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Prologue





Already she is smiling, one foot on the stairs. She stops to listen. She isn’t scared. This is a game they play most nights. It’s important to have a story, a pretext. This is part of the game. She stands on the top step and listens for a sound, for something she can use when she gets downstairs, when her mother will turn towards her with that expression. ‘I heard a noise,’ the girl will say. ‘I was scared.’


Her mother is the problem. Her dad will let her stay. If she makes it to his chair before her mother chases her out of the room. Then she’ll curl up in his lap, in the flicker of the telly, and later he’ll carry her up to bed.


It’s dark on the landing.


The light on the landing is off. She isn’t scared. She thinks of herself as a ghost. She can spook her parents – she knows this – when they come on her at such moments, barefoot and pale, out of context, moored in some halfway space, the staircase, the hall.


She creeps down, step by step, feeling the carpet on her bare feet, twisting her soles a little with every step, flexing the fibres. She feels invisible, almost, so little noise is she making.


Some nights there are parties. She hears the laughter in little sips when the lounge door opens, when somebody goes to the bathroom. On those nights she avoids the lounge. Instead she makes for the guest bedroom, where the coats cover the bed in a layered pyramid. The women’s are soft, woolly, with collars of fur which give, when you root in their lifelike depths, a womanish sting of perfume. Their silk linings, slippery cool, feel wet against the backs of your fingers. The men’s are sterner, textured tweeds and twills, with the sharp assertive stench of stale tobacco; or crinkly raincoats with belts and buttons. She lies on the bed, among the coats, her hand traversing them like a fish, dipping in and out of flaps and pockets. Her fingers trace train tickets, paper hankies, loose coins, stiff folded banknotes, glasses-cases, bubble-moulded sheets of aspirin. They pat car keys and ballpoint pens and cigarette lighters. Their probing tips brush crumbs and lint and grit in the seams of pockets.


Only once did she take something. A book of matches. The slim glossy packet swelling to its jerky spine, its cover tucked snugly into the jutting lip with its cold smudgy strip where the matches sparked. The embossed logo troubling the ball of her thumb. An object both worthless and exquisite. Who would miss it? She folded her fingers over it, made for the door.


The banister is smooth beneath her palm. She thinks, as ever, about sliding down it, as they do in the movies, as they do in cartoons, as she has never yet done. The paint is thick, smooth; her thumb catches a bubble, a little runnel that has dried and hardened, that she feels with her thumb now every night.


She knows every step. The loose stair-rod and then the landing, and then the bend in the stairs, and then the man. A man in a green jacket, standing in the hall. And he must have heard her – maybe she is not so silent after all – because his head turns. At first the flash of his glasses is all that she sees but he steps to the side and shades his eyes and she sees him, a man like her father, with brown hair and glasses, but younger. His face is kind, he has a kind face, and she smiles at him, a smile that expects his complicity, a smile that says, Don’t tell.


He smiles back, and says something in a voice that is, not foreign, exactly, but guttural, thick – and though she doesn’t catch the words she nods.


Behind him, the front door is ajar. He will let the cold in, she thinks. The man looks at her. She isn’t scared. They often have visitors at this time, Daddy’s clients, men who stand sparely in the hallway till Daddy can see them. When she comes downstairs on these nights, the men grin, almost shy, patting their pockets for coins. When their business is finished and the men leave, she stands by her father’s legs as they say goodnight. But tonight, stalled on the landing, poised to take the last few stairs she hears a noise, there’s a noise from the living room, like furniture being shifted, and a man comes briskly out and the two men are gone.


She wants to call out, to bring the men back, the green man with the nice smile. But though the door is ajar and the night air – cold and sharp, Novemberish – tingles on her ankles, what she smells is the harsh burnt stink from the living room.


She glances into the dark street. For a moment she thinks about leaving, escaping into the night. Already, the bright room at her back is a foreign land. It’s not the living room but a room in a fairy tale, a dragon’s cave. And now, for the first time she can remember, she regrets having left her bed. She can feel the duvet’s warmth, the girl-shaped hollow that she’s left, but there is no way now to get back, to climb backwards up the stairs and into the past. She closes the front door and leans against it, counting to ten.


Her mother is kneeling by the sofa, at the far end of the living room. Is it the rosary? is what the girl thinks: are they saying the rosary? But her mother is beside the sofa, not in front. There is something on the floor; her mother is bending over something. She flitters across but pulls up short. She’s standing in something. Her feet are wet – sodden, as though her bladder has emptied – and she flexes her toes, arching them free of the sopping rug. But when she looks down, when her strained toes sink back to the carpet, what rises between them is black, brown, a cola-coloured puddle. Without moving her feet she leans right over, canting her body to see beyond the couch, beyond her kneeling mother, to whatever has caused the mess.


And now her bladder does empty, the water loosed in a startling spatter, like radio hiss, the warm turning speedily cool on her inner shins.


He looks drunk, he looks like she’s seen him one time at New Year’s, slumped on the couch, pouting and heavy, impervious to her nudges and shunts. Now, though, he lies on the carpet, his head against the wall-unit, his chin forced into his neck. And around him, sustaining him it seems, is a black little lake, a darkling pool. She looks to her mother but her mother is busy, frantic, pushing her dad in the chest, two-handed, once and then again, serious thumps that bounce his head against the wood.


‘Get someone!’ her mother is shouting. ‘Get someone!’


The girl turns, too quickly, skidding in the mess, down on one knee and one hand, before righting herself and skittering out. There is sky, stars, branches against the street lights. There is shouting now, clamour, a girl in a bloody nightdress whirling in the roadway, the sound of her shouting and animal cries. And now the doors are opening, lights coming on, stripes of yellow light along the paths.

















Book One























Chapter One





‘We’re like football players,’ Rix liked to say. ‘Doesn’t matter what we do all week. Just get it right on Saturday.’ He’d trot this out, early shift on Saturdays, out on the floor in his shirtsleeves, and we watched stolidly from our workstations, watched him gesture and pace, before swivelling back to our screens. It was Rix’s shtick, motivational crapola, but how wonderful, it struck me now, tracking my screensaver’s tropical fish, how wonderful if this were true. All week to idle in boyish play, and then one bright flurry of achievement. Handshakes and drinks and the stereo loud on the drive home.


