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            Laura Marney’s first novel, No Wonder I Take a Drink, was voted by  the public in The List magazine poll as one of the Top 20 Scottish  books of all time.
            
 
            “At last, a funny novelist with guts.” – Henry Sutton, Mirror
            
 
            “Marney gives chick lit a shot of adrenalin with a novel featuring  one of literature’s most repulsive love objects. Hard core romance  for the bitter and twisted.” – Independent, 50 Best Summer Reads
            
 
            “Nobody Loves a Ginger Baby has a very wide appeal, from teens  upwards… Marney shows rare insight into the human condition,  and her unique style and wit have the reader laughing out loud  one moment and incredibly sad the next. She manages to offset  the gruesome reality with some sparkling banter. Some scenes are  hilarious. Her writing, however dark, is immensely energetic and  a real breath of fresh air.” – Jacqueline Wilson, Bristol Evening Post
            
 
            “Laura Marney has followed up last year’s debut by surpassing  it. Like its predecessor, Nobody Loves a Ginger Baby is endlessly  witty and good-natured… Marney has introduced a darker tinge  to her writing without relinquishing an ounce of her charm…  Throughout, [she] is brimming with confidence as she explores  her range.… Do not miss out on Laura Marney.” – Glasgow Herald
            
 
            “The obtuse and faintly ridiculous is transformed into a hilarious  edgy satire by a Scottish writer who has such a gift for dark humour  that her books have a heady whiff of Christopher Brookmyre without  the body count.” – Scottish Daily Record
            
 
            “Glasgow author Laura Marney in dizzying form. Effortless prose  and solid characterisation… Her language is inherently local but  never forced, and her people require little introduction, such is the  author’s talent for conveying personality. The result is an honest,  rounded and enviably simple novel that feels wholly organic in its  unfolding. Nobody Loves a Ginger Baby makes for a perfectly lovely  relationship drama.” – The List
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            NOBODY LOVES
 A GINGER BABY
            
 
            Laura Marney
            

         
 
         
            
               [image: ]
               

               
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            To Holly, Max and Ellen, 
 for making me laugh and making me proud.
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  

  
    
        Contents

    


    

        Praise

		Title Page

		Dedication

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16

		Chapter 17

		Chapter 18

		Chapter 19

		Chapter 20

		Chapter 21

		Chapter 22

		Chapter 23

		Chapter 24

		Chapter 25

		Chapter 26

		Chapter 27

		Chapter 28

		Chapter 29

		Chapter 30

		Chapter 31

		Chapter 32

		Chapter 33

		Chapter 34

		Chapter 35

		Chapter 36

		Epilogue.

		Reading group questions

		Why I wrote Nobody Loves a Ginger Baby

		About the Author

		Acknowledgements

		Also by Laura Marney

		Copyright

		
    

  




    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 1

         
   
         ‘No,’ Daphne tells Donnie, ‘stop worrying, I’m not going to chuck you.’

         This is what she tells him to calm him down. It’s not always what she thinks.

         ‘But,’ she says, only half joking, ‘you’d better step up your antidepressants. You’ll get arrested if you don’t get a grip on the kleptomania and there’s a good chance you’ll be sacked when they find out who’s putting soap in the sandwiches. You could even get evicted from your flat. I’m pretty sure squirting a piss-filled Super Soaker, even at deserving neds, is an evictable offence. Take your meds,’ she gently encourages him. ‘You don’t want to be forcibly committed, you’ll end up licking the windows in the laughing academy.’
         

         Laughing academy, they both laugh at that one.

         On the outside Donnie looks like an ordinary Joe, he isn’t overly tall or handsome or different in any way. He wears his red hair short and tidy. He has two eyes, two ears, a nose and a mouth, all of average dimensions, all precisely in the right place. If he is exceptional it is in his symmetry. The second and fourth fingers of both his hands are exactly the same length.

         If you walked past him in the street you wouldn’t notice him, even a street where there were no other passers-by. If, on that same deserted street, Donnie walked past holding a smoking gun and a swag bag filled with pilfered sporting goods and novelty items, you’d be hard pushed to pick him out in any subsequent identity parade. He is very, very careful to be discreet; he is devious. This reticence extends even within his employment, which Donnie thinks of as his job rather than his career. He’s good enough at it and that’s good enough for him.
         

         Apart from the men he plays football with Donnie has no friends of his own. With Daphne’s friends he is polite, considerate, charming. They think he’s a great guy. Little do they know that when, in the privacy of their own homes and after a few drinks amongst friends, they say and do foolish things, it is meat and drink to Donnie.
         

         He keeps Daphne awake in bed by picking apart her friends’ conceits and weaknesses, ascribing ugly motives to their good-natured buffoonery, reprising phrases they have used intemperately so often that they become, in Daphne’s mind, her friends’ signature tunes and she has to be careful not to say them out loud. Daphne’s friend, Mark, diffidently recounts what his boss has recorded in his annual appraisal: ‘Mark Leslie is probably the most popular lecturer in the department.’ Donnie calls him ‘Carlsberg’. He asks Daphne with his imitation of the gruff voice-over of the advert, ‘Is Probably The Most Popular Lecturer In The Department coming?’
         

         ‘Probably,’ is Daphne’s tired reply.

         Donnie relishes inventing cruel nicknames and using them exclusively with Daphne, like a secret code. Joe, who so often earnestly affirms his heterosexuality, becomes Nancy Boy. Lucy, who occasionally recounts her once-only experience of magic mushrooms, is known, among other things, as ’Shroomhead. Probably worst of all is his name for Colette, shy about the disfiguring scars across her chest, who never talks about the childhood accident when she was peeled from the red-hot bars of an electric fire, her young bosom permanently desiccated. He calls her Char Grilled.
         

