroundings and was perfectly at ease with being herself.  She seemed incapable of being anything other than herself, that honesty was amazing.  She reminded me at that point of my sister before her world went to shit, which made it slightly uncomfortable when she caught a glimpse of Margarita playing pocket pool with me.  Unlike my sister she didn’t get to her feet and crown my head for being a filthy beast in public…in that respect she had one up on my actual family.
 
   The small hours of the following day came quickly; Jen was the first to call time on the festivities and scaled the marble staircase in the centre of the grand hallway to one of the guest bedrooms.  
 
                 “Don’t feel you’ve to stay up on our account Rob.” Margarita advised “If you’d rather head up and keep Jen company…” 
 
                 “I’m fine Margarita, thanks.” He replied.  
 
   The idea she had put in his head had clearly taken root as Rob became detached and uncommunicative and within a quarter of an hour had said his piece and did his best to not appear too eager to race upstairs, which I appreciated…all bros together.  The fine Scotch, pain medication and Russian based concussion were conspiring against me. I wasn’t entirely sure how but as my focus became slack, head heavy and speech non existent I had the overwhelming realisation that I had felt this before, I just wasn’t coherent enough to be able to articulate to myself when it was.  My last memory of that night or morning was the dull dim light outside the house that bled in through the curtains as Margarita helped me to my feet.  I would wake the following morning in the Master bedroom again, uncertain how I had got to bed, and unsure what had gone on during the course of my time in her father’s bed.  My head was humming a song, but it was gone by the time my eyes opened.  How I was able to distinguish them from the others that had formed on my body I’m not entirely sure, but whatever had transpired between the Italian and I during the course of that scotch soaked haze had left a few new buster browns behind.
 
   Margarita’s home was close to LAX both in proximity and ethos as over the course of the next three evenings she operated a standard turnstile policy for all vagrants, drunks and lost children that dared to darken the doorstep.  It didn’t take long to see that having “a live-in penis” was cramping the lady’s style but she was either too polite or attached (I’m inclined to believe the latter but I’m an egotist) to say anything so I took the decision out of her hands and packed my bags and cleared out one morning.  Sitting by the side of the road waiting on my cab I realised two things, the first was that I had absolutely no fucking idea where I was going therefore making a mockery of the premise of a cab and the second was that I was not alone.  Having seen my conversation with Margarita, Jen and Rob had taken it upon themselves to pack themselves up and vacate the lavish premises in a sign of solidarity.  The gesture was more than I could have ever asked for.  
 
                 “Seriously, I have no clue as to where the fuck I am goin’…you’re bett...” 
 
                 I was interrupted by Jen. “There’s no way we’re leavin’ you out in this city by yourself, we’re all family here.”  
 
                 “And if we end up in one of the cockroach castles?” I asked.  
 
                 “Oh…don’t worry about that,” she replied “if that happens I’ll just come back here.”
 
   Forty dollars plus tip later and we had pulled up outside a Motel Six on Sunset Blvd.  Retrieving our bags from the back of the cab we tried hard not to notice the Hollywood Hero who was leaning against his muscle car reading through a screenplay with the occasional enunciation projected across the forecourt.  Checking in we take two adjoining rooms between the three of us on the balcony level at the back of the Motel overlooking the pool.  The desk clerk rings the bell before turning back to his PC and World of Warcraft.  Moments later he has yet to hear the sound of us leaving the heavily air conditioned front desk and bangs on the window signalling for the Hollywood Hero to get his ass inside.  The vest wearing wannabe Gap catalogue icon came jogging in, his black hair bouncing around untamed and eager like a puppy.  He takes our bags and leads us to our rooms.  En route I discover more than I could ever hope to know about the man, his name is Johnny Marsh but he’s considering changing it.  He’s from Chicago but moved here six months ago, he bought his Mustang from a guy on a Studio lot on his first commercial shoot and has been paying for the thing to get fixed ever since.  Johnny has been living in the motel for the past three months, ever since his landlord booted him out and works as a general handyman to cover the cost of his aspiring existence on Sunset Blvd.  Always a fan of the underdog I began secretly rooting for Johnny. I wanted him to get the sitcom, to become the overnight sensation that the American dream depends on and to turn round and tell that fat odious fuck behind the counter to take his job and his perpetual finger wagging and stick them both up his rusty Sheriff’s badge.  Upon settling into our rooms we opened the partition door to make it more homely before I leave Rob and Jen to the floral clad cells we would call base to take Johnny up on his offer of smoking a bone with me.
 
   The next week would fly in with activities that wouldn’t look out of place in a montage of cheesy events as the three of us became inseparable, an asexual three headed doll seemingly content with living in each others pockets, posing for photographs and buying souvenirs.  The family excursion to Los Angeles Zoo, high up in the hills roaming with the big cats and monkeys couldn’t have been further from where I had imagined myself being.  It was nice not to drown my emotions, my conscious and constantly straying thought in a river of alcohol and pharmaceuticals.  For the first time in my 30th year I had felt at peace, safe with my thoughts in the bosom of the commune we had constructed for ourselves.  There was an easiness in the hole that was my chest.
 
   L.A was on the cusp of summer, the large orange bus to Santa Monica was standing room only.  Armpits and odour hung head height at every turn.  The 704 ran through some of the more affluent zip codes of the city yet it was largely populated with working class immigrants, the nameless masses that ensure that L.A ticks over.  Construction workers, waiters, maids, cinema ushers all made up the demographic onboard alongside the infrequent surfer, tourist and mentally unhinged loon with a bus pass.  The loon in question today had managed to get an entire row of seating on this overcrowded transporter to himself by seemingly asking the most inappropriate questions of the female travellers.  We, and Jen, in particular weren’t to know this when we boarded, though it did seem odd why so many people were standing when there were sufficient seating available.  Dressed for sand, sun and scrimp the young Scot took the seat next to him and within twenty minutes would be stare banged enough that she would tug on my sleeve pleading for us to change seats.  It was only when I saw his left hand make a move for the inside of her thigh that I granted her request.  
 
                 “So my friend tells me you’ve got a considerable collection of pornography in your crib.” I stated bluntly at him “That’s ace.  You got yourself any of that specialist stuff?” 
 
                 “Oh yeah man.” He grinned.  
 
                 “I like me the stuff that has the ladies that have tatas, woo wahs and ding-a-lings, you got any of that stuff?”  
 
                 Rob makes his way around to the other side of the loon and takes a seat sandwiching him in.  
 
                 “Yeah you got any of that man?  You seen that shit…crazy?!” Rob chips in.  
 
                 “You ever see a lady with both appendages make sweet love to herself?” I whispered.  
 
                 He exited the bus at the next stop and the seats began to fill up with tired Hispanic ladies I gave up mine to a minor round of applause from most of the passengers within ear shot.  
 
                 “I think that was a nice thing you did there gentlemen.” Said Jen.  
 
                 “Nice nothin’, if he had any of that I was goin’ back to his house…fascinating!” I said before realising that most of the people onboard didn’t know me enough to know my tones of conversation.  I had become his creepy replacement.
 
   I’d never managed to see Santa Monica Pier in full flow until this point.  The nights in Venice had been subterranean in nature and even if I had stood at the foot of the Ferris wheel I would be damned if I had stood a chance of remembering it.  Since relocating to the Motel Six I had lost that destructive voice at the back of my head.  The desire to drink and screw my way across the Sunshine State’s darling city had left me, I should have felt worried, maybe even emasculated by the whole thing but it had been so long since I had properly slept in a bed, instead of past out that I welcomed it with open arms.  We sat on the beautifully combed beach smoking cigarettes and watching the biological families that surrounded us play and swim and capture memories; all the while soaking up the burning heat of the California sunshine.  Jen’s disposition, however, was considerably less than sunny.  Initially I had thought that perhaps the pervert on the bus had sullied her mood but it seemed more than that.  She wore a familiar stony but slightly frowned face. It made me ache and feel wary; it took me a moment or two to analyse why it was affecting me the way it was but I got there in the end.  It was the same face that Kelly would wear when she was about to tell me something that neither of us particularly liked. She wore that face the morning she had miscarried.  I would ask Jen what was wrong, I knew it would lead nowhere but there’s always that one chance in a million that you’d get a straight answer to a straight question.  Nothing was wrong.  She was fine.  Jen tucked her informing eyes behind a pair of Ray Ban shades before lighting another cigarette, Rob hadn’t noticed.  I had unwittingly just alerted him; suddenly it felt like our little family had a meeting round the dining table on the horizon.  Before leaving we asked a local to take a picture of the three of us posing under the Santa Monica Pier archway on Rob’s camera.  I don’t know why but I made him promise he would forward it to my email.
 
   We made it back to the motel unmolested; Rob was in our shower which allowed me to borrow one of his last cigarettes.  I took up a leaning spot on the balcony and daydreamed about what it would be like, not necessarily to be Johnny, but to never have to leave here.  Eventually my money would run out, eventually it would come to the point that the pain inside of me knew had to happen.  How nice would it be to just stay, stay here put down minimal roots just exist on Sunset Blvd or on Venice Beach for as long as God would allow me.  In a land so new you could pretty much redesign your entire self, start fresh, scar free.  My thought process was interrupted with a shove, Jen had finished getting dressed.  A flowing black number told me that she had taken my night on the tiles suggestion seriously.  
 
                 “Alright love?” I said, pretending not to notice that she had plucked her eyebrows and styled her hair since our trip to the sands.  
 
                 “I am my dear.” She replied.  
 
                 “You’re goin’ to have to talk to me eventually because I’m persistent…and annoying!” I stated.  
 
                 “My flight to New York’s tomorrow,” Jen said straight faced “I had no idea how quickly the whole trip had gone in.  One minute I’m getting turfed out of the hostel, the next well, you know…I don’t want tonight to be my last night.”  
 
   I gave her a hug, the L.A pseudo family had been her construction, she was Mother and now she was being forced to abandon it.  The whole reality of our artificial world felt shaky.  We had set ourselves up in a Motel Six, created our own home-place, went about our daily lives as though we were existing on a fixed point but it was all a falsity.  The next leg was calling Jen, after New York the real world beckoned and all the uncertainty of unemployment in Glasgow.  
 
                 “Have you told him?” I asked.  
 
                 She shook her head.  
 
                 “Ok, I’m not one for advice but you need to give him a heads up.” I offered.  
 
                 “I know you think we’re some sort of secret couple but we’re not…” said Jen “I mean we had a night but he’s not ready.  I just thought I’d have more time.”  
 
                 “I’m not entirely sure how long he’s planning on kickin’ around here for, he could go with you.” I said.  Suddenly I had added advice-giving to sober and celibate on the list of ‘Things I do now’.  I remember thinking how much I’d love to punch myself right then.  
 
                 “Couldn’t ask him to come to New York, for what?” Asked Jen, her words were saying one thing but I could see the slightest spark of hope in the back of her beautiful eyes.  
 
                 “Speaking as someone who’s familiar with knee jerk decisions involving the fairer sex…” I continued while grabbing another cigarette, this time from Jen’s open box of Marlboro lights “regardless of anything I’d want to be able to make the choice myself.  He likes you… a lot and you’re right I’ve no idea what went on with you guys…though I could probably fuckin’ guess but he is ready.  He’s got a lot of love to give, believe me I can hear him in the shower when he thinks he’s being silent.” 
 
                 Jen smacks me on the arm before I bring the heart to heart home. 
 
                 “He’s ready, he’s just a little banged up but give him the chance to step up.”  
 
   Tradition dictated that I avoided dispensing knowledge on affairs of the heart. Rarely did anything I had ever tried work out too well so who the fuck was I to offer it up as a sage-like tribute?  This was a new me, this was my L.A self and he could be anyone he wanted to be…for now anyway.  I took a walk to give Jen time to break the news to Rob, I hadn’t quite gotten round to the selfish bit of “what about me?”
 
   Dressed to impress with Johnny in tow we headed the block north to Hollywood Blvd were Johnny had heard a VIP party was taking place in a restaurant called Tokyo.  From across the street we can see the cherry blossoms that overhang the archway leading to the garden and behind that the restaurant.  Large door staff worked the steady queue of people arriving to the invite only affair.  Walking with intent I slip in past the burly bouncers as they check names off the list, as he looks up I tap him on the shoulder from within the grounds of the party “these three are with me” I say pointing to Jen, Rob and Johnny.  Without hesitation the man-tower waves a shovel hand to allow them safe passage.  Calmly they join me in the promised-land; Jen lets out a high pitched squeak of excitement.  
 
                 “Dude that was awesome!” Praised Johnny.  
 
                 “Let’s just get fucked up before they realise.” Added Rob.
 
   The restaurant had a frantic life of its own.  Music seemed to pump out of every tree. The bar was twenty foot deep in party goers awaiting service and every inch of the hard wood floor catered to a gorgeous lady strutting her stuff as if it was the catwalks of Milan instead of an industry party.  The place had the look of a Japanese woodlands home.  The logged exterior and raised balcony seating area making it feel as if Tokyo had been there forever, that it had seen Hollywood Boulevard grow up around it. It was peaceful in its aesthetic yet every sensory stimulus screamed chaotic self indulgence.  I had been out of the game long enough that the clang of glassware, low level hum of conversation and the scent of spirits was enough to intoxicate me.  Floating directly to the bar I slip and manoeuvre my way to the front of the queue and order enough drinks to keep us for an hour.  Small flat screen TVs are embedded into the woodwork throughout the restaurant, I recognise the film immediately as Antonioni’s La Notte.  Returning to my team of crashers they all appeared eager for me to look into the far corner of the garden.  Distributing my alcoholic spoils I light a cigarette and scan the darkened corners of Tokyo.  I catch the eye of a man-mountain amidst a gaggle of young women, all in various degrees of undress.  His face is familiar but out of context I’d require the assistance of Jen to fill in the blanks in my knowledge.
 
                 “Chris Coulter!  Chris Fuckin’ Coulter!” She exclaimed before Rob was able to put his hand over her giddy schoolgirl mouth.  
 
   There wasn’t a moment when the entire party stopped, music paused, birds hung in the sky before everything sprang back to life but there was certainly an acknowledgement of a few people who were out of place.  I take another quick glance at Chris Fuckin’ Coulter, the synopses fire and the connection is made.  Christ I hated his shit fucking films, “Is he only ever capable of playing doctors or spies?” I asked and was sufficiently answered by a look of pure scorn fired my way by my always understanding Scottish sister.  A gaggle of female admirers, all surgically enhanced, all blonde and half under the legal age to be consuming alcohol were crowded around him oblivious to his shitness.
 
   “I’m gonna mingle before his pussy posse give me tube steak.” I proclaimed before disappearing off into bleached tooth masses.  
 
   I was well aware that I was batting out of my league in this crowd, the majority of ladies in Tokyo I suspected had piercings in their unmentionable regions that cost more money than I’d see in a year, than I’d see in a really good year.  They could smell the poor; I finished my drink and my backup drink while watching The Night on the back wall of the restaurant before I’m approached by someone who looks suspiciously like a young Don Johnson.  
 
                 “You liking the movie?” He’d ask, taking a sip from his whiskey sour.  
 
                 “Somewhat baffled that it’s taken me six thousand miles to run into it again.” I said before finishing with “I hope to see The Passenger in the bathroom, though hopefully not Jack Nicholson’s lil Jack.  Answer me this, Chris Coulter, doctor or spy?”
 
                 Don takes up a stance beside me “I can introduce you if you want?!” He offered.  
 
                 “I’m good Don, though if any of his lady army need…” I was cut off by him.
 
                 “Sorry do I know you?”  
 
                 “Flattered but hetero.” I replied.  
 
                 “Yeah flattering yourself, how did you know my name?”  
 
   As it transpires Young Don Johnson was a restaurant owner, this restaurant owner and a Hollywood Party Priest by the name of Don Galligan.  He had thrown this party for his friend, a small time producer whose birthday was the following day but the guest of honour was yet to arrive as were half the starting line up of the Oakland Raiders. 
 
                 “…and if you think Chris’ posse is impressive wait till you see the gals that come with a tight end.” He stated, smiling one of those Hollywood shit eating grins that win awards and features in movie trailers every weekend.  
 
                 “Well I love a good tight end Don Johnson, I’ll drink to that.” I toasted, finishing off my beer.  Don downs his whiskey.  
 
                 “Speaking of which, let’s get another.  What can I get ya?”  
 
   I asked for, jokingly I might add, a pint of vodka thinking he would laugh it off.  My beer had been ten dollars so this request would probably run one hundred easy yet within seconds it appeared in front of me.  Then I realised that Don wasn’t without a sense of humour, he could tell I was joking, his retort was to honour my request and proceed to watch me drink it…asshole.
 
   I worked my way through my clear pint all the while talking about film, Italian Neo-Realism seemed to be a point of interest for Don, especially Fellini and Antonioni.  It was a subject that could hold my interest, there were many nights when Kelly and I would talk ourselves into exhaustion on the merits of The Red Desert or Nights of Cabiria and it always led to the steamiest nights.  That was a “tradition I was willing to forgo tonight” I thought.  
 
                 “So who do you know here then?” Don slipped into the conversation.  
 
                 I point out my party crashers, “Just those three plebs.” I replied.  
 
                 “You crashed this party didn’t you Doug?” He stated.  
 
                 He didn’t need an answer, he was being nice, probably before he had a Raider ball stomp us.  
 
                 “Well Don Johnson, you’re too good a friend to lie to.” I said, taking another sip of my vodka pint “We crashed the shit outta this party.”  
 
   He laughed before patting me on the back and proclaiming something about the fucking Irish and inviting me outside for a cigarette.
 
   Under the warm desert sky with the beat of the music gently humming in the background Don offers me his cigarette packet; I graciously select one from the contending white heads and light up.  He talks me through his family tree; this is a typical conversation for any true Paddy in the New World.  Many Americans have a seemingly encyclopaedic understanding of their family’s background.  His grandmother, on his mum’s side, came from Limerick.  At the end of the First World War her father had upped the family from the land they had called home for hundreds of years and shipped them off to America.  Two of the seven children passed before Lady Liberty appeared in the porthole on that mild spring morning.  I’m pretty sure the thought of Grandma was the reason he was sharing his cigarettes and giving me buckets of his finest Russian firewater.  Across the courtyard Jen and Rob shared a slow dance, I watched in the hope that I didn’t catch either of their eyes and pull them back to reality.  It was comforting seeing two friends salvage something good from the chaos that life invites in.  I finished my pint with a forceful gulp, setting the glass on a table littered with empties. I had missed the numbing affects of the grown-up drinks as my cousin Adam would call it when he was a child.  Stubbing out my cigarette I head back to the bar and order myself a double whiskey.  Johnny had spotted an agent I assume he’d recognised from some audition and was in the process of putting the moves on her, “good on him” I told myself.  The vodka has heightened my mood, Kelly always warned me about the clear devil.  She never thought it mixed well with me, she was probably right.  The Antonioni film, which by now I’m convinced is on repeat, had stirred up memories I’d be weighing down with living.  Now, with the aid of a forty percentage pint, it had risen to the surface, strong and exaggerated like a brooding hulk of a recollection.
 
   Two hours passed as I sat on the roof of Tokyo sipping my beer and looking out over the low rise buildings of Hollywood Boulevard as the city slept and dreamt of stardom, fame and fortune.  As my eyes glide down from the sky and across the busy forecourt of the heaving restaurant I catch the eye of a cocktail waitress wearing the traditional pure white shirt and black skirt, she even had the pencil tucked into her flame red hair.  She smiles, it involuntarily invites a wave out of my right hand and like that she’s gone, ducking back inside the building, minutes later the roof door opens.  Heels click on the tarred surface and then the red haired smiler, Chloe according to her name badge, is sitting beside me.  
 
                 “So I’m wondering,” she opens with “you passing?” 
 
   I recognised the accent; the lady was a Londoner and an edgy one at that.  She had see-saw hips and on her wrists two swallows tattooed.  “Straight up from the Marlboro man I’m afraid lady.  I thought you food services professionals had the great line on cheech.” I replied, slowly positioning myself in a way that allowed me to look her in the eye without running the risk of nose diving off the roof.  
 
   It was only when the wind whipped a beer bottle out of my hand that we took a vote and unanimously decided to take it down to where gravity couldn’t bitch slap us.  Under the pristine snow white shirt and black pencil skirt Chloe was a bit of a rocker, the kind of woman who’d steal your AC/DC tee shirt wear it for three days and look hotter in it than you ever could.  She left home at fourteen when her mum brought back another new suitor and moved in with a slash bassist from Southwark the week before his twenty-seventh birthday.  At sixteen she’d outgrown him, packed a bag and bought a one way to New York, a job in TGI Friday and another in Virgin Megastore, Time Square. It paid for a box room on Forty-Second street before she packed up and moved to Florida. With her apartment in Jacksonville robbed less than a month off the Greyhound, Chloe cashed in her Sea World pay packet and crossed country to Hell.A and she’s been living the good life in Little Armenia, working three jobs to finance the next stage in her Littlest Hobo education ever since.  When she moved around the restaurant amongst the new money try-hards of indie USA you could see the faintest outline of hip tattoos.  I had forgotten I had come with company; Chloe’s conversation had melted away not only my previous mood which had taken me to the roof, but also the recollection of my non-blood family.  As she worked her way back round the room I caught her eye and guided her in, her green pools surrounded with lace-like lashes and filled with energy.  
 
                 “So what’s a guy got to do to buy you a drink or get your number?” I asked.  
 
                 “Fuck! I’d love a drink…alas Dearest Douglas I’m on the meter babe.”
 
                 “One drink!” I persisted.  
 
                 “Rooftop spliff is one thing but look around.”  
 
   Signalling to Don I ask Chloe to hold her water, I wasn’t entirely sure she’d be there when I turned around again.  From her modus operandi she could be half way to Fiji but a selection of carefully placed words had Don introducing himself to Chloe, thanking her for her work and most perplexing to the London party child a congratulations before inviting her to take the remainder of the night off, on him of course.  She looked at me like I was Gene Simmons, amazed yet disbelieving on the mind skills I had just worked.
 
   “You’re quite remarkable…” Chloe said “you’re not going to tell me how you did that are you?”  I shook my head invoking a smile from the twenty-four year old waitress “Good,” she continued “why ruin the magic.”  
 
   I had often told the white, grey and whooping black lie to resolve a sticky situation that was preventing my will; everyone has if they search their soul deep enough.  I had never claimed to be engaged before, not even with Kelly when we checked into our hotel in Las Vegas and that would have resulted in a bottle of pink and fizzy.  Now it was so I could get a red headed white collar worker to myself long enough to see if there were any mutual adventures to be had.  Los Angeles was beginning to seep into my skin; it was all about play now.  Grabbing two bottles of Mexican beer at the bar I slip one into Chloe’s hand and lead her outside.  As I cross the threshold I’m overcome by a man-slide as Johnny and Rob grab a hold of me.  Their eyes roll around in the grey sockets, I introduce Chloe to my troupe, she takes the insane drunken ramblings of a Brummie and an old school Yankee in her stride.  Finishing our drinks we head out on to the dance floor absorbing Jen into the boogie caravan en route.
 
   Strolling down Vine the five of us stop at an all night shop to stock up on cigarettes and Red Bull for the morning. Partying night after night makes it easy to avoid the brain shredding pain of the grape and grain hangover especially when you never fully reach sober. But the first night back on the tracks usually results in a cold and painful sunrise and the difficult decision of which end to point at the toilet.  Leaving the store Rob pulls me to one side, Jen had finally gotten round to breaking the news of her cross country relocation.  Evidently she had either taken a U-turn and ignored my advice or Rob had failed to interpret lady language and missed the invitation as it didn’t kick his fucking door down and stomp on his face.  As we reach the motel I light a cigarette to gain a little bit more distance between Jen, Chloe & Johnny and us.  As they take the corner, disappearing from view on the street lit sleepy Boulevard I slap Rob across the face.  He looks shocked, then a little angry.  I hadn’t thought what I was going to follow that up with.  Eventually and before he hit me back with one of his bear paws I tell him the truth. 
 
                 “She likes you man, she’s not too sure you feel the same.  You should go with her.  This is what we talked about in the Rainbow Room.”  
 
                 “Before or after the tug job?” He joked. 
 
                 “Who knows?”              
 
                 He starts listing the reasons to stay, most of them involve not wanting to leave me, how he wants to help.  
 
                 “Man I got troubles, believe me…you don’t want to be around this for too long.  You’re not that guy.  Do us both a favour, use that computer for something other than chuggin’ it off and book yourself a fuckin’ ticket tonight.”  
 
   With that sage-like advice I stub out my cigarette and bound up the stairs, three at a time to my room.  At the top of the stairs Chloe stands in the doorway smoking a cigarette in her worker uniform.  Jen stands leaning against the balcony smoking and looking slightly nervous about what we must be talking about.  
 
                 “Robert’s in with you tonight.” I say before racing into the room, closing the adjoining door and throwing Chloe over my shoulder.  This motel room had been virtuous for long enough and if my brother by another was to hop a United to the Big Apple I was going to break, strain or bruise something in ensuring that it got a damn good christening and a sending off.
 
   The knock on the door came about three hours after Chloe and I had smoked our last cigarette, tangled up in each others limbs.  Grabbing the blanket and peeling it off Chloe’s moist skin I toga up before opening the door.  The motel room door was a sun trap first thing in the morning, adding my sunglasses I step outside.  Jen stands at the door looking as though she had been up half the night too.  Beneath us Rob was loading luggage into the back of a Yellow Cab, I inspect the amount of journeys he takes to clear the load.  Upon seeing what must be the weirdest Roman Emperor / Homeless Elvis impression there must ever have been he races up the stairs before giving me a huge hug.  It was sweet that a slap on the face could mean that much to him.  
 
                 “Thanks mate,” he said “you’re a good friend.”
 
                 “You fuckin’ woke me for that?” I yelped jokingly.  
 
                 “Thank you Doug,” added Jen “you know…. you never asked me whether I was green or blue.” It was too early for primary riddles, my blank expression called for clarification.               “I tell you I’m from Glasgow and you’re the first not to ask,” she explained “I love that about you.”  
 
   I’m not particularly good with honest displays of emotion, I play it down by telling her I simply assumed she was a blue as the first time I saw her she gave me wood but the truth is I never considered it.  That shit had fucked up my Country for enough years without having it exported to another continent for another generation.  Either way she seemed genuinely touched.  As the cab driver blasts his horn, a queue of cars line up behind him impatiently wanting to start the day, Jen turns back to me one last time.  Her face serious, slightly troubled, she kisses me on the cheek takes my hand and squeezes it, as if to test for signs of life.  
 
                 “You’re a good man Doug, don’t get lost here.  You understand me right?” 
 
   I nodded.  I had never fully discussed what had brought me to Los Angeles with Jen or Rob.  I had never told them my reasoning for escaping to a land that’s populated with people looking to be discovered but somehow she knew.  She had seen something in me that was real, maybe even good and she saw my life choices rack up like a shopping list of sexual litanies, sorrow and drug fuelled lapses in morality.  In that moment I saw what she was, she was a real friend, a confidant and I wished she wasn’t leaving.
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   AS A CITY Belfast had my back, the weather for the past few months had been symbolic of my mood.  Clinical folk would perhaps point to one influencing the other and recommend some sort of management plan for seasonal affected disorder but that would be all bullshit, Belfast was my homey.  The apartment was suffering from a void; it had doubled in size without Kelly.  It was ill-fitting to look over at the faux Victorian living room door and not see a pair of her boots propping it open or her toothbrush in the Support the Welsh Miners cup in the bathroom or a collection of her skimpies drying on the clothes horse in the spare room.  The Belfast winter would mean that the evenings commence at 3PM, almost religiously, like some sort of strict puritanical parent.  The evenings would be dark, darker than the city could ever get.  Every inch of the apartment creaked and moaned, every moment of structural exasperation would be heard.  There would be no conversation, no sound of old crisp pages being turned on the couch, which was hers.  She was welcome to it.  She was welcome to the bed too, it was intoxicating.  Leather and sex, that’s what her perfume smelt like to me.  There were so many nights in the beginning in which I would arrive home drunk on her scent and smelling of it for days.  Now it sat on our sheets, her pillow, it lived two inches thick in the walls as a constant reminder that she was no longer here though her mark lingered.
 
   For the most part I would sleep in the armchair, it kept the room off limits I would tell myself, but the truth of the matter was it would keep the room fresh.  Her Agent Provocateur would last longer if it didn’t have to compete with tobacco, bourbon and cheap kebab meat from Esperanto.  Lie to myself all I wanted to but I was keeping the room in stasis like the grieving mother of a child that had been snatched too soon from the world.  Putting in the Christmas week would be one of the toughest things I’d ever have to do, so I thought.  As soul crushing as it was there’s something to be said for the mundane distractions of nine to five employment but that was still seven days from me.  “Get through this fuckin’ Christmas week” I would tell myself.  I knew that everything wouldn’t be instantly ok but it would be a hell of a lot better when I wasn’t confronted with the family ideal that everyone my age seemed to have no trouble acquiring.  There were people in my year at school that dropped out before their exams at sixteen and are now driving top line BMWs and have the nuclear family, their own business and even the perfect dog.  Don’t get me wrong that package was not exactly on my ‘To Do’ list, which was probably part of Kelly’s problem, but I would have at least taken the dog.  No, once this week was over and the world returned to normal and families started hating each other again I’d be ok.  A little dinged up but ok.
 
   When I had sufficiently deadened my core that sleep was a possibility I would stretch out in my chair by the window, empty tumbler by the photo of Kelly smiling in Barcelona and dream only to wake to a face fleeing from my memory and a song I knew too well.  Even in my head I had no way of escaping her, though at least she was there.  I would dream of the old days.  The study buddy years.  
 
   She stood in the middle of Bookfinders with a group of pseudo intellectuals; her eyes skimmed the organised chaos that was the book shop’s filing system.  The shelves led all the way up to the high ceiling of the old, often cold always slightly dusty establishment. The shop was in a degree of disrepair.  The stairs were warped and felt dangerous under your feet.  You would venture up them at your own risk, the front door looked to have been forced more than a handful of times and now only stood up to the barrage the wind would assault it with thanks to a metal gate that had been mounted on the front.  They had started serving lunch in recent years in an effort to make some extra money, as cataloguing and selling literature seemed to be not in their interest – not as much as reading it anyway.  Kelly stood alongside two dark haired, slightly bearded polo neck wearing yawners who quipped self satisfyingly over the merits of Yeats.  As one of them said something inaudible to my ears the other laughed and I caught her glance as she came out of her eye rolls. She never was a Yeats fan, and found him as insufferably smug as she did these two. It triggered a pair of matching smiles in us.  Finishing my coffee I got in a little closer, I faked an interest in an anthology of Scandinavian architecture before a banged up copy of Kafka’s The Trial caught my eye.  Grabbing it I paid instantly and gave Kelly a polite wave as I exited the shop.  As the door closed I could hear the beginning of the second half of the poetry jam they were all attending.  Tucking Kafka into the inside pocket of my jacket I lit a cigarette and waited.  To this day I’m not entirely sure what I was waiting for, maybe it was for karma to catch up.  I had been particularly good that year.
 
   To my shock and euphoric pleasure I’m asked “could I bum one from you?” the Polo neck yawners had lost the only interesting thing about their company as she now stood beside me sharing a cigarette and what felt like blind date conversation.  It wasn’t long before we were laughing as she explained that her older sister Tess had set her up with Rory or Polo Neck 1 as he would become.  Kelly had just started her second year at Queen’s University and Tess, in her infinite wisdom, had thought it nice that she would know someone “useful” in Fast City.  Someone that would show her around and, presumably, bore the sweet fuck out of her.  I got a belly laugh from her when she asked if I had an interest in poetry and I expressed a profound love for prose about men from Nantucket and women with massive beavers.  I would walk her up University Road towards The Parlour before we would realise that we were heading towards a London Underground station, as tends to happen in dreams.  We ride the escalator down into the belly of the old station and board the empty train.  We huddle around a hand rail, even though there’s an absolute abundance of seating in the abandoned carriage.  Kelly leans into me for support as the Victoria Line kicks us around on the tracks, she brushes her sun kissed hair from her face before kissing me tenderly on the cheek and whispering in my ear. 
 
                 “Why do you keep doin’ this to yourself?”  
 
   The answer, I thought, was obvious.  A beautifully simple concept that surely she must see, surely it couldn’t just be obvious to me…she had to know.  
 
                 “Cos I love you…and I’m not ready.” I reply.  
 
   We exit the tube train into a wave of heat and rich sunlight.  Reluctantly Kelly steps forward from the gap, taking my hand and into the lobby of the Venice Beach Hostel.  Potted plants surround us in the waiting area of the hostel; to the left is a brown leather couch, to the right a set of stairs that lead you to the first floor and the makeshift reception area which looks out on to Pacific Avenue and the lunch crowd as they file into Mao’s Kitchen across the street.
 
   The long haired reception worker sporting a long goatee beard tied in a green band, is at least half Asian and based on the amount of time he lingers mid-sentence is an avid believer of the medicinal qualities of the green leaf that William Randolph Hearst and his “Yellow Journalism” took great exception to.  Photocopying our passports the baked receptionist introduces himself as Walter before taking us to our room, Kelly seems withdrawn, distracted.  Her mood seems to darken the corridors.  We reach our room.  From the window you can see the ‘E’ of the famous VENICE sign.  The room is large; it has a separate breakfast area to the right including a table that seats three comfortably, high ceilings with cherubs embracing the light fitting.  The wallpaper was from the 70’s and most notably from a time when it was cool and dandy to smoke inside in the state of California.  Kelly takes a seat on the edge of the bed, she appears nervous.  
 
                 “Hey, what’s wrong?” I ask.  
 
                 “You live here now?” she replied.  
 
                 “That’s kinda…yeah I live here now.” Finally answering her question.  
 
                 “What about the baby?” Kelly holds her stomach which has visibly increased in size in the twenty minutes it has taken us to get from Bookfinders in Belfast to Venice Beach.  “Don’t you want to be part of its life?” as she finishes posing the question blood begins to seep through her flower dress.  
 
   Immediately I run to the kitchen of the hotel room, all the while amazed how much it looks and smells like the house my Uncle used to own when I was a child.  I hadn’t noticed before but the hostel room’s radio was switched on, Changes by Black Sabbath played from the static filled So Cal station.  I grab water and towels and rush back to Kelly but it’s too late.  She’s standing in the doorway of the hostel room in a black gown; her hair tied back, shoulders exposed.  “Kel,” was all I managed, she smiled back at me “I’m gettin’ married Doug…can’t you just be happy for me?!”
 
   Gasp.  My eyes spring open, at some point during the course of the unconscious night most people have dubbed sleep I’ve forgotten to breathe.  My arms are dead from having them folded for; I check the clock, five hours.  I’ve been grinding my teeth again as my jaw feels like Joe Fraser has taken exception to me.  10AM comes quickly, I forgo a change of clothes – unable to muster the courage needed to enter Kelly’s museum to the senses.  Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, the dull morning light bounces from ceramic tile to ceramic tile.  In the wrong light a bathroom can make even a bronzed Adonis look terminally ill.  When you haven’t slept properly in weeks, ate anything other than takeout once a day for a week and have been punctuating your waking hours with whiskey and prescription medication the results are often enough to shock you into action.  I had reconciled myself with the fact that I would need to sort my shit out; that I would cut my hair; shave my beard and get outside and interact with the world.  It was a good plan and then the front door closed.
 
   Kelly had come for the rest of her stuff, Rick stood under the doorway between the hall and the living room.  Visibly trying to appear more menacing than he was.  Toothbrush still in my mouth I’m drawn back to the living room at the thought of seeing her.  Standing in the living room is a stranger with my Kelly’s eyes; she has dyed her hair in the two days she has been out of the apartment.  The small change is heartbreaking.
 
                 “Kel can we talk?” I asked.  
 
                 “P-Please Doug, don’t m-make…” 
 
                 “R-R-ramblin’ R-R-Rick!  Get the fuck out of my house!” I yelled.  
 
                 He jumps before collecting his composure.  I turn to Kelly who’s in the midst of grabbing her books from around the fireplace.  
 
                 “Get that cunt out!” I state pointing at Rick.  
 
                 Kelly gives him a glance and he melts backwards out of the apartment though the shadow of his feet can still be seen under the closed front door.  
 
                 “It’s not enough you’re fuckin’ killing me here Kel you’ve got to bring that stuttering dickhead with you!” I bit my tongue too late on that occasion.  
 
                 “Doug, Rick’s a friend, I know you don’t...”
 
                 “A friend. Shit Kel, why don’t you ask him why he’s helping a girl friend move her shit out of her old apartment.” I spat.
 
                 She nodded. “I understand.  I’m just trying to make this as easy as possible.  I’d hoped maybe you’d be out.  I won’t take long.” She said apologetically and to her credit looking like she meant it.  
 
                 “Please don’t do this…” I pleaded “I know I’ve been difficult…” it had come to that point.
 
   Not only was I pleading she stay for my sake but I had run out of words, my vocabulary had expired.  There were so many things I wanted to be able to convey; perhaps it was a higher understanding of her mannerisms that told me to save the effort.  Had I thought it would have made a difference I would have told her I knew I was a miserable bastard.  How it’s selfish to relish the misery from working in a dead end job, to bring it home and dish it out so that everyone around me is cut down to size.  How I would stop, put it behind me and make her happy if only she would stay.
 
   It took her forty minutes to eradicate what it took us years to build together.  Within the hour she had completely sterilised the house of her existence everything but the bed sheets.  Kelly had offered to make me dinner; I’m not sure whether it was because she was still genuinely nice or whether it was to appease her conscience.  Either way with Ramblin’ Rick ordered to stand outside like a dog that had pissed on the rug it was tempting.  “Perhaps I could get a dessert too, make the fucker wait all night”.  Kelly was a sucker for a good cause; she donated to just about every animal charity that she came across and had exhausted some of her best years taking care of me.
 