The telephone rang. It was Tuesday morning, quarter to twelve. I’d been sat there since eight, cursing in turn every portion of our fledgling legislature, from the ruling coalition to the inoffensive Greens. Conference was at twelve. For an hour I’d been trawling the news sites for stories. Holyrood had been in recess for a week and already the leads had dried up. The MSPs had scattered, gone to ground in Portugal and Cyprus, shielding their eyes from the poolside glare. First Minister William ‘Banker Bill’ MacLaren was taking his annual, ostentatiously frugal week on the Isle of Mull. I was sitting it out till my own break began, five days from now, when the boys and I would be heading west; five days’ furlough on Carradale beach. Currently, on a document headed ‘Schedule’, I had four curt lines of text: ‘Post office closures’; ‘Knife crime statistics’; ‘Smoking ban challenge’; and ‘Gallup poll: support for Independence spikes’. If each of these stories panned out, I might make a couple of nibs, a wing column. Forget page leads. Forget splash.


I’d spent two fruitless hours trying to raise my contacts. Everyone’s email had an out-of-office autoreply promising prompt attention to your message at a specified future date, two weeks down the line, and giving a mobile number for urgent enquiries. But the mobiles all rang out and went to voicemail. I pictured them throbbing forlornly on hotel dressers while their owners piloted lilos with swipes of a trailing hand, or coaxed the next coarse-grained page with a lotion-free pinkie. By now I was on to the blogs, sifting for dirt.


On the fifth ring I picked up. The click of the newsdesk secretary, putting someone through.


‘Gerry Conway?’


‘Speaking.’


‘Must be a helluva story.’


‘What’s that?’


‘It must be a big story you’re working on, you’re too busy to return your calls.’


‘Who is this?’


‘No time to follow a lead, even when it’s served right up to your desk.’


‘Who is this?’


‘It’s Hamish Neil, Mr Conway.’


He left a pause. I left it too. Finally he sighed, heavily.


‘I phoned you last night? I phoned again this morning. I emailed you.’ He blew out some air. ‘About Peter Lyons?’ 


His tone had flattened to a petulant bleat.


‘Hamish, is it? OK. Thing is, Hamish, it’s a busy week. I mean, if Lyons is poking his research assistant or taking his R&R in Blythswood Square, it’s not really our thing. Why don’t you try somewhere else? Give the Record a call; the number’s on the website.’


The silence had a wounded quality. I could hear his lips working, the tongue detaching itself from his teeth.


‘It’s not your thing?’ He laughed. ‘Is that right? Not your thing. It’s not sex, Mr Conway. It’s better than that. It’s –’ he let the word come to him – ‘it’s a bit graver than that.’


‘Graver than sex?’ I snorted. Something in his tone put my back up. ‘Let’s have it then. Amaze me.’


His laboured breathing filled the silence.


‘The thing is,’ he said finally. ‘I’d rather not do this over the phone.’


‘No? I’d have thought you did a lot of this over the phone.’


‘What?’


‘Wanking off. Try the Record, Mr Neil. Thanks for your call.’




*





Every day they plagued you. Cranks and timewasters, slanderers and fantasists. Breathless grievance merchants. Whispering grasses. People with the inside dope, the horse’s mouth, on various ministers and mandarins. Rumours and smears and did-you-hear-the-one-about so-and-so. They floated this stuff on the blogs, but it wasn’t enough. They needed the validation of a forty-point headline, the tangible tarnish of newsprint. Every day I took a dozen of these calls. Statistically, yeah, a portion would fly. Some of them would hold water. But how could you tell? In the absence of evidence you were down to rules of thumb, intuition, the timbre of someone’s voice.


I turned back to the screen but I couldn’t focus. I kept hearing Neil’s flummoxed laugh, the bewilderment in his throat as I pulled the plug on him. At the start of the call his voice was hearty, voluptuous with assurance. He was practically purring. And this is the flip side of smugness: he would hardly have sounded so smug if he didn’t have something good. He had mentioned an email. I opened Eudora and clicked on my inbox.


I scrolled down my messages. Aside from layered swathes of spam, highlighted in tangerine font, my inbox was clogged with comments on last week’s copy. Points of information. Bulletins from interest groups. Obscene rants and sectarian slurs; flamboyant denunciations in wide-eyed capitals. I was harried by madmen. Indignant missives from halfway round the globe. The letters page was no longer enough; now people weren’t happy till they’d made it personal, till they’d helped you to a perception, point by pernickety point, of the manifold levels on which your work sucked.


Finally, amid the promises of penis enlargement, offers of Viagra and cheap non-prescription drugs, I spotted it.




To: gerryconway@tribuneonsunday.com


From: neilh66@scotmail.com


Subject: Peter Lyons.


Mister Conway,


I have some information on your friend in Justice. Don’t tell me you’re not interested. You can reach me on 07909 738326.


Hamish Neil.








I hit ‘delete’ and exited Eudora. Piss or get off the pot, Mr Neil. I clicked on my bookmarked page from Visit Carradale. A hilltop view over Carradale Bay: the great white curve of sand, like the head on a pint of Guinness; the petrol-blue Kilbrannan Sound, and the five jagged peaks of Arran.




*





The House Under the Sea. There’s a cousin of mine who isn’t quite right. There were complications when Aunt Jude was giving birth. Dunc needed oxygen; someone fucked up and he got it too late. Now his features are a little squashed, and the motion of his limbs is out of true, as if he were moving underwater. He’s a little slow, but mainly what he is is a guy who can’t be mean. As a kid he wouldn’t eat chocolate animals. His action men fraternised in an endless Christmas truce. All he really liked to do was look at fish. He watched nature documentaries. The turquoise screen; the yellow-and-black fish volte-facing smartly; the magical flourish of bubbles; the camera panning over ruined groves of coral. These images enthralled him. But when the voiceover started, when the narrative kicked in, he gave up. The words killed his interest. He’d be gawping at a sea-porcupine squirting away from a Moray eel, and then – ‘The house under the sea …’ – and that was it. He’d get up and leave the room. It became a family catchphrase; when something was boring the pants off you, when your attention had started to wander, someone would ham the Cousteau accent and mumble it into your ear.


