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 ‘I hate the idea of causes, and if I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have the guts to betray my country.’


E. M. Forster










REWIRE


 


 


Nathan woke up with the noise coming from the hall. He knew it was Angie bouncing off the walls as she came up the stairs. He looked at the alarm clock: 6.13 a.m. He’d set it for six thirty and she was only just home from work. Her shift finished at two.


He heard the key scraping on the outside of the door as she tried to get it in the lock. ‘Fuck it.’ She banged on the door.


Nathan pulled the covers over his head, hoping she’d go away: he didn’t want to look at her stupid, drunken, haggard face ever again.


‘Naaaaathaaaaan! Open up!’ He swung his legs out of bed, grabbed the bedclothes in anger and tried to calm down. It wasn’t easy – he’d had enough of this: it was time to make a stand.


His friends, and especially his parents, had all warned him not to marry her. He thought it was because of the race thing – him having a white mum and a black dad and them not wanting him to have to face the same prejudice that they had. It was nothing to do with prejudice, more like gut feeling. Angie was a barmaid at the South London club, Juice, where Nathan and his mates went. A smile led to a chat, a chat led to some flirting, the flirting led to a night out, and the night out ended with him back at her place for the best sex he’d ever had. She was awesome. She reminded him of that model in her forties, Jilly Johnstone – gorgeous. Long blonde hair and an all-over tan.


She wasn’t the least bit inhibited and was willing to try anything. She badgered him to tell her what his fantasies were, and had no qualms about acting them out for him. She’d tie him to the bed and have him begging. She’d put music on and dance about in front of him, massaging herself with baby oil till she glistened all over. She’d tell him what she was going to do to him. How she was in control. She’d kneel over him and lick him from his head to his toes. She’d stand over him, caressing herself. He’d struggle against the ties, belts or whatever else she’d found to tie him up with. Finally she’d lower herself slowly on to him, putting him out of his misery. He’d be lucky if he could last a minute.


Nathan looked down at his boxers. He still got a semi thinking about shagging her, then quickly realised he probably wasn’t the only one around here.


‘Nayyyythaaaaannnn!!’


‘Fuck.’ He got up, pulled on his tracksuit bottoms and opened the front door. She stood leaning against the doorframe. What a fucking mess. Jilly Johnstone? More like Lily Savage after a fight. She turned and tried to focus on him. He stepped back, allowing her to walk into the room unaided.


‘Hiya, daaaarrlin.’ She stumbled in, rebounding off the couch as she headed for the bedroom. He could smell the reek of stale drink and the unmistakable hint of Paco Rabanne on her. He considered asking her when she’d started wearing aftershave but decided against it. He closed the door and followed her into the bedroom, looking down at her sitting on the edge of the bed, taking off her jacket.


‘Before ya ask I’ve been to Tina’s. I had half a bottle of Scotch an fell asleep on her couch.’


‘Leave your tights there, did you?’ he asked, staring at her bare legs, then at the tights sticking out of her bag.


She looked at her legs and hid a wry smile. ‘Yeah, must ave done.’


He took a deep breath, trying to compose himself. ‘Do you think I’m fucking stupid, Ange?’


‘I don’t remember saying that, darlin. Did I say you were stupid?’ she retorted, patronisingly.


‘You don’t have to – you treat me like a cunt.’ He walked over, pulled the tights from her bag and tossed them in her face.


She turned her head away. ‘What?’ she asked, as innocently as she could. ‘I took them off when I went to her bog – couldn’t be bothered putting them back on again.’


‘Yeah, right,’ said Nathan, pulling the collar of her blouse away from her neck and confirming his suspicions. Two lovebites. ‘Are you gonna tell me Tina’s got a dog as well? If she has it’s got a fucking great taste in aftershave! Must have been all over you!’


She looked up at him, knowing she’d been well and truly caught. She was too confused to think her way out of this one now. It wasn’t her fault men found her attractive. She could feel them staring at her arse as she walked about behind the bar. They’d look down her blouse as she stood pouring a pint. She liked the attention – the compliments. It was worth spending an hour getting ready for work if it meant you felt good about yourself when you got there. Fuck knows the last time Nathan paid her a compliment. He was becoming a boring bastard – didn’t want to go out, always complained about money, didn’t want to take Ecstasy, said it shaved your brain. Silly bastard. He’d even stopped smoking dope, saying it was costing too much. He was a fucking miser, only interested in his work.


