
When are you coming back?
It always finished like that, the phone calls

my mother made. I think she called just to
hear me say my brother’s name again, as if
that kept something alive.

James had taken my motorbike after we’d
had an argument and crashed it into a wall and
died. Two weeks after his funeral I took a city
bus from Edinburgh to London and on the
same day a Euro bus to Denmark, because
that was the bus about to leave at a price I
could afford.
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I took a job as a bartender in an English
theme pub called The Conan Doyle. Some
people said I was lucky to find a job so
quickly. But I didn’t believe in luck. I didn’t
believe much in anything.

Anyway, this is what happened in The
Conan Doyle:

Friday 2a.m.
Craig Richards plays blues with an acoustic
guitar, big rough man with dyed black hair
curled at his shoulders, Morgan Rum burned
into his mouth. He leans into the microphone
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Some of those books like literary stillborns;
never opened since the day they were bought,
abandoned, sold and bought again.

On one wall hangs a poster sized
photograph of Craig Richards, dressed in a
white shirt, blue jeans, his black hair combed
back, sleeves of his shirt rolled up. He is
pictured leaned against his guitar, as
workingmen are sometimes pictured in their
place of work with the tools of their trade.

On the same wall a picture of The Surgeon
with Augustus and Nils Bansen jamming
together. A picture of myself with the other
bartenders. There are also pictures of other
barmen from other times, musicians from
older gigs, before the phoney library was
built. Their histories lost. Their faces neither
grim nor hopeful. Sometimes their eyes seem
to look beyond the place, to the past, which is
meaningless and used up.

The phone rings. My mother’s voice. Her
usual ailments and torments and the
inevitable, when are you coming back?

I look around the empty, brightly lit but
shadowed bar. Soon. I have to go. Customers.
I’ll phone you back.

Saturday 4a.m.
Most people think a car has backfired. How
does anybody know what a sound like that
makes?

I can see through the windows a girl lean
against a wall. A guy runs into the bar, crying
like a baby with blood on his arms. He says
we should call the police, holding his arms up
like he doesn’t know what to do with them.

Greg says we shouldn’t go outside but he
doesn’t stop me. He follows a minute later
and we stand on the street and look along it
and shiver in the early cold.

Something down there on the street, a man
bent over it.

Don’t go down there, Greg warns but I
don’t listen.

Punters wander around the body, sobering
up fast, while that one guy bent over it pumps
the chest, tries to give it the kiss of life. But
there’s only an empty silence that leaks from
the slack mouth every time he tries.

The body is Marek. His eyes are open, the
irises flat and lightless. His arms are flung out
from his sides and one leg is bent crooked
under the other. The way he lies splayed on
the ground, face turned up to the sky, the
weight of him.

I think maybe I should pray for the safe
passage of Marek’s soul. But I just stand and
stare. I think about my brother instead, if he
had time to look up at the sky as he lay on the
ground. I’m still standing there when the
ambulance and the police arrive. They move
us along.

I’m not saying Marek was a good man;
there were rumours of drug deals gone wrong,
and Marek too big for his own shoes. I’m not
saying he was some kind of metaphor. He was
a man and he was killed and I heard the shot
that killed him and saw him dead on the street
only minutes after.

I finished working that bar the same day
and I quit that country a week later. Only I
didn’t go back.

I sometimes imagine my mother still makes
those phone calls, trying to find me. Only now
the bartenders will all be new, the last
evidence of my existence, a photograph in the
fake library no one can put a name to.

The truth is I was dead the day I stepped
off that bus in Denmark, with a handful of
money and a photograph of my brother in my
wallet. If you ask what the reasons are, why
we do this, why we do that, I just can’t say.
The way we die, or the life we choose
afterwards.
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Friday 3.30a.m.
The Surgeon plays in The Conan Doyle, talks
rapidly between songs, discussing Ying and
Yang and bad karma. Asks the crowd if
someone has been mean to them today, or if
they had done something they regretted. Tells
them they are forgiven.

Nobody knows the color of The Surgeon’s
eyes. He is never seen without his trademark
shades. He ties his hair back in a tight
ponytail, wears silk shirts with crazy
incoherent patterns.

The Surgeon plays songs from his new CD,
which he explains is the story about a
character called Story and The Clockmasters.
The Clockmasters invented Time he says and
imprisoned our souls.

The Surgeon finishes his set and takes a
break. Drinks coffee and chews gum. Sobriety
makes him edgy. He tells the bartenders he
thinks the place is sailing close to the edge.
Going downhill. He can feel it all around,
dark vibes everywhere, violence in the air.

A punter interrupts The Surgeon and asks if
he’s American and where he’s from.

I’m from my mother The Surgeon says. But
right now, I live in Copenhagen.

You’re full of piss. Play The Irish Rover.
Play American Pie.

The Surgeon laughs. I’m not playing any of
that crap.

Why not?
You just insulted me, man. I’m a human

being not a jukebox.
Irish Rover. Irish Rover, the punter insists

and leans into The Surgeon.
Get away from me. The Surgeon pushes

him back. Get a life.

Monday 11p.m.
Dead time is an empty bar.

In the fake library there are shelves and
shelves of second hand books with titles like
Without Remorse, Ice Palace, Beyond This
Place, American Journal Of Modern
Pathology, The Novels Of Jane Austen, The
Psalms Of Modern Life, Coming Through
The Rye.