It came to me now, as Rix soldiered on through his weekly address. He’d been at it for twenty minutes, moving his big hands around on the table like he was shuffling and setting a stack of toy bricks. The words, in his patient estuary whine, seemed to vaporise before they reached our ears, and I watched instead the meaty pale lips, the quaking pink cheeks, the bouncing blond wedge of feather-cut fringe. He was only thirty-nine, but he had the girth, the commanding upholstery, of a senior banking executive. When he spread his arms, a tremendous lemon shirt, tethered at collar and cuffs, blazed like a local sun.


We’d been through the schedule. Fiona Maguire had spoken to the news list, and I’d kept my gaze lowered while she covered politics – my four paltry offerings – in her sceptical monotone. We’d done features, foreign, sport. Neve McDonald had bestowed her grudging preview of the magazine. Rix had rallied the troops. We were nearly done. Before we rose, though, Rix liked to spring a couple of questions on one of his editors, quiz them about recent pieces, plans for the coming weeks. My turn was about due, and I’d prepared some plausible codswallop about upcoming party conferences, a possible rift in the coalition, but it wasn’t required.


‘Thomas!’ Rix’s voice was hearty now, his palms flat on the table, ready to lever himself up. ‘What happened, Tam? Three pages of footie. No interviews, no Old Firm transfers. Did your guys take a collective sickie? Was there an outbreak of salmonella that I didn’t hear about?’


Tam Logan’s folded arms slid forward on the desk. He was shaking his head as it slumped to the wood. Logan spent the whole close season with a haunted, guilty look. For the months of June and July he did little else but smoke. When you entered or left the building, there he was, gaunt-cheeked, hunched by the revolving doors, sucking viciously on a B&H. With no Celtic-and-Rangers, the paper could drop 5,000. Logan felt personally responsible.


He raised his head wearily.


‘Can only pish with the cock I’ve got, Norman. Nothing’s happening. If we’d qualified for bloody Portugal we’d have something, but this is it.’


‘You can’t speculate? Throw some names around. Who’s unhappy at Inter, Real Madrid? They’re always unhappy, aren’t they? Beckham? Adriano? The Old Firm couldn’t be in for these guys? Take a flyer.’


‘They don’t have any money, Norman. It’s not plausible.’


Rix goggled.


‘So make it plausible. Hint at takeovers. New investors. Give me fucking something, Tam. Not endless profiles of diddy teams.’


Logan straightened up, tossed his pen on the table. He had stains on his hands, orange stripes down his fore and middle fingers.


‘Fine. Right.’


Two wet diamonds appeared when he laced his fingers behind his head.


Neve McDonald was sitting across from me, doodling on her schedule. I tried to catch her eye. She wasn’t especially good-looking but she had a sulky mouth I found appealing. I wanted to share a look, flick my gaze smartly skywards – twinkle, if I could achieve it – to signal my wry detachment from the proceedings. She kept her eyes on her drawing.


Rix rose, his PA scuffling papers into a bundle. There was a ferocious crackling as everyone crumpled their sandwich trays.




*








At my desk I checked my emails and shut down my computer. I shared a desk – a cluster of workstations – with the other specialists: energy, health, environment. What else? Education.


Tuesday conference was, for most of the working week, my only commitment. In truth, I didn’t even have to turn up to this, so long as I got my schedule in to Fiona. But I made a point of attending – to keep up with what was happening, and to make sure that my stories (when I had any) got a decent show. After conference, I’d take the afternoon off. A trawl round Borders. Daniel Auteuil at the GFT. Rembrandt’s Man in Armour at Kelvingrove. On Wednesday and Thursday I’d be at Holyrood (when Parliament was in session) or working from home (when it wasn’t). It was Friday evening before I’d be back at the office to write my stories. Saturday we put the paper to bed. Sunday and Monday I saw the boys.


I was packing up to go when Martin Moir came along and sat on my desk.


There were four empty chairs – the other specialists had already left, for the back nine at Eaglesham, or a stool in the Cope, or wherever they went on a Tuesday pm. But Moir was always perching on your desk. He shifted his hams as if dropping a fart.


‘Neve said there was a little frisson this morning?’


‘Oh aye?’


Moir never went to conference but he liked to know the dirt.


‘It go OK?’


‘Wonderful, Martin. Really first rate.’


‘He’s not the worst, Gerry.’


Moir was touchy about this. A year ago, Rix set up an ‘Investigations Unit’ – three reporters whose brief was to develop major stories and report them in a run of double-page spreads. The unit reported directly to Rix, not to Fiona Maguire. Martin Moir headed it up. It made him look like Rix’s golden boy, which is what he was. It wouldn’t have bothered me, but it bothered Moir.


‘He’s actually pretty fair. Once you know him, I mean.’


‘Who is?’


Moir smiled.


‘This is something. It really is.’ He had lifted one of the photos on my desk. The Sinatra. Black and white. Outside Green’s Playhouse in fifty-two. My teenage old man with his arm around Frank’s shoulder; Sinatra looking tousled and wry, feigning diffidence but still flashing a killer smile. The old man grinning with manic brightness.


‘He really played in, Paisley was it?’


‘Ayr. He played the Piv in fifty-two. The place was three-quarters empty. He was more or less a nobody at that stage. This was before the comeback. From Here to Eternity. All that.’


‘Wow.’


He put the photo down.


‘Hey. The horse’s head in the bed, right?’


‘In the movie, aye.’


Moir put his hands in his pockets, flapped his fingers so that his silver jiggled.


‘Whatever else, Gerry, he did a real job on the Mail.’


I reached for my bottle of Volvic.


