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Paisley, 1984 
 

THE SMEARED GLASS REVERBERATED as he pulled on the rusted handle. Clearing the grime 

from the window, he scrutinised the office. It looked like the place had been abandoned in a hurry. Files 

lay strewn on a frayed carpet, cabinets were open and, tellingly, a bottle of Jameson was nestled at the 

base of an employee’s desk. That will have to change, he thought, though good taste in whiskey can’t 

be sniffed at.  

 He studied the grey outer facade of the terraced buildings that climbed the steep hill of West Brae. 

Fresh scents filled the autumn air emanating from the rich vegetation of Oakshaw that swept westward 

and clashed with the harsh urban face of the Wellmeadow.  

Today had been twenty years in the making. What he had committed himself to would not only 

shape his future but also put to bed the demons of the past. 

 ‘Thur no’ in. We watch the place fur thum, security ’n’ that,’ a child’s voice announced, the native 

West of Scotland brogue rolling in the rushed words. He turned swiftly to find two boys perched on the 

roof of his prized, jet-black BMW 3-Series car.  

He had saved long and hard to acquire the German classic. He was inanely compulsive about two 

things: the car and his sharp appearance.  

 Soon other matters would occupy his time. 

 He frowned to express his displeasure; that and his impressive six-foot, two-inch muscular frame 

should be sufficient to make them reconsider their seating arrangements. 

‘Just in case the junkies break in,’ advised the smaller of the two, his left foot, encased in a torn 

trainer, swinging repeatedly and connecting with the gleaming rear passenger window with each reverse 

movement. 

 ‘Get off the car, please.’ The accent was not one that they were familiar with. Politely spoken, it 

carried a tone of authority and an assertiveness that assured listeners paid attention. 

 ‘Apologies,’ the chubbier boy replied. Simultaneously, they jumped down and landed at his feet. 

‘They’ll no’ be back tae two, twelve tae two,’ he added, steadying himself. His sharp blue eyes darted 

to capture every feature of the visitor. 

 ‘Tell them,’ the man paused and rubbed his smoothly shaved chin. ‘Sorry, inform your client that I 

will return tomorrow morning, 8:30am.’  

 ‘Yer no’ fae here, are ye?’ the smaller boy enquired, pushing away the light-brown hair that covered 

the upper part of his face. He had a look of innocence, with oval brown eyes and a cuteness that no 

doubt managed to get him out of trouble or punishment. 

 ‘Why aren’t you two in school? Closed?’ 

 ‘Aye, shut,’ retorted the other boy, who looked like someone who frequently played truant from 

physical education lessons.  

 ‘Teachers are oan strike again. Terrible.’ 



 ‘Please, pass on the message,’ the visitor reiterated, moving towards the car and wiping its roof to 

register his displeasure. 

 ‘Err, scuse me, big man, but that sort of message could easily get forgotten or mis … 

misinterrupted,’ replied the more presumptuous boy. He nodded and smirked at his partner as he 

stretched out an open palm towards his potential client. ‘Name?’ 

 The stranger looked despairingly at the outstretched, oil-covered hand positioned under his chin, 

ominously close to his immaculate cream silk tie and bleach-white shirt.’ 

 ‘Apologies, we also dae scrap. It’s a good year fur lead ’n’ copper,’ the boy added, quickly 

substituting one filthy hand for another while pushing a frayed pilot jacket sleeve up towards his elbow. 

 ‘Tell them, tell them…’ the man said as he slowly counted coins that he’d removed from his dapper 

suit trouser pocket ‘…their new boss, Cal Lynch, will be here to start work tomorrow morning.’  

 He slipped into the driver’s seat pausing prior to closing the door sensing four eyes straining to view 

the plush, bespoke interior. ‘Misinterpreted.’  

 ‘Whit?’  

‘The word you were looking for was mis-in-ter-preted.’  

The roar of the precision engine reverberated between the tall sandstone buildings, the decibels 

competing for attention, as the wind directed the sound towards the steep West Brae. 

 ‘Bye, boys.’ 

 ‘Whit was that aw about?’ asked the younger boy, locking eyes with his companion.  

‘Not a clue, Shada. Aw’ Ah know is we’re a pound up. Fancy going up tae Leisureland for a game 

a’ pool?’ he smirked and placed his arm across his friend’s shoulders. 

