
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      PACK MEN

      
      Alan Bissett

      [image: text]

   


Copyright © 2011 Alan Bissett

The right of Alan Bissett to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 8853 0

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


      
About the Author
      
      Alan Bissett is a novelist, playwright and performer who lives in Glasgow. His previous novel Death of a Ladies' Man was shortlisted for a Scottish Arts Council Fiction of the Year prize. His play Turbo Folk was shortlisted for Best New Play at the Critics' Awards for Theatre in Scotland. In 2010 he wrote and performed his own ‘one-woman show’, The Moira Monologues, which toured Scotland to great acclaim and is now in development with the BBC. The short film which he wrote and narrated, ‘The Shutdown’, has won awards at several major international film festivals.

   
Praise for Alan Bissett:

‘A landmark book in Scottish fiction.  Disguising it as an archetypal tale of the educated working-class boy disdaining and admiring his unreconstructed mates in equal measure, Alan Bissett tackles Scotland’s ongoing sore of sectarianism.  With neither condescending sneer nor pathetic apology, he shows how it will always exert a pull over those at the bottom of the social pile.  A big enough achievement in itself, but the overall impact is greater still; Pack Men is nothing less than a fearless dissection of contemporary Scottish masculinity’ Irvine Welsh

‘One of the leading lights of a vibrant, young Scottish literary scene’ Independent

‘Devilishly funny and disturbingly accurate. A real gem’ News of the World

‘If Scotland’s father of working class consciousness James Kelman had a literary son it might be Alan Bissett . . . funny, irreverent and moving, let’s hope [Pack Men] gets the readership and recognition it deserves’ Gutter

‘Pack Men is a wry, entertaining and mature work . . . Bissett succeeds in making us root for the most unlikely of antiheroes, even as he implodes’ Scottish Review of Books

‘Pack Men should be required reading for both sets of supporters . . . Along with the sectarian backdrop, Bissett tackles questions of personal identity, male bonding, sexuality and above all class in a narrative that sneaks much of that subject matter under the surface of a blistering, adrenaline-fuelled romp’  The List

‘F*cked up, funny and fantastic’ Lauren Laverne

‘An insane, hallucinatory mosaic of sexual dysfunction, pathos, humour and narrative energy’ A.L. Kennedy

‘Bissett’s third novel is delivered with invention and flair’ Esquire

‘Hilarious, disturbing and hugely entertaining . . . Bain is a remarkable creation’ Big Issue

‘[Alan Bissett] has pulled the sheets back on Lothario men and shown them lying there wriggling, pathetic, and bare-bummed . . . Bissett proves himself to be a fresh, compelling and distinctly Scottish literary talent’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A high-speed, coke-fuelled rollercoaster ride through bars, classrooms and bedrooms’ Scotsman

‘This is a novel of real ambition and complexity, at its heart a delicious tension between the desire to be good and darker urges in a world of ever fewer boundaries’ Gutter

‘Bracing, funny and full of energy . . . Bissett’s central character is a wonderful literary creation’ The Age

‘This is a very funny book . . . a complex and nuanced take on the sexual and social behaviour of a certain kind of man’ Sydney Morning Herald


By Alan Bissett

Boyracers

The Incredible Adam Spark

Death of a Ladies’ Man


About the Book

In 2008 Glasgow Rangers FC reached a major European final. It was held in Manchester, a short hop from Scotland into England. Cue a colossal invasion: the largest movement of Scots over the border in history and the first time in hundreds of years that an English city was taken over. Chaos reigned.

Pack Men is the fictional story of three pals and one child trapped inside this powderkeg. In a city rocking with beer, brotherhood and sectarianism, the boys struggle to hold onto their friendship, as they turn on each other and the police turn on them. And somehow one of them has to disclose a secret which he knows the others won’t want to hear . . .

With this novel, one of Scotland’s leading young writers has created a scuffed comedy about male un-bonding and Britain unravelling.


      
      
      For the Falkirk boys
      

      
      Ronnie 
Moonie 
Toby 
Saunders 
Allan ‘the’ Mann 
John T. 
Gary Black 
Big Gilmour

      
      Who’s for the Martell?

      
   
      
      
      Note on the Style

      
      Please note that the stylistic format of this ebook follows that of the print edition, including any sections where text is not aligned to the left and where paragraph spacing is irregular. This is a deliberate formatting decision.
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      ng the minibus with its own song, fingers twirling. Everyone sings and stamps as the words spike the air, and I don’t join in with the lines DUNDEE, HAMILTON, FUCK THE POPE AND
         THE VATICAN! They bring me up short, broken glass left on a beach that I just manage to skip over. Narrow escape.
      

