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			INTRODUCTION

			From backstage I watched the tape run for the last show’s introduction. I always assumed it was tape, even though it probably hadn’t been for years. Tape is a thing of the past, a relic, redundant—exactly how I should have felt at that moment. My time was up. I had done ten years, it was someone else’s problem now. I should have been sad, even just a little, a touch of bittersweet melancholy at least. I had certainly experienced those feelings on the run-up to the show’s ending, but in that moment I wasn’t sad, not even a little bit. It felt like the last day of my grim high school. I was elated. I felt the fog clearing. Finally I’d be able to see the horizon, get my bearings, and continue the journey.

			The tape ended and both drummers thundered out the beat. I walked out, waved to the audience, and climbed on top of that fucking desk to sing the last song. I stomped in time, doing what I have always tried to do: attempting to follow the beat while trashing the varnish.

			

			—

			I have never thought of myself as a late-night talk show host. I’ve said that often to anyone who would listen, but I suppose it was a bit confusing, since all they knew about me was that I hosted a late-night talk show. The press was convinced that I was crushed not to be taking over for David Letterman when I left The Late Late Show in 2014, despite my public insistence since 2005, when I started in late night—often quoted in their very publications—that I didn’t want the job. I didn’t and I don’t. You can check this online if you want, although I can’t think why you’d bother at this point. Certainly nobody seemed to find it necessary at the time.

			It seems to me people make up stories to fit their perception about you. They don’t just do it about me, of course. It happens to everybody. I do it to myself. I’m getting older now and the shadows are getting longer. When I look into them I see shapes move and stir and I think I remember what they are, but maybe I’m just making it up to suit a reality about myself that I find comfortable.

			From January 2005 until December 2014 I hosted a late-night show on American broadcast television. I found it in turns rewarding, frustrating, difficult, easy, immensely satisfying, soul-crushingly dull, hilarious, and depressing.

			Sometimes all in one show. Sometimes all in one monologue. Sometimes all in one “interview” (I have never really thought of myself as an interviewer, but if you talk to people on TV and the show title has your name in it then you are, by default, an interviewer, I suppose).

			The strict traditional format the show was produced under demanded that each episode begin with a monologue. A late-night tradition dating back to the early ratpacky nicoteeny alcoholic madmen days of TV. My first stumbling attempts were the clumsy reading of jokes written in black ink on giant white cards that were held just off camera by a very nice man called Tony.

			Tony’s job was holding up jokes for me to read out. It didn’t matter to him if the joke was good or bad, clever or stupid. He didn’t care, he passed no judgment. He was like a good undertaker, handling each case with professional detachment. He didn’t get involved.

			I was expected to do the same. Sell the joke and move on, deliver the monologue. I tried but I was terrible at it, as the early reviews for the show gleefully and wickedly pointed out. I found myself saying mean and bitchy things about people or groups of people who I didn’t know anything about. By doing the task assigned to me, I found myself espousing the rage and questionable morality of whatever writer had been lucky enough to find favor with the producers that day. I found I had to defend myself about jokes I made on TV when I didn’t agree or even have much knowledge of the stance I had supposedly taken.

			I vas just obeying orders.

			It became evident to me that if I was to continue on the show, that if I were to espouse any rage and questionable moral judgment, it would have to be my own. Otherwise I was inviting a level of self-loathing that even an apostate Scottish Calvinist couldn’t survive.

			I fired the writers I disagreed with and hired a few whose weltanschauung ran in tandem with or complemented my own. The monologue went from being a necessary chore to being a creative emotional outlet. When it was at its best it was more of an essay that contained the requisite amount of jokes. An op-ed column in a suit and makeup. Not every night, of course. Sometimes, like most people, I simply had nothing to say (hence the annual Latvian Independence Day monologue was born). On some nights, though, maybe a dozen or so per year, it all clicked and I made myself and a few others laugh or cry or think about things differently.

