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Pops up in all the pubs. The Old Monkey on Portland Street is his favourite. But you’ll 

have seen him over Yates’s, down the Ape and Apple, all four ‘spoons of course, 

Sawyer’s, Mother Macs, the Vine (if he’s flush or lost), the Crown (but not if Johnno’s 

serving) and definitely the Square Albert, rolls up there most nights before he goes 

home. My mate from work Col reckons he saw him up in the Marble on Rochdale 

Road but I find that hard to believe. The Marble’s a respectable place, one for the 

tourists, all glossy tiles and heraldic handpumps. You see it in the beer guides, wins 

awards. Pricey, too. But I think I know who Col meant: certainly looks similar but 

he’s a different character altogether, one with another story. 

 

This bloke I’m on about used to always go in the Monkey round about five or half-

five. I didn’t know his name back then but I do now: John Gray. We never spoke to 



him. He never spoke to us. He was mostly a loner. Rarely would you see him with 

one of the others on the circuit – big Mark, Terry the Cleaner, Snowy, Dave Oedipus, 

that lot. You could tell this bloke wasn’t a talker, not one of those eager smilers on 

the lookout for a mate, someone to talk to. That’s not to say he didn’t talk. Far from 

it. Sometimes you couldn’t stop him. He just never talked to other people. 

    We all do it on the beer. You talk to yourself. That’s how it gets you, it makes you 

have these thoughts. You drift off and start talking in your head – arguments, 

memories, stuff you should have said, stuff you’re going to say – and after a while 

you realise that your lips are moving and your hands are making shapes and your 

thoughts are up there on the screen of your face. Funny to watch. Sometimes 

normals do it, not just drinkers.  

       John Gray took it a step further, though. He had an imaginary friend, Trevor. 

Used to have full-blown conversations, quite intense at times. I saw them having an 

argument once, a proper ding-dong in the pale light of  the afternoon, except I 

never saw Trevor because Trevor was an empty chair. John was laying into him. 

Something about a debt. Seventeen quid. The place wasn’t busy – this was Yates’s - 

just a few old couples, glued together by silence, or students eating meal deals. 

John was jabbing his finger at Trevor, accusing him of all sorts, of being 

untrustworthy, a dirty blackguard, a thief, a robbing bastard. He went on and on 

about this seventeen quid. The old couples tried to ignore him, sinking further into 

silence. John shook his head, throwing out insults, dissecting the many foibles of 

Trevor. Suddenly he stopped. He went silent, folded his arms. A look of acceptance 

came over his face. He smiled. Then he raised his right arse-cheek as if to squirt 



wind – which I’ve known him to do – and he pulled a twenty pound note from his 

back pocket. He was delighted. “Thank you.” He shook Trevor’s hand and got up to 

go to the bar. Then he looked round and asked Trevor what he was having. But 

Trevor was having nothing. Trevor had a bus to catch. “Shame you’ve got to go,” 

said John. “I’m in the mood for a party.” 

 

He always wore a faded denim jacket, no matter what the weather. His sole 

concession to rain or snow was to don a greasy red beanie bearing the name and 

logo of a local recruitment firm. He always wore his collar up. Now and then he’d 

pinch the corners, like this, to make sure he was still looking sharp. He’d roll his 

shoulders a little, sometimes click his fingers. His trousers were made of denim, or 

rather a material that looked like denim but was much flimsier. I wouldn’t call them 

jeans because they looked like regular office trousers, with side pockets, only they 

were made of this thin fake denim, with a greeny sheen around the knees.  

    Nothing much on him. He had a small bald head with large eyes sucking in 

threats and promises from all directions. His paunch surprised you: it was like a 

basketball, perfectly round. My mum, who’s Irish, would have said he was shook 

looking. 

   So I was upstairs in the Monkey, on my own, sitting in a smell of slops and mash. 