                 I declined her offer of a homemade meal.  I didn’t want her on the clock; I didn’t want her looking to get away so she could take Rick home and start taking care of him.  I wanted her; her to give me another shot at making her happy – even though I wasn’t entirely sure I could make myself happy.  As she left I got to thinking about our first Christmas together.  I was working security at shit stores in town for extra cash.  She was due in Dublin for a meeting with some author she admired.  I had come home cold and without hunger.  This was never a good sign.  By 8PM I was complaining about my throat, 10PM saw her shepherd me to bed with a hot water bottle and the hours between 3AM and 7AM would see all liquid and partial solids evacuate my body with a level of violence and force that would have left you thumbing through the Yellow Pages for an exorcist.  Having made an early morning run to the twenty four hour Boots pharmacy out by Forestside Kelly would ply me full of medicine, putting me over the legal limit and sending me to sleep.  As I drifted off I heard the door to the apartment go.  Waking around 1PM I’d wrestle with spaghetti legs and what felt like failing kidneys to get to my feet.  Kelly had left for Dublin, she’d be back that night but it meant that pees, poops and lunch was all on me.  As I got to the kitchen my hang dog eyes caught glimpse of my nurse.  Kelly fired a stern look my way.
 
                 “Get that ass back in bed Mister.”
 
   Yoghurt and a banana toasty, far from fine dining but probably the most challenging thing my stomach could have expected to keep down. It felt like the best meal I’d ever had. I lay in bed as Kelly curled up next to me, taking my temperature on the hour and placating my “I’m not well!” demeanour by loading and playing the Wrestlemania DVD boxset she had been keeping for my birthday.  She understood me, she even loved me and I appreciated her.  Bret Hart was doing a signing one year in a book store in the centre of town; I had kept my love of the suplex and spandex under wraps until we moved in.  “Oh now that you think you’ve locked this down all your geekiness comes out” she would say – I missed him on account of Gordon from Level 3 phoning in sick so he could go fishing…fucking twat.  I forgot to meet her for lunch that day; I guess missing out on the chance to slap palms with the Excellence of Execution was more than my twelve year old self could deal with.  I got home to a quiet house, even though her car was in its space.  As the door closed Kelly appeared at the top of the hall dressed head to toe in a replica “Hitman” pink and black outfit, she even got a hold of the wrap around shades.  She looked great in the plunging neck line black vest as the straps sat dangerously across her nipples – tiny hints of areola playing peak-a-boo.  I had reached the summit of what life had to offer at the point – or so I thought.  I was wrong though.
 
                 “Wanna come wrestle the champ?” She said.
 
                 Ok now it’s definitely the summit.  I planted the flag three times that night.
 
   A few years on and she’s standing by the same hall only this time she’s on the way out for good and has asked me to take care of myself, there was something in her voice.  It was less of a conversational platitude and more like a plea to that side of myself that she’s all too aware of.  The self destructive aspect of my personality that takes delight in hitting the big red button and watching my world explode simply because it can.  Whether it was to combat the kamikaze self or to let him loose on the festive streets of Belfast I decided to leave the house that night.  Taking the 8A Metro into the centre of town.  I strolled the wet and vacant streets of Belfast until I reached the Garrick bar.  One of the first things you’ll notice about Belfast is that Sundays and Festive holidays are alike, there’s fuck all open and every opportunity afforded for you to drink.  It would be a novel change to get blind drunk in company; it had been a while since I had to worry about the fragility of other people’s feelings and with that in mind opted on a wide birth of all things spirit based.
 
   The lunchtime football crowd took their time to disperse but inevitably every red and blue scarf exited disappointed from the bar as the Christmas fixture list ended with a series of unsatisfying one-one draws.  As the staff transformed the wooden back bar from dark sports venue, into dark disco space I felt as though I was unwelcome.  That my sunken features and general demeanour was enough to put a hex on their profits.  Returning to the more comfortable surroundings of a front bar, a space more in keeping with lonely drunks and rebellious conversation I took up a seat in the corner nearest the door and ordered four Guinness “to save queuing” I tell the bar staff.  As the day progresses the City Centre bar fills up with general dabblers in alcohol and eventually the night time party crowd.  In desperation to look like something that resembles a functioning humanoid I scroll through my phone’s address book for someone to co-opt into socialising with me.  I hadn’t noticed it before but they were all gone.  Two friends had married and settled down, forcing out a gaggle of tit suckers along the way.  One had moved to Paris with a girl who had been in his dorm and another had turned his back on twenty four hour shops and decent wireless internet coverage and moved out into the sticks, Fermanagh – the Deep South of Northern Ireland.  Kelly’s departure signalled the final nail in what had been a glorious decade of decadence.
 
   Eventually a hen party would arrive to spark a slither of interest, ten women in figure hugging dresses, high heels and waving pink sex toys will do that to most red blooded men.  At the bar I order my standard supply of Guinness and make small talk with one of the many blondes in the party while she runs an eye over the cocktail leg in their celebration of the final night of freedom.  
 
                 “You’re too young to be one of those guys.” She said.  
 
   
  
 

I wasn’t entirely sure which guys she was referring to but her elaboration would reveal she meant the old men you’d find in every Irish bar who would arrive at opening, leave at closing, buy every round, cry poverty and always drink alone.  
 
                 “I’m only in training.” I replied, putting my best foot forward “I’ve got the exams to look forward to though, the written is pretty straight forward but after a skinful the oral can be a real challenge.”  
 
                 “I would have thought you’d be decent enough…with oral.” With that I found the majority of the blood in my body rush south for the winter.  
 
   It had been a while since I’d hear such a blatant line aloud.  She shook my hand before leaving, cocktails in hand and headed back towards her friends.  
 
                 “Hey!” I automatically call out, unsure what I’m going to follow it with “What’s your name?”  She stares at me as she weighs up whether to answer “You know,” I continue “so that when I’m touching myself later I know what to scream.”  
 
                 She laughs almost spilling the drinks.  “That’s cute.  Scream Mary.”
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   “Son that’s some fucked up shit goin’ on inside that head of yours!” Proclaimed Herb.  
 
   I’d been drinking with Herb, real name Gary Carlisle – a sixty year old former roadie for Willie Nelson, for a few weeks.  Herb’s tipple of choice was a ‘Kilt Lifter’, native beer of a brewery in Arizona, topped off with a double scotch.  In the morning the grey moss-faced mountain of a man would add a raw egg to the proceedings to “wipe the slate clean” or “start the day with breakfast” depending on the ferocity of his hangover. The hangover I was convinced was fictional, as I’d never seen the old fart sober long enough for him to brew one up worth ingesting the sickly yellow looking concoction.  
 
                 “You’re a dark lil shit!” He concludes.  
 
                 “True dat muthafucka!” I offer Herb a fist bump but the cultural significance of my extended hand is lost on him.
 
   I had found this safe haven, a bar called The Snake Pit situated on Melrose, by complete accident.  With Rob and Jen flying off into the sunset together the experience had left me short on amigos.  Enter Johnny who, when he wasn’t putting the moves on prospective lady agents in order to make him the next big thing, was a regular and reliable drinking buddy if the occasional and accidental cock blocker.  Chloe had disappeared from the scene.  After our night in Tokyo and a couple of days playing hide the anatomy she found the call of San Diego too much of an alluring proposition to resist.  Johnny had called to propose a celebration of my freedom from all responsibility. It was something I’m sure Chloe would have shuddered at the prospect of being called.  Drawing up a battle plan in the master suite of the Motel Six we agreed to meet on Melrose.  I left the room with enough time to see Johnny empty a pocket full of quarters into his magic fingers coin receptacle and drop denim.  As fate has it I ended up at one end of Melrose awaiting his royal tardiness while he stood swearing my name at the other.  Inevitably, as I didn’t bring my phone along for the party, I gave up waiting on the Hollywood Hero and dropped into the first bar that took my fancy.  It was The Snake Pit’s neon sign in the window that caught my eye, when in doubt about a logo always go for a hissing snake…always.  It was the perfect Vampire bar, all darkness and leather.  Motorhead’s Bastards album sounded out from an iPod connected to a set of wireless speakers behind the bar.  Booths lined the left hand side, upon my entry I’m approached by Elsa, the tattooed barmaid and Queen of The Snake Pit.  Outside of the bar and in her civilian clothing Elsa would be considered to be something of a cougar.  Her jet black hair is in a bob cut, her wrists carry a couple of designs that I can’t really make out in the dim light of the dark bar but the Sailor Jerry-esque showgirl on her right arm is unmistakably well done.
 
   Elsa shepherded me past the stools populated by leather and denim clad bearded regulars and dropped me off in a booth in the corner of the room set me up with a tab and flirted just enough to ensure a decent tip.  Three drinks in is when I met Herb and we’ve been inebriated together ever since.
 
   He had never married; the music was his wife, the road his mistress and all that clichéd shit that people spout to you when they’ve had a liver like a pickled onion for more years than you’ve been shitting by yourself.  He had experience though; you could see it on each pained contour of his face and with that experience came a certain degree of wisdom, partially diluted by the desert beer and whiskey but wisdom nonetheless.  I respected that.  That and the fact that he survived touring with The Rolling Stones, The Who and even Turbonegro.  That, in my eyes, earned honesty and it was honesty – regardless of how dark and self indulgent it might have sounded.
 
   Jen and Rob were something of an anchor for me, my connection with home.  With them gone I found myself drifting, alone, lost in a sea of New World accents and ways.  Whether they had realised it or not they had kept me on some sort of path, now I found myself vulnerable to my own thoughts and emotions.  I had a mind of what I had intended when I set out from Belfast that cold morning. By the time we had shacked up in Margarita’s house I knew what was living inside me and by the time I stood on that Motel Six balcony, dressed like a slutty Emperor I could see what was in store and knew it was the only release from the pain.  It had been haunting me for some time like a snarling relentless black dog, the thing that had forced me to run from all things familiar.  Now, sitting in the last resort at 11AM, I was searching for anything that might draw me back.  I’d been drowning myself in liquor for as long as I could recall, this wasn’t that impressive.  Frequent abusers of alcohol will be able to laugh at the same joke when told it on multiple occasions but it had become the only way to function, the wounds had been left untreated and had become toxic.  It was these sentiments I felt Herb deserved to hear during one of our drunken confessionals and my plan…the secret I had been so guarded with around people I had grown to care about.  I spilled it all like an eager teen on his first girlfriend’s dress.  It was kind of a relief, unburdening myself to the aging symbol of sex, drugs and rock and roll.  It allowed me to feel like I could breathe again not to mention that he had the type of personality that would probably get it.  He got it; he certainly never tried to talk me out of it.  I finished my breakfast, a Guinness and a Marlboro, I didn’t have to even ask anymore as I looked up Elsa had placed another in front of me.
 
                 “Same again sugar?”
 
                 “You’re an angel!” Said I “Could I get a couple of lunch menus please Elsa? I’m meeting a friend and his new lady partner in an hour.”
 
   It was 12:20PM by the time the door to The Snake Pit opened, firing rays of sunlight through the black interior.  Johnny glided in hand-in-hand with Veronica, the girl who grabbed his attention the night I found The Snake Pit.  They spent the rest of the night chatting, the early hours watching the sun come up over Runyon Canyon and the next three days in bed.  I stick an arm in the air, almost militant in style to signal my location before the love birds float on a dreamy wave of Hallmark emotions through the bar and to my booth.
 
                 “Your time keepin’ is shocking!  Manners too.” I say dryly “I’ll introduce myself shall I?  I’m Jonathan’s friend Doug, you must be Veronica…pleasure to meet you.”
 
   I extend a hand, Veronica reluctantly shakes before sliding into the booth.  I could tell by her posture that she wasn’t too sure about a “friend” who’s on his way to happy land by lunchtime and seemingly lives in a bar.  I had moved out of the Motel Six in recent days but hadn’t gotten around to providing Johnny with details of my new residency.  She seemed more at ease when her beau returned from the bar with a Diet Coke for her and a vodka and Coke that he would swear blind was virginal, but I knew better.  She knew his manly embrace, but I knew the man and I could read his poker face well enough to know that he was still putting up a fight against being broken in.  “He’ll be house trained soon enough” I thought but for now he’s throwing down some serious guerrilla tactics to ensure a brother isn’t drinking alone.  Respectable.  Between cuddles and kissy faces Johnny fills me in on what I’ve missed out on as our food arrives.  It’s so good it’s almost heavenly; a proper burger can cure most self inflicted ailments.
 
   In recent times Johnny’s crusade for a career had begun to pay off. This was mostly down to the (very hard) work he’d put in with the female representatives of agencies, which made it very awkward to discuss in front of Veronica. One in particular, Heidi Golgina – the representative for a moderately talented writer had managed to get him an audition for a TV pilot which in turn got him a call back.  He would have to convince the Executive Producer and Director that he was the man for the job, the role of a Pawnshop owner in a show about a cop who’s given a week to solve and prevent his own murder.  The call back was at the end of the week and would provide Johnny with his first working part in months.  As I levelled my mountain of curly fries I made the effort to learn all I could about my friends’ new squeeze.  
 
   Veronica was half Filipino from Simi Valley; she enjoyed tennis at the weekends and was a practicing veterinary surgeon.  I seemed to win some points with her for my knowledge of Filipino exploitation cinema which she had never seen but appreciated the cultural high-five I hung up there.  Once her guard was down she was actually good fun, she even managed to loosen enough to decide to take the rest of the afternoon off and partook in a grown up drink once lunch had settled.  By 2PM I had walked them both back to Veronica’s car, a black convertible, and wished them a safe ride home. I arranged to meet up with Johnny the following day for a man date and enquired if Veronica had any sisters.  She did, I had hoped for a twin, but it turns out lil’ sis has a few more years before she’d be allowed to associate with individuals like myself.
 
   Once back inside The Snake Pit I removed my sunglasses and retook my place at the bar, three stools from the gents toilet had become my spot.  True to form Elsa had a Guinness awaiting my return and was in the midst of polishing off an Erdinger herself.
 
                 “So they’re your friends, sugar.” She said.  I loved how she ended everything with sugar.
 
                 “Told you they were real.”
 
                 “Herb’s gone home for the day.  He ain’t feelin’ too good, you see.”
 
                 “Old git ok?”
 
                 “Oh sugar that ol’ boy’s got so much wrong in him that one good cold will see him off.” Elsa said worryingly.
 
                 “He didn’t say…”
 
                 “That’s Herb, he wouldn’t.  Speaking of which I couldn’t help but overhear what’s goin’ on with you.  You need to talk to someone” she advised “all that guilt and pain and shit ain’t good.”
 
   Her concern was genuine, heartfelt and beautiful.  All of a sudden she seemed the most beautiful woman in the world.  Leaning across the bar I planted a kiss on her cheek before returning to my drink.  She had a point, I could appreciate that.  There was definitely a case to be made for talking through your problems with someone that knows how to listen but I had gone beyond that stage.  The past year and a half had beaten me, broken me down, saw me cause unnecessary heartache and survive something that there was no bouncing back from.  The kamikaze Doug had flicked the safety lever and pounded on that red button.  I had sold everything, severed every tie, kissed goodbye to the few remaining family members I cared about and crossed first the Atlantic and then North America to reach the physical and emotional point where I could commit to drinking, snorting and fucking myself into oblivion.  I had come to California with ten thousand dollars in my pocket I had every intention of leaving California heels first in a pine case fit for a vagrant.  The button was pushed; all that was left was to enjoy the ride.
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   THE FOLLOWING DAY brought Johnny and I back to the familiar stomping ground of Hollywood.  He had heard a story from one of his admiring agents that Mickey Rollins was shooting something in one of the back lots behind the Boulevard for NBC.  I found the idea of seeing the 80’s heart throb we all modelled ourselves on a tempting prospect and when Johnny offered to pony up for lunch in the Pig and Whistle that pretty much sealed the deal.  On any given day there are a number of pilots and features being shot in and around North Hollywood, today’s took place in the alleyways between buildings just off Highland Boulevard.  When I was fifteen a Hollywood film came to my neighbourhood to film for two days meaning it effectively shut down normality for forty-eight hours and was talked about for years afterwards.  It was interesting to see how in Hollywoodland the effects are reversed, the world ticked along on its axis and the famous faces had to work around those everyday white collar heroes.  
 
   We reach the cordoned off area to see a wash of fans and well wishers all queuing respectfully for a glimpse of the Assassin Squad brick shithouse.  Three weak pops ring out further down the alley from a prop gun; a tall lean fellow drops to the ground.  I note that he’s dressed like a Russian pimp, my recent experiences with Russians being one that was less than pleasurable.  
 
   “Let’s go again!” Called the Assistant Director.
 
   As the megaphone enhanced voice rings and echoes through the narrow alley the performers reset themselves for another take.  Security, who have been keeping a watchful eye on onlookers, turn their attention momentarily to the car that’s reversing towards the crowd and out of shot.  Cable tied to the lamp post I’m leaning against is a blue box. It is the type of box a valet would use to house the keys of some important person’s penile extension.  On investigation I find that inside the box sits production passes, throwing one over my neck and palming another to Johnny before Security return their focus to the gathering. We slip under the tape nonchalantly flashing our newly acquired aliases as we go.  On the call of action life springs into the black Mercedes which races back towards the alley, one stuntman taking a ride over the bonnet and up and over the roof before taking a dirt nap on a thin blue crash mat.  Pop gun fire rains down as extras are killed off mercilessly and gleefully, the Russian pimp emerges from behind a dumpster and fires two shots into the car before he drops to the ground from the third shot.  As his body falls from frame we see dressed in jeans, white v-neck and a brown leather jacket, Mickey Rollins.
 
   Our Tokyo-tuned crashing skills at the bar allowed for us to blend into the mix of Hollywood rich and white Mexican working class.  It proved to be something of a beneficial exercise as Johnny was able to not only blag his way on screen during the late afternoon but also got the contact telephone numbers of a couple of the producers, one of them was even male and released his digits without the flirtatious charms of the Hollywood Hero.  I, on the other hand, spent the afternoon running lines with a cute young extra from Silver Lake called Mimi who had a casting audition for another role the following day.  My afternoon would, unfortunately, end earlier than was required to prise a date from the brunette when I was overheard pointing out the weakness of the pilot script, the unnecessary repetition of exposition and most crucially both for the narrative (and any opportunity for me to be able to prise open the top button of Mimi’s sculpted jeans) the lack of development between Rollins’ character and Mimi’s.  “That!” I would say “That is what you need to care…it’s sellin’ you short”.  Two African American gentlemen in matching blue polo shirts who shared a common silhouette with The Thing for Fantastic Four would, at the behest of the director, escort me off set, under the tape before spitting me from their grasp on the cusp of Hollywood Boulevard.  I would spend the afternoon in the dark and narrow confines of the “famous” Powerhouse bar, before scoring some military strength weed off a college kid who had just come off shift at an Irish pub in the neighbourhood and make two trips to Burger King.
 
   I had become one of those people I despised.  As a child I was always able to play alone, teenage years would allow the discovery of solo amusement and my adult life was always infinitely less complicated when I was left to my own devices.  Now though I was incapable of being alone with my thoughts, I required minding like some special needs infant, “watch him he’s a biter” I chuckled to myself.  I was spaced enough that the ability to carry even 30% of a coherent conversation was a Herculean effort. I pulled myself out of the leather booth and headed towards the Egyptian Theatre.  The venue with its beautiful themed architecture, love of all things classic, contemporary and historical was a home away from home for a wiped out Irish cinephile and most importantly it would distract me from myself.  Purchasing a ticket for their introduced screening of The Naked Street I raided the concession stand. The munchies had completely taken control of my entire being and with my body weight in snacks I bedded into my seat to watch a UCLA professor explain how Anne Bancroft was due to introduce but her passing had meant that we would have to make due with him.  The film was in relatively decent condition considering how film preservation had only really become something of an issue long after this celluloid marvel had been passed through some of the fattest hands dark sweaty booths had ever entertained.  Snapping on two occasions it provided me with enough time to smoke a cigarette and place a call home.  It had been somewhere between one month and two since I had crossed the Americas and though we rarely saw each other, and saw eye to eye even less, I knew my mum would probably be beginning to be frantic at my seemingly impossible disappearance from the face of the Earth.  Amazingly she didn’t seem to care about the fact that I had completely failed to factor in the time difference and had woken her from her forty winks.
 
   Releasing me back into the wild the Egyptian shut its gates for the evening. My wallet had shed sufficient weight that closing it over on itself had become a possibility.  I hadn’t counted it recently; I didn’t really want to know how much time I had left.  Yet even though I had relocated to the Bohemian realm of Venice Beach I found myself walking aimlessly in the direction of Downtown.  My thought process was disturbed by the double blast of a car horn, looking round for Johnny or his Filipino lover I failed to see the soft top convertible Audi which housed Don Galligan. The owner of Tokyo whom I had dubbed Don Johnson partially because of the similarity in looks and partially because of my alcohol induced state.
 
                 “Don Johnson!” I’d call out.
 
                 “You do know that’s not my name right?!”
 
                 “You’ll always be Nash Bridges to me.” I retorted
 
                 “You need a ride?”
 
   Before he can reach across to open the passenger door I’m stepping in over it and on to the leather seats of the low riding car.  An action that I’m sure if repeated would actually make the grown man cry.
 
                 “Ok but don’t go assuming just because you’re giving me a ride you’re gonna get the goods for free.” I offer up my best Ricki Lake guest impression with finger snaps which tails off towards the end.  
 
   Don Johnson drives like he’s still in the Old West, a trait I admire in a local businessman who could very well be tied down to a family, a sports utility vehicle and an acceptance of the speed limit.  Lighting a cigarette I bring him up to speed on my day. Carefully I side step the part of the story that had me taking advantage of his good nature, plying my fake fiancé with his venue’s celebratory alcohol before taking her back to my Motel and riding her like Seabiscuit for three days until she felt the call of the self proclaimed “City in Motion”.
 
   We pull up at a rather innocuous one level building that looks like a mobile care home for the elderly with its faux Edwardian exterior walls and a back lit sign advertising a band called “The Last Great Fuck You Had”.  Inside I would discover Spaceland.  Don Johnson had obviously clung on to his roots for dear life as he rose up and up in the world.
 
                 “It’s a shitty, cheesy club…” he would say “but it’s my shitty cheesy club.”
 
   Inside, the S shaped bar and Dr. Strangelove war-room light fittings, would scream Eric Roberts movie strip-club but the clientele were predominantly students, rockers and the kids that are cool.  Not the ones that strive to be cool, there’s no Fonzi 2.0’s but those kids that do their own thing and in being so devil may care are truly cool.  As The Last Great Fuck You Had take the stage the place erupts with cheer, a cheer I happily join as Don Johnson hands me a pint of vodka.  He’s sporting the same dickhead grin from that night in Tokyo.
 
                 “Here’s to liver failure!” I say, before downing it.
 
   The night would tail off towards oblivion as the band rocked out song after song. Our curved white leather couch would entertain more and more female rockers and wannabe models, all of whom seemed to want at least five minutes of Don Johnson’s attention for one reason or another.  At Tokyo I had considered him to be a decent guy, generous indeed but largely another uninteresting proprietor.  On this night I saw the true face of God and he looked like Sonny Crockett.
 
   It’s incredibly ordinary talking to a six foot blonde of mixed Norse and Hawaiian descent that’s on the verge of breaking the modelling game in half to call both parts her own.  It’s not that she was incredibly ordinary; Heidi was the picture of perfection.  Had I not been suffering from a bad case of the whiskey dick I would have found it almost impossible not to pleasure myself at the mere sight of her.  The incredibly ordinary thing about talking to someone who’s been chiselled from the most perfect marble is how it reduces you to little more than a bench warmer.  You become someone she can catch her breath with until the people she wants to be chatty, flirtatious and interesting with are freed up by the other model slash actresses who are bogarting their attention.  I don’t consider myself to be a person who has specific “wooing moves” which I unleash at the correct moment, quite the opposite – I’ve always found that my tourettes-esque conversation style with the fairer sex has been my biggest plus.  It certainly allows them to be themselves, but if I were the kind of person who came to a club with some pre-packed moves for the ladies, Heidi had the immunity of a stallion.  I would tell Don Johnson later that “I should have at least told her I was the copy boy at L.A Magazine.  That deserves at least one finger”.
 
   Taking “the pity” on me Don Johnson takes me by the arm and guides me backstage past the band and their respective groupies to the club’s Green Room where the club’s “best kept secrets” are stowed.  Donna-Lou was a twenty four year old bottle blonde bombshell with an hourglass figure. She had a ridiculously wonderful onion butt and cannons parked under her TLGFYH tee so fine that only someone who had their mouth wrapped around them would be able to confirm whether the man upstairs or the man in Bel Air had a hand in creating them.  Donna was well kept, you could tell by the 6 carats she was wearing on her wrist and her perfectly manicured nails that the most work she had ever done was keeping tabs on her checking account. I did however have it on good authority that Donna-Lou liked a bit of rough.  Our conversation led to the bar as we toasted drinks and talked about her.  Her dad was in retail, a designer importer I correctly guessed.  She seemed impressed by my ability to point out that her designer bag was yet to hit the shelves, clearly I had absorbed more information from Jen that I had known.  What she did I wasn’t quite sure, she didn’t seem to acknowledge what she did during the hours and nine and five but she did seem interested and sympathetic when I told her of how I came to know Don Johnson and found it funny that I called him Don Johnson.
 
   The night and contents of my jeans was growing with promise and as we headed back towards the dressing rooms for a little bit of privacy I spoke of my great loss.  How the Russian father and son combo had not only destroyed a piece of history but my good faith in all things Eastern European.
 
                 “I don’t think I know that one.” said Donna-Lou.
 
                 “1984…you know, the thought police.”
 
                 Nothing.
 
                 “Room 101?!”
 
                 Nothing.
 
                 “Big brother is watching?!”
 
                 “Oh I love that show!” She boasted.
 
   Heaven help me.  In years to come I will probably regret what was to come next after all hindsight and twenty-twenty  and all those things but in that instance all desire to be inside Donna-Lou, tight, warm, wet, moving and being in unison evaporated from my body.  I’ve never felt more of a snob in my entire life, but in that moment I saw her clearly.  Yes she was a beautiful woman, she would certainly have given me a night that would keep the fire stoked but we’d have little to chew the fat over.  “When has that ever mattered?” I screamed internally but the window had closed.  Somewhere on my face I had the inner workings of my mind scrolling across for Donna-Lou to read.  Her smile dropped from her tanned smooth cheeks.  I saw in her eyes the asshole she perceives before her.
 
                 “Well it’s been lovely chattin’ with you Doug but I got to get back to my friends…” and with that Donna-Lou left.
 
   It takes a special sort of personality to be able to bounce back from feeling like runny dog shit.  I’m not that kind of personality, fortunately for me Don Johnson was and within the hour I was back on the party wagon he called his Audi and heading towards a house party in Santa Monica.
 
   The morning would come quickly.  The face, present, fading, gone.  Don Johnson’s scenic front room’s black out blinds rose of their own accord at 9AM.  “Flashy git” I thought to myself.  Climbing out of the couch I execute my toga morning attire, carefully stepping over the Gone with the Wind battle scene floor in front of me that comprises of more naked and unconscious models of both genders that even Penthouse forum could imagine. I pour myself a black coffee from Don Johnson’s automatic brewer at his island kitchen and attempt to piece together the fragments of memory that are currently floating on my consciousness.  Don Johnson appears from the long hall leading off the main living space, suited, booted and looking fresh.
 
                 “Don Johnson!” I feel his resistance beginning to wane towards my default greeting.
 
                 “Morning, you hook up last night?”
 
                 I check my pecker “Alas untouched by man or beast.”
 
                 “Next time…” he says, pouring himself a flask of coffee “I got to get to work but my sister’s coming round to borrow a few things.  Would you mind lettin’ her in?”
 
                 “You trust me in your house?”
 
   He smiles before throwing me his spare key, requesting I drop it through the letterbox before I go and as simple as that he’s out the door.  Slowly the naked models wake one by one, dress and leave without coaxing.  “They clearly know the drill” I tell myself.  As the last one leaves I notice a silver camera on the floor, lifting it I set it on the coffee table and resist the urge of filling in the memory gaps.  Finding my trousers I remove what’s left of my weed from the night before and roll myself a cone which puts me in the mood, crashed out on the living room couch I smoke my medicinal cigarette, flick through drunken and risqué self pictures the models left behind and give myself a life affirming jerk.  A key turns in the lock as Don Johnson’s sister and the Nicaraguan maid suddenly enter the beach facing property.  I barely have enough time to release my shaft before they reach the living room to be confronted by a pot smoking Roman Emperor with a serious trouser tent demanding attention.  The maid mutters something in Spanish before hanging her coat up and making her way down the hall to deal with the Masters’ room.  Don Johnson’s sister plants herself down next to me, her leather jacket covers the immaculate white vest which barely covers the braless breasts now requesting eye contact.
 
                 “I’m gonna guess you know my brother?!” she said.
 
                 “Don Johnson’s sister I presume.”
 
                 “Excuse me?” Her face racked with confusion.
 
                 “Long story, sorry.  Doug…pleased to meet you.” I recover, extending my hand.
 
                 “Billie…” she says shaking my hand “you gonna give me some of that?”
 
                 The alcohol content of my blood was still height enough that operating heavy machinery would have been frowned upon.  It was my turn to appear confused as for a second I had forgotten I was smoking a joint so began peeling back the bed sheet to reveal, to this stranger, my throbbing erection.
 
                 “Ahem yeah I was talkin’ about this!” She says reddening as she reaches for my pot, removes it from my mouth and takes a drag.
 
                 “Sorry…” I’m now mirroring her redness “still a bit…”
 
                 “Yeah, ” she continues “something of a fucked up world you live in when you think a complete stranger’s lookin’ a go on your wild ride don’t you think?”
 
                 “He does most of my thinking…and who doesn’t like a wild ride?” I reply without thinking.  I swim frantically to recover as she makes a move to get up “Which is how we say sorry in Ireland…sorry.  Sometimes my smart-assery has been known to best me…sorry.”
 
   I find myself following her down the hall towards her brother’s bedroom, though I catch myself on with enough time to opt to stand outside and communicate with her through the door.
 
                 “You can let me make it up to you if you like.” I say, intentionally pretending that I don’t see the maid shaking her head at my appearance.
 
                 “Oh yeah?” Billie answers “…and how would you do that?”
 
                 “Let me buy you a drink, maybe a light dinner?  You like Armenian?” I jest.
 
                 “Mmmmm tempting.” 
 
                 “And I might even…you know be fully dressed and not flash you my dong.”
 
                 “Who says I don’t want a flash of your dong?” She teased.
 
                 “It’s comments like that that shape the fucked up world I live in.”
 
   Billie emerges from her brother’s room with two laptops bags and carrying what looks like an old 8MM projector.  I offer to carry the projector for her which she accepts.  We move out of glaring distance as we reach the front door.
 
                 “So what are you doin’ with all this?” I’d ask.
 
                 “Music video…fundraiser thingy.” Billie replied distractedly searching for keys.
 
                 “So what about that drink?  Dinner?  Dong flash?” I see a smile crack.
 
                 “Tell ya what,” she says “if you can get my number off my brother I’ll let you buy lunch.”  I can see the thinly masked triumph behind her soft eyes.
 
                 “Challenge accepted Don Johnson’s sister…oh it’s on!”
 
   Loading up her bike she starts it with one swift kick before donning her helmet.  She points a wave my way before taking off down the road with an eruption from the Harley’s powerful engine.  Back inside I’m left as part of an uncomfortable foursome, just me, the maid, the joint and my boner.  Finishing the last two off in the bathroom I get dressed and leave, depositing the key through the letterbox before heading back to West Hollywood by which time I was pretty confident The Snake Pit would be open and my stool, third from the can, would be awaiting me.
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   IN THE MIDDLE of the 1990’s I left the secondary school which housed my mind for five years, not as a drop-out like so many of my class but because my North Belfast Catholic school didn’t offer A-Levels. Even if they did they certainly wouldn’t have offered them in the fancy-pantsy, artsy-farsty stuff that I would end up pursuing.  For that I had to relocate to the centre of Belfast and the Belfast Institute of Further and Higher Education or BIFHE – pronounced Biffy and a building commonly referenced to as “the Black Man”.  It was while ducking out of classes at the Black Man that I met Marcy, a short but athletic girl from the west of the city who was made up of equal measures of opinion and humour.
 
   A few of our mutual friends had commented on how we “looked” like a couple, “communicated” like a couple and all the other match making conversational buzz words that can only lead to no good.  It was fruitless, neither of us saw it and even if we did we had shared too much information on our sexual conquests, likes and dislikes to feel comfortable making the beast with each other – most likely out of fear that a confidante would be found elsewhere by the other and our mad skills discussed. At the time she was heavily involved with someone from BIFHE’s Art building and I was in the process of attempting to conquer Germany in the form of Malinka a dental student who had moved to Northern Ireland to be closer to her mother’s side of the family post parental divorce.  
 
   In our second year Marcy’s friend Cherrie appeared on the scene and the sibling couple became a right royal threesome.  Mornings would be spent fuelling up on coffee and getting the early morning psychology class out of the way with as little role play as possible. We would then spend the thirty minutes before licensed opening hours waiting outside Robinson’s bar before filing in to have the constitutional fry and Guinness lunch – this would all too often bleed into the afternoon much to the agony of our English Literature tutor.  The last time I saw Marcy we were all crowded round a table in a hotel bar chain smoking, dressed in our finest frocks and ties.  She was trying to talk sense into Cherrie who had fought and made up and fought and made up with a piece of work who had batted her around their apartment a few times.  Cherrie seemed shaken by the prospect of breaking up with him.  Marcy was her usual diplomatic self and I was trying not to get caught eye fucking Cherrie’s excellent cleavage.
 
                 “Who gives a fuck about him…fuck the fucker!” Dictated Marcy
 
                 “I know…I know Mar…”Offered Cherrie
 
                 “You think he’ll ever change?  Fuckin’ cunt!” She continued.
 
   On the third chorus of “fuck him he’s a wanker” Cherrie would take to her feet and rush from our group’s company in the gold tinted lobby bar.  Marcy, giving me a look, would send me after her.  In between the hotel and the office block next door Cherrie and I stood next to industrial bins as I placed my suit jacket around her shoulders and talked her down from the shivering nervous mess that Marcy’s drunken intervention had created.  I gave her the insight I had on domestic violence, being as I was from North Belfast and son of a manual labourer who was more than partial to a tipple and a knuckle sandwich delivery.  Pulling her black hair back from her cute flushed face she seemed more assured that it was the right thing to do.  I don’t know whether it was the fact that it was someone speaking from experience or simply someone who wasn’t her best friend dispensing the same advice that came with each male disappointment, but Cherrie had calmed and agreed.  It had felt good to do some good.  She repaid me with a kiss.  The kiss, tender at first then static electricity as her unfamiliar soft lips and tongue brushed against my own.
 
   When we returned to the bar Marcy was gone, she stopped coming to class and changed her phone number after that.  Cherrie and I would continue to study, drink and fuck together until we both left BIFHE in separate directions for University at the end of that year.
 
    
 
   It only took a couple of months for the stir crazy to set in amongst the memories of our former Stranmillis love shack.  Packing up my belongings in an afternoon I told the landlord he can kindly keep the rent and deposit in exchange for me getting the fuck out of my contract as quickly as possible.  Aside from DVDs and books the only thing I take that isn’t clothing is my armchair.  The walls spoke late at night of days past.  Many of which held no significance at the time yet, all of a sudden, became moments I had regretted not savouring.  Our first two months in Stranmillis could have done with an Oxfam appeal in our names.  We had very little play money after paying rent on the two bedroom luxury pad.  Not enough money for a bed so we slept on a mattress in the living room.  We couldn’t afford a couch either so we would practically live on the mattress.  On Saturday mornings Kelly would run along the Embankment while I lay on the floor smoking cigarettes and watching old episodes of Kolchak the Nightstalker.  More often than not she’d come home sweaty and with a question about a cat.  Once I got up early to go look at a bed I had seen online when I brought it home I found Kelly and a ginger tabby sitting in the living room.  The cat looked slightly desperate for a bit of space as Kelly petted, cuddled and squeezed it as though she was trying to teach it to absorb love.  
 
                 “What’s occurring here then?” I asked, though I knew.
 
                 “I see this cat every weekend.  I think she’s a stray.” Kelly offers between long strokes.
 
                 “It’s not.”
 
                 “It’s so thin though.” She mused.
 
                 “Kel it’s not a stray.” I’d state patiently.
 
                 “You don’t know that.” She insisted between coos.
 
                 “I know that you want it to be…but we can’t keep it.”
 
                 “You’d honestly throw out Miss Kitty Fantastico?!” She pouts looking wounded on behalf of the cat. I had to laugh, she’d already named it.
 
                 “I don’t think Miss Kitty Fantastico’s her name.” I say trying not to smile.
 
                 “Yes it is.”
 
                 “And how do you know that?”
 
                 “Cos I just named her it…cos I’m her mummy now!” She turned her attention to the cat “ain’t that right Miss Kitty?!”
 
                 We kept the cat in the apartment for a day before the ‘Lost’ posters went up in the neighbourhood.  I felt bad about having to point them out to Kelly but she ran that route every day, she’d see them eventually.  Miss Kitty went home with a wave.  She’d be back soon enough, I’d catch Kelly laying snacks across the residents’ car park to lure Miss Kitty in for a few hours of petting. 
 
                 A few months later I noticed Kelly sneaking off into the spare room when she thought I wasn’t looking.  Twenty minutes of quiet and rustling a day.  I became convinced it was my birthday present, it was obviously my birthday present…how wonderfully egotistical.  I lay napping on the couch one afternoon watching old Roscoe Arbuckle movies, Kelly had gone to Bangor to go shopping with her mum and Janie.  Seizing the opportunity to rummage without the risk of getting caught I was in the spare room before the car was out of South Belfast.  
 
                 The bottom drawer of the antique chest Kelly had been left by her Nana contained an Irregular Choice shoe box with three holes bore in it.  As I raised the pink ornate box to my face several slight squeaks emanated from inside.  The lid slid off to reveal a bed of straw, and a dainty saucer that had caught Kelly’s eye in a charity shop the previous week. Beside the saucer filled with what looked like mashed-up food were seven tiny baby mice.  To this day I have no idea where they came from, she never told me, because I never asked.  She had hid them in the spare room because she knew that I’d take issue to mice in the apartment. I knew all too well the trouble one could bring, let alone a gang of seven. But, they were tiny and unable to fend for themselves and she was incapable of seeing them – knowing they would only become weaker and die without help.  So she hid them in order to take care of them and I let her get one over on me.  It made me smile.  It made me love her, her and her great big heart.  I almost felt sad for the apartment.  It had been party to such great times, it felt like we had let it down.
 