			The monologue didn’t give me total freedom, of course. The concerns of the network or the FCC or the sponsors could be restricting at times. Performing stand-up in a theater or a comedy club with no cameras running is a more liberated vehicle of articulation, but it does require a certain singularity of purpose. It should be funny.

			I don’t miss doing the late-night show, but my brain has become used to the format of these monologues/essays. So much so that the initial title of this book was going to be Mono-Logging. But I thought that it sounded too much like a sophomoric euphemism for masturbation—and maybe that’s what’s going on here, maybe I’m just pleasing myself.

			Herein, then, is a collection of recollections and observations and—occasionally, in the spirit of poetic license—fabrications that don’t fit in any other format but this book’s. Not really monologues and not really essays, they have no agenda, not even comedic, although I’d like to hope every now and then they raise a chuckle or two. These are stories that I couldn’t or wouldn’t tell in any other way than the one in which I present them to you now. The timeline is not strictly linear because that’s not how I remember things, so you can start reading the book in the middle if you want, but I’d rather you didn’t. You’ll understand why when you’ve finished it.

			I settled with the title Riding the Elephant because it’s the name of one of my favorite stories and also because it’s a slang phrase employed by potheads to describe being stoned in a foggy and confused way, though I’m not sure there is any other way to be stoned. Foggy and confused is just how I remember things.

			It also seems to me that the phrase riding the elephant contains a perfect description for a life which seems to take any direction it chooses, paying scant attention to my instructions or commands. The big gray fucker just goes where it wants.

		

	
		
			
		

		
			For Megan

		

	
		
			
			
				But if you study the logistics

				And heuristics of the mystics

				You will find that their minds rarely move in a line

				—BRIAN ENO
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			Riding the Elephant

			In the time before I loved you, I never thought of the world as precious. It had value to me only in its sensuality and its ability to satiate my appetites. This was the time when I was ruled by the tyranny of desire. If I couldn’t eat it or snort it or own it or drink it or make it cry or laugh or give me money, then it was invisible to me. I had no empathy, but used sentimentality and wit and slurred prose to cloak my ugliness. Even then I was reaching out to find you, almost imperceptible, a daisy on a mountain of shit. Even now when I warm the pool of recollection and look into its depths I can see the ice melt around the old monsters and watch them cast a sleepy eye to the surface on the off chance of an opportunity to attack.

			It was a time of a quiescent conscience but not a deep, restful sleep. I thrashed around in the nightmares. In the cold light of day though, or in the neon, I didn’t give a fuck. I sang and danced and joked in the spotlights; I drank and snorted in the bars and clubs and made as much bloody noise as I could so I couldn’t hear the discordant hymns of purity and constancy that whined incessantly at low volume in the background. This was a time when I would tear the burned flesh of the dead with my canines and drink stolen mother’s milk so that riding on the back of a majestic, sad, captured god would not even register as an issue of morality. I would not be comfortable riding an elephant today, but I was a different man then, and although I do not ask for your forgiveness for who I was, I humbly apologize to the elephant, wherever she may be.

			I had been separated from my wife, Anne, for a few months before I attempted my first adult relationship. Her name was Helen and she was an actress. She was English and was older than me and had a cool Mazda RX-7 with pop-up headlights. She wore a perfume called Giorgio that proclaimed proudly that it came from Beverly Hills on its expensive-looking yellow-and-white packaging. Helen had chic Italian clothes with padded shoulders. She had performed Shakespeare in the theater and been on really good television shows and had known Ian Curtis when she was at school. She knew famous people who were still alive too, and she took reasonably priced holidays to exotic places, sometimes with those famous people. She rode horses, for God’s sake. She could have groceries in her refrigerator and not eat them all in the same day; she could pay her bills and make appointments on time. I was bewitched by her functionality. That’s not to say she was boring. On the contrary, she had a great laugh and an unpredictable temper. She was, to all outward appearances, a well-rounded human being, although I question that now given that she chose to be in a relationship with a recently separated unsuccessful alcoholic stand-up comedian eight years her junior. I was telling a lot of lies to myself about who I was then; perhaps she was unfortunate enough to believe some of them too.

