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‘Three strong men make a street’



Old Glasgow expression
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Scottie and Drew were sheltering under the arches when the army trucks passed, five of them, one after another, muddy lads in uniform huddled in the back, tired faces staring blankly out of the darkness. 

‘Poor bastards,’ said Drew. ‘On a night like this.’

Scottie shrugged his shoulders.

‘Serves them right,’ he said.

‘They’ll not even see the game on TV.’

‘Aye, but we’ll be there.’

They were off to watch the Hoops. It was Tuesday, European night. Some side from Scandinavia was in for a hammering – it looked like half the city was on their way to witness it. Only the army trucks were heading away from the ground, heading up Hillside, red tail-lights flickering to nothing, the opposite carriageway full to bursting with headlights, cars and coaches, minibuses by the score, pavements on both sides flooded with people, all of them moving despite the rain, only Scottie and Drew staying put and all because of Mackie. 

‘He’ll not leave us waiting much longer,’ said Drew. ‘If he does we’ll just go without him.’

‘Aye, and he’d better have cash with him,’ said Scottie. ‘These tickets cost a week’s giro. Me mam’ll go spare if she finds out.’

‘I’ll pay you Friday. I said I would.’

‘I’m not talking about you, I’m talking about Mackie.’ 

‘You’ll be lucky,’ said Drew. ‘I said we’d be better just the two of us.’ 

‘Yeah, but it’s not the same without Mackie, is it? You know that.’

And it wasn’t. That was the magic of it.


 



 

Half-time. The Hoops in command. Scottie wolfing down his hot-dog, reading the match programme over the shoulder of the bloke in front of him, Mackie and Drew chugging tea from plastic cups, enjoying their favourite game of ‘predict the advert’ on the electronic hoardings.

‘363Bet.com,’ said Mackie.

‘Nah, Movie Channel,’ said Drew.

They waited for the board to switch. 363 came up.

‘Oh yes,’ said Mackie. ‘1-0.’

‘Lucky,’ said Drew. ‘Right, next one.’

‘Hey, Scottie. You too!’ said Mackie.

Scottie looked up from the programme.

‘I’m eating this,’ he said.

Mackie shrugged.

‘Okay, Loans Direct,’ said Scottie.

‘PS2,’ said Drew.

‘You’re both wrong. Vodafone,’ said Mackie.

The three of them waited, staring at the hoardings, at 363.com, Mackie adding a drumroll with his tongue for good measure, blowing the steam from the tea up into the lights. When the next ad came up it read:

‘Be the Best.’

‘What’s that for?’ Mackie shouted.

‘Army,’ said Drew. ‘I’ve seen the ad on TV.’

‘Barmy army,’ laughed Mackie.

‘Barmy to join the army more like,’ said Scottie. ‘What a joke!’ 





 



 


 



 

After Scottie smashed the lad’s face in he made his way to the school and broke in through a downstairs window. Snow was falling again, filling the sky with tiny flakes that moved in flurries on the breeze. The playground was covered in a fresh layer. It settled on the metal hoops of the basketball court, on the five-a-side goalposts and on the scrubby bushes below the bottom-floor windows. It settled on the second-floor windowsills too, and when Scottie slid one open the snow found its way into the classroom. 


He watched the snow come down, felt some sort of calm descending with it. The rooftops of the estate were covered, the sky foggy pink, the houses white and shapeless. He fixed his eyes on the playground, checked the covering of snow for fresh tracks, signs that he’d missed something, signs that told him things were getting started at last. But there were no tracks. He couldn’t even see the set he’d made an hour earlier, new snowfall only threatening then, his instincts carrying him onward, leading him to this place, telling him it was the thing to do, the best way of reminding everybody who he was and where he’d been, the best way to make them all sit up and take notice. 


There were no spotlights outside, no white TV vans with satellite dishes on their roofs, no flashing blues, no megaphones, none of the things he’d expected. There was no siege, just him in a geography classroom without heating, faded maps on the walls, old textbooks he remembered from his days in the place piled on shelves, the sound of the wind whining, the sound of his own breath behind his muffler, the rifle resting against his good shoulder. 


Downtown a lad was spreadeagled in the snow, blood seeping from his head, turning the snow pink, the blood darkening as it flowed. Scottie saw this in the last second before he ran, had the picture etched in his mind, couldn’t get it out of there. It reminded him of the looter, but then everything reminded him of that event. He couldn’t shake it from his being. 