‘It’s not that bad a paper.’


‘A lot of people buy it,’ I agreed.


Rix had put 10,000 on the Mail. When everyone else was in freefall, he’d boosted the Mail by 10,000 a day. It made him untouchable. It made him look like a Tribune editor, to certain people.


‘You’re not being fair, Gerry. He’s got ideas. If anyone can turn it round, you know? He’s got a feel for the paper. He knows the culture’s different, that we’re not a red-top. He’s actually pretty sensitive. In my experience.’


‘That right? It’s not your arse he’ll be canning, though, is it? Your experience probably won’t include picking up your books.’


It got Moir off the desk.


‘That’s not fair, Gerry. It’s not your arse either. He actually likes you. He thinks you’re sound.’


His vowels got more Ulster when you got him riled. Soind.


‘Well that’s good to know, Martin.’


He might think I’m sound, I thought. But does he think I’m any good?


Moir mooched by the desk. He wouldn’t sit back down, now that I’d insulted Rix, but he wasn’t ready to leave. He lifted the other photo.


‘Hey. How’s the Hey You?’


Moir grinned, put the picture down.


‘Good. It’s going really well, in fact.’


At conference, when he mentioned the Investigations Unit, Rix had started calling it the ‘I.U.’


‘They still think we’re cops, though.’


The Hey You’s current project was organised crime. Gangland Glasgow. They spent most afternoons in the East End, trying to find someone who would talk to them. At first they’d taken a car and worn their office clothes – Austin Reed suits and glossy oxfords. Even when they wised up, when they swung down from buses in their Sambas and jeans, their distressed leathers, they weren’t fooling anyone. Wee boys on stairwells would hum cop-show theme tunes. They were polis, or they were social workers, or maybe journalists. They sure as fuck weren’t local.


‘Oh here, look at this.’


He had his wallet out and was fishing for something.


‘I meant to show you earlier.’


A slippy square of paper. I couldn’t make it out at first, this smudgy black expanse traversed by spidery lines of white. Then I saw it. The dark mass of the skull, edged in brilliant light, like a planetary eclipse. A narrow nub of heel. A tiny fist, upraised as if in victory or protest.


‘We had the twenty-week scan on Friday. Unbelievable, eh?’


‘That’s great, Martin. Really. Look at the wee hand. Do you know what it is?’


He slid the photo back into his wallet.


‘Nah, we just decided to wait and see. Clare thinks it’s a boy, though. What about you: how’s your own two?’


‘Great, Martin. First class. We’re going to Carradale on Sunday.’




*





Depending on mood, my stop was Hillhead or Kelvinbridge. The flat on Clouston Street was equidistant between the two. Tonight was a Kelvinbridge sort of night. Coming out of the station I turned left onto Great Western Road and bought a fish supper at the Philadelphia Café.


On the way up I passed the Mormons from the second floor, a blond, well-spoken twosome. As ever, they were winningly polite, wishing me well in frank Midwestern accents. With their neat haircuts, preppy short-sleeved shirts and matching satchels they looked pretty gay, which may explain the trend – surely a recent one – for laminate, corporate-looking name tags clipped to the Mormon shirt pocket. I like Mormons. There was a duo living near us where I grew up. I used to stop them in the street, quiz them about their lives. I asked about the clothes, the smart, navy duds: were these standard-issue from Mormon HQ, or did you get to choose your own? There were guidelines, it turned out, but, yes, the guys were free to assemble their wardrobe, and though the clothes were spruce they weren’t expensive. ‘Good enough,’ said one, nodding. ‘Good enough for getting doors slammed in your face,’ said the other, with a wryness that surprised me. It was like Israeli national service: they did a two-year stint, a tour of duty, pressing doorbells in a far-off land, and then they got to go home and get on with their lives.


They were good guys, with one damning flaw. At that time I had a milk round in the mornings before school. I’d trot up people’s paths with bottles wedged between my fingers (you could carry three in each hand, their short necks lodged between your knuckles) and I’d walk back down with the empties. To carry the empties you stuck a finger in the neck of each bottle: they clacked together as you walked, like the trilling of happy glass birds. Everyone else on my round knew to rinse the bottles in hot water before putting them out on the step, but the Mormons – whether from ignorance or indifference – never bothered. Every morning, these twin unwashed bottles, a crusted swirl round the shoulders, a curd of yellow gunge inside the neck, and I’d be forced to plunge my fingers into these foul, sour-smelling receptacles. Every morning I cursed the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints, though it never occurred to me, or else I was too diffident, to raise it with the Mormons when I saw them in the street.


For me, in any case, the gunky bottles said it all. The futility of the Mormons’ mission. How could you hope to convert a people to your religion when you couldn’t do something as simple as rinse a milk bottle? What kind of theology ignores the basic principles of domestic hygiene?


They don’t sell milk in bottles any more, so I couldn’t tell whether my current neighbours shared this foible of their predecessors. But I suspected them of grave and heinous lapses, sensational breaches in elementary sanitation, and when I saw them at their door, I tried to glimpse, beyond the neat, well-barbered heads, the chaos and squalor lurking within.


Back in the flat, I took down the new DeLillo and flicked through the pages. It was Elaine who put me onto him; she bought me White Noise for my twenty-fifth birthday. This is the problem with divorce: your whole life is suddenly steeped in irony. The books on your shelves. The shirts in your wardrobe. The photographs lining the hallway. Even my job was ironic. I was Scottish Political Editor for the Tribune on Sunday. It was my job to know the dirt on the nation’s leader, to sniff out the factions and fault lines, the party cabals, the imminent splits. All this I dissected for our readers. But I couldn’t do the same for my own house. The face that scowled out with such sceptical robustness from my byline photo, the cleft chin and hooded eyes that promised I’ve got the down, were those of a clueless sap: he didn’t know the politics of his own front door.