   Free of the restraints from no longer living in the shell of a dead relationship I took up residence in the spare room of a five bedroom apartment in an old and character-filled Georgian house just off the Lisburn Road with a few friends.  It was in this tree-laden quiet haven, which could have given Douglas Sirk a boner, where I got the first decent nights’ sleep in a while. And from where I begin sifting through the pieces to see what part of me could be salvaged and what needed to be dumped.
 
   To keep the cost of living down I took a second job in a pizzeria, surviving on deep crust each night. I also spent my time on MySpace arranging accommodation-free holidays by hitting up old friends who have long since fled “Norn Iron” in favour of shorter working weeks and kinder weather.  It becomes, in itself, a third job.  This is much to the disgust of my room mate Danny who is horrified I’m never “checkin’ out porn on that thing”.
 
   I crash through the green frosted glass front door or our second floor male abode with seven large pizzas.  Dumping them on to the coffee table I collapse into the blue leather settee which has begun to hold the ass imprints of those inhabiting.  Danny hands me an ice cold can of Carlsberg as he grabs a pizza then slumps back down into the armchair refocusing his attention on the DVD copy of Gwendolyn and the Land of the Yick Yack I bought him for his birthday.  Turning on my laptop I devour pizza and beer until I’ve made an odd hobo soup in the pit of my stomach.  Halfway down my INBOX amidst the host of foreign names sits a message entitled HEY-HO STRANGER from Marcy Collins.
 
   It took all of Danny’s “don’t be a pussy” team talks to convince me to reply.  As I sat in the Empire’s downstairs bar awaiting my old friend I re-read her message in my head.  It was filled with compliments, enough for me to effectively agree to a blind date.  She had reacted badly to my hooking up with Cherrie, she had been particularly mean to Cherrie in the following weeks – information Cherrie had left out at the time.  How she had only reacted so badly because she had feelings for me she wasn’t able to reconcile at the time.  But apparently when she saw my profile it had all come back to her.  Marcy had thought that some time away from each other would allow us to regain our friendship.  I was feeling a little banged up from Hurricane Kelly but not too burnt to be shy of a friend, particularly a naked one, so I let myself be convinced that it was a good idea.  Marcy was, after all, one of the few people to know every aspect of my life and she still wanted to be around me.  She had heard much of my bedroom stylings and I hers, it was actually becoming something of an erotic fixation – experiencing all the things she’d told me she had and could do.
 
   Sitting at a table in a darkened corner of the bar I drank my Guinness and awaited the athletic little firecracker I had last seen poured into an evening gown some six years previously.  From out of nowhere I was joined at my table with a kiss on the cheek and an old looking blonde.
 
                 “Hey-ho stranger.” She said.
 
   It took a moment for the realisation to sink in as the scales of fantasy fell away.  In the years since I had known Marcy she had seemingly spat out two children, a feat from which her formerly tiny frame had not recovered.  I could see the familiar eyes encased in a wrinkled and tired mass of flesh.  On her forearm she sported the names KYLE and JAMIE tattooed by an unskilled artist as the ink had begun to bleed.  We wander through the routine catch up conversation, Marcy speaks of “the ex” and “the kids” while I spent a lot of the time wondering how I could get out of this situation without hurting her feelings.  Beautiful women come in many forms but ploughing someone who’s looking old enough and rough enough to be a parent rather than a peer is one form too many.  She switches to “the shots” as I order another Guinness and search frantically for an excuse watertight enough to get away, at this point I don’t even care if I kill any potential friendship. She’s started talking about “scoring some E’s and headin’ to Thompson’s for a session”.  I make an excuse about having to work in the morning and finish up but as I make a move towards the door I find the Marcy has linked my arm.  Outside her demonstration of how much she’s changed continues as she spits on the ground between draws of her cigarette and walks like a football hooligan.  I try to palm her off at the taxi depot but hints are apparently repelled by the new Marcy.  I take the long way home in the hope that I can unshackle myself from her grasp before I get to my door, but she hangs on like a rodeo pro.  It’s almost admirable how determined she is to get some.
 
   Back inside the apartment Marcy invites herself into my bedroom as I rush towards Danny’s room.  Once inside the height ceiling man pad I plead with him to help me out.  Seemingly he’s found the entire situation too funny to be audible as he bellows with laughter.  Sucking it up I leave his room and tread carefully towards my bedroom, opening the door I enter to find Marcy tucked up under my sheets, her clothes discarded like old skin across my bedroom floor.  There’s a slight pang of two parts regret one part foolishness, this was a bad idea – why couldn’t I just opt to not listen to Danny?  It’s not as if he’s ever dropped bona fide advice… “asshole”.
 
   “Come’n get it Douggie.” Teased Marcy.
 
                 “One more minute.” I haggled.
 
   Back outside the room and I’m straight over to Danny’s room again, he’s collected a crowd.  Richard, who I’ve literally met one other time before, and Alvin – Danny’s Dutch chemistry partner from Queen’s are sharing a laugh I can only imagine is at my expense.
 
                 “You fuckin’ enjoying yourself?” I ask trying not to give in to the infectiousness of their laughter.
 
                 “Dude your fuckin’ face!” Erupted Danny.
 
                 “I’m not even joking anymore man she’s in my room completely nuddy and she ain’t leaving till she gets some trouser meat.  She’s got squatters right now muthafucka!” I replied.
 
                 “What are you waitin’ for?  Go fuck her!” Replied Danny sending the gang into fits.
 
                 “Looking for sympathy with you fuckers is like asking a blind man for directions.”
 
   Two deep breaths and I was marching back towards the room, there’d be a conversation and the odd feeling might get dinged but it would be better, much better than stealing a screw from a mum of two with a gait like a builder.  Easing the door open I spy her, asleep.
 
   I slept on the couch that night.  When the morning came I brewed myself a coffee and had a cigarette out of the kitchen window.  The telltale creak of the bottom step alerted me that someone was about to enter the kitchen.  As the door opens a shy Marcy enters the room, she’s borrowed a lumberjack shirt from my wardrobe.  She looks sheepish.
 
                 “Hey you.” She’d say.
 
                 “Hey yourself Marcipan.”
 
                 “I haven’t heard that in years,” Marcy takes a seat at the table and sparks up one of my cigarettes before continuing “look about last night…”
 
                 “Yeah, I…” 
 
                 She’d interrupt “I mean you and me and all this…”
 
                 “It’s cool Marce,” I say “I don’t know, I think maybe too much time and life has passed us by you know.”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
   We make the promises and plans distant friends do, we’ll stay in touch, we’ll go out for dinner.  I wonder for a moment what Cherrie looks like but can’t take the idea of tainting my memory of those perfect breasts.  I call Marcy a cab and walk her downstairs to the front door.  I give her a kiss on the cheek and wave her off as she leaves.  Neither of us will even try to contact the other again.
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   THERE’S A HUM that’s intuitively audible on Hawaii, it can he detected at locations miles apart from one another and has been described as an idling diesel engine by folk.  It’s believed to be related to volcanic activity on the island.  It’s kind of like listening to the contented groan of a sleeping cat, at least before it takes a disliking towards you and claws your eye lids off.  The twenty two dollar per night hostel on Venice Beach had a similar low-level frequency buzzing throughout it.  It felt somewhere between comforting and volatile in the Spanish influenced architecture of the Lost Angeles Backpackers.
 
   The building had undergone an inexpensive and incomplete refurbishment whenever it came under new management.  It was clearly a work in progress as the building’s transformation from ailing strip club to home of the wanderer was gradual, with several key areas still having tells visibly present of the building’s former existence.  The storage cupboards and laundry room’s ceilings were still mirrored; the floor stained with what many hoped was baby lotion and small speakers from which the dancers would set the scene with their signature music.  Several of the rooms still had the wall length desktops at which equal amounts of blusher and glitter were painted onto nude bodies in front of a halo lit mirror. The upstairs bar, which would carry open mike and comedy nights still carried with it the red velvet curtain and floor to ceiling pole which had seen and grinded up against so many shaven nether regions until Lou, who I’m guessing was the proud owner, passed away leaving his three daughters with a centre for female objectification they neither wanted nor had any idea how to manage.  Selling on the red and yellow bricked dollar bill den to a couple of wannabe entrepreneurs from Santa Clarita they got out of the tits and g-strings game and so began the evolution of the Bang Bang Rooms into Lost Angeles.
 
   Checking in I was greeted by Andrei, a Ukrainian hipster who carried my bag to my dorm room before taking me on a detailed guided tour of the beach facing property.
 
                 “You like it here,” he said “it like family only everyone has sex with each other.”
 
                 “Like Springer then.” I replied, unsure whether that cultural reference would hit any mark.
 
   Whether it was the name of the place, the location, the fact it used to stock titillation or the low level hum it emitted there was something about Lost Angeles.  It seemed to attract a very specific type of clientele.  Billie would later explain to me that the walls were inch thick in sexual tension and that it was inevitable that, even as a hostel, it would descend into Sodom and Gomorra with Lonely Planet guides on a nightly basis.  Dozens of Brits, Aussies, Koreans crowded around two TVs in the dining room.  What our hosts would call “Soccer” was blasting out thanks to Fox Sport.  I had forgotten it was one of those wonderful summers of sport.  Continuing to the fridge I grab a beer and stick two dollars in the jar wedged in the door of the cold box with the sticker “Be Honest” that Andrei had told me about.  “A nice touch” I thought.  
 
   Drinking my ice cold Sol I wandered around the hostel looking for somewhere to put myself down and catch up on my reading.  It had been a while since I’d been able to find escape through literature. But with Johnny off the radar thanks to increased work opportunities and the sweet loving of his lady, Don Johnson little more than a catalyst for nocturnal chaos and my lunch date with Billie a day away I could either venture down to the airport to have my brains fucked out by Margarita (providing she got around to my number that day) or I could explore my latest surroundings.  Herb and Elsa would be waiting for me at The Snake Pit in a couple of hours. The early morning relocation to Lost Angeles was less than ideal but was forced upon several of us at our former abode after a night that involved Belgian twins stealing a quad bike from a neighbourhood body shop and playing quad biker matador in the hallway. They caused a couple of thousand dollars worth of damage before the night supervisor beat some sense into them.  Realising that my card would in turn be marked thanks to my friendship with the brothers I packed up and shipped out at 6AM before the owner had arrived to give his statement to the Police and I was offered a chance to split their bill.  Going Dutch with the Belgians was not a particularly appealing offer.
 
   I planted myself down in a corner booth by the window in the upstairs bar. It was a location I thought that would have made an excellent spot for an ass to be wiggled in ones face. I broke out the rag-tag copy of The Trial and started reading.  I would try to read it several times during my stay here, each time without success.  On this occasion it was the screams of a well spoken English girl named Victoria that would snatch me away from Kafka.  Tucking the book back into my pocket I head to the stairs and the increasing commotion as the number of raised voices doubled by the second.  At the bottom of the stairs I see a man I would learn later was called Sam.  Sam was from New Zealand, though originally from India.  He had been at the hostel for a couple of weeks and had a “he said, she said” altercation with some low budget newly weds when he tried to rub up against the young bride in the laundry room.  Sam wears a forced smile as the kitchen empties and the front patio residents retreat inside the building to converge on this narrow strip of space.  Victoria stands shaking, crying into her hand.  A camouflage tank top and cut off shorts is all that had come between her and an unwanted tryst with Sam in the laundry room.  Having caught wind of what happened I jump out of the way as the man-tank Frank tears down the stairs and straight into the path of the now worried Sam.
 
                 “You’ve been warned about this before you dickhead.” Growls Frank, wagging a finger in Sam’s face the size of a child’s hand.
 
                 “Misunderstanding…she misunderstands!” Argued Sam.
 
                 Victoria would emit something that’s completely inaudible as she begins to cry again.  Frank pins Sam to the wall before moving in, now nose to nose with him.
 
                 “Get the fuck out of here now.  Get your shit and fuck off before I break you.”
 
                 Sam’s bravado melts, he slips through the crowd of people all gathering to console Victoria.  He’s thumbing a cab within the hour.  
 
   With Sam gone the hostel returns to normal quite quickly.  The football fans return to their game, the barbecued meat is salvaged and Victoria thanks Frank with a hug.  Returning to the fridge I grab a six pack before asking.
 
                 “Anyone want one of Sam’s beers?”
 
    
 
   Lunchtime at The Snake Pit was alien.  Gareth, a long goatee-wearing metal fan, was working bar – always an unpleasant experience as his fun bags were infinitely less appealing to look at and Herb was nowhere to be seen.  Having finished up their signature burger bedded down with four pints of Guinness I was adamant that today would be a day for new friendships rather than old and returned to the warm embrace of what used to be the Bang Bang Rooms.
 
   I return to the hostel bar with enough time to be co-opted on to Team Ireland for Lost Angeles’ Drinking World Cup Tournament.  The rules were simple; two teams face off one on one and down drinks.  “The winners advance the losers piss their pants” as the MC cleverly rhymed.  The first two rounds saw us see off Australia. It was easier than their stereotype would suggest and Russia were beaten before my tequila soaked semi final against the USA and the colonial grudge match of Ireland versus England and Frank the man-tank. We go head to head in downing a bottle of vodka on stage.  I would wake to that face again before it would slowly fade.  It was morning I would guess and that was all I knew.  Climbing from my bed I stoop to comfort my head from the impending hangover and take the uncoordinated walk to the bathroom accompanied by a soft hand clap from Carl, the Swedish roommate who appears to have company under the blanket.
 
   Carl would later sit me down and over a breakfast burrito and a Tecaté on the front patio and walk me through the abyss in my head where last night should have resided.  Apparently after the World Cup, a tournament I was pleased to discover Ireland won, I proceeded to drink the water cooler bottle of tequila that came in place of the gold trophy.  I would then insert myself in the middle of a brother and sister’s argument assuming they were a couple before taking one of the chin from the brother who would then exit the hostel bar from a side window.  It would appear I had the presence of mind to pick the window over heavy shrubbery as to not cause him serious harm and to cap it all off sick up all over his sister in the middle of the library at the rear of the building.  What was most troubling was the fact that Carl seemed to be editing out events from the night that might cause me “some regret”.  Finishing my burrito and accepting yet another pat on the back from another complete stranger I grab a beer for the road and set off to meet Billie at the Sidewalk Café for lunch.
 
   Sitting against the rail I order a cola and watch the homeless, insane and musical drifters perform for the thousands that traverse the boardwalk on a daily basis.  Carl’s Scandinavian tonal narration of the night before still ringing in my ears haunts me. I idly ponder whether I’ll end up like the Mexican guy dancing around in a torn “I ran the world” t-shirt applying body glitter to his cheeks and spinning a hula hoop or will I actually strike up the nerve to see it all through to the end.  Secretly I was starting to enjoy the “anything can happen” course my life was taking in California and though self medicating had become an occupation I could see the benefits of the City on the broken souls.
 
   Billie arrived at the table with her dark curly hair tied up in pigtails and wearing a white gypsy dress through which peaked the slightest hint of tattoos.  She takes a sip from my glass, her eyes all the while fixed on mine.  We order lunch, it dawns on me that conversation could become something of an issue between complete strangers.  The antics of the night before as reported to me has thrown my A game.  As it would turn out Billie was packing enough game for both of us.
 
                 “So you gonna tell me how you got my digits?” She asked.
 
                 “That?  Oh that was easy,” I boasted “told him I was lookin’ some work.”
 
                 “Impressive.”
 
                 “You think that but now I’m pretty sure he’s gonna hook me up with some indie film work which I’m not adverse to as long as it isn’t shot in the back of a van.”
 
                 Billie’s laugh is smooth “That’s not what I saw.”
 
                 “Touché.” 
 
                 “Normally,” she says, taking a bite from a large slice of pepperoni pizza “I’d give good warning to anyone about spending too much time with Donald but you…I don’t think you’ve anything to worry about.”
 
                 “It’s because I’m living at the Bang Bang Rooms right?”
 
   Billie would go on to tell me all about the place I was staying while feeding her pizza crusts to a stray dog that had parked up beside us.  The waiting staff tried to discourage her, it was an argument I understood they had every time she dined at the Sidewalk, an argument she won each time.  She’d pick off the mushrooms, wrapping them around a French fry and placing it inside the mouth of the underweight Labrador that gazed adoringly at each morsel.  Kelly had similar misgivings towards onions and olives, especially when they were discreetly placed in sandwiches, it meant she’d spend half our lunch hour together picking through them, removing every tiny sliver she could see.  It was adorable; I found it cute – cute enough that I allowed her to pull me into a two person impromptu picket of the sandwich shop and their “Covert Onion Pushing Agenda”.  
 
   After lunch Billie would introduce me to the street artists along the boardwalk, she knew everyone.  She even gave her takeaway leftovers to a couple of kids who appeared to have been sleeping rough explaining that they were “just kids”.  When the afternoon drew to a close we would park up in Danny’s Bar on Windward under the celebrity caricatures that adorned the walls and she would talk about her art.  Billie wasn’t like the pretentious “my art” talkers you would strive to avoid back home; she didn’t wax lyrical for the sake of being heard.  She was different, a doer.  She had been making a music video to help her dance company “jazz up” their website and attract a bigger audience and hopefully secure another year in existence.
 
   As a teenager she’d developed depression, pharmaceutical intervention was hit and miss, counselling seemed incredibly self important to her.  Eventually her doctor would suggest exercise.  She had been a dancer as a child, she had a lot of hobbies during her childhood.  Mr. & Mrs. Galligan were not without a few dollars and as such afforded her plenty of activities.  Dance helped.  It kept the train from derailing, she was a fighter.  She never took the easy path, not even for a hand out from her parents or her brother.  I respected that, I was slightly in awe of her.  She had a performance in two days; a fundraiser on Sunset which I took by her pause in conversation was my invitation to confirm my status as a RSVP acceptance, which I did.  
 
   A jug of virgin cocktails later and I was walking Billie back to her house on Beach Avenue.  Taking her hand I softly plant a kiss on the back of it before thanking her for a great day and dressing like a hot Disney princess before leaving her wanting more, or at least hoping so.
 
   Back at Lost Angeles the party was in full swing as Victoria and Cristelle have taken to the stage to pole dance for the twenty strong bar patrons…whether they wanted it or not.  In the middle of Victoria’s slow backwards slide down to the ground my phone rings signalling her drunken crash, not the first of the night I’m reliably informed.  Not recognising the number I’m about to let it go to voicemail when something in me forces the accept button under my thumb.  In floods of tears, barely recognisable as human, on the other end of the line is Elsa.  Herb was dead.
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   THE MOURNERS FOR Gary Carlisle were few in number.  The California sunshine made a mockery of the sombre mood. The minimalist black mass stood graveside as a priest spoke of a warmth and love that had long since left Herb’s side.  Elsa stood linked to my arm sobbing.  Her black dress and jacket masking the collection of artwork that dressed her body while a black veil guarded her vision from the sight of a thirty year friendship come to an end.  I had bought a suit the evening before.  I was due to attend Billie’s fundraiser that evening, I was never overly comfortable in adult clothing but was destined to spend most of today in this double breasted armour.
 
   As the final rose is tossed into Herb’s eternal bed Elsa leans in and asks me to take her home.  I had never seen her this upset or go this long without calling me ‘Sugar’.  She had always been the very embodiment of happiness but now she looked broken, I understood.  A part of me wanted to tell her I knew, I knew what she was going through, how she was feeling but I decided not to.  Sometimes words fail us all.  Taking her by the arm I guided her into the passenger seat of her dark blue Lincoln before taking the keys and praying to God that this good deed goes undetected by the LAPD.  On the way back to Fairfax I observe all speed limits and stop signs and on two occasions refuse to make eye contact with Los Angeles’ finest when they pull up alongside me.
 
   Taking Elsa inside her home I notice the photograph of a young man in what looks like a 1980’s tracksuit and one of a college graduation of someone with so many similar features that it could only be her daughter.  I wondered for a moment why she’s never talked about them.  Upstairs I subtly look the other way as she undresses catching sight of a black bra as it flies past my head.  Tucked up in bed Elsa assumes the foetal position as I hand her a glass of water and a sleeping pill.  She gulps it down.
 
                 “Thank you for being so kind.” She whispered.
 
                 “You get some sleep, I’ll be by to check on you tomorrow.” I replied, kissing her on the forehead.
 
   I took a seat in an armchair in the corner of the room until the whimpering stopped.  Once convinced she’s asleep I leave the darkened room and softly tip toe down the stairs and out of the house.  Arriving on Sunset Boulevard I enter the small dance theatre on the six thousand block, my ticket is sitting at the Box Office.
 
                 “Courtesy of Miss Galligan.” Explained the cashier.
 
   Adding the ticket value to my donation I empty a hand of crisp Presidents into the collection bin and step inside the Studio.  The theatre is deceptively large as the back of the building opens up on to an extension they had built five years back, seemingly forgoing a parking space in favour of art.  Purchasing a programme on my way to my seat I thumb searchingly until I find Billie’s bio.  The three seats to my left remain empty in the crowded studio as the house lights come down.  The programme features large portions of Latin American dance with Billie’s Argentine Tango bringing home the standing ovation.  I had never seen anyone move as skilfully, as gracefully as that before.  To imagine that this was the same woman who days previously had mistakenly been flashed a glimpse of my family planning pack was almost surreal.  
 
   The speed and precision of her footwork left the majority of the audience speechless on several occasions.  She had clearly underplayed her hand in conversation with me that afternoon in Danny’s.  There was a danger of her company going under but that would certainly only propel her and her fishnet coated gaucho kicks on to bigger and better things.  I watch in awe as she seemingly made choreographed love on stage, not just to her dance partner but seemingly to every red blooded male in the audience.  “How many of these guys would have difficulty emerging from their seats?” I pondered.  Billie’s performance brought with it cries for an encore and a line of prospective well wishers when she appeared in the post show reception.  Eager to absorb her glow I take a position across the room from her which allows for an unobstructed view.  After several minutes I get the feeling that I’m not alone, a feeling that’s confirmed with a voice.
 
                 “So what did I miss?” Queried Don.
 
                 “Oh just your lil sis being an absolute goddess Don Johnson.”
 
                 “You sound different…should I worry?”
 
                 “It was kinda amazing.” I stated attempting to wind myself in.
 
                 “Yeah that’s Billie.  Look man I’ve got a spot of work if you’re looking it, nothing overly exciting but you know…”
 
                 “I do indeed Don Johnson.” I say, unable to take my eyes off his sister’s face.  I hadn’t noticed how her eyes tilted slightly up towards the corners, how her cheeks were smooth and full or how she’d try not to catch her reflection because she hated her nose.
 
                 “Give me a call when you’re done eye banging my little sister.”
 
   Don makes his way across the room and to the head of the crowd before planting a kiss on Billie’s cheek which is, I suspect, as much for my benefit as it is for anyone else’s.  Finally Billie catches my eye.  She gives me a look that tells me to hang on, I smile in return.  Even in a group as rich and dressy as this she’s radiating.  Pulling up a seat at the bar I order a drink, which becomes three and then another two before I catch a glimpse of the dark haired temptress of Buenos Aires pulling up a stool beside me.
 
                 “You came!” Billie expelled excitedly.
 
                 “I’ve seen many things in my time but skills like that I ain’t ever glimpsed before.” I toast “Congratulations!  You were fucking exquisite.”
 
                 “Shush.”
 
                 “Will not!”
 
                 “Ok then tell me again how awesome I am.” Laughed Billie.
 
                 “You moved like a dirt lord, you are truly, truly Amazing.”
 
   Billie leans in as I hold my drink aloft and kisses me on the cheek; my tumbler almost slips from my hand.  I place it on the bar and I’m about to turn and go in close for a little of what the kids call ‘sucking face’ when the shadow of a cock blocker is cast over us.
 
                 “Something I need to worry about?” Said a tall grey suited man with a mousey brown side parting.
 
                 “Hey baby!” Said Billie with a girlie excitement I’ve yet to see in her.  “When’d you get here?”
 
                 “Was here all along babe.” He lies smoothly.
 
                 “Oh.  I didn’t see you in the audience.”
 
                 “I was a little late, snuck into the seat you left for me.”
 
                 “Oh…ok.” She said acceptingly.
 
   The introductions are done at the cost of the tip of my tongue as I fight against the urge to out him as a bullshit artist.  I don’t.  Even if I was a believer in the old snitch for snatch it wouldn’t have done any good.  Standing before me was a smart, beautiful, intelligent and strongly independent woman who at the appearance of this GQ cover boy became the fourteen year old smitten kitten that lives inside all of us at one time or another.  Granted I had probably drowned mine in blended whiskeys many years ago but I understood where it lived.
 
   GQ’s name was Benoit – a French/Canadian architect who, judging by the cut of his suit and the Michael Kors diamond encrusted watch that had materialised from his pocket, was doing alright for himself.  Don’s arrival with a six hundred dollar bottle of champagne is the end of the line for my thin and shallow pockets.  Making my excuses I shake Don Johnson and Benoit’s hands before giving Billie a kiss all the while stealing a goose pinch before throwing my suit jacket back on and stepping out into the raining darkness of Sunset.
 
   The following day brought about the first full day of rain I had seen since I left Belfast.  The beach front was empty like an old western ghost town.  Putting on the one all weather jacket I had remembered to pack I hopped aboard the bus that would take me to West Hollywood.  Stepping off at Melrose I walked the four blocks to Elsa’s house which looked different that day.  Standing on the edge of her rose garden it took a couple of minutes being beaten by the weather to figure out what was up with the place.  In the rainy overcast and cold Los Angeles street it was the only residence wide open.  Every window on every level was wide awake, every curtain or blind pulled back, the interior exposed to any and all passers-by.  My aunt Beth had the same reaction when Uncle Jim dropped dead.  Jim kept a disorderly house, he hoarded just about everything he could get his hands on.  Entire floors of a four storey house filled with books, engines, double glazed windows, even two Sinclair C5’s.  The day after his funeral I was on the bus heading to my usual coffee morning with Marcy and Cherrie, the bus past his house on the Cliftonville Road revealing all sixteen front facing windows open and half of his life’s work by the side of the building.
 
   Knocking on the cathedral windowed front door results in it swinging open inviting my free will to enter if I so desire.  In the background I hear the sound of the vacuum cleaner competing with an LA classic rock radio station for superiority.  Stepping inside Elsa’s house I walk to the living room door before knocking again, this time I’m heard.  As the vacuum calms down Elsa steps out from behind the door. Her hair is tied back and hidden under a bandana, she wears jeans and an old CCR top that’s had the round neck slashed into a plunging v.  Her eyes are puffy but she’s tricked the rest of her face into towing the party line that everything is ok – life, after all, goes on.
 
                 “Oh hey Sugar.” She said in an effort to return to form.
 
                 “Hey yourself, you alright?”
 
                 “Surely am” She offered “…thanks for yesterday.  I weren’t a whole lot of good.”
 
   She sits me down at the kitchen table and begins making lunch for the two of us.  My aunt Beth went through the same scenario years ago; so much so that when my work trousers parted ass cheeks from one another thanks to all the extra potato bread weight I was carrying I made sure to take detours past her house for the next year.  Beth was different.  Being a mother to six children who never strayed too far from the family home she had a support group, an infrastructure that would aide in her recovery.  Elsa had none of that around her, she had nothing.  Tucking into the homemade fry I get the sense that Elsa is looking for someone to take care of.  We spend the next few hours drinking white rum and talking about the LA music scene in the 80’s, she had been a regular inhabitant of Whiskey A-Go-Go and the Roxy in her heyday and had the stories, trysts and emotional scarring to show it.  For the first time I saw what truly made her beautiful; it wasn’t the physical upkeep that comes as standard for the female population of the City of Angels it was the fact that she had suffered and lost so much over her years but still had it in her to slap on the eyeliner and face the world head on with a “fuck you” attitude.  I admired that, I had possessed something similar to it until recently.  For a moment the pain in my chest rested, quietened enough so that I could feel it was still beating, still working.  She tried to educate me in the importance of giving life the high hard one, clearly hinting at my conversation with Herb in The Snake Pit.  It was important to her that she heard the words; that I promised not to do anything stupid, that I swore to God and that it was for her.  The sunset would bring a darkness across Elsa, she would fixate on Herb, on his life and the life events he had confessed regret to in the small hours when the bar’s neon snake logo no longer hissed at the pedestrians.  Pouring her another drink I handed her two sleeping pills and escorted her upstairs.  Slipping off her CCR shirt she would sit on the edge of the bed.  Placing her under the sheets I kiss her on the forehead and hold her hand until she falls asleep all the while having to suffer through her telling me the reason why women seem to like me “isn’t because you’re good lookin’, I mean you’re handsome enough but you’ve heart Sugar…and you listen with it…your big beautiful heart”.  “I guess you can call that a compliment” I thought.
 
   Emotional connections are exhausting.  Returning back to my den of vice I bypass my room heading directly to the bar.  I had planned on keeping a low profile after the great tequila blackout but the pain in my chest had returned.  Elsa’s company had put me in a melancholy mood; it was a level of reflection I had been avoiding for some time now. Faced with dealing with it unequipped and unprepared or dealing with the embarrassment of being the degenerate Irish guy I choose the degenerate.  I arrive inside the red brick hostel bar, clearly an extension to the original Spanish influenced building, to a resounding cheer from Carl, Frank and a group of unfamiliars at the bar.  Approaching my room mate I’m handed a bottle of Sam Adams and a shot.  Without asking I shoot it before levelling the beer bottle into my mouth and sinking it whole.
 
                 “That my boy!” Boasted Carl.
 
   It would appear I’ve already had my first encounter with the group as no introductions are offered and they all seem to know me.  Discovery comes soon that I had invited myself into the gang during my tequila binge, an assimilation that apparently was welcome.  Aside from Carl, who I discover is ass crazy, I place Frank’s accent as somewhere in the North of England – it would turn out to be a Manchester tongue; I also figure out that Oscar is from South Africa, Hayden is an Australia bass guitarist doing session work and Bret is a Canadian snowboarder who has recently walked out of his life too – having left his fiancé and family behind in Ontario.  Arno, the tattooed Norwegian barman, cranks up the speaker system and introduces the backpacked sunburnt masses of the hostel bar to Turbonegro before chatting to Carl in Norwegian; which makes me realise that I’ve fucked up in my understanding of his roots by an entire country.  The suicide tequila is a bona fide bastard of a drink.  The objective is, seemingly, to inflict as much pain on yourself as possible while drinking tequila and only using the regular tequila paraphernalia.  The first step towards a Darwin award is to snort the salt lined out on your hand, once your nostrils are being punished with that you shoot the tequila before quickly squeezing the lemon into your unblinking eyeball.  Once unable to breathe or see you take a tooth pick and ram it into your head so when you, inevitably, pass out your fellow revellers can count the amount you have done and decide whether you are XX or XY.  You might wonder why someone would do such an incredibly idiotic thing over and over again but the next time you’ve past beyond the legal limit to operate machinery I guarantee you’ll suggest to at least one friend who’s dumb enough to agree joining you in this sensory cluster fuck.
 
   Our group had increased in size over the eight rounds of suicide tequilas as the curious crowded round.  An uncountable number of suicides later and Arno declares “tequila’s out!  Fuck off now please!”  As we all clutch our eyes or noses or heads Hayden pitches that we should all head out together, a mass cheer is met by Oscar’s whisper in my ear – incidentally the only part of our heads that weren’t defective.
 
                 “He’s got them Mason lamps on.  We’d better watch out bro.”
 
   What hadn’t been clear to me at the time of meeting Hayden was just how much of an unstable drunk he was.  His paternal grandfather was aborigine meaning that the chemical relationship between alcohol and his genetics was at times as fun to be around as that of The Incredible Hulk stubbing his toe or pulling his zipper up on himself.  I would later discover that my blackout was only partly related to the water drum of tequila I consumed, the other fifty percent of the cause being the three foot black plastic bin filled with beer bottles that Hayden hit me across the back of the head with a whole hour after a ten minute conversation about the BBC comedy Bottom.
 
                 “How much trouble can he be?” I ask.  “I’m gonna go wash this shit off me and be downstairs in ten ok?”
 
                 “Sound bro.”
 
   Squinting I make out the shape of the door and head for it, once in the corridor I have the extra space to trip over and bump into objects until my hearts content.  Reaching my dorm room I open the door to find Billie sitting on my bed.  She takes the sight of my drunken zombie Christ, head attire et al, in her stride, I’m not entirely convinced the smooth points I gained from my attendance on Sunset Boulevard are still in one piece.
 
                 “So what?!  You don’t take my calls anymore?” The tone is a ball tightening familiar one.
 
                 “How’d you get in here?” I ask as I remove my top taking half the tooth picks with the blood stained rag.
 
                 “The door was open.  Got talking to a guy, doesn’t like you much.”
 
                 “You’ll need to be more specific.” I point out as I remove my jeans.
 
                 “Said you threw him out a window.” She’d offer nonchalantly.
 
                 “Ah.”
 
                 “Yeah.  Said some other stuff too,” She’d smirk “he offered me a revenge fuck…I think he reckons me as your lady friend.”
 
                 “How was he then?”
 
                 Ignoring me completely she counters “You ran out pretty smart last night.”
 
                 “I had stuff.  You understand.” The headache had begun.
 
                 “So it’s got nothing to do with Benoit then.” Billie feigns surprise.
 
                 “You want to see someone like Benoit Balls by all means knock yourself out.  It’ll save him having to drug you.  You do know he’s permanently full of shit right?”
 
                 “Excuse me?!”
 
                 “We can smell our own.  You’re a smart woman Billie, a beautiful woman and a damn right interesting woman…” I start to realise I have no idea where I’m going.
 
                 “…and this would have nothing to do with you right?” Her tone stiffens.
 
                 “I am the last guy you’d want to get involved with Billie believe me but I also…” I struggle with words, “look” I continue as I pull up my trousers and button my clean shirt “we’re all heading out.  You’re here and looking fine and no doubt Benoit’s caught up looking at himself in a hubcap or something…”
 
   This time I break her resolve and I see the foundations of a smile poking from either corner of her mouth.  Stepping forward I offer my hand.
 
                 “I never thought I’d be coaxing you out of my bed but what do you say about going out and gettin’ stupid and crazy.”
 
                 “Don’t you think you’ve gotten stupid and crazy enough?” She’d retort with a faux adult tone.
 
                 Billie would take no coaxing at all and within minutes the six Yellow Cabs ordered would be shepherding the twenty strong alcoholic explorers into the silky night that the City of Angels had to offer.  The cab ride would be quick, largely due to the fact that the Moroccan driver had not only a love of speed metal but also an extremely liberal approach to traffic lights. It would lead Billie to take my hand, I tried to remember to tip him generously.  It had been a while since someone had held my hand in that way, the way that says “everything will be ok because you are here”.  I gave it the slightest squeeze to acknowledge the presence of her delicate fingers wrapped between mine before relaxing into it.
 
   The cabs form an orderly yellow line outside of a run-down factory on Alvarado Street at the north end of Echo Park.  The large metal slide door sits slightly ajar from the street but as we move closer and the music gets louder both the doors and the gap gets bigger.  When we’re close enough to be patted down by the security staff it’s clear that the monolithic doorway has enough room for us to walk comfortably in, albeit in single file.  Paying the three dollar cover charge to the punk girl sat behind an old school desk a quick glance around indicates just how large this old working class establishment actually is.  At a guess at least two hundred people dance around to a techno track with a sample from Jimmy Cliff yet the place looks almost empty as nobody seems to have trouble waling around.  A white Ford transit van is parked in the corner furthest from the door.  The rear doors open and facing us.  Taking Billie by the hand I lead her towards it for a closer look in the dimly lit strobe heaven, she mouths something about wanting to dance and breaks off with Cristelle and Victoria towards the makeshift dance floor.  As Hayden, Bret and I get closer to the transit van it becomes clear that it’s the venues non kosher bar as a thin man in a skull cap is selling beer and plastic cups of whiskey.
 
   Having convinced the skull cap to sell me the bottle and securing a handful of pills from an out of place looking businessman I allow Billie to convince me that dancing, or at least dancing with her, is a good idea.  It takes a lot of awful white guy movement to drain the pleasure from having your hands roaming the curves and contours of a woman’s body as she snakes to the music; but fuelled on whiskey and uppers, not to mention the catholic awkwardness we’re all injected with at birth it manages to make twenty minutes of what is essentially dry humping the most painful experience in months.  Oscar passes, saving me from another Sean Paul track and helping to take my boner down to standby mode.  He looks frantic, he usually carries an extremely laissez faire expression upon his face but he has the father of a missing child look about him.  
 
   “I can’t find Hay’d, he’s gone off.  He was ranting about somethin’ but I was…” Oscar’s sentence drifts off as Billie interrupts.
 
                 “There he is!” She’d point.
 
   It was absolutely true, there he was.  Standing toe to toe with a tattooed Mexican who dwarfed Hayden’s five foot six stature by a good two feet and to make matters worse he was just about to slap the Mexican bull across his large face.  As if from nowhere Bret steps in between the two men, whispers something in the Mexican beefcake’s ear before putting a guiding arm around Hayden’s shoulder and dragging him to relative safety.  The relief amongst those of the group who knew Hayden was palpable.  Billie takes the bottle from my hand and sinks a swig; I stand and watch as a bead of sweat runs the uncharted path from her brow down her face under her chin and between her breasts.  It was Oscar’s turn to rescue me from myself and in doing so explain how he saw me transform into a cartoon wolf before his eyes.  The decision is made there and then to drink a copious amount of alcohol, to flatten any possible horn that might arise throughout the course of the evening, kill it dead.
 
                 “You know I like you right.” Slurs Billie.
 
   I’m not entirely sure how I ended up smoking through my pack of cigarettes with her and having this conversation.  I nod - my ability to operate my jaw seriously hampered by the muscle’s relaxed status.  There’s a conscious effort to explain to Billie that she doesn’t owe me any justification but the words keep coming from her mouth.  How Benoit’s a “realllly good guy”, how he’s “busy” but even though he misses a lot of her shows he always turns up at the end.  What I really want to tell her is that a real boyfriend wouldn’t allow himself to miss her shows, especially when she moves like that but my brain is misfiring as the uppers fade and the alcohol takes a strangle hold.  Suddenly a commotion breaks out somewhere around me, my head is swimming…it could be two separate commotions.  Looking around I see Oscar has stripped down completely naked and is in the middle of trying to get ladies to “pet his puppy”.  The sight of blonde balls is sobering; sobering enough for me to realise that the real commotion is coming from deeper inside the group of people who are no longer dancing but appear to be frozen.  Pushing past Oscar who’s wrestling with one of the security staff I make my way to the middle of the factory.
 
