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         Danny Garvey was a sixteen-year-old footballing prodigy. Professional clubs clamoured to sign him, and a glittering future beckoned.

         
             

         

         And yet, his early promise remained unfulfilled, and Danny is back home in the tiny village of Barshaw to manage the struggling junior team he once played for. What’s more, he’s hiding a secret about a tragic night, thirteen years earlier, that changed the course of several lives. There’s only one Danny Garvey, they once chanted … and that’s the problem.

         
             

         

         A story of irrational hopes and fevered dreams – of unstoppable passion and unflinching commitment in the face of defeat – There’s Only One Danny Garvey is, above all, an unforgettable tale about finding hope and redemption in the most unexpected of places.ii
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            For Nathan Ross,

and everyone who cares about the grass roots.
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            ‘Mother I tried please believe me, I’m doing the best that I can. I’m ashamed of the things I’ve been put through, I’m ashamed of the person I am.’

            —Joy Division, ‘Isolation’

            
                

            

            ‘A man who gives a good account of himself is probably lying, since any life when viewed from the inside is simply a series of defeats.’

            —George Orwell
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      ‘Aul’ Jock Reid … he’s no’ right in the heid. His wife’s a hoor, an’ his daughter’s deid.’ 
    

         Groups of youngsters and seagulls are rummaging around on the site of the old Barshaw tip. Piles of discarded rubbish are spread into every corner, only prevented from spilling outside the perimeter of the tip by a chain-link fence, which is straining with the effort. The tip is on the edge of the village and has long been abandoned by the local council, but its unlocked gates allow random dumping to continue unchecked.

         An elderly man, familiar to the small humans, wanders in. He is barefoot and wearing pyjamas, although it’s midday. That cruel and senseless refrain sings out. Chanted to get a rise out of a troubled old man prone to unpredictable outbursts that make the Barshaw youngsters laugh, that briefly relieve them of the inter­minable boredom of summer holidays.

         The chant follows him around. But the old man takes no notice of it, or of us; the tuneless, baiting choir. He is – as always in recent months – miles away. Most likely, I can now appreciate, in a private, painless world where he doesn’t have to deal with his granddaughter’s abduction; or the terrible torment of knowing the entire community is convinced he was responsible for it.

         
      Presumed dead. Unsolved child murder. 
    

         Or his daughter’s subsequent suicide.

         He is smiling, I notice. Something else has caught his attention. He ambles towards a partially hidden, upright wooden box. He clears it of the debris and black bin bags that conceal it. His feet submerged in a brown puddle of sludge, he gently lifts a hinged panel. He starts massaging the black and white keys. The most ma­jestic, mournful, colourful sound drifts across this swampy wasteland. It has me transfixed. Even the squawking birds fall silent. It is the first music to make me cry without my understand­ing why.4

         The others jeer. Make fun of me. Call me a daft wee fucken lassie. We get a chasing from clumsy policemen. They have arrived with the old man’s concerned wife and a blanket to wrap him in. They drive him away. Through the rear passenger window, he is still smiling.

         It’s a recurring memory that has stayed with me, haunting me since I left this place thirteen years ago. And yet, something about that illusion is more real, more tangible and more pivotal to me than every moment since.

         I was eight when he played the piano for me. I’m twenty-nine now.
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            One

            Higgy

         

         May 1996

         
            —Christ almighty, this ground’s a dump. For the semi-pros, I mean … obviously not in comparison to ours back in Barshaw. Compared to The Barn, it’s like fucking Wembley or something. Haven’t been here for, what, five years? Since the last time they got in touch. It seems like less. He knows I’m coming, but he’ll act like he didn’t. Part of the game, me begging. Begging for him to come back. To come home.

         

         I see it immediately for what it is; my complicated past and my short-term future, amalgamating in human form and sweating profusely in a garish green shell-suit. Stumbling down the old, empty ash-and-gravel terracing. Unsure of itself. Hesitant and anxious. A nylon-clad fire hazard. If only I’d been quicker to realise. If only I’d sparked a careless match. Might’ve saved a lot of trouble.

         But, unavoidably, Higgy’s here. Here to reclaim me. To drag me backwards. Backwards in time. Back to the bridge.

         ‘Hullo son. How’ve ye been this last … what’ll it be? Five year?’

         
            —I came because his bosses asked me to. Danny didn’t want me here. He never does. It was a dark time for him back then, five years ago. One of many.

         

         6He was here three seasons ago. Trying, then as now, to persuade me to return. Time passes more rapidly at his stage of life, so I don’t correct him. He shows up when he’s hiding from something or running from it. It’s a pattern. ‘About that, aye,’ I say.

         ‘Ye’ve no’ changed.’ He’s talking about appearances.

         ‘Bollocks. We’ve aw changed. Some just fucken hide it better, that’s aw.’

         That’s undeniably true. After twenty-five, the mould’s set for everybody. For all he has aged, it’s still obviously, outwardly him. The same man I’ve known my whole life. Inside? Well, that remains to be seen.

         ‘Ye headin’ up north? Plannin’ on doin’ a bit ae hikin’ around the Cairngorms?’ I see him puzzled. Then it dawns on him that I’ve clocked his rucksack. He sighs, then attempts a smile.

         
            —I’ve brought a bag. Figured it might take a few days to get him to trust me. Trust was always something hard-earned with Danny.

         

         ‘They treatin’ ye awright?’ he asks, as if I was in my brother Raymond’s shoes.

         ‘Nae complaints.’

         ‘What’s gonnae happen next season? There’ll need tae be cuts tae the budget, club goin’ down, an’ that.’

         ‘Probably. Cross that bridge when ah come tae it.’ Another bridge. The direction of my life’s been influenced by bridges. Particularly the one in Barshaw, the tiny Ayrshire village where I was born. Where I’m now urged to return, tail somewhat between my legs.

         ‘Look son, can we go somewhere? Get a wee chat goin’?’

         ‘Here’s fine. Ah’ve got the nets tae bring in anyways.’

         ‘Can ye no’ make the team dae that for ye?’

         ‘It’s part ae ma job. Ah dinnae mind it.’

         He laughs. Nervously. He’s reaching. Looking up. Searching for a foothold. He thinks he’s found one.

         ‘The young boys played well. Good movement off the baw, an’ that.’7

         ‘Aye.’

         ‘Last game ae the season, tae. Minds usually on bloody Benidorm, eh?’

         
            —He’s always been a difficult person to reach. He was always a quiet kid. You never knew what he was thinking. Always somebody you had to drag the words out of, even in the good times. The silent insolence, his ma used to say. Keeping all that in … it can’t do him any good. When things get difficult, he hides … withdraws into himself like a wee bear going into hibernation. When the wee girl in his primary-school class disappeared – must’ve been around 1972 – it was a major thing around here. She was never found. Danny went missing the same day. Somebody in the crowd out looking for both of them found him down under the Barshaw Bridge. He’d been out all night. Libby was absolutely frantic. The police were furious at us for wasting their time.

            Raymond rattled Danny’s jaw when he got hold of him, and Danny didn’t speak to anybody for months and months after that. About a year, in fact. They had these social workers coming around constantly, right at a time when Libby was struggling badly, too.

            We had teachers, doctors, therapists, even a child psychologist all look at him. Some nights, you’d listen at the door and you’d hear him, in his room, talking away to himself. Talking to her: to wee Louise-Anne, the missing girl. But he’d say nothing to anybody else. Not a word. Then, just when I thought he’d be taken off Libby, he suddenly opened up as if nothing had happened. It was strange. Things were fine then. Until the next time.

         

         I look at him. He’s wondering what to say next. Stumbling over the words like a drunk with amnesia trying to recite a poorly rehearsed soliloquy.

         
            —I should’ve tried to get him more help back then. But I was too wrapped up in looking after his ma. Trying to keep the worst of it 8from the social workers, to keep them together, him and his brother. To not have them split up and put into care. I often wonder if we did the right thing by him.

         

         ‘Ye must be right chuffed wi’ aw the attention, despite everythin’ else.’

         ‘It’s no’ about me.’ I say this and mean it. Football is about the players; that’s until their manager fails them. Until he loses the dressing room. But this unexpected cup run has brought uncomfortable exposure. Scouts from the big clubs are following our progress. Looking to swoop in and land the young talent we’ve groomed.

         
            —It still staggers me that he’s doing this; developing youngsters. Imparting knowledge. Showing leadership. And doing it well, too. He’s a good coach, there’s no doubt of that.

            The football was always his coping mechanism. Regardless of the domestic carnage that was going on around him, Danny always focused on the pitch. Watching him play, you’d never have known about the problems he had; about the overdoses he witnessed, or those endless bouts of screaming at his brother.

         

         ‘But ye’ll be lookin’ forward tae takin’ them at Hampden, eh?’

         I nod at this. Pointless denying that it’s satisfying to have navigated ten emotional, sometimes tortuous, rounds to reach the national youth-team final.

         I’d always been told I was special. Not by my closest family, obviously. But by Higgy, and others who watched me play. Never questioned it. Not when barrelling around the muddy pitches of Scotland as a lauded and sought-after youth player. Not when the big clubs turned up on the doorstep with S-forms and a pen, and bouquets for my mam. Not even when Deek Henderson asked me to touch his cock the week before my debut for the Bridge. And certainly not when scoring in the cup against Auchinleck 9Talbot when I was sixteen. Whenever I pulled on the number-ten shirt, I was special. They all said it.

         I look across the rutted turf. Sigh deeply. I turn to look down at the stooping, stunted shell I spent my teenage years calling uncle.

         ‘Look, Higgy, nae offence but ye could’ve phoned tae bum me for tickets tae the final. Why the fuck are ye really here?’ I say it with more anger than I intended. He’s just Raymond’s fucking messenger after all.

