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‘Do you never listen to the news?


You want to get down to something true,


Something a little nearer home.’


 


Paul Muldoon, ‘Lunch with Pancho Villa’



















Prologue





You wake in the half-light, fleetingly lost, the strange room assembling itself, the extra bed, the smudgy big mirror, the pitch-dark desk and chair. From the strip of sky between the half-closed curtains you can tell that you’ve barely slept, a matter of minutes, the lightest doze. You are lying on top of the bed in your clothes, no sound except the breath in your nostrils. If you closed your eyes right now you would sleep.


This is how it affects you. Some people get wired, jumpy, they can’t settle till it’s under way. With you it’s different, your heart-rate slows, your breathing shallows, your body seems to be shutting down in stages.


You rise from the bed and draw the curtains.


The room is on the fourteenth floor and looks out onto traffic, eight lanes of motorway in a deep concrete trench, a tangle of slipways and off-ramps and flyovers. You watch them shifting lanes, the cars and buses, the big boxy lorries, busy in both directions. Wherever they are headed they will hear it tonight, in their living rooms, on their kitchen radios, the thing you are about to do.


Beyond the motorway is a school. The playground is bare. Light glints off the puddles on the sagging bitumen roof. Off to the right you see the spires of the West End, the snow-topped Campsie Fells. To the left is the river and the great shape of the crane, the vast hammerhead structure, a handgun trained on the city.


You imagine how a tourist would see it, what a tourist would notice, watching from this window. After all this time away, your years of exile from these begrudging streets, you’re a tourist here too.


In the shower you drag a razor up your shins, the smooth skin gleaming in the overhead spots. Then you stand for a while under the spray, let the water punish your bowed head, fall in runnels off your limbs.


Afterwards, you dress in a thick white bathrobe and use its fluffy cuff to rub a porthole in the steamed-up mirror. Your things are laid out along a shelf of frosted glass and you use them in turn, ending with a dull red lipstick that you blot on a plucked square of tissue that floats down into the waste-paper basket.


Your eyebrows are a mess but you lack the energy to fix them.


Your clothes are laid out on the bed. As you smooth the ten-denier over your legs a hangnail catches but as the run is high up on the thigh, it won’t matter. You button the midnight blue wet-look blouse, slip the side-split black pencil skirt over your hips, fumble for the zip. With two hands you flip your hair over the fake-fur collar of the short wool jacket.


You step into your heels, feel your skirt tighten against your buttocks, your calves stiffen as the tendons strain. Facing the full-length mirror you look at yourself as a stranger would, twisting your head, frowning, appraising. You have seen better, you have seen worse. It’s cold out there so you knot a silk scarf at your throat, lean forward to check your front teeth for lipstick.


You are almost ready. Almost but not quite. You cross to the safe and key in the number, take the Model 36 from its folded rag. You set it on the desk where the light from the window traces the contours of the blued steel, the grooved cylinder, the fuzzy strip on the barrel where the serial number’s been filed away.


The cylinder carries five rounds. You stand them up on the desk like little lipsticks, the gold tubes with the blunt-edged copper-coloured heads. Semi-wadcutter .38 Specials. You slot them home, snap the cylinder shut.


You heft it by the wooden grip, watching your ghost in the mirror. The two-inch barrel makes it look like a toy. You need to get close, with a barrel this short, five yards or closer, point and shoot, no sighting, no headshots, aim for the torso. But not so close that the target can jump you, kick it loose, smack the gun from your hand.


The revolver fits snugly in your handbag, the little square purse on its thin leather strap. You put it in now, slip the bag on your shoulder. It weighs a lot but looks normal.


You cross to the window again. Parents are gathering at the gates, little clusters of mums, the dads standing sparely alone, busy with their mobiles. School will be out soon, the kids in winter jackets and hats, scattering, running, buoyed up by the early dark, the nearness of the holidays.


You close the curtains, lie on the bed, your heels on the satiny coverlet, your hand on the bag at your side.


Twenty minutes from now you will leave the hotel. There is a taxi-rank by the hotel entrance but you will walk the three hundred yards to Central Station. You will enter the station by the side entrance and exit by the main front doors, where another line of taxis waits. One of these will be yours.


Inside the cab you will smooth your skirt, settle your handbag beside you on the seat. You will smile at the driver’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. You will give an address. You will sit well back and watch the streets spool past, the festive city, the Christmassy windows, the shoppers and partygoers, the women with buggies, the buskers, the bucket-rattling charity collectors in their Santa hats. There will be time to sort it out later, how you feel about this, a time to keep and a time to cast away.


The address you will give is three blocks short of your destination.
















Chapter One





‘You think it’s deliberate? Do they time these things to fuck us up?’


Driscoll was shaking his head. A dummy was up on the screen, tomorrow’s splash, my first front page in a month: Yes Camp Poll Boost. A YouGov survey pegged support for independence at forty per cent, up five points since June. The real poll – the one that mattered, the be-all-end-all referendum – was still two years off but the shadow war would keep us in headlines till then. Assuming the paper survived that long.


On screen was a headshot of Malcolm Gordon, the Nationalist First Minister, with his schoolboy haircut and lopsided grin, looking like the man who broke the bank at Monte Carlo. ‘Who’d bet against him?’ was the caption, a quote from an unnamed Westminster frontbencher. There was a sidebar giving analysis of the figures and a paragraph of comment from a rent-a-quote politics boffin at Strathclyde Uni. The page was toast anyway, if Driscoll got his way.


‘You’d start to take it personal. Jesus. Do they time it to fuck us up?’


He ran a hand through his too-long hair, rubbed the back of his neck.


‘They timed it to coincide with a football match, Jimmy.’


Driscoll scowled at me. My eyes were suddenly stinging: Maguire’s acrid perfume. She’d been upstairs for a meeting. Sixth floor. The suits.


