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CHAPTER ONE
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July 1995

Jackie McCann lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling. In the darkness, the only indication he was still alive came from the sound of his own breath, and for a moment he wondered if this was anything like being buried in a large coffin; dead, but somehow still aware.

He wished he was dead. 

Feelings he had never entertained in his young life swam around inside his head. How could this have happened? Why me? He swallowed hard, the lump in his throat bringing fresh tears to his eyes.

The only light in his bedroom came from the street lamp shining through the navy curtains, and from the occasional headlight from a car as it turned into the next street. It was late but he was still in his clothes. He lay motionless, staring at the ceiling, a piece of paper gripped tightly in his right hand. 

Elsewhere inside the small council flat he shared with his adoptive parents, Neil and Sadie sat watching the television, both of them blissfully unaware of the dilemma and turmoil unfolding in the other room.

Outside in the distance, Jackie could hear London's late evening traffic revving and thundering along the Seven Sisters Road. Yet despite the close proximity of his parents and living in one of the most over-populated cities in the world, he had never felt more isolated than at any other point in his life.

He wiped his eyes on his sleeve and looked at the crumpled piece of paper, the words written on it making no sense to him. It was a letter, and the meaning of what was written rushed through his mind on another wave of confusion.

"This shouldn't happen to a sixteen year old," he whispered. "Why me?"

He contemplated his options: he could destroy the letter and pretend it never existed. But how could he live the rest of his life not knowing the truth, not knowing why this had happened or what it meant? He could take some form of action, but what? Perhaps it was all a misunderstanding and the letter never really concerned him. Perhaps he should confront his parents. Perhaps, it was all a dream. If it was, it was his worst nightmare.

Various theories presented themselves but deep down he knew they were all nothing less than wishful thinking. There was only one answer and it was staring at him in the face; logical but without reason.

He had to confront his adoptive parents and find out why his birth parents were asking to see him.

He had to know why they were living in Glasgow and were trying to contact him.

And he had to know why he had spent the last eleven years of his life under the impression they were dead.

He slid off the bed and tried to compose himself as best he could. He walked through to the living room, an ageing example of 1970s interior design with brown and faded orange dominating the wallpaper, carpets, and furniture. The smell of stale smoke clung permanently to the walls. His stepfather, Neil, was half-dozing in his chair, pointing as it always did towards the television, and midway through another bottle of Scotch. At his feet, a copy of the The Sun lay strewn across the floor. Sadie sat quietly with her legs pulled onto the couch, both of them content to watch repeats of the same mind-numbing game shows they'd been watching for years.

Jackie moved to the centre of the room, his mind racing in all directions, unable to find the right words to start the conversation. He adjusted his stance. His nerves were wracking and his heart racing. 

Neil eyed him suspiciously. "Well?" he demanded.

Jackie's heart thundered. His mouth was as dry as sand, his forehead sticky with perspiration. Slowly, he pulled the letter from his pocket.

"This is the only time I'll ask this," said Jackie, his eyes switching between them both. 

"Go on," said Neil, eying the piece of paper.

"What happened to my parents?"

Neil and Sadie looked at each other as silence fell over the room. The television show they were watching mingled into the shadows of a distant background, as Jackie waited in suspense for an answer. Sadie went to speak, but her voice let her down. 

"They're dead," said Neil coldly, and took a large drink of whisky.

Jackie held up the letter from Glasgow. "So why did I find this from them, asking to see me?"

Sadie burst into tears. 

"Shut up, Sadie!" shouted Neil, then turned his glare on Jackie, his eyes tightening with growing anger. "What have you got there?" 

"It's a letter from my Mum and Dad. You should have showed it to me."

"WE'RE your REAL mum and dad!" yelled Neil, his chest puffing and a red glow spreading across his cheeks.

"I thought that too until I saw this," said Jackie, his voice gaining in passion. "You've been lying to me all these years. Why? Why did you tell me they were killed? I don't understand."

"We never lied to you," said Sadie through her sobs. She rose from her seat with her arms outstretched to hug him. "We were protecting you."

"Sit down!" yelled Neil. 

Sadie paused, looked longingly at her stepson, the only son she could ever have, then returned to the couch.

"For the best?" said Jackie in astonishment. "Protecting me from what – the truth?"

"You don't understand," said Sadie.

Neil turned the television off with the remote. "Just where exactly did you find that letter?" he asked.

Jackie pointed to the hardwood cabinet along the length of the far wall. "In the drawer."

"You were snooping through my things?"

"I was looking for money to go and see a movie with."