      
      But on this bus, does it matter?

      
      Rangers is sloshing out of Frannie each time he opens his mouth. He bursts into a can of hangover Irn Bru, toasts the whole convoy heading south. His ego has flown from the cocoon
         of sleepiness it was wrapped in when we picked him up half an hour ago: blearily poking feelers into the pale light of dawn.
         Now he’s in flight. ‘Sing up, runt,’ he goes, slapping my back friendly/forceful. ‘Mon the Rangers!’
      

      
      Runt? Runt? That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long while. Harks back to a time when quotes from The Matrix were still cutting-edge currency
         between us. Nothing could be less futuristic than this actual future we’ve found ourselves in: a tiny fifteen-seater bus with
         rust sprayed up the side, the kind of tired dog used for Scout outings, bingo trips, or the transportation of labourers between
         sites. The seat lining is burst in places and a coffee stain does brown bygones. Now it’s housing me, Frannie, Dolby, and
         wee Jack’s collective souls. I swallow and wonder if mine is still intact. Jack sticks Rangers players into his book with
         dainty fingers, humming along with the song until Dolby taps a stern No.
      

      
      The bus squeezes through the hustleandbustle of Falkirk town then – out! – tears onto the M8 by force of its own roar. Union Jack
         scarves trail from it like bunting. I glance back at my fellow passengers, pilgrims, their already sweaty replica shirts.
         Frannie had rung the bell of their names to us as they’d stepped on board, punctuated by a high-five or handshake: ‘Bex’,
         ‘Jeff’, ‘Chaz’, ‘Sally’ (a bloke), ‘Rab’, ‘Wee Wife’, ‘Auld Alfred’, and ‘The Cage’.
      

      
      The Cage had thudded mountainously past and taken up the whole back seat of the bus. I’d feared it tipping as he sat down.
         His head looked like a cannonball with a smile welded onto it. He settled his arse into the seat and nodded once at me. I
         nodded back.
      

      
      Dolby is gripping the wheel. Dolby is driving. Dolby is being a Responsible Father. Jack sits beside him in the front seat,
         sooking an orange juice, sticker book open on his lap. He’s checking each team member in the same meticulous way a food critic
         reads menus. We slip in and out of motorway lanes like a fat wee jet, Scots on their hols wearing Here-We-Go hats. Rab and
         Chaz sway brotherly hands at each other, crooning,
      

      
      No, no Pope of Rome, 
No chapels to sadden my eyes, 
No nuns and no priests and no rosary beads, 
Every day is the Twelfth of July …

      
      I’m not even Catholic and they make me feel Catholic. I’m already wondering how Frannie managed to talk me into this, during
         the phone call last week when I finally admitted how much I was hating Edinburgh/missing Falkirk and he’d dangled the juicy
         prospect of a Lads’ Jolly to bring it all back. I was susceptible. I was weak. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.
      

      
      At least the sun’s out.

      
      Wee Wife’s rattling through a bag of Maltesers, puckered mouth working, savouring. She holds the packet up to me and I pop
         one into my mouth and she smiles, crow’s feet creasing gently at the side of her eyes. ‘Aye, ye cannay beat a Malteser,’ she says. ‘I liketay sook the chocolate aff ay them first and then—’ She crunches down apocalyptically.
      

      
      My tongue considers the Malteser. The Malteser considers my tongue.

      
      ‘Sook,’ she instructs.

      
      The chocolate melts from the bald honeycomb centre and I roll it around. This Malteser is the highlight of my day so far;
         I want to make it last.
      

      
      ‘Now crunch,’ says Wee Wife. ‘It’ll no hurt ye.’

      
      My teeth break the little planetoid and sugar dissolves on my tongue. She winks. ‘Wee tip for ye there. That’s howtay get
         the best outtay a Malteser, I tell ye.’
      

      
      ‘If only I could do the same for you one day.’

      
      Her mouth amuses itself with my accent. ‘Posh yin you, eh?’

      
      ‘Uh,’ I say, ‘not really. I’m from Falkirk. Same as the rest of you.’

      
      She sniffs and nods. ‘Aye, ye sound like it.’

      
      I swallow another Malteser and turn back to Auld Alfred, who’s been talking to me about the glory days of Slim Jim Baxter
         and John Greig with all the passion of a medieval seer. ‘I wis sayin, son,’ he croaks. ‘See when Greig came oot that tunnel
         haudin that baw? Ye believed in him. Ye believed he wanted tay win that gemme.’
      

