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Southside of Glasgow, November 2002

Asif Butt was not usually perturbed by a bit of rain. As a child growing up in Lahore, he had experienced his fair share of downpours and he’d become something of a weather expert quickly learning how to look out for the tell-tale signs that the first rain of the summer monsoon was on its way. Anytime, from early July onwards, when the wind suddenly changed direction and blew from the southwest, the anticipation of what was to come was almost too exciting for a small boy to bear. Months of unremitting heat that baked the ground bone hard would soon give way to thunderous, glorious, life supporting rain.

The summer monsoon was always accompanied by a south-westerly wind. If the wind was from the north or east, Asif and his friends could complete their game of street cricket safe in the knowledge that it wasn’t going to be abandoned because of rain. But in July, when the wind strengthened from the southwest, you’d better lookout and be prepared to take cover. Soon after the change in wind direction came the darkening clouds and the first rumbles of thunder. Now there was no going back, the waiting was over, this was the start of monsoon season.

It was also the cue for Asif and his friends to strip down to their underpants and stare up to the heavens. By the time the first shafts of lightning arced and ripped across the city skyline their excitement was at fever pitch. It was here. Great globules of water fell from the sky smashing onto the parched earth like water filled balloons.

Unable to penetrate the rock-hard soil, immense torrents of water ran down streets flash flooding low-lying buildings and ground. Most people were prepared, they had experienced this phenomenon many times before, so any valuables, the aged and small children were safely ensconced on the upper levels of the pukka two storey houses that proliferated in Asif’s neighbourhood.

That first day of rain was the best. It was almost spiritual in its intensity. It was difficult for a young boy to put his feelings into words, but Asif understood that the monsoon was profoundly important, the heartbeat of the South Asian continent. Its arrival became an annual rite of passage for him and all the local children. That first day they would dance, create huge mud slides and swim in flooded fields. The first rains of the monsoon could last for a couple of days. 48 hours of solid rain. Typically, each day thereafter would have a couple of hours of intense rain until finally, usually sometime during September, the rain would suddenly stop, and days of unrelenting sunshine would return.

Those memories may have been nearly 15 years ago, but right now, Asif wished he could replace this latest Glasgow deluge with the glorious warm rain of his childhood. Glasgow rain was nothing like the monsoon. It was cold and penetrating. Tonight, it was attacking him from every angle as it arrowed and swirled in a biting easterly wind. It was nights like this when you felt autumn become winter on your skin.

Tall and rake thin, Asif wasn’t built for the West of Scotland climate. He didn’t have a pick of fat on him, so for six months of the year he fought a constant battle to stay warm. The winter cold seeped deep into his bones freezing his feet and fingertips. This may have been his fifteenth year in the city, but he had never got used to the weather. Even on the warmest summer days it was nothing like Lahore. In the searing heat of a Pakistan June, when temperatures averaged in the 90’s, he and his friends could fry eggs on paving slabs it got so hot. He longed for just a taste of the heat of his childhood. He wouldn’t trade many things from his new life in Scotland, but a few weeks of guaranteed sunshine in the spring and summer would certainly be one of them.

Asif had only just managed to get his police issue blouson dry from last night’s downpour. But now, not even three hours into his nightshift, his jacket was defeated and letting in copious amounts of water at the shoulder seams. His polyester jumper and cotton shirt offered little protection and the thermal vest he religiously wore through the autumn and winter months clung to his back, clammy and damp.

He stared forlornly at his trousers. The creases he’d diligently ironed ahead of his shift had all but disappeared in the torrential rain. His obsession with his daily ironing routine was looked upon with amusement by many of his colleagues whose own uniforms hadn’t felt the touch of an iron for weeks. But standards were important to Asif. He made sure that his thick black hair was cut every three weeks at Eddies, a family run barbers’ shop, just beyond the railway bridge on Holmlea Road, that he’d frequented since being stationed on the southside several years ago. Seven on the top, two at the sides and the back tapered into the wood by means of a very sharp razor. Tulliallan standards. Although his days of probationer training at the Scottish Police College were long past, his hair, and the care of his uniform were habits from the strict college routine that he had always kept up. It was one way he could demonstrate his application to the job.

His obsession with standards and regulations was looked on suspiciously by his peers who, for reasons best known to themselves, seemed to want to keep him at arms-length. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it turned out that Asian officers were not exactly thick on the ground in Strathclyde Police. He was the only ethnic minority officer at his office, he was, therefore, very visibly a minority. With kindred spirits or natural allies in short supply he was often left isolated and feeling like an outsider. His ethnicity also affected the way he was treated by some of his less open-minded colleagues. While not openly hostile, they rarely extended the hand of friendship, and it was clear that they didn’t regard him as one of them.

It was difficult to describe how he was treated differently, but the feeling that he wasn’t really part of the tribe never quite left him. Whatever it was, the behaviour was usually subtle. It was almost never directly in his face. There was no overt racism; no one used the ‘P’ word in his presence. But it was always there, hanging about in the background making him feel uneasy. That feeling of not being part of the gang was the most hurtful thing and hardest to accept. When you’re a police officer, you’re expected to work hard and play harder. The Sunday morning pouring, when a crate of beer and a bottle of whisky would be shared with shift colleagues immediately the nightshift finished, or the 5-a-sides, followed by the pub on the midweek days off, were seen as bonding sessions that few dared to miss. It cemented that ‘esprit de corps’ that underpins policing and creates that sense of belonging. You stand shoulder to shoulder and look out for your mates. Have each other’s back, that’s the police mantra. The problem, as Asif knew too well, was those unwritten rules didn’t always apply to him. Of course, it didn’t help that he didn’t drink. Much of the shift’s extracurricular activities seemed to revolve around alcohol, but as a devout Muslim that was off limits. He would still do his best to integrate by attending shift social events, Christmas nights out or someone’s leaving do, but usually he found himself on the side-lines nursing an orange juice. It was a difficult circle to square.