Well, it didn’t stop her taking the occasional E. She’d had two tonight and felt fucking wonderful. Big Stevie, the bouncer, had called her into the cloakroom at the beginning of the night and handed her one – said he’d taken them off a bloke at the door. She’d smiled mischievously at him. She liked Stevie – said if he grew a beard he’d look just like Wesley Snipes, but a lot handsomer.


Stevie’d held out his palm with the E on it. She tried to take it, but he closed his hand and slowly reached the other inside her bra, looking her in the eye as he stroked his forefinger across her nipple. He stepped back and looked her up and down. ‘There’s plenty more where this came from,’ he said, and handed over the E.


Angie took it off him, put her hand between his legs and squeezed his balls. ‘And there’s plenty more of this, darlin,’ she said, thrusting her cleavage up towards his face and laughing at him.


‘Faaakkkin hell!’ He laughed, looking about to see if anyone was watching, pretending to be shocked.


At the end of the night the staff all stayed behind for a drink as usual. She’d caught his eye as she got up to go to the ladies’. Stevie followed her in and closed the cubicle door behind them. ‘I think we’ve got some unfinished business,’ he said, grabbing her waist, spinning her round and kissing her. She kissed him back, then tilted her head away from him and looked at his face. He meant business. She wasn’t going to argue. ‘What’s that then?’ She smiled, knowing full well.


‘This.’ He spun her round and bent her over the cistern. She didn’t protest as he tugged her tights and knickers down to her knees and put a hand between the cheeks of her arse. She felt his palm move down to cup her pussy. He moved his index finger round in a slow, deliberate circle. She arched her back. Here was a guy who didn’t need a map.


‘You’re a peach – do you know that?’ he said, moving two fingers slowly up and down, getting her wetter and wetter. She exhaled deeply as he slipped his index finger deep into her pussy and moved it around. She took a deep breath and pushed herself away from the cistern back on to his long, probing finger. If this was his finger-fuck who knows what his cock was like? She reached behind her for her skirt and hoisted it over her hips, looking back at him with a come-on smile and wiggling her arse at him. She felt his finger pull out and heard him undoing his belt, unzipping his trousers  . . .


‘Are you fucking listening to me or what?’


Nathan was standing over her, expecting an answer. She didn’t have one. What was the question again?


‘Oh, I fucking give up.’ He walked round the bed and sat on the other side with his back to her, his head in his hands. She got up and followed him to stand in front of him. He glanced up at her dishevelled frame, standing there, trying to focus on him. In two years she’d be forty. She looked fifty. He was only twenty-five. How the fuck had he ever managed to tie himself to such a horrible bitch? If only he’d known how things were going to turn out he’d never have suggested they get married. He thought back to the day he’d asked her. They’d spent the day lying in bed with a bottle of red wine, rolling spliffs. It was his day off. The whole day they’d shagged, got stoned, drunk wine and shagged even more. He’d thought he was in love. He was stoned out of his mind. He mentioned marriage. Why not? – they were good together. Angie didn’t have to be asked twice. She hugged and kissed him with tears in her eyes and said he was the best thing that had ever happened to her. After all the bastards she’d been out with, how did she ever get so lucky? She’d spent the next hour on the phone to her old mum, crying and laughing and talking about bridesmaids, wedding-cakes and honeymoons. Nathan had sat up in bed, skinning himself another joint, wondering what the fuck he’d done. It was too late to go back now.


From that moment on it was like a rollercoaster ride, straight to the church. Do not pass Go. Do not collect £200. You may kiss the bride.


Angie sat on the bed next to him, trying to look him in the eyes. She put her arm round him and rubbed his back. ‘I didn’t shag him, Nathan . . . honest. It was just a kiss, that’s all.’


‘Oh, fuck off, will you?’ he said, standing up. ‘I can’t do this any more, Ange, I’ve had it.’


‘What do you mean, you’ve had it?’


‘I’m leaving. I’m off. I’m not putting up with it any more.’


‘You’re not putting up wiv it?’ she said, standing up to face him. ‘What do you fink I have to put up wiv? You’re at work all day, and when you get in you don’t even look at me. We have our dinner in front of the telly, then I have to get ready for work and I’m out all night.’