         Donnie is high maintenance. He’s not the type of man who can be left to himself at a party. Daphne would like to mingle but she stays by his side to keep him from becoming jealous of all the men who, given the slightest encouragement, would throw her to the floor and ravish her. She also has to guard against him visiting the bathroom and trousering their host’s cute ceramic toothbrush holder.

         ‘It’s Tigger off Winnie the Pooh,’ Donnie later tells her, giggling at his own daring, attempting to justify the theft.
         

         Every time he has a bath he likes Daphne to wash his hair. She kneels at the side of the bath and rubs shampoo into his scalp, scrubbing around his carroty hairline. When she’s ready to rinse she supports the back of his head and lowers him under the water. The kneeling hurts her knees and tires her back but Donnie seems to love this baptismal ritual; he closes his eyes and smiles.
         

         Every few weeks she has to shave the twizzley ginger hairs that grow on the back of his neck. They stand at the bathroom sink and he takes his shirt off. She scooshes a blob of white foam into her hands and rubs it on his neck. Daphne thinks it’s a pointless exercise; she’s the only one who ever sees this secret part of his body.

         If ever she wants to make a Spanish omelette she has to make two: one to eat that evening and one for Donnie to take to work the next day. It’s a fiddly job getting the omelette in his plastic sandwich box and the box smells of garlic for days afterwards. How can he be bothered eating the same thing two days in a row? Daphne wonders. Donnie says he wants to make his workmates jealous with his home-made Spanish omelette while they eat their usual cheese, or occasionally, soap, sandwiches.

         There are certain places Donnie will not go. He will not go to the theatre; theatre is ‘a pile of wank’ patronised only by poofs. He won’t set foot inside any kind of museum; museums are for eggheads. Nor trendy coffee shops; they are taking the piss charging more than two quid for a tea bag dunked in a plastic cup of hot-ish water. Although he takes a keen interest in Daphne’s undergarments he refuses, for fear of being branded a pervert, to enter what he calls a ‘lingeree’ shop. He doesn’t do DIY shops or clothes shops or supermarkets, except of course for Asda. Even then, the Partick branch of Asda is out of bounds because his ex-wife, who he has not seen for six years, might be in there. He can occasionally be persuaded to go to the movies but he will not watch foreign language  films, costume dramas, political thrillers, chick flicks, rom-coms or weepies, unless there is some kind of football content.
         

         Donnie is obsessed with football. He pays for Daphne to have cable TV installed in her flat so that he can watch matches when he comes round. He takes pride in a comprehensive knowledge of the game and his team and laughs when Daphne calls him an anorak. He knows off the top of his head when, and by how many goals, his team has ever won a competition. He’s intimately acquainted with players’ details, their backgrounds and future prospects. He compiles databases of team statistics and applies complicated formulae to predict the outcome of each game. Sometimes he is right. Whenever he gives Daphne advice, for instance about one of her difficult students, it is always couched in footballing terms, counselling her to ‘take control of the dressing room’, or ‘show them your championship medals’. One room of his flat is virtually filled with football memorabilia. Daphne sometimes finds him there, reading from his stack of fanatical fanzines, chuckling away to himself.
         

         But Donnie chuckling is a lot easier than Donnie panicking. With drastically reduced medication his behaviour has been wild and unpredictable over the last few weeks. It is a temporary side effect and will stop when the chemicals settle down, Daphne tells herself, but it’s embarrassing and often inconvenient.

         They make arrangements to meet friends for dinner and half an hour before, Donnie decides he doesn’t want to go. Daphne has to call off with a lame excuse that she knows they can hear in her voice. So, she makes a steak pie from scratch, and, just when she is cooling the perfectly golden crusted pie and transferring the buttery mash into an old-fashioned tureen, Donnie throws up and has to go to bed. Daphne brings him tea and he lies quietly sipping, only managing to get up when Match of the Day comes on.
         

         They accept an invitation to go paintballing with Daphne’s crowd. In the communal changing room the atmosphere is crazy. Everybody is talking loudly, bumping into each other, struggling into their kit: overall, chest shield and helmet, ammo belt and gun. Donnie is the first one dressed and ready to go. He produces a tube of something and carefully smears two even black lines under his eyes. One of the nicknames Daphne has given Donnie is Semper Apparatus, based on his predilection for being well equipped for every occasion. He is good to himself and spends many hours in sports shops eyeing, buying, and, when the opportunity presents itself, stealing pocket-sized products.

          ‘Oh yeah!’ says Carlsberg. ‘Give us a shot of your warpaint, Donnie, that looks cool.’
         

         Donnie hands it round and now they all look cool, even Nancy Boy. The battledress transforms Daphne’s harmless pals into fierce warriors, handsome and heroic. Donnie looks especially sexy, Daphne thinks, as she imagines his face inches above hers in bed tonight. She makes a mental note to ask him to bring the warpaint.

         As the instructor takes them down to the gate of the battlefield, Lucy starts a whooping rallying call and this is swiftly taken up by all of Green Platoon, as they have become. Their adversaries, Blue Platoon, a stag party of eight hung-over lads, are already at the gate. They have no enthusiasm for an opposing war cry and already Green Platoon have the psychological advantage. Striding forward, Donnie waves his gun in the air the way people do in the Middle East and the platoon follows his initiative.

         After going through the tedious safety talk, ‘protective equipment must not be removed at any time within the war zone,’ the instructor tells both sides that the object of the game is to obtain the enemy’s flag and plant it on the hill.
         

         Exchange of fire is at first tentative and sporadic but quickly becomes reckless. Within ten minutes Daphne is grabbed from behind and pulled into thick bushes. She believes she has fallen foul of a kidnap attempt by the Blues and struggles as hard as she can, but her captor is Donnie.

         She can tell immediately that something is up. He has taken a direct hit, his breastplate is splattered with blue paint but it’s worse than that. The black under his eyes is wet, either with sweat or tears, Daphne is not keen to find out which.

