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Chapter 1 
Edinburgh, Ten Years Ago 

 
I’d grown tired of listening to Ms Annette talk about my sorry 
state of joblessness, and how she expected me to do something 
about it. As if I were Jesus, a phenomenal magician who could 
create jobs out of nothing.  

Imagine Ms Annette sitting there, waiting for me to walk 
into her office one fine morning and say, ‘hey, look here, 
I’ve landed the job of my life.’ As if finding the job of my 
life was like walking into the wind — a sweet breeze wafting 
into my face at no one else’s expense.  

What was the job of my life, by the way? Working for whom 
and towards what purpose? As someone devoid of any 
understanding of the exact meaning of my own existence, such 
trifles as work ranked low on my short list of priorities.  

I’d inherited a castle right in the middle of the lazy 
district of Joblessness. In this place, night and day made no 
difference to anything. It might snow, it might rain, it might 
shine: nothing changed. In this soulless realm, unemployment 
became a full-time occupation, its headquarters in my bedroom.  

In the job of being out of work, I’d go to the toilet at 
my headquarters, peeling down my trousers to my ankles. Then 
I’d sit on the cold bowl for as long as I desired — thinking 
about nothing, taking a nice dump at the expense of the clock. 
No hurry. No anxieties. Freedom was plentiful in this vast 
expanse of slothfulness.  

Ms Annette’s firm voice brought me back to the annoying 
reality of being there in her stupid office, staring sullenly 
at her square face, listening reluctantly to her bizarre 
propositions. 

With a fist pressed on the table, she said, ‘I need to see 
your résumé when next we meet, which is...’ She read out the 
date in her calendar.  

‘What am I supposed to write in a résumé?’ I said between 
clenched teeth.  

‘Anything, just anything that’s about you.’ She shrugged 
and added, ‘You in a nutshell’, her hand curved as though 
holding a nut — a really heavy nut, conjuring a shot-put ball 
to my mind.  

‘Me in a nutshell?’ I wondered, as my mind fell through 
the quiet door of patience and began roaming the even quieter 
corridors of boredom.  

‘Yes, you in a nutshell,’ Ms Annette repeated. ‘You at 
your most attractive.’ 

Why she spoke like this — you in a nutshell, your most 
attractive  baffled me. What the blazes did a nutshell have 
to do with my finding the job of my life? 

‘I’m not in a nutshell,’ I told Ms Annette pointedly. 
‘It is a metaphor, Martin.’ Her pinkish lips twitched in 

amusement, which annoyed me, since I wasn’t in any way there 
to entertain her.  

‘Yes, a metaphor,’ she said again. 
Crazy! She expected me to just understand this stuff?  
‘I don’t like the feeling of not knowing things that 
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everyone else seems to know,’ I said, heaving a sigh. 
The office was bathed in warmth, in brightness. But I 

didn’t care. The simple fact was that I didn’t want to be 
there, even if the office was the brightest spot in the whole 
universe, a place where angels came to make merry. I didn’t 
want to sit my blistering butt in a chair, facing Ms Annette’s 
square face, her pink lips giving me a lecture about nothing, 
as if I were a moron.  

‘You can’t possibly know everything,’ she said. ‘A man can 
only know so much in a lifetime.’ She weighed her statement in 
her hand as she spoke.  

‘That makes me feel like a brainless domesticated fowl 
who’s forgotten how to feed himself,’ I told her. 

‘Ignorance is part of existence,’ she said. ‘Acknowledging 
it is accepting reality. It is by no means a sin.’ 

I shook my head, at first slowly and then harder, until 
sick from dizziness, I stopped and stared at Ms Annette, as I 
considered the matter further.  

It felt as if tiny creatures had invaded my body out of 
nowhere, penetrating the pores of my skin, disappearing into 
my flesh and threatening to eat my brains out. These beasts 
pushed me down some strange stairs spiralling inside my head, 
throwing me down to a space filled with nothing but darkness. 
Perspiration broke out on my brow. 