He slid the window shut and closed the night out, thought about leaving the school, heading back to his mam’s, but it was too late for that. Besides, he’d done all he could. It hadn’t made any difference. What he’d seen was his girlfriend in the arms of another lad, his mam inconsolable and his kid sister out of her head on drink. He didn’t have it in him to go through any of that any more.
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Months after leaving school, with nothing happening, Scottie, Mackie and Drew made their weekly trip to the job centre, down Hillside together against the morning traffic, three hunched grey ghosts, to the line of shops and the hairdresser’s where Mel worked. Drew disappeared into the newsagent’s while Scottie and Mackie waited outside on the pavement. Mackie tapped on the hairdresser’s window. An old woman peered up at them from under a dryer and gave them a look. Mel was leaning on the counter reading a magazine. When she saw Scottie she came to the door. 

‘What are you doing?’

‘We’re going into town.’

‘Yeah, well it’s a good job the boss is out. She hates you lot hanging around outside.’

‘We’re not hanging around,’ Scottie said. ‘We’re off to the Jobbie.’

‘Off to the dole office more like,’ said Mackie.

‘You might be, but we’re not.’

Mel put a hand on Scottie’s shoulder and pulled him towards her. She spoke quietly into his ear.

‘I’m not being funny. I just don’t want to get in trouble again. It’s not you.’

‘I know,’ said Scottie. ‘I told him not to do it but you know what he’s like. I’ll see you later, yeah?’

She kissed him once and then went back inside. Scottie watched her explain herself to the old woman then turned to Mackie. 

‘You’re a real prat. Do you know that?’

Mackie laughed.

‘She was hardly busy, propped up with that magazine.’

‘She’s just training,’ said Scottie. ‘You’ve no idea.’

‘I know you don’t train by sitting at the counter reading magazines.’

‘You have to start somewhere.’

‘It’s like what Andy told me about the call centre. All you have to do is answer the phone and take an order. How can it take a month to learn that? I’ve no patience for it.’

‘Just don’t tap on the window,’ said Scottie. ‘She gets into trouble.’

‘Why?’ asked Mackie. ‘It’s me that’s doing the tapping.’

‘That’s not …’

Scottie stopped talking. There was no point with Mackie sometimes. He wouldn’t listen. He’d been like it all the way through school, driving the teachers crazy, having an answer to everything that was said. With Mackie, the best thing to do was leave things hanging.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Scottie said in the end. ‘Just don’t tap on the window.’


 



 

They carried on down Hillside, passing the cemetery, the sky muddy, the gravestones on the other side of the railings damp and mottled.

‘Did you hear about those kids from the north estate?’ Mackie asked.

Scottie and Drew shook their heads.

‘They broke into one of those posh monument things and opened up the coffin inside. There was a body in it.’

‘Mackie …’ Scottie started.

‘No, listen,’ said Mackie. ‘It was mental. They nicked the head off this corpse and started scaring all the oldies with it. Mental.’ 

Mackie started running around, pretending he was carrying the thing. 

‘It’s not funny,’ said Scottie. ‘It’s sick.’

‘Then why are you laughing? See? See? It’s funny. It was a hundred years old. It wasn’t like it was someone’s grandma or anything.’

‘Still sick,’ said Drew.

‘What’s wrong with you two today? You’re a couple of boring farts.’

‘I’m sick of having no money,’ said Scottie. ‘That’s what’s wrong with me.’

‘You’ll get something today,’ said Mackie. ‘There’s always something, even if it’s nothing.’

‘I’m not interested in nothing,’ said Scottie.


 



 

Their old school was set back off the road at the foot of the hill. Scottie stared at the steamed-up windows as they passed, at the shadowy forms of the kids inside, kids desperate to be where he was now, outside looking in. They didn’t know the half of it.

Eleven in the morning, six or seven girls huddled together by the wall beyond the gate, smoking, sharing drags and laughing. Scottie’s sister was one of them.

‘Shouldn’t you be inside?’ Scottie asked her.

‘Dunno,’ she said. ‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’

The other girls laughed.

‘I thought you told Mam you’d quit smoking,’ Scottie shouted.

‘I thought you told Mam you were going to get a job,’ shouted Claire.

Mackie laughed.

‘You’d best get to lessons before Mam heads this way,’ Scottie said. 

His sister shot him the finger and blew a train of smoke into the air.

She shouted to Drew.

‘See you later, Mr Cleaning Man.’

Drew shook his head.