She held up her hand as Driscoll started to speak.


‘Gerry.’ She never even looked Driscoll’s way. ‘This shooting. What do you think?’


Driscoll sagged. He looked away, shaking his head, and then back at me. Blank, bagged eyes. Slack jowls. Roll of belly over the waistband.


 ‘It’s an inside lead, Fiona.’ I spoke to Maguire but looked at Driscoll. ‘Page six. Four at best. What do we know at this stage anyway? A guy’s been shot on a football field. “Gang-related.” That’s it. Nothing’s coming out between now and deadline.’ I shrugged. ‘Lift it from the wire. Top and tail it. No one’s scooping us on this.’


My eldest son had a piping competition that afternoon in Ayrshire. I’d promised him I would make it. Try to make it. Once I filed my copy I was finished for the day.


‘Six?’ Driscoll was shaking his head. ‘Fucking six? This is the splash, Fiona. The Mail will fucking bury us with this.’ He turned to me. ‘No one scooping us? It’s all over Twitter, photos from the locus.’


 Maguire frowned at the screen. Before she got the big chair, Maguire had been news editor. She’d done Driscoll’s job for seven years. But the game was different now. You couldn’t appeal to precedents. We were dropping five per cent, month on month, year on year. There were no precedents for where we were now.


‘Make the call, Fiona.’ Peter Davidson spoke, production editor, hovering at our shoulders. ‘We’re off-stone by eight. Make a fucking decision.’


This was Glasgow. This was the Trib. We’d like to be quality, the paper of record. We’d like to cover the world from a West of Scotland perspective, reporting far-flung conflicts from every angle and on every front. Correspondents in five continents. But we didn’t have any money. And the readers we retained had other priorities. Celtic and Rangers. The Neils and the Walshes. The city’s tribal battles, on and off the pitch. That was our métier. Bigotry and violence. Football and crime. Maguire had been upstairs, talking numbers. The current figures had just come out. I didn’t know what they were but I knew they weren’t good.


I sympathised with Maguire. The last editor I worked for at the Trib – the guy who fired me four years back – was Norman Rix, a cheerful brutal Cockney who did his stint among the Jocks and went back home to edit the Indy. Between Rix and Maguire the Trib had gone through three editors. Time was, Tribune eds reigned like monarchs – whole epochs passed by under one man’s dispensation. Now they were football managers, turn it round in eight or nine months or face the bullet. It made them nervous, made them prone to bad decisions.


‘It’s page one. Gerry, you’re on it.’


Driscoll wheeled away, the smirk of glory pasted to his face.


‘Fiona.’


Maguire was already walking, striding past the sportsdesk.


‘You’re on it, Gerry. Take a snapper.’


‘And the splash?’


I was almost trotting beside her, the caustic perfume sizzling in my airways.


‘It’s not the splash any more,’ she said. ‘It’s page four. Subs’ll finish it.’


‘Fiona, come on.’ I glanced over at Moir’s empty chair. ‘This isn’t mine. At least let me try and get hold of him again.’


‘Gerry, you’re not listening.’ She nodded at the empty chair. ‘Your mate’s AWOL. Again. But Martin Moir’s whereabouts is my problem. Your problem – one of your problems, your most immediately pressing problem – is to get this story.’


‘Aye but, Fiona—’


She stopped in her tracks, turned to face me, fists on hips. Here we go, I thought. I could see it in her eyes before she opened her mouth.


‘This is the gig, Gerry. If you didn’t want it, why’d you come back?’


She stared in my face for a count of three and then bounced into her office.


‘I must have missed you,’ I said to her freshly slammed door.


I slumped into my chair, took a pull of lukewarm Volvic. I looked around the floor. Neve McDonald was scowling at her screen, her burgundy lips primly twisted. Kev Carson at the sportsdesk was hunched over his keyboard, fingers stabbing, his nose six inches from the screen. I craned round in my seat. All across the newsroom, the heads were bent, the fingers busy. The insect tick of keyboards, the patient drone of Sky News. It must have been somebody’s birthday: a little string of balloons was pinned to a partition over by Accounts.


Why did you come back? In various forms and inflections, this question had dogged me for the past year, since I threw up my life on the run at Bluestone Media and shuffled backwards along the escape tunnel to my cell at the Tribune on Sunday. Fiona Maguire posed it most weeks, in her snidely rhetorical fashion, but other people were genuinely stumped. The answer wasn’t obvious, to me or to anyone else. Like every Scottish title, the Trib was in freefall, bleeding readers with every quarter. Anyone with a chance to leave seized it. Mostly they went into PR. The world and his managing editor left to set up companies called Impact Media or the Cornerstone Group, each one promising to ‘manage’ a client’s reputation with ‘experience gained at the frontline of news and political reporting’ or ‘skills developed at the pinnacle of British journalism’. I had written some of this horseshit myself: A bespoke team will guide you through the media minefield. We will minimise the impact of negative stories.


I’d been back six weeks when the paper was sold to an American media conglomerate. Lay-offs started soon after. Now the empty workstations dotted the newsroom like foreclosed houses.


Often, when a workstation went suddenly bare, I could no longer picture its occupant. The colleague whose Blu-tacked snaps of ringletted twins or bounding black labs had clogged their monitor’s rim, whose summer suit jackets and winter coats had draped their chair-back, who offered tight little smiles and theatrical shows of professional briskness when you stood behind them in the queue for the fax machine or the copier; that person was now a ghost. I felt bad about this, but who could you ask? It was like the Disappeared in Chile or Argentina, people vanishing overnight, leaving oddly stark chairs and denuded blue partitions, and we carried on as if nothing had happened.