      
      And, despite myself, I like the way his eyes spark-light when he talks about Rangers legends, warming by degrees. ‘Wish I’d
         seen that,’ I say, and briefly mean it.
      

      
      ‘Souness. Greig. Struth. Smith.’ His hands fan out in an abracadabra. ‘These men were winners. Everythin a man should be. That’s what Rangers are aw aboot.’
      

      
      ‘Em, aye,’ I say. ‘We all like to … win … things.’

      
      Frannie points down at the poly-bag snoozing between his feet.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      He makes a conspiracy face and draws me closer. ‘Put yer hand in.’

      
      My hand goes in, touches a glass neck, withdraws the bottle. ‘Alvin’s brought whisky!’ he announces, and the whole bus roars.

      
      Dolby wrenches round from the driver’s seat like a Transformer mid-change. ‘Hey. Telt youse nae boozin. No gettin points on
         ma licence just cos youse cannay go four hours withoot a drink.’ He clicks his head on his neck, back and forth, and makes
         troubled breath, disliking the feel of this atmosphere on his skin. Some of the songs he’s heard have filtered through the
         pores, formed dark sediment in his bloodstream. ‘You’ve still got a power ay drinkin tay go, lads. C’mon, it’s only nine in
         the mornin.’
      

      
      Frannie shakes his watch at Dolby, as though trying to motivate a slacker. ‘Nine twenty-four and sixteen seconds, mate. That’ll teach ye for no buyin TAG Heuer: “Pioneering Swiss Watchmaking For 150 Years”.’ He kisses
         it, gazes longingly at it. Two years ago, Frannie announced that the one piece of gentleman’s kit he was going to make it
         his life’s ambition to own was a TAG Heuer watch. All right, it was credit-carded, but it meant placing property on that Monopoly
         street of his wrist feasible at last. Now he makes damn sure everyone knows about it, parading through Falkirk High Street in his head, Ronaldo-smug, the TAG glinting time for the doomed drones. ‘Gottay
         mind, mate, half the folk doon there will still be drinkin fay last night. We’ll be like Buddhist monks tay them.’
      

      
      Jack looks up from his sticker book to wag a tiny finger. ‘Youse are big disgraces.’

      
      ‘Whoah,’ goes Frannie. ‘Nae messin fae the wee yin. C’mere, pal.’ He plants a rubbery kiss on Jack’s head.

      
      Jack burrows into himself, smirking with all the yuck of it. ‘Aah. Get off me.’

      
      ‘Hey,’ says Dolby. ‘Don’t be cheeky to Uncle Colin.’

      
      Jack seems to contemplate Frannie’s aura for a second, until Frannie crosses his eyes and Jack giggles, light, breezy, easy
         as that.
      

      
      This. My mate. My other mate. My mate’s boy. When we were charging round Falkirk streets in a car called Belinda eight years
         ago, we never imagined that Brian (my other other mate) could be replaced so easily by a wee laddie (even if we all acted like one after a few Aftershocks), but there
         are no conditions to adoring Jack. He hasn’t even learned how to lie yet, just hook question marks into the air and tug. He
         once told me I looked like Harry Potter. It was neither compliment nor insult, just statement of fact as Jack saw it, even
         if I’d wanted to tell him: Get it straight, pal. I don’t look a fucking thing like Harry Potter.
      

      
      ‘So ye still support the Rangers, wee man?’ says Frannie, in the same voice he’ll use, no doubt, as he pushes Jack’s First
         Official Pint down the bar towards him ten years from now.
      

      
      Jack gives the merest of nods, opens a book about dinosaurs.

      
      ‘Good lad,’ says Frannie, takes another scoop of Irn Bru, TAG winking on the up-down as his phone spontaneously plays My Generation
         and he takes it from his pocket. PEOPLE TRYYYY TO PUT US D—
      

      
      ‘Yo,’ he answers, before working a deep, satisfied nod and raising a hand to his troops. ‘That’s Stuart Storrie’s train just
         arrived in Manchester, lads. Says the place is heavin.’ The bus rumbles with satisfaction, then he listens to more Storrie
         stories and a smile breaks across his face. ‘Whit’s that, mate? Oh, aye, you tell her hello fay me. Naw, you just tell her
         I’m lookin forward tay seein her very soon.’ He slides his phone back into his pocket, bunches his lips, kiss-like, Jagger-like.
         ‘Wee honey. Right,’ he adds, massaging a head-rest as he eyes Bex, Jeff, Sally. ‘Lads. Listen carefully. Now, I am proud of
         every single one of yese. Course I am. Yese are Bluenoses. Rangers men. This football club stands for dignity and tradition.’
         He emphasises each point with Churchillian authority. They meet his stare with belief. ‘But we have work tay dae. When Stuart
         Storrie tells me that a whole trainload ay us have just arrived in a city which – let’s no forget, chaps – gave birth tay Oasis,
         the Stone Roses, Joy Division, New Order, the Happy Mondays, Elbow and the Charlatans …’
      

      
      He lets the names dance like E’d up Mancs for a bit.