   “Fuck you man, you black-wearin’ bastard!” Yells Hayden before throwing a punch at the Mexican behemoth.
 
   Clarification would come later that this was not a racial slur from my mixed race friend but rather a conflict of fashion.  Hayden having mopped up his suicide tequila blood opted to dress entirely in white for our expedition to the hard edge of Los Angeles.  In seeing the tattooed Mexican dressed entirely in black Hayden had gotten it into his head that they clashed – a thought that would, thanks to alcohol and narcotics, evolve into Hayden thinking this man whom none of us knew, had done this on purpose.  As the Glock was drawn and pointed at Hayden it appeared that our volatile little bassist was about to eat the bullet over fashion.  Stepping in front of the two polar opposites Bret tries to cool the situation explaining how Hayden “meant no harm.  He’s just drunk and incredibly stupid and would like to apologise” all the while being undermined by clipped words from the drunken Aussie.  As the Mexican goes to lower his weapon the six foot flesh torpedo that is Oscar flies through the air landing on the three of them. He sends Bret, Hayden and the Mexican crashing to the ground and causes the Glock to let out a single shot that makes the dance floor clear in a heartbeat.
 
   Scrambling to my feet I reach out and take Billie's hand dragging her vertical and powering through the crowd of spooked and bolting ravers as they rush the slide door of the metallic factory frame.  Pushing through there is a second shot that has clearly been a laxative for many judging by the smell of shit that erupts into the dusty night air. Once outside we run to the safety of Alvarado Street, surely the first time a white tourist has ever thought that. Inadvertently leaping in front of a meandering cab; the echo of the breaks screeching in my already sore head; I bundle Billie into the passenger seat and give the driver her address and fifty bucks to rush her home.
 
                 "Get in you dumb asshole!" She’d order.
 
                 "Bros before sexually attractive hotties in plunging necklines.” I state unable to pull my eyes from her chest; I close the door giving the driver the ‘all clear’ to put some lead into it.
 
                 "That's my cool moment right there," I tell myself "if I don't get shot tonight that is."  
 
   Cautiously I approach the factory, by now I am the only person heading in that direction - even the blue shirts of the venue’s security have seemingly forgotten what they were there for.  I wonder whether I should flank the place, action movies have been one of my five a day for years and there might not be a second chance.  As the police sirens ring a little closer than they were a minute prior the flanking manoeuvre is taken out of my control. Appearing from the factory doors the Mexicans and the group of dangerous individuals I had begun to see as friends come walking out of the rave in what can only be described as in "good spirit".
 
   It would appear that neither gunshot was voluntary, though the second had done enough to convince Hayden that the fashion faux pas wasn't nearly as important as he thought it was.  Bret smiles, more relief than genuine pleasure and puts an arm around me introducing me to the man-mountain Shadow - which I assume is not the name his mother gave him, and Luis the self proclaimed "Biggest Pimp in Hell.A".  There's something about gunfire that unites the common man regardless of trouser colour.  The fire baptism we had undergone meant that Shadow wanted us to party with his crew and would not be taking no for an answer.
 
   The mass evacuation had led us to several losses leaving only Bret, Carl, Hayden and a fully dressed Oscar who triumphantly boasts of winning a bet with Carl.  Relocating half a block from what the police will call "the crime scene" we smoke cigarettes and try to act cool as we await the additional motorcade that Shadow had ordered up to transport us to Los Feliz and what he promises is a "crazee pussy party".
 
   The blacked-out SUVs roll up and stop almost in unison. Climbing on board there's a sense of general uneasiness, not about Shadow - if he had wanted to kill us he could have done it without messing the soft leather interior. No, the uneasiness came from the presence of Hayden and whether the lesson learned on Alvarado would stick.
 
    
 
   Inside the modest abode in the working class Los Feliz neighbourhood were all things to soothe the heart of the red blooded male. Wall to wall booze, babes and blunts as the front door bellowed out a marijuana smoke screen that wouldn't have looked out of place in Backdraft.
 
   Buzzing along with the heavy bass of Orishas we glide into what Luis says is his "party house". I drop into an armchair next to Bret before being handed a 40oz and a large joint.  Taking a deep breath I finally relax and watch the floor show as a wrestling match breaks out before us for our viewing pleasure.
 
   Whether it was the rate of 40oz consumption, our similar views towards weed or our mutual appreciation for the shaking rears of Mexican lady folk I found a kindred spirit in Bret.  He had spent his formative years dreaming of becoming a good enough snowboarder that it would provide him with a living.
 
   Three years in and having just signed a sponsorship deal with a small clothing line he landed a jump badly and tore up his right knee bad enough to require several surgeries. Twelve months on from them and he was perfecting a substantial morphine addiction and a hard line of only dating nurses who could help tend to his needs.  It was while nurse hunting that he met Joan, a scrub nurse at the emergency room in the Alexandra Marine and General Hospital. Engagement would come within weeks only for Bret to wake up one day and see something needing fixed staring at him while shaving.
 
   Packing himself off to a treatment centre not only would he get clean but he'd come to realise that though Joan was lovely, the world they had constructed together was not for him. Explaining it to her would be heralded with statements like "it's perfectly natural after all you've been through" and "what about counselling?"  One day Joan would come home from a double to discover half the house gone, Bret sold all he could and started walking until he reached somewhere that felt comfortable.  Seemingly that place was next to me staring at asses.
 
   The walk of shame the following morning would coincide with the school run.  The hardworking parents would glare, knowing all too well where we had come from and what we had been up to.  My arm hurt, I had become accustomed to the early morning aches and pains but they usually resided closer to my liver. It would be hours before I would discover the tattoo and days before I would recall when I got it, in the meantime IHOP was calling us and Billie texting me.
 
                 "Let me know you got home safe x." 
 
    
 
   11
 
   WITH NOBODY to look sternly at me my behaviour had become increasingly irrational yet at the same time routine.  Kelly had a way of looking over her glasses that not only gave me wood but helped with my moral compass.  Sometimes situations would leave me heated these would inevitably lead to me saying or doing something that was out of line.  The look would be the first indicator; the second would be how she went about breaking it to me that I was being a total shit.  Always polite, conscious of my feelings and if that didn’t work then calling me an asshole and leaving me to sleep on the couch would usually help me reflect.  When I wasn’t her equal I would strive to make it up to her.  Now with Ms. Marley out of the picture I had settled into a cycle of cheap drink and an almost knightly nightly quest to pay her back in ways that she wouldn’t even know about.  My debauchery would be on her head.  
 
   Monday would take me to the Globe on University Road; I would forgo the weekly offer of karaoke in order to partake in the discounted alcohol and the busty songstresses that would be queuing up in an attempt to win the bar’s cash prize.  Tuesday would bring the world famous Belfast Limelight and £1 a pint night.  Many a band would have to slum it knowing if they could break the Belfast audience they’d have little bother wooing fans worldwide.  For me it was less about which band was taking to the well trodden stage in the back of the darkened church of rock and roll, and more about how close to the age of consent would I be skirting in attempting to pry away any young and sprightly Emo from her pack.  If the door staff had done their job right then there’d be no surprises in the morning, then again if the door staff had done their job right they would have probably sent me packing.  I was too old to be part of their crew but my outlook on life coupled with the pain swept emotion that clung to my face spoke to their young souls in a way that cheap Harp could only dream.  
 
   Wednesday would bring me to The Spaniard in the cobbled streets of the Cathedral Quarter.  Certainly the most narrow haunt of my week and though not particularly cheap I would enjoy the conversations I would overhear.  It was also close to the Pothouse which would mean that you would be able to pick up a miniskirt on the way home without having to pose for hours, listen to the trendy people’s music or be seen dead snorting what the young up and comers of the Belfast scene would call “Choke-caine”.  You’d still have to scrape an inch or two of make-up from your bed sheets but you wouldn’t have to pretend to care about Beautician school.  By Thursday I was praying for a home cooked meal and would always end up at Ryan’s Bar and Grill on the Lisburn Road.  There would be little to offer in the way of drink promotions and most of the female talent would be either heavily involved with someone sporting a Rugby shirt or staff but it was close to home and did a mean garlic bread and chicken wings.  Kelly’s Cellars on Bank Street in the centre of town would be my Friday night.  
 
   The bar was old, low ceilings, peat fire, plenty of character, after the smoking ban it would smell of piss – all bars would smell of piss but it afforded a lock-in for its regulars, had the best seafood in Belfast next door and for some reason was always filled with Spanish backpackers.  After a couple of months of the best battered oysters I found myself as the fuck buddy of a Palestinian barmaid who could bend in ways that were inhuman and seemingly had no issue with you putting it in her mouth regardless of where you were and wanted less out of our “situation” than I did.  I actually felt cheap more often than not.  
 
   Saturday night was shameful as it would mean frequenting the Queen’s University Student Union where the drinks were cheap, music was loud and there was always a river of impressionable young ladies who were looking for someone to mentor them.  I, for my sins, would make every effort to come off as more together than I actually was.  It rarely worked as by five drinks in my dark side would come out and the party would really begin.  Sunday brought with it The Parlour as the door staff knew me well enough to know that 1. It wasn’t personal and 2. I probably wouldn’t remember too much the following morning.  I had almost been arrested the previous Friday on my way home from Kelly’s Cellars for attempting to scale the front of Duke’s Hotel in order to join a rowdy and partially clothed hen party on the fifth floor. I had decided to allow caution to prevail for one Saturday and forgo the Union for a quiet Saturday night in The Parlour, a radical break from tradition.
 
   The downstairs bar would thin out once the DJ began spinning his discs which was usually populated by whatever was either in the charts or sampled for a car commercial.  The library themed seating area behind the bar had the comfortable seats and provided me with what would become a living room with beer taps once the music started.  Availing of my own private bar I would purchase what would sound like a round of drinks for me and my friends, varying in size, shape and alcohol content they were all to keep my palette from getting as bored as I was.  Slumped in a red leather armchair I sat behind my wall of glass and fluid, slowly examining and consuming all in front of me.  Every once and a while the door staff would pass by and make small talk.  Asking the bar staff to watch my drinks I would step outside for a cigarette and some fresh air, smoking was a good way to punctuate the evening.  Smoking alone looks less weird than drinking alone.  Returning to my table I ignore the female voice calling out, it couldn’t be for me.  As I drop down into my chair I look up to see a familiar looking blonde standing in the doorway staring right at me.  I smile; it buys time to scrape through parts of nights, fragments of memories…”nope officially no awkward mornings,” I think to myself, “so where do I know her from?”
 
                 “You don’t remember me do you?” Teased the blonde.
 
                 “This is probably going to result in me wearing your drink, right?”
 
                 She laughed. That rang a bell.
 
                 “You clearly didn’t pleasure yourself to me…I’m hurt.” She said.  This sparks more than a simple memory as I cross my legs to disguise it.
 
                 “Mary.  From the Garrick…how was the oral?” She says, finally releasing me from my turmoil.
 
                 “Of course,” my laugh sounds odd, I’m more relieved that I realised. “I’ll have you know that I did in fact pleasure myself to you.”
 
                 “And how was I?”
 
                 “Incredibly open to new ideas,” I offer before pushing out the armchair opposite me with my foot “…by all means please.”
 
                 “Oh I can’t I’m with a group of girls and you know how they get.  I just saw you and figured I’d see how I was.” Her smile was warm.
 
                 “How’s about I give you my number and we can discuss it over dinner?” I offer.
 
                 “That’s smooth Doug, I like that.” Extending her hand.
 
   I take it in mine; her hand is smooth, soft and a little cold.  I write my phone number on the back of it.  She smiles, her face inches from mine.  Pushing forward Mary plants herself in my lap before wrapping her arms around her and brushes her lips against mine.  Soft at first then a little more forceful and before I realise it both mouths are open and her tongue is inside mine.  I slip a hand between her legs and up inside her skirt, feeling around I find the side of her panties and guide them to one side before sliding a finger inside her bald, damp mound.  There’s a tap on my shoulder and we’re asked to break it up, our lips part to the satisfaction of the doorman who is completely unaware as to the location of three of my digits.
 
                 “I’ll call you.” Said Mary earnestly.
 
   I smile as she dismounts and disappears out of the library and up the wooden stairs.  Her scent lingers on my smoking hand for the rest of the evening.
 
   I would see Mary leave with the rest of her girlfriends at the end of the evening.  As they clamber into the back of two large people carriers with fluorescent lights on the roofs I would map the contours of her body as the wind blew her skirt tight against her hips.  As she took her seat by the curb side window she would shoot me a knowing glance.  The walk home alone brought with it the first text “I’ve got your number, now you’ve got mine ;) x”.  I appreciated she didn’t communicate with text speak.  I hate all that C U L8R M8 bollocks.
 
   Arriving home I find Danny half asleep and twice as drunk.  He’s convinced he’s locked himself out again but in actual fact he will have put his key in his shoe so he didn’t lose it.  I play along, letting him in – “no need to break his cycle” I thought.  After climbing the mass of stairs to our apartment I collapse into the settee and allow Danny to make me a coffee and some pasta with pesto.  The house is quiet; everyone else is apparently sleeping over at a significant others.
 
   “I think he’s knobbing your mate Marcy.” Proclaimed Danny as he sipped his Gold Blend.
 
                 “A port for every storm.”
 
   Buzz-buzz, buzz-buzz.  My phone was busy for 2AM.  Checking the screen it shows a new MMS message from Mary.  Clicking into it I download what I’m assuming is Mary from the neck to the knees on a bed, naked with two fingers inside of her and the caption “Sweet dreams ;)”.  Excusing myself I set my pasta to one side, sip from my coffee before slipping next door to my room.  Turning on the light I unbutton my jeans and remove my hard prick before lining up a flattering angle, snapping a photo and replying to Mary with the message “thinking of you”.  By 3AM she’s soaking wet and demanding serviced, and has taken the next and daring step of texting me her address.  I throw a blanket over Danny, who’s now unconscious before checking that all appliances are switched off and call a cab – racing across town.
 
   I reach Mary’s house on the Cavehill Road in the north of the city in record time.  The early morning streets of Belfast are traffic free and friendly to the booty call.  Advising the driver to keep the change I leap from the cab and with three strides I’m at the well lit doorstep of her lofty four bedroom restoration project.  The large front door opens as I reach it; the oddest feeling of ominous déjà vu would rush across my consciousness in that moment, tripping me, taking me out of my stride before I recovered.  Looking back I put the recovery down to sheer ignorance, had I lingered on the fleeing tail of emotion that was going, going, gone I would have known and then I would have been done for the evening.  It would be the next day before I’d know what caused it.  My brain would have had the time to subconsciously interrogate itself on the “where” and the “why” that caused the slightest of sickly feelings in the pit of my stomach while I entertained my new friend Mary.
 
    
 
   Kelly and I had been going strong for six months, living together for three…maybe a little longer.  I had finished my degree and was pulling off some time on sets; working pretty much for free as a runner on the larger end of low budget and Assistant Director on the bottom rung of the ladder for just about any and all small, short and student films I could get involved in.  It was pitiful earnings. I worked evenings and weekends at any retail job I could get and stand long enough to complete training in and when that didn’t help the ends meet I would busk.  Banjo in hand, the soul destroying walk to Castle Street proof if proof was required that the sins of the father had not only come to visit upon me but had unpacked and were living rent free.  Kelly was in her second year and hurdling towards her dreams.  She had got a job in the University’s main library, “filing-n-fining” is what she called it, wrestling linguistics with pseudo academics fleeing from mainstream living but it allowed her to read and she read everything.  In later years a lot of business would come her way because of stock meetings her line manager would pass off to her to take so he could grab an extra thirty minutes for lunch or go home early.
 
                 Tess had just called off her wedding – she had got the seventy two hours fear of God proximity alert and reassessed everything in a heartbeat.  Miriam spent two nights on the phone with Kelly, relaying messages via her “good daughter” to the tennis mad disappointment who’d passed on a man who loved her and shown the family up.
 
                 “Mum, Mum, Mum…take a breath and shut up!” Kelly interjected “I understand you’re disappointed but by the sounds of things you loved Jason a little more than Tess did and that’s a little bit screwed up.”
 
   The phone was far enough away from me that I didn’t have to take onboard her mum’s ranting but not that far that I couldn’t hear the tin can hum of a voice too loud for communication.
 
                 “…and what does Daddy think?” Kelly queried “Just take it down a notch is all I’m saying.  Tess is a lil stressed and she gets defensive when you go all mumzilla and all that so just chill Mum.  Listen to her, she deserves to be happy…Christ everyone can only ask so much.” She blew me a kiss which I toppled the armchair reaching back to catch.  A giggle is smothered as I hit the floor.
 
   Her monthly visitor was late, it wasn’t like her.  “My lady carriage runs like a German transportation system” she’d brag days before and like clockwork it would arrive…but not this month.  Kelly put it down to the stress of dealing with her mother and playing model U.N between her and Tess. There was a long stalemate of silence.  The two only got talking again whenever Miriam found a lump on her breast that would ultimately turn out to be nothing but having lost Nana the same way the Marley women took no chances and came together again.  Still it didn’t come; eventually I took my day’s wages working on 28 Kegs Later – a dreadful student horror film made by a dreadful film student for dreadful student film screenings and bought Kelly a handful of home tests.
 
                 “How much pee do you think I carry around with me?” She’d ask when I dropped the bag of pregnancy tests in her lap.
 
                 “Don’t use them all, some of them are for me.”
 
                 “I thought you looked glowing and radiant this morning.” She said with a smile.
 
                 “Charmer, are my ankles getting fat?” I’d ask as I dropped into the armchair by the window.
 
                 “Ok you’re too good at this game, I’m gonna go do wee-wee.”
 
   The tests were unanimous; the result staring us in the face…Miriam was going to go bat shit crazy.  “At least she’ll end up talkin’ to you through Tess” I would offer but it wasn’t much consolation.  I was working for nothing on the limited Belfast film scene, scraping the rest of my living from selling scratch cards and knowing that the barcode for a Cadbury’s Crème Egg was 50201600 because they would never scan.  Kelly was in her second year, this would mean year three, graduation, her own business and dreams would all be scrapped or at the very least put on hold.  
 
                 Kelly simply nodded.  I lit a cigarette – breaking the no smoking in the bathroom rule and we tried getting our heads around what was sitting before us.  It would be ok.  I’d get a job that paid actual money, the Belfast film scene was never going to be what paid the bills anyway so it was no great loss plus I was pretty sure that most of them hated me.  I could probably even get a job that would pay for a qualification that I could actually use.  Kelly could defer for a while, she was smart enough that she could probably catch up but putting deferring on the table meant that there was no pressure.  When the little one came along people would be around to help.  I had a few friends who were solid; we all lived in each others pockets.  I wouldn’t be one of those people that forgot to make plans with anyone simply because they had a little person to take care of.  My mum would help, my sister too, my brother could probably teach the wee one Xbox when the time came and of course we had The Clan Marley.  They would certainly be involved.
 
                 Kelly had put out the idea of moving to Bangor, I had wanted to say “Christ-fuckin-no!” Northern Ireland wasn’t exactly the centre of the world but if I had to be in Northern Ireland it would be Belfast.  Derry, maybe, if I could avoid all those fucking hills but not Bangor, it felt too grown up to be a real place to me and I knew we’d end up either in an extension Alan would have built for us or within walking distance.  But I nodded.  “She’s pregnant with your demon seed” I thought “don’t make this harder than it needs to be.  There’s plenty of time for a ‘Say no to Bangor’ campaign”.  It was all a little early in the relationship for this but these things happen plus we were living together surely it was a case of we would be together anyway, this was just moving things forward a little faster than my brain could consider.
 
                 The following morning I rose from our bed knowing I would spend the day job-hunting for something real, it took me a moment or two to realise why and when I remembered I had felt a little scared from reality hitting home again.  Dropping a deuce would become considerably easier until it became a reality for me.  For the rest of that day we didn’t really talk about it.  The next day was shaping up that way too until Kelly had rested herself on the arm of the chair as I was reading, half paying attention to Elmore half watching the Saturday football results.
 
                 “Hey…” was her opener.
 
                 “Hey yourself lady.”
 
                 “So I was thinking.  We haven’t really talked about this thing since…”
 
                 “What do you want to talk about?” I asked.
 
                 “You scared?”
 
                 “Terrified woman; this is some real shit goin’ down.”
 
                 “Yeah…” she paused, considering the words perhaps               “…look we’ve only been together for six months.  If you don’t want this then here’s your pass.  I won’t hate you; you can be as involved as you want.  I just don’t want you to…”
 
                 I kissed her to shut her up, I was going nowhere.
 
                 “I love you, please stop talkin’ it’s your least good quality.” I said.
 
                 “Least good, really?  Good thing you only minored in English Lit.”
 
                 I kissed her again; she was cute as a smartass.
 
    
 
   I’d interviewed for an administrative post at Queen’s University.  It had been two months without word so I assumed I hadn’t got the job and was in the process of filling out an application form for a call centre opening down on the Lagan when the letter hit the mat like a dead weight.  
 
   Dear Mr. Morgan,
 
    blah blah blah We are pleased to offer you this position of blah blah blah we would appreciate a formal acceptance of the position no later than one week from the date on this correspondence blah blah.  Your employment will commence on Monday blah blah report to the Finance and Administration building…
 
                 All of a sudden I had a job.  A job with real and regular money, granted it was a job I didn’t need to spend three years studying at the same University to get but that didn’t matter.  I had convinced myself that didn’t matter; I was doing this job for something more than me.  For them.
 
                 I had a cubicle in an office on the third floor with a keen view of the neatly kept and impossibly green lawn in the centre of the University grounds to the rear of the Grand Hall.  I’d catch myself daydreaming as I watched the fresh faces bask in the sunlight and warmth of their own potential.  Every once and a while I’d catch a glimpse of Kelly as she cut through the grounds going from auditoria based lecture to one of the houses on University Road for a meeting with her Advisor of Studies.  It was usually enough to snap me out of it and get me back to work.  The first pay cheque came to my desk welcomingly; my hands outstretched and open, ready to embrace the comfort of my newly acquired wealth.
 
                 While on lunch on payday I dropped into No Alibis bookstore on Botanic Avenue. I used to go there regularly for crime fiction, less regularly for academic books and was finding myself crossing its threshold, greeted by the owner, to purchase something along the lines of So you’re about to become a parent and are shit fucking scared.  He bagged it up for me; it felt like back in the pre-internet days when pornography had to be plucked from the top shelf and bought with extra strong mints and a bottle of Lucozade.  Skulking back towards the University I took up a position under the glass foot bridge that connected the front of the main entrance of the library to the other half of the building facing it, I lit a cigarette and started reading.
 
                 I’d walk home that day with my head in the book, it was pretty insightful in listing the problems you’ll most likely face when confronted with the intimidating task of raising another in your image. It was somewhat shy in laying down solutions to a lot of the things I was worrying about.  Kelly would arrive home an hour later having met up with friends for a coffee and a chin wag.  Her face looked as though it might beam bright red with joy before melting when she came across the most unlikely sight of me cross legged in my armchair thumbing through a baby book.  I thanked her internally for not taking the piss out of me, if the roles were reversed I would have been merciless, she simply ran her hand through my hair before kissing me firmly on the forehead; lingering long enough for me to know how much she appreciated my ‘shit yourself and jump in with both feet’ attitude.
 
                 “You’ll make a great dad.” She whispered.
 
                 “Heaven help gentleman suitors if that little bump is a lady.” I preached.
 
                 “Testify!”
 
   Kelly took to the prospect of motherhood with all of her usual ‘one hundred percent, if you’re going to do it be great at it’ commitment.  “I want two mains I’m eating for two now” was one of her favourites whenever we’d frequent the Lisburn Road’s finest Indian restaurant, The Jharna.  I’d order it and she’d be too full to even make a dent in it, every time she’d eagerly and openly relish the prospect of double dinner only for her stomach to let her down each time and I’d never bring up her past failings.  She smiled when she said it, it made her happy.  That was worth more than an £8 chicken dish in coconut milk.
 
   The public holidays would give me two days off, completing my three day week I packed a small bag, gave Kelly and the belly a kiss before heading off to Donegal on the west coast for a friends stag party.  The send off was enormous, he was the most dedicated of bachelors.  The last sign of wildness was gone, if he could be tamed what hope did the rest of the forever young commitment free males have?  We had barely unpacked when I got a text from Kelly telling me she was going to stay with a friend as she didn’t like our empty bed.  Three drinks in with the music blasting in the centre of the city’s nightclubs it was easy to miss the sound of my phone ringing constantly.  I’d see it in the morning when I recharged it and know something was not right.  The call was short, the answer “get home Doug” short and sweet from Jenny.  I’d arrive home and rush straight to Jenny’s house.  I remembered the next day, Jenny’s house was one street over from where Mary lived…the front doors were exactly the same.  The sickening shudder so obvious in the clear light of day.  Jenny would tell me that Kelly was in the hospital, she drove me there at top speed and in silence.
 
   Kelly sat upright, eyes red and tear soaked.  She’d attempt a smile as I rushed into the hospital room but it, like our child, would fail to come to term.  As I sat down beside her she began to sob.
 
                 “I’m sorry Doug,” was all I could make out.
 
                 “Hey,” I took her hand and forced eye contact “…you don’t owe me an apology, you don’t owe anyone anything.”
 
                 “I don’t know what I did wrong, I tried to make it stop but it wouldn’t and I’m sorry.” Her eyes filled with water.  “I’m so sorry baby I’m sorry…and you’ve read all those books and I’m sorr…”
 
   I’d kiss her and hold her for as long as it took for her to stop crying, it felt like forever.  It was for the best, that’s what we would tell ourselves, that’s what we’d tell each other.  That was how we got through and I think that’s when Kelly began to grow in a differing direction from me.  She had said it first but when it was all over and done with I always felt that she resented the fact that I didn’t protest the statement.  That I didn’t demand we try again, that I nodded and echoed her words “for the best”.  It was also the only time in our relationship when she needed me, she never got sick or blue, she had taken care of me during my explosive moments and kamikaze moments and when my family would fuck up and leave it by my feet for me to fix.  She had none of that, she needed me once and I was at a nightclub for the scariest part of it; arriving at that door too late.
 
   Mary would kick me out of her house at 7AM as she needed to get some work done early before a dress fitting and a family lunch at her mother’s house. She was a primary school teacher and had examination questions to make up as she prepared her P7 class for the world ahead of them in secondary school.  This would be the first of many 7AM kick-outs that I would experience at the hands of Mary Hanlon.  I would never complain about it, Mary would never ask from me any more that I was able to give her.  This I was sure of.  I would discover that Mary was promised to another, it had been a long engagement.  Long enough for her to realise that though she did care greatly for him and though he was a lovely man she didn’t want to take his last name and shack up forever.  She seemed too nice to have that conversation, I’d get the impression that she was hoping he would call round unexpectedly to her house and catch me wrist deep in her.  When that failed to occur she started instructing me on the types of photographs she wanted me to take, while inside her, and on her phone.  Eventually he would find a video of her going down on me that I took one day when she called round to my house.  I was off work with a stomach bug; she brought soup and a rubber nurse’s uniform.  It was the closest we would ever come to a relationship.
 
    
 
   12
 
   BILLIE HEARD THE accent first.  I was too enthralled in checking out her heart shaped buns as the blue denim of The Gap hugged her like it had no intention of ever letting go.  She’d nudge me and with those deep, attention grabbing eyes gesture towards a couple who strolled from gift shop to gift shop along the boardwalk – briefly stopping to admire the Predator made out of scrap metal.  My eyes would unlock from her and track across the battling waves of pedestrians, cyclists and rollerblades to two faces.  Two pasty faces that were so far out of context they almost didn’t look familiar anymore.
 
                 I had pushed the boat out for Kelly and our one year anniversary; trip to London, fancy room in Russell Square - the recently restored luxury hotel, West End tickets and all without an ulterior motive; though a rub and tug would have been graciously accepted, it wasn’t done with that in mind.  It was out of love.  Our show wasn’t until the second night, when we arrived late on the Friday our check-in was swiftly followed by a trip to the hotel’s library themed cocktail bar and the accidental crashing of a wedding reception.  I looked pathetically out of place.  At the best of times I don’t scrub up, though when I try I’ve been known to cut a figure of a man but more often than not I look borderline homeless.  Kelly on the other hand always looked gorgeous and in order to prevent guys from hitting on her all night I nipped off to our room grabbed a ten second shower, shaved and slipped into my best Danny Ocean two piece before skilfully sliding up alongside her.  She was in a figure hugging summer dress which came with two would-be suitors that smiled at her.  The two wedding guests didn’t know enough to know that I hadn’t simply cock blocked them, that my moves weren’t straight out of a Bond movie.  I wasn’t irresistible to women, I just knew this lady intimately.
 
                 “Buy you are drink?” I asked as the two contesting suitors looked shocked at my arrogance.
 
                 “Oh I don’t know about that,” she said winking at the tall dark haired one “these gentlemen were in the middle of telling me about the Rotary Club.”
 
                 “Fascinating.  I’m a master of the Dutch Rudder; would you know it by chance?” I aimed at the tall one.
 
                 Kelly stifled a laugh but only just.  As her facial contortions grabbed the two grey-suited men’s attention I pull a face at each of them individually.
 
                 “Dutch Rudder you say?” The dark haired one spoke with a classic BBC accent.
 
                 “Indeed.” I say gravely
 
                 “Can’t say I’ve heard of it.”
 
                 “You go to boarding school?” I asked.
 
                 “Why yes.” He’d say incredulously.
 
                 “Yet you’ve never heard of the Dutch Rudder.” Kelly offers in mock shock, having composed herself.
 
                 “You’ve heard of it?”
 
                 “Oh yes.  I used to date a guy…” she smirked while making eye contact with me “who was quite skilled at the ol’ Dutch Rudder.”
 
                 “He sounds quite the catch.” I offered.
 
                 “Quite.” She agreed
 
                 “Well endowed too I’m sure.”
 
                 “Excuse me?” The balding one chirped up.
 
                 “You know I think I will take that drink.” Kelly turns to each suitor individually “A pleasure gentlemen.”
 
                 I whisked her out of ear shot before she erupted into spasmodic fits of laughter.  She clung to my arm in her sculpted outfit, beautiful – all eyes, chest, hips and hair.  We took up two spots by the hard wood back lit bar.  Golden light danced in Kelly’s eyes as I ordered her Rosé and my two fingers of scotch.  She watched the newly weds intently.  Focused, day dreaming, soaking up the love emanating from the vintage white gown.  I handed Kelly her glass before resting my free hand on the crook in the small of her back.
 
                 “I don’t think you should be doing that.” She said “I have a boyfriend and he’ll be back soon.”
 
                 “He mustn’t love you that much to leave you such easy prey.”
 
                 “I think he does.”
 
                 “Just think?”
 
                 “Maybe a little more.”
 
                 “So what does this boyfriend look like?”
 
                 “Dark hair, sad eyes…”
 
                 “Sounds familiar,” I interrupted “look a bit homeless?”
 
                 “I wouldn’t say that.”
 
                 “I would.  Management escorted him out you’re stuck with me lady.”
 
                 “No way!” She played along.
 
                 “Way.  Caught him pissing in a potted plant, seriously some people.”
 
                 Kelly laughed lighting up the entire room.
 
                 “Dutch Rudder huh?  You dirty bastard!” She said with a smile.
 
                 “You look gorgeous.”
 
                 “Thank you.  You look pretty damn good yourself.”
 
                 “Cheers lady.”
 
                 “She looks beautiful doesn’t she?!” Kelly was staring at the bride.  I agreed. “You think that’ll ever be us?”
 
                 “I think that’ll probably be us.” I countered pointing to an elderly couple.  The woman watching on gleefully at the new Mr. & Mrs. Whoever taking a once around the dance floor while the man nodded off with a drink in his hand.
 
                 I hadn’t intended it to be but for Kelly it was the sweetest thing I could have possibly said.  This old couple represented everything she could see for her own future. It was love, children, grandchildren and a partner that knows you inside out, someone with whom you can grow old with in ways that compliment your own aging.  A hand that fits yours perfectly.  She kissed me before taking my face in her hands and staring dreamily in my eyes.  I could feel the eyes of the jilted Rotary Club burn deep into the back of my head.  It only made me smile more.  Finishing our drinks I’d take Kelly by the hand and lead her out on to the dance floor for a slow number.  “Left foot right foot, right?” I’d ask.  It was uncoordinated and clunky, nowhere near as cool as it appeared in my head but it was close enough to perfect for the both of us.  We spent most of the night that way.
 
                 When we got back to Belfast on Monday morning we were met by Kelly’s friend Amber and my pal Scott.  They had been two of the main reasons for separate friends as they seemingly fought the peace out when they got within ten feet of one another. Clearly that tension brewed more than annoyance as two months prior they had inexplicably started secretly dating and now in our Stranmillis kitchen they appear side by side, only slightly giving the game away that they’re not trying to strangle each other.  I dropped our luggage into the bedroom before lighting a cigarette and taking a seat at the kitchen table. Kelly was wearing her glasses; when she wasn’t reading she only really wore them when she was tired.  It had been a busy weekend.  Scott and Amber stood staring at us, almost daring the other to speak first in an awkward silence game of chicken.
 
                 “Wow…well that was really interesting, thanks for stopping by.” I spewed sarcastically.
 
                 “Yeah… ok so…” Scott began unsuccessfully “so here’s the thing…”
 
                 “You guys are dating right?  Or at least fucking.” I offered a hand.
 
                 Kelly slapped my arm.
 
                 “We’ve kinda been secretly dating for a bit yeah.” confessed Scott embarrassed.
 
                 Kelly looked genuinely shocked and then a little hurt that Amber was able to keep this under her hat.
 
                 “How long is a bit?” Kelly inquired.
 
                 “Two months.” Said Amber.
 
                 “That’s awesome, we can double date,” Kelly was excited it was clear on her face “I don’t get it what’s with the family meeting and…”
 
                 “We’re getting married!” Amber exploded.
 
                 “What?!” Kelly couldn’t control her volume.
 
                 “You splash a little drain water up there?” I fire at Scott.
 
                 “I’m not pregnant!” Amber quickly shouts
 
                 “I proposed,” Scott helps out “while you guys were away and we love each other.”
 
                 “…and then we got to thinking,” now Amber was assisting.
 
                 “Yeah and people spend thousands on a wedding and work three jobs and never see each other and then end up miserable cos they’re lumbered with all that debt.” said Scott.
 
                 “So we’re doing it today.”
 
                 “What?!” now neither Kelly nor I could control our volume.
 
                 “I had a friend at City Hall pull a few strings and he’s booked us in for two thirty.” nodded Scott.
 
                 “And we need witnesses.”
 
                 “And a best man.”
 
                 “And a maid of honour.”
 
                 The room fell silent for a moment as Kelly and I tried to process the fact that not only were two of our feuding friends an item now but they had seemingly lapped us in the relationship race.  Kelly ejected from her seat and straight into Amber’s arms.
 
                 “Congratulations Am…oh my god we need to get you a dress!”
 
                 Kelly grabbed Amber and with her free hand her purse on the way out of the apartment.  As the door closed I lit another cigarette and looked at Scott.  He looked like Scott, he dressed like Scott but he was different.  He was fearless, he really wanted this.  I wanted to try and talk him out of it.  He’d been in relationships before and had charged forward head first and they had ended with him eating shit pie.  But I didn’t.  I knew anything I said would only make me the bad guy.  The stupid son-of-a-bitch was in love.
 
                 The next few hours were spent with Scott trying on suits from the wardrobe of our friend Ryan – the best dressed man in Belfast.  We had to find something that fit and looked sufficiently adult that a registrar would marry him; I tipped him a nod of approval all the while phoning bars and clubs to pull together a last minute reception.  Eventually The Mermaid in the centre of town picked up the challenge of doing a wedding reception with three hours notice.  The drive to City Hall was a nervous one.  Not because Scott was nervous, he was chomping at the bit to get hitched.  I was nervous for me, nervous because I knew that Kelly would expect us to be next.  
 
                 The service was small, short, uncomplicated, everything you don’t want your wedding or marriage to be, but there was love.  It was the first time all of our friends had been under the one roof since many of them realised they couldn’t stand one another.  The Mermaid outdid any expectation.  Situated up one of the High Street’s many narrow alleys the owner had opened up the bar’s entire accordion like French windows and hung fairy lights across the small red brick enclosure of the outside seating area.  As the City darkened we were lit by a blanket of perfect little stars that would have put any Mediterranean evening to shame.  Guinness and Magners flowed like a river of eternal pleasure.  I was wearing the same suit as Friday, Kelly having grabbed the first thing that was appropriate ended up in the same dress too.  The weekend had become book ended by a sliding scale of weddings.  The second more romantic, touching and enjoyable than the organisers of the first could possibly ever imagine.  Downing my pint I reached down to Kelly, who’d taken a seat in the corner on The Mermaid’s plastic patio furniture.  I took her by the hand and led her to some space as the music became slow, thoughtful again.  “It was only a matter of time before The Pogues came on again,” I considered “best make the most of it”.  As we danced Kelly put her head on my shoulder.
 
                 “Quite the weekend huh?” I started
 
                 “It’s been beautiful.” Kelly sighed dream like.
 
                 “How’re you feeling?”
 
                 “About what?” She said quizzically 
 
                 “You know Scott and Amber and all this.” I fished.
 
                 “I’m happy for them.  It was weird for a bit but look…”
 
                 We took a moment to soak up the change in the landscape of our friendships.  Scott stood tall, proud in Ryan’s three piece stone grey suit.  Amber a gorgeous princess in an ivory dress that worked as a wedding dress but was mainly one that Kelly had coveted for herself on a number of occasions recently in town.
 
                 “You know I love you, right?” I said shattering the moment.
 
                 “I do sweetheart.”
 
                 “And you know that when…” Kelly kissed me, shutting me up.
 