 Cal Lynch had anticipated starting work that afternoon. If he were honest, though, he was 

apprehensive as to whether it would work out as he had so assiduously planned. He wasn’t in complete 

control of the outcome and that unnerved him. But he was determined to see this through. He had waited 

long enough; one more day wouldn’t stretch his patience. 
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‘WHERE’S YER MAAAAMMY …GUAN’ tae baths?’ 

‘Where’s yer Maaaammy … gaun’ tae baths?’ 

‘Where’s yer Maaa…’ 

 ‘Swimmer! Swimmer! Ah’m trying tae concentrate here, kid. This is stressful work, son!’ 

 Swimmer was confused. Dixie Clark was standing rigidly, studying the exterior of the detached 

blonde sandstone house on Calside Avenue, an affluent residential development situated on one of the 

main routes heading towards Paisley town centre. 

 Replicating the older man’s stance, Swimmer swivelled his large frame to face the Victorian 

property. His left hand was in his jacket pocket, firmly locking a rolled-up bath towel under his arm, 

while he captured the outline of the house between his thumb and forefinger of his right hand, copying 

the man next to him.  

 Dixie stood transfixed in his scrutiny of the property. His lowered eyebrows stretched his lined 

forehead as the sun rose brightly over the grey pitched roofs. A cacophony of noise from blackbirds in 

the mature mixed woodland nearby heralded a new day. 

Swimmer’s mind wandered to the artists he’d observed on the banks of the Clyde while on trips to 

the People’s Palace in Glasgow Green with his day centre. He was always amazed at their concentration 

and mesmerised by the rich autumn colours they captured on their artworks. His carer, Tom, now opted 

for an alternative route on their walks because of the inordinate length of time he’d had to stand 

shivering in the cold waiting for Swimmer’s trance to be broken. Being habitually lazy, Tom preferred 

to take his client to the pictures where he could sit and stuff his face with popcorn at his employer’s 

expense. 

 Adam Christie was his Sunday name, though everyone referred to him as Swimmer. His learning 

disabilities apparently stemmed from an over-enthusiastic paediatrician applying forceps’ during 

Swimmer’s birth; he had done irreparable damage.  

 Everyone loved his warm personality and he was seldom teased about his condition. He showed a 

sincere, humble interest in whoever he engaged with on his travels, a warmth that radiated naturally 

from his personality. That, and the fact his mother could take care of most of the male inhabitants in the 

town with her fists as well as her sharp tongue, ensured his popularity was unquestioned. 

 While the artists on the banks of the Clyde, with their bright pastels, bold grey lines, and a multitude 

of brushes, which magically led to colours exploding and shaping a story on the sterile white canvas, 

were fascinating, Calside Avenue was fast losing its appeal. Swimmer’s interest began to recede and, 

though maintaining his adopted stance, he found examining the inside of his nose with his forefinger 

more interesting. 

 ‘I don’t get it, Swimmer,’ Dixie sighed, circling his acquaintance while continuing to fix his gaze 

on the property. ‘Dae ye see a problem wae that door?’ 

 ‘Don’t know, Mr Clark. I like this door,’ he replied, wiping his hand on his brown, worn corduroy 

trousers. 

 ‘You off tae Storrie Street baths, then?’ 



 ‘No, Mr Clark, no’ been tae swimming baths. Mam says they’re dirty and me would take too long 

to dry ’n’ then Ah would want to go to Allen’s for chips ’n’ everything on the way home, and she’s … 

she’s fucking skint, Mam says.’ 

 ‘But why the…’ whispered Dixie, glancing at the rolled-up towel. ‘Forget it. Listen, if yer not going 

swimming, ye could help me today. I’ll pay ye, help yer ma? Seeing she’s pratted.’ 

 ‘Don’t know, Mr Clark. Would need to ask Mam.’ 

 ‘Don’t worry about her. Me and yer ma have known each other for years, son. Call me Dixie. All 

ma friends dae,’ he said, extending a paint-stained, callused hand. ‘Welcome to the team – Dixie Clark 

’n’ Swimmer Christie take oan the world!  