         
            —Fuck me, it’s freezing up here. He can’t be wedded to this, surely? I want him to come back. Back to the Bridge. It’ll do him good, ultimately. People here are worried about him just like they were before. Five years ago, during the summer break following his first season as Arbroath’s youth team coach, Danny was found to be defacing books at the local library. He was finding it hard to get over the injury that ended his professional chances. He needed real help back then, but we weren’t close enough to him to see it. He’d been ripping pages out of novels and sellotaping them into medical textbooks. Scoring out names in books and writing ‘Louise-Anne Macdonald was here’ all over them. He got caught and charged. He told the club’s directors that he was just bored; it was something that had passed the time. The club paid the fine. Made it go away. His young team was very successful, but few considered or cared about the mental toll the job was taking on him. They didn’t want their wee boat rocked. The club doctor thinks he’s overworking himself again, that he needs a clean break. I think he just needs to see his ma, his brother. Focus on helping our village club. I suspect he knows this, but he’s making me work for it.

         

         He doesn’t answer. A floodlight bursts into life. It isn’t dark but the sudden dull sound of it kicking in takes us both by surprise. A weekend test of the electrical circuits following the embarrassment of last week’s cup-tie cancellation. He takes off his bunnet. The 10wind lifts the wispy strands from one side of his head and wafts them straight up like a flip-top bin lid. He quickly scratches the scalp. Skin flakes. He pulls the hat back on, maybe hoping that I haven’t noticed.

         ‘Ah’ve mind ae a match here … must’ve been sixty-seven or that.’ He’s reaching for another ledge, another branch that he must hope won’t come away by the roots. ‘You’d just been born. Me an’ Deek brought Raymond.’ My face offers no clues about either man’s name being raised. ‘It was his first-ever game. Away tae fucken Arbroath. In torrential rain. Jesus! If that’s no’ enough tae put ye off fitba for life, ah dunno what is.’

         I look at my boots. I conceal a smile as I remember Raymond telling me years later how much he hated that game. The cold. A thunderstorm. Daft auld Higgy telling him that was just God rearranging his furniture. Then him gagging from the sickening, stale smell of the smokies that polluted the car on the long journey back home.

         ‘It was bloody Baltic back then anaw. We were leavin’ the ground in the rain an’ walkin’ back tae the motor. Despite his fingers bein’ blue wi’ the cold, wee Raymond asked for a pokey hat. The smile on his face when the boy handed it down tae him. He was that excited; like Santa Claus himself had gie’d him it. Then he turns an’ trips ower a kerb. It was aw ower his jacket. Ah don’t think he’d even licked the bloody thing. Poor wee bastard. He’s lyin’ there, in the mud, covered in ice cream. Greetin’. He just wouldnae get up. Stubborn as fuck, even then. Aw these strangers watchin’. Ah was affronted.’

         Jesus Christ. Fighting every impulse not to, I reach out an arm. I put it around my uncle’s shoulder. I resign myself to this; knowing what’s coming. His voice is breaking.

         ‘That fucken ice-cream cone … why did ah no’ just go back an’ get him another one?’

         At regular intervals – typically following another of Raymond’s lapses in judgement – Higgy would drag out the ice-cream cone 11defence; the pivotal point at which he believed Raymond’s destructive life course was set. It conveniently shifted responsibility for his actions from my brother and placed them at the feet of the principal martyr to the cause: Saint Higgy of the Blessed Bridge. My brother disappeared the night they got back from the match in Arbroath. Squeezed himself out of the bedroom window at Higgy’s place. He was missing for twenty-four hours. A policeman found him asleep under the Barshaw Bridge. He was suffering from mild hypothermia.

         
            —Raymond doesn’t even know I’m here. I didn’t even discuss my suggestion of the Barshaw Bridge manager’s position with him. But it might pay to let Danny think I did. There’s a lot of unfinished business between the three of them, Danny, Raymond and their ma. I just wanted to bring Danny home.

         

         ‘Why could ah no’ take better care ae the two ae ye’se?’ he wails.

         ‘Cos it wisnae your fucken responsibility!’ I yell in response.

         ‘The poor wee fella. His da’d just beat it … an’ Libby wis done. Ah shouldae stepped in, like ah did wi’ you.’

         He has a skewed view of the history. Libby is our mother; Raymond and me. She’s the love of Higgy’s life, God fucking help him. He’s not our real uncle; it’s just easier for us to call him that – it avoids more painful truths. We are four points of a compass determinedly pointing away from the centre. Trying to escape that centrifugal force that periodically drags us back to confrontation. Only Higgy seems unable to resist it.

         ‘Fuck off, Higgy. Libby’s always been her ain worst enemy,’ I say. ‘Olympic-level selfishness, hers is.’ Sackcloth and ashes. Both of us. What a fucking pair. I pity him his cloistered existence in a tiny working-class village where fuck all happens and the only thing you have is time; to regret, to relive, to put the few ‘what-ifs’ on a pedestal. But am I any better? The environment is different, that’s all. Isolation takes hold of me now in colder air.12

         Words ricochet around my head, flipped incessantly like a steelie in a pinball machine. Ashamed of the things I’ve been put through. Ashamed of the person I am.

         A headache is forming. Starts at the base of the skull and quickly works its way towards the temples, like an amphibious army invading a pristine beach. I haven’t had one of them in a while and I silently curse this old bastard for bringing it on.

         ‘We’ve missed ye, Danny. We need … we want ye tae come back, son. Back tae the Bridge.’ It’s a rehearsed statement. Planted there by a Janus-faced cunt with a PhD in advanced manipulation. I withdraw the arm. Raymond’s behind this. I know it.

         ‘That’s no’ gonnae happen,’ I tell him. He knows why. Same reasons as the last time he tried.

         ‘Jesus, Danny, it was donkey’s years ago, son. Water under…’

         I rummage around in the pocket of my tracksuit. I retrieve a pack of cigarettes and my tiny lighter. I’m trying to give up but failing heroically. It takes a few sparks, but I light the small, white nicotine stick. I fleetingly visualise a smoking pile of green nylon ashes, but I dispose of the lighter, fulfilling its destiny. His tone changes.

         ‘Danny, the Bridge needs a new manager. It’s gonnae be a tough season ahead, nae doubt, but it’s a good opportunity for somebody.’

         ‘Good. Somebody’ll be fucken happy then.’

         ‘We want ye to come home, boy. Yer mam…’

         I turn sharply at this; a line crossed. Raise a finger. Challenging him to say another word. None comes. Higgy pulls up his collar and shoves his hands into his pockets. A stiff North Sea breeze billows in suddenly, like a shoulder charge from a fifteen-stone centre half. It catches us off-guard.

         ‘How can ye even stand it up here?’ he says. ‘It’s fucken freezin’. Just as well my baws are past their sell-by date. They’ve just dropped at my feet.’ The guns of the invading army in my head fall silent. He grimaces, then smiles. It takes time, but eventually I do too. He 13isn’t wrong about the weather. Even at milder times, the cold seems to wire straight through the ribcage, its sharp, bony fingers compressing the lungs. He’ll know I’m not happy here. Futile trying to deny it. Would it really be any worse back in Barshaw?

         ‘Christ’s sake, you live in Barshaw, no’ fucken Barbados,’ I say to him.

         ‘Come back tae the Bridge, son. The club needs ye.’ Higgy sits on the rough timber slats of the dug-out bench. He looks exhausted. ‘Fuck it, ah need ye! Imagine it … you an’ me, back at the Bridge. Turnin’ it aw around. It’s a big chance for ye, son. An opportunity tae—’

         ‘Tae whit? Apologise? Atone? Fix things wi’ folk that ah let down. That’s whit ye mean, int’it?’

         He slumps, head in hands. He looks like he might cry.

         ‘Ah’m desperate, Danny.’ The daft auld cunt.

         
            —I knew he’d come home.
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         He knew I’d comply. A subtle twisting of the grapple hold Raymond has on me via this weak, pitiful man … the closest thing I have to a father. It may be that Raymond has grown a conscience over Libby. The vacancy at the Bridge a chance to absolve himself of his guilt, but through me, since he’s behind bars? But this also seems unlikely. Prison may have changed him, but he can’t rid himself of his self-centred streak.

         Higgy stays with me for the week. My mother’s medication is being changed so she has daily carers coming in, therefore Higgy doesn’t need to be around. He tells me he’s allowed himself a wee break. A week’s holiday in Arbroath. Sleeping on the worn sofa of my tiny rented flat. With its broken front window frame and the wind that whistles relentlessly through it like a drunken, tuneless lounge crooner forgetting the words of his own songs.14

         
            —Jesus, he lives like a monk, this boy. The room is meticulously laid out. He could evacuate this place in ten minutes and not leave a trace. Maybe that’s the point. No television, only a few books, his records and a radio. He always lost himself in his music. When he was upset or hiding … or even when his team won and he’d played well, the radio was his thing. Hidden away in a room, on his own. His brother was the opposite. Raymond craved attention; needed to be the centre of everything, regardless of the personal cost.

         

         ‘Long ye been in this place?’ He means the flat, not the town.

         ‘Couple ae seasons, mibbe,’ I reply, having to think about it, and still not sure I’m right.

         ‘It’s aw’right though, eh?’

         ‘It’s fine.’

         ‘Close enough tae walk tae work though. Ah used tae love that.’ In all the time I’ve known Higgy, he’s never worked a regular job. Window cleaning and odd-jobbing funded the years following my youth teams’ games in the far-flung outposts of Scotland. Libby won’t have paid him to run after her these last few years, that’s for sure. And with the Bridge’s current predicament – which he has started to educate me on – it’s certain that he wouldn’t be on the meagre payroll there. A beneficiary of the state, God fucking help him.