My mate Peter from the council didn’t stay. Kept checking his watch, saying Sandra’d 

kill him if he was late again and he needed to pick the kids up. Taylor and Kyle, 

terrible names. I offered to buy him another pint. I didn’t fancy drinking alone. OK 



then, he said. I bought him a Diamond. Then he necks it in one and buggers off. So 

that’s how I was left on my own, deserted by a henpecked lush. 

    A minute or so later, after Peter had gone, I noticed that this strange bloke, John 

Gray, was looking at me. I lit a cig. I’d seen this character in numerous states of 

disarray and ebullience. Fighting shadows, speaking in tongues, cursing the 

omnipresent Trevor. There was a new bloke behind the bar, hairy and plump, 

cleaning glasses while keeping an eye out for grief. John already looked a bit 

wobbly, swaying on the deck of the pub. His lips were moving. Local radio played in 

the background – tunes from the 60s followed by bursts of chatter. It began to rain. 

Droplets speckled the windows and the white sky grew fat with dirty fluid. John’s 

eyes, no longer on me, trawled the room for acceptance. The blackened beams and 

fawny walls made the room seem tighter than it was, a cage of shadows under the 

yellow glare. The droplets on the window glowed amber and red from the traffic 

outside. 

      I must’ve been on my fourth or fifth pint when he came over. He leaned in close 

and I saw the raw landscape of his face. His nose, a bulbous purple thing, had hairs 

sticking out of it and his eyes looked sore and red, scorched by sleeplessness. 

    “All right, all right.” 

    I caught a hint of Welsh: I assumed he’d have a Mancunian accent. He spoke 

with whispering zeal as he sat down next to me, distributing a smell of cheddar and 

fag-ash. I felt the leaf of a hand touch my arm. He had a third of a pint left, holding 

it shakily: I thought he was on the scav. 



    “Do you like music?” he asked. “Music.” He made it sound like moo sick. 

    “Yes, I like music. Not all of it though. Can’t be doing with Abba.” 

    “I’ll tell you something.” He leaned in to confess. “I’ve got music.”  

    He opened the grimed flaps of his jacket and from an inner pouch he pulled a 

small plastic bag. He held up a cassette like a red card. 

    “This,” he said, “is music.” 

    “What do you like?” he continued. “Go on. Tell me.” He gulped the last of his pint. 

“I’ve got a selection. All tastes catered for.” 

    From his rustling bag he extracted more cassettes. TDK. BASF. These he placed 

on the dark table, with deliberation, like a poker hand. I picked one up. The inlay 

was covered in tiny, elaborate writing. This one was a Beatles compilation. The 

others, I saw, were mostly 1960s chart pop. Rolling Stones. Hollies. Kinks. A bit of 

Elvis, some Frank Sinatra. Herman’s Hermits. The Animals.  

    “All CDs, yes,” he beamed. 

   “These are tapes, not CDs.” 

    “No they are CDs. They are from CDs. Highest quality possible. Dolby precision, of 

that I guarantee.” 

    The barman looked over. He was sat at the side of the bar, smoking while 

reading a book called Vox. 



    Haughty on booze, I insisted that the physical object I held in my hand was an 

audio cassette and not a compact disc. 

    “No, no, it’s a CD. From a CD. So it’s the same thing, you see? Superb stereo 

quality. Sounds like a CD. It is CD sound. Guaranteed for you. Four pound please.” 

He put both hands in the centre of his chest. 

     “No chance.” 

     “Four pound please.” 

     “No, sorry.” 

    Too much, I repeated, with lessening conviction. His moist eyes were all over my 

face. I smelled the cream on his teeth, the sour fur of his tongue. A sweet faecal 

smell rose up between us. I bought the Beatles compilation for three quid, just to 

get rid of him. 