‘Right, Swimmer,’ he continued, placing his hand under his conscripted companion’s elbow while 

slowly edging him towards the ornate door. ‘This wummin who stays here, Mrs Fitzgerald, dae ye know 

her? Doesn’t matter. Anyway this wummin doesn’t like the colour of the door, and,’ he exclaimed, 

shaking Swimmer to life, ‘and she is paying me … sorry, us tae repaint it. First thing first, though, it 

needs stripped. All this bright green gloss has tae come aff it and the wood sanded down. Could you 

help me do that, Swimmer boy?’ 

 ‘Yes, Mr Clark. I like this door.’ 

 ‘I agree, kid. It’s a lovely door but work’s work, eh? You wait here and I’ll get our gear from the 

van.’ He smiled warmly at his new friend, revealing yellow-stained teeth protruding through chapped 

lips, the victims of his twenty-a-day habit of Capstan Full Strength cigarettes. 

 Dixie returned hurriedly with a gas canister, hose and blowtorch. ‘Right, Swimmer, this is what 

we’re gonnae dae. I’ll stick these goggles on ye for protection and you slip these gloves on. There ye 

go. Happy days, pal.’ 

Dixie Clark moved quickly to set up the blowtorch while constantly stretching his neck to view the 

pedestrians and vehicles commuting to and from the busy town. ‘Right Swimmer, this is whit we’ll dae. 

I’ll light the torch and you…’  

 ‘Mr Clark!’ Swimmer exclaimed, clutching his towel worriedly. 

 ‘Don’t stress with that, kid. There, I’ll put it on the wall next to the window.’ Dixie took the 

opportunity to peer in the gleaming bay window to seek reassurance that the house was definitely 

vacant. 

 ‘Once Ah light this,’ he advised, holding the lance in his partner’s line of vision, ‘you just go up 

and down, up and down, till ye see the paint bubbling, and then dae the next patch, okay?’ 

 The panelled green door was in keeping with the pristine condition of the cottage and the well-

heeled row of properties that were admired by many. Dixie had carried out work for Mrs Fitzgerald 

before, painting the eaves, windows, cast-iron gutters and downpipes over the past three months, as 

well as refurbishing sections of the interior.  

The business was coming along nicely. A natural ability and practical skills in general maintenance 

built up over the past twenty years had come in handy when the Ferguslie Mill closed two years 

previously, with all 800 workers made redundant and the factory mothballed.  

For two decades Dixie’s employment was as a fitter’s mate, ensuring the production lines, lathes 

and pullies remained operational and downtime was kept to a minimum. However, he rarely fixed a 

machine or assisted in their repair. He had cleverly entered into a mutually beneficial arrangement with 

his managers which allowed him to be absent from the factory while carrying out improvements to his 

bosses’ plush villas located throughout the town. His early starts were spent not in the dusty confines 

of a cold, damp, and incessantly noisy factory floor but in the ornate surroundings of Paisley’s Balgonie 

Drive or the salubrious Low Road in Castlehead, repairing sash windows or installing expensive doors. 

 His bosses felt an additional sense of superiority with each request. Their unrelinquished power 

over the workforce ensured that not only were the fitter’s shifts covered in his absence but silence 

safeguarded his off-site activities.  

 Dixie enjoyed the freedom the arrangement gave him. It also allowed him to smirk at the miserable 

gaffers and their willingness to hold power over the workers by charging inflated prices for any 

materials he purchased. Not enough to cause alarm with the penny pinchers, just a bonus to supplement 

his weekly wage from the mill. 

 ‘Right, kiddo, you ready? Once Ah light this, you get started. I’ll nip doon tae the merchants for 

some wire wool and undercoat. Ah might even get us some cakes oot a’ the bakers, eh?’ 

 The blue flame startled Swimmer.  



 ‘On ye go, Swims, it’s nae bother. Told ye.’ Dixie observed his enlisted employee start the task and 

reassuringly patted his broad shoulders. The paint dripped rapidly, staining the granite doorstep as 

Swimmer enthusiastically went to work, blistering and scorching the immaculate panelled door.  

 Dixie Clark could barely contain himself as he howled with laughter while surveying the scene from 

the safety of his van parked on the brow of the hill, far enough away not to arouse suspicion of his 

involvement. Swimmer was scarcely recognisable amid a plume of dark-green smoke, which had now 

completely enveloped his large frame and was rising and contrasting with the translucent clouds.  