‘See?’ he said. ‘It’s not worth it. All I get is grief. Last night they had me going at chewing gum on the stairs!’

‘I bet it was Claire’s, trying to freshen her breath,’ said Mackie. ‘All ready to give you one.’

Scottie punched him on the arm.

‘Shut it,’ he said. ‘She’s still my sister.’

‘Oh yeah, I forgot,’ Mackie said. ‘Little Miss Innocent.’

‘There’s no way I’m going back there,’ said Drew.

‘At least it’s something,’ said Scottie. ‘At least it pays for your driving lessons.’

‘Aye,’ said Drew. ‘That’s the only good thing about it. The kids just take the piss.’

‘We used to take the piss when we were there. Remember Wilkinson? You were forever giving it to him.’

‘It’s not the same.’

‘Just because you’re on the receiving end,’ said Mackie.

‘No. They mean it. They’re nasty. We were just having a laugh. We were never nasty.’

‘Mate, you’re getting old,’ said Mackie. ‘Next thing we know you’ll be sorting your pension!’

‘He’ll be getting meals on wheels brought to the shed,’ said Scottie.

It was forever the same, a never-ending cycle, one of the three always on the receiving end. When there was a lull each of them jockeyed for position before the next round began, sometimes Mackie versus the other two, sometimes Scottie, sometimes Drew, never a true moment existing where all three sat equal, never a moment’s respite. 


 



 


 



 

He had run through the snow until he reached the school, smashed the window with the rifle butt, climbed through the space and pushed two sets of lockers in front of the hole to block it. Then he’d made his way upstairs to the top floor, his footsteps hollow in the empty stairwell, his breath showing in the freezing corridors, his whole body aching. He chose the classroom on the corner because it had the best arc of fire, just like they’d trained him to do, and then he slumped to the floor underneath the windows and pulled the muffler to his face. 


He’d come a long way, thousands of miles across land and air and sea. He’d come all that way with half a shoulder missing to find out his girlfriend didn’t want to know him any more. His city didn’t want to know him either. He wasn’t the same person as the one who’d left. 


It didn’t take a genius to work that out.
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The job centre was crowded, the air stale. The three of them went in together but after five minutes spent gazing at the boards Mackie was through with it. 

‘I hate this place. I’ll wait for you outside,’ he said.

It was all the same stuff – labouring work, the call centres up on the new business park or the chicken factory. Everything else was out of reach. 

‘Mate, I’m gonna have to try the chicken place,’ said Drew. ‘If I spend another day in that school I’ll lose it.’

‘No way,’ said Scottie. ‘I’m sticking to signing on.’

‘How long is it going to be before they shove you up there for an interview? They’re bound to sooner or later.’

‘I’ll just tell them I’m not interested. Tell them I’ve got skills.’

‘What skills?’

‘I don’t know. Any skills. What about driving jobs? What do I need for those?’

‘It’s all twenty-one and over. It’s the insurance. Besides, you’ll not be driving for ages.’

‘I’m well stitched up,’ said Scottie. ‘Sometimes I think Mackie’s got the right idea.’

‘They’ll catch up with him,’ said Drew. ‘They’ll stop his money if he keeps this up.’

When they turned, Mackie was outside the window, pulling faces at the glass.

‘He’s pathetic sometimes,’ said Drew. ‘Like a kid.’ 

Mackie saw they were talking about him and gave them the same finger Scottie’s sister had. One of the job centre clerks noticed they were with him.

‘Can you ask your friend to go away?’ she said.

‘You ask him,’ said Drew. ‘He’s nothing to do with us.’

Drew turned to Scottie.

‘See? He needs sorting out. I’m sick of him making us look stupid.’

Scottie looked back at the window. Mackie was sat with his back against the glass now, fiddling with his mobile.

‘He’s got no credit,’ said Drew. ‘He’s just playing solitaire and hoping someone’ll text him. Then when they do he’ll ask to borrow one of ours to send a message back.’

‘You’ve got to love him,’ said Scottie.

Drew shrugged.

‘I just wish he’d have a go at sorting his life out,’ he said.

‘Like us you mean?’ asked Scottie.

‘At least we’re in here, mate,’ said Drew. ‘At least we’re trying.’

Scottie let his eyes float around the place. He felt his heart sink. This was everything he’d been warned against. It was as if every character and event in the stories he’d had to endure from his teachers since he was thirteen years old had converged on this moment, and the moment was laughing at him. He walked around between the boards, dismissing each and every card, waiting for the bloke on the desk to call his name. 