"So you're a thief as well now?" said Neil. He raised his arm and threw his glass, narrowly missing Jackie's head and smashing against the far wall. Whisky and glass sprayed over the couch and Sadie. 

She cowered in fear. "Stop, Neil!" she shouted.

"Those people – your parents – they're scum, y'hear me? Nothing but dirty low-lifes, and if you think for a moment that what's in that letter actually makes a difference, then you're wrong. Now give it to me."

"No!" yelled Jackie, his inner strength returning to feed his anger. "Tell me why you lied."

Neil rose from his seat. "You little bastard."

"NO!" screamed Sadie and leapt back up from her seat. She met Neil in the middle of the room as he made for Jackie, his fists raised and coiled. "Please Neil – don't!"

Jackie ran out of the room back through to his bedroom. He locked the door and slid down it with his back, listening through the thin walls of the flat while his parents fought in the living room. He squeezed his eyes shut as he heard the beats rain down on his stepmother as Neil unleashed his almighty fury on her, and he cried to the sound of Sadie's pathetic sobs, wishing he could do something to help her, but hating her for all her lies.
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Jackie stayed locked in his room for over three hours. When the fighting had finished Sadie had come begging at the door for him to come out. He had remained silent and ignored her pleas for forgiveness. He heard his stepparents apologise to each other; Sadie for not burning the letter, and Neil for hitting her so hard. By the time they finally went to bed they had returned to their false normality and Jackie had come to a decision: he wanted no more of this life. 

He hated them for what they had done to themselves and to him. He never wanted to see another bruise on Sadie's face, or feel Neil's drunken wrath on his own ribs and back ever again. He searched, but nowhere in his heart could he find the compassion to forgive them.

It was late. When he was sure they were asleep, he opened his wardrobe and pulled out a pair of jeans, some underwear, a few t-shirts, and a couple of jumpers. He stuffed them into a rucksack then retrieved his passport and wallet from his bedside drawer, tucked them into the inside pocket of his black leather coat and crept out of the room. Before he left, he looked around at the dark walls of his room one final time, at the posters of his favourite Arsenal players, his small turntable and cassette deck, and his rickety old bed. "Goodbye forever", he muttered.

Neil's jacket hung on a hook next to the main door. He felt around inside the pockets and pulled out his wallet. Inside was a picture of Neil, Sadie, and himself while in holiday in Brighton one year. He stuck it in his pocket and forgot about it. It was time to leave this Hell. He was going to Glasgow and he was going to find his real parents. He had to get a life – his life. He hated everything this house represented, and if he was to become the man he wanted to be, if he was to rejoin his natural family, he had first to find them – he had to discover the truth.
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CHAPTER TWO
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After nightfall, London changes into a very different place. The streets seem wider and elongated, footsteps sound shallower on the pavement, the buildings pull back and shadows move without warning in unnatural ways. In the summer it was worse, when the goons and the freaks would come out to roam the streets for longer, ply their trades between the concrete towers, and deal their destruction from darkened doors. Of the sane people that live among it, fear is commonplace when the moon is high and the night is long.

It was a full July moon that guided Jackie along the Seven Sisters road as he walked away from his childhood home. With a mind still numb from the emotional shock of his discovery, he followed his instincts more than any preconceived grand plan to get to Victoria Bus Station. Empty crisps packets and kebab papers littered the streets along his route through Islington and down towards Camden Town. It was almost as busy as a Saturday afternoon, but the casual shoppers had now been replaced with pimps, whores, pushers and clubbers. This was the London the tourists never got to hear about, away from the Royal palaces, the posh hotels, and the designer stores in the satellite suburbs and routes into the centre. Jackie stood out as a prime target for anyone who might want a piece of him, and it was this fear that kept him moving quickly and quietly; head down, no eye contact with anyone.

"Wan' some coke?" a black man whispered delicately in his ear as he passed by. At first Jackie wondered if he'd imagined it, but upped his pace so he didn't appear rattled. His heart raced as he checked behind to make sure he wasn't being followed, and walked straight into someone else.

"Watch it, mate!" a young Asian man shouted back at him.

"Sorry," said Jackie, and kept going.

After a while his feet started to ache. Fear, it seemed, was the best fuel for an accelerated pace, but by the time he reached Kings Cross nearly two hours later, he was shattered.

The bus station was still busy for this late at night, with people  queuing for all-night buses while others used the station as a shortcut or to get access to the adjoining train station. It was a hub of travellers and Jackie knew this would be a prime centre of crime given the circumstances. No wonder there were so many coppers milling around in their tall hats and wide shoulders. He approached one that looked mildly friendly.