      
      ‘Um,’ I point out, ‘the Charlatans are from the Midlands. And what about the Smiths?’

      
      Frannie pings these crumbs away. ‘Fuck the Smiths. Too gay.’ There are cheers at this and he returns to the task in hand. ‘It all means that I, for wan, am not havin us turnin up
         sober as fuckin judges.’
      

      
      ‘Calling Donald Findlay QC,’ Wee Wife chirps, rolling a Malteser round her mouth.

      
      Frannie stands erect and pretends to suck an extravagant pipe. Then his hands clamp my shoulders. ‘Now, wee Alvin here … is
         a laddie who has forgotten his allegiance tay the tribe.’
      

      
      The boos are half-hearted, but I can feel the stares on me, as though I’ve just been presented to them in a meal box.

      
      ‘Well,’ I cough, ‘I, uh, certainly. Supported Rangers. As a wee boy. But, uh. Lately I’ve just become more interested in …’

      
      ‘In whit?’ Frannie says, like a quiz-show host helping a guest who’s gone off-script.

      
      ‘Other projects.’

      
      They all pause to inspect this answer, before someone unseen at the back barks, ‘Celtic?’

      
      The sound of everyone sucking air through their teeth, as their arch rivals amble phantomly across the horizon.

      
      ‘C’mon, son,’ says the voice from somewhere, perhaps the universe itself. ‘Ye a Rangers man or no?’

      
      Frannie raises a hand. ‘Order in the court.’ This is overdoing it, even for him. ‘Now, I hear whit ye’re sayin, Mr Cage. But
         this boy does not kick wi his left foot.’
      

      
      For a second I wonder if he’s going to lift up my left foot to show them.

      
      ‘Once a Rangers man, always a Rangers man.’ He rubs my hair, before wiping the gel on his jeans with a frown. ‘Ye’re here,
         Alvin, that’s the main thing. Int that right, everyone? Or should I say, every Hun.’

      
      There’s a gentle ripple of sectarianism.

      
      Frannie, to my brief shock, hugs me and whispers, ‘Glad ye could make it, mate. Gonnay be a great day.’ He leans back, squints
         his phone at me. ‘Buy a quick smile from the 99p shop, stick it on. There ye go. Click. Dolby?’
      

      
      ‘Wheesht, Franman, I’m drivin.’ Dolby presses his gaze to the road, Jedi-faced.

      
      ‘Tell this peely-faced Edinburgh lab-rat he’s gonnay have a great day.’

      
      ‘Ye’re gonnay have a great day,’ Dolby Wan Kenobi instructs.

      
      These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.

      
      ‘Everyone’s gonnay have a great day,’ Frannie says, ‘except that Zenit St Petersburg mob we’re about tay pump.’ He thrusts at an imaginary Zenit fan, makes porn-star faces, oohing and aahing. ‘And I’m not talkin love-makin here, Alvin.
         The kind you usedtay dream about when ye were clingin ontay yer virginity for aw them years. I mean a right, fat, dirty pummelling.’
      

      
      Zenit St Petersburg receives his load. Frannie’s face does a long, slow orgasm. The bus claps the live floor show. Wee Wife
         is shaking her fist, going, ‘Intay them!’ like she’s out on a stag night with us. Frannie mimes smoking his Donald Finlay
         pipe again, post-coitally blissful.
      

      
      ‘You’d better wash your hands.’ I laugh.
      

      
      Everyone stares at me. I take out my phone and pretend to read a text.

      
      How does he do it? The Franman has always just been so positive of exactly who he is. Even back when we were laddies hanging out in Falkirk on the boy-racer circuit or the chart-happy dance-floors, he’d be the
         advance guard heading towards the girls, sneaking through the raised spears of their stares. Me, Dolby and Brian would venture
         in to find him twirling his patter, forcing us to clutch at it as he jived the girls out from their corner. I’d just step
         from side to side, with all the grace of a newborn foal needing a pee, waiting for one of them to say, ‘Aw, look at how cute he is,’ and pinch my cheeks.
      