 



 

As it turned out, it was the bloke on the desk who told them about the army recruiting day.

‘You may as well take a look,’ he said. ‘It ticks a box on your form to say you’re trying.’

Drew was all for it.

‘Go on Scottie. Stick our names down. Hey, let’s stick Mackie’s down too.’

Scottie looked over to the window. Mackie was still sat out there with his back against it. It’d be worth it just to see his face when they told him. 

‘Can you fit us in this morning?’ asked Scottie.

‘Not till half-past one,’ said the bloke. He checked his watch.

‘Okay then,’ Scottie told him. ‘Stick me down.’

‘Me too,’ said Drew. ‘We’ve got a mate …’

‘Sorry, lads,’ said the bloke. ‘They’re not here to waste time. If your mate’s interested send him in.’


 



 

They went to the chippie to kill the hours. Drew and Scottie sat on the steps outside the place, digging into a pile, Mackie with no chips buzzing around them, unable to settle.

‘The army!’ said Mackie. ‘Are you mental?’

‘It’s just to tick a box,’ said Scottie. ‘You have to prove you’re looking.’

‘Yeah, but the army! No way, mate, all those tossers ordering you around. I’ve seen that Bad Lads’ Army on the telly.’ 

‘It won’t be like that,’ said Drew.

‘We’re only having a quick interview to keep the bloke in there quiet,’ said Scottie. ‘I’m not signing anything.’

‘Give us a chip then,’ said Mackie.

‘Piss off and get your own.’

‘What with?’

‘Exactly. If you stuck a job for more than five minutes you’d have enough to get some.’

‘Like you, you mean?’

‘I’m waiting for something that’s worth doing.’

‘Like getting yourself killed?’

‘I already told you, I’m not signing up. It’s just for the records, to keep them in there happy.’

Scottie fished in his pocket for a quid and let Mackie go and get his own. When he came out he had a piece of fish to go with it.

‘Where did you get that?’ 

‘Jimmy’s about to shut. I told him it wasn’t any good to anybody in the bin so he chucked it in my bag.’

‘You’re a jammy bastard.’

‘I’m an opportunist, my friend. It’s survival of the fittest.’

‘Give us some then.’

‘No way. Go and get your own.’

Mackie joined them on the steps, and there they sat, the three lads from Calton, mates since primary school. They knew each other inside out, knew each other’s weak points and knew each other’s strengths, but the fun was in prodding at the weak points, prising open defences, getting a shot in before the tables were turned.


 



 

The two army blokes were a laugh. They didn’t ask Scottie any questions to catch him out and they weren’t interested with how he’d got on at school.

‘Do you drive?’ the first one asked.

Scottie shook his head.

‘Not yet,’ he said.

‘You can take your test with the army,’ said the officer. ‘All at Her Majesty’s expense. How are you with travel?’

Scottie shrugged.

‘Not done much of it.’

The second officer smiled.

‘In the army you get to travel. Canada, Germany, Switzerland. Ever skied? Done any mountaineering? Fancy it? Well, this is your chance.’ 

It sounded all right.

‘What about pay?’ Scottie asked.

‘Straight down to business,’ said the first officer. ‘I like that. It’s probably more than you think. You’re looking at £260 a week starting out and remember, no bills in that, no rent, meals provided.’ 

Scottie couldn’t contain a grin. £260 a week. That was five times what he got on the social and he was paying his mam rent on what he got now. He’d be a millionaire. 

‘How does it all work then?’ he asked.


 



 

Scottie’s last interview had been at the builder’s yard on the industrial estate. It was drizzling with rain when he’d turned up. The boss was late so he’d had to sit on the wall out front and wait, drowning in it. He watched the cars heading into town, wondering what he was doing there and what he was going to say. Eventually, a silver BMW pulled up. The boss was short, bald, busy and had no time for chit-chat. While Scottie stood in a shallow puddle of water in the yard the boss told him what the hours were, how he didn’t accept lateness or laziness.

‘It’s manual labour. You ever done any hod-carrying?’

Scottie shook his head but pushed his chest out, trying to show the bloke how big he was. The boss looked him up and down.

‘Take a day off sick because you can’t be arsed to come in and there won’t be a job when you turn up the next morning. Storm off in a strop because the brickies are taking the piss out of you and there won’t be a job when you turn up the next morning,’ he said. ‘Anyway, where are you from?’

‘I was born here,’ said Scottie.

‘Yeah, funny. I mean where do you live?’