			Helen wanted to go Sri Lanka. She had read about it in a magazine. She showed me the pictures. Charming jungle scenery and giant golden Buddhas. I didn’t care about going to Sri Lanka, but I didn’t want Helen to know I was that provincial so I enthusiastically agreed. Although I could ill afford it, I borrowed some more money from my increasingly concerned bank, and we bought tickets and booked a hotel.

			
				Although Helen had questionable taste in men, she wasn’t an idiot; we had separate finances the entire five years we were together. Smart move, I’d say.

			

			The problem with trying to hide active alcoholism from someone you live with is one of balance. You have to drink because you’re an alcoholic, but you don’t want to appear too drunk because then the poor unfortunate that is supposedly in a relationship with you might insist on you getting help. That’s the last fucking thing you want because every drinking alcoholic knows “getting help” means stopping drinking, and that is unthinkable. Keeping your shit together is a tightrope act and is only halfway possible with luck, good timing, and cocaine. Even then it doesn’t always work.

			Let’s be honest, it hardly ever works.

			It never works.

			The con I was selling Helen on the flight from London to Sri Lanka was that I was drinking iced tonic water, but on an early bathroom trip I had bribed the charming Tamil flight attendant to slip a double vodka into every drink I asked for. Consequently, I slept most of the second half of the journey, and then had to pretend I didn’t have a head like a brown dog as we went through customs and immigration into the surrealism of Colombo at night. I suppose if you live in Colombo it’s not strange at all, but if you get off a plane having never experienced anything like it before, it is—or was, I haven’t been there in nearly thirty years—a sensory overload in the speedball class, that charming if slightly fatal mixture of heroin and cocaine. Literally takes you in two directions at the same time.

			The traffic and noise and heat and moisture and smell of the city slammed me the minute I stepped from the airport. The only time I had experienced anything like the climate was in the steam room of one of the health spas that Helen was so fond of. I didn’t like the atmosphere of that steam room even when I wasn’t wearing jeans and a leather jacket or suffering from a knee-buckling secret vodka headache or experiencing small, fierce taxi drivers yelling at me in a language I didn’t understand.

			We made a deal and got in a taxi, an old Morris Minor. Every vehicle in Colombo was an old Morris Minor except for the buses, which were giant red double-deckers that had been bought as a job lot from London Transport. They still had the black destination signs on the front and I was thunderstruck to see my local, the thirteen to Stoke Newington, rumble past with at least fifty more passengers than would ever have been permitted in London, even at rush hour on a bank holiday Friday.

			

			—

			We stayed in a big Western hotel in the city that night and the next day I ate a dog.

			I didn’t mean to eat a dog. Please don’t tell our dogs about this. I was hoodwinked by providence and a horrifying mixture of restaurateur opportunism and the excessive desire of bourgeois tourists to not offend.

			Helen wanted to see some of the city before we headed down to the resort we would be staying in on the coast. Like the good little yuppies we were, we wanted to experience the local cuisine, but the authenticity which was essential for dinner party anecdotes dictated we couldn’t go anywhere that was in a guidebook or a map. This was the last week of the 1980s. There was no Yelp or Internet or even cell phones, really. We organized our lives by Filofax, which was woefully inadequate for on-the-spot restaurant recommendations. After getting lost in a labyrinthine network of satisfyingly cinematic side streets, we eventually settled on a café that had a few local customers sitting at a Formica table playing dominoes. There was a ceiling fan that was moving so slowly it could have been a clock, and a neon sign for a beer I’d never heard of.

			A friendly apple-cheeked waiter come to our table and said hello enthusiastically. We said hello and asked for a menu and he said hello again and we asked if he spoke English and he said hello again. It became clear that either he was really keen to get his hello message across or he had reached the extent of his knowledge of the language. In the time-honored tradition of travelers, I pointed at the beer sign and held up two fingers.

			He said hello again and went off to fetch our drinks.

