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James hadn’t slept a wink all night thanks to the human chainsaw fast asleep beside him. To make matters worse, she would be a permanent fixture in his house.

The cause of all this misery was his wife, Annie. She had died in her sleep a few hours before and crossed to the other side to join him in his bed. It would put an end to the single life he had been enjoying after twenty-odd years of marriage. 

To ease his worries, he drank copious amounts of whisky whilst slumped on the sofa, watching repeats of his favourite cop show–Rab Stein. The illustrious Glasgow P.I. was as tough as old boots and just as dilapidated. Throughout the programme, James complained bitterly about his dire situation. How would Rab Stein get out of it? The problem plagued him in sleep and before he knew it, the alarm went off.

He slapped the top of it and staggered to the bathroom, his head pounding. His tongue and throat felt like every ounce of liquid had been squeezed out of them.

He drank from the running tap, then snibbed the door so Annie wouldn’t walk in on him. She'd had no qualms about doing so when they were alive. He turned to the mirror, intending to speak to himself again, but stopped short when he saw Lord Smythe-McTavish in the mirror. He was sitting on a green armchair, holding a Cuban cigar in one hand, a glass of whisky in the other. He was a customer James used to serve while tending bar at the House of Lords in London. 

“Hello, Skinny,” Smythe-McTavish said, grinning like the proverbial Cheshire Cat. His grey, pinstriped waistcoat ballooned as he leaned forward. “Eh, Gawd. You look like a mangy old mutt dumped by the roadside. Awful. Truly awful.”

“Get out of my mirror you fat-faced tub of lard.” 

Smythe-McTavish guffawed like a jackass trying to sing. “Haw, haw, haw! I see your recent predicament hasn’t blunted your sarcasm, old chap. What a life of misery you’re going to have now, eh?” He guffawed again, then sipped his drink. “Mmmmm! Lovely jubbly,” he said, smacking his lips, then swiped an arm across them. “Nothing beats a wee dram of liquid gold. Bet it’s better than gunk coming out of the tap.”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s not too bad once you get used to it. To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t drink anything else.”

“Codswallop! You know fine well you’d love to be me.”

“What? A fat ugly git with the personality of a dead slug? No thanks. So why don’t you roll off somewhere? I think I saw a dead buffalo earlier. That should keep you going for a few minutes.”

“Haw, haw, haw. Just wait until you rot away to a bag of bones.” He pressed his fingers against his lips. “Oops. Too late. Haw, haw, haw.” He yawned loudly. “Now if you don’t mind, I must be off Besides, you’re boring me.” He raised his glass in a toast, giving an exaggerated wink. “In your eye, Skinny.” He wiggled his fingers. “Toodle-oo.” 

James pressed his face up against the glass. “I’m going to make an effigy of you and use it as bayonet practice.”

Smythe-McTavish disappeared in a puff of smoke. 

James glared for a few seconds longer, then staggered to the living room. Annie was sprawled on the sofa, watching a trashy programme about women who had killed their husbands and got away with it. She had been the Women's Scottish wrestling champion for five years in a trot until a back injury forced her into retirement. Muscle soon turned to flab. Her clothes stopped fitting her and she started wearing tracksuits. She was wearing a white one which matched the colour of her hair.

He clutched the back of the sofa to keep his balance. “I just saw that Smythe McTavish in the mirror. This place gets weirder by the day.”

“That’s interesting. Really, it is. Now shut up.”

“Thanks for your undivided attention.”

“Don’t mention it.”

He curled up his fingers like an eagle and brought them closer to her neck.

“Wish I’d done that to you when we were alive,” she said.

He withdrew his hands. “Eh?”

“I can see your reflection in the telly, stupid.”

“There you go again with your insults.” He raised his voice. “I’m not stupid.”

She scoffed. “Says the guy who got run over by a bus because he was too stupid to look left.”

James tensed as the scene played over in his mind. In short, he had got blind drunk after the football game, stumbled across Watson Road where he lived, and got hit by a double-decker bus. “Could have happened to anybody.”

“But it didn't. So stop talking rubbish.”

He repressed an angry outburst and left the room and stormed out of the house. A drizzle trickled down from the sky, filling up the potholes and deepening the puddles around the blocked drains. But the rain made no sound when it splashed them. In fact, there was never any sound on Watson Road such as a muttered greeting from a passer-by, a singing bird, traffic noise, not even his footsteps. Just an eerie silence.