"Are there any buses leaving for Glasgow tonight?"

"No idea," said the policeman, eyeing him over. "Try over there at that information desk."

"Thanks," said Jackie, and did as he was told.

The grey-haired woman behind the glass pushed her cigarette into an ashtray when she saw him approach. 

"Where to?" she asked, her shrill voice echoing into the station from her microphone.

Jackie looked at the mole on her chin, acting as a magnetic pull to both his eyes that he didn't seem capable of breaking. "Glasgow, please," he finally managed.

"Return?"

Good question. Was he ever going to come back to London? What was left here for him except a life of misery and a broken heart? He thought of Neil and Sadie lying asleep and wondered how they could feel no guilt at what they had done. They had lied to him and made him feel like garbage. Why should he return? Why should he?

"Well?" the woman asked impatiently.

"One way," he said confidently, puffing his chest at the thought of burning all his bridges at once.

"That's twelve pounds," she said, and printed off his ticket.

Jackie handed over the money. "When does it leave?"

"Ten past two. It's the last bus tonight."

He looked at his watch: 1:07am. He still had an hour to kill. He sat down on a nearby bench and looked around, his insignificance more apparent than ever. People walked past oblivious to his existence. If he wanted he could disappear easily enough right here in London. There were plenty of places to go and hide out, plenty of ways to make a new start and he wouldn't have to travel hundreds of miles to do it. He was only a few miles from home and yet already he was a million miles from the life he knew. A fresh start in a new city was more appealing, besides, if there was a chance of finding his parents in Scotland, then he had to follow it. He simply had to find out what that letter was all about and why they weren't dead as he had been told. 

A fire had been lit in his heart, and there would be no putting it out until he had answers.

"Think positive, Jackie," he said to himself, and rubbed his hands together to keep warm. 

He watched the people of London drift by, their lives criss-crossing before his very eyes, no one wanting anything to do with anyone else, everyone with somewhere to go. London was a city full of all kinds of people from all kinds of possible backgrounds, nationalities, disorders, and religions. He hated it now, when once it had excited him. He had to get out.

When the time came he boarded the bus to Glasgow and took a seat near the back on the right hand side for the journey north. The bus reversed out of the station on time with only a dozen people on board, and pulled into Buckingham Palace Road. Most of the other passengers were travelling alone and he shivered when he thought how they all looked like they were going home instead of leaving it. He stared out the window at nothing in particular, his mind wandering into his past, a final salute to the past few days, the past few years.

He thought about the letter and of the people who wrote it. For years he had been told they had died in a car crash of which he had been the only survivor. He was only five years old when it happened and had no memories of them, only his own images created from inside his imagination. He had been adopted by Neil and Sadie soon after, and with no reason to disbelieve them, he accepted the story of their death without any feelings of loss. He had no recollection of living anywhere else than a north London flat.

The thought of running away had crossed his mind before. He would just up and go, join a drama school and follow his dream. A few days ago he cut out an advert for a drama course but mislaid it. While searching for it among the mess of Neil's living room drawer he'd stumbled across the neatly folded letter. He almost ignored it but his curiosity got the better of him.

Hand written with a Glasgow address at the top, it was signed by John and Mary Telford. It simply asked if they could arrange to see their son, Jackie, that they sent their love, and that they hoped all was well. The letter thanked them for all they had done and said they would be rewarded one day. 

Whether he knew it or not, Jackie's mind was made up there and then: it was time to go.

The bus moved slowly through the multicoloured streets of the capital, and the further out the city he travelled the safer Jackie felt. He felt safe from the mayhem of London and safe from the hell his life had represented. By the time the bus made it to the motorway he had relaxed in the knowledge that he was finally doing something about it. Not only would he see his real family, but he would understand what really happened to them eleven years ago.

He did not remember exactly when he fell asleep. When he woke he jumped with fright, and was startled to find someone prodding his shoulder.

"Excuse me," a girl whispered as she leant over the seat.

Unsure where he was at first, he became aware that his eyes were moist and his nose was running. He wiped them with his sleeve.

"Excuse me," she repeated while prodding his shoulder.

Jackie blinked the tears away and looked up at her. She had shoulder length wavy hair, deep red that shone even under the dim reading lights of the bus. Hundreds of tiny freckles covered her pale, well defined face, and she had a small nose and thin red lips. Her hair contrasted against the sharp blue of her eyes, and her mouth took on a natural smile, no matter if she was smiling or not. "Yeah?" he said.

"Ah'm Katie," she said in a broad Scottish accent. "Dae ye mind if I sit with you?"