      
      It’s strange watching Frannie age in stages. The large gaps between actually seeing him make his evolution more pronounced.
         Lately, he seems to have become preserved in Mod, the look of choice for the hetero-male approaching thirty: Welleresque hair,
         Fred Perry tops, Harrington jackets, sarcasm tailored as part of Liam Gallagher’s clothing range. Smart move, since Mod will
         always be modern, but not one I could pull off myself (today, for example, I’m in a Captain America T-shirt, since it’s the
         only thing I own that’s red, white and blue). Frannie was the first of us ever to buy a mobile phone, then an iPod, then an
         iPhone, and will probably purchase an iEye once they’re invented, making us wait as a list of terrace-friendly bands scrolls
         down his retina. He’s Q magazine’s target demographic. He despises the NME as much as he does Celtic FC and students, his
         prejudices staggering and florid in full display, almost a thing of beauty, with elaborate, colourful insults and blooms of conspiracy theory (‘How come the last three
         Lord Provosts of Glasgow have been Catholic, eh?’).
      

      
      He’s not a bigot, he claims. He just fucking hates Celtic. ‘Pantomime,’ he once told me. ‘You’ve got an arts degree, Alvin,
         ye should recognise theatre when ye see it.’
      

      
      And here we are on the biggest day of his football-supporting life: the UEFA Cup Final. Rangers playing on such a stage is
         big enough to draw me and Dolby, who’re not even that fussed about the beautiful/ugly game. Since it’s only a short hop over
         the border to Manchester, looks like about a hundred and fifty thousand other glory-hunters (hey, I freely admit it) have
         thought the same thing. Means at least three out of the four Lads are on an actual Lads Trip for the first time since Brian
         emigrated in 2006. The Mann’s probably rubbing moisturiser into his big nipples in the Californian sun right now. We’ve been
         getting his texts this morning at intervals, blasting out from across the Atlantic:
      

      
      Mon the rangers 
 drink manchester dry 
heddy haw

      
      Ever seen a haiku with such intent? Brian Mann. Brian the Mann. All he needs is an umlaut – Brian Männ – and you hear it pronounced by Schwarzenegger. For years he was the head barman
         in Smith’s, the pub in Baxter’s Wynd just off Falkirk High Street, the sort of place you’d imagine Tam O’Shanter
      

      
      stumbling out of, burbling with drink. You’d find him in there, wiping the bar and listening to stories from Mark Baxter or
         Gary Bell, occasionally interrupting with, ‘So did ye panel the cunt? Tell me ye panelled the cunt?’ The story would end with
         one of them panelling the cunt. To which Brian would nod, satisfied. Good.
      

      
      Cunts needed panelled.

      
      But then he’d see you enter and his face would brighten, and he’d be sliding a Jack ’n’ Coke your way and giving it, ‘Pull
         up a pew, Alvin, pull up a pew. Tell Brother Mann the news from Poofworld.’ And before you knew it, you’d been sitting there
         three hours, rat-arsed, and he was still wiping the bar, tutting at the lightness of your weight, and you were thinking about
         asking him to set you up with one of his spectacular barmaids, even though you were doomed to fail cos, let’s face it, they
         all fancied Brian. It was why they worked there. According to Brian, it was why they had vaginas.
      

      
      Falkirk.

      
      This morning’s as gorgeous as a catwalk in summer. The motorway’s packed. More stamping and singing from the busload, their
         churning world of royal blue. Even Frannie can’t believe how many cars fill the lanes with scarves and flags; he jags from
         one side of the bus to the other, his are-we-there-yet face pressed to windows. Dolby, rolling his neck in the front seat,
         tries to listen without prejudice, but winces each time he hears the words ‘Fenian’, ‘Mick’, ‘Pape’ or ‘Tim’ volleyed across
         the bus, and I mind that his mum was raised Catholic. Unease is oozing from him. He keeps rubbing his forehead with a wet
         wipe. He frowns and his eyes flick to Wee Jack, who can surely hear all this but is making monster faces in the side mirror.
         Tricky biscuits. Unless Dolby acknowledges that these words are bad, Jack might use them. On the other hand, if he does acknowledge that these words are bad, Jack will want to know what they mean. This paradox creates static within Dolby: the
         brow-twitch, the finger-flex. Also, the texts he’s been getting from Leanne have been sharp with teeth (whenever her name
         comes up, Frannie hums the Jaws theme) and I’m minding that awful night, last month, very late, when my phone beeped and he
         told me,
      

      
      shes shaggin that neil

      
      It’s one of the reasons I’ve decided to move back to Falkirk actually, that Bat Signal going up. I mean, Edinburgh’s not exactly
         been working out anyway (whose ambition was ever to be a bedsit-dwelling till-monkey?) but still I can remember the dripping
         smell of a fish supper, the opening guitar lines of ‘Hotel California’, as we sat in the front seat of Belinda eight years
         ago – overlooking Falkirk – and the words Dolby said to me, his rule for life: Ye dinnay. Dump. Yer mates.