It turned out my marriage was in trouble – had been for a couple of years. This was news to me and maybe right there is the problem. But at the time I didn’t think there was much amiss, and even now, if I’m honest, I still don’t. We talked it through, or at least we faced each other over the kitchen table one night when the boys were in bed, and Elaine spoke to the polished wood, looking up from time to time as if to check I was still listening. There was a bottle on the table between us, and two glasses, but I did most of the pouring and drinking. She covered a lot of ground in that oration, and the problems, which were partly about me, were about other things too. Things I couldn’t have helped. Though there was no want of things that I could have helped, either.


I put down the DeLillo and fetched a beer. It was hard to relax, lacking distractions. I tried not to notice the quiet of the flat, its menacing stillness. Silence can impinge on you like a persistent noise. It can seem to fill the room, rising like a fluid, forcing you to act, to assert yourself against it.


When I was a kid, my dad used to take me to Mureton Baths. He had this ability to float on his back, to lie there in the pool with his hands behind his head, as if he was lying in bed. I could never do it, and for a long time this unmanageable feat was my private definition of manhood: when I was a man I’d be able to float on my back. But it never happened. My heels still drop, my neck stiffens, and I have to start kicking to stay afloat.


The silence in my flat was like this. It overwhelmed me, and soon I was out of the chair, clattering dishes in the sink, banging cupboard doors, and cranking up Elmore James on the Bose. I thought about Elaine, the house on Monument Way. In Conwick the noise was constant. Even when the boys were in bed, we would interrupt each other. ‘Wait a minute,’ she’d say, her hand upraised for silence. ‘Sorry. I thought I heard him crying. On you go.’ We’d do this all the time. Pulling up short, halting mid-sentence, straining to hear. As the kettle clicks off or you close a cupboard door, something flares briefly behind the noise; you freeze, head cocked like a spaniel. Nothing. But when they do cry, when that heaving rhythm fills the house, there is no mistake: at its first gathering note something dips behind your chest.


I still hear it, sometimes, late at night. There’s a baby in the building, in the flat above or next to mine – it’s hard to tell. Late at night, a baby’s wail, and the parents moving through to calm it. And sometimes it wakes me, in the early hours, and my feet are on the carpet before I realise my mistake. It sounds like Roddy, it sounds like James. A crying child always sounds like your own.


I remember my surprise, through the first few months of Roddy’s life – just the power of this noise, its ardour and intensity. A baby crying. What did it signify? A full nappy. An empty stomach. And yet it carried the world’s own weight of woe. It made every utterance – all the novels and epic poems, all the death-bed confessions and battle orations; it turned all this to a meaningless gloss. When he cried, the sound that came from Roddy was universal. When he stopped, when we’d lifted and patted and soothed him to sleep, the crying would continue somewhere else. I came to think that this was what we were hearing, those times when we’d thought he was crying; we’d caught a gust of that universal lamentation, had tuned in to the frequency where the crying never stops.


I gave out at the time, but secretly I relished those nightly disturbances, padding through to retrieve our crying child. When I eased him from the cot and cradled him close he’d crane round, rooting against my T-shirt, the little head bumping my chest, the mouth worrying my nipple.


‘Cannae help you there, wee man. Sorry.’


In the bedroom Elaine would have fixed the pillows and sat up, tugging open her jammy top. A pillow across her lap. She pats it. I lay him down and he clamps on straight away, the crying mouth instantly plugged. There is no silence like it. No silence like that of a child no longer crying. I get back into bed and the last thing I see, between sagging lids, inches from my nose, are the baby’s twitching feet, these little spasmodic kicks of satisfaction.




*





Thursday lunchtime. The office was quiet, the monitors blind, their dark screens latent, waiting to be touched to whiteness by the nudge of a mouse, a three-fingered tap on the space bar. Someone’s television gave out the financial report. Money is important, the voice implied, but not serious; the newscaster’s tone lacked the gravitas of the regular news; the timbre was peppy, bright, the light modulations of the showbiz slot or the sports round-up. There was something secret and promising in the stilled room, some echo of afterschool classrooms, and I had a vision, fleeting and sepia-toned, of brown-and-orange carpet tiles and chairs upturned on desks. A white Speedo clock on a wall.


Almost everyone had gone to lunch. A few heads bent to take bites from wrapped sandwiches or tipped to swill coffee from styrofoam cups. Burnt, bitter, mocha laced the air. The moist warm smell of focaccia.


I’d put in two good hours’ work. I’d eaten lunch and was ready to nip out for a smoke, a sly toke on the Liberator, when I spotted the mail, overlooked on my desk. The biggest item was a brown, card-backed envelope, locally posted.


Inside it was a single sheet of A4. It was a Xerox of a photograph. It’s a photo I have studied in some detail, and even then, as I laid it on my desk, it seemed familiar, something I’d known for years.


It’s an interior shot. Seven men are grouped against a bare white wall. The two men in the foreground wear black balaclavas, army pullovers and webbing belts. They stand with their legs apart and their hands clasped in front of them. The clasped hands grip pistols, the barrels pointing to the floor. The other men, unmasked and in civilian clothes, stand behind the gunmen. Two of them hold up a UVF flag. The head of one of the men has been ringed with a marker pen, and the words ‘Minister for Justice’ have been written beside it. At the foot of the page, in the white margin beneath the photograph, are the digits of a mobile telephone number.


I lifted the handset and punched the number.


‘Uh-huh?’


‘Gerry Conway.’


A whistle. A scratchy laugh.


‘Hallelujah. You’re a hard man to impress. Did I finally get your attention?’


The lift door opened and Martin Moir stepped out, shrugging out of his jacket. I lifted my hand to return his wave. 


‘It could be anyone,’ I said. ‘It could be me, in those specs.’


‘You think so? It’s Peter Lyons all right.’


Moir draped his jacket over his seat. He pointed to the lift door and then tapped his watch; held up five fingers. I nodded, gave him the thumbs-up. We’d arranged to meet for lunch.


‘So what do you want?’


‘You mean, what do you want. You don’t want to know more? Your curiosity isn’t piqued?’