         ‘I can’t do this, I’m just not …’

         ‘Oh Donnie don’t, please, not today. C’mon, we can’t let the side down; we’ve just started! So you’ve been hit, it’s okay, we’ve all been hit, I’ve been hit twice, I’m going to have a corker of a bruise tomorrow but we’re winning! I got that big baldy guy a cracker, right on his side…’

         ‘I’m going home.’

         ‘What for? What’s wrong with you?’

          ‘I can’t do this.’
         

         ‘Okay, relax; nobody’s making you do it. I’ll come back with you to the changing room. Get a cup of tea or something out of the machine, you can wait for us there.’

         ‘No. I’m leaving.’

         ‘But Donnie, what about Mark and Lucy, how will they get home?’

         ‘I don’t give a shit about Mark and Lucy, I nearly took one in the eye, it missed me by a fraction.’

         ‘But that’s what the helmet’s for! It’s perfectly safe. D’you think they’d still be in business if their customers’ eyeballs were regularly exploding? They wouldn’t get insurance, the council would shut them down; think about it, be rational, Donnie. Lucy and Mark need a lift, how will they get back if we leave?’

         ‘I didn’t say you had to leave. Stay. Enjoy yourself.’

         ‘How are you going to get home? We’re in the middle of nowhere.’

         ‘I’ll get a taxi, I’ll…’

         ‘A taxi?’

         Everyone is gutted that Daphne has twisted her knee. It takes a few minutes to sort out alternative transport arrangements for Lucy and Mark, vital minutes on the field of battle. They wave them off as Daphne hops to the car with Donnie, who gallantly if a little inelegantly, lifts her poor twisted knee and supports her.

         Although no one says it, Daphne feels like a deserter. Her comrades say nothing but suffer a humiliating defeat at the hands of the hung-over Blue Platoon. At college Daphne will have to wear an elastic bandage around her knee, and remember to hirple for a few days. Donnie nicknames her Gimpy. That night they have comforting, rather domestic sex. Daphne has forgotten all about the warpaint.
         

         Donnie worries constantly that she will leave him. He talks about it all the time, more and more since he lowered the dose of the antidepressant. He mentions it at least once a day, saying she’s bound to run off with someone else.

         Daphne knows she’s no supermodel but neither is she a toothless hag. She scrubs up well, her thick dark hair gathering in solid clumps around her heart-shaped face. With a push-up bra she can muster quite a respectable cleavage and hip length jackets work wonders on her chicken drumstick thighs. She favours pastel shades that don’t try to compete with her high colouring: her cheeks are red and round like Santa’s and with glittering green eyes and a flashing white smile she can be as vibrant or as irritating as a fruit machine. Before she met Donnie she had always suspected, although she would never say so, that she is beautiful.
         

         Donnie says so, he tells her so often that she now accepts it as a given. But she’s acting the innocent, he says, pretending to be unaware that men fancy her. Daphne concedes that she might occasionally encounter members of the opposite sex who are attracted to her, but what does he think she is?
         

         He remains unconvinced of this argument and watches her like a hawk around her male friends. She makes an effort to be tactile with him in front of people so they get the message; so he gets the message. After sex he holds her so tight she can hardly breathe. As he kisses her neck and strokes her hair, she says soppy things to reassure him, waiting until he’s asleep before unravelling his arms.

         Sometimes she thinks: wouldn’t it be nice to have a nice ordinary boyfriend, one who didn’t constantly harp on that he was about to be chucked, instead of one who, if he were to keep up this unrelentingly needy, greedy, craziness, might find himself chucked.
         

         And then he chucks her.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 2

         
   
         Donnie arrives unexpectedly at Daphne’s flat telling her they need to talk.

         Daphne has occasionally used this expression and Donnie has always flown into a panic, taking it to mean that she is about to chuck him. She’s even said it a few times purely for the fright value but Donnie has never played the ‘need to talk’ card. Daphne, now knowing how it feels to be the recipient, manages a smile.

         With a sick feeling in her stomach she shows him into the living room. He won’t take a cup of tea, thank you, or even a beer. He chooses a chair rather than on the couch beside her. In typical drama queen style he opens with a sensational statement.

         ‘I love you. I’ll always love you. But we have to stop seeing each other.’

         Daphne holds her breath waiting for him to continue, to explain himself, but he has stopped.

         ‘Donnie,’ she says gently, ‘what’s all this about?’

         This is the point where he should be pouring his heart out about a problem, with his health, or work, or with his family. Or even, surely not, thinks Daphne, some real or imagined problem between them. For instance, something along the lines of: he’s just discovered he’s impotent and can never give her children. Or, he has a wasting disease that will leave him in a wheelchair within five years, dead within ten. He won’t let her witness his decline so, as painful as it will be, he’s setting her free to find someone else, someone who isn’t crippled. But if it is any of these, he’s not saying.

         ‘I told you. We can’t be together.’

         There is a long silence.

         ‘I don’t understand. What’s going on? Are we splitting up?’
         

         He replies immediately, no hesitation.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Yes? But why?’

         ‘I can’t have a relationship, not with you, not with anyone. I have to be on my own.’

         ‘It’s the pills. You’re crashing off them, it’s too quick.’

         ‘It’s not the pills.’

         ‘But Donnie, I love you. There’s no need for this. We can sort something out.’

         ‘And I love you. We can’t stay together.’
         

         Daphne can’t quite believe this, can’t quite take it seriously, she feels like she’s taking part in a rather ridiculous melodrama.

         ‘But why not? Won’t you miss me?’

         ‘Miss you?’

         The stage direction for the melodrama must read, Donnie gives a harsh sardonic laugh, because this is exactly what he does.
         

         ‘Believe me, this is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. This is harder for me than it will be for you, you’re the strong one, but we’ll have to bear it.’