‘Hillside,’ Scottie said.

The boss stared him up and down again.

‘Got a criminal record?’

Scottie shook his head again.

‘Sure?’

‘Yeah.’

The boss chewed on his lip.

‘I’ve got three other lads like you to see. Leave your number and I’ll get back to you.’ 

After that the boss disappeared into an old mobile unit that reminded Scottie of school. He didn’t call that day or the next. Scottie’s mam told him to call instead and show some willing. She said it might make all the difference. Scottie thought about it but in the end he didn’t bother. There was no point and anyway he wasn’t interested. 

He had a couple of other interviews that were the same. One was at a corner store where they wanted him to work every Friday and Saturday on the late shift. He thought about how that would be, working late shifts on weekends, dealing with the pissed-up lads who came in for munchies, lads that knew him from school, clearing up the puke and taking abuse for the sake of a few quid a week extra. He thought about how Mel would react to him losing his weekends. The job was a joke when you added it all up. The other was at a car-wash. That was going okay until they found out he wasn’t eighteen. He had to be eighteen to work the machinery. They told him to come and see them when he was old enough. 

‘What do you have to do?’ Mackie said when Scottie told him. ‘Point a hose at a hub-cap, mop a few windscreens.’

‘Something to do with Health and Safety,’ said Scottie.

‘How much were they paying?’ asked Mackie.

‘They didn’t say. Fiver an hour. Something like that.’

‘That’s the same as the store.’

‘Forget it. I’m not doing weekends or late shifts.’

‘It’s the chicken factory then.’

They looked at each other and spoke at the same time.

‘I’m not working at the chicken factory.’

It got them laughing. Mackie started making clucking noises, prancing in circles around the place. He was doing it when Drew turned up at the shed with a six-pack of lager and the latest ripped Bond movie for them to watch. Drew took one look at Mackie’s antics and shrugged his shoulders as if there was nothing Mackie could do any more that might surprise him. The officers talked him through it all, how he’d have to sign up for four years, how he’d have to pass a medical, how basic training and infantry training worked. 

‘Do you think you’re tough enough?’ asked the first officer.

Scottie nodded.

‘I reckon.’

‘Are you fit?’

‘I’m okay.’

‘Can you run?’

‘I used to do okay at school,’ said Scottie and he kicked himself inside, for mentioning school, for bringing it up. They were sure to ask him now.

But they didn’t.

‘We’re looking for lads that are tough, fit, reliable, adaptable, determined and loyal.’ 

‘Is that all?’ asked Scottie. ‘Sounds a breeze.’

The first officer laughed.

‘And the lad’s got a sense of humour, too. Good. You’ll go a long way.’

They explained what he’d have to do to get himself ready for the entrance test.

‘It’s mainly upper-body work and aerobic fitness. And the common sense you’ve got up here, that counts too.’ The officer pointed towards his temple. ‘If you’ve got anything about you it’ll be a doddle.’ 

Scottie got up to leave, barely containing the way he was feeling.

‘How old are you?’ asked the second officer.

‘Seventeen,’ said Scottie.

‘You’re a big lad for seventeen. Ever boxed?’

Scottie shook his head.

‘You will,’ said the officer. ‘And if you’re seventeen you’re going to need parental permission to join.’

‘My dad’s away,’ said Scottie.

‘Right. What about your mum?’ 

‘Yeah. There is me mam.’

Scottie looked at the floor.

‘Every soldier needs a mum,’ said the officer.

Scottie smiled but he was thinking about his mam, about how he was going to tell her and what she might say to him when he did.

‘No worries then,’ said the first officer. ‘We’ll set up a date for you to do the course. It’ll be a weekend. We’ll send you a letter.’

Scottie got up to leave but as he did the officers got up too. They met him at the door and each of them shook his hand. For the first time in years Scottie felt different about himself. He wouldn’t have been able to explain it if anybody asked him but the feeling was there all the same. He felt it when he stepped out into the street. The wind struck him in the chest and face but he felt bigger and stronger against it than when he’d gone in the place. There was a poster in the window of the job centre showing an army lad scaling a wall. Scottie felt he could step over the wall without breaking stride.

‘Hark at you,’ said Mackie.

‘What?’ Scottie asked.

‘You’re gonna do it. I can see it in your eyes.’

Scottie grinned.

‘It’s not so bad,’ he said. ‘£260 a week.’ 

‘You’re mental,’ said Mackie. ‘Real mental.’

They waited under the canopy until Drew came out.