‘Are you all right?’ Ms Annette asked. 
‘Strange,’ I said. ‘I just imagined millions of creepy 

bugs crawling all over my skin, eating my brain cells out, 
pushing me to my death down some wobbly flight of stairs ... 
Kind of freaky, wouldn’t you say?’  

Ms Annette’s head jerked backwards. Her eyes opened wider. 
‘Nothing is eating your brains, as far as I can tell,’ she 
said. 

I took a deep breath. My skin looked normal, brown and 
oily as it came.  

‘I don’t know what these things are or why they’re there 
on my skin or what they’re doing inside my head for that 
matter. That kind of not knowing is really rather worrying.’ 

‘You look perfectly normal to me,’ the woman said. ‘If it 
makes you feel any better, then think of the air you’re 
breathing.’ She sighed. ‘Think of all the things in it you 
couldn’t possibly see, these tiny beasts you’re sucking into 
your lungs, yet nothing happens. See ... you’re doing just 
really fine, young man.’ 

‘Fine?’ I squirmed. 
Ms Annette was always precise, subtle and very insightful 

in the way she explained things to me. It didn’t matter how I 
twisted my questions, she always had answers, and convincing 
ones too. But also I found Ms Annette very annoying  a 
pompous and lonely woman, I assumed. 

* 
Later, in the library, I found The Book of Metaphors. I made 
up many of my own as I read. It was one of those crazy summer 
days with temperatures nearly breaking the thermometer. It was 
so hot the dog chasing the cat could do no more than walk. In 
the end, the heat sent me rushing outside. Disorientated, it 
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took me a while to find the main exit. I stood outside the 
library, sweating and panting.  

Cool metaphors, I thought.     

‘Funny how we get all excited, over-complicating things for 
ourselves,’ I told Ms Annette the next time we talked about 
metaphors. 

Ms Annette grinned.   

In my bed, I scanned the résumé, which had taken me two weeks 
to compose. Ms Annette had emphasised the importance of 
getting it right, if I was to stand any chance of finding a 
job. It was all about getting a job. A job will make you 
happy, it will give you a good life, it will bring you a wife 
and a lot more, I’d been told. Yet the few times I’d been on 
the train watching people going to and returning from their 
jobs, I’d always had a distinct feeling from the pain in my 
chest that hell was where they went and where they came back 
from — long faces, whose fortunes the devil might have made 
away with. That was exactly how every one of them looked to 
me. Sad, sad. How then could a job make me happy? 

Curled up like a brooding foetus, I held up the piece of 
paper containing my résumé against the low voltage light 
spilling from my bedside lamp. On the base of the bulb, small 
printed black bold letters said, Made in China.  

‘If you produced something very important, someone would 
buy it and then you’d become very rich and everyone would be 
very happy, right?’ I’d asked Old Ruth, my landlady-friend.  

‘I suppose so,’ she’d replied, handing me the bulb to 
replace the one that had imploded the night before.  

‘What about this bulb?’ I’d raised the small cardboard box 
containing the bulb, which had a glowing picture on all four 
sides. 

‘They’re environmentally friendly.’  
‘Is that important?’ 
‘Oh, yes. Very important,’ Old Ruth enthused. ‘Anything 

remotely friendly to nature is a winner.’ 
Ah, am I stupid or what?  
China had a bigger population than many other countries 

combined. Could a largely poor country like China really 
concern itself with environmental issues? 

Old Ruth bought these bulbs at her favourite supermarket, 
Tesco. She had extras stocked in a cabinet in the kitchen to 
last us at least a year.  

‘There’s widespread pollution in China,’ Old Ruth went on 
to enlighten me. ‘We don’t want Edinburgh to look the same, do 
we?’ 

‘From making bulbs for us?’ I asked. 
Old Ruth said nothing. She left with a deep sigh.  
A simple question had just become complicated, I thought. 