         Cheesy as this sounds, it makes Daphne cry. Donnie hates it when Daphne cries. Now he tries to cheer her up.

         ‘We’ve had a good innings, eh? A lot of good memories. You’ve been good to me, there’s no doubt about it. We don’t want to fall out, do we? Don’t want to end up hating each other. Let’s just leave it at that, D, shall we?’

         Daphne sniffles, Donnie rams his fists deep into his anorak pockets and stares hard at the carpet. She doesn’t believe it, and because she doesn’t believe it, Daphne wants to be noble.

         ‘If you love someone, set them free, that’s what they say, isn’t it?’

         She has never actually heard anyone say this, she remembers it from a pop song, but it fits the situation perfectly. Donnie can only nod. He keeps pressing his lips hard together as if he’s stifling an emotional outburst.

         ‘Can I give you one last kiss?’ he asks tenderly.

         Daphne has a problem with this.

         ‘Yes. No. Yes, but my breath stinks of garlic. I’ve just had my tea, I made soup and put in tons of garlic, I didn’t know you were coming round.’
         

         Despite her protestations Donnie sweeps her into his arms and gives her a long hard passionate snog. It is the first time ever in their relationship that he has disregarded Garlic Breath. In fact he appears to savour the fierce oniony tang of Daphne’s mouth. After the kiss, he rests his head on her breast and listlessly runs his hand up and down her arm, fondly fondling her fleecy jumper.

         
            *

         

         Of course this is not the end of it.

         The next day, in a daze, Daphne has to go to college and carry on as normal. The college where Daphne works is no ivory tower of stringent academic excellence. In the canteen there are laminated, wipe clean, place cards on the tables. They don’t read, ‘this table reserved’ or, ‘thank you for not smoking’ they read, ‘keep your feet off the table.’ Not even please keep your feet off the table. This is the kind of place Daphne works.
         

         Being the newest member of staff she doesn’t get to choose which classes she will teach. She gets the classes no one else wants. Most of her students come from a background of drink or drugs, of crime or abuse. They are people of all ages who missed or messed up school, whose experience hasn’t killed them yet and are starting over again. They are the most rewarding students Daphne has ever had.
         

         They pester Daphne for essay results when she hasn’t marked them yet, they complain if she takes too long a tea break and, except where they have a court appearance or visitation rights with their kids, they never miss a class. They learn fast and lap it up hungrily but the biggest challenge she faces is overcoming their illogical inverted snobbery.

         God help the naive student who gets ideas above their station and uses a polysyllabic word. They are ridiculed, roasted, damned by the accusation of having swalleyed a dictionary. Last week she spent a long time trying to convince them of the power of a good vocabulary.
         

         ‘In a few years when you need to have a lung removed because of all the fags you’ve smoked…’

         A chorus of ‘ooow’ from the class interrupted her.

         ‘Well, let’s face it, every one of you smoke and you all know the consequences.’

         Though she knew she shouldn’t, as an ex-smoker herself Daphne couldn’t help evangelising.

         ‘You need to have confidence in the surgeon, to be sure that he knows what he’s doing, don’t you?’

         ‘Too right, man,’ Dan said, ‘when ma brother got his leg aff he wis worried sick in case the guy took the wrang wan.’

         ‘Heh Dan, tell him I’ll buy his slippers aff him,’ quipped Billy.

         ‘Daphne, how d’yae know the surgeon’s gonnae be a guy?’ said Thomas, the shyest yet most astute member of the class.

         ‘Oh, hands up to that one!’ said Daphne, caught out. ‘No reason why it couldn’t be a woman.’

         ‘Naw, but it wis a guy.’

         ‘What was?’

         ‘The guy that took ma brother’s leg aff. He telt him it hud tae come aff, it was poisoned, aff a durty needle. It wis aw green and purple; pure stank man.’

         Even without an extensive vocabulary Dan could paint a vivid picture.

         ‘Anyway,’ said Daphne trying to pull it back. She was beginning to lose the thread of what she’d been saying in the first place. ‘So there you are, lying in hospital, coughing your guts up, spitting out bits of lung. They’re getting you ready for theatre and the surgeon comes to discuss your treatment with you, to put you at your ease about the operation.’

         At this point Daphne’s shoulders sagged inwards, her hands were all chopping gestures and her voice became a nasal whine.

         ‘Awright wee man? Waant me tae howk yir lung oot an ‘at? Nae bother!’

         The class laughed and seemed to take her point. While she had them on side Daphne asked, just as a matter of interest, if anyone maybe had a dictionary lying around at home. No one did. As far as they were concerned owning a dictionary was a pretentious affectation akin to holding your pinkie finger out whilst drinking tea.
         

         ‘Y’know, you can get a dictionary out of these bargain bookshops for a couple of quid,’ she told them.
         

         ‘A couple of quid’s a lot of money when you’re on benefits,’ said Jamie.

         The nods and grunts from the rest of the class implied he represented a popular view.
         

         ‘Och, your arse!’ Daphne countered. This class appreciated plain speaking. ‘How much do you pay for a packet of fags then, Jamie?’

         ‘Eight pound.’

         ‘Eight pounds? You’ll get a not bad dictionary for eight pounds.’

         ‘Aye, but you cannae smoke a dictionary.’

         This is what Daphne’s up against.

         But today she is preoccupied with having been chucked and doesn’t at first notice that the students are all present and correct, ready to begin the lesson, books and folders open, fully engrossed in studying their dictionaries.

         Every one of her students has somehow managed to procure a dictionary. This makes her want to cry. Most of them have cheap pocket dictionaries but two lads have matching £12.99 ones. She doesn’t enquire too closely about where these came from.