         ‘Yeah. Ah enjoy takin’ the bike,’ I say.

         He looks at me strangely, as if I’ve just cracked a joke that isn’t particularly funny. ‘Ye gie up the wee motor, then?’ he asks. It jolts me. I don’t answer. ‘Probably wise.’

         Over the course of the two days since I made the decision to return to Barshaw, Higgy has investigated this living space like Columbo building a murder-case theory. There is nothing to reveal though. I live, by choice, in a very spartan way. There are no indications of my past life. Apart from the vinyl – my one indulgence – it’s as if I only exist in the present tense. He acknowledged this when he first walked in.15

         ‘Nae telly?’

         ‘No time for it,’ I told him.

         ‘What about the fitba,’ he asked. ‘Ye no’ thought ae gettin’ a dish?’

         ‘Can see any games ah want at the club. An’ ah don’t have tae pay for it there.’

         Forty-eight hours later and he’s exhausting my patience. And wearing out the stylus of my record player. With little else to do, Higgy has unsuccessfully attempted to understand how anyone could content themselves with friends like Morrissey and Marr, Ian Curtis and Nick Cave without reaching for a cut-throat razor. We choose our friends, not our relatives.

         
            —This town, my God … I thought Barshaw was bad, but Arbroath? It feels like weeks since I got here. Danny coaches his young team and I stay here, listening to his favourite music; songs that make me want to slit my wrists.

            He’s lonely here. His attitude’s a dead giveaway. No wonder he’s under a cloud. But he’s promised to return. To attend the interview with the Barshaw committee. After his youth team’s cup final, of course. He was forced to run out on one before, thirteen years ago. I can’t expect him to do the same thing again.

         

         Higgy’s staying for his own reasons. But also to ensure that I give Arbroath’s director my notice. I’ll stay for the youth cup final. But that’s to be my last game. Unless Arbroath cancel my contract early. They won’t do that because the youth cup final is a glimmer of light in an otherwise dismal season for the seniors. Those on the board couldn’t give a fuck as long as the youngsters are still winning. Changing the coaching team now, ahead of a major final, would just be unsettling for young players becoming used to routine. Older players manipulate the position of managers and coaches to suit their own individual or collective agendas. It’s a skill that the youth players haven’t yet mastered, and why I prefer working with them.16

         The first team has been relegated. The players gave up months ago. The manager took the rap and the early pay-off, as they always do. But the damage was done. A hefty fine is sure to descend following the floodlighting failure that resulted in the postponement of the cup tie. And a lifelong fan is suing the club for emotional distress; a broken nose resulting from a stray shot hit during a warm-up … as opposed to the more general distress of following the first team. It’s a good time for me to be getting out. I just wish there was somewhere more worthwhile to go.

         We sit and eat. A pie and chips from the seafront. Louder Than Bombs sets the tone: ‘If you have five seconds to spare, then I’ll tell you the story of my life.’

         ‘What’s the script, then?’ I ask.

         ‘What d’ye mean? Wi’ me?’

         ‘Naw. Wi’ the Bridge,’ I say.

         He ahs, as if I’d just translated from a foreign language. ‘Bad biscuits,’ he says, conspiratorially. ‘Been on the slide for about six year. Slow, like … but every season, slippin’ further.’

         I knew nothing of the club these last two seasons. The black dog is myopic. It only looks inwards.

         
            —We’re a fucking laughingstock, and that’s the truth. Tiny wee village, always punching above its weight. Had some great teams, great players … young Danny being one of them. But last year? Fuck sake…

         

         ‘Ah knew right fae the kick-off that he was a rank bad yin,’ he says, referring to the previous Barshaw Bridge FC manager.

         ‘That right?’

         ‘Aye.’ His brows furrow like wartime trenches. ‘He swans in eighteen months ago, aw Fancy Dan … a suit an’ a cigar. Like he wis the Junior league Malcolm Allison.’ Higgy’s blood pressure is up now, no question. His disgust at such middle-class appropriation can’t be hidden. His words curl and corrode. They need to be spat out. But once done, he composes himself.17

         ‘First few games were total bloody chaos. Whole team clueless, an’ him effin’ an’ blindin’ at everybody fae the dugout. Somethin’ just wisnae right. It wis embarrassin’. He’s got the wee Irish lad O’Halloran at right back!’ He pauses here, holding out his palms. ‘Ah mean, for fuck’s sake, Danny.’

         I have no knowledge of Sean O’Halloran, or for that matter, Adie McGinty, the outgoing team manager. But I nod along anyway.

         ‘Fucken McGinty … man. Close tae ruinin’ the Bridge.’ Not for the first time since he’s been here, it feels like Higgy might cry. I’m intrigued by this; the heightened anguish over something so superficial. I’ve often witnessed it at the fag-end of the game in Scotland. Maybe there’s more to it this time.

         
            —There are few things I love more than life itself: his ma … and God help me, this daft wee inconsequential local team. Soon, Libby will be gone. Her boys, an’ my team are it for me. There’s nothing else. Nothing.

         

         I never quite felt the way Higgy does about football. Certainly not after the injury. Before that, I loved playing. I loved the feeling of superiority it offered for ninety-plus minutes. I loved being in total control with the ball at my feet. It was an escape from all the other tortures. But I was never obsessed with it, like Higgy is. I suspected there were other things in life that were more important. I just didn’t have the access to them.

         But for Higgy, the club is his reason for existing. Without it, he simply fades away. Sometimes I envy him his life spent on an island with like-minded people, where rational thinking is displaced by passion and loyalty.

         ‘Weren’t gettin’ any decisions. Players were leavin’, naebody’d go an’ watch the team…’ He gulps. Lowers his voice. ‘An’ then, the fucken scandal. It’s just about sunk us.’

         I understood little of why Barshaw Bridge were even contemplating me as their new manager. Until this next revelation, that is.18

         
            —I had to tell him.

         

         ‘Knows fuck all about fitba, does McGinty. Stupid bastard kept forgettin’ it’s three points for a win now. Second half ae the season, he’s playin’ for a draw every bloody game. We’re in the bottom three. Four games tae go. Eck Dunbar, the striker, punches the Hurlford Juniors goalie square in the face, then boots him in the baws, and spits on him for good measure. Sent off. Banned for three games. We’ve got two or three other yins out injured. A draw an’ a four nil humpin’ away at the Glens leave us needin’ tae win the last game ae the season tae avoid gettin’ relegated.’ He draws air in deeply, as if reliving this might be the end of him.

         ‘Dunbar’s a big hairy bastard. Long ginger hair, an’ wi’ a beard like the Big Yin. Palest skin ye’ve ever seen tae, like he’s been coated in white emulsion.’ He sees my confusion. ‘McGinty persuades him tae shave the beard off, get a number one buzzcut, an’ spend the whole week oan a sunbed. Slathers aw this dark-brown fake tan stuff ower him tae. The boy looks like a bloody Brazilian. Christ, when he turned up that last Saturday, ah didnae recognise him either. McGinty lists him as a trialist.’

         Higgy pauses. Sips the beer from his can.

         ‘Tight match, nothin’ in it for the first three quarters. A goal’s aw we need, ah’m thinkin’. One bloody goal, an’ we’re stayin’ up. The baw bursts through an’ our new trialist’s after it. He’s past their centre half. The big bastard reaches out an’ grabs at Dunbar’s shorts. Well … that wis it!’

         ‘What wis it?’

         ‘They’d sprayed the tan everywhere except his arse an’ his bollocks!’ Higgy’s enraged still, but I can’t not laugh at this. ‘The shorts are aw ripped tae bits an’ the bloody clown’s chasin’ their defender wi’ his big white knob hingin’ out, an’ a big massive white arse … swingin’ punches, an’ bawlin’ the odds at the ref for haudin’ up a red.’

         Fielding ineligible or unregistered players happens a lot in the 19lower leagues of grass-roots football, but Higgy reinforces the severity of this one.

         ‘Dunbar’s aw’ready oan a polis charge ae common assault for the nuttin’ the goalie yin. For Christ’s sake, Duncan Ferguson’s no’ long out the jail for less. On the way off, somebody shouts “Yer da sells Avon” at him. Big bloody eejit launches himself intae the crowd, feet first. Very near kills this guy.’

         Eck Dunbar won’t be coming back. He had vanished – taking several wallets with him – long before the final whistle. ‘Good riddance,’ mutters Higgy. The club will start the new season down a division and with a points deduction as a further penalty. This wipes the smile from my face. But Higgy isn’t finished.

         
            —Don’t judge me just because you think I should’ve told him all of this before he handed his notice in at Arbroath. Don’t kid yourself on you’d have acted differently.

         

         ‘After the game, the ref finds a brown envelope wi’ a stiff roll ae twenties in it. There’s a note wi’ it, signed fae our chairman, pleadin’ for him no’ tae report us. How fucken stupid did they think we were, eh?’

         ‘What d’ye mean,’ I ask. This last bit has me baffled. Higgy’s desperation to get it off his chest means his account has more holes in it than one of the nets. However, what’s crystal clear is that the blame for this botched attempt to bribe the officials falls squarely at one man’s feet.

         ‘It wis bloody McGinty. Ah’m tellin’ ye, he wis absolutely off his head at the end. A complete mental case.’ Higgy is laying it on thick. Hard to separate the fact from the exaggerated fiction.

         ‘Never told me aw this before,’ I say.

         ‘Tellin’ ye now!’ he comes back, defences up.