			While he was away I expressed some reservation about ordering food in this place, but Helen would have none of it. We had to experience it or else what was the point. I said the point might be to avoid dysentery and she called me a racist so I shut up in a huff.

			Mr. Hello came back with what I have to admit were two deliciously cold bottled beers, and after we’d had a few each—Helen never questioned my drinking in tropical climates for some reason—my mood lightened and I decided I was in fact being a racist and we should eat. I asked our waiter for a menu and his answer was, predictably I suppose, Hello.

			I mimed opening a book and then eating and he mimed opening a book and shook his head, which I assumed to mean “no menus.” He then mimed eating and nodded and waggled his elbows in the universal sign for chicken and said, “Bawk.”

			“Bawk?” I asked.

			“Bawk,” he confirmed.

			“Bawk good?” I asked.

			“Hello,” he replied.

			I said “bawk” again and pointed to myself and mimed eating. He smiled and pointed at Helen.

			“Bawk?” he asked.

			She shook her head and I gave her a stern look.

			“I’m not that hungry. I’ll just have some of yours,” she said, throwing me under the bus.

			We drank some more beers and got chatting to the domino players and were invited to sit for a game. Dominoes being a splendid pastime which requires no one to speak the same language, things were going swimmingly. I had almost forgotten about my food order until it was placed in front of me. A blue willow-pattern plate bearing a dark brown stew on a bed of white rice. I’ll never forget it.

			That was at a time when I ate chicken. I am, to this day, familiar with the smell and consistency of chicken even when it is diced and smuggled into my presence under a thick blanket of aromatic curry sauce. I know chicken and this, my dear, was not one. Never had been.

			“Bawk!” said Mr. Hello, proudly.

			I looked at the plate with suspicion. I glanced at Helen, who looked concerned. I looked at the other players, who were smiling at me in the most charming and friendly “go ahead and eat your lovely plate of chicken” way.

			“Bawk?” I asked again.

			Everybody assured me it was indeed bawk and they all, including Helen at this point, looked excited at the thought of me eating it. I bowed to pressure and took a forkful.

			You know when you eat dog. Even if you have never eaten dog before, you know. It somehow tastes like you would think it would, which you probably haven’t thought about until now. It tastes a little like how dogshit smells but with curry. There was a lot of spice but it was in there. A four-legged friend.

			I looked at the waiter.

			“Woof?” I asked.

			The domino players and the waiter were horrified. Lots of exclamations and shaking of heads and assurances of bawk. I was skeptical, and when I refused to eat more, an unpleasant tension came into the air. Helen told me I should knock it off and eat more so as not to be rude. I said that it was fucking dog and that if she wanted to be polite she could eat it. She told me she wasn’t hungry and anyway she would never knowingly eat a dog. I told her I would never knowingly eat a dog either, and she said she couldn’t because she was a former Miss East Cheshire Pony Club, as if that had anything to do with it. In the interest of world peace I took a few more disgusting mouthfuls of man’s best friend and then made the tummy-rub sign for being full up. Mr. Hello and the Domino Gang seemed to be happy to let it go at that. We paid up and left pretty soon afterward and as we walked away from the café we both pretended not to hear the barking noises and laughing coming from within.

			

			—

			The next day we were driven in a Morris Minor to the coastal resort that we were booked into for a week. Sri Lankan driving may have improved since December 1989, and I hope for the Sri Lankans’ sake it has. I also hope they don’t have teenage soldiers at checkpoints every ten miles or so either. That was a bit buttock-clenchy too, although clenched buttocks was exactly what I required given the night I had spent on a Lassie-fueled gastrointestinal thrill ride.

			I still felt queasy as we pulled up to the gates of the swanky resort. I don’t know if the discomfort was left over from my run-in with Scooby Stew or the sickness I have always felt in the presence of third world economics, a feeling I increasingly experience when I’m in Los Angeles. Extreme wealth flaunting itself up against extreme poverty, or you could express it the other way round, I suppose, if you were a heartless asshole.