"Why?" said Jackie.

"Because if yer talking tae me," she continued. "Then you cannae be crying in yer sleep."

"What?"

"You were crying in yer sleep. Are ye okay?" she said, pity glistening from her ocean blue eyes.

"I'm fine," he said, and shifted awkwardly in his seat. "Was I really crying?"

"I'm afraid so. Are ye sure yer okay? Dae ye want tae talk about it? You don't have to, but as a stranger, I'm perfectly placed if ye want tae unload you know. You don't even have tae tell me yer name, though that would be nice, and you'll never see me again after we get aff this bus if that's what you want."

Her proposal felt like a machine gun firing loaded words at him, battering off his eardrums and sending him into submission. She gazed at him, waiting for an answer. He felt drawn to her, her strange Scottish accent making her sound naturally friendly - but why would anyone want to talk to him? What did she really want?

"I'd rather not," he said.

She smiled. "Okay, no problem." 

Jackie felt uncomfortable with her presence. He had too much on his mind and tiredness had seeped into every bone. He just wanted to close his eyes and forget. Besides, girls never stopped to talk to him and this sudden infiltration of a good looking female into his world was disconcerting. 

"Where you heading to?" he asked in an effort to prevent her feelings from being hurt.

"Glasgow," she said. "Obviously." There was a stony silence. She laughed, then regretted making the joke. "I'm sorry – I'm going home. I was visiting a few friends in London. Great city but ah cannae take it much more than a few days at a time. It really gets tae me after a while, you know what ah mean? All those people and cars and pollution, and the Tube - don't even start me on the Tube! The whole place is designed to slowly work its way intae yer head and mess ye up."

Jackie listened as she set out her views concerning metropolitan travel and quickly came to the conclusion that not only could she talk like an automatic weapon, she was an amateur psychologist into the bargain. She'd managed to string more sentences into one breath than anyone else he had ever known. It was a wonder she didn't faint.

"Yeah, I know what you mean," he acknowledged.

"Are you fae London, yerself?"

"North London," said Jackie. "I live off the Seven Sisters Road."

"Oh yeah, I know where you are. Near Finsbury Park, right? There's a lot of good curry houses up there. Good for a carry out dinner but no so much for a night out, if you know whit ah mean?"

"That's the place."

"So where ye aff tae?" she asked.

"Look, Katie is it? I don't want to appear rude and I don't want to hurt you, but I'm really tired and could do with a sleep. I've had a bad day – please don't take it personally."

"Okay," she said, her natural smile masking her obvious disappointment. "But if ye want tae talk, I'm sitting just over there."

"Sure, I'll bear that in mind."

She left and returned to her seat. Jackie considered her act of charity; why did she care if he cried in his sleep or not? Confusion gave way to embarrassment as he imagined himself bubbling while asleep on public transport. He looked across at her, remembering her hair and freckles; she had made him feel warm and shameless. Maybe if she knew the truth though, she might not have been so quick to care.

Jackie leant his forehead against the window and watched the lanes of the motorway passing underneath the bus, flashing white lines that never ended, guiding them towards their destination. Over time, the number of cars on the road lessened and gave way to an empty concrete runway. As the bus changed lanes so too did his train of thought and he wavered from guilt to determination; depression to elation. It was a journey of new and unknown emotions, the pull of his family in London not giving way against his desire to be in Scotland with his real family and the truth. Above all there was the truth. He felt as if he was tied to London and Glasgow by two gigantic rubber bands, and he knew a time would come when he would finally have to cut one of them. The further north he travelled, the tighter his ties to London would become, and when he finally cut it, it would recoil back to hit Neil and Sadie smack in the face.

Jackie never slept again, and several hours later the bus pulled into Glasgow, and a damp and foggy Buchanan Street Bus Station.
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"So this is Glasgow?" thought Jackie, as he disembarked the bus and stepped out onto the platform. Rain had fallen overnight leaving the tarmac shiny and damp. The early morning sky was grey and overcast making it feel significantly colder than late night London had been.

By now Neil and Sadie would have noticed him missing, and most likely assume he'd left the house earlier than normal. They wouldn't imagine for a moment that he'd left for good. Perhaps he should have left a note to explain, as the first feelings of guilt landed hard in his stomach. 

Jackie walked the short distance into the bus station and stopped to look around. He watched people walking through the station as they had done the night before, but this time they looked different. There weren't as many people around but it was more subtle than simple volume. They looked more willing to speak, more hardened yet softer at the same time. At the far end some children were crying, commuters with long faces traipsed through the concourse, a couple of tramps sat near the doorway next to plastic cups collecting spare change, and an incoherent announcer communicated imminent departure times into the void. He listened to the local accents and could have swore he was in a foreign country altogether. 