         I’m piecing it together: The Bridge need someone cheap, (relatively) young and part of a time in the club’s history when it overachieved. A prodigal.20

         Higgy pipes up with my name – prompted from afar by Raymond – and Barshaw Bridge FC can make a grovelling appeal for leniency to the SFA. Which brings us to…

         ‘So, what’s the damage?’

         ‘Dunbar sine die’d,’ says Higgy. He sighs. ‘But he went oan the run fae the polis anyway. Naebody knows where the daft bastard is now. McGinty banned fae fitba for five year.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘An’ the Bridge docked nine points fae the start ae next season.’

         It’s my turn for anger. ‘What, an’ ye couldnae’ve fucken mentioned that right off the bat?’

         ‘Ah thought ye’d turn it down,’ he says.

         ‘An’ ye’d have fucken thought right then, ya sneaky wee bastard.’ I get up. The chair tips over behind me.

         Higgy looks crestfallen. He’d know I’d have found out sooner or later. Having reluctantly said yes to returning, he’ll assume I won’t go back on that. Even if I wanted to, the option to stay has been removed. My contract was up in the summer and there has been no rush by my employers to renew it. Higgy doesn’t know this, but it’s the reason for my aggravation. After a prolonged silence, Higgy apologises. Then his tears do flow. My anger eventually subsides. It’s only a game, after all. Nine points is an Everest ascent in bare feet and without crampons for the current Barshaw Bridge FC. It’s three straight wins. Although I’m not returning for the glory, it forces me to reassess what even modest success with the team might look like.

         There’s little else to say. The decision has already been made. In truth, I’m fucking miserable here in the cold north-east. And where else would I go? My choice of downbeat soundtrack merely reflects it. Brief moments of fulfilment, swamped by the more insistent guilt, regret and loneliness. I’d already reckoned it was time for a change, but lacked any form of impetus.

         Although it kills me to admit it, I owe Higgy a lot. He told me stories of the great Barshaw teams of the past; of wonder goals 21and wonder players. He made me want to be one, back when I was young enough to consider it my dream. Higgy made me believe it was not just possible but likely, and that it wouldn’t stop with the local team. I’d have a sustainable future at the upper levels of the game. It was he, not my brother, who spent hours with me, on the Barshaw pitch, booting heavy Mitre 5s in the rain, building up my power and accuracy and strength.

         But I’m not heading home. I’m homeless in the sense of belonging nowhere. I have much to fear from returning. The things that I ran from, the people that I escaped – most are still there. But if providing Higgy – this poor, lost man – with something to live for beyond the unrequited love of a dying woman is a renewed purpose, maybe that’s enough for now.
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         The car slows.

         ‘Left here, is it?’ He’s still going too fast.

         ‘Aye. But ye need tae watch. It’s a sharp turn just beyond the hump.’

         ‘Fuck sake,’ says the taxi driver. He breaks sharply. I knew he would and I’ve braced myself for it.

         Barshaw Bridge. The awkward, twisting, dangerous access the village football club is named after. A hump-backed death trap, as I can personally attest. A narrow approach shaped exactly like the metal catch on that wee elasticated snake belt I wore as a child. Too fast and you’re right into the low, dark stone wall. Too slow, and you risk oncoming vehicles not seeing you in time. Catch-22.

         ‘Ah see what ye mean. That’s an accident waitin’ tae happen, eh?’ He laughs. Not coming close to the truth of his observation.

         ‘Aye.’ I look out the window. We drive up the gradual incline. The density of the trees that line the road, until it widens enough to permit two vehicles to pass each other. Even now, at this late stage, I contemplate the car taking me straight through this one-street, 22one-dimensional place and out the other side. Back to a different normality. Not a happy one, admittedly; just a bit emotionally safer.

         The place is exactly as I recall it. The pace of change in backwards rural communities like Barshaw is barely detectable. It’s only been ten years, I remind myself.

         I imagine it looking exactly like this on the day, more than eighty years ago, when five young recruits left the village to serve their country; the only addition being the stained stone pillar and rusting plaque to their memory in the centre of Main Street. I hear my older brother: Lucky bastards, he’d say, as he sat on the plinth drinking pale ale. At least they didnae have tae fucken come back tae this shitehole.

         We drive past Ollie’s, the butcher’s, where Raymond nicked a whole haunch of beef while a pal distracted the owner. Next door, Bogart’s Hypermarket is closed. A queue has formed outside its door. The biggest shop – although that isn’t saying much – reopening after lunch, like it’s still processing ration books. The baker’s was run by a jovial man called Ernie. Looking through the window, I can see that it still is.

         Past a tiny vennel and there’s Dave Bamford’s newsagent, where I had a paper round. When my bike got stolen from the yard behind it, Libby had to drive me about, and took my wages. There’s the brick wall with white goalposts painted on it. The word ‘End’ is painted where you might expect a goalie to stand when facing a penalty kick. I’d always be down here battering a Mitre 5 at the middle letter. Bending the ball around carefully placed dustbins until daylight faded and I couldn’t see the posts anymore, or when someone came out and complained at the racket I was making so late in the day.

         I’d fingered Alison Currie in that same dimly lit waste ground. There isn’t a commemorative blue plaque on the wall there. Just a newly installed security camera. I contemplate running into her after all these years. Would I recognise her? What would I say? 23Would she remember me the way I do her? That the smell of her on my fingers had repulsed me and made me gag. But not enough to stop me losing my virginity to her a week later.

         The built structures of Barshaw developed around its church. Its identity spilled from the other place of worship: The King’s Arms. Hard, blackened, pitted mining men falling into personal decline as the coal industry collapsed and in the daylight above ground, where they forged a different type of covenant with God. Trouble prospers when uneducated men have too much time on their hands.

         And at the far end of Main Street, just beyond the soon-to-be-redundant school gates, over on the elevated left plateau, is the football ground; the emotional (broken) heart of the village. It seems smaller than I remember. Down to Arbroath’s pitch at Gayfield being bigger, no doubt, rather than me being smaller when I last played on it.

         I was eleven the first time. A schools’ cup final. Barshaw Primary’s first – and to date, only. It was a wonder there were enough boys from the village school to make up the numbers, never mind have us all co-ordinated enough to win the four games needed to lift the cup. But we did. The coaching extended to an excitable male teacher yelling ‘pass it to Garvey’ or ‘shoot, Danny!’ every five minutes. He’d argue it worked. I scored four.

         Prophetic classroom banners proclaimed Garvey Will Burst Your Net. I took one home to pin to the ceiling above my bed. I felt special. Libby threw it out. Raymond retrieved it the next day before the lorry took it. He took money off me for it. I kept it hidden under my bed until I left Libby’s place.

         Ours wasn’t a happy home filled with laughter. Kids should laugh a lot. I didn’t. Not inside it, anyway.

         I get out of the car. A man watches me. He leans on the corner wall of the pub, as if preventing its imminent collapse, rather than the other way around. Maybe each needs the support of the other. He stares. He seems concerned. He shouts: am I alright? which 24seems strange in the context of me just arriving. Something vaguely memorable about him, but that will happen a lot. Hard to determine whether I’ve been recognised. Maybe the uniqueness of a taxi dropping someone off here is the remarkable thing.

         I wait; staring for what seems like hours. Imagining myself occupying these narrow streets, brushing up against that monotonous grey roughcast.

         There’s been a load of compromisin’, on the road to this fucking horizon.

         ‘Bud? Mate?’ The driver; out the car and nudging me out of the daydream. ‘Ah need tae shoot, pal.’

         ‘Aye. Sorry.’

         I pay the driver and advise him to return to the seventy-six, taking the northern route that skirts the long north bank of the river. It’ll add about twenty minutes but it’s far safer than the Russian Roulette of the bridge, I advise him. I watch the car become a tiny purple dot before it disappears into the haze.

         I walk towards the pitch, drawn there magnetically. The propped-up man still stares. When I reach the perimeter fence, I look back. He seems to be following.

         ‘Danny, son. Ye made it.’ The shout comes from the back of the huts. It’s Higgy; my sponsor and landlord for the next two weeks.

         I still have no idea why I agreed to this. It won’t end well. It can’t. When I left, I never expected to return. But Deek Henderson dying changed all that. Ten years ago, I came back for his funeral. Raymond didn’t want me to. He said it would open a whole series of buried emotions, that it wouldn’t benefit anyone, least of all me. I told him I didn’t know what he was talking about, and he said that that was the way it should stay. Despite everything else he did, Deek Henderson had given me my chance. When others were saying I was far too young, far too weak for the rigors of the junior game, he said he trusted me. And he’d stuck by the promise he made me. I felt I owed him. But even so, I didn’t stay long at the funeral. In and out. Alone. Didn’t go to the graveside. 25Didn’t catch up with old school friends or team-mates. Didn’t spend any time reminiscing. Didn’t go and see my mother.

         Now she is dying. She knows the cause of it and the likely timescale. A season at best.

         Being involved in football makes you think differently about the passing of time. You think in seasons, not years. Starting in August and finishing in May. Fuck all in between. The boredom and depression of the summer shutdown. Alone and with nothing to do. And, paradoxically, the time when the darkness sets in. Christmas, another unwelcome intrusion. Especially a white one with games being called off. The real time; the remaining time, assessed in quarters. A mathematical strategy for plotting progress in incremental stages.

         At best, Libby, my mam, might make it to the quarter-final stages of the various cups. Anything else would be injury time and up to the discretion of the ref. It’s out of her hands.
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         And now I’m back here with him. Higgy’s house; as chaotic and uncoordinated as the man himself. As cluttered and shambolic as I remember it. Being in the midst of it makes me feel ill and dislocated.

         ‘Ye got a suit?’ he asks.

         ‘No.’

         ‘Want a loan ae yin?’