There was one empty chair that stood out from the rest, a chair that marked a presence, not an absence. This was the chair of Martin Moir, the King of Crime, Investigations Editor for the Tribune on Sunday, Scottish Journalist of the Year in 2009 and 2010 and probably – the envelope would be opened at the Radisson Hotel in a fortnight’s time – 2011 as well. The chair was empty because he was out on the job, rooting out stories and standing them up, boosting the circ, saving our jobs. The chair was empty because he was out on the piss, lining up voddies and knocking them back, missing his deadlines, risking our jobs.


I slugged some more water and watched the snow clouds settle on the Campsie Fells. Moir was a mate – the best mate I had. Stories, fights, five-a-side football triumphs, five-a-side football disasters, lost weekends: we’d shared a lot and went back a long way. When Moir first came to the paper I looked out for him, fed him stories, shared my contacts. For a couple of years we worked as a team. Four years ago in Belfast he saved my life. But people change, we both had, and we’d done barely more than pass the time of day since I’d started back at the Trib. Moir was rarely in the building. When he did show up he was curt, aloof; the backhand wave, the guarded nod. Moir was the talent: he didn’t want reminding of the days when he’d featured further down the bill. I didn’t want reminding of them either, truth be told.


I looked sourly at his workstation. The blinded screen of his iMac. Autumnal foliage of notelets on his partition walls. Papers and books. A can of Diet Coke, open. It had been there since Thursday, the last time Moir’s cosseted arse had parked itself on his blue swivel chair. Beside the can of Coke was a framed photo. His girls; six and four. Perfect. Blonde. Sun in their hair. What did he need their photo for? He got to see them every night.


I checked the PA wire. Standard shtick from a ‘police spokesperson’: We are investigating the fatal shooting of a 26-year-old man in the East End of Glasgow at 11.20 this morning. The man was pronounced dead at Glasgow Royal Infirmary. This shocking incident took place in broad daylight in a busy public park. We are appealing for anyone with information, no matter how irrelevant it may seem, to contact us.


No point calling Pitt Street. What I needed was a proper cop, not a desk-clerk with a 2.1 in media relations from a former poly. A proper cop: A source close to the investigation revealed. What I needed was Moir’s tame cop. All the crime boys had them. You couldn’t write the stories Moir did without a cop in your pocket. Maguire, then? Maguire still had contacts. I could knock on her door and ask but I sensed, somehow, that this was a test, that she needed me to fail, prove to us both that my days at the sharp end were finished. I was on my own.


Elaine answered on the second ring. The kitchen phone, I thought: she’ll be fixing lunch. She didn’t ask why I was phoning. She didn’t need to. She didn’t say anything, just a rasping sigh then she called his name. Roddy knew, too; the way he said ‘Dad?’ when he answered. I didn’t tell him I would make it up to him because you can’t. You don’t make it up with cinema tickets or a football strip or a new game for the Nintendo. You make it up with time. You put in the hours. It’s that or nothing.


‘Will I still see you tomorrow?’


‘Try and stop me. What are you playing?’


‘Today? Bloody Fields of Flanders.’


‘You got it down?’


‘I think so. Want to hear it on the chanter?’


Driscoll was crossing the newsroom, hard eyes, set mouth. I swivelled my chair round to face the screen.


‘Not right now, son. That’s a good choice, though. Play an easy tune well not a hard tune badly, that’s the ticket. Watch the grace notes.’


‘Okay, Dad.’


I opened my desk drawer, started raking through the debris, the old memory sticks and Post-its, bulldog clips and lidless biros, index cards and telemessage sheets, the paper hankies, strips of aspirin. Lewicki’s number was in here somewhere, this month’s number. I’d lost my phone the week before, the trusty Nokia, my contacts gone. Such as they were. A stack of business cards and two ancient address books stood on my desk. I was transferring the numbers in my spare time in batches of eight or ten, tapping them into the iPhone I bought in a fit of up-to-dateness.


Driscoll appeared at my desk, breathing through his nose. I could see his belly out of the corner of my eye, resting on the desk. I kept looking for the scrap of paper, swept my hand through the drawer, made as much noise as I could. He spoke softly.


‘Want to tell me what that was about?’


Nothing was easy with Driscoll. The prick bore grudges from previous papers, previous lives. He hated me. He hated me because I took the big stories straight to Maguire. It’s what everyone does but Driscoll took it as a personal slight.


‘It’s called a professional disagreement, Jimmy. Never had one?’


‘Telling me how to do my job?’


I found the bit of paper I wanted, stuck it in my shirt pocket.


‘Nah, mate.’ I stood up, shouldered into my jacket. ‘Take too long. I’ve got a story to write.’


As I waited for the lift I tapped the number into my contacts and then tapped to dial. It’s pronounced Levitski. He’s a second-generation Scottish Pole. When I first met him I was the Trib’s crime reporter and Lewicki was working out of Aikenhead Road. Now he was an Agency cop, part of Scotland’s FBI. He carried two mobiles – his Agency smartphone and a pre-paid Motorola for talking to people he shouldn’t have been talking to. He changed the Motorola every month.


‘Uh-huh?’ The voice was cagey, he wouldn’t recognise the number.


‘It’s me,’ I said. ‘It’s a new phone.’ I didn’t tell him I’d lost the old one: five or six of his former numbers were in the contacts list.


‘Okay, Geronimo. Do you and your new phone have a question?’


‘We do. This thing out east, Maxton Park: you hear anything?’


‘Since when are you back on crime?’


‘Since the Boy Wonder went AWOL.’


‘This is Moir we’re talking about, your mate Martin?’


‘Aye. Except he thinks he’s Dean Martin now. Three-day benders, drunk on the job. Been on the skite since Thursday.’


‘Tsk. What’s he got, “issues”?’


The lift yanked to a halt then eased the final inch. The doors shushed open.


‘He’s got a very understanding boss, Jan. That’s what he’s got.’