 That old miserable cow Fitzgerald had lorded it over Dixie on many an occasion when her husband, 

Manny, sent him to carry out work. Now things had changed. Manny had absconded with a younger 

model to a factory in Stockport and, as the mill was defunct, she now had to pay for his services. The 

dispute had gone on long enough; she could use the two hundred pounds she owed him, but had declined 

to pay, to buy herself a new door.  
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PUSHING HER HANDS INTO the deep pockets of her duffel coat, she instinctively located the volume 

control of her Walkman. Raising the sound to its maximum allowed The Smiths to not only dominate 

her thinking but also fill the vacuum in her upturned hood. Time to switch off, she thought. 

 From her induction visit she recalled that the journey from the stairs at Hawk Road to the red-brick 

façade and the doors of Saint Saviour High School, Paisley, would be complete in less than five minutes. 

She would be the new girl, the stranger in the fourth year; everyone else would be established, their 

idiosyncrasies well known and faults tolerated somewhat. Hopefully the girls would be friendly; 

perhaps the boys might show her attention, though that could lead to jealousy from the indigenous 

female school population.  

 Right, Morrissey, block it out. Hurry up, you depressing git; she said to herself as she dropped her 

chin beneath her thick woollen scarf to counter the cold October breeze.  

 ‘I was happy in the haze of a drunken hour but heaven knows I'm miserable nowww.’ 

Yeah, that’s right, she sighed.  

 The timetable was already ingrained in her memory: PE first period. There’s nothing like integrating 

yourself with new classmates by cutting about in ill-fitting, red nylon shorts and a decrepit white top. 

 She cringed in anticipation.  

 This was where she found herself, walking the tarmac footpath adjacent to a waterlogged, rutted, 

football pitch, its rusted uprights reflected in the deep puddles that surrounded them, to a building that 

seemed more forbidding with every step.  

‘Right, girls, pay attention,’ roared the track-suited female teacher. ‘Get changed quickly and into 

the big hall for netball in five minutes. Oh, and we have a new member of our happy team.’ She 

hurriedly read the registration sheet. ‘Where’s Mairi … err … Mairi-Clare Smyth. Where are you Mairi-

Clare?’ she called, scanning the room for an unfamiliar face.  

 ‘Miss,’ she announced timidly, raising her hand awkwardly in the air. 

 ‘Welcome Mairi-Clare, I’m Mrs Gray. Pleased to meet you. These girls will look after you.’ She 

smirked, pointing around the room, her eyes fixed on the new classmate. ‘Stay away from the Saint 

Saviour boys, not worth the effort,’ she advised, which was greeted by a cheer. She processed her new 

pupil’s flawless features, high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes, which complemented her curled fair 

hair. ‘Now, it’s two minutes, girls.’ 

 ‘Don’t listen to her. We’ve got a few cute boys worth getting bothered about. I’m Tricia. Hurry up 

’n’ get changed. She’ll be back in bawling again in a minute,’ a nearby schoolmate advised. 

 Mairi-Clare followed the girl’s lead, removing her tie and blouse, putting on her white T-shirt then 

reaching for her skirt. 

‘I’m not looking, girls. I’m not looking!’  

 Mairi-Clare was startled as screams and horrified yells erupted around her. 

 ‘Get out, ya perv…’  

‘Weirdo…’  

‘Sir, yer not allowed in here!’ 



 Half-dressed, Mairi-Clare stood rigid, her blouse covering her bare legs and exposed pants. A man 

stood inside the changing-room door. His hand covered his eyes, though he seemed to be peering 

through his fingers. His face was heavily wrinkled and his short grey hair accompanied a faded blue 

tracksuit. 

‘I’m not looking, girls. Just to inform you of a change of plan. You are in the wee gym hall today.’ 

‘Aye, right, ya mad pervert. Get out!’ screamed one red-faced girl. 

The teacher made his exit to a crescendo of hisses and catcalls. 

 ‘That’s the boys PE teacher. Pops in from time to time to try ’n’ get a swatch of us undressed. We 

just give him pelters.’ 