All of this left him with the feeling that he constantly needed to prove himself. To be accepted, he needed to go above and beyond what was regarded as standard behaviour for his peers. His obsession with ironing his uniform was just one example of his constant struggle to prove he was as good as any of them. He may have been a poor boy from Lahore, but he knew he had what it takes to cut it as a Strathclyde police officer.

*

The dark mood that seemed to have enveloped him wasn’t helped by the fact that someone had helped themselves to his waterproof trousers which he’d left in the office drying room after last night’s soaking. He could, of course, have returned the favour and taken any of the other half dozen pairs that, like his own, had been left hanging up to dry. But Asif Butt wasn’t like that. He didn’t want to deprive their rightful owner of their use, particularly given that tonight’s rain was now approaching biblical proportions. And anyway, two wrongs don’t make a right. He would do what he always did. He would suck it up, rise above it and soldier on. But it was intensely frustrating. The job was hard enough without irritating incidents like this making it harder.

Moments like this made Asif wonder if he had done the right thing in joining the Police. His parents, particularly his father, had desperately wanted him to be a doctor or at the very least a dentist. That was the Asian way. What was the point of emigrating five thousand miles to Scotland for a better life if their only son wasn’t going to aspire to wealth and a professional career? The family had sacrificed much. Settling in Woodlands on the west side of Glasgow, his parents, both trained tailors, ploughed their modest savings into opening Ruby Stores, a clothing shop specialising in bespoke Asian clothes. Although the store made them a living, the Butts were far from what might be considered wealthy. The family home was a modest two-bedroom top floor tenement flat in Arlington Street that had a temperamental roof that leaked at the chimney breast causing a permanent damp patch to appear on the gable end bathroom wall. The original wooden sash windows were rotten and badly needed replacing. The one in Asif’s bedroom rattled annoyingly whenever it was caught by the prevailing wind. None of this seemed to bother Mr Butt. When considered in the round, a small damp patch in a bathroom and some decrepit windows were nothing compared to the trials and tribulations that the family had endured while trying to eke out a living in Pakistan.

Asif had been three months short of his 13th birthday when his life had been turned upside down. Seemingly out of nowhere, his father announced that the family was uprooting and moving to Scotland. Asif was distraught at the thought of leaving his friends and moving thousands of miles away to a new home.

He had only the vaguest notion of where Scotland was. He knew it was part of the UK as he’d done a school project in primary school. He could also tell you that the men wore tartan skirts called kilts and that it had its own monster. As a keen sports fan, he’d researched its sporting achievements but had been disappointed to find out that they weren’t very good at cricket. They were, he discovered, marginally better at football. The fact that stood out from his project research was that in 1967 Glasgow Celtic became the first team from Britain to win the prestigious European Cup. That was about the only thing he could tell you about the second city of the Empire, but it was enough to know that Celtic would be his team when he arrived in Glasgow.

The first six months in his newly adopted city had been the hardest. It was certainly a culture shock. The weather was awful too. Cold and wet and it was supposed to be summer. He desperately missed his friends and for the first couple of weeks he didn’t know a soul. The only other kid living in his tenement was a five-year-old girl who liked to push her collection of soft toys up and down the street in a pink plastic pram. To make things even more difficult he had to start his first year at Hillhead High School a fortnight after the term had started. It was a miserable time. For those first few months he seemed to be playing catch up at everything he did. With English as his second language, and with an array of new subjects to study, just trying to follow what his teachers were saying was challenging, even for a bright kid like him. As for being able to decipher what the other kids in class were talking about, well, you could forget that. They spoke quickly and their strong Glaswegian accents were unfamiliar to his untrained ear. Looking back now he could see the funny side of it. His misinterpretation of what they were saying caused no end of amusement. How was he supposed to know what, ‘You’re talking mince,’ or ‘That’s pure minging’ was supposed to mean. But in its own way it was the icebreaker that was needed to allow him to make friends and become immersed in this strange new culture. He learned to laugh at himself, a valuable life lesson it turned out, as it helped break down barriers and allowed him to become part of a new friendship circle, of boys and girls, whose life experiences were, when all was said and done, not so very far removed from his own.

After the initial shock of those first few months, his transition through secondary school was relatively seamless. He made lots of new friends, and through a regular customer to his parents’ shop, he had been taken along to Poloc Cricket Club on the southside of the city where he turned out to be a proficient off spinner and useful middle order batsman for the various age group teams he played for.

At school he studied hard, particularly during his Higher year, only narrowly missing the grades he needed to apply for medicine at university. While his father was disappointed, Asif was not unduly perturbed. He had no burning desire to be a doctor, so had he been accepted to medical school, he would have gone more out of a sense of obligation than anything else. The two ‘A’s and three ‘B’s that he did achieve were more than enough for him to secure a place at Strathclyde University to study pharmacy. Again, he had no great ambition to become a pharmacist, his application was more a choice to appease his parents, who saw it as the next best thing to studying medicine. His school guidance teacher also thought it was a good option, given that his grades, particularly in the science subjects, were very strong.

It didn’t take long for Asif to realise that a career in pharmacy was not for him. The tedium of dispensing pills into small bottles during his first-year placement knocked any enthusiasm he might have had for the job right out of him. He just found it mind-numbingly dull. He knew then that he wasn’t going to pursue it as a career, but he was wise enough to know the benefits of having a degree when looking for another job, so he pinched his nose and stuck it out. But boy, it was a long four years.