Turning the corner into Thompson Street, however, was an entirely different experience. Con merchants skulked in doorways, plying their trade with impunity as they were not in violation of any laws in the Moral Test Centre. Though the moral aspect of it meant waiting even longer for the powers that be to decide their cases.

A scruffy, bear-like man stepped out from a bookshop doorway, shoving a polystyrene cup in front of his face.

“Gie’s two quid for a cup of tea. Or I’ll punch your lights out.”

“I’m skint.”

“Then get a job, you lazy git. They should throw all you layabouts down a mine. Make you dig for coal with your fingernails. And do it for free. You’ll soon find a job then.” 

“You’ve got a damn cheek. Do you call that a job?”

“I get by.” 

“Aye, right?” He side-stepped him.

A few yards on, two obese women wearing leopard-skin leotards blocked the pavement outside a Chemist’s. Both had dyed blonde hair, their faces caked in thick makeup. 

“Hello handsome,” they said in unison. “Fancy a good time?”

“You must be joking. What kind of man do you take me for?”

“Desperate, by the looks of it,” said the left one. “Sure we can’t tempt you?”

“No.” 

“I’m a man,” said the man on the right in a rough voice, “if you’re otherwise inclined.” 

James snorted. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, one of those, are we?” commented the left man.

“One of what?” asked James.

“Somebody who thinks they’re too good for the likes of us.”

“I am.”

The right man interjected. “In that case move on. You’re a waste of space.”

“What a cheek.”

Outside a butcher’s, an old man wearing a pinstriped suit and a trilby stopped him. “Hey, son.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Any girl you like in there. Pole dancers. Polish dancers. Lap dancers. Lapland dancers. Fat strippers. Skinny strippers. All sizes. All shapes. We’ve even got a peep show. We take cash or credit cards. For the price of your soul, you can have our weekend special. But no cheques. They bounce like a basketball.”

James shoved him out the way and quickened his pace. 

“Sanctimonious git,” the man shouted after him. “Bet you’re a priest. We had some of your lot in here the other day. Even got their souls.”

Outside a newsagent’s, a pimple-faced youth in a hoodie walked beside him. “Fancy easy money?” he said out of the side of his mouth. He showed him a pile of scratchcards. “Two quid a card. Forty thousand quid prize money. Nobody’s won it yet. These five are the last bunch. Ten quid for them.”

“Think I’d be stupid enough to fall for that con?”

“At least I’m helping people.”

“By ripping them off?”

“But I give them hope. What do you give them? Nothing but grief.”

“Codswallop.” He swerved around him and hurried on. 

Thompson Street ended at a six-storey office block with a grey, drab facade. THE MORAL TEST CENTRE it said in four lines of bold lettering stretching the width of it. The Gates of Hell stood on the left side, the Gates of Heaven on the right.

James worked on the first floor of the building, in the Soul Placement office, dealing with applications for Heaven and Hell. Those like James whose qualifications didn’t fit either place, had to wait it out until they got the green light.

He walked across the ten yards of tarmac to the entrance, stumbling over the doorstep that seemed to change in height every time he entered.

Gus Johnston, who James likened to a bulldog chewing a wasp, guarded the foyer. He wore a crumpled and stained security uniform. He reeked of body odour, neutralised slightly by the disinfectant with which he regularly cleaned the white-tiled walls. He was sitting under a low circular lamp that brought out the wrinkles in his puffed-up face.

He gave James a mean stare. “Get over here sharpish, weirdo. You’re late.” He took out a piece of chewing gum from his mouth, stuck it to the back of a yellow post-it note, and pinned it to James’s breast pocket. 

“What happened to the brass name tag?” James asked. He was proud of it because it said MANAGER in big bold letters.

Johnstone shrugged. “Who knows? Who cares? And by the way. We'll dock the paper and chewing gum from this month’s wages.”

“When did this happen? Does the union know about this?” 

“Who knows?”

“And who cares? Is that right?”

“Shut your trap, weirdo.” He jerked his head. “Get in there. Or I’ll put my boot up your arse.”

“Where did they find you? Charm school?” 

“Aye. Passed with flying colours.”

“Bet you did.” He crossed to the lift. The doors juddered open to reveal Martha, the bellhop, wearing her trademark green tracksuit and white trainers. She had a fixed scowl on her face, giving it a wizened appearance.

She dug her bunched fists into her
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