If poor Old Ruth had so many of these bulbs stocked at home 
and every household in Britain did the same ... I did the 
maths and the number blew my mind. China with its 
environmentally friendly bulbs and pollution. Which one came 
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first, the bulbs or the pollution?  
I didn’t like the light the lamps produced, but I didn’t 

tell Old Ruth this. I could barely see anything it was so dim. 
But having this kind of light had many benefits. It gave my 
austere room a comfy feel, like fading summer evenings, or a 
warm and soothing twilight. It transformed the room into half-
darkness and half-light, sprinkling shades of mysterious 
shadows here and there — disguising my notorious messiness. I 
wasn’t fond of cleaning ... not even of washing myself. I came 
to a sharp halt. 

  
MY RÉSUMÉ 
One  Martin. 
Two  nineteen.  
Three  male. 
Four  ugly.  
Five  very unhappy; probably the most depressed person 
alive or ever born. 
Six  unemployed. Nothing new! 
Seven  lives on state benefits. This works pretty well 
as a job, when you look like the stereotypical loser. 
Eight  rents a tiny room in Old Ruth’s house in a dreary 
neighbourhood of Edinburgh called Granton.  
Nine  doesn’t have a girlfriend. Never had one my entire 
life. Though, thinking about it, I will always love Lucy. 
Ten  no family or friends.  
Eleven  reads a lot. At this time very, very big and 
intelligent books. 
Twelve  hates life and everyone in it. Bored! 
Thirteen  sees Ms Annette, for deliverance, every 
fortnight. 
 

Satisfied, I put the piece of paper on my bedside table, next 
to Lolita, the bestseller I was reading. I switched off the 
lamp, and as I let the blackness transform me into a sinister 
Bog Man, I started wondering whether I was going nuts. Then 
calm rolled me over and sent me to sleep, with the hope of 
pleasing Ms Annette in the morning. She’d been asking for a 
résumé for a few months now. Ms Annette the social worker, Ms 
Annette my adviser. She could be a real pest about anything 
she wanted done. And she was already over the top about this.  
 

 
Chapter 2 

Not Another Psychologist 
 
The next morning, I jumped out of bed and stood on the thin 
mattress of my camp bed, my cheap digital watch showing 9:05 — 
eleven straight hours of sleep. 

Great!  
I stretched and yawned away the night in the light 

filtering through the grime in the window. With the brightness 
flooding everything, my room looked like an old person’s. I 



www.hoperoadpublishing.com

thought of ways of improving the tiny space, but arrived at no 
conclusion. 

What’s the point anyway?  
Just so it looks nice ... 
But no one ever comes in here except you. 
So what?  
No one ever visits but for the mice. 
So––  
I shrugged and stared at the wardrobe, which was pretty 

much empty because the few clothes I possessed lay in random 
heaps on the floor, where I’d stepped out of them, waiting 
until the next time I’d step into them again. The clean ones 
were draped on the back of the lone chair accompanying the old 
wooden table that was pushed to the corner to the left of the 
bed. I had no television, no game consoles, no CD or DVD 
players. Can you imagine?  

It was a bare, dingy room, but I didn’t mind — I seldom 
noticed the ugliness of the place. I came in, slept, got up 
and left — the bed unmade. The truth of the matter was that 
I’d never known anything better. There was the abandoned house 
in Fenham, in Geordie Land in Newcastle, in the north-east of 
England, where I’d grown up, and the foster home in the same 
neighbourhood where I’d lived for three pernicious years. And 
then one fine morning, just like that, I fled to Edinburgh at 
the terrific age of sixteen.  

As I stood there that morning, listening to the world 
outside my window come alive, I looked at the Bob Marley 
poster dominating the wall. 

I’d hung the picture so that whenever I opened my eyes in 
the morning, its boldness testified to my not having died 
during the night or awoken in another crazy world. Bob Marley 
had a fat smoke in his mouth, his brow pinched into two 
vertical folds. Over his head glowed Catch (yellow) A (green) 
Fire (red).  I loved Bob Marley’s hair — big and wild, just 
like mine — a crazy lion of some sort. Imagine looking like a 
real lion. Awesome - and quite the half-breed just like me. 
How cool, I thought, practising my frown as I watched his, 
before remembering. 