His journey to the police service could only be described as one of chance. Heading to the university library to study ahead of his final exams, he passed through a hall where a careers convention was being held. Perusing the various displays, he soon found himself talking to a uniformed Sergeant at the police stall. During their conversation the Sergeant seemed positively effusive about his prospects should he choose to make an application. It appeared that Strathclyde Police were actively encouraging applications from ethnic minority candidates. He’d never considered a career with the police. He didn’t know much about them as an organisation, and he’d had next to no contact with them. He certainly didn’t know anyone who was a police officer.

Strangely, one of the classes he’d found most interesting during his studies was the afternoon he spent deciphering the handwritten prescriptions of doctors. Seriously, some doctors, despite the availability of computer printed scripts, still chose to hand write prescriptions. From what Asif had been told by his lecturer, all the examples they had been given had been written by men. For the next four hours, he and his fellow students tried to make sense of the unintelligible scribbles. The writing displayed the misplaced confidence, common enough in professional men of a certain age, that the accepted conventions didn’t apply to them.

Somehow using technological aids like computers were deemed beneath them. They were old school and it mattered not that it wasted hours of other people’s time.

Despite the frustration, Asif found that lesson weirdly stimulating. There was a puzzle to solve that involved patience and some detective work. Whether the reality of police work would offer anything similar he wasn’t entirely sure. The detective thrillers he grew up watching on the TV always made it seem exciting. One thing was certain, it couldn’t be any more boring than pharmacy had turned out to be. After mulling it over his mind was made up. He would apply and give it a whirl. If he didn’t like it, he could always leave, but if the Sergeant’s enthusiasm was anything to go by there was clearly a place for a smart, ambitious young Pakistani guy like him.

That had been nearly five years ago. It would be putting it too strongly to say that Asif regretted joining the police. Like any other job, it had its share of ups and downs. On the positive side, there was the uncertainty of what each day would bring. A serious road accident or just occasionally a stabbing in a pub, you just never knew what would happen next. Asif liked that, he found it stimulating, it’s what kept him going.

On the other side of the coin there was the grind of long unsociable shifts. Out patrolling in all weathers, could, as the first three days of this current nightshift was proving, be as dull as dishwater. Hour after hour with absolutely nothing happening. Tonight, the worst was still to come. The second half of the nightshift, particularly during the cold winter months, was the absolute pits as far as Asif was concerned. The hours between 3 and 7am passed so slowly four hours felt more like four days. He never seemed to get used to it. Your body feels permanently tired at that time in the morning. You’re at your lowest ebb and your resilience and reactions are poor. He’d been told that statistically more people die during the small hours of the morning than at any other time during the day. He could well believe it, he always felt like death warmed up when he had to pull on his rain-soaked jacket and head out for the second half of his shift. Pulling padlocks and checking the fronts and backs of the various shops and commercial premises that were scattered across his beat was all there was to do.

Then, mercifully, it would finally be over. Fighting sleep as he drove home, there was the anticipation and exhilaration of sliding into a warm bed to look forward to. But that feeling wouldn’t last. Inevitably, what followed was several hours of disrupted sleep.

Then, still dog-tired, you faced the prospect of forcing yourself to get up, knowing that if you didn’t, you’d waste the remaining few hours of daylight before your world was once again plunged into darkness. Fuzzy headed and irritable, you’d compound your feelings of despondency by wasting your precious free time watching inane afternoon TV. The only upside being that you were now an expert on funeral plans and over 50’s life insurance and would be the proud recipient of a Parker pen should you care to apply for either. Finally, having switched channels to catch ‘A Place in the Sun’ there was just about time to prepare an evening meal before it was time to get ready to go out and do the whole thing again. What unconfined joy!

As with most other jobs, there comes a point when you realise it’s time for a change. For Asif, that time had arrived. After five years in the job, he had encountered and dealt with most of the everyday calls you typically came across as a uniformed patrol officer. And mostly he’d dealt with them efficiently. Other than a three-month spell in the Community Involvement Branch, he’d spent his entire service in uniform attached to 3 group working out of Pollokshaws office. Although he was a qualified police driver, invariably he found himself detailed to patrol a beat on foot. Only occasionally, when someone was sick or on annual leave, did he get the opportunity to drive the panda car. Perhaps that was another example of how he was treated differently. Fortunately for him, he still had an ace up his sleeve that might help ease his predicament. To nobody’s surprise, he had passed his police diploma last year which meant technically he was qualified for promotion, although in all honesty he realised that was perhaps still some way off.

It wasn’t unheard of to be qualified for promotion with only five years’ service, but it certainly wasn’t common. Asif was the only Constable on his group who had passed their diploma. Not for nothing was he referred to by his peers as ‘Miscellaneous Statute’. That was on account of his encyclopaedic knowledge of legislation and police procedures. He was the shift’s go-to person whenever a colleague, not wanting to show up their lack of knowledge in front of the Sergeant, was unsure as to what charge should be libelled when reporting a case. Asif had a tremendous capacity to regurgitate legislation and case law. He had proved his knowledge and competency, there wasn’t much more he was going to learn remaining where he was. Having his qualification meant he was eligible to apply for other positions. In the spring, he had unsuccessfully applied for a job with the Divisional Drugs Unit. His Chief Inspector had not supported his application telling him it was still a little too soon. Biding his time for 6 months, he had recently applied for an Acting Detective Constable’s post within CID. This time his application had been endorsed by the Chief Inspector and his Superintendent. Now it was just a waiting game. The deadline for applications had passed, but Jan, his former Tutor Constable and contact in the Divisional Personnel Office, told him there had only been three applicants. One of them had an outstanding disciplinary complaint to be dealt with, so that all but ruled them out. Statistically it was a 50/50, but he was confident he was a strong candidate, he liked the sound of his chances.
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‘Control for any station to attend a report of a code 69, Suspect Person, on Riverside Road. Lady walking her dog reports a male wearing dark clothing acting suspiciously near to the railway bridge. Reporter’s name is a Mrs Diamond. Says she’ll wait for the police at the corner of Corrour and Riverside Road.’