                 “I know,” she said before adding “all this is very sweet.  You did a really great job.” She said sating me.
 
                 We remained locked to one another’s side the rest of the night.
 
    
 
   The pasty faces had been such a shock to the constructed reality I was now living in Venice Beach that I hadn’t considered whether they would even recognise me.  My brain was swept away in a raging sea of thoughts as Amber and Scott stood before me on the Boardwalk, oblivious to what they’ve done.  Oblivious to the fact that they were part of a past that I had carefully and meticulously severed myself from before placing it inside a box marked ‘Never Open’.  They’d made a mockery of my efforts and they were turning, almost in slow motion, to face me.
 
                 “Doug?!” A stunned Scott blurted out alerting his wife.
 
                 “Doug!  Wow fancy seein’ you!”
 
                 “Of all the places…shit man how are you?”
 
                 I nod; it’s about all I can muster.  My stomach is still sick from the head on collision of worlds.
 
                 “Man you look like you’ve been enjoying California.” Scott says, sizing me up.
 
                 “I am Scotty…Amber you look all kinds of hot.” I paper over the cracks the best I can.
 
                 “Thanks Doug…wow I can’t believe the odds.”
 
                 “You can’t!” I blurt out.
 
                 Out of the corner of my eye I see Billie getting more and more curious as to who these Paddy’s are and why we all seem to know each other.
 
                 “Who’s your lady friend?” 
 
                 “Billie this is Amber and Scott.”
 
                 The three exchange hellos.
 
                 “So I don’t mean to be rude but we’ve got that thing Billie and I’d hate to keep the Mitchellsteins late.” Internally I kick myself for the worst made-up surname ever.
 
                 “Yes!” Billie says without missing a beat “You know how Martha gets with a couple of gins in her.”
 
                 “Martha Mitchellstein” I say to Billie with a look that says “what a stupid name” instead “Riotous…completely riotous!” comes out of my mouth like an upper class toff.
 
                 “Oh ok.” I’ve offended Scott but I don’t care.  I can’t be near Amber.
 
                 “Yeah so we’d best be heading we’ve gotta get to Fairfax super quick but wow lovely seeing you both.” I wrap up.
 
                 “Maybe we could do dinner, we’re in LA for another couple of days.” Amber all but pleads.
 
                 “Lovely.  We’d love to!” Billie offers, she can see I’m about to be sick.
 
   Scott writes their hotel name and room number on the back of a receipt and hands it to me.  I give them both a hug; Billie kisses Amber before I rush off dragging the confused Miss Galligan with me.  Around the corner, out of sight of my friends I crumple the receipt up before tossing it in a trash can.  Billie, to her credit, doesn’t ask.  I don’t offer an explanation either.  I just smile and reset my calm as Billie links my arm walking me towards Beach Avenue.
 
                 “C’mon back to my place and we’ll get drunk,” she says “we can toast Martha Mitchellstein.”
 
    
 
   13
 
   TAKUMA SAT on the curb next to me as night raged in Los Angeles around us.  The blue and red light from the roof of the LAPD squad car flashed as two officers attempted to disperse the crowd of drunken onlookers. They would eventually help us to our feet and feed us into the back of their caged vehicle and the criminal justice system of the west coast.  Looking at Takuma, drunk and fatigued – too much of both to keep his eyes open I promise myself that if someone has to gobble the prison meat it’ll be him.  It had been a crazy week, a week that had slowly gotten more and more out of hand and uncontrollable.  It seemed inevitable, fitting even, that this week would result in my incarceration.
 
   Seven days prior to my curb side arrest some forty yards from the front step of Lost Angeles I had met Simon, a Kenyan-American Chef de Partie at one of my favourite beach facing eateries.  The building in which he was living had recently been raided by a drugs task force, eliminating seventy percent of the recreational fun by the Pacific and leaving Simon looking for somewhere with a door with two hinges.  He had checked into Lost Angeles for one night that was three weeks before I met him.  Serving up at the communal kitchen island I got to chatting with the chef about life and work. It was the usual shit you chin wag about when you don’t know someone, only to discover that Simon had served in the armed forces.  The following night would mark his one year anniversary out of camouflage and a perfect opportunity for us all to get well and truly annihilated on cheer, booze and pills cut with weed killer.  Our group had grown mightily in the past few evenings as all types of waifs and strays pledged allegiance to nothing and cared for little other than good times and nocturnal hedonism.  Aside from Carl, Frank, Bret, Hayden and Oscar we had collected Takuma, a Japanese art student who had been “sent away” by his parents.  We never really knew the exact reasons but the general understanding would become crystal clear over the course of the week.  
 
   Randy and Max were brothers from Oklahoma who learnt of our excursions at the pancake breakfast the hostel would put on at 7AM and were eager to run with the drunken bulls. There was also a Brazilian film student called Orlando who was doomed to be little more than a nod of acknowledgement as neither of us could fully understand the others accent.  Simon slotted in nicely to our Benetton commercial, our Union Colours of Drunken Assholes.  For the past week he had been sticking it soundly to a Ukrainian girl named Mira.  She had aspirations of becoming a swimsuit model and though pretty and of the right delicate bone structure to become successful in Los Angeles, her dead eyes were enough to scare the bejesus out of everyone, even Frank.  “Don’t let her fuckin’ look at me” he would whisper in my ear each time Simon and Mira would join the party.
 
   It was Friday night, the three hundredth and sixty fourth day of Simon’s freedom from the United States Army. The group had agreed to meet up and ship out no later than 8PM.  I had spent the day with Billie; we walked along the residential canals of Venice before jumping on her bike and riding up the coast, stopping off at a Borders bookstore to take advantage of their liberal attitude towards coffee beans and their books.  Sitting by the window I would paint her toe nails while she would tell me about her dreams.  Dance, obviously, was central to Billie’s idea of the future.  A year or two more in Los Angeles, maybe get something permanent in New York – or maybe even Europe.  The way she talked of European travel made the place seem magical, like I was unfamiliar with these countries which fascinated her.  It made me wonder what it must be like to be inside of her head, to experience such desire and promise.  
 
   She had earned it all, though only twenty six Billie had lived, she lived for dance, music, art but above all else love.  Benoit was the latest plus one who valued their own interests above hers but he was far from the worst of them.  In search of love she had fallen in with a particularly fist happy meth head in her senior year of college.  He would drag her off to Seattle, away from her friends, family, from support and towards a second rate Nirvana wannabe-trendy rock band. It was fronted by said junkie and a Class-A addiction that would ultimately see her child made award of the state.  I never got his name, I never wanted to ask.  There was a hole in her sparkling eyes when she talked of “her little boy”.  For two years Billie’s folks would send the cash to book herself a plane ticket home for Christmas.  Both years would go by with an empty antique chair at the table and a young couple in Rain City strung out on crystal.  The wake-up for Billie came when on Christmas Eve her beau was arrested for breaking and entering, Billie took the news in her stride – he was always one that would flirt outrageously with trouble.  Anticipating the wire transfer from Ma and Pa Galligan Billie planned on springing her significant other and doing whatever with the rest.  The money never came, though it was a blow to him as he would have to spend Jesus’ birthday in lock-up the knock out punch was Billie’s.  Her parents had given up hope on her.  She left Seattle the next morning and got clean at the Y before turning up to open arms.
 
   For most people meth and Never Mind in the Emerald City would have been enough to dampen love’s flame but not her.  The addiction and sporadic violence had scarred her, but those wounds healed up nicely, there wasn’t even an emotional limp.  Her belief, not just, in love but in the pursuit was simply incredible and it left me more than a little giddy.  She threw it off like “you’ve got to believe in something” but she’d spoke of dark days, it was a Billie I was unfamiliar with.  In those days when everything seemed dystopic and bleeding and endless she needed a sharp instrument to cut away at the dark stone that surrounded her to let some light in.  She was stronger than she had given herself credit, she was a graceful survivor.  In the late afternoon she would drive me back to the hostel, I would invite her in but dinner with Benoit was fast approaching and she was confident that something was on the horizon, excitedly trundling off on her bike.  A giddy Hell’s Angel, she disappeared into the haze of the sun.  A few hours later, I stood on the bottom step leading to the hostel’s front door smoking a cigarette as one by one our expedition arrives.
 
   Drinks in Danny’s leads us to the liquor store were we purchase what’s coined “walking beers” in an effort to combat against the possibility of sobering up at any point during the five minute walk it takes us to get from the Pacific ocean to the unnamed, non sign posted back alley bar that Simon points out.  The walk takes us along Venice Boulevard and on to Garfield Avenue where a squad car rolls past us and undeniably sees the dozens of beverages being consumed in public.  Whatever the reason, just come on shift, about to finish shift, or the sheer mass of our numbers, the peacekeepers of Los Angeles opted to turn the blindest of eyes towards us.  We made it to the backdoor of a jet black building off one of Garfield’s adjoining alleys.  The doorman, who struck an unbelievable resemblance in appearance and speech to Bernie Mac, informed us that our group was not “gender neutral” and…
 
                 “If all you guys want to get up in here you’re going need to find yourselves four more ladies.” said Bernie, laying it out for us like it was a challenge he had set.
 
                 Four of us peeled off to allow the others admission and we went about trying to convince four female pedestrian strangers to accompany us into a back alley so that a doorman could make it fair for everyone to try and hook up. If this wasn’t difficult enough it would, ideally, be done without getting shot or arrested.  Our first two efforts saw Bret almost tasered and Frank confronted by a magically appearing boyfriend who was clearly in a ‘roid rage and about to kick off.  The next attempt would come three cigarettes later when Oscar would spy two blondes leaving an apartment block across the street and I saw what looked like two tourists out and looking for somewhere to call their “first night in Los Angeles” – hang around a hostel long enough and you’ll come to know that look intuitively.  As Oscar darts across the street, defying fate, traffic and survival instinct I gingerly approach the stylish but seemingly jet lagged brunettes.
 
                 “Good evening ladies, are we looking for a bar or club tonight?” I enquire.  I can’t help but notice even my helpful tone is coming across a little weird.
 
                 “Ummm I guess.” Said the brunette with the curly hair tucked behind two small perfectly formed ears.
 
   
  
 

              “This is going to sound like a terrible line and for that I am sorry but there’s a bar just around there,” I point toward the alley “see that guy who looks like Bernie Mac?  We’d like to go in there but the problem is that they like to keep it one ying for every yang.”
 
                 “They like what?” Asked the second, dumbfounded by my beating around the bush.
 
                 “A hen for every cock.” Offered the curly one.
 
                 “Hen’s good, I was about to go with lady cave.” The words leave my mouth before I have the chance to veto any of them.  “So our problem is that without four beautiful young ladies,” Oscar walks past with the two blondes from the apartment block and signals something with his hands to me.
 
                 “Two.” Said curly.
 
                 “Exactly.  Without you ladies one of my friends and I are standing out in the desert air all night.  Now I can tell you’re new to Hell.A so how would you like it if your presence at one of the cities seediest looking hotspots was repaid by drinks and moderately polite conversation until such…”
 
                 “Sure why not.  I’m Natasha.” Said the curly one, offering her hand while glaring at her friend to agree.
 
                 “Kay,” the second brunette says reluctantly in such a way that I’m unsure as to whether that’s her name or an abbreviation of “okay”.
 
   The three of us merge with the remainder of the group and head towards the club, Oscar has already paired off with one of the blondes who appears to only be able to remain alive by sucking on the white African’s face.  We pass through the gender neutral checkpoint and into the darkly lit bar. The bar is narrow, maybe three bowling lanes wide but long.  Kay’s resistance has, for the most part, melted away as she is seemingly enthralled by Frank’s conversation.  He buys her a greeny-blue cocktail and within minutes is resting his left hand on her hip as he leans in to hear what she has to say.  I realise that the instinctive pairing off has left me to entertain Natasha, a result that doesn’t displease me as she was the most receptive to my verbal diarrhoea and is an attractive, large breasted lady in a white wrap around dress with ocean blue eyes and plump lips.  She’d ask me what I was doing in Los Angeles, a question I had become quite skilled at avoiding over the past few months.  Skirting around specifics the focus of conversation is redirected to her and my thoughts nestle somewhere between her silky smooth and plentiful breasts and trying to place her accent.  At times English at others she sounded more and more like Hayden.  With each drink her dialect would slip closer and closer to the equator before planting itself firmly in the southern hemisphere in the middle of a story about how she had gone on holiday with her ex boyfriend but the pair had broken up after two days in Melbourne.  Her free spirit and leanings toward trying new things left him uncomfortable with deviation from the laminated plan he brought with him from Sussex.  Weekends of volcanic fighting ensued and right when Natasha was due to take him to meet her folks in New Zealand – I was close, she brought her flights forward to meet up with Kay who was backpacking around for a gap year that was now sitting deep inside its seventeenth month.
 
   I buy her another drink and bed into the conversation which is getting extremely interesting.  She hooked up with Kay and ended up in Fiji; Kay had been there the week before the Tsunami and had felt some sort of gratitude towards the country for releasing her when it did.  It turns out Mr. Laminate wasn’t too keen on being left alone – as it obviously wasn’t part of his plan.  His need for a safety net led him to bringing his flights forward and giving chase across three different countries until he caught up with Natasha in a three star hotel in Hawaii.
 
                 “I mean can you believe that?” She quizzed.
 
                 “So where’s he now?” 
 
                 “Probably still in Hawaii,” she breaks for refreshment “he turned into a real asshole.  I think I knew it for a while.”
 
                 “Probably didn’t want to see it.” I offered.
 
                 “That and it beat a vibrator.”
 
                 I laugh.  Her openness was refreshing.
 
                 “There is that.  A lady’s got needs…” I toasted “here’s to your service!”
 
                 “To my under carriage!”
 
                 “Well now he’s out of the picture, be sure to turn that thing off before going through customs.  LAX has a zero tolerance towards sexual aides…underpants bombs and purple penetrators both no-nos.”
 
                 “Oh gawd…could you imagine.  Yeah fortunately I don’t think it’ll make it to the airport.  It’s been getting a lot of action.”
 
                 I laugh suddenly, resulting in a mouthful of Mexican beer snorted up my nose.
 
                 “You poor thing.  Must be a choice, fine woman that you are.”
 
                 “Smooth Irish…very smooth.  No it’s not for the lack of trying.”
 
                 “You hanging out in a lot of gay bars?  Into guys with erectile dysfunction?  Have a tuck away? I don’t get it.”
 
                 She laughs with her entire upper body, mouth widens, eyes narrow, shoulders bob, tits jiggle.  Her joy is infectious.
 
                 “Nothin’ tucked away…you trying to get into my panties?”
 
                 “Depends on how I’m doing…give me a score…one to ten…real quick.”
 
                 “You’re sittin’ a solid eight.”
 
                 “Eight!  On three drinks.  Damn girl you must’ve been hanging out in all the wrong places.”
 
                 “So what about you?” Natasha asks, finishing her drinks and making an imaginary circle between us while making eye contact with the barman.
 
                 “Me?  Not much to tell.”
 
                 “Come off it,” she protests “you know I’m originally from New Zealand, ditched my boyfriend on holiday, have a weakness for Robert Frost and haven’t got some in a while.  Whereas I know what about you?”
 
                 “You know I’m Mac Daddying my ass off here…”
 
                 “Mamma told me never to go anywhere with a stranger…and you’re a stranger at the moment.”
 
                 “So what do you want to know?” I barter.
 
                 “You got this vibe…I want to know what your story is.” says Natasha as the barman hands her a fresh drink. 
 
   Since my arrival in Los Angeles I had become a skilled and accomplished liar.  No matter what people say, how they ask and how good a connection you make with them absolutely nobody wants to hear the truth whenever they ask “so what’s your story”.  Even when your truth isn’t “well I’m making a conscious effort to kill myself these days” most people are looking to hear the cliff notes and when you’re circling on the social conveyer belt, the sexual meat market, they want to hear the truth even less.  When hormones are sparking, drinks are clinking and the night air has cooled the desert city all anyone ever wants is something that compliments their first impression of you.  They want a mirror.  They want to know their instincts are correct, that you are all that they project upon you.  You know this without having to consider it; it’s just the way it is.  I gave Natasha the cliff notes, the etchings of who I was, who I had tried so hard to remain over the past year, an impression of the man I failed at being.  Drinking had become more of me than I was of late.  I had been having the Venice Beach dream on a nightly basis now and every morning I awoke to that face; the face that carried such sorrow, such regret, such all encompassing pain.  A major part of me liked Natasha, liked her enough that I wanted to warn her, to tell her to run away.  I couldn’t understand how she didn’t see the scars before realising that perhaps they were what were attracting her.
 
   The night continued with dancing and considerable laughter as Simon put the uncoordinated white folk to shame.
 
                 “Some stereotypes ring true, know what I’m sayin’?” Winked Simon.
 
                 “Brother’s got rhythm,” offered Bret “but a dick like a baby.”
 
                 Laughter rang out at Simon’s expense.
 
                 “Yeah it’s that size.” Simon holds his hands up guessing the average length of a newborn.
 
   The harmonious atmosphere of joy and hip hop is dented by the crashing and screaming of broken glass, first one glass, then many.  The group, in unison, scan – in an effort to locate the source of the disturbance.  A deep voice bellows giving the game away as all heads point towards a table towards the front door.
 
                 “You do that one more time!!”
 
   Hayden is sitting at the table.  His face screwed and contorted, his whiskey eyes in full beam.  Staring up at the large black doorman he smiles before downing his drink and hurling the empty glass with all the force his tanned arms can muster to the black tiled floor.  It shatters.  A large clubbed hand jerks towards him and grabs him by one side of his shirt.  Hayden sends out a wild and dirty swing that sets him off balance, grazes the doorman and topples himself from his stool before landing uncomfortably on the broken glass.  The doorman’s large hands on Hayden’s shirt separate cloth from buttons as gravity makes a mockery of him.  Reaching down the doorman attempts to lift Hayden to his feet only to be met by the frantic swinging of a drunken child who’s in mid tantrum.  His punches are half-hearted and do little more than cover the doorman in little specks of blood and anger the weary night worker.
 
                 “What’s your boy doing?” Asked Natasha rhetorically.
 
                 “Scheduling himself for an ass whoopin’.” Bret interjects.
 
   We move, en mass, across the now static dance floor to the kinetic dust cloud of glass and blood. Hayden continues to throw untempered fists towards the doorman who has finally had enough and delivers a precise hand hammer to his alcohol filled gut.
 
                 “You had better get your lil friend outta here before I break his fucking face!” the doorman states calmly, as though he was ordering a starter.
 
   Carl and Oscar nod as we all watch Hayden get to his feet again only to be shepherded out, now covered in his own blood, his shirt torn to strips.  Terry Butcher meets The Incredible Hulk comes to mind.  Before any of us could apologise two burly men in black bomber jackets flanked us and herded our group – like sheep out of the bar and into back alley.  Bernie Mac stood holding the door, his friendly demeanour and beaming smile replaced by a poker-faced sternness.  Exiting the bar I light a cigarette and try not to look Bernie Mac in the eye, disappointment projected upon his face.  As we reach the bottom of the alley a Yellow Cab pulls away.  Hayden is sitting in the backseat.  It drives to the next set of lights before turning right and disappearing from view.
 
   Oscar’s blonde friend has begun nibbling on his ear and pointing in the general direction of her apartment.  As my cigarette comes to its end I feel an arm linked through mine.  Natasha is standing by my side, her eyes slightly glazy, the alcohol, jet lag and fresh air making an unbeatable cocktail.  Oscar is, inevitably, led away quickly followed by Carl and Bret and eventually the rest of the group.  Frank stands around awkwardly as Kay whispers loud drunken code to her friend about “heading out to see LA (wink)” before the two of them leave in the direction of the Lost Angeles hostel.  I wasn’t entirely sure who Frank was dorming with at this point but was beginning to feel sorry for them and especially whoever had the bottom bunk.
 
   I suggest Danny’s for a couple of post kick out beers, I assume we frequented there for more than two as my next bout of awareness comes when I’m considerably more drunk than I was. We had been kicked out of the back alley bowling bar and now I lay on Natasha’s bed, her straddling me and sucking on my face. Tongues roam in foreign mouths, hands on clothing, then under clothing then traversing skin. Soft, soft skin that’s unfamiliar and exciting.  Natasha dismounts to pour two glasses of wine from a bottle she’s had in her case for the last two destinations.  It affords me the opportunity to wrestle the rod of iron that’s been sitting uncomfortably in my jeans since she caught me unawares.
 
   We drink, and laugh, I nibble on her earlobes.  She responds favourably before reminding me it’s a single sex room.  Natasha removes her dress as I light a cigarette.  She’s now highly uncoordinated, swaying and making heavy work out of removing her right arm from the most minimal of sleeves.  She’s built like a swimmer in her matching black lace underwear.  Large breasts, curvy waist, formidable smooth legs and a toned stomach.  Her hourglass frame is a welcome sight, beautiful and graceful and completely contradictory to the swaying, hiccupping, imitation of a street drunk she’s doing.  Setting down her empty glass she places her hands on my legs and glides up my denim until she’s lying on top of me biting my bottom lip.    Reaching in between us she undoes the buttons and slides her hand down inside my jeans, grabbing hold of my member.
 
                 “You going to gimme some…” 
 
   I ignore the fact that her ample boobage is pressed against my chest, the fact her hand is operating my cock like a joystick and that her warm ass has almost reduced me to tears on multiple occasions throughout the course of the evening.
 
                 “Shit Natasha,” I sigh “please don’t take this the wrong way because under different circumstances I’d camp out down there but there’s an old saying that’s popular with court appointed attorneys…too intoxicated to consent.”
 
                 “I’m fine.”
 
                 “Oh yes you are, but my ass is too tender for prison life.” I manage to free myself from under the sexy burden lying on top of me.  Sliding out from under her I position myself on the end of the bed.  “You’ve had a lot to drink, so why don’t you sleep it off.  We can do this tomorrow if you still want some.”
 
                 “You’re a nice guy Doug.” Offers Natasha as she slips off into the blackness of her drunken unconsciousness.
 
                 “Sweet dreams.”
 
                 I tucked her up in her bed before scribbling my phone number on a piece of paper and pinning it to the wooden frame of the bed.  There’s a momentary rise as I go to leave, she asks…
 
                 “Stay, stay Doug…sleep over.”
 
   I check my watch; it’s late or early depending on your lifestyle.  Undressing in the middle of the room I climb into bed next to Natasha and fall asleep with her tucked up next to me.  I slipped out of the hostel the following morning.  Six hours sleep brought me to within minutes of the afternoon.  I woke to a raging and unsatisfied boner, an empty side of the bed, my phone number missing and one of Natasha’s roommates staring at the tent in the bed sheets, transfixed as though she was expecting it to talk.
 
   Saturday and Sunday were a blur of drugs, booze and repetition.  We met up at a coffee shop on the boardwalk, pieced ourselves back together before having a lunchtime drink, Granddaddy neat.  The days would pass with forties and blunts, the magic hour would set in as we sipped on moonshine before heading out to the latest bar. Takuma had been the dark horse of the group the night before, where several of us (to various levels of success) paired off the Japanese cyber punk looking kid had bagged himself a three way.  I pondered for a moment whether he had been introduced to Ana and Margarita's special brand of international relations.  We started out early, the repetition started early too.  We gained entry into a bar, we drank, and we mingled.  I convinced two Texans that Brad Pitt's character in Snatch was based on my brother.  We drank some more, we mingled which became flirting, which became heavy petting, groping and scenes of a sexual nature.  Oscar streaked, Hayden picked a fight with a redhead’s boyfriend and we all got thrown out.
 
   Two more bars would follow.  Eventually we hit a brick wall, whether it was general demeanour of our group, or the size of our caravan or perhaps the establishments we had been ejected from phoned around the untainted ale houses and forewarned against us; doors were closing to the drunken Irish, naked South African and the fisty Australian.  We were out of options.  As we walked the length of Venice Boulevard Oscar and I tore off across the street towards a Carl's Jr drive through.  Tapping on the window Oscar must have looked like a rabid dog.
 
                 "Food!  Food me!"
 
                 The staff behind the Plexiglas continued on frying, expertly trained to ignore the screen.  A barely audible voice reaches out across the cool desert night.
 
                 "Sir, this is a drive through."
 
                 "I know mate we're passing through!" Said Oscar, apparently unaware of what their issue was.
 
                 "Sir, if you don't have any automobile we can't serve you." Said the red box.
 
                 "But we do."
 
                 "Sir, where is you car?"
 
                  Without consulting one another Oscar and I walked out of view of the screen and the in-house security camera.  Moments later we shuffle up to the window, side by side; Oscar behind the wheel of our imaginary car, my mouth providing the engine sound effects.  He toots the imaginary horn before winding down his window and pushing the yellow button in the centre of the red speaker box.
 
                 "How do you do?" He projects in his best plum English voice.
 
                 "Give the man our order Oscar so we can be on our way.  You promised me Palm Springs."
 
                 The box chuckles.
 
                 "Very good gentlemen but I'm sorry we can't..."
 
                 The rest of his statement was drowned out by the blast of a real horn from a genuine car.  A large black SUV with tinted windows.  Winding down my window I lean out...
 
                 "Wait your fucking turn asshole!" I yell.
 
   The doors open, the real doors that is.  I'm not one to adhere to stereotypes but what could only be drug dealers get out of their vehicle and start walking towards us.  The rest of our group have stopped, they've been watching the drunken antics from across the street much to their amusement.  They've also caught eye of the situation escalating beyond our control as four men in leather jackets, two black, one white and one Asian square up to us.
 
                 "What'd you say?" Said one of the dealers, in a tone that left no room for misinterpretation.  He heard the first time.
 
                 "I said wait your fucking turn asshole," I replied, a lot calmer than I had originally said it "but in fairness you started it.  So maybe we could chalk this off, we'll get our food and be on our way?"
 
                 He stares blankly at us, deciding something.  It's silent for a moment.  The rest of our group, twenty strong surround their vehicle.  All drunk, ready to rumble.  Frank steps forward, he marches down and steps in between us and them.  His chest pumped, proud, strong and ready.
 
                 "Francis get in the car we're leaving." I said.
 
   The tension breaks.  The three other dealers start laughing; soon their straight faced friend has fallen into line and seen the funny side of the situation.
 
                 "Yo!" yelled the dealer "You gonna serve these guys?  You're holding up the line."
 
                 "Sir, Carl's Jr. does not permit the sale of product through this window to individuals that aren't in an automobile."
 
                 "You can't see their car?" He’d ask.
 
                 "Yeah man," Oscar pitched in "you dissing the pussy mobile?"
 
                 There was silence for a moment.
 
                 "Carl's Jr, can I take your order?"
 
   All twenty four of us sat in the parking lot of Carl's eating our drive through heist.  The dealers, though initially intimidating, turned out to be genuinely funny guys.  Four joints skinned up, Bret and Carl made a run to the local liquor store and we drank forties from brown paper bags, smoked super strength weed and finished the fries, burgers and desserts until the cops rolled by.  Packing up we headed on to a party with the dealers in Englewood.
 
   Monday morning came quickly.  I wrecked my fractured mind.  Nothing.  It would appear we skipped Sunday this week.  My eyes were sensitive, my throat raw, coke nose made difficult work of breathing.  Every inch of my body ached with the gentle movement that came from simply breathing.
 
                 “Fuck me.” I said to myself.
 
   I felt at the point of collapse, as if I was about to cave in on myself.  Physically I was unravelling, breakfast burritos on La Brea with Bret allowed the head space I needed.  I felt myself at the edge of the cliff, the part of me that wanted peace, wanted the pain to stop was daring me over the edge.  To let go, let the reliability of cause and affect take over and shepherd me into the darkness.  But there was still a glimmer.  A part of me demanded “not like this”.  Bret had caught the eye and become particularly taken with a Danish girl we called May.  In recent weeks he had bedded Victoria, and been the Canadian Cristelle needed to tick the land of the Maple Leaf off her list; and had bumped molars with the friend of Oscar’s girl, Kata (a Mexican girl from the Los Feliz party) and a “freaky biker chick” who sounded familiar.
 
                 “I’m losing it man.” He confessed.
 
                 “Au contraire muthafucka, the whiffiness of your trouser snake would imply you’re winning!”
 
                 “Partying man.  Worked my ass off to get clean…feel like I’m losing it.  Got to get my shit together and get outta L.A…and out of that fucking hostel more importantly.” Bret continues pouring a third sugar into his coffee “Deviant fuckers man.  You good?”
 
                 “Top.” I slip my sunglasses on, I’m still too vulnerable and Bret’s looking to make this more real than my core can take.
 
                 “Never seen a place like it.  You consider the amount of people who come to L.A to be discovered…and what are we doing?”
 
                 “Try to lose ourselves brother…one shot, snort and nasty fuck at a time.”
 
                 “You see it too,” Bret smiles “comforting man.”
 
                 “I run arms open towards it.” I finish my interrupted thought.
 
   We make a pact to have a clean day; a day of culture, thought and clean living.  We even shake on it and take pride in ourselves that we’ve made an intelligent and mature decision.  It was 11AM.  1PM came and the “Patio crew” sat smoking and listing to Carl’s iPod with our arms tucked tightly to our sides.  May had told us a story about how her brother had discovered that alcohol laced tampons secreted under the armpits bypassed the hours of drinking and took you to the finishing line in the amount of time it took to smoke a Marlboro.  Along with myself – Carl, Oscar, Bret, Frank, Takuma and two new guys sat waiting…waiting on the six tampons soaked in tequila and vodka we had duct taped under our arms to kick in.  While we waited I snorted a line of vodka.  Impatient for what was sworn to be an “immediate hit” Takuma soaked another cloth finger before dropping trousers and thumbing it up into his ass.  This was as clean living as the day got and it ended in a parking lot on Sunset Strip getting a thorough and deeply attentive blowjob from Natasha while resting up against the side of an unsuspecting minivan.
 
   By Thursday our worlds were completely out of control.  While on a bus to North Hollywood to see Don Johnson and maybe score some good weed Carl and I munched marijuana popcorn and watched in slow motion as our bus side-swiped a Sedan looking to force its way into the traffic.  The driver slammed his foot hard down on the brake; passengers flew forward before jerking back.  With a shush the doors open and the bus driver rushes out to inspect the damage.  We were running late so it didn’t seem unreasonable that Oscar appointed himself substitute to take the wheel, driving the bus off from the scene of the accident and within fifty yards from the front door of Don Johnson’s prized restaurant.
 
   Partying in Hollywood took me back.  It had now been months since I was green behind the ears and unsure of the world I now thought I ruled.  Drinks at Hotel Café got rowdy so we took the night out to a club called The Beauty Bar, I didn’t know whether it was a functioning salon during the day but it was designed to look like a 1950’s hairdressers.  I popped two ecstasy within the first hour, drank a bottle of vodka and a table worth of Guinness before fucking Natasha in the toilets.  Dropping her pants she raised her polka dot dress before resting one high heeled foot on the rim of the toilet and offering me her pert round ass.  I pushed the memory of Kelly to the back of my mind.  She had been obsessed with polka dots, it made birthdays and anniversaries extremely easy to buy for, and she looked good in everything.  I had packed a polka dot dress for Kelly, which needed to go to the back of the mind too.  There was ass on the menu.  Returning to the party highlighted just how far behind we had fallen.  Everyone was drooling, making zero sense.  Kay, who was normally cold with me, was full of smiles and praise.  She placed two LSD tabs on her tongue; Natasha took one off before Kay offered me the second.  At some point the group became fractured.  Outside of the bar Carl was laughing, he had paid a fifty year old homeless woman with a wooden leg twenty dollars to suck off Fido (one of the new guys) as it was his birthday.  What was more surprising than her willingness to do it was his willingness to accept…or maybe it was Carl’s desire to watch.  I caught a glimpse.  It was sobering.  I had spent months exploiting only myself.  Yes there was promiscuity and errors in judgment but I had never intentionally exploited someone’s situation for sport – let alone a blowjob.  Taking Natasha by the hand I lead her outside of the bar, past the oral novelty show and towards what looked to be the chain smoking members of our motley crew.
 
   Stan was a young Welsh IT student.  He was quiet but always seemed to be there, I was never entirely sure how much fun he was having.  Frank had his large shovel like hands on each of his arms and was forcing eye contact.
 
                 “Serious big man,” coaxed Frank “don’t give it a second thought.”
 
                 “What’s this now?” I ask as I light a cigarette, inviting myself into the conversation.
 
                 “Young lady,” stated Oscar “who was a little more than a young lady…if you know…”
 
                 “When’d you find out?” I ask.
 
                 “Huh?” Stan says his first words in my presence.
 
                 “Tranny right?  You find out when it was too late?  You touch tool?”
 
                 “No…Frank told me.”
 
                 “So no big deal.  You didn’t fuck her, you didn’t take one in the trunk.  Get back in the game and keep an eye out for broad shoulders and a five o’clock,” I offer “you guys seen Bret?”
 
                 “Wang’s.” Said Frank indicating the Karaoke bar.
 
                 “Tak-man?” I ask, as Takuma had been gone for a while
 
                 “Same…I think.”
 
                 “Karaoke?” I direct at Natasha.
 
   We walk the two blocks to the karaoke bar just in time to see Hayden, Bret, May and a few others race out of the karaoke bar quickly followed by a heavily tattooed man who’s covered in what looks to be a blue cocktail.  I didn’t need to ask, it was obviously Hayden’s work.  A gunshot rings out as we get to the corner of the street, we turn quickly and race back up the street and collect the rest of the group.  North Hollywood was no longer welcoming and there was a mass of tattooed ex-cons to emphasis this.
 
   Back on Venice Beach we buy ten bottles of vodka from the liquor store and head down to the sand to party with the stoners and the gangbangers.  Weed and acid and vodka are battling it out, the night sky seems all engulfing.  It takes several conversations amongst the many misfiring brains for us to realise that we had lost Takuma.  Finishing up we say our goodbyes, I purchase some weed from one of the gangbangers who I’m sure remembers me from the night Ana, Margarita and I crashed their party.  Holding hands with Natasha I walk, sweating, heart pounding and spaced back to Lost Angeles.  From out of the seaside darkness a small, lean, male figure appears waving.  He’s carrying an open bottle of tequila which he’s slugging from.
 
                 “Taki!” Bellows Frank “Where you fucking been man?”
 
   As he gets within vocal distance the blue and red flashing lights of the LAPD pull up alongside Takuma.  A conversation begins, Takuma’s head shakes, he walks on and is quickly chased by the two armed patrolmen.  Again they talk; as we approach we make out sounds but nothing much over the crashing of the Pacific waves.  Suddenly he’s grabbed by the arm and spun.  He drops the bottle, falling before shattering on the sidewalk and is pinned to the ground.
 
                 “Officers!” calls Bret “Hold up Officers!”
 
                 Several of us jog forward; we’re clearly sober enough to know the difference between a jog and a charge.
 
                 “Officers, what’s the problem?”
 
                 “He’s committed a public offense and disobeyed a police officer.” states the taller cop.
 
                 “He doesn’t mean any disrespect officer.  This is nothin’ more than a cultural misunderstanding.  Where he’s from he can buy beer in a vending machine.” pleads Bret.
 
                 “He’s going downtown.” The smaller cop chips in.
 
                 “Fuckin’ hell wise up, he’s just a kid.  A tourist…cut him some slack!” I blurt out.
 
                 “Excuse me,” the smaller cop steps forward “wise up?”
 
                 “Yeah wise up…come on…be decent about this.”
 
                 “Take the wall.” Instructs the cop.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “You heard me…take the wall.”
 
                 “For what?”
 
                 “Ok,” he smirks “you’re under arrest for disobeying a police officer.”
 
                 “Fuck off you tiny cunt!”
 
                 He lunges at me, cuffs drawn.  I shove him out of the way before the taller cop winds me with his nightstick.  I black out for a moment but come around just in time to hear the click of the handcuffs and I’m sat upright by the police car on the side of the curb.
 
                 “Little man syndrome,” I rant “that’s what this is you baby-dicked pig.”
 
                 “This might be a good time to remain silent brother.” Bret whispers before he’s told to step away from the prisoners.
 
   The hostel has emptied.  The hundred plus backpackers that drink and smoke and screw their lives away standing by the side of the road and then it dawns on me.  I’ve a quarter pound of weed in my jacket pocket.
 
    
 
   14
 
   I HAD BRET’S thriftiness to thank for my stay in the Los Angeles Correctional System being significantly shorter than I had been anticipating.  He was indeed light with his fingers; I could see why the ladies liked him.  His physical appearance the night before told nothing of his state of mind.  He was still razor sharp.  Having lent in and whispered “this might be a good time to remain silent brother” he then picked my pocket, removing the weed from my jacket and further criminal proceedings and deportation from my near future.  In fact, I had the advancement of mankind through modern technology to thank for my short stay behind bars. Several camera phones caught the assault perpetrated upon me by the Los Angeles Police Department’s finest munchkin making my stay superficial and my criminal record nonexistent.
 
   The Asian Poitier to my Curtis did not have the pleasure of sleeping in the communal pen that housed bikers, drunks and transvestites.  I’m guessing the officers took his statement and felt he had skirted close enough to buggery for one night.  Takuma’s evening started similarly to our own.  It was only when we arrived at The Beauty Bar that the course of events deviated from bathroom sex, ecstasy, homeless fellatio and gunfights in karaoke bars.  Drinking in the pink clad beauty bar the Tak Man was approached by a blonde with plastic boobs and a school uniform asking whether he’d like to buy some “X”.  Still grasping with the multitudes of slang and jargon the English language has to offer Tak Man politely smiled and nodded.  The blonde, who Frank was convinced was called Becky, led Takuma to the oxygen room at the back of the bar and a conversation with two of her male friends.  Money changed hands, pills were pocketed and I’m convinced Takuma was unsure as to how he got to this point more than what had just occurred.
 
                 “You want to party?” Asked a tall well grown man who looked like a Hoyt.
 
                 “Yes, let’s party.” Responded Takuma.
 