         I look at him; a fat, dumpy silhouette against the low, late light from his front window. My physical opposite. ‘Ye fucken serious?’

         ‘No’ mine. Christ, ah dinnae have a suit. The one Raymond used—’

         I interrupt him. ‘For court appearances?’

         ‘Well … aye. Ah suppose.’ He sighs. ‘Nae point in it goin’ tae waste though.’

         In typical fashion, I am now turning up to be interviewed for 26a job I don’t want, wearing a stolen suit my imprisoned brother has no further use for.
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         Higgy has a TV set the size of a small car. A ‘gift’ from Raymond, he says. It is perched on a low table, looking like a world-record ‘clean-and-jerk’ lift by a tiny weightlifter. He has the contrast dialled up. The exaggerated colours prompt a sharp headache and remind me how little I’ve missed television.

         We watch a buoyant England team destroy a lacklustre Holland, and then debate the merits of New Order’s ‘World in Motion’ song from Italia 90. Higgy thinks a football song should be like ‘Ally’s Tartan Army’; a knees-up novelty sing-along that’s a bit of a laugh. Not something that takes itself too seriously.

         The likelihood that the hosts will win these European Championships aggravates Higgy.

         ‘Bloody hypocrites. Aw these right-wing politicians and chinless royals desperate tae be seen at the matches cos the country looks like it might lift a trophy. They’ve spent the last ten years victimisin’ their own fans. Fucken stigmatisin’ the entire game.’

         And he’s right. These glory-hunting cunts wrapping themselves in the flag as they watch from secure goldfish bowls full of free hospitality; the same ones that condemn the fans for Hillsborough, that send truncheon-wielding police on horses to batter and corral. That send in the Alsatians, straining at the leash. Hooligans on the terraces, but the vandals are in the plush seats. I thought I couldn’t care less, but the partisan coverage is getting to me too.

         ‘An’ they bloody commentators … bangin’ on about 1966 every five minutes. Does ma nut in, so it does.’ Football irritates him so much, yet he can’t turn it off.

         ‘That’ll aw stop if they win,’ I offer.

         ‘Ach, Christ sake! They’d be unbearable. Un-bloody-bearable,’ he emphasises. ‘Really thought we had a wee chance tae.’27

         
            —Didn’t realise how much I missed him. Missed just sitting here, watching the football and talking about the game. Used to be Match of the Day. Danny loved it. With Raymond, it was always the boxing. Ali, Frazier, ‘Hitman’ Hearns. Never had much time for the football. But a fight … he’d always sit in for that. Danny wasn’t one for kicking every kind of ball around the house, but Raymond … he was forever punching things. Walls, doors. His brother. Me. Danny used other, more subtle ways to hurt people.

         

         I didn’t see the match he’s referring to. The Paul Gascoigne goal that sunk Scotland has been shown six times already in the pre-match build-up. The hysteria is escalating. The English-based newspapers are full of jingoistic language. Photos of Saint George flags drape terraced houses up and down their country. The government might be fucked but don’t worry, lads … it’s coming home! It feels like the Falklands all over again. We turn it off and discuss options for the Bridge.

         ‘So,’ I say. ‘Who’s left in the squad?’

         
            —He was ten years old, and the first of the pro clubs came calling. The granda of a boy in his primary-school class was a Celtic scout. He knew Danny was a potential contender. While others scraped off layers of skin on the unforgiving full-size blaes pitch, Danny glided over it. Through school teams and S-forms, Scottish Boys caps and then the start with the Bridge when he was only sixteen. But that put some of the bigger clubs off. Raymond decided for Danny, masking his determination to maintain control over his younger brother by insisting that our local village team needed him. Can’t deny Raymond was probably motivated by more selfish ambitions. ‘There’ll be plenty ae time an’ money later,’ he’d regularly say. Danny was an elegant young midfielder in his short time at the Bridge. Slaloming past the hardened, stocky, thick-veined legs of those twice his age. He scored eleven goals in eight games. He stood out. He had panache. He was tall and strong for his age, and despite the junior levels, plenty were taking notice.

         

         28He has a renewed purpose. Like he’s recaptured something vital from his youth. Higgy brings a pristine pad of lined paper from his kitchen. It hasn’t been used. He’ll have bought it weeks ago, anticipating this moment.

         ‘Here ye go, boss.’ He earnestly hands me a wee blue Labrokes pen. Like we’re Clough and Taylor planning a new campaign.

         Using one of his own, he marks out a rectangle. He draws a line across the middle. Then he adds a perfect circle and the two penalty boxes. He’s taking his time over the proportions to make it accurate. He turns it and slides it over to me, like a pupil submitting maths homework. I almost expect him to put an ‘x’ and ‘y’ along the edges before using an equation to work out their equivalents.

         ‘Did ye know only psychopaths can draw perfect circles?’

         He makes a weird, nervous laughing noise at this. ‘That right?’ he says.

         ‘Naw. They’re just convinced they can.’ I stare him out. ‘Jesus. Ah’m just kiddin’.’ He waits, as if my permission is needed for him to continue. I nod, and he does.

         ‘McIntosh – the goalie – he’s a good shot stopper, but see crosses? As much use as bloody Dracula.’ Higgy folds his arms as if to reinforce this.

         ‘Right,’ I say. ‘Worth keepin’ though?’

         ‘Ah’d say so, aye. He still struggles wi’ the pass-back rule. Four times last year, the daft bastard picks it up. An’ he’s a lazy fucker tae … an’ a bit too fond ae the drink, but we can work on the attitude.’

         If they are all this flawed, it’s going to be a very long season.

         Higgy has the fire in his eyes. That expectant glow before a new season starts. The period in which unconstrained dreams thrive before reality kills them. It’s endearing.

         ‘Back line’s a real problem. Nae connection between any ae them. We need tae fix that first,’ he says, before mindfully adding, ‘…in my opinion, that is.’29

         We discuss the current middle-to-front resources before Higgy lays it on the line for me. The scale of the task ahead.

         
            —We had some good players at the start of last year. Young players, fast ones; those that thought on their feet. We had the makings of something exciting. By the end though, many had left, broken by the chaos of McGinty’s tactics. The last time I felt this was back in early eighty-three. The year Danny broke into the team. That’s what makes the disaster of last season’s end so fucking utterly painful.

         

         ‘There’s eighteen signed. Twelve’ll come back … thirteen maybe. Four ae them just aren’t good enough, Danny.’ He is putting lines through wee circles on the paper. Indications from this are that I’d need a striker, an attacking midfielder and a centre half. The very spine of a starting eleven.

         None of this will be simple. Barshaw Bridge is tainted. Believed to be on an antiquated life-support system or on death row, depending whether you believe the committee were complicit in the recent scandal. Logic suggests they couldn’t have been, and this has probably saved the club.

         
            —The four guys on the board knew nothing about McGinty’s palm-greasing antics with match officials. God, most of the team were unaware of it. I’m certain of this. I’ve been involved with this club for nearly thirty years. Since my granda looked after the ground. You learn about people; learn their motivations and their weaknesses. The chairman’s only error was trusting what Adie McGinty told him.

         

         Despite some questionable decision-making, Higgy tells me, the committee – and the unpaid sub-committee, which includes him – have put in endless hours, come rain or shine, purely for the benefit of the club. They got something back, no doubt. It offered them purpose and self-validation. A reason to believe for men still holding on to the fading glories of their youth. Men in the depths 30of mid-life, with nothing to do but watch The Bill while waiting for the grave. The club is an escape for those too intimidated by the golf club, and too poor for it.

         How to attract players that are exciting enough to bring the meagre core support back to watch? Stretched finances find new priorities when the local team has been relegated. It will be challenging to regain the spirit of the early eighties, when the club was part of the village identity struggling but unbowed; an outlet for a prescient socialist community aware what Thatcher had planned for the mines, the only mass employer in the area.

         The club was the community’s passion back then. Upwards of three hundred people – male and female – supported the home games I played in during that memorable season.

         A few weeks back inside Higgy’s narrow perspective and I understand what it means to him, and what it could mean to others here with little else to hope for. They yearn for something that they can belong to. A cause. Survival; a mid-table finish; a big home draw in a national or regional cup – I sense that the fucking bunting would be out if even one of those could be delivered. Challenging indeed, but what have I got left to lose?

         It’s this, and Higgy’s incessant pleading, that has convinced me to return. I must still address the issues of the past; my past. If I don’t – irrespective of results on the pitch – there’s no future for me.
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            —There hasn’t been a word out of him since he got up. Every question or remark I’ve made gets ignored. He’s always had these periods where he just retreats into himself. It’s like he’s in a trance; impossible to reach. I hope today isn’t another one of those times.

         

         Thirteen seasons have passed, but I walk into this dilapidated place known to everyone as The Barn like I was returning to it 31after a disappointing two-week summer break. I’m anxious. Sweating. Not about the job – about the interview; the kind of social situation I dread. I wander down the narrow corridor. It hasn’t seen fresh paint since Higgy volunteered to decorate three months before I left. The carpets are new, strangely enough. Loud and headache-inducing, admittedly, but new.

         I pass the office, a large cupboard rammed with everything from cleaners’ mops, detergent supplies and cans of petrol, to last season’s team strips, balls and training equipment. It smells like something has crawled in there and died. Months ago.

         The changing rooms are exactly as I remember them. Cold, dark, windowless and stinking of a mix of stale body odour and Ralgex spray. The showers drip. The urinal trough is dented in the middle, leaving a puddle at the opposite end from the drain. And the light switch has gone on strike. I make a mental note to swap the home and away dressing rooms for next season. There’s not much to choose between them but I’d rather we benefitted from a working radiator when winter hits.