I met Hamish Neil that afternoon, at the Costa Coffee in Queen Street Station. Moir and I had lunch in the Merchant City and then I strolled on down to the station. There were solitary men at three of the tables in the forecourt, but I knew which was mine. I knew the smile. It went with the voice. I bought an Americano and sat down.


‘Just so you’ve seen it,’ he said, and opened his satchel. He slid a seven-by-nine across the table.


It looked a lot different. Lighter and paler, like someone had upped the brightness too far. The black smudges, the violent chiaroscuro of the photocopy had gone. The five civilians had features now, eyes and mouths in place of savage black holes. Everything was sharper, more professional, but something vital had gone, some quality of impromptu brutality, a sense of the makeshift and illicit. The figures looked almost innocuous, posing there in the adequate light.


The man in the glasses was certainly Lyons.


‘Assuming it’s even him,’ I said. ‘That’s twenty years old, maybe more. What’s it meant to prove? That he used to know people who liked fancy dress?’ I tossed it onto the table. ‘That’s not a story.’


‘Isn’t it?’ He took back the photo. ‘Anyway, the photo’s not the story.’


‘What is it then?’


He was putting it back in the satchel.


‘The story is the New Covenanters. Ever hear of them?’


I nodded, circled my wrist in a wind-it-on gesture.


He sat back, frowning.


‘Yeah, of course you did. You know everything, Gerry. You know all about them. You know that our friend was involved.’


All at once, in front of the screens, a large group of passengers lifted their bags and moved off smartly for the far end of the concourse.


‘Do you know that?’


‘You think I’m making it up?’


‘What’s “involved”?’


‘What?’


‘You said he was involved. Involved how? Doing what?’


‘Doing what they did. Fundraising. Safe houses. Going over on the Stranraer boat with a jangle of rods where his spare wheel should be. Use your imagination, Gerry. You’re supposed to be a journalist.’


When he grimaced, the furrows were deep round his mouth. A scurf of white in the stubble. He’d be early forties, I figured. Ages with Lyons. Maybe a year or two younger.


‘What’s your angle, incidentally? Hamish. If I can ask.’


He held my gaze. He swept the back of his hand down the front of his jacket. I took in the bald leather, the frayed neck of the T-shirt, the grubby jeans. 


I snorted.


‘Have you not heard? There’s no money in papers any more. You cannae get decent eccies now, even. I’ll be lucky to get claiming for this.’ I waggled my empty cup.


He swung the satchel over his head, settled the strap on his shoulder.


‘You’re not the only hack in Scotland, Gerry.’ He jerked a thumb towards the platforms. ‘There’s a service to Waverley every fifteen minutes now. Four times an hour.’


‘I’ll see what I can do.’ I stood up. ‘I’ll talk to my editor. If something comes of it, I can maybe get you something. A tip-off fee. Five hundred, tops. And I’d need the photo.’


He zipped his jacket, turned up the collar.


‘Let me ask you something, Hamish. You said it yourself: I’m not the only show in town.’


He was bending to fasten his satchel and he looked up, flushed, incredulous.


‘Christ. You really don’t want this story, do you? What, are you related to this guy? Is he paying you? I mean: fuck.’ He shook his head.


‘I never said I didn’t want it. I’m just intrigued. Why I’m so special. Why I get singled out for special treatment. Why is that?’


His head rode the question like a punch. Then he smiled, an ecstatic disclosure of tainted whites.


‘Can’t you guess, Gerry?’ He stood up to leave. ‘I like your work.’




*





In the office I googled ‘New Covenanters’. Nothing came up. A few nostalgic namechecks on loyalist websites, and a deluge of evangelical pages devoted to biblical covenants. I tried Lexis-nexis, the UK newspaper archive, but it only goes back to the mid-nineties. I sent an email to Daniel Galt in Research, asking for any references to the New Covenanters in Tribune articles between 1981 and 1994.


What else? I thought. Then: Lewicki.


Jan Lewicki was a cop. I’d known him since my time on the newsdesk. Even now, it was me he brought his tips to, when he had them, and I passed them on to Maguire. I also arranged his tip-off fees which, being a cop, he wanted in cash. These days it was harder to get away with cash payments to ‘anonymous’ sources, but for the time being Lewicki did all right by us. I put in the call and he promised to get back to me.


‘Who was that?’


Fiona Maguire was at my elbow. I wondered why my eyes weren’t nipping; her perfume usually announced itself about halfway across the room.


There wasn’t time to come up with a lie.


‘Lewicki.’


‘Yeah? Something happening?’


‘Who knows? Might be nothing. Might be something.’


‘Something big?’


‘I think so. Maybe. I’ll let you know.’


‘Good.’


She walked away. She didn’t even turn her head, just raised her voice to a measured shout.


‘You’re due it.’ 

















Chapter Two





Skip James was the only blues singer. All the others sang about pain, they sang about trouble and woe, how their woman left them, how they couldn’t pay their rent, how another mule was kicking in their stall. But the music itself was happy. It buoyed you up, got you going. It eased your pain. None of this happened with Skip. Skip James brought you down and kept you there, pinned you to the floor with clean runs of notes in a minor key. A high, complaining voice that scared you when it didn’t depress you: I’d rather be the devil than to be that woman’s man.


The Complete Early Recordings was playing while I fixed breakfast. I was cracking eggs into a bowl when the telephone rang.


‘Is that Conway Enterprises?’


I looked at the wall-clock: quarter past seven. Lewicki was on nightshift.


‘Hold on, Jan.’


I wiped my hands on a dishcloth and killed the volume on Skip’s lamentations. I fished my notebook from my jacket pocket.


‘On you go.’


The toaster sprung with a violent crash.


‘On you go.’


‘You got a pen?’ 


Jan had called in a favour from Special Branch. He had contacts there. Yes, there was a file on the New Covenanters, but it didn’t amount to much. No one was even sure what the New Covenanters might be. It wasn’t a paramilitary group. It wasn’t even a street gang of the Billy Boys type. It was difficult to know what to call it. A pressure group, maybe. They sent menacing letters to Catholic MPs and known Republican sympathisers. They disrupted Republican marches, wrestled banners to the ground. The group seems to have disbanded, so far as anyone could tell, around 1983. Probably it was a tiny operation, a few guys in someone’s back bedroom. The New Covenanters was mainly a name, Lewicki offered, something to spray on garage walls.