   The four revellers swept out of The Beauty Bar as Natasha and I emerged from the bathroom, I hadn’t noticed.  Hoyt got the car while Becky and the other man exchanged chit-chat with Takuma on where he was from, what he was doing and how he was finding Los Angeles.  Twenty minutes later they were in West Pasadena at a house that looked like a relic from a 1950’s soap opera.  Becky poured Takuma a drink, sat him in a seat and rode his lap like the bronco at The Saddle Ranch.  Two drinks later and Takuma is rocking an Asian pocket rocket and Becky’s interest has cooled.  Slipping out of her Daisy Dukes she announces her intentions to have a shower.  Hoyt detaches his face from his bong long enough to mumble something, he then invites Takuma over on to the couch, sandwiching him between the two strangers for a hit from the black glass tube with a silver skull at the base.  Two hits from the bong and suddenly they’re watching Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.  Takuma was just reacquainting himself with the magical world of Hogwarts when, in the blink of an eye, the feature presentation on the 40” flat screen television changed from Harry at the Quidditch World Cup to hardcore gay pornography, Hoyt’s hand was gently resting on Takuma’s leg while the roaming fingers of the other guy was on the cusp of brain.
 
   Jumping to his feet Takuma rushed from the house to the objections of the two men.  He didn’t look back.  He began, what would be a four hour walk back and that would only get him as far as Hollywood.  Somewhere around the Long Beach Freeway a man in a slicker and an Anaheim Angels baseball cap stepped out from the darkness that framed Takuma during his walk.  Pulling a knife he rushes right up into Takuma’s face.
 
                 “Give me your wallet!” He yelled.
 
                 Takuma freezes.
 
                 “Wallet now!”
 
   I don’t know whether Takuma has a way with people, or whether he stood completely still for the remainder of the altercation; or whether the mugger couldn’t understand our Japanese friend’s accent but eventually, exposed under the orange burn of the street lamps and being witnessed by more and more motorists the mugger gave up and left the scene empty handed.  Calling a cab from a liquor store Takuma buys a bottle of tequila before climbing into his yellow chariot and directing him to take him to Venice.  The cab pulled up short, he had enough money to get him as far as Santa Monica Pier.  He would walk the rest drinking his alcohol and pondering how his night could get so fucked so quickly and then LA’s finest would pull him over and take us both directly to jail.
 
    
 
   As the cell door rattled open and the day shift officer escorted me back to booking to collect my belongings I caught sight of Billie.  She had come to pick me up knowing that I would most likely be hung-over, tired and with little patience for the mental illnesses that public transport had to offer.  Signing for my phone, wallet and watch the officer speaks.
 
                 “Hopefully that’ll be a lesson to you son.”
 
                 “Let police brutality be a lesson to us all officer.” I respond, feebly masking my smile before finishing on “Free the Venice one!” and brandishing my Black Panther hand.
 
   Outside of the police station the sun shone bright, the warm desert wind was almost refreshing.  I gave Billie a grateful hug, her face was disapproving but her embrace spoke differently.
 
                 “You waited on me!” I quipped.
 
                 “I’m a sucker for an ex-con.  You want to get breakfast?”
 
                 “You’ll have to pay, Officer Dibble liberated the last of my walking around money from my wallet.” I took the last three steps in one leap as I landed on the sidewalk.
 
                 “You seem happy.” Billie seemed inquisitive.
 
                 “I’m a freebird Billie.”
 
                 “It was one night!”
 
                 “Nay say all your want Miss Galligan, prison changes a man.  The things I had to do to keep this face virginal.”
 
                 “Sounds hot.  Tell me more.”
 
                 “Over waffles.” I announce, pointing in the general direction of Arnold’s Waffle House.
 
    
 
   15
 
   BILLIE SHOULD have been on prescription.  I drank less when I was around her, it didn’t feel as necessary.  The aching hole in my chest didn’t seem to be as real when her adorable half smile reached her eyes and made my heart flutter.
 
   I brought her flowers but wondered why as my finger rested on her doorbell, I tell myself it’s thanks for the prison break but I’m not sure.  Before there was an opportunity to turn tail and run the door opened and there she was.  Tight pink shorts that covered her cheeks, but only just, a white Kansas tee shirt she had turned into a vest with some scissors and a pair of plimsolls.  She was sweating, breathless, clearly I’d disturbed her but she didn’t say as much.  Billie was pleased to see me, even more pleased to see the bouquet of lilies I presented her with.  I had listened, they were her favourite.  She doesn’t question my motives, which is a relief as they were unknown to both of us.  
 
   Stepping inside I remove my jacket, placing it over the leather armchair that’s situated in the corner of the room by the window.  A book sits on the ledge.  She makes us dinner and we chat over a bottle of wine.  I had had so many meals with her that I almost hadn’t noticed her hand dropping to her side time after time.  Leaning to one side I’m greeted by the muzzle and chewing chops of a familiar face, the old Labrador had finally found a home and was beginning to see the benefits of regular home cooked meals as the cushion around his ribs had built up, no longer making him look like a walking rack of barbeque starters.  The mistreated pooch had seen some tough days, living out of bins to the rear of restaurants and fending off rats evident by the frayed edges of his velvet black ears.  He was living the sweet life now though; he’d earned it with every night sleeping under the Venice pier.  She’d taken him home after our lunch at the Sidewalk Café, bathed him, fed him and christened him a strong name that would match his spirit and character…Alec Baldwin.  In that instant I thought of baby mice though I didn’t know why.  Her dance company wasn’t looking entirely healthy; the organisers had stopped talking about season programming.  They had been whispering in meetings about putting on a half season but that had stopped too.  She was now fielding offers.
 
                 “They’re probably going to take me outta LA.” She confessed.
 
                 “Well you tell me where we’re hitching our wagon and I’ll send out our change of address cards.”
 
   She asks if I’ve contacted her brother’s friend for work.  I’m not expecting the question so I haven’t prepared myself to lie.  She gives me a hard time as I do the dishes, ignoring her statements that she has a dishwasher for that.  We smoke Marlboro and polish off another bottle of wine; I’ve lost count what number that is.  Retiring to the large leather reclining couch Billie puts on Don’t Look Now!, my favourite film.  She’s clearly been listening too.  We open another bottle and settle in for the film; Billie lies against me resting her glass holding hand on my lap.
 
   Donald Sutherland and Julie Christie are going at it on on-screen, they’re getting dressed, they’re screwing, and they’re getting dressed again.  It’s a great scene.  There’s a moment where everything stops.  Christie and Sutherland are intertwined on screen and Billie knows what’s to come.  No sooner than I’ve thought about it do I realise that our eye contact has extended beyond what would be deemed as comfortable.  Taking her glass from her hand I set it on the coffee table in front of us, I run my hand through her hair, it comes to rest at the base on the back of her neck.  I pull her in and we kiss.  The living room explodes, the release of tension, the sudden burst of energy is exhilarating.  Our lips lap one another’s, our tongues battle, she pulls me in close.  I run my free hand down her back; it disappears inside the back of shorts as I caress her ass.  Her delicate hands are all over my face, then my chest.  Billie makes light work of my shirt, my jeans are unbuttoned and descend just enough for her to access my protruding cock which she soon pulls out in the open; in Billie’s field of vision for the second time since I’ve known her.  I guide her down on to the couch and tilt her ass upwards. Her shorts come off in one fluid movement and soon her pants are pulled to one side and I taste her.  Her pussy is sweet, her lips small and plump, swelling as I lap at them with my tongue.  Her hands have coiled around my hair as she pulls me in deeper, deeper still.  I’ve a brief realisation that I can’t breathe; it doesn’t bother me at all. I make a last gasp at her sweet lips before I push up. And then I’m inside of her, filling her up; forcing moan after moan to the surface.  Her house phone rings once before going to voicemail.
 
                 “It’s Billie, leave a message and I’ll call you back.” Stated her answering machine.
 
                 She giggles with pleasure as I rotate my hips.
 
                 “Billie it’s me.  Look call me back babes.”
 
   She stops.  Suddenly every moment of pleasure, every inch of desire is gone.  There’s 20lbs of pressure on her and her face displays every ounce.  I pull out and tuck myself away, I know it’s over.  Quickly Billie gets dressed.  She avoids eye contact with me the entire time.
 
                 “I’m sorry.  I think you should go.” She said faintly before running up the stairs.
 
                 Don’t Look Now! plays on as I put my jacket on, briefly look upstairs before turning and leaving her house.
 
    
 
    
 
   16
 
   BELFAST WAS WHITE.  The snow had fallen and lay thick on the cobbled, and misshapen streets of the capital.  It lay thick and set hard as ice; bar hopping became an extreme sport that only the athletic and the heavily intoxicated could master.
 
   Mary had managed to use me perfectly; her fiancé discovered some highly graphic imagery that left him in no illusion that his old lady was packing away some extra meat. He immediately called off their forthcoming nuptials.  Her relief was almost evident from space.  Now, free from becoming Mrs. Something-or-other there was simply the matter of me.  I could tell she wasn’t looking for more than what I could give her, we both saw it.  Hell we both felt it, which was why neither of us took it personally.  She used me to screw her way out of a marriage she didn’t want but couldn’t verbalise, I used her as a way of getting back at the world.  The way I had come to use everything in my life.  Now she was free she had little use for me, we were sport fucking and though neither of us wanted to make something semi-permanent out of it neither of us wanted to be the one to call it off.  It was as though we were playing chicken with our genitals.
 
   Countless nights past.  I would go out alone, Mary would either show up or text me a picture of her clam with an invitation.  My cab would pull up within the hour, we would trash her living room, or bedroom, or bathroom, or break the dining room table and then I would usually leave.  We had tried socialising like a normal couple, dinner at restaurants, winter evenings browsing the Continental market but she was a school teacher who liked to go to church on a Saturday morning, I was en route to becoming a high functioning alcoholic who preferred cartoons and a bottle of Sailor Jerry and with no friends in common we often struggled to make interesting chatter.
 
   Her staff Christmas dinner took her and the rest of the teachers at Sacred Heart to the Empire Music Hall on Botanic Avenue.  Turkey and stuffing, roasted and boiled potatoes, cocktail sausages and lashings of gravy all washed down with wine…lots of wine.  The texts began some time during dessert.  I was playing pool with a friend on the top floor of Lavery’s bar, a street over, so opted to ignore them, but they persisted.  Eventually we were both getting texts; his from a girlfriend wondering why it had taken him four hours to go to the shop to get milk and mine wondering why my tongue wasn’t somewhere recently shaved and damp.  I walk with him to his house on Fitzwilliam Street before doubling back down University Road, through Lower Crescent on towards Botanic Avenue.  A picture message comes through from the Empire’s toilets.  I prepare myself for another night of heavy drinking, rough house and ninety minutes sleep before having to carve out a days work.
 
   As I approach the Metro bar which resides on the corner of Lower Crescent and Botanic, a haunt for the older lady who can show you a thing or two you didn’t know about the world, a couple spill out of the front door.  The woman is young, familiar.  Her arms clamped to her side, shoulders hunched.  You can tell from her walk that she’s frowning.  The man, an older man with grey thinning hair and a checked shirt tucked into his expensive jeans is unsteady on his feet.
 
                 “Hey…Hey!” he roars “Don’t you walk away from me!!”
 
                 He’s ignored.
 
                 “Hey!” and now he’s running after her “Don’t you ignore me ya fuckin’ cunt!”
 
   He grabs her by the arm, almost knocking her to the frozen white ground, and spins her around forcing her up against a car.  Out of context, half soaked in Guinness it takes me a moment and then I know the face.  Janie.  She looks frightened, I’ve never seen her anything other than happy and confident.  She catches my eye; recognition sparks a surge of relief.
 
                 “Wait up!” I yell.  Slipping and sliding as I attempt to race towards them.  Soon I’m there and I slide in between them, forcing him backwards.  It’s difficult to look heroic when standing is largely based on luck.
 
                 “You want to take it down a notch.? Maybe apologise to the lady?!” I ask.
 
                 “Mate, do yourself a favour and stay out of this.” 
 
                 “You ok?” I direct to Janie.
 
                 She nods.
 
   As my head rotates back towards the angry man my face meets the end of his fist.  The contact is full; it’s heavy and drunken and sends me to the ground.  He makes a move to hit me again but Janie grabs his arm giving me enough time to react.  I roll a fist as tight as I can get and I fire it upwards, straight up, full speed.  It connects with his testicles and halts him completely; a sharp inhale before he gradually clutches his throbbing bag and sinks to his knees.  I punch him again, this time as I get to my feet.  His cheekbone makes the sound a baseball bat would make against a metal bin and he goes down.  Janie wraps an arm around me, then another.
 
                 “You ok Doug?” She asked.
 
                 “Nice company you’re keeping these days Janie.  How’s your sister?”
 
                 “Which one?”
 
                 “Funny.”
 
                 “Cunt this fuckface.” Janie says before burying a kick into her fallen manfriend’s crotch.
 
                 She guides me on to Botanic Avenue and into a cab.
 
   I’d forget about meeting Mary until the next message came through but by this point Janie and I had parked ourselves in The Park Inn Hotel off the Belmont Road in East Belfast.  Janie had recently rented a room in the neighbourhood stating that “you just get so much more for your money than in South” though she had seen little of the new home as she had been house-sitting.  She was right; she always had been smart and good with money.  It was odd how my old haunts were becoming hers.  She had begun frequenting Bookfinders during the day, The Globe between classes and The Parlour in the evening.  Metro had, seemingly, been his idea as he was a regular and popular with the ladies.  I hadn’t asked what she saw in him, but I would.  The Park Inn’s bar was nice, tucked away at the back of the Hotel. The large leather booths allowed for an optimum amount of relaxation and they were never overly busy which made it feel as though you had your own bar, always a plus.  I order our drinks, Rosé wine for Janie, three pints of Guinness and a double Grey Goose for me (so I don’t have to go to the bar again before she’s finished).  Janie removes the diamond earrings she’s wearing and drops them into the tips jar.  We find the booth furthest from everyone else but with the best line of sight to the bartender and climb in.
 
                 “So you gonna tell me why someone like you was with someone like that?” My concern genuine.
 
                 “He’s my Classics lecturer…big mistake there.” She offers, taking a sip.
 
                 “Never mind.  You’ll never get a job out of Classics anyway.”
 
                 “And you?  How’re you keeping?”
 
                 I’m surprised.  Her concern is genuine too.  I don’t know why I thought it would be otherwise.
 
                 “I’m” another text comes through “changing my number it would appear.”  I turn my phone off.
 
                 “Bitches be crazy, you know this by now.” Janie offers.
 
                 “Testify!” We clink glasses.
 
                 “Kelly is fine before you ask again.”
 
                 “I wasn’t gonna...” I was.
 
                 “Well she’s grand.  She’s living her very boring life with her very boring fiancé and his annoyin…” it dawns on her what she’s said. “I’m sorry.  Did you know?”
 
                 “It’s grand…honestly.” It wasn’t.
 
                 “Well yeah they got engaged.  Paris.  Eiffel Tower.  All very predictable.” Janie says showing her support. “I bet he even fucks the same way evvvvery night.”
 
                 I down my Guinness, quickly chased by the Goose.
 
                 “Eiffel Tower.  Yeah, figures.  Unimaginative fuck.” I blurt out.
 
                 “Dad said something similar.”
 
                 “Really?” That surprised me.  I had clearly spent four years misjudging Alan Marley.
 
                 “Oh yeah he fuckin’ hates him.” I couldn’t keep the laughter in as she continued “Rick the Prick is what he’s started calling him.”
 
                 “Brilliant.  What brought the patriarch to that delightful rhyme?”
 
                 “The old man doesn’t take kindly to certain things.  Dissing the quality of his golf course, caddy service, guest clubs and greens are but a few of them.”
 
                 “Christ.”
 
                 “Indeed.  Turns out Rick the Prick is something of a sore loser.”
 
                 “You’d think the stutterin’ fuck would be used to it.” I offer a high-five, it’s accepted without hesitation.
 
                 “So yeah Dad hates him, Mum’s just pleased one of the Marley women are planning to make it down the aisle after Tess and her dramatic u-turn, but I can’t see it.”
 
                 “Stop please.  You’ll make me hard.”
 
                 “Well stiffen away cos I can’t see it working.”
 
                 “You’re sweet for saying that.” I offer.
 
                 “Oh I’m not trying to make you feel better, you and Kel were great together but by the end you both wanted very different things.  I just don’t see The Prick being that thing…especially when their union is but twelve months old and they’re already having ‘save the relationship’ trips away.”
 
                 “Really?” I’ll admit it…I was getting a little hard.
 
                 “You know, if me and you got together we could really show them how it’s done.” Janie teases.
 
                 “I’m not big on engagement.”
 
                 “I was talking about the other thing.”
 
   The thought crosses my mind.  It had been almost a year since Kelly had dragged me to one last dinner with her family.  I hadn’t seen Janie since then.   Janie’s was beautiful; she’s basically a younger Kelly, an undamaged Kelly. She looks like Kelly when I had met her, when I hadn’t exhausted her.  The thought grows in my pants, I try to ignore it.  Switching subjects we catch up.  Janie tells me about her folks, how her mum hasn’t been too well recently and how Dad is considering selling the family home and retiring to warmer climates.  I think it’s a good idea; Janie agrees but doesn’t see it happening.  I agree on that.  Her dad would be lost if he didn’t have work and digging the car out of mud.  She tells me about Tess and how she’s pregnant; I feign interest in children, so did she apparently.  Then we’re on to her and her increasingly poor choices and how the lecturer is just the latest in a line of errors.  I empathise and tell her the story of Marcy, which garnishes a belly laugh.  The drinks are empty so we reload only this time Janie has switched to Guinness and Grey Goose too and though she’s not matching me drink for drink she’s having good fun trying.  She’s had a couple of short stories published recently in a National magazine, something that brings the excuse for celebration out of me so we toast.  She thought Kelly would be thrilled, maybe even point her in the direction of some contacts that might prove useful but the only thing she had to offer to the conversation was colours for Bridesmaid dresses and whether Janie liked them.
 
   Last orders came at the same time it did anywhere else in the city.  The difference with the Park Inn was that because it was a hotel bar it let you sit on while it locked up, they’d assume you were a guest and left you to it.  At 12:55AM I bought us a round of three Guinness, two Grey Goose and four shots of tequila each.  I had never spent this much time with Janie, had never appreciated how much fun she actually was.  In that moment I was almost thankful for the situation I was in.  Thankful Kelly had left me, that Mary was reliable for a booty call, that Janie’s Classics lecturer was such a dick.  It all brought us here and I was laughing…she was funny.
 
   Our glasses would empty for the last time that night at around 3AM.  Staggering out the front of the hotel on to the steep glassy slope of the car park I couldn’t help feel a bit dirty.  Ten years (and change) her senior, falling out of a hotel in the early hours…and on a school night.  She takes my arm to steady herself as we glide down the white driveway on to the Belmont Road.  A large white Edwardian house sits ten minutes walk from the hotel, two to three minutes on a normal day but with the ice everything took longer.  We reached the front porch as she fumbled for her keys.  It all felt oddly familiar.  Finally she opens the door.  The hallway is in darkness, there’s little detail to the soggy naked eye but I can tell it’s huge.  Whoever owned it was clearly doing well for themselves and Janie, by proxy, was doing well by simply being about to mind it.
 
                 “You want to come in for some coffee Doug?” Even if you didn’t know the code the way Janie said the words “come” and “coffee” would have been an indicator.
 
                 “I’m not entirely sure that’s a good idea.” I said, hating myself for the sudden moral stance I took.
 
                 “Sure it is.”
 
                 “It’s been lovely seeing you Janie.” I offered finally.  “We should do it again.”
 
                 “How about tomorrow?” She pitched testingly.
 
                 “As long as I’m not keeping you back from anything.”
 
                 “What like study?  Don’t use that excuse.” She said “You’re better than that.  You’re welcome to come over for dinner tomorrow night.  I’m cooking cannelloni, so do or don’t but don’t go all studious on me.”
 
                 “Look at you with the big britches.” I said, slightly taken aback by her directness “Ok.  Game on muthafucka, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
                 “At seven.” She stated, I wasn’t going to argue.
 
                 “Seven it is.  Dust off your best glassware.” I say looking at the house “Or get the Lady of the house’s best man servant to do it as I’m gonna be rockin’ some seriously grapey wine.”
 
                 Janie smiled.
 
   I move in and give her a hug before turning and slip sliding my way down the Belmont Road.  I didn’t look back.  I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to know if she was watching.
 
    
 
   17
 
   MARY HAD TEXT me continuously the night before.  My phone pinged and pinged quicker than I could acknowledge them and with more consistency than I ever imagined possible.  The steady tone replaced by a constant buzz as I switched to silent mode.  They became annoying quite quickly.
 
                 I met up with her after work and decided to call it a day.  It was going well until she offered a goodbye bang.  One last rattle for old time’s sake.  I had been so good the night before, chased, almost virginal.  The horn was obviously still pumping through my blood as this sounded like a great idea. I rushed her back to my place and proceeded to throw her over the kitchen table and stick it in there good and proper one last time.  I knew it was a mistake the second I’d released old salty and could think rationally.  She was acting differently with me now, she was acting as though we were a couple and we just had our first bout of make-up sex.  It meant I had to break up with Mary twice that day.
 
                 “You’re a son-of-a-bitch do you know that?” Yelled Mary as my housemates began arriving home.
 
                 “Mary I’m sorry, I really am.  I thought we both wanted nothing serious,” I said with a mix of understanding and confusion “I just don’t think it’d work.  I’m not there.”
 
                 “Did you think it’d work when you had your dick in my ass?” I knew she wasn’t looking for an answer to that one.
 
   She threw a mug at me, clocking me on the same patch of face that the lecturer had struck the night before.  The bruise was now angry and red again.  Mary storms out of the house to a round of applause from my less than emotionally mature housemate Danny.
 
                 “So that’s where you’ve been disappearing to,” he said with a ping of realisation “all this time I thought you were Batman.”
 
   Deleting Mary’s messages, tit pics et al, came as a relief.  The situation had been fun, at least initially, but it was pretty toxic plus every time she text me something saucy I swung between aroused and disappointed.  In the early days of my relationship with Kelly we spent a lot of time trying to develop mutual friends; our plan A of merging our existing plans was disastrous.  It wasn’t that her friends weren’t nice, quite the opposite…in fact the exact opposite.  Her friends were great, so great that my friends could barely contain themselves from crying when her friends refused to fuck my friends.  It all got a little tense.  
 
   The lads night out would start with the cheap date student special – the three of us partaking in a homoerotic amount of bromance and several litres of Buckfast.  Suitably sauced we would head towards The Parlour.  A school friend of my friend Smyth worked the door at the weekend.  It was reassuring to know no matter what stupid shit we got up to he’d take care of us.  Setting a bar stool on fire was probably a step too far.
 
   Late night on these outings would lead to a racy thumb session with Kelly who having been out with her friends, drinking wine, dancing, sacrificing ones dignity to the karaoke gods. When she would make her way back to her Ulsterville house she’d turn her mind towards me.
 
                 “Hey baby, I missed you tonight x.”
 
                 “Missed you too Kels bells.”
 
                 “I saw the most awesome thing tonight…made me think of you.”
 
                 “Oh yeah?”
 
                 “Totally.  This guy in Whites was wearing KISS trainers they were a-maz-ing!”
 
                 “Awesome!  Want! Did you find out where he got them?”
 
                 “Hollywood Boulevard apparently.”
 
                 “Denied.  That’s a real shame.  Ah well, maybe one day we’ll go.”
 
                 “You want to go to Hollywood to buy trainers?”
 
                 “Well not just trainers.”
 
                 “That’s good cos I got them.”
 
                 “?”
 
                 “Yeah I bugged him for ages but he gave me them in the end, he was pretty drunk though.  I was going to surprise you with them but I got excited.” She never could keep a present secret.
 
                 “Awww sweetheart you fuckin’ rock!  Though you do realise he probably was expecting into you right?”
 
                 “Oh no.  I told him they were for my man.”
 
                 “Doesn’t mean a thing.”
 
                 “Well I hooked him up with Lisa so at least he’s got something out of it.  As long as he realises he’s walking home bare foot tomorrow.”
 
                 “Lol, you traded your friend for trainers for me?”
 
                 “Not just any trainers…KISS trainers Doug…KISS!”
 
                 “I fucking love you!”
 
                 “You do?”
 
                 “Definitely.”
 
                 “They look good, I’m wearing them now.  You wanna see?”
 
                 She’d send me a picture message, she was right.  They did look good though my first impression of the KISS trainers was of how incredibly naked the person wearing them was.  Curvy and all booby in front of a full length mirror wearing trainers she had mercilessly pestered a random drunk man for because she knew I’d like them.
 
    
 
   I made it over to the Belmont Road for 6:30PM.  I didn’t want to appear keen, keen would imply something that I was working on avoiding so I dropped by the Park Inn again for a drink.  A Grey Goose and a Marlboro Red took the edge off what had been an eventful day.  The ice had begun to thaw so my walk to the Edwardian house at the top of the road took less time than expected.
 
                 “You’re early!” Janie said, pleased to see me.
 
                 “Well I was in the neighbourhood.”
 
                 “Wow your eye’s gotten worse.” said with concern.
 
                 “Looks worse than it is.”
 
                 “You sure?”
 
                 “Absolutely.  Just don’t touch it.”
 
                 “I bet you say that to all the girls.” She said flirtatiously.
 
                 “Dear Christ I’m in a Carry On movie.”
 
   Janie steps aside welcoming me into the house.  The building was old, the ceilings high with cherubs around the chandelier light fittings but the artwork was modern.  Painfully modern.  A white A1 canvas with a single black streak down the centre.  The sort of art that brings grand pondering and posturing from the kind of people that talked for the sake of hearing themselves.  They were wankers and the artwork was the result of said strokes.  Janie was dressed like a honey trap.  I had sat across from her for Christmas dinners and though she always looked pretty, and in recent years beautiful she never looked like this.  Standing before me, pouring a vintage bottle of the home owner’s wine, was a young woman in a figure hugging black dress, black Irregular Choice high heels with smooth, young beautiful legs.  Janie was sexy.  She holds my glass out for me, not too far out from her body; in close.  As I take the glass from her delicate hand she brushes against me.  
 
   The Marley women have the same taste in perfume, amongst other things, the scent was familiar, hauntingly so.  She locked eyes with me; her left leg brushes up against the inside of my right.  Janie’s leaning forward.  I step back, out of trouble and the area of the kitchen that was marked for our first kiss.  I walk to the backdoor stepping outside and light a cigarette.  I sneak a glance; she’s returned her attention to the oven.  A glance becomes a gaze which becomes a stare as I’m transfixed as her tight, round, perfect little ass pressed against the dress.  Janie stands bent over in front of the oven as she inspects our Italian dinner.  I ponder the ramifications.  What’s so wrong with it?  We’re both consenting adults, so what if she’s the younger sister of the woman I love.  People move on, she did and she was engaged within the year.  Why shouldn’t I be happy?  I should, but is this a stride too far in the pursuit of happiness?  Probably.  I’d probably end up on one of those trashy daytime intervention shows screaming “I want a paternity test Ricki!”  I told myself to be strong.  That ass was tight, those legs smooth and everything between ankle and neck I’m sure would taste absolutely fantastic in mid gallop but I had to be strong.  Letting the swollen gland make my decisions had got me this far in life.  Single, living out of a spare room with two jobs I couldn’t stand and talking myself out of straddling someone I had known since before she had blossomed.  The gland was a bad man.
 
   I focused on the kitchen that existed around her ass.  Like the rest of the house it was old but had been tarted up.  The cooker jet black, looked stainless, the fridge again jet black.  A Smeg.  Dotted along the top of the dada rail that ran round the tops of the walls were small kitchen, or food or animal based art.  I finished my cigarette and stepped back into temptation.  I took my seat at the dining table, sipping my wine.  Janie straightens up before taking off the over gloves.
 
                 “Be ready in ten.” She says as she walks over to me, delicately takes my glass from me.  She takes a sip before handing it back to me and sits side saddle on my lap.  My appendage embarrassingly presses into her thigh at an angle she cannot fail to notice.
 
                 “It all smells delicious Janie.  I had no idea you could cook.” If I stick to mundane conversation then perhaps he’ll soften.
 
                 “Angel in the kitchen, whore in the bedroom.  Isn’t that what they say?” And she’s giving me the eyes again.
 
                 “They say something about shitting where you eat too.”
 
                 “But you don’t eat here Doug,” she whispers “at least not yet.”  She crosses her legs, her dress rides up ever so slightly. She’s killing me here.  “I’m glad you came,” she says, switching the conversation to a lighter mood.
 
                 I’m thankful for this, you can only have steak dangled in front of you for so long before you get hungry.
 
                 “Yeah me too.”
 
                 “Really?  That surprises me,” she takes a sip from my wine “you don’t seem particularly enamoured with my company thus far.”
 
                 “I am Janie.  Believe me.” I confess “I’m just trying to be the nice guy, from what you were saying you haven’t had too many of them around you.”
 
                 “And you know where they finish don’t you?” She seems ever so slightly irritated
 
   Janie gets to her feet and plates up.  Dinner is delicious.  It’s been months since I’ve had a home cooked meal.  Months since I’ve dined on anything other than pizza or kebab meat.  My palette is thankful for the revival.  I didn’t even realise until much later that it was vegetarian.  She made dessert.  I think I would have married her there and then had my mouth not been too full of trifle for me to propose.  We wash it down with my bottle of wine, I had broken my rule and made the trip to a fancy wine boutique for this one.  The fruitiness is deceptive and it’s downed too fast.  Our heads are soon swimming.  Janie disappears, the sound of high heels on steps fade and then return and when she rounds the corner into the kitchen she’s carrying a vintage ’86 something or other and a ’42 what’s it.  
 
                 “This one might get us in trouble.” She boosts raising the ’42.
 
                 I pop it open in one fluid movement and pour the entire bottle into two huge wine glasses.  Janie takes me by the hand and leads me into the living room.  It’s enormous.  There’s…              
 
                 “Even a fucking piano in the corner.” I think aloud.
 
                 “Indeed.”
 
                 Janie takes her position behind the Steinway, placing her small lake of ‘42 precariously on top of the immaculately clean piano.
 
                 “Any requests?” She wobbles her head as she speaks mocking a pianist that played one of her parent’s anniversary parties.
 
                 “Do you know the walking away music from The Incredible Hulk?” I ask with all seriousness.
 
   Before I can even collapse into the leather armchair Janie is fingering the keys and producing the theme tune of my childhood.  I laugh as she even manages to throw in the hitchhiking hand gestures between bars.  I take a large gulp from my ’42 not even savouring it now.  The music stops and then fills the room again only this time it’s coming from all corners.  Speakers placed throughout the room play Cat Power’s version of New York, New York.
 
                 “I want to dance.” Janie informs me, holding out her hand.
 
                 I take it and allow her to yank me to my feet before I step into her stride.  We slow dance.  “Dangerous” I think.
 
                 “See you’re not a buzz kill.” She said, finishing my sentence.
 
   Kelly had the ability to do that.  Janie moved like her sister.  The Marley’s had some strong genes going on there.  Soon the song was over and Black Sabbath’s Changes filled my ears.  This was too much, her scent, the music.  Whether Kelly acknowledged it or not this was our song.  She had wanted it to be something by Otis Redding but Changes played on our first date, our first proper date.  It had been in the cab that took me home the morning after the first time we made love.  When we spent our anniversary in Milan an Italian busker spent half a morning singing it on his acoustic guitar in Italian and now I was sharing our song with another woman.  Her sister.  A younger version of her.  My mind spasmed, unclear, misfiring, trying frantically to make sense of the entire situation.  I only realised when she stopped that Janie had lent in and kissed me.  I had not responded.  I remembered vaguely the softness of her lips; the taste of cherry on my own.  Now she was looking at me, she wasn’t angry but she wasn’t entirely pleased.  It took me a while to locate the expression.  She was acting.  Kelly did the same thing whenever I fucked up and she wanted to remain expressionless to see if I knew what had happened.
 
                 “I’m sorry.” I said.
 
                 “It’s cool.” Janie released her arms from around my neck and took a stepped out of the dance.  She walked to the Steinway and raised her glass to her mouth, emptying the entire thing down her throat.
 
                 “Janie.”
 
                 “I’m gonna get more wine.  You want more?” The question almost didn’t reach my ears as she’d started walking towards the door the second speech left her lips.
 
                 I followed her out into the hall and down to the basement.
 
                 “Janie.”
 
                 Silence.
 
                 “Janie.”
 
                 The clinking of bottles highlight silence.
 
                 “Janie!”
 
                 “What?!” She snapped. She’s offended, I can understand that.
 
                 “This is not about you.” I feel exposed, sharing feelings is dangerous “Seriously the fact that I’m here; I’m a little screwed up and you’re absolutely gorgeous.  You’re funny and beautiful and smart and sexy and I’d be a fucking idiot not to want you.”
 
                 “Then why don’t you?” Janie interrupts sharply
 
                 “I do.  I mean I really do.  I’d love nothing more than to take you upstairs and…I’m just.  I do that and there’s no going back.  There’s no hope.  Kelly will never speak to me again and there’ll be no hope…and I need there to be hope.”
 
                 “She’s getting married,” Janie’s face pities me “she’s really done a number on you hasn’t she?”
 
                 She walks towards me in the chiaroscuro lit basement.  Handing me two bottles of wine she grabs my face and pulls me in for a kiss.  It’s soft, tender with just the right amount of wet.
 
                 “She had to wreck the one I wanted.” Confessed Janie.
 
                 “I’m not that great Janie…honest.”
 
                 “And modest.”
 
                 “Truthfully.  The woman whose ass I had my cock in this afternoon hit me with a cup…in the face.” I point to the angry red mass on my face “What does that tell you?”
 
                 “Bitches be crazy.”
 
                 “Ain’t that the truth Marley.” 
 
   Back upstairs we bed in for the night.  The living room is a lot more comfortable now that it no longer stinks of sexual tension.  I’ve stopped seeing Janie as sexy which is a relief yet incredibly sad.  “I’ll polish myself later to that ass” I console myself.  Slouched in the couch I down another glass of wine as Janie lays the length of the remainder of the soft leather embrace, her feet resting in my lap.  I find myself reverting to habit and massaging her toes.  We talk about dreams, my aspirations had changed recently.  I went from wanting to get out of Queen’s admin and get myself a job that actually spoke to my desires instead to just wanting the next bar to accept my behaviour and maybe snatch the odd screw here and there.  Janie was still filled with possibility.  Her dreams were large, untamed, perfectly formed.  She was going to write.  It didn’t matter how she paid the bills, where she ended up.  She was going to write and be happy doing it.  She was going to fuck an Adonis and the two of them would be happy writing and fucking.  Another bottle down and my shoes and socks come off; the shirt is still on but only by three buttons.  Janie is now giving me the low down on Kelly’s faults.  How her sister is a quitter, how she gave up on me too easy.  A year ago I probably would have agreed with that assessment but the truth of the matter was that things had gotten stale and I was unwilling or unable to do anything about it.  I pushed her away because I didn’t want to be the one to make the tough call.  I was just like Mary.
 
   I woke the following morning in a strange room.  The ceilings were high.  The room dressed but unused.  “Must be a guest room” I deduced before hoping I was still on the Belmont Road and that when I rolled over I would be alone.  I was.  The contents of my pants were unused.  I’d never been so relieved to not get laid.  I stumble to my feet, somewhere between still drunk and hung-over.  My eyes adjust gradually.  I throw on my jeans, shirt, socks and my left shoe…no right one is apparent.
 
   Leaving the room I hear Janie in the kitchen.  Buttoning up I traverse the unfamiliar staircase.  Other voices join Janie’s.  I hear the words “so how was your trip?” coming from what I guess is Janie.  I recommence my descent only with a softer foot.  I don’t want to get Janie into trouble, I’ll leave, call a cab and text her later about my shoe.  The bottom stair betrays me, it creaks.  The kitchen falls silent.  In an instant I judge the distance between the stairs and the front door.  If I don’t hesitate and if it isn’t locked I can make it.  I can be out the door before they get to the hallway.  I rush.  I’m almost there, my hand extended…
 
                 “Are you fucking kidding me?!” Kelly expels.
 
                 I freeze.  Perhaps she doesn’t recognise me from behind.  It’s an outside shot.
 
                 “Tell me this is a fuckin’ joke Doug.”
 
                 Shit.
 
                 I turn to face her.  She’s lost weight, her curves have lessened.  She looks more up and down.  Her breasts have definitely gotten smaller and there’s a sunkenness in her cheeks that wasn’t there.  Her tan masks what looks like dark bags under her eyes. I don’t recognise this Kelly.
 
                 “Look this is…” I’m interrupted.
 
                 “I’m sure it’s not what it looks like, cos that would take a real sick bastard for this to be what it looks like.” Her hands were on her hips.  This was not a good sign.  Rick appears behind Kelly.  He puts a hand on her shoulder, his sign of support, she shrugs it off.  He shakes his head as though I’m to be saddened in myself that I have disappointed him.
 
                 “Ramblin’ Rick,” I nod a hello to him “should have known by the art.”
 
                 “So this is a big joke to you then?!” Kelly was beginning to sound like her mum.
 
                 “Hold on a minute!” My tone unnecessarily defensive “Firstly I’ve done nothing wrong here, secondly nice house you’ve done incredibly well for yourself and thirdly…” I didn’t realise I hadn’t had a thirdly until this point “Where in the holy fuck is my shoe?”
 
   Janie magically appeared behind Rick.  She tossed my shoe through the hall.  I caught it.  She was in a vest top and a pair of pyjama shorts with little broken hearts on them; the kind that don’t completely cover the southern cheeks.  I try not to get caught looking but in the morning light she’s an impressive sight.  I focus on Kelly as I put my shoe on.
 
                 “I can’t believe you would fuck my sister.” She proclaimed.
 
                 “I di..” I’m interrupted again.
 
                 “What?!” Yells Janie “Jesus Christ Kel you broke up with him!  You can’t decide when you want a say over what he does and doesn’t do.”
 
                 “Seriously Janie,” Kelly’s look is stern “you need to stay out of this.”
 
                 “Janie.” I offer but they both stare at me and shut down that sentence.
 
                 “You need to get a grip!” Janie says to Kelly before turning to Rick “You need to sack up and control your woman.”
 
                 I snigger at how gangsta Janie is.  She pushes past the couple and makes her way down the hall before turning back to her sister and brother-in-law-to-be.
 
                 “I’ll call back for my stuff later,” before linking my arm “let’s go!”
 