         She introduces a game where everyone chooses three words from the dictionary and challenges the rest of the class to guess the meaning. The person nearest the dictionary definition wins the point. If no one successfully guesses it, the challenger gets the point but it has to be words they have a chance of getting. The atmosphere is tense with rivalry, and it’s Daphne’s job to guard against cheating: anyone surreptitiously looking up the word under their desk will be outed.

         ‘Bumptious,’ says Thomas.

         ‘Bumptious. Good one,’ says Daphne.

         No one gets it.

         ‘Never heard ay it,’ says June, somewhat discouraged; she has been leading three points ahead up until now.
         

         ‘Okay, fair enough, nobody wins that point then,’ says Daphne, not wanting them to lose heart.

         ‘But what does it mean?’ everyone clamours.

         Thomas, strictly adhering to the rules of the game, refuses to tell them.

         ‘Eh, bumptious,’ says Daphne. ‘Well, it just means big-headed. Really it just describes a person who fancies themselves. Someone who’s an arse.’

         The class is going great. The students are getting their money’s worth out of their dictionaries. After a few rounds everyone is skilfully wielding them to achieve maximum points. For a lovely half hour Daphne almost forgets that she has been chucked; that she no longer has a boyfriend; that she is not going to spend the rest of her life with Donnie, that she may never set eyes on him again. It is the mention of the word ‘arse’ that has reminded her. This can’t be right, she thinks, not just like that, out of the blue for no good reason. She resolves to go round to his flat after work and sort it out with him. She must not dwell on it, now she has to get on with the class.
         

         ‘If you’re bumptious then you’re arrogant, full of yourself,’ she continues.

         ‘Full of shit,’ says Dan helpfully.

         ‘Yes, something like that.’

         ‘Hey Dan,’ says Thomas, ‘shut it, ya bumptious bastard.’

         
            *

         

         At afternoon tea break Daphne stays behind in class rather than face her colleagues. She gets a piece of A4 and draws a line down the middle: pros and cons. She can’t think of a positive reason why she and Donnie should split up. Yeah, he’s a bigot and an anorak and an old woman and a pain in the arse, but not all the time. The rest of the time he’s interested in what she has to say, he always laughs at her jokes. Daphne never appears to bore him and he, except for his occasional bigoted rants, never bores her. He makes her laugh. He is the funniest man she has ever met, bar none. His conversation is fascinating and the main reason Daphne loves him.
         

         She loves the way his brain is wired, his contagious crazy zeal for words and concepts, the way his thinking takes unprecedented routes and unpredictable jumps. In his eyes, shined and polished by his enthusiasm, she sees cerebral lightning crackling along unexplored pathways. She sees the lights clash and explode, the fireworks in his head. She knows he pays a price for this with his nerves and depressions and his borderline mental illness but this only makes the entertainment he offers her all the more valuable.

         Daphne always feels sorry for the tired couples she sees in the pub with nothing to say to each other, both of them embarrassed, staring off or with hands mechanically scooping in and out of crisp packets, keeping their mouths busy. Daphne and Donnie talk about everything, constantly interrupting each other, finishing each other’s sentences, gossiping, bickering, joking, laughing, even when they’re arguing they laugh. They are best friends.

         Donnie can be an extremely harsh critic, he says bluntly what he thinks but he is also very free with his compliments. Every day, several times a day, he will say something to show how much he appreciates her. He compliments her cooking, how clever she is, how fit she is. ‘You’re the best bird I’ve ever had,’ he says. He calls her ‘curvy girl’ when she moans about the size of her bum. ‘You really know how to fill a bra,’ he says admiringly, staring at her breasts.
         

         She knows he means it, he has an irrepressible sex drive that perfectly matches her own and he is always gentlemanly enough, after an impromptu fumble in her bra while she is cooking or watching TV, to do up her buttons for her.

         Some nights Daphne wakes up and is frightened to touch his white moonlit shoulder. She knows that this kind of happiness can’t last forever and she dreads the night she might find his shoulder cold and lifeless. She cries when she explains this to him and to cheer her up he says, ‘don’t worry about it, D, you’ll die before I do.’ Daphne can’t imagine not touching his shoulder again and it is for this reason that she can’t countenance this splitting up nonsense.

         In the morning, after the night horrors have passed, she likes to watch him get dressed. She watches him put on shirt and tie and the boring anorak, disguising himself as a wee ordinary joe: unexceptional, unattractive to other women. As he bends to kiss her goodbye Daphne smears her juice on his face, marking him as her exclusive territory. Despite his metrosexual face lotions and hair gel and aftershave, he lets her do this. He enjoys her doing this.
         

         The class come back all together in a noisy smoke-smelling crowd. They are keen to get on with the game and flick through their dictionaries, hooting when they find a particularly good word.

         ‘Oh ya dancer! Nane ay yeez’ll get this wan!’

         ‘Aw man, ah’v fun a total beazer!’

         Daphne crumples the sheet of paper and throws it in the bin.

         
            *

         

         She phones before she goes round. For the first time ever she can’t just pop round. Already their relationship has changed, but, she has to remind herself, it hasn’t changed, it has potentially ended.

         He’s a bit cagey on the phone.

         ‘What for, Daphne?’

         ‘Just to talk.’

         She forces herself to ignore the reluctance in his voice and after a few minutes he says she can come round. As soon as she walks into the room she understands his reluctance. This is not the time to talk.

         ‘Oh sorry Donnie, I didn’t realise Rangers were playing tonight. We can do this another time.

         ‘No no,’ he says, and he crosses to the telly. But he doesn’t turn it off or even put in a tape to video it, he merely turns the sound down.

         ‘Cup Winners’ Cup,’ he says.

         ‘What, finals?’

         ‘Well, no. Qualifying round…’

         ‘Yeah yeah,’ Daphne says quickly, not wanting to see him squirm.

         ‘Cup of tea?’

         ‘Cheers.’
         