			We drove past a man at the gate who was wearing a threadbare version of what I assumed to be traditional Sri Lankan costume. He was smoking, but took the cigarette from his mouth and waved at us as we drove past. Next to him stood a sad-looking gray Indian elephant. It was large, of course—bigger than the man, bigger than the Morris Minor, bigger than the security gates—but pretty small for an elephant. She (as I later found out) had a decorative headdress on, the type traditionally used on her species by now-defunct cruel circuses. She looked like an old person in a cancer ward who’s been dressed up by the nurses for a visitor. It was crushingly sad, or maybe I had a terrible hangover, or maybe both. The man and I locked eyes for a moment and he smiled at me, really smiled. He didn’t look sad at all.

			“What’s that about?” I asked the driver.

			“That man will give elephant ride, sir. Not as good as a car. Very slow,” he told me, helpfully.

			The resort wasn’t particularly expensive, but it was in a part of the world where just a few pounds, dollars, or deutsche marks went a long way. I hated it. I felt guilty being there. The view was beautiful, of course. Open lobby facing out onto an impossible azure ocean and a white-sand beach, but the vista was marred by overweight cartoon Westerners sunning themselves and napping like some tropical species of albino walrus. Uniformed security guards kept local beggars from trespassing onto the precious resort sand or approaching the guests.

			There was an all-you-can-eat buffet every day for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Native staff scurried deferentially, the men in white Nehru jackets and the women in traditional dress. I felt as if I were in some super-luxurious open prison for the criminally greedy, which I suppose I was.

			You know, I have run all my life. From fights and bars and women and any number of tricky situations. I run to think and I run to not think. I ran even when I was drinking. Often, I would leave bars and run into the night, just keep going until sheer exhaustion or sheer drunkenness stopped me. I don’t run in groups or on teams, I don’t run in events or with friends. I don’t run for charity. I don’t run for fitness—I ran even when I was fat or when I smoked. I run for the same thing I have always run for. The solitude and the independence of spirit. The feeling of freedom. When I was in my early teens I read Alan Sillitoe’s short story “The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner” and had my psyche explained to me.

			I took to running down the Sri Lankan beach to escape the horrible Sunday-afternoon feeling of the hotel. I ran barefoot, past the security guards who mumbled dire warnings about my safety. I ran to the edge of the headland and back. It took about an hour and occasionally some local kids would run next to me laughing, until they got bored. One day a young man, maybe in his early twenties, ran with me, keeping in step and saying nothing. At first the atmosphere felt malevolent and I thought I might be in a spot of bother, but we soon fell into a companionable pace and occasionally he or I would speed up to test the other or clear a rock or beached jellyfish in our path. When I reached the halfway point I stopped, as had become my habit, to catch my breath and have a cigarette. I offered him one, which he accepted graciously. We smoked in silence for a few minutes and then he asked me in perfect English:

			“What’s it like to be rich?”

			I sputtered and coughed a little and told him I wasn’t rich, which he didn’t believe.

			“Of course you are rich. You have a nice fat tummy and you wear rich man’s clothes.”

			He had a point about the tummy, but I was wearing a ratty old T-shirt I had been given from the Hackney Empire in London when I’d played a gig there. He wasn’t wearing a T-shirt at all. I thought that had been a choice but perhaps not.

			“This is a rich man’s T-shirt?” I asked.

			“Oh yes,” he said. “Hackney Empire. Very famous.”

			“You want this T-shirt?” I asked.

			He said that he could never accept such a generous gift, but I could tell he did want it. I took it off and gave it to him.

			“You’ll have to wash it. It’s a bit sweaty.”

			He laughed like it was a slightly stupid joke and put on the shirt then and there. I have to admit it looked better on him than it did on me. We finished our cigarettes and began the run back down the beach. We ran in step all the way to the resort security guards and then, before they could confront him, he said, “Good-bye, thank you for the cigarette and the shirt.”