‘Well, it’s obviously not working out, then, is it?’ He walked over to the window and looked out into the street at the milkman doing his rounds. He glanced across the horizon to the South Bank. The four menacing chimneys of Battersea power station cut through the morning mist like an upside-down oil rig. There was talk of turning it into a circus. That was all he needed, a fucking circus on his doorstep. There was enough madness in his life.


‘You’re a bastard, Nathan – a bastard!’ She pushed him in the back and sat down on the bed, turning on the waterworks. ‘I got married to you because I loved you, and you want to run away and leave me the minute things start going wrong.’ She sobbed. ‘Well, fuck off, then! Go on – fuck off! You’ll be sorry.’


He stared out of the window. ‘Oh, I will, will I? And how do you work that one out?’ he said, coldly.


‘Don’t concern yourself wiv it, darlin – you just take care of number one. That’s what you’re good at!’ She wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked at the black mascara on her white blouse, wondering if it would come out in the wash.


‘You’re talking bollocks.’ He continued to stare outside, watching a milk boy jump on the back of the float.


‘Yeah? Well, my life’s bollocks, Nathan, a big pile of bollocks.’ She kicked off her shoes. ‘I’ll be thirty-nine next month and I’m still working behind the bar in a fucking disco! I knew you’d do this to me.’


‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ He turned away from the window to see her lolling about on the bed, trying to sit up straight. He diverted his gaze, casting his eyes instead over her perfume collection on the dressing-table. He mentally totted up the cost: over three hundred quid. It still wasn’t enough to cover up the smell of bullshit.


She looked up at him, menacingly. Her eyes were black from the running mascara. She looked like Alice Cooper in a blonde wig. ‘I made you promise me before we got married that you wouldn’t leave me.’


‘So?’ he said.


‘And I told you that if I thought for one minute you were going to leave me because I was too old I’d kill myself. I don’t want people pitying me.’


He smiled sarcastically and pointed a finger at her. ‘Save your fucking threats, Ange, because this isn’t about you being over the hill. This is about you slagging around – again. I’ve played this fucking game for far too long. I’m out of here!’ He stormed off to the bathroom and slammed the door. The draught caught the dreamcatcher above the bed, making the chimes tinkle. Dreamcatcher. He snorted at the irony: his life was a nightmare.


What a fucking way to start the day. He looked at his reflection in the mirror as he took a piss – his dick had shrunk in anger. He looked almost white – the colour had completely drained out of him. He could hear her sobbing in the bedroom. Breaking her heart. Fuck her, he thought. If he was going to have any quality of life he’d have to leave her. She was as mad as a hatter. Manic, unstable. He was sick of treading on eggshells around her, wondering what kind of mood she was going to be in today. If Angie’s happy then Nathan’s happy, if Angie’s sad then Nathan’s sad. Well, he wasn’t going to depend on her for his happiness any more. This was it – goodnight, Vienna. He’d move in with his mum till he could find a flat. She wouldn’t mind. His mate Karl could help him decorate it. He’d be able to come and go as he pleased. Get a good night’s kip without waking up every hour wondering where that stupid wife of his was – if she was all right or if some cunt had grabbed her on the way home and raped her because she was either too pissed or too lazy to get a taxi home. Well, fuck her; she could be someone else’s responsibility from now on. Let some other poor bastard take care of her, because it sure as fuck wasn’t going to be him.


He listened as the sobbing died down in the bedroom. Good, she was probably in bed. Just as long as she wasn’t still there when he got back from work. He turned on the shower and stepped out of his tracksuit bottoms, thinking it might be an idea to go to the chippy tonight for his tea, then head off to the pub for a couple of hours. That way he could avoid her. She’d have to leave for work by nine. He could pack his stuff and be out of the door in an hour.


He stepped into the shower and sighed deeply as the water ran down his face and body. He thought he heard a bang come from the bedroom so he turned off the water and listened intently. Nothing. The silly cow was probably stomping about in a mood. He turned the water back on again and squirted a big glob of blue shower gel on to his palm. Serves her right, the dirty bitch. Now he knew where he’d got that thrush from, last month. You don’t just get thrush off your missus. Angie had told him that women get it all the time. Fuck knows what he’d catch if he stayed around here much longer. And she wondered why he didn’t want to shag her any more! ‘As ye sow so ye shall reap,’ his dad always said.