‘Thanks anyway, Jan.’


‘There’s something else,’ he said. ‘They put out a newsletter. There was a guy lifted for a breach at a Troops Out march in eighty-two. He had a shoulder bag filled with copies of this magazine.’


I opened the notebook again.


‘What was it called?’ I said.


‘Rathlin.’


‘As in the island?’


‘What?’


‘Rathlin Island?’


‘I suppose.’


‘Good. What about the guy, the vendor; what was his name?’


‘Thomas Deans.’


‘He still about?’


‘He’s dead, Gerry.’


‘Bollocks.’ 


I had filled the filter cone with hot water and now it would be close to overflowing. I tried to reach it but the phone cord wouldn’t stretch.


‘Yeah.’ Lewicki sighed. ‘But here’s the thing. This guy had a brother: Jacob.’


‘Uh-huh?’


‘Jacob Deans.’


Coffee had spilled over the lip of the mug, pooling on the breakfast bar. Lewicki was waiting.


‘I’m sorry, Jan, You’ve lost me.’


‘Dixie Deans?’


‘Right. Jesus.’


I wrote ‘Dixie Deans’ on the pad. Then the word ‘Maitland’. Deans was a gangster, a local face. One of the Maitland crew. Since Rix had corralled us along the red-top road, we’d seen a lot of Walter Maitland in our pages. According to Martin Moir’s increasingly florid copy, Maitland was the overlord of Glasgow crime, the Clydeside Moriarty. He lived in Cranhill and most of the ‘business’ in the East End – girls, smack, racketeering – went through Maitland. In my own days on the newsdesk I’d covered some of the trials, Maitland’s soldiers, his scuzzy lieutenants. I’d seen them taken down, cuffed hands held aloft in gestures of effete defiance. But mostly they walked, emerging onto the steps amid a sidling scrum of reporters, arms spread in benediction to deliver the victory speech, cheeky-boy grins on their chib-marked maps. This was the photo the papers would carry next morning. People can’t get enough of these stories. It took me a while to appreciate this, but the city likes its gangsters. A certain civic affection has always encompassed them, the Fullertons, the Norvals, the Boyles. Gangsters are a local speciality, like charismatic socialists and dour-faced football managers. People connect them to an older Glasgow, a darker, truer city before the stone-cleaning and the logos, Princes Square and the City of Culture. We take solace in their formalised acts of violence, these murders in which everything – location, timing, the disposition of the corpse – has an emblematic aptness, a rhetorical neatness. Bodies dumped in cars, the bullet up the anus, the dead tout clutching a bag of dogshit: the codes are being respected, you feel, protocols observed.


‘So what was Deans’s involvement? Was he part of it, the New Covenanters?’


‘Nah, not that we know of. It seems a bit, cerebral for Dixie.’


I could see his point. I’d last encountered Deans at the Sheriff Court, when he’d answered a charge of common assault. The victim had lost four teeth and a part of his ear. Deans had walked – forensics were inconclusive – but no one was fooled. When he passed the victim’s family in the public gallery – they were on their feet and shouting abuse – Deans had cupped a hand to his ear.


‘So, what, is Dixie still to the fore?’


Jan laughed. ‘Christ, you are out of it, Gerry. He’s breathing, but he’s not earning. He’s doing a seven in Saughton. Attempted murder. He tried to pull a guy’s tongue out wi a meat hook. Guy nearly drowned in the blood.’


‘Nice.’


I rang off and mopped up the coffee.


After breakfast I phoned Doug Haddow at the Mitchell. I’d known Doug from my postgrad days, when I’d studied in Special Collections during vacations. There was no mention of Rathlin in the online catalogue – I’d checked it on the laptop as I drank my coffee – but I knew that parts of the Glasgow Collection were still uncatalogued. Doug came on the line, and, in his smoker’s pneumatic rasp, confirmed this. He told me there were substantial holdings of political ephemera – pamphlets, election leaflets, party newsletters and so on – that they’d only begun to process. He’d have a look when he found a spare half-hour.


Two hours later, I was sitting at my desk when the phone rang again. He’d found it. Issued fortnightly for the best part of a year. Rathlin: The Magazine of the New Covenanters. I rang off and grabbed my jacket.




*





The Mitchell Library on North Street. Ten yards from its entrance the traffic churns past in a vast concrete trench. The lorries and cars make the building look transient; at any moment it might take flight in search of its proper context. I paused on the flyover. Even in the fifties, before the motorway ripped through the city, marooning the West End, the Mitchell must have looked incongruous, rising in its pompous bulk above the tenements of Charing Cross. An enormous dome; two vast assertive wings; the balconies and balustrades and columns: it looks less like a library than a presidential palace, the Capitol of a toppled dynasty. Inside, attendants in lugubrious green uniforms would be stationed in the chequerboard corridors, pacing the lacquered leagues of panelled mahogany, glancing through sheets of gilt-lettered glass. They should have sited it here, I reflected, the new Parliament. It looks more like a parliament than the Parliament does. 


I climbed the steps and pushed the heavy doors, took the stairs to Floor 2. Archives and Special Collections was empty, and I chose my old desk, beside the windows on the back wall. Within a minute Doug Haddow was padding across from the counter, gripping a brown cardboard box-file.


‘It’s not a complete run,’ he said. ‘There are three or four issues missing. Still, it’s as good as you’re going to get.’ He hovered for a few seconds, ran his hand through his sparse hair, primping the sandy tuft at the front. He looked as if he was about to ask me something, maybe reminisce about old times, but another reader had materialised at the counter. ‘Let me know if you need anything.’


‘Good man, Doug.’


I opened the box and riffled through the magazines, laid them out on the desk like a game of patience. There were nineteen issues, running from September 1981 through to July 1982. Three rows of six and one left over. I slipped my jacket over the back of my chair and started to read.