			He ran off in the opposite direction, back the way we had come. I never saw him again. I hope life worked out okay for him. The security guards gave me the stink-eye like I’d broken the rules by fraternizing with the locals.

			

			—

			Because I was miserable and uncomfortable in the hotel, Helen and I quarreled a lot. When I look back, I think we quarreled a lot wherever we were, which I suspect was entirely my fault. She was actually quite a happy and upbeat person; it was I who was miserable. It was never her that I was angry with, not really. It was myself, of course.

			Toward the end of the holiday, after one of our regular rows, the subject of which I have long since forgotten, I stormed out of the hotel and stood fuming by the ornate fountain outside reception. One of the security guards watched me suspiciously, as if I were getting ready to make a run for the fence or was dropping the soil from my secret tunnel out the hem of my trousers. I decided to piss him off by strolling outside the front gates and having a cigarette with the elephant man who I’d seen on the first day.

			His name was Mr. De Silva. It seemed to me that every Sri Lankan I met had the surname De Silva. I don’t know what the story is behind that, but I suspect it is not a good one. Something colonial, probably. Another legacy of the Victorians, those greedy, self-righteous blundering asshats who plundered the world and sowed the seeds of chaos for generations to come.

			I offered Mr. De Silva a filter-tipped Benson & Hedges from the silly golden box they were sold in, but he demurred, preferring to roll his own. He asked me if I’d like an elephant ride and I said maybe later, which I could tell disappointed him. I saw that disappointed look on people’s faces all the time back then, and I hated it. So I said fuck it, paid the necessary rupees, and climbed up the little stepladder he provided onto the back of the patiently waiting pachyderm. In the interest of clarity and friendliness we should name her. Let’s call her Patricia.

			We lumbered away from the gates, me riding on Patricia while Mr. De Silva led her down a dirt track into the jungle. The track was wide and clean and was obviously used for vehicles although none were about. Mr. De Silva pointed out some different plants and flowers in a very professional tour-guidey way. Pretty soon we came to a collection of concrete houses and beat-up trailers, which he told me was his village. It was not picturesque guidebook stuff—it looked more like a tropical version of where I grew up—but he clearly possessed a healthy share of civic pride, so in order to be polite I made the requisite noises of awe and wonder as he showed me his friend’s pickup truck and his brother-in-law’s fish tank, which was outdoors and held no fish or, indeed, water.

			A few people came out from their houses and waved shyly to us. They were all dressed quite elegantly, and I remarked on that to Mr. De Silva. He told me this was because it was a special day in the village, and I was very lucky to be there at that time.

			There had been a death.

			Given his accent and my confusion and the heat and the fact I was sitting on a fucking elephant in the Sri Lankan jungle, I didn’t really grasp what he had told me until we stopped in front of one of the concrete houses. He pulled out the little ladder and indicated that I should dismount Patricia.

			I stepped down and was led by smiling villagers into a small concrete house where I was introduced to the corpse. He was an ancient, tan-leather-looking gentleman who seemed to be asleep. This was the first time I’d seen death on a human. I’d seen bugs and roadkill rabbits and a couple of tortoises and hamsters that were unfortunate enough to have been pets of a Scottish schoolboy who had a woeful record of animal husbandry, but I’d never seen a dead one of us. I was shocked by how ordinary it looked and felt. The deceased was lying on white sheets and wearing white robes, and the bed was draped in white muslin. There were some candles lit and the room smelled of jasmine or some kind of perfume more exotic than anything I had encountered. I was a little afraid, more from the feeling of ceremony than mortality. Also, I was embarrassed. I felt like I was intruding on something deeply private, although Mr. De Silva was beaming a big smile at me and nodding to the corpse like I should say something. So I said:

			“Very nice.”

			“Thank you, yes. This is my grandfather. We are very happy. He was sick for some time and now things are much better for him.”

			The metaphysics of this were a little beyond me then, but I’m older now and have been broken down by life a little more. I think I understand what he meant, even though I’m not Hindu and reincarnation seems an unlikely explanation of what happens next—although I’ve learned enough to not rule anything out.