         The season we got to the league cup final, a small army of volunteers materialised. The facilities were transformed. Amazing what a wee bit of spit, polish and elbow grease can achieve, they’d say proudly. A selfless backroom team, galvanised by the unfettered joy of an unexpected cup run.

         Failure, on the other hand, is like a rot that sets into everything and everyone. A blanket of gloom descending on a whole community of desperate men. For this is a corner of community life that is almost exclusively male. A pervading depression descends. There’s too much invested. Too little self-control on the sidelines when that investment bears nothing. Fans arguing and fighting amongst themselves. As if the village didn’t have enough to contend with.

         
            —I came in three hours ago. I hoovered the committee-room carpet, after spreading this powdery freshener stuff that I’d seen advertised. It smells like a bloody perfume counter. I dusted. I scrubbed. I laid 32out clean glasses and placed the chairs for the committee tight together, like a defensive wall facing a Beckham free kick. I put the heater on, to shift the chill that makes your fingers go blue. It’s a new season. New hope. I hope the interviewing panel notice.

         

         The committee room is the biggest space in the small, rectangular complex. As soon as the door opens, fresh Shake n’ Vac wafts up my nostrils, as powerful as smelling salts. An electric heater makes the room feel like the Amazon. The panel of four face me. None were here when I played for the club. To their right is the window onto the pitch. It is cracked. Brown tape runs along the fissure on the inside. To their left are the wooden wall panels decorated with the names of captains and players-of-the-year going back to the dawn of the twentieth century. Two young Barshaw sons who didn’t return from a war are also commemorated. Alongside them is Bill Shankly, who briefly played here. Further along is mine. The club’s last great young hope, who abandoned it on the eve of their only cup-final appearance of recent times. I’m surprised it hasn’t been chiselled out, like one from an earlier era seems to have been.

         They know me but I only know one of them. A ball not yet kicked in anger and I see the defeat in their faces. Sense the heavy gloom that is polluting the air. They are going through the motions. No-one will touch this job. They know I know this. But still, there’s a formality to undergo. Rules are rules.

         William Kidd is the chairman. He took over early last season. He’s new to the area. He doesn’t have the deep roots of the others. But he has money. And that’s more important. He runs a small carpet-fitting business called Kidd’s Carpets. They run regular adverts on the local radio station with the ridiculous tagline ‘Piles better’. Their logo is everywhere around the ground and on the club’s red strips. I asked Higgy how much money Kidd has put in. He didn’t know the sum but he feels the need to reaffirm just how hard Kidd’s small team have worked to raise money for the club 33over the last year. Higgy vouches for the chairman like he was a Mob boss’s consigliere. But it’s the depth of Billy the Kidd’s pockets that I’m primarily interested in, not the benevolence of his character.

         Other second-division clubs like Ardeer, Muirkirk, Troon or Craigmark can muster finances to change the squad. Barshaw has a tiny fraction of that to work with. We’ll be relying on gate money – if we can attract a crowd – and intermittent sponsorship from The King’s Arms. And the tireless fundraising of its committee members, main and sub. The only other route is favours, but reciprocity is in short supply here, like everything else.

         
            —I gaze out the window, and suddenly, there I see him. Number ten. Running rings around fat midfielders. He was in total control on this pitch. No hiding here. No anxious looks over the shoulder. Senses attuned to everything. He didn’t shout or cajole back then. He was quiet. Calm. Composed. An old head on young shoulders, it was regularly said. Danny could see not only three or four passes ahead, but three or four minutes. That’s a long time in a passage of play. Especially in Scotland where genetics hinder. Fitter, stronger, harder, taller. The only attributes that matter.

            The committee file in. I can’t sit in while Danny talks to them, but I’m convinced he’ll be fine. The job’s his unless he decides he doesn’t want it. He’s interested, I can tell from all the questions he’s been asking. He hasn’t mentioned Raymond. Plenty of time for that later.

            The door closes. I go out for a walk around the pitch to pass some time.

         

         ‘Mr Garvey. Hullo. Alright if we call ye Daniel?’ Billy the Kidd is a bald ball of meat and whisky, as wide as he is tall.

         ‘Danny,’ I reply.

         ‘Ah, yes … Danny,’ says the chairman. He probably thinks I should’ve grown out of Danny. Become something more adult. Daniel, en route to the middle-aged era of Dan.34

         ‘We’ll take some notes, if that’s okay.’ Mr Kidd jerks his head sharply to one side and I follow its direction towards the corner. One of the seated men opens a notepad.

         Behind him, a young woman stands so close to a curtain that at first, I think it’s what she’s wearing. She has long dark hair; it almost reaches the clipboard she is holding. The committee introduced themselves as I came in, but no-one refers to her.

         ‘Ah hear ye were quite the prospect when ye last pulled on the shirt, eh?’ It’s a stupid icebreaker on anybody’s terms. He sounds like a disappointed headmaster about to admonish a former star pupil. It draws my gaze back from the corner of the room.

         I don’t answer. The past is a foreign country, and all that bollocks.

         ‘So … Danny, why do you want this job?’

         I resist the urge to tell him that I don’t. That my reasons for being back here are nothing to do with the club. That it’s simply a convenient staging post in the journey out of the dark place that I’m stuck in.

         ‘I think ah know how tae win,’ I say, generalising.

         The committee react like it was the Gettysburg Address. Nods and smiles. The woman writes. Job done for them. Billy the Kidd gets up and goes to the cabinet. He opens a door and brings out a decanter. He pours a whisky for each of his colleagues. They are celebrating. After one answered question.

         ‘Well, that’s our number-one priority, son,’ says Phil Dick, the only one here that I remember. Phil’s wife Senga was my primary-seven teacher. She was – as you might expect – known as ‘Suckma’. Scrubbing this off the red-brick toilet walls became a full-time job for the janitors. A letter was once given to every child outlining that Mrs Dick was reverting to her maiden name of Brown. It didn’t help her. Suckma Brown was arguably funnier.

         I briefly consider asking if she’s still teaching. But I don’t.

         ‘4-4-2 … or 4-3-3?’ poses Bert Thompson, club secretary, as if we’re holed up in a bank vault and he’s whispering combination 35alternatives. I see the numbers written on his notepad. His pen is now poised, ready to record my reponse.

         ‘Dunno. Ah’d need tae assess the players. See how adaptable they are.’

         ‘Good man,’ he says, winking at the chairman; his one rehearsed question has been addressed. The chairman offers me a plastic cup. I decline.

         ‘Higgy’s been keepin’ an eye on yer progress wi’ the Arbroath kids.’ I glance over at the corner. The woman is staring out of the window. Probably watching Higgy pacing the touchline. ‘You’re his recommendation, ah’m sure ye’ll gather.’

         ‘Aye,’ I say, to fill the gap he leaves.

         ‘We had a couple ae options,’ says the chairman. I don’t believe him. Higgy would’ve told me. Gilhooly, last season’s captain, was sounded out, but he told Phil Dick that he’d rather ‘get a short back an’ sides off a combine harvester’.

         ‘Ye’ve made a few waves up there. The Press & Journal feature. We thought we’d best get in quick afore Man United come callin’.’ They laugh; not at me, and not in the condescending way this sounds.

         ‘Ah think Fergie’s probably pretty safe,’ I say, smiling.

         They are delighted at this because it opens the door to the real reason why I’m being interviewed for a single candidate post.

         ‘Whit’s he like then, big Alex?’ asks Treasurer Des Bryson, on behalf of the males present. Beaming, expectant faces.

         Best not to let them down. I conceal the truth and appropriate an apocryphal story that they’ll recount at dinner parties for years. ‘He came to the house. Back in eighty-three. Right after the Talbot semi-final,’ I tell them. ‘They’re preparin’ for the Cup Winners’ Cup final an’ he still finds time tae drive aw the way tae Barshaw tae persuade a sixteen-year-old tae sign for his club.’

         This staggers them, and it would have staggered me too, had it been the truth.

         ‘He told me I’d be nurtured at the Dons. Looked after an’ 36developed properly. He said I’d be a future Scotland captain under his direction,’ I tell them. ‘When he said that, I knew it was the club for me.’

         Aberdeen was the option available to me that put the most distance between me and the consequences of what happened on the night of the Talbot game. Alex Ferguson didn’t come personally to pluck me from teenage obscurity. That’s the truth. But that’s not the tale I’m telling.

         ‘What a fella,’ says the chairman.

         Their faces ooze admiration at the class of the man whose picture I’m painting. The cut of him. The exquisite taste of him. I’m certain Billy the Kidd will be contemplating the possibility of me persuading my old boss to revisit Barshaw. Hand out a commemorative medal or two. Record a line praising the luxurious comfort of a Kidd carpet. Uttering the words ‘Piles better’.

         ‘Aw, Christ, son … that’s brilliant!’ Phil Dick slaps his thighs when I lie about Alex Ferguson driving me personally to Arbroath ten years ago; one of his last acts before taking over at Old Trafford.

         I’m not the man they think I am.
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         They ask me to step out for half an hour or so to allow them to consult their notes. Less than five minutes later, I’m back in the room. The woman has gone, her purpose there seemingly at an end. I’m shaking hands with my new employers. They talk mobile phones. I’ve never had or used one. A modest clothing allowance to buy a suit I’ll never wear from Bert Thompson’s brother’s shop in Ayr. They probably think I need one. I decided against wearing Raymond’s. Death is the only justifiable reason for dressing up. They offer the use of a pool car with a designated parking space that I’ll never use, and a hundred a month. It’s a third of what I was on at Arbroath but I’m not paying rent at Higgy’s. And there’s 37a free carpet for Libby’s place in return for some regular Kidd’s Carpets promotion duties. It’s more than I thought they’d have to offer.