      
      Except I did.

      
      Dolby’s face is clouding now, the cauldron of his thoughts boiling, so I thrust a hand in and haul him back up with some good
         news: ‘See Roger Waters is playin the whole of Dark Side of the Moon in the O2 Arena next week?’
      

      
      ‘That right?’ he says, brightening, ‘Still tickets left?’

      
      ‘Fancy it, likes?’
      

      
      ‘The whole ay the Moon? I dae!’

      
      ‘The Floyd needtay get back onstage together,’ I sigh, folding arms and leaning onto the headrest, ‘like they did at Live
         8. How good was that?’
      

      
      Dolby measures this with a delicately raised eyebrow. ‘Or as I like tay call it: the day Africa generously supported the cause of Pink Floyd.’

      
      ‘A glorious cause. Well worth leaving that march in Edinburgh early for.’

      
      The band pass in Floydian cortège, eradicating poverty before them.

      
      ‘Speaking ay Edinburgh,’ Dolby says, ‘how’s the bookshop workin out for ye?’

      
      I cannot tell a lie. Well, I can, but not to Dolby. ‘Prefer to be selling my own, likes, rather than fucking—’

      
      ‘Let me guess: Harry Potter?’

      
      ‘We should just rename the shop Potterstone’s.’

      
      ‘It’s all right, though, eh?’ Dolby says. ‘I mean, it’s a bookshop. It’s no exactly toilet-cleanin.’ He glances at me in the
         rear-view mirror. ‘Unless ye actually do have tay clean the toil—’

      
      ‘No, I don’t have to clean the toilets,’ I say. But I want to add, I have a degree, which has been doing absolutely hee-haw for the last
         three years except snigger at me from a drawer and remind me that I’m a bag of meat, bones and water like everyone else.
      

      
      that’ll teach ye

      
      ‘Still, though,’ says Dolby, ‘it’s how we got tay meet Clive Barker.’
      

      
      Our eyes widen, electrified by the memory. Me ushering the streams of Horror geekazoids towards ‘Mr Barker’ – WE WERE TEAM BARKER! – who
         chatted amiably and scribbled things in their books, while Dolby stood beside me, rigid and impregnated with the thought that,
         once they all left, it’d just be us. And Him. Clive fucking Barker. The man who wrote Weaveworld and directed Hellraiser. Maybe he’d call upon us for advice about his new artistic direction. He didn’t but, y’know, he should’ve.
      

      
      When next Dolby looks at me in the rear-view mirror there’s weight in it. ‘You still aff the drink?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘Even the day?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      He nods solemnly.

      
      I was wondering if/when that’d come up.

      
      Jack shows me a picture he’s drawn of the bus, points everyone out. Bex, Jeff, Chaz, Sally, Rab, Wee Wife, Auld Alfred and
         The Cage are a general huddle with only a flash of blond, ginger or brown to distinguish them from each other. ‘Look, Uncle
         Alvin, you’re the one with glasses and lightning on your head.’ Frannie is a blue scrawl with a smile, which actually pretty
         much sums him up. Daddy, at the front of the bus, is cross, eyebrows angled downwards and big upturned U for a mouth. When
         Jack is distracted, I’ll hide it from his Dolby.
      

      
      ‘By the way,’ I say to him, ‘I’ve nearly finished my book.’

      
      ‘This the same yin about giant spiders takin over the toon?’
      

      
      ‘Arachno Falkirk? Nah. Too unbelievable.’

      
      ‘You never saw this thing in ma bath last night.’

      
      ‘I’m thinking now the Ring … meets Twilight.’

      
      ‘That’s more believable.’

      
      ‘Meets Goodfellas.’

      
      ‘You’ll need to take me through that.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ I begin, hands coaxing the tale. ‘There’s this group of friends, right, and they get this DVD out of Blockbuster on
         Grahams Road.’
      

      
      ‘Grahams Road round the corner fay me?’

      
      ‘Obviously. Got to keep it real. So if you watch this DVD once, that’s it, you die. And there’s these gangsters chasing the
         friends, but they’re actually vampires, and they want to use the DVD to wipe out their enemi—’
      

      
      ‘Just tell me the title.’

      
      ‘Grrrrr.’

      
      ‘Grrrrrrrrr?’ Dolby says.
      