‘What do you reckon?’ he asked.

‘What do you reckon?’ asked Scottie. Then they grinned at each other. 

‘You’ve both lost it,’ said Mackie, but neither of them were listening to him. Their heads were swelling to the point of bursting. That afternoon Scottie and Drew were full of the army, talking about driving tests and cars, the money they’d be getting. Mackie kept his distance and said nothing. At the travel agent’s a poster of a tanned blonde in a bikini beckoned them over. 

‘Imagine meeting her for real,’ said Drew.

They checked out the cheap deals in the window.

‘Ibiza, boys, that’s where we want to be,’ said Mackie. ‘Look at that. It’s dirt cheap.’

‘Listen to you,’ said Scottie. ‘How are you going to find the cash?’

‘If we’re going I can get it,’ said Mackie. ‘Let’s do it. We’ll get a last-minute thing.’

‘We’ll do it next year,’ said Drew. ‘We’ll all go together after training’s finished.’

‘There won’t be a next year,’ said Mackie.
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The next Monday morning saw Scottie trudging up Hillside towards the business park. He was following the smell, his legs carrying him towards their destination while his mind drifted somewhere else. He’d heard nothing from the army so the job centre had set him up with an interview at the chicken factory. Each time he looked up the factory grew bigger until finally, inexplicably, he was standing in reception with the others, hating himself and hating them, hating the woman on the desk for the way she spoke to him, like he was brainless, the way she looked at him, simply hating every single thing, the stink, the furniture, the colour of the carpet. A man came out and introduced himself. He was carrying a clipboard. He started ticking their names off one by one. Half of them were foreign. Scottie didn’t get everything he said. He was too busy looking at the others, wondering where they came from and what they were doing here, if they were like him, hating it or looking forward to getting on. He wondered how that could be possible. 

Clipboard man led them through a set of doors and down a corridor. It was clean, spotless even, but it wasn’t presentable like the reception. There was no public face here. It just was. They ended up in a white room with a long table at its centre. There were twelve places set, one place for each of them and on the table in front of each chair was a folder with the company name and the words ‘health and safety’ printed on the front and if the world had ended then, in that moment, with no warning, Scottie would have welcomed it, because he knew what was coming, what the next three hours of his life were going to be like and he almost turned around and walked out. But he couldn’t. He had to earn the right not to come back. He had to show willing, even if the job was crap, even if the place was for the drongoes on the estate, the ones who were already looking at the folders, some wide-eyed like they’d never seen anything like it before, others with trepidation in case they were about to be asked to read it. 

Scottie sat down in the chair nearest to him. A middle-aged woman tried to smile at him but he didn’t give her the chance to make eye contact. Clipboard man was talking again, something about page numbers but already it was clear that at least three of the group weren’t listening to a word he was saying. Scottie was one of them. He flicked the corner of the folder open and let it drop, flicked it open, let it drop until clipboard man looked at him and repeated his instruction about page numbers. This time Scottie got him. He turned to page three, as instructed, and caught the contents page. Rows of headings and sub-headings stared back at him. His heart sank so far into his chest that he had to physically fight to draw breath. After that the minutes creaked by, each one pulling and dragging the next one after it and each minute fighting harder than the last to get away, not to be consigned to a fate such as this, to be wasted like this, lost, forgotten or, worse, to be remembered and hated for eternity. 

For lunch they ate triangular-cut sandwiches and drank orange juice from plastic beakers, then they were led further into the factory, into the guts of the place, where the workers stood in rows at tables and conveyor belts. One hour on, fifteen minutes off, one hour on, fifteen minutes off, around the clock, in time with the clock, a part of the clock, part of its rhythm. Scottie stood stock-still, taking it all in. It was right there in front of him, his life for the next forty years if he wanted it. The money would be okay. It wasn’t great but okay for what it was. It was secure and it was protected. It would provide. And he could change jobs, change from one processing operation to another, with promotion always on the cards for somebody with a bit about them, if he wanted it, if he really, really wanted it. But the place would turn him into a machine, or bits of a machine at least, extract vital parts of him or render them inactive. He could feel it happening already, parts of his brain switching to manual, realising they’d not be needed here. The place would swallow him eventually, spit him out with a pension and a load of stories about the people who’d passed through one end and out of the other. There would still be the weekends, four weeks holiday a year, Christmas parties, birthday and retirement celebrations. There’d be babies and weddings and affairs. It was almost a life. 