 


Keighley walked through the Leven woods on her way to work. She loved taking this short cut to and from work, especially at this time in the morning. It was quiet, peaceful. A twig snapped under her foot and she watched a rabbit freeze in its tracks, then look back at her before scurrying off through the trees. She ruffled the fringe of her Peter Pan-styled short blonde hair, pulled the strap of her black leather bag over her shoulder and put her hands into the pockets of her denim jacket. She glanced up at a flapping sound above her and saw a magpie flying from a tree. She smiled to herself – Lianne would have crossed herself or walked round in a circle three times or something. Very superstitious that girl. A single magpie was supposed to be bad luck. It was okay if there were two of them, cancelled each other out, she supposed. Three was worse than having one. She couldn’t remember what it was supposed to mean, but knew that three unnerved Lianne. She was into omens, signs, all that stuff. If something bad ever happened at work Lianne always said it was a sign. Just bad luck, thought Keighley, nothing you can do about it. Lianne said there were ways you could protect yourself. She had a book on spells that she’d picked up in a bookshop somewhere. She really believed in all that rubbish.


The poor girl was confused. Her head was in the clouds all the time. Keighley knew what Lianne really wanted out of life: a career in the public eye, show-business, modelling, a singer, something like that. Just some attention, really, someone to love her. She knew Lianne secretly resented being a nurse and if someone came along tomorrow and offered her a job presenting a TV show or singing in a girl band she’d drop nursing like a hot potato and be off without a backward glance.


Lianne was right about one thing, though: Josh wasn’t the man for Keighley. She knew it, too, deep down but thought, Better the devil you know. She couldn’t just break it off: he’d talk her back into it. She knew she wasn’t as happy as she could be. It was as though they’d been going through the motions for so long it had become second nature and they’d be together for eternity. She wondered if she was just going along with his plans, allowing him to make all the decisions for them. Surely she wasn’t letting someone else take charge of her life for her? Not again? She thought about the way he had changed lately, becoming increasingly unapproachable, flying off the handle for the slightest thing. She knew he was worried about work, but that wasn’t an excuse. She was always making excuses for him. Sometimes she couldn’t help feeling sorry for him – the jobs weren’t coming in as fast as they used to. It showed on his face. When he first arrived in Glen Leven he couldn’t keep up with the demand and spoke about having his own electrical firm if it continued, hiring people to do the work while he sat back and reaped the rewards. It didn’t take people long to catch on to the fact that he was overcharging them and using bullying tactics to get work. One young bloke had decided to try to fix his fuse box himself to save money and gave himself a shock. When Josh got wind of this he laughed at the bloke in the pub and told him to let the professionals deal with it in future.


Keighley grasped hold of a large tree root and hauled herself up the small incline. She stood on a patch of grass, dusting the dry earth off her hands. She hitched her bag over her shoulder again and continued across the grass, along a small log bridge that spanned a trickling stream. The sunlight shone through gaps between the dense trees, glinting off a couple of wet rocks to dance inches above the river. She breathed deeply in the clear morning air and trudged along the dry muddy path on the other side of the bridge. Then she saw it. A young deer, grazing up ahead in the glen. You hardly ever saw them at this time of year: they were always too quick for you. They only came down into the glen in the winter for food.


She stopped in her tracks and watched as it sniffed at the buttercups, then turned and looked across at her. She expected it to run off now that it had seen her but it stood its ground and seemed to be weighing her up, deciding if she was a danger or not. She moved forward slowly and sat down gingerly on a tree stump.


The deer spotted a clump of grass a few yards away from her, trotted over to it and began to munch, turning its back to her. She listened to it chewing, glad that it could trust her. She glanced at her watch – she’d better get a move on if she was to be in work on time. She changed her mind: she’d wait until the deer moved on. She didn’t want to scare it, not now that she’d gained its confidence. A couple more minutes’ relaxing wouldn’t hurt. Besides, once she got in to work she’d be lucky if she had a minute to herself all day.


She thought about the day she’d started at Craigellachie House, how glad she was to be doing something worthwhile. She knew her dad must have heard about her job by now, but he hadn’t been in touch since he left the village. Couldn’t be bothered to congratulate her. She knew why: he would have thought a job in nursing was beneath her.


Her, a surgeon? Imagine it. She laughed at the thought of herself in an operating theatre in a life-or-death situation, people wiping her brow, passing her scalpels and hanging on her every command. When the patient was out of danger she’d swan off, leaving a minion to sew them back up.


No chance.