Asif listened carefully to the radio message and then looked at his watch. It was just after 0140 hrs. He was in Pollokshaws Arcade on the neighbouring beat, a ten-minute walk away from the locus but only five if he ran. The radio silence that followed the broadcast confirmed what he already knew. G291, the Riverside Road beat man had rubber eared the call, he wasn’t going to say he was available, it was too close to piece time. Constable Gove would have already been picked up by the panda car, likely they would already be back at the office with the kettle on and the cards looked out, ready for the first hand of ‘Noms’ which would start at the stroke of 0200 hrs. It was the same every night.

‘G288 attending on foot from Pollokshaws Arcade.’ replied Asif breaking into a sprint.

It doesn’t sound long, five minutes, but running in rain-soaked clothing wearing body armour and a utility belt laden with baton, handcuffs and a three cell Maglite, isn’t easy, even for someone as fit as him. Taking the shortest possible route, he cut through Morrison’s car park heading for Kilmarnock Road. If anything, the rain was now even heavier. Great torrents of water gushed down the gutters unable to escape as most of the drains were clogged by fallen leaves. Asif crossed the main road picking his way between pools of standing water trying to keep his feet dry. His boots about the only part of him that hadn’t yet succumbed to the rain. Running into Corrour Road, he could see a figure in a red raincoat, standing about 100 metres away under a streetlight holding the lead of a bedraggled black and white dog.

‘Are you Mrs Diamond?’ gasped Asif trying to catch his breath. The woman nodded. He could tell by the look on her ashen face that something was seriously wrong, her hands were trembling, she was struggling to speak.

‘Take your time.’ said Asif reassuringly. The woman took a deep breath.

‘After I phoned, I went to have a look. I’d passed him a few minutes earlier on Corrour Road, I’m sure it was the same guy. He came back through the fence and ran off when he heard Skye barking. I could see someone’s shoe, but I waited until I was sure the guy wasn’t coming back, then I went through the fence to see if I could see anything. He’s just down there, about 10 metres beyond the railway bridge on the embankment. I think he might be dead.’

The woman’s voice tailed off. She bowed her head and started to weep. Asif put his hand on her shoulder.

‘I can see how distressing this is for you, but I need you to stay here while I go and see for myself. Is that, OK? I Won’t be long, but it’s very important that you stay here. You understand what I’m saying.’

The woman looked up and nodded.

Asif raced down the hill. Just beyond the railway bridge was a gap in the fence, where three railings from the rusting metal fence were missing. From the worn vegetation and muddy path on the other side, it was clear that the location was regularly being used. Two sets of footprints were clearly visible in the mud. A tan leather slip-on shoe was lying at the edge of the path. About 20 feet in from the fence the ground dropped steeply towards the River Cart that was running high after days of rain. The body of a young man, maybe in his early twenties, was lying on the slope with his face to one side. He was dressed in a brown leather jacket and white shirt. His jeans and underwear were pulled down below his knees. Asif took out his torch and shone it at the body. The brown hair on the back of the man’s head was matted with fresh blood. Fragments of shattered skull were visible where the rain had soaked his hair. He had suffered a catastrophic head injury. A large stone, covered in blood, lay by some ferns a few feet away. Moving quickly, Asif felt for the pulse he knew wasn’t there. Lifeless and staring, the young man’s eyes held the story of the horror that had visited this spot only minutes ago.

Taking care not to disturb the locus, Asif retraced his steps back to the road. Climbing through the fence he noticed several strands of what looked like wool clinging to some barbed wire that ran along the top of the fence. It might be nothing, but equally it could be important. It hadn’t been washed away by the rain that was still thundering down which suggested it might not have been there long. But if he didn’t act quickly, any potential evidence was in danger of being lost. Searching the side pockets of his jacket he pulled out a small plastic production bag. He usually kept a few handy to bag the endless supply of spliffs and tenner bags of smack that were his bread-and-butter cases over at the beggars’ rail in the shopping arcade. The rail, so called, because it was there that the local junkies gathered to buy, deal, and inject the evil substances that were their stock in trade.

Asif opened the bag placing it carefully over the strands of wool. Reaching for his radio he called Govan control.

‘G288 to control.’

‘Go ahead 288.’

‘288, I’m at the locus of the code 69. I’ve found the body of a deceased male lying on the embankment, about 20 metres from the railway bridge on Riverside Road. The body has a serious head injury and there’s a blood-stained stone lying near the deceased. Can you contact Inspector Cowan and the CID. And I need another unit here sharpish. The locus is pretty exposed, the rain is going to destroy vital evidence if we don’t get it protected. Can you make sure that the station attending brings some tarpaulin or plastic covers?’

‘288, can you just confirm for me that you’re saying you’ve discovered the body of a deceased male at the code 69?’

‘Affirmative.’

‘Roger that 288, we’re on it. We’ll have stations to you ASAP. Any trace or description of the suspect?’

‘I’m about to go and speak to the reporter again. She discovered the body and is quite upset. The suspect, only described as a male wearing dark clothing ran off east on Riverside Road when the reporter’s dog started barking. That would have been no more than 20 minutes ago. I’m going to speak with her again to see if she can give me a better description. Stand by I’ll get back to you in a couple of minutes.’

‘That’s all noted 288, we’ll broadcast a lookout for the suspect male, any more details about his description would be helpful.’