 

Not sure what I did for the rest of the night. The usual, I suppose. I remember it 

raining heavily. The streetlights were runny and yellow in the puddles and the buses 

were shiny with falling water. Coming out of the Monkey I saw something bright on 

the ground – it was a dead pigeon, crushed, in the gutter, its spine hanging out like 

a pink zip. The rain got in my eyes, followed by the sting of hair gel. I turned up my 

collar. I settled on the Piccadilly Tavern. It’s a pub you can hide in. After that, it’s a 

blur, like most nights from that time. 

 



About a week later I found the cassette, under a pile of newspapers by the sofa. I’d 

forgotten all about it. The intricate handwriting, heavy, laboured. Get Back. I am the 

Walrus. Paperback Writer. Hello, Goodbye. That night in the Monkey came back to 

me: the orange and brown of the pub, the bright liquid of the man’s eyes, his thin 

mobile shoulders, the dead breath. Moo sick. I put the cassette in the deck and 

pressed play. I expected nothing, just silence. Or at best a shoddy recording, full of 

hiss and treble. But no – the music came out strong and rich, with all its curves and 

corners in tact. Not bad at all. 

    I went to the kitchen, fetched myself a Red Stripe. Going back, tape’s mangled, I 

thought, because the music was now tinny and twisted buried beneath indistinct 

sounds. Like someone moving furniture. I thought I heard the crack and hiss of 

flame or the gush of a running tap. The goon had bungled it. Was the music still 

there? I turned it up. Just about, a thin scratchy sound, barely audible, barely 

recognisable as music let alone as the Beatles. Then I heard a frail, childish voice. I 

turned it up again. Welsh. Wavering. It was saying something. Help me, help me, 

help me. Just that, nothing else, with those sudden crashes and scrapings in the 

background, the dense static of human breath and human thought. 

    I admit it gave me the creeps. I fast-forwarded and it was still the same. Help 

me, help me, help me. That feeble stringy cry, as if singing himself to sleep. I flipped 

it over. Blank. Silence. But not true silence. A room, footsteps, time passing. A 

vacuum cleaner. Slow traffic. Creaking wood.  

    I felt as though some unnamed person had entered my flat and filled my rooms 

with their odours, their cautious breath. John, and all his seedy world, had breached 



my shelter. I took the tape and dropped it down the rubbish chute. It was a joke, an 

error. Always look for the ordinary. These things happen on the circuit: grubby 

encounters, dud deals, hazardous couplings. Best to forget about it and take it easy 

for a while. Drink too much and you soon lose your nerve: you get twitchy, you think 

everyone has a bad thing waiting for you. 

     

It wasn’t just that daft tape that cleaned me up. You just get bored, don’t you, after 

a while. If I didn’t get out, if I didn’t leave the circuit, I’d be at it all day every day, 

drinking 99p pints with the dispossessed down in the neon gloom of Wave bar. It 

knackers you out. In the office, you have to work twice as hard as the normals just 

to stay afloat. In the morning you’re hungover, paranoid, and in the afternoon 

you’re half-cut again. So I started staying in, going home straight from work. I didn’t 

call Col. I didn’t meet Peter. I watched films. I read books instead of talking about 

them. I ate proper food – something with spuds and veg most nights – pie, steak, 

chicken. Of course, I had more money. My face looked better. I even started seeing 

a girl, Sonia - small, quiet, ponytail - not really my type. She worked in admin down 

at the college of music. 

 

But it comes back. It has to. The righteousness never lasts. It gets boring, same as 

the drinking. I started doing the other wing of town. The Millstone, the Wheatsheaf, 

the Unicorn. Just for the odd quick one before home or Sonia. I avoided the old 

places. I didn’t see many of the usual crew, the circuiteers. But you can’t drink alone 

all the time, and if I wanted to meet Peter I had to drink up near the Town Hall, he 



refused to stray far from there, said it cut into valuable drinking time to go any 

further, which is fair enough I suppose. So I started on the Town Hall Tavern, the 

Vine, the Bank, the Crown. 