         I’ll be able to access payments for players of five to twenty pounds a week paid as travelling expenses to avoid the tax. Signing-on fees, at a modest level, if I can use my contacts and lure anyone decent from the bigger leagues – even if they’re just on loan.

         They show me the office. My new office. I remember Deek Henderson sitting in there, in tears. Pleading with me not to go to Aberdeen before the final. Apologising. Talking about the stress he had been under. Begging me not to tell anyone about him and what he had asked me to do.

         I’d already told Raymond, of course. He cooked up a plan. I’d get my shot in the first team, and he’d get a few quid out of Deek to pay for our silence. I already knew I was good enough to play but my brother didn’t see it that way.

         I lift a rotting plant from the desk and throw it in the bin. Through the small window, I watch Higgy continue to circumnavigate the pitch. I leave him to it.
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         It’s just us. Me and the awkward, uncertain playing squad I’ve just inherited. Minus a couple of young midfielders who are in Spain on holiday. A kid wearing what looks like a space helmet plays on his bike on the other side of the pitch. Higgy is off somewhere. Checking on Libby. Meeting an old acquaintance. Who knows?

         I look at them. Say nothing. The younger ones fidget, snigger. The older ones remain cynically remote. They’ve seen it all before; a new broom. Different ideas, same outcomes. Some of them joined in the last months of the crisis season just past; a campaign in which Barshaw FC barely won a game, and the team’s manager resorted to bribery and cheating to avoid relegation. It’s surprising any of them returned. They’re here because, despite everything, 38they love playing. Crave the draw of being part of a gang, regardless of how dysfunctional it is.

         I’m looking intently at the words on a piece of paper. They were written days ago by Higgy. As I read, I imagine him laughing out loud at his own descriptions.

         
            Keepers: we’ve only got the one right now.

            Tony McIntosh – Like Goram. Great shit-stopper. Don’t leave any pies lying around tho.

         

         Higgy’s handwriting makes it hard to know if he meant to write shot-stopper or not.

         
            Defenders:

            Davie Russell – This yin’s a good yin. When he can get here.

            Mark Buchan – a cripple with legs dipped in tar, wearing ice. skates with the laces tied th’gither’s got more grace and speed.

            Paddy Gilhooly – aircraft carriers turn quicker.

            ‘Dib’ Ramage – New Youngster. Worth a chance.

            Stevie Smith – The better of two evils.

            
                

            

            Mids:

            Sean O’Halloran – McGinty had him as a defender???? But he’s the best natural ba’ player in the club. Build the team round him.

            Luke Lorimer – Shy kid. Needs more self confidence. He fits carpets with Kidds.

            Micky Minns – Thinks he’s Michael Laudrup. More like yon Michael O’Fattly … That Lord of the Dance cunt.

            Fraser Boland  – Promising. Came along with Lorimer.

         

         Higgy searching out a highlighter pen to draw further attention to Sean O’Halloran tells me that he regularly put forward his theory last year to widespread ignorance.39

          

         
            Strikers:

            ‘Flute’ Strawhorn – A total cunt. A rabid Orange yin into the bargain.

            Jaz Sinclair – This yin played with Ayr United. He’s a good plasterer, I’ll give him that. But a bloody disaster as a fitba player.

            ‘Huck’ Finnegan – A decent shot. He’s got that in his locker. (Along wi’ 50 Embassy Regal, 1000s ae bettin’ slips and photos ae his teammates wives in the scud.)

         

         The remainder are categorised with reference to the wooden slats he figures they’ll spend most of the season warming.

         
            Planks:

            Cyril Smith – I know! About as much fucken use too. Him and Stevie are twins. He’s got a motor.

            Andy Meikle – Fucken hopeless. But his auntie runs the laundry and we get the strips washed for cheap.

            Dougie Wilson – Jury’s out. Came from the Glens. Meant to be good. Fits carpets.

         

         They all live locally; they won’t have any excuses for not being able to get to training when unpredictable weather hits. I’ve gathered them together early. Season doesn’t start for five weeks. They seem surprised. Like they expected the club to fold. Curiosity and fuck all else to do on this mid-summer Sunday morning has made them turn up.

         They aren’t in differentiating kit, but I immediately know McIntosh before I ask them to introduce themselves. A bit fond ae the drink, Higgy has warned. He’s the one three from left with long, curly hair. He smells like a brewery and looks like the Pillsbury Dough Boy’s fat sister. No wonder he’s hopeless at cross balls, having to hoist that belly off the ground to reach for them.

         They stand in a line, not in a group. Mouthy ones in the middle. Shy ones at the edges. It reminds me of the primary school teams 40I played in. Twelve selected as a minimum, because, despite the absence of talent, you still needed a sub … just in case. The ‘in case’ scenarios rarely came though.

         I ask them to introduce themselves. Mainly to determine if the ‘Meikle’ is the one I think it is. It is. That’ll have to be dealt with carefully. The two missing are Lorimer and Boland. In Magaluf. Together. I look at them more intently, my squad. Apart from two, I’d guessed them correctly from Higgy’s pinpoint descriptions.

         ‘Gaffer?’ That still sounds bizarre. It’s a term I associate with the hierarchy of the unions, not football. At Arbroath, I was ‘Mr Garvey’ to the players, like I was one of their school P.E. teachers.

         ‘When wis you here, again?’ The lower-league equivalent of ‘show us yer medals’. It’s Gilhooly asking. The current captain. The questioning will be a way of delaying the training, rather than any real interest in my playing history. However, I indulge it.

         ‘Ah was in the team that beat Talbot tae get to the league cup final. 1983.’ I suspect he already knows this. But we’re feeling each other out. It’s about what they’ll get away with, how strict the new man will be. Will he be worse than the last? Will he make us run further?

         ‘Left before the final, though, eh?’ A challenge from my overweight goalkeeper, or an acknowledgement?

         ‘Aye,’ I reply. ‘Ah did.’

         ‘Must’ve been a tough yin, that,’ says Micky Minns.

         ‘How?’ asks Gilhooly of his team-mate. ‘A chance tae get out ae this fucken dump an’ make some solid dough playin’ fitba for a pro team? Ye widnae ae seen me for fucken dust, pal.’ Maybe the captain will be an ally. Every manager needs one on the pitch.

         ‘Played for Scotland, din’t ye?’ says Gilhooly. He sounds impressed. He’s a veteran of this team. He’s been here since 1985; a traumatic year for Barshaw Bridge FC. And for me. The year of the injury. Inevitably, I’m asked about it. I rarely think about it now, but since I have their attention. And yours…

         The day after the semi-final against the Talbot, Raymond 41phoned a scout at Aberdeen whose number he’d kept. A meeting was hastily arranged. Raymond travelled across the country with me and Higgy. Three buses. The two of them studied my first formal contract like they were Harvard lawyers, protecting their own interests. I signed it because they hadn’t a fucking clue whether it was good or bad. They only saw the money; minuscule in comparison to what the other boys said Miller or McLeish were on. But it was like a pools coupon win for a couple of opportunistic Ayrshire chancers.

         The Aberdeen youth coaches turned me into a right fullback – the white Viv Anderson, they called me. A year and seven months after I left the village, I was playing for the Dons youth team and up in Banff. A friendly against Deveronvale.

         A freezing cold February morning. A dismally poor first half. We were a goal down. It should’ve been more. I was up against a great wee player; a lightning-fast jinky winger. He was running me ragged. The conduit for all their chances. Our manager told me to let him know I was there in the second half; to do him. He was bombing towards me, making a move to go outside. I saw a big lunging slide tackle. I launched into it. A terrible crunching and twisting, and astonishing pain surged immediately from my hip, groin and stomach. My right leg was diagonally behind my back and my right boot was behind my left ear. Like an Action Man bent shapeless by a destructive child.

         The referee stopped the game. None of that kicking it out from sporting opponents in those days. Play to the whistle, no matter fucking what.

         Nothing changed for my beneficiaries back home. No-one came to see me during my isolated recovery. I didn’t want them to anyway. My money was still being transferred so they were alright.

         Rehabilitation was slow, but I made it back; as far as Aberdeen’s reserves. A substitute performance lasting twenty minutes in a nothing, end-of-season game against a poor Rangers second team 42in an empty Ibrox. But I had long lost the early swaggering self-confidence. The elegance. The balance. The interest. All supplanted by the crippling fear of it happening again. Gone was the focused determination necessary for progress. It was simply a series of defeats. I was just another one of thousands of young contenders desperate to be a footballer, getting barracked from the terracing, week after week, by twenty-stone beer-bellied balloons, convinced they could do better. I wasn’t special anymore.

         I didn’t fit in either. Couldn’t contribute to the speed and brutality of the changing-room banter. I withdrew from my team-mates. When the darkness descended, I listened to the records that had become my only companions. I read more. Educated myself beyond my English and P.E. ‘O’ levels. When the cast was removed, I spent more time in the local library than I did in the gym. Just turned eighteen and searching for renewed purpose. Trying to work out what I was for.

         Aberdeen let me go. Arbroath picked up the pieces. I played only sporadically for the first team. I was encouraged to do the coaching badges and then took over the youth-team responsibilities when I was just twenty-three. Since the injury, life has passed by in a monotonous blur, although I omit that revelation from my testimony.

         Minns seems unconvinced.

         ‘Why’d you really leave, eh?’ As if none of the foregoing had made a dent.

         The truth is, I had changed completely and catastrophically before leaving Barshaw. I went north to escape. To try to be a better version of myself.

         My team have lost interest in this cross-examination. They don’t give a fuck. They’re footballers. Shorter attention spans than toddlers. Their only interest is themselves. As it should be.