‘Okay, Ger. See what I can do.’


It was a measure of the city’s struggle with its tabloid image, its lurid heritage of razor kings and hard men, its hatchet fights and ice-cream wars, that a public act of violence struck you first as a piece of theatre. Well, of course, that’s exaggerated, was your reflex response; Glasgow’s not like that any more, it’s an outdated stereotype, it’s not realistic. You had to remind yourself that the crime had actually happened. That a man’s toe-tagged, traumatised frame was laid out on a brushed-steel tray at the City Morgue on the Saltmarket.


William Swan’s corpse would be heading there now, but the focus for the moment was the scene of the crime: Maxton Park in the city’s East End.


The duty snapper was next door in the coffee shop: McCann, a new guy, English. I rapped on the window, tapped my wrist. He nodded, rolled his eyes and drained his pail-sized carton of coffee.


‘East End,’ I told him. ‘Maxton Park. A shooting. One of Neil’s boys.’


The sun had gone in and the sky was low as we headed up the Gallowgate in McCann’s Jeep Cherokee. Past the Saracen Head and the shabby cluster of Celtic pubs with their tricolours snapping in the wind. Purple clouds squatting on the Barrowland.


‘Christ, it looks like snow.’


McCann craned out of the windscreen, grunted. Chatty bastard. When I tried to give him directions he cut me short. His ponytail shook when I offered a smoke. I sparked up a Café Crème and punched the button to drop the window. The wind blew the smoke back into the car. McCann shook his head, like he was the only man in the car with someplace he’d rather be. I should have been driving to Ayrshire now instead of playing fireman for Martin Moir.


‘It’s a piece of nonsense anyway.’ We were out on the Shettleston Road. ‘I’m supposed to be Politics.’


McCann frowned out of the window, scanning for street signs.


‘This is Politics.’


The fuck would you know about it, I thought, but he was right. They acted like feuding states, the Neils and the Walshes. Renaissance principalities, petty republics. Mostly it was border skirmishes. Beatings. Arson attacks. Street dealers robbed at knifepoint. But now and then there was a call for grander measures, grievous acts of revenge, the ghosts of 2005 out for a lick of blood.


McCann was slowing, flicking the indicator.


‘Here we are.’


An apron of grass opened out on our left. The little crowd, cops in yellow jackets, the Mobile Incident Unit like a stranded bus. The quivering ribbons of blue and white tape.


A cop stepped into the roadway and waved us down. I had my press card out as the window dropped.


‘Gerry Conway, Tribune on Sunday.’


The cop leaned down. Ginger moustache. Wedge of gold between his two front teeth. He looked past me at McCann, who smiled with his lips closed. McCann was wearing his snapper’s vest, all zips and buckles, D-rings and pockets. His camera case was on the floor between the seats.


‘OK, lads. Park at this side of the pitch. You know the drill: keep back from the locus.’


They had taped off the grass, a patch of nothing, ten metres square. A canvas tent had gone up, white, tall, with a pointed roof, like something from a medieval tournament. SOCOs in their white moon-suits were traipsing in and out. An officer guarded each side of the square. Within the tape the detectives stood around with their hands in their pockets, poking at the turf with their dress shoes. They wore dark shirts, metallic ties, black overcoats. As we crossed the grass I spotted Bobby Ireland, a DI from Stewart Street; another guy from Baird Street who I knew but couldn’t name. They looked like Mafiosi at a funeral.


Behind the far goal was the MIU, a big white trailer with a short row of steps to the door. Another yellow jacket by the steps.


The chopper was churning the air as McCann strode ahead, appraising the scene, squinting at the sky, rummaging in his shoulder-bag. He was conscious of the onlookers, avoided their eyes. The professional at work. There was a zip to his movements, a military crispness. He fitted a lens. He shot the tent, the SOCOs, the cop in front of the MIU, the football pitch and the high flats.


He shot the crowd, huddled like some faithful remnant. They seemed to expect this, looking incuriously at the lens or staring morosely into space. The killer liked to haunt such scenes, standing at the edge of the crowd, craning to witness his own absence. It paid to take a picture, just in case.


And then he was off, sending a curt nod my way as he shouldered his bag of tricks and skedaddled across the park. I envied him his finite task: in, out, squeeze off some shots; the crisp, moist click of the shutter. They would use a frame of a lone cop on tomorrow’s front page, the visored eyes, the resolute jaw, the solitary watcher standing between us and the chaos that takes place on the other side of the incident tape. I would have to turn it into words. I turned up my collar, set off across the freezing grass.


I spotted Gallacher from the News of the World chatting to one of the cops across the incident tape. In the shadow of the high flats was a news crew, Manda Levitt from Reporting Scotland, sexy-severe, talking to camera. I half-expected Moir to show up, his long dog face and floppy hair. He’d been following this feud so closely for so long he could sense where the next eruption would come. Moir was like a water-diviner for gangland violence. When the last victim – Jason ‘Jackie’ Stewart – was dispatched in an Asda car park, Moir was on the scene within minutes, interviewing witnesses, taking cellphone snaps of the shot-up Audi.


I should have worn better shoes. I flexed my toes, they were turning numb in my thin-soled oxfords. What was I doing here? Let Moir talk them up, these neds and hard men. A city fixated with hoods and blades. Why add to it? This was terrible journalism, the worst type of pandering. It wasn’t hard, it didn’t take special talent to get murdered in Glasgow. We had the worst per capita homicide rate in Western Europe. You had to travel far – Vilnius, Detroit – for a city that could top us. Thirty killings a year. But the perps weren’t gangsters. They were friends and flatmates, fractious neighbours. They plunged their mates with bread knives at drunken house parties in flare-ups fuelled by supermarket booze. And the victims; what did we give them? A wing column, two pars on an inside page. I spat on the grass, pressed on towards the trailer.