         He turns the volume up again, louder so he can hear it from the kitchen, and twice while making the tea, he rushes through when it seems like Rangers will score. They don’t and this vaguely satisfies Daphne. He gives her a giant mug, her hands are shaking and she’s scared she’ll spill it. Donnie brings from the fridge a bar of fruit and nut chocolate the size of an A4 envelope. Daphne jumps when he smashes it off the table to break it up. She lifts a piece but it is cold and sharp edged and she can’t eat it. She hasn’t eaten a thing all day.

         ‘I haven’t eaten a thing all day,’ says Donnie, popping a piece of chocolate in his mouth. He turns the TV volume down again and sits opposite her, smiling. He is waiting for her to say something.

         ‘Donnie, I don’t understand what this is about. We’re happy together, aren’t we? We have good times, good laughs, there’s no problem with sex or anything, is there?’

         ‘Yes, yes, yes and no.’

         Hearing the word ‘no’ panics her and it is a second before she realises that this is actually the right answer, the answer she was looking for.

         ‘Well what is it then?’

         ‘Daphne I thought I explained all this to you last night.’

         ‘You haven’t explained anything! What the hell is going on, Donnie, is there someone else, is that it?’

         ‘Calm down. Please don’t shout at me.’

         ‘Sorry.’

         Donnie is taking deep breaths, a sure sign that he’s stressed. He lowers his head and breathes deeply before he begins to speak.

         ‘You’re right.’

         Daphne quickly puts down the massive cup before she drops it. Her hands don’t feel strong enough to hold it. She leans forward, desperate, terrified, to hear what he has to say.

         ‘It is the antidepressant. Coming off it has made me realise I’m not able to hold down a relationship. You deserve better and I have to be alone. There’s no one else, it’s not about that. My nerves are shattered, my blood pressure’s through the roof, I’m a mess.’

         ‘I know, baby, I’m sorry.’
         

         His face is red, almost as red as his hair and he looks as if he might explode. Daphne wants to sit beside him, to hold him but it’s probably better just to let him get it all out.

         ‘I’ve come to a point where I realise that for my own health, my sanity, I have to be on my own. I have to save myself. Believe it or not I think I’m worth saving.’

         ‘What’s going to happen to you? I’m frightened of what you might do.’

         ‘Well, que sera. What’s for you won’t go by you, I’m a great believer in that. I’m fine, I’ll be fine if I’m left to myself.’
         

         A wave of impotence overwhelms Daphne. Her spine is sagging trying to shore up the dead weight of her body. Her hands are limp, her arms dangle uselessly at her side, even the muscles that hold up her head are struggling. This must be what it feels like to have a stroke, she thinks. At least she still has the power of speech. And her tear ducts maintain normal function.

         ‘Donnie, you are the biggest and best part of my life. I don’t know what I’ll do without you. You’re my ginger baby, remember? I can’t be without you.’

         Donnie makes no reply. Daphne forces her head into an upright position. The new Rangers striker, their most expensive player ever, is about to take a penalty and Donnie’s eyes are glued to the screen. He shoots, he misses, and Daphne is glad.

         ‘This is no use, you’re not even listening.’

         Daphne gathers her bag.

         ‘I am listening, I heard what you said.’

         She zips up her fleece and leans forward, about to stand.

         ‘I’m the biggest and best part of your life. I’m your ginger baby, of course I remember. You can’t be without me. But Daphne, you have to be. It’s for the best.’

         ‘Who’s best?’

         ‘Your best. I’m no good for you, you can do a lot better than me.’

         ‘Please Donnie, don’t do this, please.’

         Daphne’s tear ducts are working at full capacity now, punctuating her speech with sobs.
         

         ‘No Daphne, it’s over.’
         

         ‘But Donnie, I’m fri-fri-frightened.’

         ‘Please don’t make this any harder for me. And don’t contact me; don’t pressure me. The way I’m feeling, anything could happen.’

         They sit in silence for a while, both watching the football until it is half time.

         ‘I’ve made up a box of your stuff, your pants and perfume and that. It’s in the hall, I’ll just get it.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 3

         
   
         Daphne is still awake at three am. When she looks at the clock again it’s twenty past four, then ten past six, then it’s time to get up. She considers phoning in sick but she has a class assessment today. Even though she’s doused them in milk her cornflakes still look razor sharp, they’ll cut her mouth to ribbons. The thought makes her taste blood at the back of her throat so she pours them down the toilet. The cornflakes separate and appear to swim through the cloudy milky water like sperm in semen. It turns her stomach. She can only take tea. She’s living on tea and pints of water; she needs it to replace the tears and hot sweats.

         The phone rings while Daphne is in the shower. He will have woken up alone and realised in the cold light of day, the mistake he’s making. He’ll want to speak to her before she goes to work, no doubt he’ll be all clingy and insecure. Daphne puts one soapy foot on the floor and curls her toes to stop from slipping on the tiles. Her feet make loud frantic slapping noises as she rushes out of the bathroom. She has to reach it before the machine kicks in. He won’t speak to the machine.

         It’s too late the machine has started. Daphne’s recorded voice, unaware of the urgency of the situation, goes through its usual spiel with a careless audacity that now sounds rude. Dripping shampoo is giving her white sideburns and she grabs a tea towel and wipes them in a smooth movement while striding naked up the hall.

         It’s her mum. Not Donnie. He hasn’t changed his mind, Daphne remains chucked.

         Her mum is prattling: how hot Australia is, what a nightmare the flight was, how she’s settling in, how grown up Albert’s children have become, how disappointed she is to have missed Daphne, how much this call is costing, inconsequentialities. Daphne, soap sliding down her leg, doesn’t pick up.
         

         At work she avoids her colleagues by taking tea breaks when she knows they’ll be in class. In the afternoon the assessment goes well. All the students receive remediation but that’s normal. One lad, Gerry argues because she has marked him down for his spelling.