By the time Detective Inspector Hamilton and a posse of CID officers had arrived the body and blood-stained stone had been protected by plastic sheeting. Inspector Cowan had closed off Riverside Road and positioned four uniformed officers to stop anybody from approaching the locus. A line of blue barrier tape had been strung from the fence and run along the edge of the railway bridge wall to indicate the single path entry for access to where the body was lying.

Asif watched from the other side of the road as the CID, dressed in their Ralph Slater suits and Barbour style jackets, gathered under the railway bridge out of the rain to receive a short briefing from Inspector Cowan. After a couple of minutes DS Banks, universally known as Moley, on account of his small beady eyes and pointed nose, gestured for Asif to Join them.

Asif’s update was equally brief. There really wasn’t a lot he could tell them. When he’d gone back to speak with Mrs Diamond it was clear that she couldn’t add much to what she’d told him earlier. She said the suspect appeared to be quite tall and sturdily built. He was wearing a dark jacket with the hood up. The only other thing that might be significant was she thought he was wearing a scarf. It was pulled up under his nose and it had two colours one of which she was sure was white. More than that she couldn’t say as it was too dark. Asif had taken her details and let her go home as she was starting to get very cold. A proper statement could be taken tomorrow, but if the CID wanted to see her, she only lived minutes away in Newlands Road. DI Hamilton grunted and nodded.

‘Well, I suppose we should go and see for ourselves. I take it we don’t have an ident yet?’

‘Not that I’m aware of sir.’ replied Asif respectfully.

‘Right, no point in all of us clambering about down there contaminating the evidence. Moley, Davie, come with me. You too Asif. Ivor, Bill, start an incident log and brief the uniforms about who gets in and who doesn’t, you know the script.’

Following the line of the blue tape the officers made their way to the edge of the path just above where the body was lying. Moley gasped and stood back, recoiling at the sight of the bloody corpse. Numb and momentarily mute, his detective’s brain was struggling to make sense of what he was looking at. Seconds of silence passed before he blurted out.

‘Fuck’s sake boss, it’s Chris Swift. Swifty’s boy. Roy Swift from the Lodge, it’s his boy. I sit six seats away from them at Ibrox. And fucking hell, judging by the state of his trousers it looks like some perv has raped him!’

The next hour was a frenzy of activity as SOCO, a photographer and then a van from Emergency Planning arrived. Arc lights set up on the pavement illuminated the embankment undergrowth like an episode of Winter Watch.

Asif recognised Dr Ronald Crawford, the Police Casualty Surgeon, who had pulled up in his blue BMW straight away. He was a common sight around all the local offices where he was required to assess that prisoners taken into custody were fit to be detained. Many a prisoner had cause to be grateful to the doc, as he was the only person who could prescribe the little pink tablets that stopped them climbing the cell walls with the DTs. Cops too had much to thank Doctor Crawford for, his efforts in keeping the druggies quiet made their lives considerably easier.

The photographer and two white suited SOC officers stood aside as DI Hamilton and Dr Crawford entered the crime scene. Although it was a formality, procedure dictated that the doctor was still required to view the deceased in situ and then declare life extinct. With that process done, the doctor and the DI made their way to a CID vehicle parked the other side of the railway bridge. Dr Crawford and the DI were old friends, both members of Haggs Castle Golf Club, they had known each other for more than twenty years.

‘I’m struggling to get my head around it, Ronald, being honest. I’ve nearly 30 years’ service, 22 of those in the CID and I’ve never had to deal with a victim I’ve known personally. This is horrendous. Poor Swifty, the man’s going to be devastated. And I don’t think his wife, Moira will be able to cope. Swifty was telling me a few weeks ago that she hadn’t been keeping well, and I think he said she was suffering from some form of depression. This is going to tip her right over the edge. He was their only child. Christ’s sake, what a nightmare!’

Dr Crawford shook his head as he wiped his rain-soaked glasses with a handkerchief.

‘Jeezo, that’s tough. It’s happened to me a couple of times in my professional career, but they were straightforward sudden deaths, not a murder like this. Sorry, I shouldn’t be presumptuous, but I take it will be a murder enquiry?’

DI Hamilton forced a half smile.

‘Don’t think there’s any doubt about that. You don’t end up with an injury to the back of your head like that by accident. It also looks like the poor boy might have been sexually assaulted. But I think you already knew that and were just giving me my place.’

‘Indeed,’ replied Dr Crawford sombrely. ‘And tell me, will the fact that you know the boy and his family affect the enquiry. I mean will you still be able to be involved?’

‘Hmm, that’s a good question. I hadn’t considered that as it’s never arisen before. DCI Bob Fairbairn will be in charge as it’s going to be a murder enquiry. I would normally act as his deputy, still might of course. No doubt all that will become clear tomorrow. The DCI is going to love this, Rangers are away at Hearts tomorrow, and I know he was intending going. He doesn’t like to miss, so this will piss him right off.’

Dr Crawford sneered.

‘Always found Bob a carnaptious old bastard. Overbearing and too fond of the sound of his own voice for my liking.’

DI Hamilton scoffed.

‘Is that a subtle way of saying he’s a bit of a bully?’

‘You said it, not me. But I’ve never understood how some people get on in the police and others don’t. I see a lot of officers in many different roles as a Casualty Surgeon, and in my opinion, Bob Fairbairn couldn’t lace many of their boots when it comes to ability. But they’re still cops or maybe sergeants and he’s a DCI. Never made any sense to me.’

‘Career Detective is Bob, with old school values. Of course, it helped that he supported the Queens XI and could give the handshake. The job’s changed a bit since Bob joined, but I shouldn’t judge, I don’t bother with the football much, but I’m in the Lodge and I don’t kick with my left foot. Back then, when Bob was starting out, if you weren’t a blue nosed proddie, you could forget about getting into the CID, it just wasn’t going to happen.’

Dr Crawford smiled and shook his head.