      
      ‘Aye, but not with so many rrrrs.’

      
      ‘Grr?’

      
      ‘Few more.’

      
      ‘Grrrrr? That’s whit it’s called? Grrrrr?’

      
      ‘Yeah!’

      
      Dolby takes a slug of orangeade, passes it to Jack. Jack wipes the top of the bottle and tuts. ‘You get that look aff yer
         mother,’ Dolby notes, then has to shout his response to me, as another chorus starts up and feet thud a rhythm:
      

      
      Hu-LLO! 
Hu-LLO!
      


      ‘Alvin, ye ken I’d back ye in anythin. I mean, it’s amazin ye’ve been through college an aw that.’

      
      ‘University.’

      
      ‘Whit’s the difference?’

      
      ‘Doesn’t matter.’

      
      ‘Well, either way, it’s somethin I could never dae.’

      
      ‘Course you could.’

      
      He shrugs a galaxy in that pause.

      
      ‘There’s a recession on the wey, mind. Even I ken ye’ll needtay come up wi better ideas than Grrrrr.’ His eyes return to the motorway and focus.
      

      
      Man, I think, looking at him, she’s really done a number on you.

      
      ‘Sooooo,’ I say to wee Jack, ‘excited about the game?’

      
      He squints up at me, as though this is exactly the kind of boring routine question he’s used to fielding from adults.

      
      ‘Who d’you think will win?’

      
      ‘Rangers.’

      
      ‘By how much?’

      
      Shrug.

      
      ‘What if it’s a thousand–nil?’

      
      He stares at me indifferently. ‘That’s impossible.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Um, is it? Didn’t know that. I’m sure I was at a game that was a thousand–nil once …’

      
      Jack returns to drawing animals, now that I’ve proven myself beneath contempt.
      

      
      Behind me, so close it feels on top of me, Frannie and Jeff start a game of headlocks, arms grasping and comedy murder in
         their eyes. It’s too fat and physical for this tiny bus, and I have to move the furniture of myself out the way. ‘Shift yersel,
         runt!’ Frannie yelps, through an adrenalin grin.
      

      
      ‘Ho,’ goes the big voice from the back, like a hand placed on them. ‘Enough cerry oan.’

      
      They instantly obey – ‘Sorry, Cage, blame that dick’ – smiling and doing mock head-jabs at each other. Dick. Dick.

      
      The bus glides through the lanes of the motorway and Dolby leans towards me. ‘Listen. How do ye feel about Frannie callin
         ye “runt”?’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t notice, to be honest.’

      
      ‘Aye, ye did.’

      
      I push my glasses up my nose. ‘He’s, um … He’s just trying to make it like old times. Sure he doesn’t mean anything by it.’

      
      ‘Aye,’ Dolby says, then shouts, ‘Ho, Frannie.’ The Franman stops singing and clambers towards us, skelping Jeff. At first
         I think Dolby’s about to beast him for calling me ‘runt’. Don’t want that. No tension. Not today. ‘Listen, if things go mental
         doon here, I’m takin Jack backtay the bus.’
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ Frannie says. ‘Gonnay be fine, big man. Just a perty.’

      
      ‘Aye,’ Dolby says. ‘But there’ll be a hundred and fifty thousand pished Rangers fans at this perty.’

      
      ‘Whit ye sayin about the Rangers, likes?’

      
      ‘Okay, a hundred and fifty thousand fans. Just tellin ye. He’s ma priority. We might needtay bolt if things get ootay hand.’
      

      
      Frannie tries not to be insulted – ‘Fair enough, man’ – fails. ‘But ye’re worryin about nothin. See youse armchair fans?’ He jabs
         a finger at us both. ‘You two bastards. The book-jockeys. Youse are like ma mum, thinks fans cannay just have a drink withoot trouble. We’re no animals, by fuck.’
      

      
      ‘Language in frontay the wee man.’

      
      Frannie bows towards me. ‘Sorry, Alvin, I forgot ye’re a sensitive soul.’

      
      ‘Naw, no Alvin. Jack.’

      
      Jack waves at another supporters’ bus. They applaud, he applauds. A moment, like the top notes on a piano being played.

      
      ‘Listen,’ says Frannie, ‘he’s gonnay hear a lot worse the day.’ ‘Aye, well,’ says Dolby, ‘no fay you.’

      
      ‘Tellin ye, mair likely tay get a riot at a Jay-Z gig than a UEFA Cup match. No that kinda vibe. This is the first European
         final Rangers have been in for thirty-five years. Every cu— I mean, everyone’s just up for a good time.’
      