‘Crap!’  
I was due to see Ms Annette at 9:30 am. How could I have 

forgotten, when I’d been looking forward to showing her my 
incredible résumé? 

I found my baggy jeans, caterpillar boots and red over-
sized T-shirt on the floor. I donned my red baseball hat. It 
had a blue star on the front. I didn’t know what the star 
stood for. I had never really cared to investigate. A star was 
a star. Period. I picked up my rucksack and dashed out of my 
room. In the hallway, I remembered the résumé. 

 ‘Damn!’  
Back in the room, I snatched the piece of paper from the 

bedside table. 
‘Martin?’ Old Ruth called out from somewhere inside the 

house as I emerged again from my room.  
Pretending not to hear, I collected my red winter jacket 

from a hook in the hallway and slipped out through the main 
door to the small garden in front of the grim , pastel blue, 
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west-facing council estate house. The cold slammed into me 
like an irritated bull. Above, the sun struggled to kick away 
frightful clouds. Tucking myself into my jacket, I walked on 
the narrow cobblestoned track, leading away from the house, to 
the picket fence painted in alternating colours of white and 
black. The fence separated all of the houses on the street. 
Ours was faded white. At the gate, I pulled the rusty bolt and 
stepped out onto the pavement, shut the gap in the fence and 
bolted. Racing down the abandoned street, my feet slapped the 
concrete as if I had webbed toes. I felt like King Kong. 

A dog barked from somewhere. The morning smelled like 
hops. There was no doubt in my mind I was indeed in Edinburgh. 

* 
‘This is a terrible résumé, Martin,’ Ms Annette said crossly.  

In a flash, folded lines rippled her smooth forehead. I’d 
arrived fifteen minutes behind schedule. Ms Annette had let 
the lateness slide, but I knew she’d not tolerate such 
tardiness in the future.  

I shrugged and said, ‘I tried.’  
The piece of paper spoke for itself; it was a good résumé, 

I thought. And besides, I couldn’t think of anything else to 
say. Until then, I’d been proud of that résumé, and believed 
she’d like it just as much as I did. It had taken me fourteen 
days, can you imagine, fourteen good days to compose and 
perfect. I wasn’t stupid. It was a concise and clear résumé.  

Did she even notice it beat the tablet of the Ten 
Commandments by up to three points?  

I doubted it.  
Ms Annette pulled me out of my thoughts. ‘No one will give 

you a job with something this bizarre.’ She waved the sheet of 
paper, wafting a soft breeze into my flushed face.  

What the heck had a résumé got to do with my ability to do 
a job? 

Noises rose inside my head like a symphony, dishing out 
silent brutalities at Ms Annette. My heart yelled savage 
obscenities, fingers tingling in pitiless rage, toes writhing 
inside my shoes, craving to kick and break something. 

‘Dr McNamara is a fine psychologist with a PhD and a 
strong background in psychiatric medicine. She’s one of the 
best in the country,’ Ms Annette said. She pushed my résumé 
back to me; her face wearing a ‘things are about to get 
serious’ countenance, signalling some kind of grave concern 
was troubling her.  

Too late. I couldn’t distance myself from my résumé. I’d 
written the thing. Presumably, both the piece of paper now 
lying on the table and I were in some kind of trouble. I 
shuffled in my seat, grabbed my middle finger and began to 
wrench it like a motorcycle throttle. I imagined a lethal grip 
fastened around Ms Annette’s neck. I squeezed and wrenched 
until my fingers burned. 

Then I thought: why would I be mad at Ms Annette? She was 
only trying to be helpful. A task she performed so well that 
she buzzed like a frustrated fly. 