My plan was to chivvy a quote from the duty detective – it would be warmer in the trailer, at least – and then cab it back to base, but I didn’t make it that far. A teenage boy was coming towards me, baseball cap, scarf round the face, hands in the pockets of his snow-white track-top.


‘My maw saw it all,’ he said. ‘She saw the whole thing.’


‘Aye? Where is she?’


He pointed at the high flats. ‘Fifth floor. Fucking grandstand view.’ He had his phone out, waved it at me. ‘Want me to see if she’ll talk to you?’


‘How much?’


‘Fifty.’


‘Fuck off.’


‘Twenty.’


I nodded. I stamped the stiffening turf as the boy made his call. How the mighty have fallen. Foreign jollies. They sent me out to Hong Kong in ’97 to cover the handover. I remember the rain. The pipes playing ‘Auld Lang Syne’ as the Black Watch paraded past in their white dress jackets, their spats raising splashes from the flooded esplanade. The piece wrote itself. The massed umbrellas. Patten standing hatless to the rain. A kiltie with a folded Union flag, the pibroch slow and lonely as he stepped across the concourse.


That’s what I wrote, but what I really remembered was waking the next morning in my tiny stylish hotel room, high above the streets. The rain had stopped. The day was dawning fine – it wasn’t yet six – and below me, ringed by skyscrapers, was a public garden, a little disc of green. It had trees and paths and a children’s playground with little pagoda roofs, and there were people, standing, raising legs and arms in slow, balletic arcs. Even from my window, hundreds of feet in the air, I could sense their composure, the figures in the canvas trousers, baggy shirts; they were self-possessed, indifferent to the rousing city, the new dawn, the fresh dispensation. In the centre of the garden was a pond, a deep green eye, where the tiniest orange smudges flashed and died.


‘Big man.’ The boy was loping towards me, waving his mobile. ‘It’s sorted. Come on.’ We set off across the grass to the high flats.


The lifts were fucked. Rain started falling as we climbed the stairs, big windblown squalls that shook the landing windows. Stink of piss and cooking oil. The walls were finished in some hard metallic render and the slap of our palms on the black plastic handrail echoed round the stairwell.


Fifth floor. SHEPHERD in yellow on a tiny Perspex nameplate. A short woman in a dark hallway, she grunted at the boy. The boy didn’t stay. I heard him clattering down the stairs as I followed his mum down the hall.


The living room was cold but I was sweating from the climb. A big window gave onto the pitch. I sat on the sofa opposite her armchair. There was a print above the fireplace, something Highland and greenish, gloomy hills, a fringed cow.


Her face was puffy and coarse. Lank orange hair. Late fifties. She was wearing a man’s fleece, zipped to the neck, its sleeves folded back into gauntlet cuffs.


‘Mrs Shepherd—’


‘My name’s Duncan,’ she said.


‘Mrs Duncan.’


I could see my breath. There was a coal-effect electric fire in a fake-brick fireplace, its three bars dead and grey.


‘Mrs Duncan, your son tells me you saw the incident?’


 ‘Uh-huh.’ Suspicious, truculent. She looked too old to be the boy’s mother. Deep creases on her upper lip. Smoker’s face. Giving nothing away.


‘Could you describe what happened?’


I set my Sony UX on the coffee table.


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s a kind of tape recorder. It saves me having to take notes. Is that alright?’


She frowned at the black oblong with its glowing orange screen. Her fringe hung down like the cow in the painting.


‘Mrs Duncan, I’m not the police. You don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to. I thought that was clear.’ I took out my wallet and found a twenty, laid it down beside the UX.


She looked at the money and stood up, pushed at the too-long sleeves. ‘Come here.’ I followed her to the window. The detectives had gone, but the uniformed cops kept their guard beside the dwindling crowd. The rain had stopped but the droplets shone on the pane.


‘That was all in shadow.’ She wiped her hand across the foreground. ‘The sun was out this morning but this bit was in shadow. Most of the folk watching were on the far side, in the sunshine. There was nobody really on this side. Couple of wee boys, just. And the man.’


‘You noticed him? You got a good look?’


‘Aye. He was standing right there with his hood up. This pointy hood. Kind of scary-looking.’


‘You didn’t see his face?’


The red fringe shook.


‘Naw. When the ball got kicked out just here he ran back to get it and the hood came down but he was wearing a hat, a baseball cap and I couldn’t see his face. He got the ball and I thought he would kick it back but he didn’t. He just stood there with his foot on the ball. And when the player came towards him he wanted it back, he was waving for the guy to kick him the ball and then bang, he’s down.’


She shook her head, slower, seeing it again.


‘You see the gun?’


‘Naw. I didn’t even know he’d been shot. I heard the noise but I didn’t know what it was. I saw the guy running away and the football fella sat down. He didn’t seem that bothered. Then he’s on his back and the rest of them come running. And ten minutes later the ambulance comes right across the pitch, siren going. I didn’t know he’d been shot till I heard it on the wireless.’


We stood looking out at the scene, the locus. Not yet four but the light was failing, shadows on the grass, yellow headlights on the Baillieston Road. From this height you could see the tracks in the grass, the ambulance’s treadmarks. The crowd had thinned by now and the yellow jackets stood impassive. The window was turning glassy, reflective. She jerked her chin at my reflection, pushed the hair out of her face.


‘That any use to you?’


‘Aye.’ We turned back to the room. ‘Tickety-boo.’ I lifted the UX, put a tenner down on top of the twenty.


I left the flats at a clip. The boy peeled off from a wall and caught up with me, walking in step.


‘Go alright, big man? Get what you wanted?’


I nodded, kept walking.


‘Square me up, then? Finder’s fee?’


‘Ask your grannie.’