Saturday 10p.m.
Craig Richards plays blues in The Conan
Doyle. It’s nice to be back he tells the punters.
He plays Don’t Think Twice and Lonesome
When You Go. He raises a glass of Morgan
Rum.

Greg squats behind the bar to sweep up
broken glass. He hears a guy talking to him,
just by the small swing doors. He can see the
guy’s shoes through the gap under the doors.

Hey bartender.
What? Greg dumps the broken glass in a

bin under the bar.
My shoe.
What about it?
The lace is undone. Can you tie it?
Greg straightens himself up, clamps his

mouth shut when he sees the guy has only one
arm. He opens the swing door and bends
down and ties the guy’s shoelace.

Greg laughs later and I ask him what’s so
funny.

This bar. This crazy pub. One day I’ll have
a real job again. Nine to five.

Sunday 7a.m.
We sit at a table, bartenders and musician,
amid the debris of broken glass and
overturned ashtrays, while our doorman
pushes the last few wrecked punters out of the
bar. Marek’s still at his table but our doorman
won’t tell him to leave.

Greg is in a storytelling mood. He recounts
a time he worked in Edinburgh, in a West End
wine bar that was a regular watering hole for
Irvine Welsh.

He’s the one that wrote Trainspotting?
Craig asks.

That’s right. It was a couple of years after
Trainspotting. The film had been out and all
that. Anyway he comes in, acting big. I’m
cleaning the bar with a cloth and I go over to
him. And I ask him if he’s Irvine Welsh and
he puffs up and he say it’s him all right. I
thought I recognized you, I told him. You’re
the guy who wrote Tramspotting, no?

Craig laughs grimly, drinks his Morgan
Rum. Who’s that mean looking bandit in the
leather jacket over there?

That’s Marek.
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and breathes slowly. He plays The Heart Of
Saturday Night. He plays Killing The Blues
and Twilight.

He tells the Danes they aren’t worth it, fake
American accent mixed into his Scottish
tongue like fools gold. He’ll be playing in
Copenhagen next week if they’re interested.
Meantime they can buy a copy of his CD,
recorded live by the way at Rosie Magees.
Somebody scream, Craig growls into the
microphone.

Pale blue snow falls past the big windows
behind him. Solitary silhouetted figures
struggle out there in the cold incandescent
gloom.

At his usual table Marek, a doorman from
Le Freak, the largest nightclub in town.
Marek sits with a Polish friend, maybe a
cousin. They drink vodka straight.

Marek breaks up a fight near his table. I
bring over a free beer and thank him. He just
nods, free drink nothing to him. He casts a
glance around the room like a dark lens.

The walls of the pub are crammed with
pictures and movie posters of Sherlock
Holmes, old movie stills of Nigel Bruce with
Basil Rathbone. Peter Cushing on the moors
and the hound close by.

At the front of the pub by the stage hangs a
portrait of Conan Doyle and under it on an
oak pedestal, a plastic statue of the hound. At
the back of the pub a phoney library, a long
Chesterfield couch under shelves of books.
Oak tables and benches with red leather tops.

Two other bartenders, John and Greg, work
the bar with me. We wear black stay-press
trousers, white shirts and bowties.

We make drinks called Firetruck, Hotshot,
Iceberg, Green Elevator. We toot a horn every
time a punter gives a tip. We move from
habit, slip around one another in the tight
workspace. We gulp bitter black coffee. We
ignore impatient whistles and the incoherent
cries of pissed up punters.

We speak Danish when there is a need, but
for the most part it’s English, because that’s
the way the punters want it, English in an
English Theme Bar, in Denmark’s second
city, Aarhus on the Jutland peninsula.

Friday 8a.m.
John counts the money. Greg and me wash up.
Afterwards small talk and bottled beer. We
lock the bar and take the money to the bank
depository over the road. We come back and
go into The Lincoln, just next door to The
Conan Doyle. It is the only pub in town still
open.

But The Lincoln is pub hell. Drunken
refugees, immigrants, tourists and alcoholic
Danes mixed together in a psychotic mix.
Scattered around that bar thin uptight
Moroccans, eye-glazed Somalians,
Norwegian seamen, Swedes on a cheap booze
tour, Turks and Greenlanders. They drink the
local beer Ceres, they drink Branca Menta,
Hotshots, Irish Coffees, White Russians. They
eat rundstykker – morning rolls with jam,
cheese, slices of sweet chocolate.

Some of them play backgammon or chess.
They stare at the open doors of the pub, at the
new bright day; astonished they’re still here
inside.

Marek’s there too, in a corner, drinking,
with four doormen buddies. Nothing about the
noise or the bedlam seems to touch him.

Friday 8p.m.
Nils Bansen sings This Guns For Hire,
Brown Eyed Girl, California Dreaming,
Peggy Sue. He winks and banters and
wisecracks. He plays Echoes Of My Mind and
So Easy To Fall in Love.

Some businessmen fall into the bar,
sweating in their suits. You can tell which one
is in charge, with the company credit card. He
walks along the bar looking at the beer
pumps. He speaks in English now, telling the
others he’ll choose their drinks.

Bartender, give me a pint of Kilwenny. Let
me see now. Yes. A pint of John’s Balls.

I pour the beer. So that’s a pint of
Kilkenny, I say. And John’s not working
tonight so I think you meant John Bull Bitter.

I’m sorry, he asks, confused and then
irritated. He doesn’t like a smart bartender.

Just pour the beer please. And we would
like a receipt. Now can I get an Irish Coffee
without any whisky?

You want a double?
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