                 I open the front door, I look back at Kelly.  She looks hurt.  I was grateful of Janie’s moral support but I wasn’t entirely sure we had won that battle.
 
                 “You’re turning into everything you’d swore you’d never be.” Kelly said as I departed
 
                 Her eyes were focused somewhere between the two of us.  She addressed neither of us specifically but that was obviously for me and her disappointment stung.
 
   Outside the house I wrapped an arm around Janie.  I had no jacket to offer her so a tight embrace as we walked would have to do.  I walked her home and gave her a kiss on the cheek before waiting as the broken hearts disappeared behind a solid oak door as I tried to make sense of how Janie thought Kelly had been more jealous than angry.
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   BILLIE WAS AVOIDING ME.  I shouldn’t have cared but I did.  I didn’t like it when she thought ill of me and at that moment I was pretty sure she thought ill of me.  I didn’t like missing her either but I did.  Before I had fucked up and put my winky near her we had had a series of life skills dates.  Billie had taken me out on her bike up the tamed wild of Topanga Canyon Road to a horse riding school.
 
                 “Me thinks you’re not taking this idea seriously Miss Galligan.” I stated “How exactly is horse riding a life skill?  I don’t see a saloon or sarsaparilla in my near future.”
 
                 Politely Billie requested that I shut my smart mouth.  She had been a three day eventer as a child and had loved it.  She loved all animals, except slugs and snails as they were “bad for dogs”.  Stowing her crash helmet I pass her mine, she removes her tightly fitted leather jacket.  Good.  It did nothing for her shape as it crushed everything against her body.  She had phoned ahead and two horses awaited us alongside a tutor.  Hers was black with a patch of white on his chest, I tried not to make eye contact with his cock.  She made light work of the 18 hand muscled horse without even a leg up and was kind enough to bite her lip as I all but hitchhiked up the side of the 15 hand red dun mare that greeted me.  Once I was convinced that I wasn’t going to vacate my bowels or get tossed if I loosened up I was able to see Billie at her happiest.  The stress I had witnessed when she wasn’t dancing or the darkness that came out of the blue that she had mentioned over lunches had taken the day off.  She was no more beautiful or at peace than when she was surrounded by animals or uncomplicated people.  I took her bowling the following day.  Slacking off at University in my first year I would spend core hours Monday to Friday in the bowling alley off Bedford Street in the centre of Belfast.  Three games for £4.  Unlike my riding session at Topanga, a life lesson that most certainly claimed by ass cherry, Billie took to bowling quite easily.  She even came close to beating me in one of the games, I told myself it was because I’d been focusing on her ass but the truth is she was naturally good at anything she turned her hand to.
 
    
 
   I was drinking a lot more heavily.  A fifth for breakfast, a few beers with lunch and then I’d power through dinner time on a mixture of rum, vodka and tequila with a dash of weed and as many Marlboros as my pockets would carry.  My interest in women was gone.  I’d been limp dicked for days now, a combination of alcohol and pills had rendered me harmless to the opposite sex.  Natasha had tried to raise an interest in her cooze but by mid afternoon it would be like trying to put toothpaste back in the tube.  Within a couple of days she was looking elsewhere and by the end of the week she had simply stopped calling.
 
   Divisions had begun to appear in our little alcoholic family.  Stan had borrowed two hundred dollars from Bret and repaid his generosity by sticking it in May when Bret and I were out shooting pool.  It led to a blow out of epic proportions and a Bret versus May screaming match on the patio that felt like Mum and Dad were breaking up and resulted in the LAPD being called out.  Stan packed his bags at the end of the week and was about to move out when Bret cornered me.
 
                 “Dude that fucker still hasn’t given me back my money.” He confessed.
 
                 “Cheeky cunt.”
 
                 “I’m trying to be cool about it for May but…”
 
                 “Fuck what she wants man, she gave up that right and fuck him.”
 
   We drank canned Guinness in the library and came up with a plan.  I grabbed a lead pipe from the laundry room and wrapped it in a towel.
 
                 “So we don’t leave any marks.” I told Bret.
 
   We then stagger-marched to Stan’s room Bret banging on the door loud enough to cause a few people further along the corridor to answer theirs.  The door opened.  Stan stood semi clothed before us, a woman lay under the sheets in his bed.
 
                 “My money.” Demanded Bret.
 
                 “Dude I’m a little short but I can wire you the second I get home.” Replied Stan.
 
                 “That’s not gonna work.” Bret countered.
 
                 Stan sees the pipe in my hand.
 
                 “Get your coat you’ve pulled.” I barked.
 
   We frog marched Stan to the nearest ATM.  He put his card in, typed the digits.  He knew what was coming next.  Insufficient Funds.  The three of us walked back to the hostel in silence.  Bret and I walked Stan to his door.
 
                 “So I’ll wire you right?” He said almost pleading.
 
                 “Passport!” I instructed.
 
                 “What?” His voice raised an octave.
 
                 “You ain’t leaving till my boy here gets back what he kindly loaned to you.  You can keep the cunt in the bed.” I pointed my pipe in the direction of his bed “Passport.”
 
   Stan disappeared into the darkness of dorm room, returning his hand outstretched with a brown wallet containing his passport.  He handed it to Bret who took it and placed it in his back pocket.  He came through with the money the following day.  He had phoned home, his parents wired him the money immediately and prayed that he got home safe.  Bret gave him back his passport and laughed when Stan asked “Was Doug really going to hurt me?”  Bret took Oscar and me out for drinks.  When we returned May was packing her bags and asking if she could tag along with Carl who was leaving Los Angeles to go home, Norway not Sweden.  People began looking at us differently.  The hostel was a place for drinking and screwing, a place where morality and ownership and conventional relationships were not welcome.  We had broken their laws.  It changed nothing for me.  I couldn’t give a fuck what any of them thought.  The fact that they actually believed their opinions were worth more than a swear word in their general direction amused me.  Bret took it a little harder.  He didn’t like the atmosphere, how conversations would change and stop and lower in volume when we would enter.  After a couple weeks of it, with Oscar calling time and Hayden getting a gig in Nashville Bret came to me.
 
                 “Hey man,” was his opener “I’ve been thinking.”
 
                 “You breaking up with me?” I sip my rum and make eyes at some of the clucking hens across from us.
 
                 “I need to get outta here man.  I’m going back to Canada.”
 
                 “Oh yeah?” I say sceptically.  We’ve had this conversation before. “When’re you thinkin’ of going?”
 
                 “Just phoned the Amtrak and booked a spot for tomorrow.”
 
   We blew the roof off Venice that night toasting the exodus of Brother Bret.  It was a party that would leave Frank, Simon and I recovering for days.  The next time I would see my Kenyan brother, he was waving his phone and ranting about a job.  An ex-Army buddy had wrangled him a gig with a private security company in New York.  Frank and I did the honours and took Simon out for one last ride in Hell.A.  A week later it would be Frank’s turn.  He had somehow managed to convince the hostel to let him take newcomers on a guided pub crawl.  
 
   “It’ll be like shooting fish in a fuckin’ barrel mate.” He proclaimed.
 
   On his second outing he would wake up in Vegas.  He saw it as a sign and decided to stay.  And then there was me.  I was drifting, this was not something new.  It’s not as if my time in Los Angeles had been some sort of long sighted career move but I was drifting alone.  I hadn’t seen Johnny in months; I avoided The Snake Pit as I didn’t want to see the mess that Herb’s death had created in Elsa.  Billie was avoiding me, Rob, Jen, Natasha, Bret, Simon, Oscar, Carl, Frank, Hayden all gone.  I didn’t dream anymore, I didn’t eat, I didn’t fuck, I just drank.  The pain in my chest was ever present, it would have company in the mornings as my liver wept in its efforts to process the crud I was funnelling into it at increasingly alarming rates.  On a good day I could detect some pee in my blood.  My wallet was thin.  I had finally dropped into the hundreds.  I had no more distractions, they had all been exhausted.
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   I HAD LOST track of days.  It happens.  There was a soft focus hue bookending a weekend which involved a drunken trip to Santa Barbara and being escorted from a bar for dropping trou and asking a barmaid, a mousey blonde who was all tits and ass, to judge the “Prettiest Boy Competition”.  That was about all my sub consciousness was willing to remember, god bless it.  I knew it was the weekend because the Santa Monica Pier was awash with families.  My aviators protected me the best they could against the brightness as my hangover was in full swing but powerless against the high pitched shriek of the preteens, unless ramming the shades into their open throats was an option.  I hadn’t shaved or had a haircut in longer than I could remember.  My black hair needed to be finger combed straight back to keep it from my eyes.  A two inch streak of grey hair, my skunk trail, travelled back from the hairline over my left eye.  My beard was dishevelled, unattended, and wild.  Flecks of grey betrayed my age, flecks of ginger – my Irish roots.  It dawned on me how bad I must have looked when a tourist dropped some loose change at my feet as I kneeled to tie my shoe laces.  I had bought a bottle of dark rum and poured it into a cola bottle.  I stood at the end of the pier looking out into the vast blue.  The pier was busy, colourful, and loud.  The ocean sat still, peaceful on the surface as far as the eye would allow you to see.  I couldn’t swim but I’d checked this option off the list of ways to go.  There’d be no clean up but it would be shit scary and you’d always have to contend with that last minute survival instinct.  Fuck that.
 
   Five minutes past before I even blinked.  When I turned around a well tanned man in a light suit and perfect hair was staring at me.  He had a blonde with curly hair and a floral maxi dress on his arm.
 
                 “Is that you Doug?” Pondered Don.
 
                 “Don Johnson!” I yelled before walking forward and giving him a hug.
 
                 “You know this guy?” The blonde was stunned.
 
                 “Biblically baby.” I throw her a wink before realising I’m still wearing my shades.
 
   We catch up, Don seems pleased to see me.  He mustn’t know I had part of my anatomy inside his sister.  It’s not long before he brings Billie up.  He’s throwing a surprise birthday party for her at Tokyo.  Times had been tough of late.  The fundraising had taken a massive hit when the Office Administrator got a ‘Failure to Pay’ notification letter from the IRS and an instant fine which was weighty enough to effectively wipe out all the good work her kicks, flicks and gauchos had achieved in recent months.  Don had previously offered financial aid but Billie being head strong and proud of her independence politely declined Crockett’s blank cheque.  The ‘Immediate Action’ red lettering of the Government office sent her rushing to Tokyo, and Don Johnson bailing on all the typical back and forth “I told you so” that accompanies a brother who prides himself on always being right.  It didn’t sound promising, too little too late perhaps.  Even though she had nothing to do with the sums she blamed herself.  If that wasn’t a sufficient kick in the pearly whites Billie’s stalling had taken her out of the running for a bundle of out of state opportunities leaving her without a floor to grace for the first time since her pre-teens.  “The black dog” was how Churchill described it; Don Johnson’s backhanded compliment was that I was “uncomplicated. You’re good for her; Benoit’s a high maintenance egotist.  You do her good, she smiles more” – I doubt that, at least now.  He waits for my response but I’m too busy thinking about Billie.
 
                 “So this is the bit where you say you’d love to come!” He guides me to my half of the conversation.
 
                 “Right.” I pitch in.
 
                 “Fucking Irish.” He stubs his cigarette out “It’ll be nice, you won’t have to crash this party and you’re her friend.  She needs as many of them around as possible when she’s this way.”
 
                 “That does take some of the fun out of it.” I’m nervous but I want to see her.
 
                 Don turns to walk away but one last thought pulls him back.
 
                 “Oh yeah and don’t take this the wrong way buddy but have a shave for fucks sake you look like the Shoe Bomber.”
 
    
 
   20
 
   TOKYO LOOKED SMALLER.  I couldn’t help but reminisce on the first time I had passed through the wooden archway and followed the pathway, lined with cherry blossom trees and climbed the steps to the doors of the super trendy eatery.  I had taken Don Johnson’s advice; I spent forty dollars on a haircut and bought a razor from the drugstore and in doing so took years off myself.  I kept the handlebar moustache that I had been playing about with in front of the mirror; I figured it added a certain promise of buggery to my look.  Shortly after arriving at Lost Angeles I had come to the conclusion that deciding what to wear on a daily basis was tiring.  Sifting through tee shirts and hoodies and shirts for what’s clean, then refining the search by how I was feeling or what jumped out was all a little pointless.  I had taken my suitcase, clothes et al, down to a neighbouring building that was in the process of renovation and dumped everything into the large yellow skip that sat outside, filled with plaster board and porcelain sinks.  I then went to Wal-Mart and bought seven pairs of jeans, seven white tee shirts, seven pairs of pants and seven pairs of socks.  This quickly became my alcoholic uniform.  I wore this to Tokyo; along with the jacket from the suit I had bought to attend Herb’s funeral and Billie’s recital all that time ago.  I hitched a ride to Beverly Hills where I spent two hundred dollars I could ill afford on a birthday present for Billie before hopping the bus to La Brea and walking the distance up Hollywood Blvd to the restaurant stopping only momentarily to key the Russian’s car which sat outside my first hostel.
 
   I’m one of the first at the party, the staff are still hanging banners, inflating balloons and the DJ is fiddling with his PA system in an effort to get the speakers to work.  I place my present on a large rectangular table by the main window next to a smaller but no doubt more expensive present and make my way to the bar.  The barman, who I think recognises me and who I think sold me weed one time, tips me off as I hand him a twenty.
 
                 “Mr. Galligan’s putting five grand behind the bar in twenty minutes.”
 
                 “Can I have ten dollars worth now and then maybe you can ring it through in a half hour?” I say, chancing my arm.
 
                 He nods and pours me a double.
 
   I take a sip before heading to the rear patio for a cigarette.  Don had redone the decking since the last time I had been in Hollywood.  I light up and swallow half my drink to deaden the nerves.  I’m hugged before I can realise what’s going on.
 
                 “Hey man, how are you?”
 
                 Her hair is shorter and electric blue but I recognise the swallow tattoos on her wrist.
 
                 “What’s going down Chloe?  Thought you were in San Diego?”
 
                 “Oh I was.  And then Mexico, Guadalupe actually,” she nods a recognition towards the tattoo I only vaguely remember that’s now part of my left arm. “…and I see you’ve been busy.”
 
                 “Yeah.  Little memory there.  You back long?”
 
                 “Two weeks.  You’ve landed on those spring heels of yours getting in with Galligan and his posse.  Smooth move Douglas.” She winks.
 
                 “It’s not like that…not entirely anyway.” I finish my drink.
 
                 “You up for partyin’ later?” She asks as I look around, searching out anybody familiar I can use as an excuse to get out of her questioning.
 
                 I rattle a white plastic bottle of Tramadol and smile.
 
   More guests have arrived.  There’s still ten minutes until Don Johnson’s tab kicks in but the barman hooks me up with another twenty bucks worth of whiskey.  Don Johnson catches my eye and calls me over.  Several of the guests look familiar; the director of the failed TV pilot is amongst them.  He catches me “fuck you” eyeballing him and then spends the next ten minutes trying to work out where he knows me from.  Breaking me off from the Prada suits who seem incapable of opening their mouths without trying to broker deals Don Johnson guides me towards a cool looking black man.  Light grey suit, hair in loose short corn rolls and a designer beard.  Stretching out his hand Don pats the trendy man on the arm and invites him to shake my hand.
 
                 “Winston this is the ignorant fuck who was meant to call you months ago.” Introduces Don.
 
                 “Ignorant fuck this is Winston.” Don Johnson directs to me.
 
                 We shake hands.
 
                 “Please, call me Iggy.” I say firing Don a fuck off grin.
 
   Winston’s about to say something to me and I about to make up some bullshit excuse when a hysterical woman running around the bar as though she’s on fire passes us repeating “She’s comin’ she’s comin’!”.  The music goes off and several party guests attempt to hide in a room that’s been cleared of most of the furniture.
 
                 “Surpriseeeee!” Screams the room.
 
                 Billie looks genuinely surprised and happy.  A huge smile adorns her face.  Benoit is making the most of his supporting role.  I step back as a queue forms to hug, kiss and wish Billie a happy birthday.  As I step out she spots me.  Her face barely moves and most people in the room don’t know her well enough to know the difference but Billie’s smile has changed.  Though it’s hardly moved a millimetre it’s now hollow.  I know this so I get myself another drink and return to the blossoming conversation with Winston.
 
   Winston had shot a pilot which was rejected and he subsequently re-edited it in order to market it to the DVD audience as a feature film with limited success.  He was in the middle of securing funding from multiple small companies and benefactors.  Businessmen who could use the line “I’m in film” as a way of picking up out of state tail while making the venture of most lunches between finance and completion tax deductable.  Don had recommended me to him as someone who could chaperone the D-List movie stars in the film.  Apparently there was something about me that was friendly and easy to be around.  I got Winston another drink and he told me all about his vision.
 
                 “Swasucka.” He announced.
 
                 “Excuse me?” I fought against choking on my drink.
 
                 “The film’s called Swasucka, it’s about a group of Black Nazis who get out of Germany before they lost the war and end up settin’ up a camp in the valley.  Plenty of blonde prisoners with big ass tits…all that exploitation shit!” Pitched Winston.
 
                 “Ok.” I digest “So it’s kinda like The Black Gestapo crossed’ with Women’s Camp 119 right?”
 
                 “Shit it’s nothin’ like Women’s Camp…or Black Gestapo” Winston got defensive quickly.
 
                 “If you say so…but it kinda is.”
 
                 “What do you know?”
 
                 “I know anyone involved in making this film is probably gonna die a slow and painful career death.  You ever been to Canada?”
 
                 “You don’t know shit!”
 
                 “I know Hollywood is run by Jews and the King Jew, there’s a King Jew right? Well he probably ain’t gonna ever look down that CV and think Swasucka…oh cool you’re that guy.” I finish another drink.
 
                 “I don’t give a fuck about that!”
 
                 “Oh…ok then.  Well then if you need a hand let me know.”
 
                 “Don thinks you are good with people?!  What makes you think I’m going to want your help after you were such a little bitch?” Asks Winston.
 
                 “Probably cos I’ve a ton of knowledge on this shit and Don Johnson knows this and that’s why he’s hooked us up on a man date.”
 
                 “What’s with you calling him Don Johnson?”
 
                 “Seriously?!” I ask baffled “He looks exactly like the fucker.”
 
                 “All you crackers look-a-like to me.” And with that Winston finished his drink.
 
   I had managed to avoid Billie longer than I had expected.  She was out of sight and then suddenly she was there.  Standing a foot away from me, waiting to be served at the free bar of her own birthday party.  My barman handed me another whiskey, I had coaxed him up as far as a half pint and was working on the other half.  She smiled awkwardly, it was a little stingy to have her so uncomfortable with me.
 
                 “Happy birthday.” I offered.
 
                 “Thanks.” She responded, already looking for a way out of this short and painful conversation.
 
                 “I can go.”
 
                 “No, don’t.”
 
                 “Seriously it’s no big deal.”
 
                 “Why’d you come?”
 
                 “Your brother bumped into me at the pier.” I confessed “Thought it would be weird if I didn’t.”
 
                 “Be weird if you didn’t?” Said Billie confused.
 
                 “He knows we’re close.”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “Were close,” I corrected myself “you look fucking beautiful.” I raise my glass “Again, happy birthday.”
 
   I down my drink and grab my cigarettes from my pocket and walk to the back patio.  I don’t expect her to follow.  She did look great.  Hair curled into ringlets and her curves in a black pencil skirt and a matching black top v necked to the naval.  Outside the air cooled my head, the whiskey and clipped conversation had pushed me to the point of overheating but the soothing breeze worked wonders on my constitution.  Chloe stood collecting glasses at the other side of the decked patio.  She smiled and made her way towards me.  I remember fondly our marathon mattress romps, she could screw for mankind.
 
   We had agreed to meet upstairs in the staff toilets to do some coke that Chloe had acquired from a portly financer who was trying to shake her tree to see what falls out.  She sized him up for a moment before realising that she’d probably kill him.  As I finished my pre-coke smoke I turned towards Tokyo to be confronted by Billie.  She stood reluctantly building herself up to something, three fingers of scotch sat on her breath.  She smiled as I approached, as I went to squeeze past her she took my hand.
 
                 “I’m an ass.” She offered.
 
                 “A very fine one at that.  You’re not.”
 
                 “Then rude, I should’ve been pleased to see you.”
 
                 “Well…you are what you are.”
 
                 “That didn’t come out right.” Her rich eyes watered, her face reddened.
 
                 “It’s ok Billie…seriously.”
 
                 “I am happy to see you.  I’m nervous.  I missed you.” She said.
 
                 “I missed you too…I’m sorry for what happened.  Things got confusing and I know we got complicated…I’m sorry.”
 
                 “You’re so sweet.”
 
                 “Ouch…”
 
                 We share a laugh, more out of relief than anything.
 
                 “I didn’t mean it like that either.” The red appears again.
 
                 “I know,” I take her hand again “birthday kiss?!” I offer.
 
                 “You want tongue?”
 
                 “Always muthafucka.”
 
                 I lean in and give her a tender touch on her soft red lips.  She runs her hand down my newly shaved face before our lips part.
 
                 “Thank you for coming.” Her face beaming to match what I was feeling.
 
                 “I’ll be around for a few more days; we should hang out a little.”
 
                 “You’re leavin’?” Billie seemed shocked.
 
                 “Can’t bum around Venice forever.”
 
                 “You going home?”
 
                 “You could say that.”  Now my eyes are watering.                
 
   Don Johnson appears over her shoulder, curious as to the goings on between his little sister and the Santa Monica hobo he had encountered earlier.  Normally this would be considered the greatest of blockings to my cock but emotions surrounding Billie recently had been high.  His appearance, his gooseberriness was welcoming.
 
                 “Don Johnson!” I exclaim changing the mood.
 
                 “I hear you’ve been chatting with Winston.”
 
                 “And that’s my cue.  Have an excellent birthday Billie.” I kiss her on the cheek before slipping past her and avoid the inspecting eye contact of her brother as he mentally searches our interactions to conclude what’s been occurring.  As I reach the wall of sound that was Tokyo’s dance floor I hear Johnson…
 
                 “So what’s going on sis…”
 
   Upstairs Chloe and I were joined by Gaz (the barman who had been serving me for most of the night) his girlfriend Tara who was also working the function and Winston who would brag about being clean since the Clinton years while simultaneously hoovering up more than his fair share without a hint of irony.  The cobwebs were building in my brain, I had hit a line the length of a ruler before realising that I was outside of the room tucked into a corner near the staircase.  I was fighting unconsciousness; I think I may have drunk too much.  Yeah that was definitely it.
 
   Chloe emerged from the room, gliding and rubbing her nose.  She docks with the outstretched arms of a man in an expensive dark suit with brown closely cropped hair.  Her swallows meet around the back of his neck.  Their faces collide and begin to rub against one another at the lips.
 
                 “Hey man,” A voice calls out from an uncertain direction “…the birthday girl’s looking ya!”
 
                 The two bodies separate.  Benoit pats Chloe on the ass before fist bumping with his bro.
 
                 “You having a good night bro?” Asks the friend.
 
                 “The best bro.”
 
                 “Who’s the piece of ass?”
 
                 “Waitress I’ve hit a couple of times…freaky lil bitch.” Boasted Benoit.
 
                 “You takin’ a run at that tonight?” His friends asks with a tone of permission.
 
                 “Road is clear man.  I got to attend to Billie.  She’s got ideas of leaving LA.”
 
                 “You seriously ain’t leaving right?”
 
                 “Fuck no.  I’ll get her to stay,” Benoit continued “you put a ring there and they pretty much do whatever the fuck you want.”
 
                 “Marriage?!” His friend sounded incensed by the word.
 
                 “Fuck no,” Benoit was laughing “though it doesn’t hurt to let her think. Am I right?”
 
   I had heard enough.  I was walking towards him before I had even realised it and before I could stop myself I was punching Benoit; two, three, four times.  His friend laid a dig into the back of my head but the whiskey and coke had taken over.  I turned and drew the butt of my hand down on his nose shattering it and spraying the front of both of our jackets in his blood.  Benoit was back to his feet, I hit him again before grabbing him by the seat of his pants and throwing him down the stairs.  He cleared ten of them before he hit the rest; tumbling down to the hard wood floor and a sickening thud.  As I step over him I spot two teeth bathing in a pool of blood close to his head.  It sobered me up quickly.  The entire party, minus Gaz, Tara and Winston who were probably screwing by now, stopped what they were doing and turned their attention to me.  As Billie appeared from the doorway of the patio she lets out a scream before running across the room.  I turn and hastily exit Tokyo.  Halfway towards Hollywood and Whitley Avenue Billie catches up with me, she digs her finger nails into my arm before spinning me around and slapping me across the face.
 
                 “What the fuck is the matter with you?!” She screams, in floods of tears.
 
                 “Me?!  What’s the matter with me?!”
 
                 “You could have killed him.  You fuckin’ animal!” She slaps me again.
 
                 “Fuck him.”
 
                 “You cunt!  I can’t believe I ever thought you could be…you fuckin’ asshole!”
 
                 “Could be what Billie?”
 
                 “What we did was wrong and I’m sorry if I hurt you but that doesn’t give you the right to beat my boyfriend to a…”
 
                 “This is not about us,” I scream “seriously!  Open your fucking eyes.  He’s using you and you let him.  He’s shitting all over everything you think is important and you let him.”
 
                 Don Johnson and Chloe have caught up with us, Chloe has smudges of blood on her knees.
 
                 “What the fuck are you talking about?” Billie says almost inaudibly.
 
                 “Ask her,” I point to Chloe “ask Benny, or your friend upstairs,” I point to Don “ask them all.”
 
                 “Doug I like you man but that shit is outta hand.  You’d better get out of here before the cops turn up,” offered Don “and do me a favour buddy…stay away.”
 
   I turn my attention back to Billie.  She’s still; perfectly still.  Piecing together what little that came out of my mouth that made sense together.  Chloe takes a step back and makes an effort to turn and run.  Don Johnson grabs her by the arm.
 
                 “No you don’t.” He says.
 
                 Now Chloe and Billie are looking at me.
 
                 “I’m sorry.”
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   THE FOLLOWING MORNING was the worst morning I had experienced since leaving Ireland.  Normally the bad mornings were made from nights that couldn’t be recalled.  You would spend hours trying to figure out who was staring at you, why they were looking at you that way.  Who liked you, who hated you, who you had to apologise to.  Eventually it was easier to just get drunk again and say “fuck it”.
 
   This morning was different.  I remembered everything; I was a catalogue of pain, bruises, sickness and regret.  I couldn’t think about the latter half of the evening without shuddering.  When I finally braved opening my eyes my clothes were in a pile in the middle of the room covered in blood.  It had dried to the carpet leaving a stain that glued my previously white tee shirt to the cheap black flooring.  I hadn’t noticed but I had the six bed dorm to myself.  The rest of the travellers of the world occupying room 106 had either checked out or requested to be sharing with someone who was less of a fucking lunatic.  There was a knock on the door.  Andrei entered with a written request from the management of Lost Angeles.  It read:
 
   Dear Mr. Morgan,
 
   As of the morning of the 13th June 2006 we would request that you vacate the premises of the Lost Angeles International Hostel, Venice CA.  The staff at the location have documented several incidents of late that they deem unsuitable and unacceptable.  The remainder of your balance will be used against the cost of cleaning.  Should you fail to do so the necessary authorities will have to be notified.
 
    
 
   Gareth Harper,
 
   Bookings Manager
 
   Lost Angeles, CA
 
    
 
   Andrei had obviously been privy to the contents of the letter as he had bought a deck of Marlboro Reds, he had been smoking mine for weeks, he gave me a cigarette which I smoked still working up the courage to make the call.  I phoned Billie, it went straight to voicemail.  I binned one pair of jeans, one tee shirt and the suit jacket before showering, putting on another pair of jeans, white tee shirt and packing up the other five in a small bag before leaving Lost Angeles for the last time.
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   DANNY HAD MOVED out of our Eglantine apartment.  It had been an eventful week; he had come out to us on the Monday, introduced us to his new boyfriend on Wednesday and by Friday had moved his belongings back to his parent’s house in North Belfast while he prepared to move to Arizona with his new rugged dreamboat.  Friday night had seen a kamikaze blow out at the Botanic Inn, not my favourite bar but hell it wasn’t my leaving party.
 
   Janie and I had become close friends of late.  She’d have me round to her house to the whisper of her University roommates; we’d eat Thai, drink Italian and talk shit until the first glimpses of dark blue in the night sky lightened signalling the dawning of a new day.  Janie would rush to bed and more often than not I would crash on her floor rather than brave the hour long walk home.  Her sound was distinctive, by the fifth step leading to our apartment door I could tell it was her though her knock was different.  Slow and steady breathing stopped me from being violently sick as I staggered from my newly acquired bedroom and to our apartment door.  The knocking continued and seemingly accompanied by something else.  I open the door; Janie is in floods of tears.  Something was wrong.
 
                 I point to Alvin who’s popped an inquisitive head into the green hallway to see what all the commotion was about.  Alvin could be as inappropriate as I was but he didn’t seem to understand emotions or facial expressions, for the most part I enjoyed this about him.  I even supposed he was on the spectrum but now wasn’t the time.  Guiding Janie into the living room I set her down on the couch before grabbing a pair of tracksuit bottoms from a clothes horse which weren’t mine and put them on.  I figure whatever’s wrong needs to be faced without the threat of my balls slipping out of my underwear the moment I sit down.
 
   Her tears were constant and choking.  Her eyes red, her face almost black from running mascara and her speech unstructured, inaudible and frantic.  I bring her a coffee, black with one sugar.  I wasn’t sure how she likes it, it dawned on me that we had never really had coffee so I made it the way I liked it.  She took the mug from me.  It was the same mug that Mary had clocked me with.  Her hands shook from the convulsions in her chest as she raised the mug to her lips scolding her hand.  She barely noticed.  Steadying her hand with mine I knelt in front of her and tried to calm her breathing.  Slowly the choking steadied and slowed, her breathing became controllable.  Even her eyes stopped flowing.
 
                 “Janie darlin, what’s wrong?” I ask.
 
   I could see the cogs work as Janie began formulating a response, immediately and violently she erupted again.  This time louder and with more unpredictable breathing than before.  I took a seat beside her, placing my arm around her shoulder and simply held her.  It took an hour to calm her down this time.
 
   Janie was in the bathroom fixing her face; I rummaged in my new room looking for my box of clothes.  I had Danny’s room and was yet to unpack.  All I had was Richard’s tracksuit bottoms and the clothing I had wore to Danny’s going away party the night before.  I leap into the sweat and tobacco scented denim and tee shirt and threw my boots on.  My stomach was a violent sea of nausea, the fear in my blood was preventing any task with the smallest amount of thought required from being achievable.  The shock was still too fresh for fear, sorrow and the pain that would soon live in my chest to set in.  The shock was as though someone had spiked my system.  I was no longer in control of my heart or head.
 
   Janie had gotten a call from her parents to let her know they were going to be in Belfast and would like to meet up.  She had considered this to be weird.  Though they were a close family they never simply met up for anything and they were never, ever, simply in Belfast.  For a moment Janie had thought that her mum was sick again but her voice was different to the last time that a family meeting was called.  She arrived at Tess’s house were the majority of the family sat awkwardly as they waited for someone to say something, to initiate the reason why they were all there.  The mystery would be the last moment of serenity that Janie should have savoured.  Miriam took her husband’s hand and a jump into the words she had rehearsed over and over on the drive up.
 
                 “Ok so there’s only one real way,” Miriam falters “I mean…Kelly.  Kelly’s sick.”
 
                 The severity wouldn’t be clear until Miriam regained her composure but the news rocked everyone.  The news rocked me.  Kelly hadn’t been feeling well of late.  The last time I had saw her was when Janie had me over and I had failed to exit before her return.  She had lost her appetite and weight rather quickly; Ramblin’ Rick had put it down to stress and had whisked her away on a Barcelona mini break.  When they returned she lost even more weight and began noticing blood in her urine.  When the fatigue became too much and the vitamin supplements she self prescribed had zero affect Kelly broke her rule and went to her doctor.  He quickly referred her to a specialist who consulted a Gynaecologist.  The diagnosis was back within three days.  Kelly had cervical cancer, stage 4A to be specific.  The scheduling of the staging surgery came with a phone call to her parents.  The next conversation she would have would be with the Oncologist assigned to her case.  As her parents sat with Tess, Janie and Rick in the waiting room they had managed to convince themselves that the surgery would be the end of it.  There had been cancer but it wasn’t as bad as what the internet says and the surgery, well the surgery would take care of it all and Kelly would be home the second she was strong enough to get out of bed.  The illusion was shattered the moment they entered her recovery suite.  Kelly’s face, though tired and fragile and washed of colour wore something that none of them could have prepared for.  There was a map of the road ahead, the dark path painted across her eyes.  The surgery had brought the worst possible news.  The cervical cancer had spread, had stretched out into her vagina, her rectum and bowel, even her bladder had become affected.  What had frightened Kelly the most was how her body had betrayed her.  Aside from fatigue and some pain during intercourse she had been in the dark about what was occurring on a microscopic level, in her body, each day as she ran her shop, drank with friends and planned the large princess wedding she had always dreamed of.
 
   Kelly put the bravest face on her prognosis for her loved ones.  She brushed past the surgeries and chemotherapy that was in her immediate future and told them it was all going to be ok.  It was all going to be fine.
 
                 “A little radiotherapy, they said I’ll probably feel sick from it.” Kelly explained.
 
   Rick hopped a flight.  He had sent his apologies to Kelly’s parents but as he explained he “just couldn’t do it”.  It was all too much for him.  
 
                 “He’s got nice handwriting.” Was all Miriam could say before ripping the letter into pieces and instructing Janie to go to their house and get some “things” for Kelly’s room.
 
   Janie had got as far as the front door when she broke down and ended up on my doorstep.  I’ve no idea how the cab driver even understood her.  We’d leave the apartment, it’s unusually quiet.  Richard and Alvin had heard enough of the goings on to stay in their rooms until the tension had vacated the apartment.  I took a moment to breathe at the top of the stairs before I left.  The shock was normalising, leaving me drained and nauseated.
 
   We decided to let the cab leave when we arrived at the house on the Belmont Road.  What we were about to do was not something we could put a time limit on.  It was going to be emotional, exhausting, confusing and feel significantly longer than it would be.  An unfamiliar grey Audi was parked in the driveway.  As we reached the front door an older couple emerge from the house carrying several bags and boxes.  The man looks like a bald wrinkly Rick.  The look on their faces is one of shame, they should be ashamed.  “Their son…” I thought.
 
                 “Hello.” Said the dad.
 
                 “You’re Rick’s parents right?” It came out more of a statement than a question.
 
                 “We are.” Responds the mum
 
                 “I see he’s keeping his hands clean.” Janie stifles a wall of tears.
 
                 “He’s terribly upset dear. His grandmother had…”
 
                 “Don’t you fuckin’ dear me!” Explodes Janie
 
                 “Richard’s done nothing wrong here.  He didn’t want to postpone anything…that was Kelly’s decision.” His dad pipes up.
 
                 “Oh my fucking god she’s sick!  Excuse-fuckin-me if she doesn’t fancy marching down a fuckin’ aisle right now!” Janie’s explosion surpasses her previous.
 
                 “I think this is something you need to discuss with your sister dear.” Offers the mum
 
                 “You tell your son if I ever see him again he’ll be brushing his teeth with his own cock,” I blurted out before smiling “you have yourself a good fuckin’ day now.”
 
   We push past Rick’s parents, frozen with shock, made statue like by the storm of swear words that smashed into them.  What his mum had said played on my mind, I could see it played on Janie’s too.  Kelly had cooled on marriage recently, Janie like everyone else had assumed that it had been because she had discovered she was sick but The Prick’s parents seemed to think otherwise.  That was no excuse for him not being around though; he was still a spineless fuck for not manning up.  Inside the house was dark, cold.  Rick had not been there in a while.  Childishly I knocked a piece of his modern art from the wall.  Janie’s convulsions are making their way to the surface again.  I sit her down on the couch, the same couch we shared all those weeks previous before climbing the stairs to Kelly and Rick’s room.  I ignore the photo, framed in silver, of Kelly and Ramblin’ Rick in Rome and head straight to the wardrobe.  I took the small suitcase from the bottom of the built-in wardrobe and packed two floral dresses, seven nightgowns, slippers, pants, bras, tooth brush, make-up bag, her iPod, some jewellery, even some fake tan.  I came to her polka dot collection; dozens of dresses, all in different colours, styles and fabric.  All staring out at me like Benetton Dalmatians.  Regardless of style they all hung to the same length.  My eyes tracked along the hems, all the same, all level.  She had an almost pathological hatred of her legs.  I never saw why, I loved them.  I just assumed she was crazy.
 
   I had no idea what I was doing, I was miles out of my depth but I was trying.  Trying to help, trying to keep busy, and trying not to think about the fact that Kelly had been rotting from the inside. It was probably even when we were together, that last Christmas together when she was tired, I was drunk and we spent our days in silence.  She would have had less treatment ahead of her then, she wouldn’t be preparing for more surgery for radiotherapy and chemotherapy, for the prospect of losing her womb, her fertility; everything she left me to pursue, marriage, children, breast feeding, trips to the park, first tooth, first kiss, and first communion.  If only she was paying attention to her body, there must have been signs.  She missed them because she had to deal with me, then when I was no longer the issue she was dealing with the guilt of what my life had become, guilt I shoved in her face with every drink and screw.  I didn’t know how long I had been crying but my legs couldn’t hold my weight any longer and then I was on the floor, eyes filled with water, nose running, chest convulsing, unable to breathe, unable to move, unable to do anything but weep.
 
   We left Kelly’s house after an hour, cab waiting, bags packed; the grimmest of trips.  Belfast City Hospital was ten minutes walk from my apartment.  The large yellow tower block could be seen from most places on the Lisburn Road.  It all became surreal when I walked into the Cancer Centre and saw the family I used to spend Christmas with.  They looked older.  I handed Alan the suitcase as Miriam rushed to wrap her arms around me, as she did I pulled Janie in too.  A spontaneous family hug broke out in the middle of the waiting room.
 
   “Thank you for the help son, it’s good to have you here.” Offered Alan.
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “Doug’s been brilliant mum.” Beamed Janie.
 
                 She smiled; I got the feeling Janie had spoke to prevent someone else from doing so.
 
                 “How is she?” I asked.
 