The mobile rang and I dug it out. Lewicki. He’d spoken to the CID at Baird Street. They were playing it close, Jan said. Wouldn’t tell him anything, just that there was footage, some camcorder shots of the gunman. ‘Watch the late news,’ he told me.


The rain was coming on again, thickening into sleet. I flagged a cab on the Baillieston Road. I’d had enough of the celebrated Glasgow banter to see me through the winter but it wasn’t finished yet.


‘See that carry-on this morning? Guy shot dead on the fitba park?’


The driver put his wipers up to double speed. The sleet had turned to snow, big flakes streaming at the windscreen, whipping past like stars, like passing galaxies. It gave me a feeling of vertigo, as if the cab was falling through space.


‘It was nothing-each when it happened.’ He caught my eye in the mirror and grinned. ‘First shots on target all day.’


The cab kept falling through snow.
















Chapter Two





I wrote it up and filed it. Fifty minutes’ work. ‘Man Shot Dead in City Park.’ I used a quote from the woman in the tower, the statement from the police. I wrote it flat and dry. No tricks, no gimmicks. Sent a four-par précis to tribune.com. We put the paper to bed at half past eight.


In the Cope, I pushed through the crush and found a stool at the bar. Joe Gorman turned for the Lagavulin bottle.


‘Saw the splash’ – he nodded at the city edition on the bar-top, tipping a quarter-inch of smoky gold into a tumbler. ‘Been a while.’


‘Cheers, Joe. Yeah, for what it’s worth.’


‘Moir sick, is he?’


‘Fuck you.’


Joe turned away, smirking. I added some water from the tap on the bar, scanned the crowd for Moir. He was usually here at this time. I took my phone out. There was a text from Roddy – 2nd place and a smiley face. I tapped out my answer: Go get em! Congrats + sorry. Work stuff. See you tomorrow. Since I’d bought him the phone, Rod was like a different boy. The silences, surly pre-teen huffs were gone. He texted me three or four times a day. ‘Sup.’ ‘Hey.’ ‘Later.’ Meaningless little tweets but I was glad to get them. I thought about my own dad, after the divorce. A week, ten days between calls. The pips. Cursing and fumbling as he fed the slot. The coins shunting home. He lived in a bedsit when he left us, a student place on Kelvin Drive. Shared toilet. No phone. I’ll have to go, he’d say; there’s a queue of people outside. I used to picture it. The red phone-box on the city pavement, a boxed oblong of yellow light. Dad holding the door for the next user, the little nod of acknowledgement.


I texted Moir – Come in Number 3, your time’s up, I wasn’t angry any more – and put the phone away.


The words ‘White Russian’ cut through the buzz. I recognised the order, then the voice. Neve McDonald was beside me, purse in hand. We’d had a thing, briefly, three weeks of fucking before they fired me for the Lyons piece. I broke it off but I can’t imagine she was heartbroken. That was four years ago. Since I’d come back to the paper we’d kept our distance.


‘Back in the old routine,’ she said.


‘Sorry?’


She leaned across me, her left breast grazing my bicep, lifted the folded paper from the bar-top. She spread it out.


‘Gerry Conway, ace crime reporter.’


I’d been on crime in my early days at the paper. Court reports, mostly.


‘Can’t keep a good man down.’


My arm was tingling where her breast had touched it.


‘So I hear. You tweet it yet?’


‘What?’


‘The story. Gallacher’s trending already. He’s got pics from the locus. Quotes. Do one now you’ll get some of his traffic.’


‘Traffic?’ I shook my head. ‘Jesus Christ, Neve, a man’s dead. Dead, okay? I boiled it down to six hundred words. You want me to tell it in 140 characters? To do what – steal “traffic” from that prick at the News of the World?’


‘Fine.’ Neve’s hand was up, shutting me off. ‘Do I give a fuck if you tweet it or not? Tell Driscoll. Tell Maguire. Jesus, sorry I spoke.’


‘Okay, Neve. Look, let’s – I’m sorry, alright? It’s rubbish, anyway – paper of record splashing on a city killing, local neds. It’s freesheet stuff. Never have happened under Rix.’


She breathed out slowly through her nose, took a swig of her drink, licked her milky moustache. ‘No one ever tell you you’re hard work, Gerry?’


I sipped my whisky. ‘Someone might’ve. Few years back. But I knew she was joking. The way she said it, I could tell she didn’t mean it.’


She paid for the drinks, slotted her change into the big charity whisky bottle on the bar. ‘Mari okay? The wee fella?’


‘Angus,’ I told her. ‘Brand new, thanks.’


‘Good.’ She collected her drinks in a little diamond formed by her fingers and thumbs. ‘We’re in the back booth.’ She jerked her head across the pub. I could see Maguire talking to Davidson, Driscoll lifting a pint to his lips.


‘I’ve got to get back.’


‘Aye. No doubt.’ She squeezed back into the crush, her drinks held high, hips swivelling.


I lifted the paper from the bar-top, tucked it under my arm. The night was cold and clear, the clouds gone, the pavements icy. I crossed the bridge, stars ablaze in the glossy Clyde. I looked up to see if the scattered pricks of light would resolve themselves into a constellation – a bear or a plough or one of the others – but they held their random stations. My heels rang on the walkway of the bridge as I crossed the river and set off into town.


In some ways the gloom was cheerful, the gloom that enveloped the trade, that pervaded our weeks from conference on Tuesday morning to the Cope on Saturday night. At least we had the benefit of foresight. We knew that our business was on its way out. We were the scattered remnants, the last of the clan. Okay, let’s go out with style, make the last days count. The past few weeks as I rode the subway to Ibrox I’d been happy, I relished my job more than ever. I was like a man recovering from a life-threatening illness; every day was a bonus.