 

One night I ventured into the Ape and Apple on John Dalton Street. I was drifting 

back as you can see. I went in – smell of fish-fingers and smoke – and saw big Mark 

at the bar, talking to a barmaid I hadn’t seen before. His drinking associates called 

him the Professor because he used words like “stipend” when really he meant 

“pension”.  After six pints he used to go on about Enoch Powell, saying he was the 

most intelligent politician of his generation and that today’s rabble were mere 

maggots in comparison. He didn’t have many friends. We called him Concave 

because of his big pale dish of a face. Seeing him there, the bulk of him, my inkling 

was to leave immediately but he’d already clocked me, so I had no choice but to 

step up. 

    “Bitter and coke?” 

    He had his smug grin on, eyes narrow behind thick smeared lenses. Bitter and 

coke: I thought he was taking the mick in a way I couldn’t quite catch, making one 

of his elaborate and unfunny jokes. It sounded snide. Then I realised: the last time I 

saw him was back in the summer and I had started the session with half a pint of 

coke. That my style for a month or so. The coke dealt with your thirst, and then the 

beer didn’t taste so bad. Concave’s got a crafty, manipulative streak – he was 

checking if this was my first pint of the evening. 



    “No. Just bitter please. Pint of Holts.” 

    He did the honours. It wasn’t like him to get the drinks in straight off. Maybe he’d 

reformed while I was away. Things change when you leave the scene – you think 

they won’t but they do: faces disappear, some die, others go sober. But when you’re 

part of it, in it, nothing ever seems to change, it’s the same faces in the same pubs, 

the same stories and voices over and over, the arguments and theories and rotten-

tooth myths. It makes the pub a comforting place to live. 

    “Heard about John?” 

     “John?” 

     “John Gray. Used to go in the Monkey.” 

     John Gray: it meant nothing to me. If I talked about big Mark to Peter, he 

wouldn’t have a clue who I meant but he’d know if I said Concave. 

    Mark elaborated, foot up on the rail: “Little chap. Denim suits. Big eyes. Sold 

tapes. Talked to himself.” 

    “The tapes. Yes.” 

    I thought of help me, help me, and that puny, frightened voice. My bitter tasted 

of dishcloths. 

    “He slayed his brother. Gruesome business.” 

    “What?” 



    Mark took pleasure in relaying the sordid tale. John had a twin brother. They 

shared a council flat in Cheetham Hill. Arbroath Tower. Both were “cerebrally 

deficient” lamented Mark. And both drinkers, of course. One, as you know, sold 

tapes and talked to himself. His brother, Trevor, was quieter, chubbier, a bit slow, 

slower even than John. “I do not think,” announced Mark, “that they had what a 

psychologist would term a healthy sibling relationship.”  He continued with glee, 

performing to the optics, supping inspiration from his pint. It’s all over the MEN. Not 

a publication one would normally peruse but on this occasion it’s permissible. Get a 

copy, take a look. It transpires that our John Gray thought his brother was splitting 

in two, like an amoeba, endlessly multiplying. John saw Trevors everywhere. They 

plagued him. They were like a Biblical plague, a plague of locusts, suffocating the 

world. A world of Trevor. They wouldn’t leave him alone. They stole his money. They 

tricked him. They drove him to drink. He had to do something. He heard voices. 

Ringo Starr spoke to him – messages in the drums – at least that’s what the rags 

say. (What sort of self-respecting psychopath, said Mark, holding his lapels like a 

barrister, takes advice from Ringo Starr?) He heard these voices – he heard his 

brother saying Help me, help me, help me, asking to be cured, meaning to be killed. 

Trevor, multiplying Trevor, begged John to help him, to put an end to the misery. So 

John, under the influence of Ringo’s insidious percussion and the many pleading 

voices, ties up his suffering brother, the original Trevor, and proceeds to carve him 

up like a Sunday joint. Squalid affair all round. Good pint, this. Joey Holts. Got a kick 

to it. 

     