The early numbers were winningly crap. Issue 1 was eight typewritten sheets, folded and stapled. Photocopying had thickened some of the font and obliterated all gradations of shade in the photographs, lending them the starkness of Reformation woodcuts. The cover price – fifty pence – had been added in marker. The title was shakily stencilled over a hamfisted logo depicting a handshake.


Still, things picked up quickly. By the fourth number there was a glossy cover, and the title appeared in bright royal blue. But issue seven was where it really changed. Now the format was A4. The four-colour cover was nicely composed, a long-shot of Edward Carson’s statue at Stormont flanked by cover lines flagging that issue’s themes. A set of interlocking hexagons provided the logo beneath a title in forty-point Arial. Inside, the copy was laid out in neat double columns, with photographs in high resolution. The cover price had doubled, but either sales had been notably brisk, or someone had thrown money at the magazine.


For the rest of that afternoon, I never stirred from my seat. I read Rathlin all the way through – nineteen issues, a nearly complete run. It was a weird, heterogeneous mix. The editorials assessed the state of play in Ulster, both military and political, with a plausible – if partisan – logic. But then there were scare stories of clerical abuse, tales of priestly concupiscence – nuns ravished by cardinals, their bastard babies smothered at birth – that might have been fashioned by Melville or Knox. In between there were interviews with paramilitary spokesmen, and messages of support for Loyalist prisoners. There was a poetry corner, full of doggerel ballads in praise of fallen comrades. A lot of the articles were unattributed, and a colourful range of pseudonyms – ‘Cuchulain’, ‘Ulster Defender’, ‘John Knox’, ‘Peden the Prophet’ – was pressed into service. But I spotted one article, and then another, seven in all, that carried a by-line: ‘Gordon Orchardton’. I tried to think what the name might signify, what resonance it possessed. Was it the name of a famous Reformer, a Protestant martyr? I didn’t think so. It looked to me like an actual name. I put it in my notebook.


It was six o’clock when I turned the last page of Issue 19. Doug’s shift had finished – a middle-aged woman was at the issue-desk computer – and the reading room was empty. I put the magazines back in the box-file and carried it across.


‘Thanks a lot,’ I said. ‘Tell Doug I owe him one.’


Something in her smile made me pause, and I wondered if she and Doug might not be an item.


‘A pint, would that be? Whyn’t you buy him it. He’ll be over the road.’ She hefted the box-file. ‘As ever.’


‘Thanks. I might do that.’




*





I left the Mitchell by the side entrance. The Avalon Bar is across the way, on the corner of Kent Road and Cleveland Street. Above the curtain on its bright brass rail I could see the heads of the drinkers. There he was, sure enough, on a stool at the bar, his bald crown shining under the gantry spots, nodding at something the barman was saying. I turned away and walked towards the M8. I fancied a drink but I knew, if I got ensconced with Doug Haddow, the next time I’d see pavement would be when the bar staff were shouting ‘Time’.


I crossed the expressway and headed into town. Bath Street was deserted, the office workers finished for the night, the basement antique shops shuttered and dark. It was the lull before the onslaught, the furious merriment of Friday night. The few pedestrians moved quickly, as if observing some secret curfew. I lit a number 3, with its oddly effete, short-sighted-looking portrait of Simón Bolívar – ‘The Liberator’ – on the band, and rolled its creamy smoke around my tongue. I liked this time of the week. The whole city knocking off work and me with it all still to do. Three stories and an editorial. It gave me a virtuous glow, but no harm, I figured, in topping it up. I looked in at the Horseshoe for a pint of Deuchars and a pie-and-beans at the bar. Outside Central I took a cab and leaned back as we crossed the river.


My wallet was pressing into my back. I tugged it from my hip pocket and felt the folded sheet of paper. I spread it on the seat beside me. There was a tension in the group, an air of suppressed hilarity, as if they’d been joking ten seconds before, and had to compose themselves for the camera. There was something too emphatic in the sombreness of the faces, the shadowed tightness of the mouths, the brows’ deep compression. Only Lyons was different, his features caught in a midway blur, a sinuosity of the lips suggesting laughter. His face was somehow clearer than the others, as if the flash had fallen full on him or else a mirror had thrown its refulgence his way. His eyes behind the lenses were bright. It was the face of a tourist, an autograph hunter.


The cab had stopped. The ‘B’ of TRIBUNE had gone out, the neon shorted. I fished in my wallet for a note.




*





On Sunday evening I stood in the kitchen, making the boys’ tea. Muddy Waters on the sound system: ‘You Can’t Lose What You Ain’t Never Had’. James was playing with his action figures on the kitchen table. Roddy was through in the living room; incidental music from Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone rose in intermittent crescendos above Muddy’s slide work.


Pasta and smoked haddock. It’s my speciality – at least, it’s something I can do, something quick and unfuckupable that the boys appear to like. I took the smokies out of the fridge. These were the real thing: blackened, stiff, the tails still bound with twine. I loved to prepare them. You microwave the fish for sixty seconds. Then you prop it on a plate and press down firmly on the spine. You feel a crack and the whole fish subsides, collapsing into itself. When you flip it over the haddock opens like a missal. You peel the spine like a silk ribbon and the flesh comes away in moist flakes, thick bite-size discs.


The day had gone well. In the morning we’d been to the Botanics and played hide-and-seek in the Kibble Palace, dodging around the primeval ferns. We lunched in McDonald’s and played a game where we pretended that James was invisible. Then we took the Underground into town, James woo-hooing in the echoey tunnels (‘Dad, another James is copying me’), and Roddy straphanging in the half-empty carriage. On Buchanan Street Roddy put a pound in a busker’s guitar case and walked back with that stiff-legged, sheepish look that always makes me want to laugh. In the toyshop I vetoed Rod’s initial choice – a Ninja sword that made electronic slashing sounds – and steered him to a Playmobil motorbike. James chose a pair of jousting knights. In the bookshop we bought Tintin in Tibet.
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