‘I feel sorry for the first years,’ sniggered a class member.  

‘If you’ve a wee sister in first year, warn her. Come tae think of it, if you have a wee brother warn 

him tae. He looks down the boys’ shorts to scan for pant wearers. He’s just eyeing up their arses.’ 

 ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Mairi-Clare whispered in reply as she quickly finished dressing. 

 ‘You’ll get used to it. Come on, missus, time for pishy netball,’ Tricia remarked, clutching her 

newfound friend’s arm.  

Mairi-Clare’s day was becoming draining. 

 ‘We have a new pupil,’ announced Mrs William, the over-exuberant, hefty music teacher from the 

back of the class. Mairi-Clare shrank in her chair. Roll on next week, she thought, when I’m nobody 

again.  

‘And one whom, I may say, is an accomplished violinist and guitarist. A talent which I hope will 

rub off on you lot while you screech through the recorder,’ she sneered, dipping the well-worn plastic 

instruments in disinfectant and distributing them to the underwhelmed pupils in preparation for the 

forthcoming lesson. 

 

*** 

 

 For the last three and a half years, Mairi-Clare had been accustomed to the best of everything at fee-

paying St Mark’s. Provided with the latest materials and textbooks, as well as the continued challenge 

and expectation placed on pupils to achieve top marks, it was hard not to thrive. 

All that had changed quite dramatically with the closure of the profitable Talbot car plant in Linwood 

and the loss of 13,000 jobs. Despite producing the Sunbeam, the best-selling small car in Britain, of 

which her father had sold thousands of units, the factory had fallen foul of a new type of Britain in 

which neither Linwood’s nor his skills were required. 

Her father had taken it particularly badly. Being head of sales for the UK brought its benefits, and 

no expense was spared to ensure all the family enjoyed an extravagant lifestyle. That had vanished 

quickly. Her parents, John and Clare Smyth, were now hawking themselves around companies across 

Britain, desperately looking for employment of a similar stature that would allow them to recapture the 

lifestyle to which they were accustomed – and one that was fast becoming a distant memory.  

 Two major changes had occurred: the luxury villa and stables they called home in Kilmacolm was 

repossessed just three months after the first default on the mortgage payments, and the private schooling 

was sacrificed for the less salubrious surroundings of Saviour High. Less than two years after the factory 

gates closed, the redundancy pot was empty and their lives had changed forever. 

Clare Smyth, or McGettigan as she was prior to marriage, had been born and raised in Paisley’s 

West End with her four siblings. Her parents, now long gone, had earned a living by cleaning the houses 

of rich people and working on building sites. This was where she returned with John and the two 

children, to the old family home in Walkin St in the heart of the West End.  

‘Good view of the bowling green,’ John quipped, as the family peered out of the bay window of the 

second-floor Victorian flat. ‘We’d better enjoy watching it because we’ve got hee-haw money to do 

anything else.’  

 

*** 

 

Mikey gazed at the new class member, the plastic recorder wedged in the side of his mouth.  

‘Put yer eyes back in, Mikey boy. You’ve no chance with her,’ Tubbs sniggered. 

 ‘She’s gorgeous. She’s the one, Tubsy boy,’ he replied, his eyes fixed on his latest challenge. 



 ‘Aye, right. Thought that Sarah Watts was the one, that no’ just last week?’ Tubbs retorted, nudging 

his mate in the ribs. Mikey maintained his fixed gape.  

 ‘Michael Mulheron, that recorder is not a lollipop,’ barked Mrs William, her body vibrating with 

every syllable. ‘Put it back in the cleanser and accompany your new classmate to the school office with 

these registration papers. I don’t want Mairi-Clare getting lost in this warren of a building.’ 

 Tubbs sniggered. Mikey froze. He walked briskly to the rear of the class and deposited the recorder 

in the basin while taking the opportunity to run his hands through his hair, tuck in his shirt and tighten 

his stomach muscles before he strode confidently towards the class door.  

 She looked stunning, he thought, as Mairi-Clare stood up, her curls dancing softly above her small 

shoulders, her gaze catching his hazel eyes as he held the door open. He would have to think quickly 

on his feet, he thought, to secure a date as no doubt there would be competition from other suitors for 

her attention in the weeks ahead. 