      
      ‘A hundred and fifty thousand fans without tickets,’ I point out.

      
      Frannie turns to me so quickly that I flinch. ‘Ho. Disnay matter.’ Then, for some reason, he dons a pair of shades to conjure
         Manchester on a vast scale for us. He opens his arms, giving love to the world through the medium of swagger. ‘These fan zones
         are meantay be amazin. Giant screens, entertainment. Gonnay be boss.’
      

      
      ‘Boss?’ said Dolby, ‘You read the local phrasebook or somethin?’
      

      
      Another bus draws up alongside us and Frannie sticks both thumbs up at them.
      

      
      After a while I say, ‘That’s racist.’

      
      Frannie frowns and looks at his thumbs. ‘Eh?’

      
      ‘The Jay-Z thing,’ I say. ‘Why not specify, like, a white artist?’

      
      ‘Well, cannay mind the last riot I saw for Coldplay.’

      
      ‘Crowd would be asleep, mate.’

      
      ‘Alvin,’ Dolby says, ‘just leave it, eh?’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      We stare at each other, as the years turn round 360 degrees.

      
      I back down. Of course I do. The inevitability of it was carved by nightly jousts long ago. ‘Sorry, man, I was a bit out of
         order there.’
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ Frannie says, gesturing down the bus, ‘the Orange Order. Ye’re fine wi me, pal, but ye’ll needtay be careful. No everybody on the bus is so, eh, sensitive about these issues.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, okay.’

      
      ‘Partfay anythin else?’ He draws his can towards his chest. ‘I vouched for ye, Alvin. Ye dinnay get on a bus like this withoot
         someone vouchin for ye. So don’t you show me up wi yer politically correct – em, how can I put this? – pish. Don’t you dare.’
      

      
      He bursts open his first Stella of the day, takes a swig, and lets it accrue interest on his tongue. Swallows. Then he raises
         the can to me, gentlemanly. Wee Wife sneakily checks out his arse as it squeezes down the aisle.
      

      
      Dolby’s looking at me as though I’ve just served Frannie with an eviction notice. ‘It’s cool, man. Calm doon. Ye ken he’s
         no a racist.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’ Rubbing my forehead makes my fingertips oily, worry seeping between the whorls. The sun has charged its way up the
         sky like a horseman cracking a whip. ‘Bloody hot on this bus. Geez a wet wipe.’
      

      
      ‘Here.’

      
      ‘Cheers,’ I say, and try to articulate it, what’s happening in my head, being here, among them again, after all this time.
         But what comes out is, ‘Sorry, man. Just havin a hard time the now.’
      

      
      ‘Think ye’re the only yin? Dinnay take it oot on Frannie. He really wanted ye tay be here.’

      
      ‘I know. I apologised, didn’t I?’

      
      Dolby checks Jack isn’t listening, then proves he knows me: ‘How about we save this for a mong night, bro? Fire up the bong.
         Get right intay it.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, man,’ I say, nestling into the comfort of the thought. ‘We’ll dae that. Cos this stuff’s just coursin round my fuckin
         heid, driving me mental.’
      

      
      ‘Uncle Alvin, you swore!’ says Jack.

      
      He doesn’t hear ‘mong’ or ‘bong’ when they’re knocked together, but the F-word shatters things.

      
      ‘Good lad. It’s not okay for Uncle Alvin to swear either, son.’

      
      ‘Is that cos he’s been through the clever door at university?’

      
      Dolby’s thoughts spasm for a second. ‘Em, aye. Well put.’ He half turns to me. ‘Listen, man, let’s not get wound up doon here.’

      
      ‘Hearin ye.’
      

      
      ‘I’m no really interested in the fitbaw either, Alvin. But it’s been ages since we had a big Lads’ day oot like this. I think
         we aw need it.’
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ I say, staring at the motorway ahead, the scarves, the flags, the flags, the scarves. ‘We do.’

      
      Then I breathe in a bouquet of Scottish summer air. Hints of seat-leather, lager and men.

      
      
         Make her live inside you scooped out hollow a human-shaped machine vacuuming gathered together from spare organic parts gases
        distended in her When she reached out to touch an object kettle flowerpot slippers it was like some hologram placed photo-realistically
            across space [once occupied] by her body moving synthetically pre-programmed with futuristic hum She said hello to people
            neighbours but the emotion behind the utterance had vanished irrelevant data stray bits of binary not the code her mind needed
            to carry out such tasks such as fill washing-machine answer phone pick up toys go to supermarket register sunlight on skin
            recognise scents shapes voices of her
         

         dearlybelovedfamily how to interact she is she s
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