Jackie McCann was suddenly a very long way from home.

A different atmosphere filled the air; more open, diffused, fresh. Maybe the grass was greener on the other side.

He wandered over to the newsstand to look for a map. He found an A to Z and felt his belly rumble, so he picked up a bottle of juice and a couple of packets of cheese and onion crisps, then joined the queue.

"That's not very nutritious," a familiar voice sounded from behind. It was the girl from the bus, smiling at him, flashing her brilliant white teeth.

"Hello again," he answered, and attempted a smile. "Katie, isn't it?"

"Aye," she confirmed. "You aren't going to eat that for yer breakfast, are ye?"

"Eh, yeah, I was actually," he said, looking at the crisps and Coke.

"That's no good. Do ye want tae grab something proper tae eat? I know a wee café just around the corner."

Jackie thought about her proposition, and since he could offer no better suggestions in the face of his early morning hunger, he agreed.

Jackie returned the crisps and Coke and bought the A to Z, and then they left the station together. They entered a café only a few yards along the road. Some builders from a nearby worksite were already spread out over a couple of tables, tucking into sausage rolls, cups of tea, and the morning papers. Jackie and Katie took a seat by the corner next to the window. They examined the cardboard menu and gave their orders to a little old lady, who then disappeared into a small room behind the counter where the radio was playing, and from where the smell of fried food drifted temptingly through to the customers. She returned shortly after with two cups of tea and four bacon rolls.

"So," said Katie, opening two sachets of sugar and dropping the contents into her tea. "You never did tell me yer name."

"Jackie," he said, and examined the inside of his rolls.

"Surname?"

"McCann."

"Okay, Jackie McCann – are you returning home or going on a trip?"

Jackie thought about this for a moment while looking at her face. In the cold light of day he could see her properly for the first time; her red hair and freckles, those blue eyes. She looked tired but attractive, though maybe a few years older than he was. He was grateful for her insight and caring nature and glad of someone to talk to, but he wasn't about to reveal his reasons for being in Scotland to anyone. "A bit of both really," he said. "What about you, where do you live?" 

"I stay in Queens Park on the south side. It's a small flat but it does me. I share with my flatmate and we have an arrangement with the landlord so I get it cheap. Cannae complain."

"An arrangement?"

"Yeah, it's a long story—a friend of a friend kind of thing—ah don't want tae bore you with all that, though. What about you, where dae you live?"

Jackie knew he was going to have to reveal something about himself or she was going to start getting suspicious. She already knew he lived in London, but the thought of remaining connected to Neil and Sadie repulsed him.

"I live with my parents," he said, shifting uncomfortably.

"Where? In Glasgow? I thought you lived in London?"

"I do." Jackie felt trapped. He had answered enough questions and wanted to finish his breakfast and start to build his new life. "I'm here visiting family. Look, I'm actually in a bit of a hurry so I'm going to have to go." 

"You've still got a roll tae finish."

"I'll have to eat it on the way. I really don't have time."

"Oh, okay then," she said, the hurt of his second abrupt rejection clear on her face.

"I'm sorry," he said. How could he explain his situation to someone he hardly knew when he was only beginning to come to terms with it himself? "Really sorry."

Jackie slid his chair back and zipped up his coat. Katie reached out and touched his hand. He felt the calm warmth of her skin and he paused.

"Dae ye have a pen?" she asked.

"I think so," he said, and searched the pockets of his jacket until he found it. "What do you want that for?"

He watched her scribble something onto a white napkin then hand it over to him along with the pen. She had written down a phone number under the name, Katie Shields.

"If you need me, or want tae talk, give me a call, okay?"

Jackie tilted his head and looked at her, half astounded, half suspicious. "Why are you being like this to me?"

She looked at him and smiled. "Because—"

"Because what?"

"It's fate." 

"Fate?"

"We'll meet again Jackie McCann. At least, I hope we do." She smiled, again, revealing her set of snow-white teeth.

"Yeah," he said. "Me too."
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Jackie took a seat on a wooden bench in George Square and looked up at one of the four lion statues. He thought about all he had put himself through these past twenty-four hours: Neil, Sadie, the letter, London, running away, Glasgow, Katie; all of it drifted through his mind like a deck of cards slowly shuffling into an unfathomable mess. 