The weather helped. I always think of winter as a hopeful time, a season of quiet graft and preparation, of groundwork and hidden diligence. Summer makes me nervous, fretful, I feel life passing me by. The sunny days are like an accusation. When the shortest day has passed I feel bereft, wrong-footed, like I’ve missed the boat again. But with the winter coming on, with November around the corner, with a hard blue sky in the mornings and a silver glint on the pavements and the cold air punching your lungs everything seems ahead of you. The future seems assured, even when it’s not.


I was glad I’d come back from PR. PR is where you go to die, or where you go when your paper does. I stuck it for three years before I staggered back like Lazarus, back to my old desk, my old beat, my old contacts and adversaries. Only everything was new. The title on my business cards – Scottish Political Editor, Tribune on Sunday – was the same, but now I was writing for the daily as well as the Sunday, writing for the website as well as the paper, writing news as well as Politics. And Politics wasn’t Politics any more.


I’d come back in time to cover the last election and I was still recovering. The losing party can go off and lick its wounds, regroup, elect a new leader. But the hacks who get it wrong? We have to sit down and write next week’s copy, pretend we know what we’re talking about. For months, it seemed, I’d been covering a different country. On 5 May the Scotland I described in my weekly column – that chippy, chary, toe-testing land, where the generations voted Labour from fear and from habit – turned out not to exist. It was a Narnia of my own invention. Maybe it was already passing into folklore in 2007, when the Nationalists won by a whisker. But now the old Scotland was finished, sunk like Atlantis. I kept a map of the constituency results on my partition wall. Except for some atolls of red around Glasgow and two spots of blue on the border with England, the whole bloody country was SNP yellow. Every seat in the Highlands, every seat in the North-East, every seat in Aberdeen and Dundee, four out of five in Edinburgh, five out of eight in Glasgow, all seats bar one in Ayrshire and Fife: the Nats had taken it all. Seats that had been Labour since 1945 had crashed like rotten redwoods. This was the map of a foreign country, one I knew nothing about.


There was solace in getting things utterly wrong. You had to start over, relearn whatever you thought you knew, start from the bottom, take your first steps like everyone else.


The night was getting colder and I flagged a cab. Both the fold-down seats bore the logo, the green ‘G’ in its coloured rings: ‘Glasgow 2014. XX Commonwealth Games.’


Because I missed it? Was that the answer? Because I got sick of PR? Because this was the only thing I was halfway good at? Because, despite the evidence of my senses and the actions of my colleagues, I still thought papers mattered?


The cab climbed Hope Street. Saturday night. Lassies’ legs in the headlights. The lads strutting up the roadway, cropped heads and rolling shoulders. Black-clad bouncers with earpieces, satin jackets shining in the lights. Maybe Maguire was right. When you go you should stay gone. Coming back was always an error.


We turned into Clouston Street, stopped halfway up. I signed the chit. Inside the flat I checked on Angus, listened for the breathing, tucked his left leg back under the blanket, tugging the cuff of his pyjama trousers over his plump calf, upped the heating a notch.


‘Here it is,’ Mari shouted.


I got a Sol from the fridge and plumped down beside her on the sofa.


They led with it. A man has been shot dead in a Glasgow park in what police suspect is a gangland execution. Shots of the park, the MIU, the yellow jackets guarding the incident tape, the murder squad standing round chatting. A shot of the chopper, filmed from below, an asterisk in the sky.


William Swan, known as ‘Blackie’, was killed by a lone gunman during a football match in the city’s Maxton Park. Headshot of Swan, cropped from a squad photograph, black-and-blue stripes at his shoulders. Grinning, tanned – the heedless victim.


They had no more details than we had. A cop was interviewed, mild, media-trained, hatless but in uniform, North of England accent. Want to reassure . . . obviously unusual . . . visible presence . . . everything we can.


Then they showed the footage. I sat forward, set the bottle on the floor between my feet. It was shaky, coarse-grained, dark. Hard to make it out at first. A jumbled crush of bodies and then a striped shirt blocking the lens. When the stripes move off the ball has squeezed out for a throw-in on the far side. At this point the camera swings round sharply to the touchline: a guy with a greying crewcut mugs a grimace, blows a kiss to the camera. You hear the shots just then – two flat cracks like someone snapping a desk with a ruler – and the camera jiggles nervously and fumbles for focus. Grass. Sky. A muddy blur then the camera steadies, finds it.


A figure on the grass. A dark shadow sprinting away. The camera tracks the runner, loping off towards the railings. As he reaches the park entrance he turns to look back. We get a still of this, the gunman caught in mid-stride, the torso twisted. Black parka slipping off his shoulders. Baseball cap with the bill pulled down. They’d tried to refine it, enhance it, bring out the features, but the face was still a blank. You’d recognise the gait, the stance, before you clocked the face.


Police are looking for anyone who saw a dark-coloured car parked on Baillieston Road between 11 and 11.25 a.m. Digits on the screen: the incident room at Baird Street; the Crimestoppers number. Please call.


Mari gathered her drawings, slipped them into the portfolio and zipped it. She slapped my thigh, leaned over to kiss my forehead.


‘Don’t be long.’


I waggled my beer-bottle, two-thirds empty.


‘Right behind you.’


A dark-coloured car. Good luck with that. I heard a noise above the news, a muffled crump as though a war report was encroaching on the previous item. I muted the telly and caught it again, the crackle of fireworks. Glitterburst of purple in the window. Guy Fawkes was two weeks off but they jumped the gun a little further each year, the local neds, terrorising the pets of Kelvinside. I necked the dregs of the Sol and fetched a final bottle from the fridge, thumbed a wedge of lemon down the neck.