‘Yeah, I suspected as much. But at least you have some grace and manners about you. That sets you apart from the DCI. Ignorant sod if you ask me. Anyway, we digress. I was going to ask if you had to go and break the awful news to the boy’s parents. I don’t envy you that part of the job. What’s the process for that?’

‘I’ve already asked Moley if he’ll do it. SOCO have found the boy’s driver’s licence in his back pocket, so we have confirmed his identity. Moley’s known Swifty for years. They go to the football together and I think they may have even gone to the same school. Anyway, they go way back. He’s assured me he’s up for it. I think it’s our best option in the circumstances. This will be a high-profile investigation. The media are going to be over this one like a rash. Moley was reminding me that the boy’s uncle is Boyd Swift, one of the directors at Rangers. We’ll have journalists crawling all over the place when they find out who the deceased is.’

Dr Crawford rolled his eyes. DI Hamilton continued.

‘We’ll get a family liaison officer organised in the next day or two who’ll keep in regular touch with the family, that will be important, but for now I think it’s best if Moley tells them, he’s a good friend.’

‘Never fancied that part of your job. I’ve had to tell relatives that their loved one’s died often enough, but that’s a bit different, none of them had been bludgeoned to death with a rock.’

Dr Crawford looked at his watch.

‘Look, I’m going to have to go, the Duty Officer at Aikenhead Road has prisoners he wants examined. When the call came out, I diverted and came straight here, but the junkies will be climbing the walls if I don’t get there soon.’

‘Not a problem, I’m about to head there myself. We need to get things rolling and open up the major incident room. I’ll have the kettle on, pop up after you’re finished with the prisoners, you look like you could do with something hot to heat you up.’

‘Excellent, I’ll take you up on that. I should have listened to Evelyn, she told me to take my warmer jacket when I left the house, the last thing I was expecting was to end up on a river embankment at 3am in the freezing rain. So a cup of tea sounds good, I’ll catch you in a bit then.’

*

It had gone 0430 hrs by the time Dr Crawford made it up to the DI’s office on the second floor of the sprawling Aikenhead Road office.

‘Kettle’s just off the boil, what do you take in your tea?’ asked the DI searching for a clean mug.

‘Milk and one please.’ replied the Doctor scanning the office. ‘I take it it’s just us, are Moley and the others still at the locus?’

‘They’ll be there a while yet. Moley’s not long off the phone. He says they’ve got the tent up so the locus is now fully protected. Typical, just when the rain decides to stop. We’ll need to get more photographs when it’s daylight, Moley’s going to hang on to oversee that. When that’s done, we can think about getting the body removed to the morgue.’

Dr Crawford sipped his tea.

‘On that point, I take it the remains will have to go to the Vicky given the City Mortuary is still out of commission. That renovation seems to have been going on forever, have you any idea when it’ll be back on stream?’

DI Hamilton smiled wryly.

‘I’m not aware of the specific timescale, but I do know that Gordon Bancroft’s pulling his hair out about it. He’s twice as busy as a result of the closure but is getting no extra pay and from what I hear he’s going to be needing some extra cash, divorces can be expensive.’

DI Hamilton continued.

‘And he’s going to have to suck it up for a while yet, I can’t see the City Mortuary being operational for at least another 6 months. And as for being strapped for cash, it’s his own damn fault. Classic mid-life crisis. Gordon never could keep it in his trousers, it’s just that this is the first time he’s been caught, in flagrante!’

Dr Crawford sighed and shook his head.

‘He’s going to pay a heavy price for this latest indiscretion, I know he’s not exactly on the breadline, but the real money comes from the family business on his wife’s side. I’m told she’s already moved out and instructed lawyers. That mansion of theirs in Pollokshields is going to be sold. Silly bugger’s going to lose it all. How he thought he’d get away with nipping a barmaid when his wife was a member of the same golf club God only knows.’

DI Hamilton nodded and started to laugh.

‘I know she’s a looker, well named too, ‘Twin Peaks,’ very appropriate. But she’s half his age, what the hell was he thinking? And just to put the tin lid on things, Gordon failed to trap for a degree ceremony last month which caused an almighty stushie. People were absolutely raging. Apparently, it was the same night his wife confronted him about the affair. Douglas McIntosh, our Senior Warden had to step in at the last minute and made a real hash of things, it was a total embarrassment. Gordon landed him right in the shit. And it wasn’t the first time he’s done that. Left Douglas in the lurch a couple of months back as well. He just didn’t turn up for the meeting, Douglas had to take the chair, but he had nothing prepared. The Tyler eventually took a phone call from Gordon, but the meeting was almost over by then. Apparently, he had to fly to Dubai on business at short notice. Not very professional if you ask me. He could have at least made the call before he went to the airport. I like Gordon, but I don’t think his heart’s really in it anymore. Especially not now, too many distractions.’

Dr Crawford took off his glasses and stroked his chin.

‘I wasn’t aware of that. Bet they were spitting feathers about him messing up the ceremony, no one likes to see the Lodge disrespected.’

‘He’s certainly not got his troubles to seek. Just as well he’s a cracking pathologist, at least his professional integrity is intact.’ added DI Hamilton.

Dr Crawford raised an eyebrow.

‘I’m not disputing the fact that he’s good at his job. But I don’t know if you’re aware, he only went into Pathology when he could no longer hack it as a surgeon. Too fond of the bottle I’m afraid, and if anything in life is incompatible it’s alcohol and a surgeon’s scalpel. Pathology is something of an escape route for surgeons with a liking for the grape! Also, something happened when he was working in Dubai. An operation went wrong. It didn’t result in a malpractice suit, but it was the reason he came back here and switched disciplines. Even a shaky hand can’t do a cadaver much harm. I know he kept on his apartment over there. That’s where he allegedly did most of his philandering. Makes sense, well away from his wife and other prying eyes. But now he’s fucked that up. Quite literally. Gone and shat in his own nest. It’s a right old mess and I’m not sure what he does now.’