He watched the people of Glasgow pass by his seat and around the Square. A long line of hungry office workers queued outside Greggs the bakers, while groups of people stood around near doorways talking under small puffs of smoke. An old woman carrying more then her own weight in plastic bags shuffled along the pavement past him, and two girls, a lot younger than himself, pushed a pram while manipulating a lighter and cigarette simultaneously. The four roads around the square were chock-a-block with traffic; horns tooting and fumes rising into the air. Nothing seemed to be moving and yet everyone was on a high-speed mission.

Eventually he pulled the letter he'd found in Neil's cupboard from his pocket and looked at the address written in the top-right corner: 10 Wallace Street. He memorised it, then returned the letter safely to his wallet. He opened his newly purchased A to Z and flicked through the pages. On the inside cover was an overview of the city. He noticed how much of a sprawling mass Glasgow was, similar to London in that respect. He opened the index and stopped when he came to the listings starting with W.

"Waddel – Walker - Walkinshaw," he muttered, as he guided his index finger down the pages balanced on his lap. "Wallace Street - got it!"

Jackie stared at the page for several seconds. He felt the colour drain from his face and he looked away, blinking hard, then looked at the page again.

"This can't be right," he said.

He put the map down on the bench spine side up, and pulled out the letter to double check he was looking for the right address. The letter read: 10 Wallace Street, Glasgow, no post code. He picked up the map. 

Glasgow had three Wallace Streets.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Jackie sat in stunned silence. He had been hoping to be able to locate Wallace Street on the map, jump straight into a taxi, and be knocking on the door within the hour. He sighed heavily, feeling the rise of despondency in his chest, and folded down the corner of each of the pages in his A to Z containing a Wallace Street. He marked each page with a black circle where each of the Wallace Streets were located; he would have to visit them all, or at least, until he found the correct one.

According to the map, the first Wallace Street was to be found in Rutherglen, a suburb toward the south-eastern corner of the city, the second lay on the western outskirts in a place called Clydebank, and the third nearer the city centre close to the River Clyde.

He lifted himself from the bench, threw his rucksack over his shoulder and began walking across the Square. He stopped a female tourist guide and asked how he could get to Rutherglen and she advised him to get a train from Central Station, three blocks along, three down to the left – he couldn't miss it.

The streets swarmed with all kinds of people eager to get to their destinations; old and young, suits and jeans, fast and faster. The pavements were narrow and he fought to avoid bumping into the seemingly endless rush of pedestrians, apologising to them as he wormed his way through. The sky seemed to be smaller from street level, the towering buildings on either side making it appear as though he was walking through a series of ravines. He hadn't expected Glasgow to be so claustrophobic and intimidating.

He arrived at Central Station a few minutes later, and was happy to see it's large welcoming entrance. He walked up the smooth tiled slope of the main entrance and the station opened up before him. Shops lined either side of the concourse area and the sound of people waiting for trains or just passing through suddenly became more acute under the high glass roof. The faint smell of oil and steel mingled with burgers and chips, and a four-sided clock hung from the ceiling indicating the time in large Roman numerals. Further into the station he noticed what appeared to be a large bullet standing on its end. He stopped to look at the small plaque attached to it: The Shell.

"Any spare change, mate?"

Jackie turned round away from The Shell and saw a young man—a boy when he looked more closely – standing next to him, leaning inwards with his hands in his pockets as though he was an off-balance clown. His voice sounded nasal and croaky and he was wearing what once were white tracksuit trousers, a dark blue tracksuit top and a light brown cap. His face was spotty and greasy, and he begged from behind a pair of hollow, shadowed eyes. 

"Sorry," said Jackie. "I don't."

"Got any fags then, mate? Go on – help me oot," the boy said in a more irritated tone.

"I don't smoke," said Jackie, wishing the boy would disappear.

The boy staggered back a step, his head unravelling in line with his spine. "You looking for a fight, ya wee prick?" he threatened, then stepped forward so they were face to face. "Well? Are ye?"

Their feet met toe to toe. The boy's breathe smothered Jackie and he tried to look away but was met each time with an icy, hollow stare. He felt like running but his feet wouldn't move. He had frozen, and the smell of alcohol and stale urine had now become more obvious.

A luminous yellow flap-jacket appeared from the side and hoisted the boy away by his arm.

"Time to move on, Kenny," said the policeman.

"Beat it, pig!" the boy spat.

"Watch your language, son. Now move on, I don't want to see you in here again today."

The boy shuffled away with his head low, muttering obscenities under his breath and quickly disappeared into the crowd.

The policeman turned to Jackie. "You okay, lad?"

"Yeah, I'm fine," he said. "Do you know him?"