I flicked through the channels and back to the news. Ground was broken today on a 36-hectare riverfront site that will house the Athletes’ Village for the Commonwealth Games in 2014. Camera flashes. A fat man in a hard hat, resting his foot on the lip of a spade. Close-up of his fleshy, grinning face, the green ‘G’ on his yellow hat: Gavin Haining, leader of Glasgow City Council. Cut to artist’s impression of Scandinavian-style houses in tasteful clusters, puffy green trees, pedestrians on walkways.


‘This will bring the East End back to life,’ Haining was saying. ‘Nearly eight hundred homes. Eco-friendly. State of the art.’


I knew Haining a little. I’d been to my share of civic receptions, shared his table at charity dinners. A big ebullient figure with a mooing laugh, a clapper of shoulders, a barer of teeth in bonhomous grins.


‘And what happens, Councillor Haining, when the Games are over; will these houses be sold as private homes?’


‘Some of them, yes. But four hundred of these homes will be reserved for rental accommodation, providing the kind of high-quality social housing this city so desperately needs.’


The reporter said that a grouping of construction firms – the Kentigern Consortium – would oversee the building of the village, but that contracts for sub-contractors would be awarded over the coming weeks and months. There were two more items – a fatal collision on the A9 and a missing Glasgow prostitute – before the anchor handed over to the sports reporter, a fizzy blonde in a tailored jacket, risky inch of cleavage.


The mobile rang, my new iPhone, the ringtone still unfamiliar.


‘You see it?’


Lewicki.


‘Not exactly Zapruder, is it? Missed the money shot.’


‘Yeah. Well.’ Lewicki’s voice had the belligerent edge. Drink taken. ‘We know who it was anyway.’


The football results were coming up on the screen. If you don’t want to know the scores, look away now. Could be the caption for my life over the past couple of years, I reflected: Look away now.


‘The shooter?’


‘Fuck the shooter. The shooter’s immaterial. We know who did it.’


We’d beaten Hearts two-nil. The Huns had drawn with Motherwell. Put us four points clear.


‘Everyone knows who did it, Jan. Maybe they should claim responsibility. Like they did in Ireland in the old days. Passwords and codenames. P. O’Neill. Still,’ I said. ‘Happy days on the South Side. Dancing in the streets of Pollok.’


‘Shitting their pants is more like it.’


‘Payback?’


‘You don’t shoot a guy playing football. Saturday morning. His old man watching from the sidelines.’


‘Swan’s dad was there?’


‘Aye.’ Little kisses came down the line as Lewicki got a cigar going. ‘Billy Senior. Hamish Neil’s first cousin. They’ll feel it down there. Jesus. Shitstorm that’s coming.’




*





I walked down to the twenty-four-hour garage for the other Sundays. Papers getting fatter as their readership thinned. Walking back across the bridge in the sharp cold air I checked my phone, scrolled down my Twitter feed:




Kevin Gallacher @kevinrjgallacher1h


Batten down the hatches. Hope I’m wrong but this cld be worse than 2005. Last thing Glw needs w Commie Games arnd corner. #gangwar





Hope I’m wrong. Like fuck you do, Gallo. I checked Moir, too, in case he’d mentioned the killing, but his last tweet was two days old.


Back at the flat I slapped the stack of newsprint onto the table and fetched a final beer. The English qualities had nothing. Not a wing, not a par. There was a page six lead in Scotland on Sunday (Killing Sparks Fears of Gangland Feud). But the redtops gave it a show. GANG WAR was Gallacher’s splash in the News of the World. He quoted a source close to ‘underworld kingpin Hamish Neil’ saying reprisals were certain: ‘The Walshes won’t know what’s hit them.’ Aye they will, I thought: Hamish Neil.


But Torcuil Bain in the Mail had pissed on us all. They’d splashed with a photo of Swan in a Rangers jersey: soccer starlet slain. Swan was twenty-six; hardly a ‘starlet’. But it turned out he’d trialled for Rangers. Bain had dug it up, Swan’s football career. Schoolboy international. The teenage trial with the ’Gers that didn’t work out. Signed for St Mirren: a leg-break crocked him for a year, cost him a yard. Free transfer to Morton. Dropped down to the Juniors. By this time he was an enforcer for Maitland, but he kept turning out, skippering the local team. On an inside page there was the squad photo of Blackhill United, Swan with the captain’s armband, a strip of suddenly sinister black, as if he was in mourning for himself.


A gangland execution with Old Firm overtones. Driscoll would be spitting. We’d led with Swan but the Mail would bury us anyway. I looked again at the front-page photo. The bleached-blond spikes. Silver sleeper catching the light. The royal-blue jersey with the lager logo splashed across the chest. He must have been useful, to try out for the Huns. He’d skippered Blackhill to last year’s Junior Cup Final. I thought of the weekly write-ups, the match reports in trundling soccerese, some good work down the left saw Swan release Cunningham. It wouldn’t be hard to target Billy Swan. No need to monitor his movements, study his habits, establish a pattern. All you needed was next week’s fixtures, there in black and white in the local paper.


Bain’s piece had another scoop: According to eyewitness reports, the killer was dark-complexioned, possibly of Eastern European origin. From the footage you could hardly tell a thing about the killer, but I knew what Bain was doing. You never lost sales by blaming the Roma. But a stopped clock’s right twice a day and according to Lewicki one of the Roma gangs in Govanhill was working with the Walshes. Frighteners. Disciplinaries. General enforcement. The Walshes farmed these tasks out to their Slovak buddies. Maybe hits were being subcontracted too.


I pushed the papers away. The TV was still running in the living room. The weather forecast. More snow. Snow in October. I thumbed the remote and killed the picture. There was an ominous rumble in the flat, low throbbing knocks like a rumour of battle. I snapped the box-room light on. The tumble-drier. The clothes flopped in drunken heaves, collapsing onto each other and chasing round again. I watched Angus’s vests, the days of the week in a tangled swirl, and padded through to bed.
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