‘Did you hear me?’ Ms Annette said. 
‘A psychologist ... what has that got to do with my 



résumé?’  
‘Everything,’ Ms Annette said, her voice also taking the 

‘things are about to get serious’ tone. 
‘Everything?’ I kicked out my legs and stretched them 

under the desk. 
‘Yes!’ 
‘Do I really have to see this woman PhD shrink?’ 
‘She’s not a shrink, just a counselling psychologist. I 

believe you are mistaking them for psychiatrists.’ 
 ‘The same thing with different labels. They’re all 

shrinks, as far as I am concerned. Funny thing is, my head 
hasn’t grown an extra inch smaller since I started seeing one 
shrink after another.’ 

I must be missing something. 
‘Sometimes you have to go out of your way a little to make 

things better for yourself.’ Ms Annette grinned and stuck her 
chin forward. Her eyes dimmed, the action reminding me of my 
room, of the Chinese bulb. 

She expects me to show gratitude at this terrible news? I 
throttled one finger after another. 

My ears felt sort of itchy. My eyes stung. I might have 
walked into a shower of hot chillies. My hands wanted to 
soothe my earlobes. They ached to rub my eyes. Instead, I 
stroked the arms of my chair with the flat of my palms, 
producing the sound of a pair of scissors clipping through 
soft metal. But the sound seemed to have no effect on Ms 
Annette. She paid not the slightest attention. And it appeared 
as if she wasn’t even aware of my existence, as on a whim I 
increased the speed at which both hands ran over the wood.  

Ms Annette was a tough-spirited woman, an assertive one — 
not someone you could push around. She could wear a face black 
as a broken TV screen, if she wanted. But when she was happy 
she could smile her way into your soul, with the ease of a 
nymph. She was indeed a nymph, if you took her amorous nature 
into account, which she hid so well as Ms Tough Annette. Ms 
Insistence. Ms All-knowing. Ms Damn! 

I had spent the past two years trying to figure out this 
woman  the length of time she’d served as my adviser and as 
the manager of my unproductive life. Ms Difficult.  

The certainty was that Ms Annette loved doing her job — 
she provided as much help as she could to society’s social 
misfits.  And she took this job seriously, as if her life 
depended on it. Ms Serious Annette! 

Not for once did I consider myself one of Ms Annette’s 
misfits. I was some kind of a stereotypical loser, true, just 
not a misfit. My pride couldn’t allow the thought. The 
difference wasn’t quite clear in my head, but it made me feel 
better about myself. I told Ms Annette I was just unfortunate 
to be at the wrong place at the wrong time, whereupon she 
wondered how come I was always at the wrong places at all the 
wrong times, and for most of my entire life? That one rammed 
me into the ground. Ms Smart Annette! 

‘Is there any particular reason why I need to go to this 
woman?’ I asked. 

‘Well, the doctor’s report says you need to see a 
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psychologist, and she’s good.’  
I could see Ms Annette’s cogs turning to determine how 

crazy I could be. Her eyes were like enormous lamps gawking at 
me as if she were a nocturnal animal and I were pitch 
darkness. 

I shifted in my chair. They think I’m crazy and she 
believes them.  

I put my right fist into my left palm and drilled a slow 
screw into my hand.   

It is so bad that a PhD in psychology has to examine my 
head.  

Meanwhile, Ms Annette continued to gaze at me in her usual 
serene manner. Her mood sent me signals that something was the 
matter with my face.  Inexplicably, I began to think of the 
story Father once told me about a boy and a giant mushroom. A 
mushroom so tall and wide that the boy slept under it. When it 
rained or when the sun shone, he was safe. The boy did nothing 
but sit there, day after day, under the mushroom. Then one 
day, without warning, the mushroom withered.  

Things come and things go.  
There’s birth and there’s death.  
Life isn’t anyone’s to keep.   
So I remembered Father’s distillation of the story. I may 

have been four or five. Still this memory came fresh like the 
snow coating on the lawns outside. 