 ‘I’m Michael.’ 

 ‘I heard,’ she retorted dismissively, pausing beside the closed classroom door. He stopped in the 

unoccupied corridor and stared like a docile puppy awaiting his master’s instructions. 

 ‘Well … which way?’ she asked impatiently. 

 ‘Oh, sorry, follow me,’ he replied nervously, slowly heading down the colourless hallway.  

 ‘So yer into yer music then?’ he asked, breaking the silence. 

 ‘Apparently.’ 

 ‘Me ’n’ Tubbs love it too. Not that shite auld William does but a huge variety of stuff.’  

 ‘Such as?’  

 ‘Err, och, loads. Ye know, wide range,’ he stuttered. ‘Classical opera-type stuff, rock, and new 

romantic, mod – anything at all. We’re starting a band. We’ve still tae decide whit music style tae adopt 

’n’ that. Yer more than welcome to join if yer as good as she says.’ He flicked his head back towards 

the music department. 

 ‘I just might do that, Mister Mike,’ she replied, catching and holding his stare, causing him to fail 

to navigate the fire extinguisher hanging on the wall.  

 ‘Ya dirty bastard!’ he screamed, rubbing his injured knee. ‘Sorry, not you, that thing.’  

 Her eyes danced with laughter. This is too easy, she thought. 

 ‘We’re meeting round at Tubbs house on Friday to come up with a plan. That’s the lovable fat guy 

sitting next to me. If ye want to join us, I could meet ye beforehand. Up to you, doesn’t matter if ye 

don’t but be good if ye could, though.’ 

 ‘Okay, I’ll come.’ 

 ‘If yer not allowed, or it’s not yer thing, it doesn’t…’ 

 ‘I’ll come, daft boy! Now shut up and take me to the office.’  
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‘HI, DAD, THAT’S ME IN.’ 

‘The Prime Minister welcomed the United States President, Ronald Reagan, and wife Nancy to 

Number 10 Downing Street, further endorsing the special relationship between not only the world’s 

most powerful countries but the two most influential and prominent leaders on the planet.’ The TV 

blared, projecting the mid-afternoon news. 

 ‘Maggie Thatcher? Maggie Thatcher?’ Peter screamed at the Radio Rental twenty-inch screen in 

the corner of the living room, his face contorted with disgust, forcing veins to expand along his neckline 

as if in preparation for battle.  

‘FUCK HER.’ He raised two fingers aggressively at the image of the British political leader on the 

screen. ‘FUCK HER.’ 

 ‘DAD,’ screamed Lizzy, grabbing her father’s attention, causing him to face her with a startle. 

 ‘Sorry, Elizabeth. Sorry, love. How was yer day?’ 

 ‘Turn that down, Dad. Have you been sitting there all day?’ she asked incredulously, pointing at the 

well-worn, floral-embossed armchair. 

 ‘No darling, not at all,’ he replied, moving to greet his only daughter. ‘Ah’ve been down the Bru. 

Waste of time right enough but always good to keep your self-esteem levels in check.’ His trip to the 

Job Centre was similar to countless others over the past three years.  

 A qualified millwright, Peter had worked for more than twenty-five years with a small family 

business. A thriving, growing concern and the main contractor to Paisley’s two thread mills, all was 

going well. The company had earned a profitable living customising layouts and installing new 

machinery within the huge facilities churning out thread, which was distributed worldwide. He loved 

his job and the company that employed him, George Winters & Co. The proprietor was a quiet, 

unassuming man with an entrepreneur’s eye for business and opportunity. 

Mr Winters was on the lookout for fresh, more lucrative contracts further afield than the company’s 

traditional Paisley base. The news filled Peter and his fellow employees with great confidence for their 

long-term prospects, and led Peter to accumulate what savings he had and approach his boss with a 

proposal. 

 ‘Peter, son, I could take your money, no problem and to be honest it would come in right handy. I 

say that without hesitation, recourse or favour. That I would be proud to have you, a great family man 

and leader, as a business partner is unquestionable. However, it would be dishonest. You know I keep 

a keen eye on the business world. The shift in the Teutonic plates is astonishing, Peter.’ Mr Winters 

walked his employee from the deafening machine assembly-room floor, with grinders cutting metal and 

forges aflame heating and softening iron so it could be shaped by heavy hammers and brute strength, to 

the compact office he occupied at least six days a week.  