DI Hamilton sighed and sat down.

‘I wasn’t aware of that. How the mighty have fallen, eh? It doesn’t sound like he’s in a fun place right now. I just hope he can put his personal problems aside. I need him to do the PM on Chris Swift. I need him to tell me if that poor lad was raped before he had his head caved in.’

Dr Crawford drained his last mouthful of tea.

‘I’m sure he’ll do it for you early next week, it’ll be given priority. He won’t let you down. Right, time I wasn’t here. I’m on call again tomorrow, so hoping for no more call outs before I do the prisoner checks at lunchtime. I’m needing my bed. Pushing sixty now, this job doesn’t get any easier with age. What about you, will you get a chance to grab some sleep?’

‘I’ll need to be back in by ten, so might get thee hours if I’m lucky. I was hoping I might get to play in the winter medal next Saturday, but that’s now looking unlikely. Perks of the job, eh! Anyway, it was good seeing you Ronald, regards to Evelyn.’

DI Hamilton was putting his jacket on when there was a knock at the door. It was Charlie, the divisional van driver, who had been out on his rounds delivering the internal mail.

‘Got a couple here for you, boss.’

Charlie handed over two orange internal envelopes before disappearing along the corridor. The DI recognised the writing on the front of the first envelope. Nobody else wrote in turquoise ink, it was from Superintendent McLean.

Geoff,

I normally wouldn’t interfere with departmental matters but, on this occasion, I’ve made an exception. Force Inspectorate are due to inspect the Division at the beginning of the new year and the Divisional Commander is concerned, rightly in my opinion, that we are going to get a roasting over our lack of progress with regards to the diversity action points issued by the Inspectorate. To help ameliorate the anticipated criticism, I’m suggesting we appoint Constable Asif Butt G288, as your next CID aid. He seems like a decent applicant. It’s a small gesture, but at least it will demonstrate the CID are doing something. Remember what the last inspection said? I still don’t think the DCI has got over it. I don’t want a repetition this time. To that end, I’ve asked Personnel to let Constable Butt know that his application has been successful. He starts next Thursday.

Regards,

Superintendent McLean.
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The top of the old stone jetty was littered with clumps of treacle coloured seaweed. Along the pristine white beach, that ran for as far as the eye could see on both sides of the pier, long leathery strands of egg wrack weed had piled themselves in small stacks, the only remnants of last night’s storm. In days past, the local women would have picked the beach clean, gathering up the harvest to be later boiled and eaten with mutton, or more likely herring, if the silver darlings shoaled up the west coast, as they always did from April onwards. But in the barren winter months the nutritious weed provided vital minerals for a diet limited by the harshness of the climate. Nowadays nobody bothered much. The village store in Uig, or better still, the Co-op in Stornoway, negated any requirement to forage seaweed from the foreshore. Calorie rich fast food was always in plentiful supply.

A small group of figures made their way along the jetty taking care not to slip on the slimy weed. Valtos bay was no more than a collection of holiday cottages scattered around the kneep and the north and south beaches. Hardly anyone lived there year-round anymore. Tranquil and remote, the houses faced west towards the mighty Atlantic Ocean. Next stop America.

Campbell Morrison turned back to look at the white walled cottage that stood on an outcrop of Lewisian Gneiss, some 200 metres from the sea. The strange pinkish grey granite is found across much of the Outer and Inner Hebrides. Formed by the smashing of tectonic plates nearly three billion years ago, the stratified metamorphic rocks, look unlike anything found on the mainland. Their irregular shapes create a Lunar like landscape reminiscent of the sets of early Sci-fi programmes, like Andromeda or Fireball XL5.

The cottage had been the Morrison family home for three generations and apart from replacing the windows and the original thatched roof with tiles sometime during the late 70’s, the cottage looked much like it did when it was first built 150 years ago. Agnes Morrison, Campbell’s mother, would be the last of the family to have lived in the house.

Campbell looked forlornly down at the rosewood urn that held the ashes of his beloved mother. He was a resilient type, typical of most Island folk. Born and bred on the island, he had learned the skills of forbearance, a necessity when living in such a remote community. His job had taught him that too, but the loss of his mother, so suddenly after her cancer diagnosis, brought a lump to his throat.

This was unquestionably the end of an era. He had carried the same urn to the very same spot not two years earlier when his father had passed away. Now he was doing the same for his mother. She had died in Raigmore Hospital on the mainland and had been cremated there in accordance with her wishes. That, as it had done for his father before, raised more than a few eyebrows. It was almost unheard of for island folk to be cremated, burial in the local graveyard was the norm as there is no crematorium in the Western Isles. But for reasons that he didn’t fully understand, Campbell’s father didn’t want to be buried, he’d left explicit instructions stating he wished to be cremated. It was left to Campbell to arrange to have his father’s coffin taken to Inverness so he could fulfil his wishes. His darling mother just wanted the same as her beloved husband.

Campbell looked back at the two lobster creels propped up against the front of the cottage and smiled to himself. He’d given them to his father 10 years ago to mark his retirement. They had become something of a family joke, Finlay Morrison had always been full of good intentions. But be it repointing the cottage or fishing for lobsters in the bay with his new pots, he never seemed to get round to it. He was one of life’s procrastinators and it nearly drove Agnes demented.

Campbell turned to the old man standing next to him who was manfully trying to stuff a tweed cap into the pocket of his dark blue duffle coat.

‘Wouldn’t be the first cap I’ve lost off this pier.’ murmured the old man.