‘Do they think I’m mad?’ I asked. 
‘Don’t be ridiculous, Martin.’  
‘What did the doctor say?’ I leaned towards Ms Annette, 

flaring my nostrils, like I’d sniff Old Ruth’s empty kitchen 
in the morning for breakfast. Ms Annette twirled her ballpoint 
pen, rubbing her ten fingers and her palms together. 

‘You’re unfocused.’ She stopped the movement of her hands, 
resuming her stiff comportment. ‘She can help you with that.’ 
Ms Annette put down the pen, stretched her hands and placed 
them on the table. I looked up into her square face and said, 
‘You believe them, don’t you?’  

‘Believe what?’ Ms Annette looked back at me, seeming 
puzzled.  

The familiar heat of rage started to warm my face. ‘That 
I’m crazy.’ 

‘I’ll book an appointment for you to see Dr McNamara.’  
The stubbornness in her tone sickened me. I slumped into 

the seat and pressed my chin into my chest, Ms Annette blurry 
from under my upper eyelids. 

‘Shit!’ I said after a while — nothing better to say. 
‘Young man!’ Ms Annette’s eyes darkened. I knew Ms Annette 

just wanted an apology — a promise not to use foul language in 
her presence, but I couldn’t be bothered. I refused to 
apologise, nodded but said nothing. Without moving my head, I 
fastened my gaze on a red folder in front of her. My attention 
roved even further, to a small blue paper box, indexed with 
cards, containing details of clients Ms Annette was supposed 
to see on that day. Whenever I came to see Ms Annette, she’d 
rifle through this box and bring out a card on which she 
recorded details of my visit — like when I came and what we 
talked about.  
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I brushed this dull thought aside, as my eyes settled on 
her pink pencil case, filled with blue, yellow, red ... well, 
it contained pens and pencils of every colour imaginable. As 
usual, the silver frame of her computer had its bizarre host 
of yellow and pink PostIt notes. 

Ms Annette once told me they were reminders of things she 
had to do. She must have so much to do. I reflected on whether 
I felt sorry for her.  

No, I decided. I don’t feel sorry for her! 
Bullets rattled off a keyboard — in a cubicle to the right 

of Ms Annette’s. Someone chuckled. The office wasn’t 
particularly crowded on this day, not that I cared about such 
trivialities. The routine of being there was vexing enough to 
start off with. I watched Ms Annette’s countenance soften. 

‘You’ll receive counselling every Thursday for the next 
three months,’ she said, finally, and tore a sheet of paper 
from the spiral hinge of a notebook, which left shreds 
dangling like confetti along the edge. She started to 
scribble. ‘Until we’re certain we can find a solution to your 
problems,’ she said, scribbling. 

‘I don’t have any problems,’ I told her. 
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Ms Annette said, scribbling and 

scribbling, not looking at me. ‘You can’t go on living in 
denial, Martin. We all have problems of some sort. Take a look 
at your résumé.’  

I swallowed and said, ‘It is what I do that matters — not 
what they tell me to do.’ I thumped the table with my fists, 
just enough to assert my position. 

Ms Annette paused in her writing. Her long fingers, with 
tapering nails polished a dark red, tightened around her 
luminescent ballpoint pen. Poor pen! 

‘You understand that you must attend these appointments, 
don’t you?’ She looked up into my face, eyes steady. ‘Or else 
we’ll terminate your weekly allowance.’ 

My mouth went dry. I sighed and nodded. 
‘Good,’ she said, and pushed the yellow attendance sheet 

towards me with her glossy pen. I scrawled what looked like a 
signature, where she’d marked a large X. I then pushed the 
sheet back to her. It felt like playing a game of chess, even 
though I didn’t play and had never played before.  

I picked up my rucksack, took the slip of paper she 
proffered, folded it into a small perfect square and stuffed 
it into the pocket of my red winter jacket. Then I grabbed my 
résumé from the desk, stood up and stomped towards the 
revolving glass door. 

 
 

 
 

 