			After a few bows and nods with the cheerful family and elderly upbeat widow, I climbed back on Patricia and was taken back to the big Western hotel behind the iron gates. I tipped Mr. De Silva and, not knowing what else to do, offered him my T-shirt, which he accepted with as much appreciation as if I’d given him a car.

			Back at the hotel I felt stoned or shocked or like I’d been on an acid trip or a deep-sea dive—neither of which you return from unchanged. I had seen a dead human for the first time and could not process the experience. I did what I do when I’m scared and confused. I ran away.

			I ran barefoot down the beach. There was no one around, no naughty local children, no judgmental security guards, no cool buddy to run with. Just me and the beach. I ran up to the headland as another incandescent tropical sunset was commencing over the Indian Ocean, the dark blues and deep greens of the sea and the sky and the jungle intensifying in breathtaking clarity before succumbing to a clear black night unpolluted by modernity and electrics. A primal, timeless shore.

			Out of breath, I sat on the sand and lit a cigarette. I inhaled deeply and stared at its burning tip, which seemed to get brighter as night fell. I thought about cancer and wondered if that was what the old man had died of.

			I wondered what I would die of. I was twenty-seven then. I’m fifty-seven now.

			I smoked and enjoyed the solitude for a while, then stood up and threw the rest of my coffin nail in the ocean and began running back down the beach. As I approached the hotel I could smell cooking. Greedy Brits and Germans in Hawaiian shirts would be gathering in the hotel lobby in anticipation of the next all-you-can-eat buffet. I was hungry and the aroma of roast pork added an edge to my appetite. It was only when I got a little closer and saw the smoke rising from the jungle that I realized that I had not smelled cooking pig but rather the cremation fire of Mr. De Silva’s grandfather. The smoke must have been pulled out to sea by the cooling air. I stopped and felt sick for a moment, revolted by my unintentional cannibalistic tendencies.

			It was almost completely dark by then, but the flames were throwing a warm glow toward the sky. This can’t be true but now, when I remember the smoke rising from the jungle, I see your face in the dark plumes, your face and the faces of our children. As the sun disappears below the horizon on that strange day, I put my head down and run as fast as I can toward you.

		

	
		
			
				2

			

			Mad Nomad

			I was raised artificially in a laboratory. The town of Cumbernauld is a suburb of Glasgow that was designed in the 1950s as a social experiment. The bombing of the city by the Luftwaffe during World War II had not helped the prewar housing shortage, so city planners and politicians came up with an idea to house the overspill population who couldn’t cram into the crumbling tenements that remained. They would build a modern wonderland, a cut-price concrete utopia on the farmland about fifteen miles northeast of the city. That way the proles could still get to work at the factories and offices in their unreliable, shitty British cars that were becoming increasingly cheap and available. It wasn’t a terrible idea, and I think at its core it was humane, forward thinking. But like the communist impulse from which it was born, it was a spectacular failure in practice.

			That’s not to say it couldn’t have worked under different circumstances, but circumstances were not different, so it didn’t.

			
				I’ve never found the notion that “things would have worked if circumstances had been different” to be particularly helpful. Circumstances are what they are. For example, when British Nazi Sir Oswald Ernald Mosley, sixth baronet of Ancoats and admirer of a certain A. Hitler of Austria, died in the 1970s, the British press (even the left-wing Guardian newspaper) concluded in his sympathetic obituaries—sometimes in as many words—that he was a great politician marred by his political leanings. This seems totally absurd to me. What the hell is a politician but his political leanings? What they meant was that although he was a world-class dick, he was also a baronet so he should retain a measure of respect. It’s horseshit, of course, but a nice illustration of circumstances.

				Had he not been born into an aristocratic family, he’d have been hanged.