         ‘Gerry, their is possessive, belonging to them: the stadium belongs to Glasgow Celtic. It is their stadium. There is location, a place: that place there. The way to remember it is it’s spelt like where.’
         

         An old song pops into her head, a song her mum used to sing when she and Albert were kids, before Dad died, before the rest of the family left for Australia without her, before she was chucked. Daphne, suddenly a bit light-headed, is finding it difficult to concentrate, and somehow it doesn’t really matter. She begins to sing the old song.
         

         
            
               ‘I saw a mouse, 
               

               Where? 
               

               There on the stair. 
               

               Where on the stair? 
               

               Right there. 
               

               A little mouse with clogs on 
               

               Well I declare 
               

               Going clip clippity clop on the stair 
               

               Right there.’
               

            

         

         The class beg her to sing it again. She refuses. One or two of the older students know the words and begin to sing, those who don’t, wanting in on the action, hum along. Gerry goes out on to the stairwell and sings as loud as he can. The whole college must be able to hear him; the Head of Department must be able to hear him, the Principal too, probably. He is laughing madly and Daphne wonders if she hasn’t let it go too far.

         ‘It’s his methadone,’ explains Thomas, ‘he gets his script at twelve o’clock, it makes him mental for a while.’
         

         Daphne wonders: she isn’t on methadone; she isn’t on antidepressants, why does she feel mental?
         

         
            *

         

         The mental feeling dissipates on the way home; Daphne is so exhausted she can’t be bothered with Asda tonight. She’s too tired for food anyway. She’s expecting Donnie to be at the door of her building on the front steps waiting for her with a sheepish smile that says, ‘what was I thinking?’
         

         He’s not.

         Now she’s hoping for a letter through her door, or a message on the answering machine and she’s fumbling for her keys as she approaches. As she rummages in her bag a flying mouse narrowly misses entering her handbag and lands on the step beside her. This has no immediate effect on Daphne. She continues groping for her keys and only when she has them does she bend down to examine what the flying thing really is.

         It really is a mouse, a flying mouse that appears to be critically injured. It is lying on its back with its legs jerking forward as though it might jump to its feet like a breakdancer. On its left side there is blood and some innards. Daphne screams.

         A head pokes out of a window above.

         There is a whispered shout of, ‘Sorry!’ Identifying the head as Daphne’s downstairs neighbour Pierce, Daphne screams and screams.

         ‘Shhh, I’m coming down.’

         When the door opens Daphne lashes out and catches Pierce squarely on the jaw with her fist. The shock runs up her arm like electricity and the pain in her knuckles is excruciating. She is too weak to put up much resistance when Pierce grabs her arms and pins them at her side. Daphne is relieved she is unable to land another punch but she is no calmer.

         ‘Oh my God. Daphne, I’m so sorry.’
         

         ‘You sick bastard!’ she screams into his face, spittle flying. ‘What the fuck are you doing? What have you done to this mouse? It’s only a wee defenceless thing. Look at it! Why are you torturing it?’

         Daphne’s crying is loud and uncontrollable. She cries so hard she begins to hiccup and she finds she’s unable to stop crying and hiccupping. For the first time since she was a child, she has worked herself into a frenzy of crying.

         The world has gone mad, her crazy boyfriend has chucked her; her crazy neighbour has chucked a mouse out of his window. She sang a song today about a mouse and now there is a mouse on the stair. She has a quick squint at the mouse’s feet to see if it has clogs on but it doesn’t, thank God. The mouse is writhing in agony, with its insides out, clearly dying, slowly, in hideous pain, there on the stair right there.

         ‘Come in off the street, Daphne, please, I can explain. C’mon up the stairs.’

         Pierce tries to haul Daphne into the tenement building but she resists by collapsing; now he has to hold her up or she’ll fall.

         Pierce is a big man, broad-chested, wide-faced. Daphne knows he fancies himself as a handsome man but she has always considered him to be just beyond handsome. Only just; perhaps a centimetre. It hardly matters in his big broad body but it is in the fine detail that she notices it: his nose is about a centimetre too wide, his hands a centimetre too pudgy. As she sags in his arms she notices that he stinks into the bargain, a sour smell of stale roll-up cigarettes and cabbage and lager and sex and hashish. It’s teatime but he’s unshaven and looks as though he’s just got out of bed. He’s trying to pull her away from the mouse.
         

         ‘I can’t leave him. I have to help him.’

         She’s wailing now.

         ‘Okay, we won’t leave him, I’ll bring him in, but let’s get upstairs.’

         Pierce slowly lets go of his grip on Daphne, still with his arms around her in case she falls. He bends down and gently picks up the mouse. Blood is dripping between his fingers.

         ‘Don’t hurt him, please.’

         ‘It’s okay,’ Pierce is whispering, ‘he’s all right.’
         

         Daphne tries not to look as he lifts the mouse. She wishes she hadn’t seen Pierce, with his too fat fingers, trying to discreetly tuck the mouse’s entrails back in.

         Daphne follows Pierce into his flat, this is an emergency, his flat is nearest and the door is open. Pierce lifts a green woolly jumper off the back of the couch and wraps the mouse in it. She is surprised to find that despite his hashhead lifestyle and body odour, his flat is beautiful.

         ‘That’ll keep him nice and warm, it’s the best thing for shock. We’ll see if he’ll maybe take a wee saucer of milk. He’ll be right as rain, wait and see, he’ll be skiddling about the place in no time.’

         ‘Why did you throw a mouse out of the window, Pierce, why? What goes on in that sick head of yours? You are scary man, fucking scary.’
         

         ‘I didn’t throw it out the window, it must have jumped!’

         ‘Oh please!’

         ‘I’m telling you, look!’

         Pierce lays the mouse down on top of the coffee table wrapped in the jumper like a baby in swaddling clothes and drags Daphne to the open window. There on the outside ledge is a Perspex box.