She’d heard her dad talking about operations to her mum over the breakfast table. He’d describe the mechanics of a heart transplant he’d recently performed as though he’d just done an oil change on an Escort.


She could understand her parents having such high hopes for their kids, but he was over the top. He had it all worked out: she’d succeed at school, go on to college, then uni, get a degree in medicine then go on to be a surgeon. It would take a few years but it’d be worth it in the long run. It all seemed so straightforward, so pre-planned. He had her whole life mapped out for her and she couldn’t argue with him. Wouldn’t dare, more like. It was her life yet she never had a say in it. Maybe it had been a blessing in disguise that her mum had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.


He hadn’t planned that, had he? Couldn’t fix it – sort it out like it was a dodgy ticker. Keighley had never seen him so helpless before. The man who played God was reduced to a mere mortal. What a comedown that must have been. He’d sit there night after night in his study, drinking brandy and poring over medical books. Keighley would put her mum to bed, then come downstairs to see if he was all right. He’d be flaked out over his desk, snoring. She’d take the glass out of his hand and wake him up gently, glancing at the papers and books he’d been reading. The subject was always the same: Alzheimer’s. He’d have notes written on a pad, cross-referencing different papers with numerous case histories and treatments. She knew what he was planning: he was going to use a cocktail of drugs on her poor old mum that had never been tried before. Or a radical new treatment he’d dreamed up – electrotherapy with a difference, designed to stimulate the part of her brain that was withering and dying. She’d never fully understood what he was reading – how could she? She was only fifteen and still at school. But she knew he was the kind of man to try a dozen or more treatments before he’d concede defeat. She’d wait till he was asleep, rip the notes out of the pad and bin them. It was bad enough having to watch her mum changing before her eyes without him using her as a guinea pig.


She knew it must have been difficult for him, seeing the woman he loved recoil from him in fear and call him an impostor. She said he looked like her husband but she knew, sure as hell, that he wasn’t.


It wasn’t long before he started staying later and later at work, hardly coming home at all, leaving Keighley to look after her mum. Once he went a full week without seeing either of them. Keighley could remember it as though it were yesterday. Her mum kept asking where he was. Keighley could only reply, ‘At work Mum,’ knowing full well that he was out with that bitch from Oncology. She’d seen them together a couple of times, laughing and joking, not a care in the world, as though he was quite right to see someone else – his wife was almost a vegetable, after all. Live and let live. Some days Keighley would sit across from the hospital, watching them return from lunch, holding hands like a couple of teenagers. She would stare right at him, willing him to turn round and see her so that he’d have to offer her an explanation . . . That was a joke – he’d explain nothing. He was God, after all. God in his job, God in his house. You don’t ask God what the hell he thinks he’s playing at. He’d say, ‘I’m God, I can do what I like, now piss off and leave me alone, I’m far too busy to be explaining myself to the likes of you!’


She did get one explanation – the day he moved in with Janice. That was her name. Now she wasn’t an oncologist with tied-back blonde hair . . . she was a person and he loved her. They were going to live together. Janice – who was only twenty-three, just eight years older than Keighley – was stealing Keighley’s dad away from her.


Keighley had stood in his study, staring at her shoes, the tears streaming down her face and dripping on to them. She looked up at him but he avoided her eyes. She asked what she and her mum were going to do without him. They needed him here. He said it was a shame, but that’s the way things go sometimes . . . She stared at the back of his head, wishing a tumour on him. He was a bastard – she hated him. She’d been robbed of her mother by a disease that was slowly replacing her adult brain with that of a child, and now this, her own father, the man who should be taking care of them both, was leaving to live the good life with another woman whom, he said, he loved. If he loved anyone it should have been them, especially at a time like this, not some woman from work. Before he left he said he hoped Keighley would keep up her studies and make him proud. That was a good one. The family he was once so proud of had become an embarrassment to him. She’d smiled sadly to herself and shaken her head, but he never even noticed. If only he knew that she’d had to forget uni. She’d been offered a place and had tried to talk to him about what she should do – stay at home and nurse her mum or get a carer to look after her? But he was always too busy. In the end she’d had to let the uni know she wouldn’t be going. She’d decided to stay at home and nurse her mum. That’s what family was for. Real family.


And that was the last she had seen of him. Five years and one Christmas card with an Edinburgh postmark and no return address. He hadn’t even come to the funeral – left Keighley to deal with it herself. She knew it was a bad thing she was feeling but she didn’t care if he was alive or dead any more. He deserved it.