"He's a common face around here. If you'd given him another couple of minutes he would have had your wallet and probably given you a black eye for the trouble. You're okay now—he'll not be back." 

The shock of having such a forthright display of arrogance and intimidation in his face had left Jackie rattled. The policeman walked off. He turned toward the departure board spanning almost the entire width of the station concourse, displaying all the impending arrivals and departures in flickering black and yellow tickers. He searched down each list for Rutherglen; a train was due to leave in a couple of minutes if he could get to the platform in time. 

Jackie jogged through the station, jumping side to side to avoid people passing in the other direction, his bag flailing at his side. He arrived at the platform just as the guard raised a green flag to indicate the train was about to leave, and jumped onto the orange carriage and found a window seat. The shrill whistle of the guard sounded and the green flag waved. The doors closed and the train trundled out of the station, its wheels rolling slowly along the tracks, the grinding of steel against steel causing high-pitched metallic groans to echo loud under the massive glass roof. The three-carriage train cleared the platform and moved into a complicated maze of parallel lines and junctions that collaborated to manipulate the carriages onto the correct set of tracks.

The train passed over a bridge spanning the River Clyde, and as Jackie stared out the window he saw the city pass underneath him and expand into the distance. Glasgow was huge, a mass of urban spread with man-made peaks and towers against a backdrop of far off hills. And through the centre of it all ran Glasgow's river; deep, wide, and mysterious. Rays of sunshine glistened off the ripples and reflected into Jackie's eyes. He thought of Katie and wondered where she was and found himself wishing she was with him. Somehow her presence had made him feel safer during the short time he had spent with her and he regretted giving her such short thrift. She had a reassuring quality about her, something that made him want to trust her. 

"Tickets please!" someone shouted. 

Jackie looked around; it was the conductor, a round balding man with a stomach desperate to break free from the light blue shirt keeping it in. 

"Rutherglen please," said Jackie, and the conductor typed something into a grey box hanging from his shoulders.

"Return?"

"One way," said Jackie, tempting fate with his fingers crossed that he wouldn't need to come back into the city tonight.

"One pound fifty, please sir." 

Jackie had never been called 'sir' in his life. He wasn't sure if it was a compliment or if the conductor said it to everyone, but whatever the motivation, it made him feel good so he held onto it. He dug into his pocket and gave the conductor the exact money. The conductor printed off a ticket and handed it to him, then wandered off.

From his seat, Jackie followed the journey of the train along its route. At times the train moved through small valleys cut into the city specifically to house the train's passage, where all he could see were overgrown, unattended bushes. Other times it trundled through more open sections surrounded by playing fields and waste ground. He peered out at the adjacent sandstone flats and gardens that occasionally ran alongside the railway track, as the train weaved through the city before finally pulling into Rutherglen station somewhere in the south east.

The doors opened and Jackie stepped out onto the platform. He followed the exit signs and found himself on a main road. The street was more open than the city centre but just as busy with people and traffic. A nearby fishmonger reminded him of the smell of the seaside and in turn of that holiday in Brighton with Neil and Sadie. He resisted the urge to look at the photograph in his pocket; it would only complicate matters if he saw them looking at him, willing him to come home from within a photograph of happier times.

He pulled out his map and opened it at the first folded page. Looking around, he adjusted his stance so the map was facing the correct direction.

"Not too far away," he muttered, and traced the route in his mind. He had covered many miles between London and Glasgow but this was heavy going; heavy in his heart, and heavy in his mind, still flashing images at him of a holiday in Brighton long ago like a slideshow from an old dusty projector. Hopefully this would be the last walking he would do for a while. 

As he followed the route he thought of the greeting he might expect when he arrived. They had wanted to see him, he reasoned, so they would surely welcome him with open arms. There would be hugs and tears and maybe even a celebration. His nerves started to bounce around inside his stomach, and as he closed in on Wallace Street the desire to throw up became overwhelming. He stopped by the kerb and vomited chunks of bacon and bread, then watched teary eyed as it floated along the gutter in a yellow river of tea and bile.

Jackie wiped his mouth and walked into Wallace Street. Two—four—six—eight—ten—number ten Wallace Street. He stopped outside the white bungalow and observed the garden. Well kept bushes, freshly planted flowers, no weeds in sight, and a neat lawn; his parents must be careful, precise, caring people, he thought. A Volvo was parked on the gravel driveway and in the larger of the two front facing windows he could see the back of someone's greying head sitting in an armchair. The far wall reflected lights that flashed and dimmed abruptly as the television kept the inhabitants entertained.