         ‘It’s a humane mousetrap. I got it at the hardware shop. It was bloody expensive, I could have just got the old wooden type of mousetrap but I didn’t want the mouse breaking its back or its leg or whatever. You bait the trap and when the mouse goes in the door comes down behind it without harming it, see? Like that.’

         ‘Why is it on the window ledge?’

         ‘Because the fucking stupid mouse…’

         Daphne pulls her head back as though she’s been assaulted.

         ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry, right? The poor wee mouse walked into the trap the minute I baited it. It usually just comes out at night. You’re supposed to take it at least three miles away to release it, otherwise it finds its way back, but I was knackered, I’d been out all night.’
         

         ‘Yes, out all night,’ says Daphne. She leaves Pierce at the window and turns to nursing the mouse. He has stopped kicking his legs. She can feel his wee heartbeat in her hand.

         ‘Well, I was tired. Too tired to get up and walk three miles. But that box is small, I was worried the mouse would run out of air in that wee confined space. I didn’t want it to suffocate. But I couldn’t let it out again, could I? He might wise up and not go near the trap again. Mice learn fast, that’s why they use them in behavioural science.’
         

         ‘You are so full of shit.’

         ‘So I put it on the window ledge. I thought if I opened the hatch it would let the mouse breathe and I would know where to get it when I was ready. How was I to know it would fucking jump!

         ‘You’re so incompetent you can’t even be trusted with a wee mouse.’

         ‘Well, Doctor Fucking Doolittle, what would you have done then, eh?’

         ‘I would have got off my arse and took it three miles away instead of forcing it into a suicide attempt!’

         The good thing about the shouting is that at least Daphne has stopped crying. ‘Right, okay, you didn’t mean it, there’s no point in arguing. We need to get him to a vet, right now,’ she says.

         ‘Where is the nearest vet?’ says Pierce, scrabbling around under the phone table, ‘I’ll look it up. Vending machines, vermin control, should have phoned them in the first place, veterinary supplies, right, here is it, veterinary surgeons. Looks like the nearest one is Partick.’

         But the mouse’s breakdancing days are over. Daphne has already gently placed the green woolly jumper on the coffee table and once more started to cry. It’s no longer loud hysterical howling. It is a quiet submissive weeping that lasts a very long time.

         
            *

         

         Donnie hasn’t put a letter through her door and there are no messages on her answering machine. But she must keep her distance, play it cool, let him come out of it in his own time.
         

         He’s coming off the pills too quickly. His noradrenaline and dopamine levels are probably all messed up, she’s been reading up on it, he probably isn’t producing enough serotonin yet. The important thing is not to upset him, he said it himself and Daphne thinks about it constantly: anything could happen. Daphne doesn’t want anything to happen. She emails him every day, jokes off the Internet, to keep his pecker up. What harm can it do?
         

         
            A man walks into a theatrical agency. 
            

            ‘I’m a talented actor, singer, dancer and comedian and I’d like a career in show business.’ 
            

            ‘Certainly sir,’ says the agent, ‘and what’s your name?’ 
            

            ‘It’s Penis Van Lesbian,’ says the man. 
            

            ‘I’m sorry, sir, but you’ll never make it in show business with a name like that. The best advice I can give you is to change your name.’ 
            

            A year late the agent receives a cheque for fifty thousand dollars and a letter which reads: Dear Bob, here is your commission on my latest hit TV show. By the way, thanks for all your advice. Yours sincerely, Dick Van Dyke.
            

         

         She can’t sleep. The T-shirt she wears in bed is Donnie’s and smells of him. The sheets smell of him. From his pillows stuffed with a hot water bottle she makes a Donnie stand-in and cuddles it tight. She spends her night staring at the ceiling, wondering what he’s doing right now. How is he coping without her to wash his hair? And what about his twizzley bits? He can’t shave them himself.

         
            Never employ a dwarf with learning difficulties – it’s not big and it’s not clever.
            

         

         No one at college suspects a thing. She laughs and jokes with her colleagues whenever she can’t avoid them; she marks essays, arguing with her students and her boss over the grades. Except to work and to Asda, she stops going out. She wanders round Asda on her way home, not buying anything. She lets the machine take her calls and doesn’t return them.

         The smell of Donnie eventually fades. Now the bed only smells of Daphne’s nights alone; of sweat and oily hair and toe jam and lady juice and unwashed bum. It’s so pungent that sometimes she emerges from under the covers gasping for breath. But it’s comforting.
         

         It’ll blow over, she thinks. He’s never gone as far as chucking her before, that’s a shocker, but she knows it’s only the medication, or lack of it. Four years ago, before he started the antidepressants, Donnie sometimes spent the entire weekend in bed, sad and nervous, saying she should leave him, that he was no good for her. Daphne’s response was not to leave but to climb in beside him until he relaxed and fell asleep. He always recovered. This chucking her and having to be alone carry-on is just a new variation on his old black weekends.
         

         
            A man goes into the doctor. 
            

            ‘Doctor doctor, I can’t stop deep-frying things. Last night I was going to have a nice salad when I had this overwhelming urge to batter and then deep-fry it. Before I knew what I was doing I had rustled up a beer batter and was dipping everything in it: the lollo russo, vine-ripened cherry tomatoes, radicchio, Parmesan shavings, the lot. It tasted disgusting but this morning I found myself battering my Rice Krispies and throwing them in the chip pan, I’m obsessed, doctor, I even tried to deep-fry my mobile phone! You’ve got to help me, please.’ 
            

            ‘I know exactly what’s wrong with you.’ 
            

            ‘Oh thank God, doctor, what is it?’ 
            

            ‘You’re frittering your life away.’
            

         

         Daphne doesn’t know whether he gets the emails, he never replies.

         She wonders if she’s frittering her life away.
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