After her mum died she decided to get her life back on track and continue her studies. She was all set to reapply to uni and start where she’d left off before reality set in: all this time he’d been brainwashing her into thinking that this was what she really wanted to do with her life. She sat and thought about it. It wasn’t what she wanted at all. She didn’t have a clue what she wanted. Her relatives had often remarked about the patience she had had with her mum when she was ill, how she was a natural and should follow a career in ‘a caring profession’. She considered training for the Macmillan nurses but realised that nursing people in their homes till they died would just bring back all she had gone through with her mum, so she decided against it. She wondered what kind of saint could do a job like that. Those people must have hearts bigger than Scotland.


She decided to enrol as a nurse, and slowly drifted into geriatrics. She sat her exams, and before she knew it she was an RMN, a registered mental nurse. Taking the plunge and applying for a position in a private hospital had been worth it. Craigellachie House was on her doorstep and she liked it here in Glen Leven. The people were friendly and she had no desire to move away.


Things had turned out well, considering all the heartache she’d had with her family. She had her health, her job, and her boyfriend . . . She got up off the log and brushed a couple of leaves off the back of her clean blue uniform trousers. She sighed to herself. The less she thought about him the better.


 


Josh drove the van along the loch-side. He reached into the glove compartment, took out a Clannad tape and put it in the player. Looking across at the calm loch, he remembered why he stayed here. It was beautiful, tranquil – a million miles away from Glasgow. Well, forty-two miles to be precise, but there wasn’t a Big Issue seller in sight. You could leave your car unlocked all night, and he couldn’t even remember when he’d last seen a smack-head.


Glen Leven had its downside, though. Boring as fuck in the winter. The place took on a bleak, grey look. It was a hell of a place to live if you suffered from depression.


He took a deep breath as the haunting music came from the speakers. What was that track called again? It was his favourite. He knew it was the one the Scottish Tourist Board used to try to get the English to come and spend their money here. He could do without that lot coming up with their Beefeater restaurants and craft shops, turning the place into some shortbread-tin tourist attraction. Josh was doing all right for himself and that was the way he wanted to keep it. The only electrician in a ten-mile radius. Nice one.


Old Donnie McBain had been the local spark before him. A good old bloke but completely away with the budgies. Used to do jobs for a half and a beer. Mad. Dead now but. Half and a beer? thought Josh. Fuck that – the going rate plus half for these fuckers round here. They were good for it. Crofters were like that – pleading poverty for years, then dying and leaving fifty grand to their fucking sheepdog. Silly old bastards. He’d caught on to them a long time ago.


Josh had arrived at just the right time. He’d been made redundant by the firm he worked for in Glasgow and had just signed on with an electrical agency. He’d managed to get a month’s work out of them before things went quiet again. When he asked his gaffer what was going on, he told Josh he’d have to wait a couple of weeks before they could use him again, there were boys in line for the jobs before him, so he decided to use some of his redundancy money and go on a wee camping break. He packed his tent and a crate of Miller into the van, and decided to follow the west coast to see where it took him. Glen Leven appeared out of the mist so he stopped and put up his tent for the night. He stuck around long enough to meet Donnie and a few of the old boys in the local pub, and ended up comparing notes with Donnie over a few drams.


The more Grouse Donnie swallowed the more Josh realised that the old boy was like a monkey in charge of a Ferrari. This place could be a gold mine. None of the crofts had been rewired since the seventies. There were barns needing power, and some required three-phase supplies to enable them to use automatic milking machinery.


Josh was just about to ask him if he fancied going into partnership when it dawned on him that, apart from his contacts, the guy would be useless – a liability. He bit his tongue and continued to listen. Donnie couldn’t be arsed with work any more – he was past retirement age and could barely remember how to put a plug on a Hoover. The odd job here and there kept him in beer but he no longer had the drive to chase the money.


The following morning Josh got up early, left his tent and took a hike up to the village to get some bacon, eggs, tattie scones and a pint of milk. He breezed into the local shop and delved into the fridge. A couple of old women were sniffling to the shopkeeper about old Donnie dying during the night. Josh heard them and turned round with surprise. ‘The auld electrician boay? Ah wis only talkin tae hum laist night,’ he said.


One of the women nodded. ‘He was telt tae stay aff the whisky. Bit a typical man – wouldnae listen . . . heart-attack.’