He crossed into the driveway, making sure not to make any noise with his feet as he crunched over the stones. He approached the main door. It's frosted windows hid the interior of the house, but his presence had attracted the attention of a small dog, now furiously wagging its tail and sniffing its nose along the underside of the door. He took a long, deep breath, and pressed his finger onto the doorbell. It let out a single monotone buzz causing the dog to bark more excitedly.

There was movement from behind the glass; voices of a man and woman telling each other to answer it. The silhouette of a man appeared and walked towards the door. An arm reached out for the handle. The man used his feet to usher the dog out of the way, then undid a latch and the door opened.

"Yes?" the elderly man asked, frowning through the gap in the door. He was wearing grey trousers, a light blue Pringle jumper, and an expensive looking pair of glasses. His thin grey hair continued down his cheeks and covered his chin.

Jackie stared at him, lost for words, and strangely reminded of his old geography teacher. He had gone through this moment many times before in his head, but now the moment had finally arrived he found himself stuck with nothing to say and his mouth wide open.

"Can I help you?" the man asked.

"Erm—" Jackie squirmed. He looked down at his feet, took a deep breath, and tried to regain some composure.

"Are you okay?" the man asked.

"I'm eh—I'm looking for someone."

A woman shouted from within the bowels of the house, "Who's at the door, Jimmy?" 

The man lifted his glasses off his face, leaned forward slightly and lowered his voice.

"Look, Son—" he began. 

Jackie's heart leapt into his mouth. He smiled wide and felt his eyes catch light with hope. "Dad?"

The man stepped back. "Dad? I don't bloody think so," he said, and broke into a laugh. "I've only got two daughters and they don't live here any more. Is this some kind of a joke?"

Jackie's heart fell into a void of horror and despair. He realised the error of his assumption and with no idea what to do, he turned and ran. He ran back toward the main road, adrenalin carrying him along at speed, his legs like jelly. The wind blew hard in his face pushing tears out the side of his eyes and over his temples. His lips trembled. He wanted to lie down by the side of the road, curl up and cry himself into oblivion. Not once did he stop to look back.

After a couple miles he broke into a walk. He had distanced himself enough from the humiliation and there were less people about now to see his pain as it rolled down his cheeks.

"What have I done?" he whispered.

He came to a wide, busy road and without thinking walked straight out into the traffic. A car braked hard to his right, skidding to a halt, its horn blaring out in anger. Jackie turned his head and caught the driver's glare. If only he hadn't bothered to find the brake pedal, thought Jackie. The driver shook his head as he drove past and shouted an obscenity through the window. 

Jackie followed the streets and kept walking. He climbed a steep road, at the summit of which he could take in a view of the entire city stretching out before him in a mass of grey blocks with a thin, silver line meandering through the centre; the river, always there, always winking at him. He continued on his way, unsure where he was actually going, and passed by Hampden Park, looking out of place sitting large and proud among the sandstone tenements of the south side. With nothing better to do, he decided to take a closer look.

As he got closer he was taken by its sheer size. He walked around the perimeter, stopping to peek through the gates every so often, and could see a field of green in the centre with red and blue seats surrounding it. As he came round the front entrance, he felt the urge to shout something about the superiority of the English football team, when he realised two things: first, he wanted to stay in Scotland, and second a camera crew were filming in the car park. His curiosity got the better of him once again, and he closed in on the cameraman filming two men in dark suits, one of which was holding a microphone. He edged further forward so he could listen in. 

"—and your team for Saturday's game, Craig; are there any surprises in store?" the interviewer asked.

"No, none at all," the man answered, who Jackie recognised as Craig Brown, the Scotland football team manager. "We have a fully fit team—mentally and physically—and we're very much up for this game. I doubt if I would let on if there were any surprises anyway!" 

The two men laughed.

"England will be coming here expecting to win; how are you going approach this vital game?"

"It's important we keep focussed but relaxed. If we're to be in with any chance of getting a result then we must be fully aware of ourselves and our limits. We have to play to our own strengths, not England's weaknesses."

The sight of a television camera made Jackie wish he could be part of it. To be in front of the camera was his ultimate dream either to act or to sing—or both. The thrill of live television sent a surge through him and he edged closer just as the two men shared another joke. The sound man waved his arm at Jackie from behind the camera so he moved away, sliding quietly back into obscurity.

The interview ended and the two men shook hands. Jackie watched as the camera crew started to pack up and put their gear into a nearby van. Within a few minutes they had driven away, leaving Jackie alone in the car park with the sky darkening rapidly and threatening rain. His thoughts returned to the man in Wallace Street, sitting comfortably in his pleasant home with central
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