                 I wished to God they’d have something incredible to tell me.
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   FOR THE FIRST two weeks the world stopped.  Alan and Miriam camped out at the hospital day and night, Tess came most evenings to let them away for dinner, Janie had submitted a line to the University that excused her from pretty much everything.  Eventually the day-to-day demanded to be tended to, Alan and Miriam returned to Bangor, coming up every other night.  Tess would visit between lessons at the court; Janie still camped out Monday to Friday but spent the weekends on her back completely inebriated.  I booked two days annual leave a week so I could go to the hospital, change her flowers, air the room, run all the errands required while Kelly slept.  Her face was sharp.  She had always had such soft beautiful features but they had eroded and been replaced by greyish sharp edges, tight angles.
 
   The days of her surgery brought the family back together in the family room of the Cancer Centre.  I would sleep in my bed these days; I could barely look at the sorrow in Miriam’s sunken eyes.  The surgeons took everything.  They removed her womb, vagina, rectum, and half her bladder.  They had emptied Kelly and still the radiation continued.  The Oncologist was concerned about her “margins”, there was talk of further surgeries.
 
                 “Christ sake,” mourned Alan “what’s left to take out of her?!”
 
                 I had been napping in the family room, my jacket as a pillow when the nurse woke me.
 
                 “She’s awake if you want to see her Mr. Morgan.” She whispered.  Her eyes were soft, face fresh.  The freshest I’d seen in a long time.
 
                 “I don’t know…”
 
                 “You’ve been camped out here for weeks now.  If you’re not here to see her.”
 
                 She didn’t need to finish her pep talk.
 
   I got to my feet, my legs heavy, back sore.  I walked to the entrance of her room before knocking.  Her head turned as I appeared in the doorway.  She managed a smile but only just.  I was convinced it would crack her fragile face.
 
                 “So I hear you’ve been wonderful.” Her voice cracked from dehydration.
 
                 “That sounds like me.” I said as I held the glass of water I had refreshed an hour previously to her lips.
 
                 “It’s really nice to see you again even if you look like shit.” She mocked regaining her voice “You not sleepin’?”
 
                 I hadn’t laughed in forever.  It felt better than any drug.
 
                 “You don’t need to be here.  After everything we’ve been through I couldn’t blame you if you were sick of the sight of me and I’m sure there’s a little lady wondering where you are.”
 
                 “Thank you very fuckin’ much,” I blurted “kindly fuck up and let those who care take care of you.  It’s about all we can do.”
 
                 “I’m just saying.  I don’t want to get you in the dog house.”
 
                 “You’re fishing Marley.”
 
                 “I am not.”
 
                 “Yeah whatever.  The only lady in my life at the minute is Miss Kitty Fantastico and as long as she gets her Go-Cat she won’t miss me much.”
 
                 “Thank you.” Kelly face beamed with a bona fide smile.
 
                 “For what?”
 
                 “For not making a cheap pussy joke.”
 
                 “I’ll have you know that no pussy joke is cheap.”
 
                 Her smile blossoms into a laugh.  It’s intoxicating.
 
                 “Don’t make me laugh.” She pleads “I’ll pee and I’m already incredibly alluring enough.”
 
                 “No more jokes ok?!”
 
                 Kelly nodded and took another sip.
 
                 “How’re you feeling?” I look up at her but she’s drifted off to sleep.
 
   Our week flew in; Kelly would go to chemotherapy in the morning, she would return in the afternoon, drained, sick.  I would sit by her with a bucket until the nausea passed.  The nurse would change her colostomy bag and in the early evening she would sit in the armchair in the corner of the room while I painted her toe nails or read a book that had been sent up to the hospital from her shop.  I bought her a docking station for her iPod.  I was giving her a foot massage when it came on.
 
                 “I feel unhappy”
 
                 “I feel so sad”
 
                 “I’ve lost the best friend”
 
                 “I’ve ever had”
 
                 Kelly looked at me from under her heavy eyelids.
 
                 “D’you do that on purpose?” She asked
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “The song.”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “That one seems to follow us around.” She threw off.
 
                 “That’s what made it our song.” I said.
 
                 “No it wasn’t.”
 
                 “I’m going through changes”
 
                 “Yes it was.”
 
                 “I’m going through changes”
 
                 “You remember our first date?” I asked.
 
                 “Don’t.”
 
                 “Don’t what?”
 
                 “Don’t make this hard…or weird.” Kelly had closed off.
 
                 “We shared the years”
 
                 “We shared each day”
 
                 “I didn’t mean to…”
 
                 Kelly interrupted “I’m sorry Doug.  You’ve been real good to me, especially after…”
 
                 “Forget it…and forget that stutterin’ cunt.” It gets a laugh out of Kelly.
 
                 “I know you always thought me and Rick got together before…” Her throat dried.
 
                 “It’s not important anymore.”
 
                 “We didn’t.  He was a friend and then he was great because he wasn’t you.”
 
                 “Fuck off!”
 
                 “You know what I mean,” she took a drink “and then…well here we are.  But we weren’t.”
 
                 “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I asked, fighting the tears.
 
                 “You needed to hate me.  I think maybe I needed you to hate me.  It made it easier for me.”
 
                 “I never,” that was kind of a lie, I stopped before it went from little white to black “…I don’t hate you anymore.”
 
                 “My mum is totally smitten with you now.” Kelly said with a smile.
 
                 “Your mum’s always been smitten with me fool!” I boasted.
 
                 “No,” she argued “she used to think you drank too much.”
 
                 “I do.”
 
                 “…and she didn’t like the fact that you smoked…but she’s sooo in love with you now.”
 
                 “Your dad had better watch out, Miriam’s still a quality piece of ass.”
 
                 Kelly laughed so hard she went into a coughing fit.
 
                 “Are you going to make a hat trick of Marley women?”
 
                 “I never slept with your sister Kel.” I said calmly.
 
                 “It’s ok if you did.” She said.
 
                 “Well I didn’t.  I wouldn’t.”
 
                 “Oh yeah why’s that?”
 
                 “It doesn’t matter.” I deflect.
 
                 “Why’s that?” She persists.
 
                 “Because I love you.” I said.
 
                 “Even with all.” She waves her hands around her midsection.
 
                 “You think I’m that fickle.”
 
                 “That wouldn’t be fickle.”
 
                 “Fuck off,” I say before restating “I love you.”
 
   Kelly blew me a kiss and fell asleep in the chair.  When the nurse came I’d help her keep Kelly’s machine leads from tangling as I lifted her up into my arms and carry her to bed.  The cancer has been ruthless on my girl, she weighed next to nothing.  I worried I’d break her.
 
    
 
   I was on first name basis with Kelly’s Oncologist.  It had got to the point where when he came around he would ask everyone to leave the room but me.  Kelly had begun holding my hand when he was in with us explaining progress, then she’d hold it regardless of whether he was there or not.  She would kiss me goodnight when she was awake enough to remember.  Charles asked everyone to leave the room; I got up from the armchair and took my place on the side of her bed.  I held her small, bony grey right hand in mine, grey like bad meat – as he went about breaking the news.  I had gotten to know Charles’ face.  The signs were all there.  Forced smile, flat eyebrows, zero eye contact…fuck.  Kelly’s cancer had spread.  It had gotten into her liver and from there the blood.
 
                 “At this point it becomes more about managing your level of pain and making you as comfortable as possible.” Charles stated regretfully.
 
   Kelly simply nodded.  When he left she asked me to tell her family.  I’ve never agreed as quickly to do something I wanted to do less.  I would have cursed her for asking this of me if…if I didn’t love her so much.  Damn Kelly.  I walked to the waiting room like a man on death row does to the chair, his chair.  Stepping inside I closed the door behind me.  Then the convulsions started.
 
   The morphine drip had left Kelly in the uninhabited realm between consciousness and unconsciousness.  When I could I slipped outside for a cigarette and hated myself for doing so but I would quit when I was strong enough.  I had a pain in my chest but I was sure it would pass eventually.  Belfast was grey, sunlight had been missing from the capital for days.  The rain threw down upon the streets, buildings and windows in biblical proportions.  I sat in the armchair which I had now pulled to the side of the bed so I could sleep closer to Kelly.  I had recently been prescribed reading glasses which I was getting used to as they balanced on the edge of my nose.  I read aloud to Kelly from my first edition of 1984.
 
                 “I love you too.” Kelly murmured.
 
                 The sun lit up the sky for the first time in over a week on the morning of Kelly’s funeral.
 
    
 
   24
 
   MY EXODUS FROM LOST ANGELES brought no leaving party, no fine reception of friends.  Not even a goodbye beyond Andrei’s wave.  The hostel had slowly replaced all known bodies; all exhausted and starved faces had been swapped out for new ones.  Ones with promise, they weren’t hiding from anything.  There was no skeletons in their closets just camouflage khaki shorts, flip flops and styling gel to sculpt their spice boy haircuts.  A ten minute search online found a motel near Muscle Beach that promised “Hollywood quality comfort for low dollars!”, I had one hundred of those low dollars left in my pocket and with my one sad bag I pounded the yellow grained pavement from Lost Angeles to the Motel for Movie Stars (an oxymoron if ever there was one).
 
   The Korean woman behind the counter took my passport without a word.  She took a second, squinted, glance at me, then back to the brown weather-beaten document, then me, then the passport again.  “Christ have I aged that fuckin’ much?!” I asked myself.  Eventually she hands me the passport back, hands me is probably the wrong term – rather she dropped in on the counter in my general direction before ringing through a nights stay.  Clawing the ten dollar bill into the register and handing me a room key, I say handing…
 
                 “Room 12!” She yelled.
 
   I pick up my room key and walked down the dark and silent corridor until I reached the room.  Room 12 wouldn’t have looked out of place on Law & Order, an end of corridor room on the ground floor adjoining the fire exit.  The door shows sign of a heavy kicking but the lock is new, sturdy.  I throw my bag on to the bed and then having spied the lights of a liquor store exit via the fire door, propping it open with a bin before crossing the parking lot and slipping into store.  I grab some Doritos and a six pack of Sam Adams before heading to the cash register and point out the cheapest bottle of vodka my eyes can find and a pack of Marlboro Reds.  Slipping back in through the fire exit I grab two bags of ice from the machine and empty them into the bathroom sink before driving the beer and vodka bottle into the glassy structure in the green porcelain wash basin.  I thumb through the change in my pocket, there’s probably enough for something to eat and the last ingredient.  
 
   Paco was as white as I am but years under the sun had weathered and worn his skin to a dry, brown, leather that resembled my old man’s wallet.  He stood on his corner smoking cigarettes and listening to a walkman, staring blankly out to see.  Every twenty minutes a man dressed like Jesus, only seven foot tall, walks past and tried to save Paco’s soul.  The two men have been having the same fight for fuck knows how long.
 
                 “Hey baby.” Paco said to me blowing a smoke ring into the silenced Venice boardwalk.
 
                 “You well Paco?” I always tried to small talk him as though I’d hurt his feelings if I treated my interactions with the drug dealer as purely business.
 
                 “I’m as well as the Earth mutha man.” He offered.
 
                 “You mind?” I flash my cigarettes and light up beside him “How’s biniz this evening?”
 
                 “Fucking Jesus’ scaring off my people,” he said unemotionally “I think he’s a narc.  I might have to kill him this night.”
 
                 “Well be careful with that shit.  The last guy who did the same thing got a bad rap for himself.”
 
                 Paco nods as though what I had said had contained any real advice.
 
                 “So were you looking anything my Irish friend?”
 
   I hand him a note I’ve scribbled on the back of an In and Out napkin with fifty bucks tucked up inside it.  He reads it before putting it in his pocket.  Finishing his cigarette he turns and makes eye contact with me.  Shaking my hand he palms me a plastic bottle which I put in my pocket.
 
   Paco walks up the boardwalk, he usually circles the block after a transaction.  Jesus marches over to him and attempts to put an arm around him, the two men bicker until they are swallowed up by the night and eventually their sound is drowned by the sea.  I light a second cigarette and take a moment with Venice.  She had been there for me the whole time I was in California.  She had housed and fed me, I wasn’t good being alone.  It led to thoughts all too often.  A couple of homeless teenagers approached me looking for some spare change; I gave them twenty dollars when I saw one of them was wearing a Black Sabbath tee shirt.
 
   When I got back to the motel someone had moved the bin so I had to pass the angry Korean lady.  I got to the front door but she wasn’t there.  As I entered I could see her halfway up the corridor, outside door 6 or 7 I thought, manically banging on the door as a TV raged inside.
 
                 “Too loud!  Shut up!” She roared.
 
   I past her as quietly as I could, opened my door and slipped inside.  Turning on the TV I grabbed a beer from the bathroom sink turned on the magic fingers and lay down with a cold one.  Every time I closed my eyes I saw Kelly’s face.  Not as it was when she passed but from the first time we were together, when she was healthy, happy.  No vision had ever hurt so much.  My chest tightened every time I thought of her and how I’d never see her again.  Thinking of Billie used to lift that but I had fucked that up too.  Benoit was an asshole but there was surely a better way of dealing with it.  The only consolation was that perhaps she knew, maybe she had pressured Chloe, even if she lied maybe there’s a chance that, when asked, Benoit would contradict her and the whole thing would come crumbling down.  Billie would be upset but she’d get over it, she’d be better off without him and certainly better off without me.  
 
   Home came to mind.  I’d never really thought of home before, I’d thought of how to escape – at one point me and Kelly were even going to sell up and move to the Sunshine state.  “Funny how things work themselves out” I thought.  I had taken provisions to spare my mum, my poor wee Irish mummy who had dealt with so much heart ache in her life…too much heartache.  I had the idea of destroying my passport, with no I.D I’d be a John Doe, just another junkie in the City of Angels who can’t hold his mud.  Then I remembered the Korean, she had taken a photocopy of it.  The police would get my I.D from her; they’d contact the Embassy who would reach out to the Passport Office who’d inevitably trace current travel documentation, a renewal, to the original my mum got for me when I was six years old.  “The world is a book,” she told me as we filled in the application form “and those who don’t travel never get past the first page Douglas”.
 
   Deep breaths. Composure.  I dialled Mum.  She answered on the second ring; she never had that thing away from her hand.
 
                 “Hello.” She said conservatively.
 
                 “Morning Mum.” I wasn’t entirely sure what was going to follow that opener.
 
                 “Awk hello Douglas.  I haven’t heard your voice in ages.  Are you keeping well?”
 
                 “I’m good Mum.” I best keep it short.
 
                 “What’s the weather like?”
 
                 “Well it’s night so…dark but it’s usually great.  Just as you’d expect really.”
 
                 “Awk that’s good, and are you having a good time?”
 
                 “I am Mum yeah.”
 
                 “That’s wonderful son.  You’ve had such a hard time darling I hoped you’d get yourself a job there and just be happy.”
 
                 “Funny you should say that.” My lip was vibrating, eyes stinging from holding it all together.
 
                 “Why’s that son?” She asked excitedly.
 
                 “There’s a guy I know,” eyes sting “he’s sorted me out with a paid gig.”
 
                 “Wow Doug that’s great news…congratulations love, you deserve it.  Do you miss me?”
 
                 She was waiting for an answer to a question I hadn’t really considered.
 
                 “Of course.” I offered.
 
                 “Aye I bet.  You meet any nice girls out there?”
 
                 “Yeah one.”
 
                 “What’s she like?  What’s her name?”
 
                 “Mum,” eyes sting “I got to go, I’m actually workin’ at the minute I just wanted to call and tell you I love you; you old bird.”
 
                 “I love you too son.  I won’t keep you, I’m sure you’re very busy.  Will you be home for Christmas?”
 
                 “That’s months away.”
 
                 “I know but it’s not cheap getting all that way.”
 
                 “I dunno right now.  I’ll try.”
 
                 “Ok love, well I’ll let you go.  Make sure you call more often I’m always worrying about you when you’re quiet.  You keep too much bottled up love, always ha…”
 
                 “Mum I gotta go.”
 
                 “Ok son, love you.”
 
                 I got off the phone just in time.  Talking to the old lady was painful; she’d had a tough life.  Dad was a useless alcoholic who couldn’t let anyone have anything if he didn’t have it; an angry drunk who was a little too chatty with his fists.  Then there was my sister Tara and her increasingly awful taste in men, my brother was a layabout who got into drugs and was in and out of shit jobs and correctional facilities at a regular basis and then there was me.  I got out of North Belfast as quickly as I could, got an education, worked hard to do something other than hang out at corner shops in tracksuits with small bags of cheap grass in my pockets.  She’d have to arrange for my body to be shipped home.  I would complete the foursome of fuck wits that would blight her life.  I was regretful of that more than anything.  Yet I’d be kind enough to ensure she wouldn’t have to wade through my shit to check my pulse but I wasn’t exactly making life easy for her.  I just hoped that maybe they couldn’t locate her.  Maybe.  I was ready but I had one more call to make.  This time it rang for a little longer before I got the ‘recently woken but pretending to be up and busy’ voice that I had mastered while at University.
 
                 “Hey what’s up?!”
 
                 “I wake you Janie?” I already knew the answer.
 
                 “Who’s this?”
 
                 “Real quick I want you to tell me what you’re wearing, don’t even think about it just lay it on me.”
 
                 “Doug?!  Holy fuck!  Where the fuck have you been?  Seriously I’ve been worried fuckin’ shitless about you…”
 
                 “I’m in LA and…”
 
                 “That’s quite a distance for a booty call but if you want to make yourself comfortable.” She teased like the old days, it was nice.
 
                 “Don’t you’re makin’ my nuts tighten.”
 
                 “It’s good to hear from you.  What the fuck you doing in LA?”
 
                 “I just needed to get away for a bit is all.”
 
                 “You having fun?  Hittin’ it and quittin’ it?”
 
                 “Something like that.”
 
                 “So what makes me deserving of this?”
 
                 “I don’t think I’m coming home Janie…” there was a silence.
 
                 “Oh.”
 
                 “Yeah,” eyes sting again “…and I just wanted you to hear it from me.”
 
                 “Appreciate it Doug.  Are you ok?”
 
                 “Yup.”
 
                 “Seriously.  The last time I saw you…you weren’t too...”
 
                 “Yeah I’m good Janie,” I fight back a throat thing “LA is exactly what I need right now.”
 
                 “I’m glad.  Keep in touch ok?!  I’ll come visit when I get a chance, you can show me the sights.  Take me to the Saddle Ranch…ok?”
 
                 “Take care kiddo.  I love you.”
 
                 Hanging up I wiped the tears and snot from my face, my eyes closed I saw them all.  My mum, Kelly, Janie…Billie.  Oh for fuck sake Billie.  What the fuck have I let inside me?  I had made such a conscious effort and yet it was completely in vain.
 
   I had allowed myself to fall for her and in doing so had been dragging her down to my level ever since.  She was beautiful, smart, an incredible person, capable of great things in her life.  I had presented to her my best face, had attempted to trick her even.  Show her the uncomplicated fun loving self and before she knows it, there’s a twisted, scarred, tortured and burnt torso convulsing on her carpet that’s she now responsible for nurturing back to some degree of health.  My chest was so tight I thought I was going to black out.  Billie had no idea how fortunate she was.  Had that answer machine not kicked in when it did she could have sealed the deal with a corpse.  With someone who could never fully give her his heart because he had trained it to stop beating and yet it did.  Every time I was around her, even her birthday party, I felt alive.  
 
   My heart would be wedged in my throat; my brain would be operating slower than was required to formulate a sentence.  Blinking would become a hassle as it took away time that could be dedicated to staring at her.  I loved her, I had no idea how I hadn’t seen it earlier.  How it wasn’t obvious to me when I still had something of a life worth saving, when I could have done something about it; when I hadn’t committed a serious assault on her boyfriend in her brothers restaurant on her birthday.  Thoughts were racing through my head at a mile per minute.  My phone rang; I ignored it and carried on.  I got another beer, it was the second I could remember taking but the last in the ice.  The vodka was gone too and the ice had lost form as it acquainted itself with room temperature.  My thoughts were fuzzy but not from alcohol.  I checked the bottle of pills Paco sold me, I had done it.  The night had been spent thinking over everything that had went wrong, everything I had done without thought of consequence, everyone I had hurt and lost along the way.  My arms on autopilot feeding me morphine based painkillers and cheap booze.  I could feel my self awareness shrink and retreat inside myself as my phone rang again.  I glanced at it.  The call was from Billie.  I grabbed it, dropping it at first before finally concentrating on my actions enough to successfully answer the call.
 
                 “Hello.” I mutter.
 
                 “Hey.” Billie sounded upset.
 
                 “Hey.”
 
                 “Look I know we haven’t been on best terms recently but I need to ask a favour.” She said.
 
                 “What is it?”
 
                 “I got into it a bit with Benoit and I need you to come over to drive me to the hospital.”
 
                 The drugs have my head cloudy; I know the name of the place but not the words to share it.
 
                 “Doug?”
 
                 My head is fuzzy; it feels like I’m listening to a washing machine while under water.  I almost strain a muscle trying to focus.
 
                 “Doug!” Billie insists “You still there?”
 
                 “Yeah,” I force out “I’d love to Billie but I can’t…I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Look about what I said.”
 
                 “It’s fine Billie.  You were right.”
 
                 “No that’s just it.  I’m sorry, I said some horrible shit to you and I’m sorry.  You were right about Benoit.”
 
                 “Wait,” my cotton wool brain finally processed what Billie had said “why do you need to go to the hospital?” 
 
                 This time it’s Billie’s turn to be silent.
 
                 “Billie what did he do?” My tongue felt big, dry, heavy.
 
                 “It’s fine, we got into it a bit but it’s fine.  He hit me.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Oh don’t worry I hit the fucker back but I think I might’ve broken my fuckin’ hand and my lip may need a couple of stitches.”
 
                 “Yeah.” I’m a little confused what we’re talking about…I’ve lost track.
 
                 “Doug!”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “Doug you sound weird,” I was feeling weird but not too weird to be able to register the concern on Billie’s voice “…are you drunk?”
 
                 “I’m a little fucked up Billie.” I confessed “I’m not going to be able to drive you to the hospital I’m afraid.” My eyes sting from fighting back the desire to cry.
 
                 “No worries I’ll phone my brother.”
 
                 “I’m so, so sorry Billie.”
 
                 “Don’t worry about it Doug.”
 
                 “Just know that ok?”
 
                 “Seriously it’s no big deal.  I had no right asking, look I need to see you…before you leave.”
 
                 “Before I…” I’ve lost track again.
 
                 “Yeah.  I’ve got a few things I need to discuss with you before you go so can we meet for lunch tomorrow?”
 
                 A lump fills my throat.  I don’t know if it’s vomit or tears.  I swallow regardless.
 
                 “Tomorrow?” I decide to lie “Sure Billie just gimme a call.”
 
                 “Will do.  Look I’m gonna go get my hand fixed and maybe stop Alec Baldwin from chewing the couch in half but I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
                 “Goodbye Billie.”
 
                 The empty container rests in the palm of my hand.
 
                 “Get some rest ok?”
 
   I nod more than answer and hang up leaving Billie in the outside world, where she belongs, and me alone.
 
   I go to stand but my legs have decided to shut down at some point during my phone conversation.  I land heavy smacking my face on the thin carpet covering the concrete floor of the motel bringing the bed sheets, television remote and a fistful of empty bottles with me.  The phone I had used to say farewell skids from my hand and across the room.  My head is heavy, my right eye has closed, its socket drenched in blood, my tongue feels fat in my mouth.  I roll on to my back, my head is sinking.  A volcanic eruption comes from within as I spray first the air and then my chest with vomit.  I paw at my face uncoordinatedly in an effort to clean the evacuated meal from my face.  Even in death I had a degree of vanity, that was surprising or it would have been had I presence of mind.  I remember thinking how it would have been nice to see her face one last time when she wasn’t blind pissed at me.  The thought evaporated, nobody knows that I’ve swallowed half of the third floor cabinet of St. Mark’s thanks to Paco.  “Sorry for standing you up Billie” I thought.  My left arm is limp, dead.  The rest of me isn’t far behind.  I’m half blind from the blood that’s steadily streaming into my eyes, it’s thick – the cut must be deep.  I’m sinking deep; I’m beneath the motel foundations at this point.  Clearing my eyes I try to push myself up off the floor, my arms are weak and on a couple of attempts I end up eating carpet again.  Planting my hands firmly under me I push up.  My palm is thick with tacky blood and has jammed itself firmly on the volume button of the remote for the Samsung TV sending it soaring towards the MAX icon.  As the volume tops up I reach a semi vertical pose resting on my knees but it doesn’t last.  Few things ever do.
 
   My head is heavy, neck like rubber and I’m effectively without a spine.  I collapse again.  This time I’m unaware of my surroundings and then William Shatner goes quiet, everything else goes dark and cold.
 
   I wake the following morning, my throat dry and with a tube in it.  I’d learn that I’m in Marina Hospital.  The Korean lady upon hearing T.J Hooker emanate from my room was straight down banging on my door and when she got no response from me took it upon herself to go inside and “turn that shit down”.  When Room 12 heralded no response she went to her desk to get the master keys and probably a bat.  She found me unconscious and called 911.  The medics had a little trouble bringing me round. Opening my eyes I see a view of the ocean I had yet to see, it had borders from this height and I had my own room, a first since leaving Belfast.  “Things are looking up” I told myself “at least until you get the bill” I countered.  I paged the nurse who came immediately.  Mandy had child baring hips and an ample chest that would always rest on my nose whenever she reached across me.  She would tell me that Mr. Galligan was covering my bill.  My right eye was swollen shut and looked like I was smuggling an apple in my face so I didn’t see her immediately.
 
                 “So if you think this means you’re getting outta lunch Mister you’ve got another thing coming.” Billie said with a reassuring smile.
 
                 I felt stupid, vulnerable but I could see in her eyes.  She got it.
 
                 “I was just trying to get you into my room.” I reply, my throat dry.
 
                 As the nurse leaves Billie pours a glass of water and places it to my lips.  I sip.  Several hard swallows help; Billie has pulled an armchair up alongside my bed.
 
                 “So it would appear we’re both a little messed up.” She offered.
 
                 “That’s an interesting story.”
 
                 “One I’m sure we’ll get around to.”
 
                 “I haven’t been entirely honest with you Billie.  Clearly!  My life’s a little more R-rated than I’ve been letting on.”
 
                 “Oh no I’ve seen your life it’s way beyond R-rated.”
 
                 We laugh, we both need it.  The atmosphere in the room is instantly lighter; I could almost fly from my bed.
 
                 “So I believe I’ve got your brother to thank for these sweet digs.”
 
                 “Oh it might be his credit card but it’s all me.” She brags.
 
                 “Well in which case, thank you.”
 
                 “Save it till you’re up and about.  You can thank me properly.”
 
                 Billie takes my hand and squeezes gently.
 
                 “This is important.” She said sternly “There’s going to be a doctor calling round to see you.  You need to tell him something very specific…”
 
   Just as Billie laid out the head doctor dropped by to see how crazy or stupid I was and whether I had called Mulligan on my failed suicide attempt.  I did exactly what Billie told me.  I told the psychiatrist I had miscalculated, that I had been partying and that I returned to my motel to get some much needed sleep.  He bought it.  
 
    
 
   Wheeling my IV drip to the elevator I stood bare assed in my gown waiting for it to arrive.  Quietly I rode the two floors before stalking the corridors looking for cafeteria.  Eventually I spot Don Johnson sitting at table by the window.  He shook his head when he saw me.  Billie’s face lit up, it triggered a grin of equal intensity on my tired and bruised face and – if I’m honest at least a semi which I attempt to mask as I walk across the black and white tiles before planting myself across from the Galligans.
 
                 “The Romeo and Juliet of Venice!” He barked “That’s what the staff around here are calling you two fuckin’ idiots.”
 
                 “I hear,” I said, stealing his jelly with a clawed hand before shoving it in my mouth “I had a five spot on Cheech and Chong, don’t I look foolish!”
 
                 “What the fuck is wrong with you?  And my sister?  How long’s this shit been going on?” I could see he had more questions but these were the three he had rated top three.
 
                 “I’m not entirely sure what this is.” I confessed looking at Billie who blushes.
 
                 Don nods “Fair enough Irish.  You take care of this one you hear?!” I nod but he’s already turned his attention to his sister “And you!  Can you teach him to be slightly less retarded?”
 
                 “I’m all over it Don Johnson.” She said with a smile.
 
                 He’d roll his eyes, clearly exasperated with the both of us.  Leaning in he kisses his sister on the cheek before getting up from the table.  I stand to meet him and try to serve him up some tongue but he slips past me before slapping me full force on my bare white ass.
 
                 “Put some fuckin’ pants on,” he says as he walks away “some of these good people are in enough pain.”
 
   Now there’s just the two of us.  The hospital radio has been playing some generic boy band nonsense since I stepped into the cafeteria.  A few seconds of dead air sit in the ears of the captive audience before Changes begins to play.
 
                 “Just can’t seem to shake that song.” I said with amazement.
 
                 “I’ve always liked it.” Offered Billie.
 
   Neither of us attempt to make conversation, what else is there to say?  We simply sit staring at one another, giggling awkward every once and a while.  I hold her hand for a bit.
 
   I signed my discharge papers, handed my bill to Don Johnson who settles with a faux put upon expression that he had no doubt mastered over the years and took the legally required wheelchair ride to the front doors.  Getting into a cab Billie gave the driver her address as I got in.  I checked my pockets, seven dollars was all I had to my name.  The cab ride was smooth, effortless, we hit zero traffic, each light was green.  Billie reached over and took my hand before leaning in and whispering.
 
                 “You weren’t fronting.  I know you.” And then kissing me on the cheek.
 
   We arrived at her house; she paid for the cab as I took the bags from the trunk and held her door open.  As she opened the front door I threw the bags inside before lifting her up into my arms and carrying her across the threshold.  I set her back down on her feet and she wrapped her arm around my neck and kissed me gently before disappearing into her kitchen.  She brewed us some coffee, I removed a photograph of Benoit from the mantelpiece and dropped it in the waste paper bin that housed a nest of blooded tissues.  A stain sat on the rich living room carpet from where the dog had pissed in the face of a semi conscious Benoit… “Good old Alec Baldwin”.  She came in holding two steaming mugs, handing me one.
 
                 “So what are you gonna do for money?” She asked
 
                 “I don’t know, was thinking maybe I could be a kept man.”
 
                 She shook her head. “No if you’re going to be rattling around the house all day I’m getting you a French maid uniform.  Put that ass to work.”
 
                 I took a sip from my coffee before setting it on the spot I had just knocked Benoit’s image from.
 
                 “Now that does sound saucy,” I said as I kissed Billie “if I remember correctly the last time I was here I was kind of in the middle of something but got interrupted.”
 
                 “Oh yeah?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “Oh I remember now,” proclaimed Billie “that something was me.”
 
                 “So it was!” I beamed like an idiot.
 
   As Billie wrapped her arm around me and bit my lip I remember wondering about the kind of relationship two badly mangled people could have.  It was either going to be the beginning of what my Mexican friends would have called “the passion” or one hell of a friendship, either way my chest no longer hurt and the desire to set the world alight because I could, had quelled…which I took as two good signs.  I was dying for a drink but some things resolve themselves easier than others and that would be something that I’m sure the love of a good woman would take care of.  I wasn’t entirely sure what I was going to do to make ends meet as our lips parted.  A thought occurred to me.
 
                 “Maybe I’ll write a book.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ADVICE FROM A DOG
 
   My phone rang and when I answered it was a man on the other end of the line.  He sounded tall, angry and spoke of things that weren’t particularly nice and that were about to happen to me, imminently.
 
                 ‘Wait a fucking minute!’ I shouted ‘Who the fuck is this?!’
 
                 ‘I’m Maria’s brother.’
 
                 Ah right.  Things had ended badly with her, she was cock crazed, needy and apparently, willing to set her brother on me.  He was in the military but one night over drinks she told me that he wasn’t even a soldier, he was a chef.
 
                 ‘You better watch your fucking back you fucking Irish prick…’
 
                 ‘Don’t you fucking threaten me you cunt, you might be army but we kill army.’ I spat, having never involved myself in the bullshit of my motherland I suddenly found myself more than happy to bask in it.  Such a fickle little brat.  ‘You want to start some shit be my guest…’
 
                 After a little shouting on each end of the patchy AT&T cellular line I gave him my address, unlocked the door and sat waiting in the living room for the inevitable appearance of the brother.  I had never heard of a relationship that ended any way other than badly.  It made me wonder why, as a species, we hadn’t died out or figured a way to reproduce asexually.  But how we needed the big O, the touch of another, the vanity of being wanted.  The clock rounded the hour.  I was getting bored so I grabbed a beer from the fridge and took the pug outside for her nightly business.  Sniffing around she pee’d in the same spot she had struck that morning, and the previous night, and the previous morning.  The once rich green patch of turf scorched to a brown deathly weed.
 
                 Back in the living room I checked my phone, no missed calls, no new messages.  Thumbing into the call log I checked the time of the incoming duel.  He was late.  He had said he was with Maria and was coming straight to me.  Chef Boyo should have been with me now, slugs should have been exchanged, a victor announced before the police rolled up and took us both in.  Nothing.  Impatiently I stuck in a DVD, broke open another beer and rolled myself a joint to silence my tourette-spitting mind.  Setting the tip of the rolled paper alight I inhaled deep.  I checked the clock.  Very late.  Getting to my feet I lifted some weights, working my arms, pumping them up for powerful bursts of usage, woke them for work.  The army chef invading my abode through modern technology, threatening me, trying to put the fear of God into me, intimidating me in my own living room, the cheek.  He’d get his.
 
                 I finished the cigarette.
 
                 No sign of the chef.  
 
                 I considered phoning him again, asking him where he was, offering him traffic advice on the best way to get here.
 
                 ‘You don’t want to do that.’ the dog said, looking up at me from under her ruffled fawn wrinkle.
 
                 ‘What do you know about it?’
 
                 ‘I know enough to know that you’re meant to let sleeping dogs lie.’
 
                 ‘How long have you been waiting to say that?’
 
                 ‘A few weeks.’ yawned the pug rolling on to her back stretching all four paws towards the heavens.
 
                 I lit a cigarette and took a hit, the adrenaline had been coursing around my body for, I check the clock, over an hour and a half.  Now it was beginning to drip from my finger tips and my eyes suddenly felt sore and misshapen in their sockets.  Reaching down to the dog I scratched her behind her black velvet ear making her grumble with contentment.
 
                 ‘You look tired.’
 
                 ‘I am tired.’ I replied, smoking with one hand while petting the dog with the other.
 
                 ‘Don’t you worry about lung cancer?’ she asked.
 
                 ‘If I started worrying I don’t think I’d know where to stop.  You know I found a lump in my balls.’
 
                 ‘I thought I smelt that.’
 
                 My heart raced to my throat, my anatomy was threatening to turn me inside out as my pulse shot to over one hundred and fifty and I realised that my dog, my little pug could probably answer the question that’s on my mind.
 
                 ‘Is it, is it cancer?’
 
                 ‘How should I know?’
 
                 ‘You just said I thought I smelt that.’
 
                 ‘That doesn’t mean it’s cancer.’ she replied chewing on her inside claws.
 
                 ‘What does it mean?’
 
                 ‘It means you should probably have someone look at it.’
 
                 ‘I don’t have health insurance.’
 
                 ‘Maybe you should try and date yourself a nurse, instead of strippers and bored housewives.’
 
                 I rolled myself another MJ and put it to my lips, grumping to herself the little barrel chested princess got to her feet and click, click, clicked across the room setting herself down by the backdoor.  She looked at me sorrowfully with her dark chocolate eyes.  Smoking the joint my throat dried and cracked and I stubbed it out before the fear of throat cancer took hold but my head was beginning to swim and soon the idea of the big C echoed through my dome like I’d sunk my head into a bucket.
 
                 ‘Crack a window.’ the pug said.
 
                 ‘Sorry?’
 
                 ‘Could you crack a window?  I’m small, I can’t take that stink as easily as you can.  Do we have any chips?’
 
                 Walking across the room I crack a window, the cool air soothing the small claustrophobic room.
 
                 ‘Why don’t you lock the door, turn that DVD off and go to bed?’
 
                 ‘I don’t want him thinking I’m chicken.’
 
                 ‘How bad can chicken be?’
 
                 ‘Chicken is bad, chicken is as bad as cancer.’
 
                 The dog lapped at her water with her long pink tongue. ‘So what?  So you have him come over, you beat him up and send him back to Maria.  Give her another reason to hate you.’
 
                 ‘That’s the plan.’ I snort puffing out my chest.
 
                 ‘That’s a terrible plan.  After what you did to her the least you can do is take a pounding from him, it’ll make them both feel better.’
 
                 ‘I won’t feel better, and what do you mean after what I did to her?!  She tried to cut my throat.’
 
                 ‘She told you she loved you.’
 
                 ‘After two dates.’
 
                 ‘She’s impulsive.’
 
                 ‘She’s nuts.’
 
                 ‘And you’re talking to a dog.’
 
                 Touché, smart little bitch.
 
                 ‘Well you started it.’  I walked to the window, pulling back the blinds and watched as a set of headlights burned brightly in the night sky, drawing closer and closer before turning by the apartment and off into the distance, towards a destination elsewhere.  I looked to the clock again, it’s rounded on another hour.  I sighed with fatigue as the last of the adrenaline falls from my bones and I’m left listless, limp and a little rejected.
 
                 ‘He’s not coming.’ she sighed, curling up in her bed.
 
                 ‘You don’t know that.’
 
                 ‘I know Fairfax to Venice in late night traffic does not take two hours.’
 
                 ‘Yeah,’ I conceded ‘you’re probably right.’
 
                 ‘Take it from me, you’re better off leaving it be.  She’s going to hate you regardless, leave her to her anger.  It’s all you’ve ever offered her unconditionally.’
 
                 As I nodded, my jaw stretched and an enormous yawn birthed itself from deep within my soul.  The hinge of my face, burdened by its girth, ached.  Moments later with my eyes watering it returns to its resting position and I’m done.  Closing the window I flick the latch on the front door, turn the DVD off, drop to one knee and plant a kiss on top of the soft little furry head that smells like popcorn, always.
 
                 I curled up in bed on my side, placing a hand between my legs to stop them from crushing my lumpy balls.
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