‘Joe McSween was telling me the other day that he nearly lost his false teeth crabbing off this wall. You never know the minute. And if the cap were to go there’s no chance I’m getting it back. In this tide it would be past St Kilda by lunchtime.’

The old lady next to him frowned and jerked hard at his sleeve.

‘John, do you think just for once you could be serious? This isn’t the time for frivolity, it’s a solemn occasion, we’re here to pay our respects to your sister, to support Campbell and make sure Agnes is reunited with her beloved Finlay.’

The old man looked down at his feet sheepishly.

‘Auntie Jean it’s not a problem, honestly. Mum would be laughing like a drain. She always enjoyed her wee brother’s sense of fun.’

Campbell winked at his uncle .

‘Anyway, what I was going to ask, is do you have the camera?’

‘Indeed I do.’ said Uncle John producing it from his pocket.

‘Excellent. I promised my sister and Aunt Chrissie that I’d send them some photos. Aunt Chrissie really wanted to be here, but with the wheelchair it was just going to be too much. I don’t think she really leaves the flat anymore, I know she no longer gets to the kirk.’

‘It’s such a shame,’ added Aunt Jean. ‘It’ll break her heart not being here. She may be six years older than her sister, but they were always close.’

‘I take it that’s why Donald didn’t come over with you, didn’t want to leave his mother?’ added Uncle John.

Campbell nodded.

‘Yeah, that’s what he said. But it’s strange, I can’t remember the last time I was out with Donald. It must be at least three years ago. Since his mother became housebound, he’s become something of a recluse. We used to meet up a couple of times a year. Beer and a curry, the sort of thing you do in the big smoke. But that was ages ago. He kept having an excuse for why he couldn’t make it, then being honest, I just gave up trying to organise it and of course, he never lifted the phone to contact me.’

‘Shame.’ said Aunt Jean. ‘He was always a quiet lad; I just hope he’s okay. Young man like him, he should be out and about, not stuck indoors having to look after his mother.’

Campbell nodded again.

‘And as far as Linda’s concerned, she’s disappointed that she can’t be here, but it’s understandable, it’s a long way to come from Melbourne!’

A man in a blue waterproof jacket, who had been out taking some fresh air, was watching on with interest from the end of the pier.

‘Can I be of assistance? I could take the photo if you like, then all of you can be in the picture.’

‘That would be perfect, thanks.’ said Uncle John handing over the camera.

Campbell positioned himself in the middle, flanked on either side by his aunt and uncle. He felt slightly awkward, unsure as to how he should hold the urn. In the end he decided to hold it with both hands in front of him. Now he worried they were going to end up looking like those family photos, where proud parents gaze lovingly at their offspring who’ve picked up a garish trophy for some sporting endeavour. He also thought he shouldn’t smile, it being after all, the final act of remembrance for his dear mother. Aunt Jean was clearly on the same wavelength. She was standing stony-faced and reverential, like Grant Wood’s American Gothic painting of an old couple in front of a barn. All that was missing was the pitchfork. Uncle John, somewhat predictably, had decided po-faced misery wasn’t for him. He was beaming at the camera like a Cheshire cat.

With several photos safely taken, Campbell thanked the man, who then wandered off towards the north beach.

‘I haven’t prepared a speech, but I thought a short prayer was in order. Reverend MacKay had hoped to be here, but he’s had to go to Scaliscro to conduct a funeral. He offered me some scripture readings and prayers which was thoughtful of him. But like his sermons, they were fairly lengthy and a bit fire and brimstone for my taste. And as mum wasn’t one for wasting words or a fuss, I’ve kept it short, just a few lines that I thought were appropriate. Anyway, as I said to the Reverend, I’ll see him at the Kirk in the morning when, no doubt, he’ll take the opportunity to rib me about my church attendance, which I told him had slipped badly, and wasn’t what it should be. I can hear him now telling me that Sundays are best spent in the Lord’s house, not pursuing other endeavours, no matter how worthy I might think they are.’

Campbell chuckled to himself.

‘The Reverend MacKay has clearly never had the pleasure of meeting DCI Fairbairn; not sure they would see eye to eye about that!’

Campbell passed the urn to Uncle John and then took a piece of paper from his trouser pocket. Aunt Jean and Uncle John bowed their heads.

‘In Jesus’ loving name, we believe and pray, amen. Lord, we are gathered here in this special place to commend the soul of Agnes Morrison to your loving arms. Today, as we scatter her ashes, we commit her body to you and pray that she finds peace and eternal rest with her Lord and Saviour. We also pray that she be united with her beloved husband Finlay, my dear father. Loving and gracious God, we pray for this blessing in your holy name, amen.’

‘Amen.’ said Uncle John handing the urn back to Campbell.

‘Now make sure you throw her downwind. Same principle as taking a pee outdoors, always face downwind. If you don’t, she’s going to blow right back in our faces!’

‘Right,’ thundered Aunt Jean, ‘that’s quite enough from you John McLennan, I’m not going to tell you again.’

There was no doubting the seriousness of the threat, Aunt Jean didn’t have the longest of fuses and after 52 years of marriage, even Uncle John realised it was time to button it, his wife’s patience was about to snap.

Muttering to himself he stood looking at his feet, like a schoolchild who’d just been admonished by the Dominie.

Campbell carefully removed the lid of the urn. Streaks of sunlight, the first in days, filtered through grey leaden clouds, casting shimmering bands of gold across the turbulent, soot-coloured sea. Directly above, a pair of herring gulls, nimble and acrobatic, swept and soared in the gusting wind. Rhythmic waves crashed against the exposed granite wall sending a mist of salt airborne. Licking the brine from his lips, Campbell raised his arm and tipped the urn over the side of the pier, shaking it gently to release its precious contents.
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