At the end of the tour, while clipboard man was still talking about prospects and career paths and certificates, Scottie turned and made his way towards the sunlight beyond reception, not stopping to sign out, not even looking at the receptionist. True enough, it was almost a life, but it wasn’t ever going to be his life. 

When he stepped out into the afternoon he was actually glad he’d been inside the place. The experience had cemented his thoughts. By the time he reached the edge of the car park he was breaking into a run. It didn’t matter that he was in trousers and a shirt with a collar, it didn’t matter that he was wearing his best shoes. He picked up speed, accelerated with each step until he was sprinting through the business park, back towards Hillside, his legs driving him forward, his feet hardly touching the ground. At home he called Drew and shouted into the phone when he answered,

‘I’m doing it! Do you hear me? I’m doing it!’

And before Drew could say a word he’d slammed the phone down again, was out of the shirt, out of his shoes, out in the yard slamming press-ups into the earth, right there underneath his mam’s washing line, one, two, three, four, five. His mam came out and watched him, watched her son doing press-ups in just his old school trousers, the sweat forming in the small of his back, his arms pumping, his breath shooting out. 

‘How did it go?’ she asked. ‘What did you think?’

He stopped at the bottom of a rep, held himself there and tilted his head towards her.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I think I get it.’

Then she turned and went back inside.

He stayed out there, sixty-one, sixty-two, sixty-three until he got past eighty and then he collapsed to the ground, muscles burning, froth and spittle coming out of his mouth. People in the alley might have thought he was dead, might have seen his body there and thought his heart had exploded in his chest, but they’d have been wrong. He was more alive than he’d ever been. For the first time, he knew where life was taking him.

Back in the house, his mam was busy at the sink. He grabbed a pint glass from the cupboard and moved alongside her, trying to get to the tap.

‘You’re sure about this?’ she asked.

He filled the glass with water, let it overflow over his fingers, waiting for it to run ice cold.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘One hundred per cent.’

‘Well, if you know what you’re doing,’ she said.

He twisted the tap shut and drank the water down in large gulps, not stopping for air.

‘It’s dangerous,’ she said. ‘It’s not all fun and games.’

He put the glass down on the drainer, wiped his lips with the back of his arm.

‘One hundred per cent,’ he said again.

‘It’s your decision, I suppose,’ his mam said. ‘But speak to Uncle Jack about it first, won’t you? Just to hear what he has to say?’ 

Scottie nodded.

‘I was going to do that anyway,’ he said, then he went upstairs to get a shower, leaving her staring out of the window at the washing line and the patch of worn ground beneath it.


 



 

The army letters came three days later. Drew brought his over to the shed and they read through them together, munching on Chinese takeaway.

‘Medical and selection course,’ said Drew. ‘What do you reckon we’ll have to do?’

‘It’ll be all that stuff they did at school,’ said Scottie. ‘You know, listening to your chest, pants down and cough …’

The two of them looked at each other and laughed. Drew spat a chicken ball into the packet.

‘No way,’ he said.

‘Do you want to go and check out that website?’ Scottie asked him.

‘Aye, we’d better,’ said Drew.


 



 

They used Drew’s mam’s computer. The questions asked them how they felt about life, how they felt about themselves, what they liked to do in their spare time, what sort of job they might like to do, loads of other stuff like that. All they had to do was click and move on to the next question. At the end of the test they got a profile and a colour to guide them. There were four colours, red, blue, green and amber, and each one said a different thing about the person they were. Drew went first. He rushed through the test, clicking on pictures of cash and girls whenever he could, laughing all the way through and saying things like, ‘I’ll have a bit of that.’ 

At the end he came out amber.
Amber meant he was looking to make changes in his life. It also said he was unsure about stuff and that he’d lost direction. He stopped reading after that. 

‘These things are crap,’ he said. ‘Lost direction. What’s that all about?’

He went off to get himself some more grub, left Scottie at the computer.

Scottie took his time with it. Each time a question came up he read it carefully and then looked at all of the pictures, trying to make sure he chose the one that suited him, the one that said the most about him and the person he was. 

He shouted down the stairs to Drew.

‘Green, mate. Team player. It says the army’s built around people like me!’

Drew shouted back, ‘Big deal.’

Scottie went back to the computer. The thing that told him how he viewed his life now was spot on. It said he was somebody who valued his mates and that he’d stick with them through thick and thin. It said he was uncertain about the future, which was exactly how he felt, but that he’d be okay if he had people there to help him. It said the army could do that.