			

			The desire to provide working people with affordable housing is undoubtedly a decent one, but unfortunately Cumbernauld was designed by people who would never live there. Middle- and upper-class architects who lived in Edinburgh or London in ornate Victorian structures had the time of their lives drawing up an homage to midcentury optimism that probably looked great on blueprints where it never rains and there’s no dogshit or glue sniffers. They put flat roofs on the houses. Flat roofs! Having a flat roof in Scotland is like living in a rabbit burrow beneath an aboveground swimming pool. It’s very, very damp in Cumbernauld. It’s still the only place where I’ve seen indoor slugs. It rains nearly all the time. Flat roofs are for adobe structures in New Mexico, not a blustery swamp that has weather so inclement that even the Roman Empire gave up and went home.

			This is true.

			Cumbernauld is built almost on top of the farthest northern frontier of the Roman Empire in its entire history. The emperor Antoninus built a wall and posted a garrison there, but they only lasted twenty years before deciding the hassle was just not worth it. The people were crazy and ungovernable and the weather was terrible. It has changed very little since then. There is also a rumor that Pontius Pilate was born in Cumbernauld, when his father was stationed in the fort on the Antonine Wall, but I suspect that’s a fabrication put out there by people like me (maybe just me) to make the town seem more glamorous than it is.

			Part of the grand notion of the Cumbernauldian Futureworld was that everyone would have a car, so the roads were made wide to allow these vehicles to travel fast and avoid the congestion in cities like Glasgow and Edinburgh, which had come of age in the era of horse-drawn traffic. This design ethic required pedestrians to keep away from these fast-moving vehicles, so sidewalks were out of the question. Instead there were footpaths which weaved in serpentine routes around the freeway system. No crosswalks, only tunnels or bridges, which later would prove marvelously efficient for teenage gangs ambushing each other with sticks and bottles, or even more deadly attacks by solitary and dangerous predators. I still get a jolt of adrenaline if I ever have to walk through a tunnel.

			I don’t think the town was built to be awful; it just ended up that way. I imagine it like a couple of movies I’ve made. The script was good enough to get backed and they had a shot and everybody tried their best, but it just didn’t work. Like booze and drugs, the design quirks of Cumbernauld nearly killed me, or maybe they made me who I am. I still can’t decide. Probably a little of both.

			I left home for the first time in 1965, when I was three years old. I’m not entirely sure of the details; my memory of that time period is sketchy even though I hadn’t started drinking yet, other than maybe just a wee bit of whisky rubbed on my gums to ease the teething process. The story is that my poor mother, who was heavily pregnant with my sister at the time, was trying to keep up with the domestic demands of the house and was doing the laundry by hand. Wrestling with it. Rinsing it off. Strangling it down to a heavy moist bundle, then hanging it to dry on a clothes horse next to the cooker or the coal fire. On wash days the house reeked of fried lard and my father’s smelted underpants. Perhaps that’s why I ran away.

			My older brother and sister were already in school, so I was the only kid hanging round the house all day getting under her feet. According to family lore, I was a restless and hyperactive child. My youngest son is like that, and my aunt Susan told me I was exactly the same.

			“Except you were fat,” she added kindly.

			So I was an agitated tubby little bastard who got bored watching my mother wash clothes, and one day when her back was turned I just wandered right out the front door.

			That’s the thing that no one tells you about children—they are irresponsible idiots.

			Had we still lived in a tenement building, I would not have gotten farther than a few paces. Life in those buildings was much more communal and I would have been spotted and apprehended by any number of bossy ladies who were engaged in similar tasks to my mother. But everyone was a little more separate now, and there was no one outside because it was raining very hard. The twisted and winding footpaths meant that within twenty or thirty seconds I was out of my mother’s field of vision. Conversely—if circumstances had been different—if we had still lived in a tenement and I had, by some miracle, made it to the street, I could easily have wandered into traffic.

			I actually believe I can remember that day. Of course I could be fooling myself, but I recall looking at the gray sky and being very happy and singing at the top of my lungs about being a little teapot who was short and stout. Apparently I had been AWOL for about thirty minutes when she found me standing on the footbridge over the freeway singing to the cars rushing by underneath. I don’t know what
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