Poor old basta, thought Josh, then remembered that he’d poured the best part of a bottle of Grouse down the old cunt’s scrawny neck to get the low-down on the business around here.


So now Glen Leven needed a spark – there was a gap in the market. Old Donnie was barely cold before Josh had jumped into his van, driven to Glasgow, arrived back with his tools and put an ad in the paper.


Callous, some of them called it. Fucking genius, more like. You don’t get a business opportunity like that every day, he thought. Big Alan and some of the other boys at the Glasgow agency wanted to know where Josh was going, what he was going to do, but he told them he needed some time out – he was fed up working for a pish wage. He said he was going to give London a try. Big Alan said he’d come with him. He was like that, the dozy cunt. You couldn’t even go for a shite without him wanting to tag along. Fucking stalker. ‘Gies a ring, eh?’ said Alan, when Josh was leaving.


‘Aye, right,’ said Josh. ‘So ah fuckin will,’ he muttered to himself, as he went out of the door. He didn’t want Alan or any of the others up here shooting his golden goose.


Occasionally Josh needed a hand, though, when things started getting on top of him, but there were enough numpties in this place who were short of a few bob and only too willing to get electrocuted for twenty quid for a day’s labour. Moose and Gavin Ritchie were two such local yokels. They were in their mid-thirties and had only been as far as Blackpool in their quest for experiences of life outside the glen. After a wee bit of persuasion, though, they worked like a pair of bastards. Josh always got his money’s worth out of them by gentle intimidation – making them feel inadequate whenever they asked if they could stop for a break. He’d go on about how he had had to work like a dog for these Glasgow firms and anyone who didn’t come up to scratch was out on their arse. They soon got the message that working for Josh wasn’t easy, but the patter was good. They were like sponges, soaking up his vast wealth of experience from the big city. Most of it he made up – like the time he was involved in a ‘hit’ on a guy who’d beaten up his pal’s wife. ‘Basta deserved tae be shot,’ mused Josh. They’d nodded in agreement as they drank their tea.


Moose was like a whippet, buck teeth and no arse in his jeans. He’d always have the shakes from the night before and be puking out of the back of the van on the way to the job. Poor bastard had ulcers with the drink and could only eat at night after a couple of pints of Guinness had anaesthetised his stomach. Once the feeling had started to come back into his skinny wee frame he turned into a good laugh with a bizarre sense of humour. He made Josh laugh with some of his antics, and Josh had a bit of a soft spot for him. He wished the wee cunt would eat sometimes – even if he forced himself.


Gavin Ritchie was a big gobshite. ‘Captain Trivia’, Moose called him. He knew bits and pieces about everything but fuck-all about life. Gavin had a view on every subject under the sun – cheese, sunbeds, the Great Wall of China, women’s stockings, battery life, food additives, bulimia, mobile-phone tariffs, hypothermia, why pubic hair was curly. You name it, he’d read about it and had developed ‘The Gospel According to Gavin’. But it was easy enough for Josh to change Gavin’s opinion with a little intelligent persuasion and the threat of a smack in the gob if he didn’t stop going on and on all the time, trying to prove his point. Gavin was a big bloke but no match for Josh, who, at six feet two and no stranger to steroids, could still fly off the handle if the wrong thing were said. So Gavin always backed down, and Josh lorded it over him and Moose. And why not? He provided their living, their entertainment . . . and, more importantly, their education.


Josh was starting to feel queasy. He wound down the window of the van. God, it was like a sauna in here. He looked at the heater – it was turned down. He turned off the tape as he tried to figure out what was wrong with him. He could feel a vibration in his chest and stomach. He looked at the speedo – 65 m.p.h. That was it – fucking wheel balance was out again. He’d been driving this van home pished so many times that he knew he must have knocked the wheels out of alignment by hitting the kerb.


He accelerated to seventy and checked the steering-wheel for vibration. Nothing. He dropped his speed slowly, right down to thirty-five. Still nothing. Strange, it couldn’t be the balance. Then he realised it wasn’t the van that was shaking – it was him.


He could feel pressure on his chest. Heart-attack. Fuck, he was only twenty-five. He started to get the fear as he glanced in the mirror. Christ, he looked like a ghost! His stomach was in knots, like someone was reaching in, grabbing handfuls of intestines and twisting them. A stroke . . . It had to be a stroke. He could feel pins and needles, not just in his arms but up and down his entire body. He pulled the van into the loch-side, grabbed his mobile and swung open the door of the van.