After that he clicked on the jobs and put ‘green’ into the box that asked him what sort of a person he was. A list of jobs came up. Most of them were infantry. That was okay. That was exactly what he wanted. Scottie grinned to himself. He couldn’t help it. It was like the army knew him. It had been like that with the officers in the job centre and it was like that on the website, like the whole thing was meant to be. He felt something lurch in his stomach. He hadn’t felt anything like it since he’d first got together with Mel.
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‘You’re not going to church with your mam then?’ 

Sunday morning. Scottie and Mel curled up together in bed at her place. Bells pealing outside.

‘That was just to get her off my back.’

‘She’s still on about it?’

‘She’s always on about it, always dropping hints, so I thought I’d try a different tactic and call her bluff. That’s why I went the last few times.’

‘Did it work?’

Mel looked him in the eye.

‘You’re joking, right?’

He shrugged.

‘Of course it didn’t work. She’ll be knocking in a minute and when I say I’m not going she’ll be off in a huff. She won’t stop going on about it until she gets her way and I’m there every single week. I suppose you could come with me …’

‘Yeah, right,’ Scottie said.

‘Why not? It’d put a smile on her face.’

‘It’d be too weird. You were brought up with it. I haven’t been to church since I was a kid. And anyway, when you’re dead you’re dead.’

‘Shut up,’ said Mel.

‘Why?’

‘Think those things if you want but don’t say them.’

‘In case your mam hears me?’ 

‘My mam’s the way she is because of my dad. You know that.’ 

‘I remember seeing them when I was off to play footy. I remember his wheelchair.’

‘He hated that thing.’

A silence.

‘You know there was never a time when my dad tried to force the church on me. My mam goes on about how he’d turn in his grave and all that but it’s not true. He said I’d come to it when I was ready if I came to it at all.’

She stopped again, then smiled that smile, her mischievous smile, again.

‘Course if we want a church wedding we’ll both have to go a few times. Together.’

‘You in white,’ Scottie said. ‘What a joke that’d be …’

‘I can soon change that,’ she said.

‘What’s done is done,’ said Scottie.

‘Doesn’t mean I can’t make a bit more effort. Just until the big day. When was it going to be again? Two years? Three?’

‘Ha ha,’ Scottie said. ‘You’d never last.’

‘Try me,’ she said.

‘That’s blackmail,’ he laughed.

She shrugged. He went to kiss her but she turned away, hopped off the bed.

‘Once a Catholic always a Catholic,’ Scottie whispered.

‘You’re Catholic too.’

‘But I don’t think about it.’

‘Why are you whispering?’ Mel giggled.

‘In case she’s listening,’ said Scottie.

‘Why would she be listening?’

‘She’s always listening.’ 


 



 

Hours ticked by. He didn’t feel much about the lad he’d hit, only that he’d got together with Mel, chased and chased her even though he knew who Scottie was and why he was away, chased her until she caved in. So he’d got what he deserved in the end. He didn’t feel sorry for Mel either because she’d let herself cave in, hadn’t put up much of a fight, not the sort of fight that three years deserved, not the sort of fight you put up for the person you loved who was off defending the freedoms of your country. She’d caved in so he’d caved the lad’s face in. Fair was fair. 


They came out of the club together, see, locked arm in arm, him all over her. They were so into each other they didn’t even notice him when he stepped out of the shadows. Mel looked Scottie in the eye and then walked right past him, like he didn’t exist, like everything they’d shared had never happened, so he shoved the butt of the rifle into the lad’s face and knocked him to the ground. That got their attention. Mel started screaming then. Screaming like the looter had screamed. 


People came, converging on the scene until they saw how crazy he was and what he was carrying, then they changed their minds. They couldn’t get out of there fast enough. He heard one shout, ‘Some squaddie’s lost it.’ 


They didn’t have a clue. They’d not been where he’d been and they’d not seen what he’d seen. 


He put the heel of his boot on the lad’s face and looked at Mel. The lad was scrabbling around at his feet, trying to get away, trying to get up and hold his broken nose all at the same time but Scottie was only interested in Mel’s eyes, to see what she was about to do next, to see where her loyalties lay. When she screamed at him to stop and started swinging away at him, not caring about the danger she was in, when she did that and looked at him like he was a piece of dirt, with no feeling or connection, then he knew it was over. He shoved her away, just with his hands, stuck the boot in on the lad some more and legged it, kicking up the virgin snow just like the dust and sand in the desert. 
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