 What a great orator you’d make, Mr Winters, Peter thought, but friggin’ get on with it. 

 ‘I’m looking for new contracts, that is correct. Not to expand the business but to keep us from going 

under, son,’ Mr Winters announced dejectedly, brushing his grey, Brylcreemed hair back into place 

while glancing at his employee’s large, imposing frame to gauge his reaction. 

 Peter raised his thick eyebrows then laughed. ‘You’re shitting me, right?’ 

 ‘No, sorry I’m not,’ Mr Winters replied. 



 ‘But we’re snowed under!’ Peter exclaimed, trying to process this new information. ‘I’ve worked 

the last eight weekends, sixty-hour weeks, Mr Winters, and the work is flying in. Christ, even that, lazy 

tosser Kerr has stepped it up to help us out!’  

 ‘I know son. But it’s short-term gain. Make the most of it while I can offer it,’ the owner replied, 

patting his wallet. ‘Look, Peter, I’ve been in this game thirty-five years servicing those mills. I’ve made 

a handsome living out of it, as they have me. The game-changer was Mrs Thatcher winning in 1979. 

Industry is finished; they’ve removed the need of the country to rely on manufacturing. Dismantled that 

powerbase, that sense of community created by generations, and placed the emphasis on getting rich 

around her southern electoral headquarters. Those in privileged positions can do so and all the others 

can sink or swim,’ he exclaimed, raising his arms in frustration. 

 ‘What the hell is that to do wae’ us? The work’s piling in, man!’ Peter was beginning to express 

frustration with his employer. Mr Winter liked nothing better than to exhibit  his wide vocabulary and 

knowledge to his employees who, although he respected them, he did not consider to be his equal. 

 ‘Peter, without a doubt the mills will be given notice to shut in around eighteen months. Don’t ask 

how I know but it will – and I repeat – will happen. We are a supplier in the food chain. The work will 

be delivered cheaper abroad and this right-wing government won’t fight to keep it here.’ He sighed, 

slumping in the chair, while raising invoices from his untidy desk and throwing them on the office floor.  

‘This means, we’ll go beforehand,’ he added quietly. ‘You’re an intelligent man. You know there’s 

no way they’ll order from us once the word is out. That’s why I seek out new contracts, but to no avail. 

I surmise we have eight months, maybe a year at best. Sorry.’ He placed his head in his hands, his red, 

broken skin peering through his thick stump-like fingers. 

 ‘I’m sorry, Mr Winters. I know how much this outfit means to you. I’m fucking shocked, ’scuse the 

cursing.’ Peter sighed and slumped downhearted in the corner of the office. He had envisaged seeing 

out his days here and welcoming his son, Michael, into the business in three years’ time once he was of 

age to leave school to a carry on a working legacy.  

 Michael, not academically minded, was already counting the days until he could say goodbye to 

Saviours High and get a job, have some money in his pocket and indulge in his real loves – music, 

football and girls. 

 Three years on, and with 1984 entering autumn, Peter’s redundancy cheque had long disappeared 

and it seemed hard to recall the life they’d had previously. It hadn’t been extravagant but it had been 

comfortable, with Christmas always taken care of, food on the table, a couple of pound guaranteed each 

week for some beer and the annual much-anticipated holiday back in County Donegal, the place they 

all considered home. All of that was a long gone, a distant memory. Life had become a daily struggle 

to get by, surviving on Ellen’s dinner-lady wages and his fortnightly giro.  

 The hopelessness of it all frustrated him. Forty-five years old, and he was being told by snotty 

Jobcentre staff that his working days and any meaningful contribution he could make had ceased when 

he was handed his P45 by an inconsolable Mr Winters. The government of the day decided that a 

winner-takes-all mentality and individualism were the preferred methods of a successful nation.  

 Now both parties were playing out the charade: him desperately seeking work, and the Jobcentre 

accepting his efforts as a justification for posting out his meagre allowance. 

Mr Winters lasted three weeks into his forced retirement before a massive heart attack claimed him. 

Another victim of Thatcher’s Britain. 