Right. 999. He looked at the signal bar on the phone – fuck-all. He’s about to have a stroke and he can’t even get a signal? Bastard!


The future’s shite.


He threw the phone on the passenger seat and jumped out of the van. He tried to straighten up but his stomach was in spasm. He breathed deeply and tried to compose himself. ‘Strokes an heart-attacks are caused by lack ay oxygen,’ Gavin had once told him. ‘Ye have to get the oxygen flowin through yir lungs again.’ It was worth a try, he thought, as he bent over with his hands on his knees, trying to breathe. He’d be glad to see the big bastard now actually – take any advice he had. It was then he felt it – Mount Vesuvius . . . A burning sensation in the pit of his stomach. It was heading downwards. It could only mean one thing. He waddled swiftly across to the ditch at the side of the road and unbuttoned his jeans. He just managed to get them round his ankles and squat down when Vesuvius erupted. He breathed a sigh of relief as various expressions came to mind – ‘Gandhi’s revenge’ and ‘shitting through the eye of a needle’ to name just two.


Fucking heart-attack. It must have been a dodgy pint at the Ptarmigan last night. He’d have a word with wee Brendan later. He’d put enough money over that bar since arriving here. The least the wee cunt could do was make sure the pipes were cleaned once in a blue moon.


Josh farted and another batch of brown water jettisoned from his arse with a parp!. He sniggered and looked about, wondering what people would think if they saw him crouched in the grass. Fuck them. He was just glad he was okay. Or was he? He’d always had a cast-iron stomach – could eat anything. And he’d eaten nothing out of the ordinary last night, just drunk his usual quota of lager. He vowed to stick to bottles in future; they were safer. Although he had heard once about some Glasgow boy getting that rat-catchers’ disease from drinking lager out of the bottle in a Glasgow pub. It turned out that the rats were climbing all over the crates in the cellar and pissing on them.


He’d been in the Ptarmigan last night with Moose and Gavin when Keighley had turned up with her pal Lianne and one of the loonies from the hospital. Stuart, they called him. Keighley came over to Josh and gave him a peck on the cheek. Lianne went off to the ladies’ and Stuart stood looking at the fruit-machine.


‘Whit’s he dein here?’ asked Josh, looking at Stuart.


‘Who, Stuart?’ Keighley said.


‘Aye . . . Stuart . . . Whit huv ah telt ye aboot bringin a spaz in here?’


Keighley looked at him and shook her head. ‘An whit have ah told you about callin the patients spazzes? They’re mentally ill.’


‘Oh, soarry, ah meant loonies’, He looked at Moose and Gavin. They laughed and turned away from Keighley.


‘They’re no different from yir mates,’ she said, eyeing the pair of laughing hyenas at the bar. She dropped her bag at her feet and took off her denim jacket. He glanced at the blue checked tunic and navy trousers of her nurse’s uniform as she hung her jacket over a nearby chair. He thought back to last night when he had made her wear the tunic in bed and wondered if he was the one who was mentally ill. ‘Whit ye drinkin?’ he asked.


She gave him a look as if to say, ‘That’s better.’ ‘Ah’ll huv a Hooch, Lianne’ll huv a hof ay cider and Stuart’ll huv  . . .’


‘Aw, fuck sakes!’ said Josh.


‘What?’


‘He’s no stayin is he?’


‘For a wee while, aye . . . Git him a pint ay lager.’


‘He kin huv a hof pint . . . shandy.’


‘No, he kin huv ay pint ay lager.’


Josh stared at her for a moment. She gave him a wry smile and went back to Stuart. Josh turned to wee Brendan, the barman. ‘Brendan, gonnae gies a Hooch, a hof ay cider  . . .’


‘Sweet or dry?’ asked Brendan, pulling a Hooch from the fridge.


‘It’s fir Lianne. Better mek it dry – tae match hur fanny, eh?’ Moose and Gavin howled with laughter. Lianne came out of the ladies’, rubbing her scalp with her fingers and flicking away a couple of long hairs that had been pulled out by the hairband she’d been wearing for work. She leaned forward and tossed back her long brown mane. She glanced over to where the laughter was coming from. Josh gave her a sarky smile. She drew him a look – there was no love lost between them.
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