         ‘Right,’ I shout. ‘Up the fucken hill an’ back. Sprints. Go!’

         Orders. It’s what they understand.

         The kid in the helmet hasn’t moved in over an hour.43
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         Meikle is the last to leave. He’s a quiet one. Just like me. He has said nothing to me, nor anyone else that I’m aware of. But he knows me. He knows my family name.

         ‘You aw’right there?’ I ask him as he struggles through the door with the laundry kit bag.

         ‘Eh … aye. Ah am … em, Mister Garvey.’

         ‘How’s yer brother?’

         ‘Which yin?’

         ‘Scud … Scott.’ He must’ve known I would inquire.

         ‘Ach. No’ great. See him about, an’ that, but he keeps well away, like.’

         ‘Ah’m sorry about that,’ I say. I hope he knows I mean it, but it doesn’t register much.

         ‘Cheers,’ he says, then leaves, pulling the door closed behind him.

         Scott Meikle and I were friends, briefly. Until my brother Raymond put him in intensive care.

         There will be a lot more apologising and appeasing to be done over this coming season.
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         I could’ve avoided her. I could’ve been here for the whole season; the last few months of her life, and not encountered her. No hiding under the Barshaw Bridge necessary now. Libby, you see, can’t leave the house. If many in Barshaw are prisoners of economic circumstance, she’s in permanent solitary confinement.

         But I do the right thing. I visit. Reluctantly. Had to get my bearings first; realign my memorial compass.

         
            —Danny walks beside me silently, his head down. I can’t read him. He’s still the same inscrutable kid. I’m sure Libby was more protective 44of Raymond because he seemed to need it more, not because she loved Danny less. Despite being much younger, Danny always seemed the more stable, the more emotionally independent. Raymond’s brash outward charm was just a front for his lack of confidence. How wrong I was about them. Still, I’m pleased he’s here, even if I do have to put up with his hurtful jibes. I’m happy for Libby. She deserves a bit of temporary happiness. We all do.

         

         Three months it’s taken. That’s how long I’ve been back here. So three months, plus thirteen years, give or take, of Higgy’s exhortations. Peter Higgins, the faithful manservant; the carrier of the torch. What a fucking dunce. I tell him he’s wasted his life waiting on her hand and foot like a courtier. A brief shard of anger like he’s stood on a tiny glass fragment, and then it quickly dissipates. You can toy with him. It’s all too easy though, to be honest. He keeps it all in. Anger isn’t his thing. Never has been. He can’t sustain it against anyone, more’s the pity. And it’s mainly pity I feel for him now. Maybe he’s the reason I came back. Despite everything, this club is all that has ever offered him joy. He deserves a result. I suppose I owe him one.

         ‘Dinnae keep her waitin’, son,’ he says to me.

         ‘Why, she got somewhere else tae be?’ I reply.

         ‘Christ sake, Danny, ye know what ah mean. Stop bein’ so…’ He tails off. He can’t say it. He wants to tell me to stop being so much of a cunt.

         I sigh, take the petrol-station flowers he bought earlier and head up the hill towards the small terraced house I was born in. The one the two of us have been staring at for over fifteen minutes.

         The net curtain twitches as I approach the door with its flaking green paint. There are still remnants of the blue I’d started to cover it with twenty years ago, before she caught me and clipped my ear for it. I push back the stiff, metal letterbox cover. It stays open, silent. Not returning to its original position. It needs oiling. It must never get used.45

         Even though she watched me approach and she knew I was coming Libby still edges the door open little more than an inch. She’s checking it’s me. And this is after several noisy bolts and locks are released. This is Raymond’s legacy.

         
            —I wave to her but she doesn’t see me. I’m used to that now. She doesn’t have long left. I know she just wants to know Danny will be fine. That both of them will be okay. Plenty of times, I urged her to tell Danny about his father, but she always said she couldn’t. She’s too ashamed, even after all this time. It would explain a lot for him, I told her. He wouldn’t blame her. It might help him come to terms with her passing. Help him release some of that pent-up emotion; something he definitely needs to do. But she disagrees. Too much water under the bridge, she says. Better to just keep the past where it is. That’s her decision and while I can’t completely agree with it, I have to respect her wishes. I leave them to it. I’ll come back later. Make sure she’s okay.

         

         Four years ago, two men from Galston broke into Libby’s house in the middle of the night. They were looking for my brother. He owed them money. Fed up waiting for it, they’d come to collect. Raymond didn’t show, but one of the two remained in the house for hours. He terrorised Libby in ways that Higgy finds impossible to describe. The mind being perhaps the most brutal prison of all, she now can’t leave the very place where that assault took place.

         ‘Yer tall, son,’ she says, looking up at me. A voice with the texture of cement being mixed. The first words spoken in this, the new normal. It’s a strange opening; as far back as I can remember, I’ve been tall. She seems to have shrunk. Maybe this is a way of her acknowledging that before I do.

         ‘Aye. Eatin’ well an’ that,’ I tell her.

         ‘What’s he been feedin’ ye then?’

         ‘Naw, no’ at Higgy’s, back in Arbroath. Christ, his cooking skill extends tae the Findus Crispy Pancake range an’ nae further.’46

         Her eyes widen. Nostrils flare slightly. It’s as if a noxious gas was suddenly forced down the wee clear tubes that are feeding oxygen to her. She steps back and light from the front window catches her, holding her in its spotlight.

         She sees me looking at her forearms, at the still-visible welts from years of stubbed-out cigarettes. Those indications of just how much she must’ve detested herself. There are tiny holes in the midst of yellowing bruises where needles have searched for veins. They remind me of the ones years ago where all her money used to go.

         Yer mammy’s just a wee bit upset the now, boys. Grab yer stuff an’ ye’se can come an’ stay wi’ me until she’s a bit better. And off we’d go to Higgy’s holiday home down the road for anything up to a fortnight at a time. And I wouldn’t see her. Raymond would go back to deliver messages. He always cared more. There’s no point in denying it.

         Seeing her now only prompts memories of the countless times she disappointed me. It should’ve been the other way around.

         I remember Libby turning up late and drunk at a school parents’ evening. Higgy, who was acting dad, dragged her away and left me to suffer the looks of pity and scorn.

         I remember coming home from school on numerous occasions to find her unconscious in the midst of her own vomit. The rehearsed three-point plan being put into action: phone an ambulance, call Higgy, hunt for Raymond.

         And I remember her out in the street in her nightie, fighting with a neighbour, pulling hair and yelling obscenities for everyone around to witness.

         The spectre of the woman she was back then can be seen in the angular bones of her face. They’re like tent poles fighting a wind, holding up the sagging tarpaulin of her skin. I look again at those wiry arms that once seemed so defiant. She pulls her loose sleeves down. She returns to the subject of food, as if it’s all we ever had in common.47

         ‘Ah’ve mind ae ye refusin’ tae eat nothin’ other than mince out ae a can.’ She smiles ruefully at this. Her recollections are different from mine. Suffice to say, I barely remember that.

         ‘My horizons have broadened a wee bit since then,’ I say.

         ‘But yer back now,’ she says sharply. A rebuke? A regret? A smug telt ye ye’d never amount tae anythin’? It’s hard to tell. Her delivery has a resigned weariness.

         ‘Aye.’

         ‘Ye applying for a place?’ she asks.

         ‘No,’ I reply, laughing at the thought. ‘Ah’m only on a season’s deal. Higgy’s place is aw’right. He insisted anyway.’

         She clocks me looking round, imagining the room without the medical paraphernalia that sustains her life. Trying to remember, or to see what’s changed. Pictures of Raymond. It’s not a shrine but the absence of any of me makes it feel like I’m visiting one. I’m not bitter about this. Raymond was her first child; the pinnacle of her achievement. I was just an inconvenient mistake that coincided with her downward domestic slide.

         There’s a more recent photograph of Raymond. He’s holding a child. They are both laughing. Happy. I’m certain it’s Damian but I’m not asking. It must’ve been taken a short time before he went away. There are none featuring the boy’s mother. I pick it up.

         ‘He’s a good boy. Dinnae see much ae him now though.’ She could be talking about either of the people in the picture. ‘Quiet, y’know. A bit like you were. Nancy’ll no’ bring him anymore.’

         ‘Why’s that?’ I ask.

         ‘Cos she’s a spiteful bitch,’ Libby says. It’s a calm response. No anger, just matter-of-fact commentary. ‘The boy’s no’ right. Sure she blames us for that.’ The ‘us’ in this statement is curious. It can’t possibly include me since I haven’t met Nancy or Damian, but Libby is circling the wagons. Implying that it’s our whole family name that’s being traduced.

         Libby and Raymond have this in common. They are both masters of manipulation. A personal response to their unreasonable 48behaviour is transformed into an all-out attack on all of us. Libby can’t blame Raymond for anything. She convinces herself that there’s a good reason for his actions: he’s looking out for her. Or me.

         Always the victim, never his fault.

         I finally sit on the torn, faded sofa that I was once warned not to touch, like it was on temporary loan from the Louvre. It was bought with Kensitas tokens, a result of a determined habit that will soon kill her.

         Libby coughs. It sounds guttural and painful.

         ‘How are ye, anyway?’ The ultimate in pass-the-time clichés, but fifteen minutes in and I’m running out of things to say. There’s a big fucking elephant in the room. We avoid directly engaging with it for fear it’ll crush us.

         ‘Much better,’ she replies, clearing an airway and drawing on her second B&H in ten minutes. She looks dreadful. Skeletal and translucent. The sunlight from the front window is behind her, and her blackened organs are almost visible. ‘They’d gie’d me pills … for the weather. Vitamin D,’ she says. ‘Tae make it sunny.’
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