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         To Maggie, Gemma and Claire,

and all the wonderful people in my life.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

         

         “You’re a fuck up, Rooney,” I say to him, in his head.

         “Tell me about it,” he says to me, in the dark.

         
             

         

         I’m about to torment him some more, but then Mrs Gribben interrupts, her Irish brogue booming from the foot of the stairs.

         “Get yourself up… di’ye hear?”

         He’s not going to answer her. He knows where’s best.

         “Jaysus, I don’t know why I bother,” she says to someone else. “He’s been up there since Hogmanay, four days talking to himself – no bloody life.”

         Although a shiver courses up Rooney’s arm, the one hanging out of the bed, his fingers feeling like ice, in his bed wrapped in a cocoon of blankets and coats tight like his mother’s shawl, he’s talking to me.

         “Just leave me be,” he groans, not that she can hear him from beneath his clothing-bank.

         “Typical Glasgow January night, Rooney,” he says, drawing his head above the coats to look through the ice covered window. “Dreich as sleet, cold as death, and unforgiving as spite. I’m staying put.”

         “They’ve delivered your booze,” the Gribben says loud, then low. “That’ll get him up.”

         “They’ve delivered your booze.”

         “My order’s arrived?” he asks, lowering the coats from his head to reveal his face.

         “Appears so.”

         Extricating from his humpy, he shimmies his legs out of bed, sits up and shivers. Clicking on the bedside lamp, he turns a previously harmless dark space into a danger zone. Reality kicks in as he pulls his shambling frame onto his legs, lifting a coat or two from the bed to rewrap himself. The lino’s cold on his bare feet. He sits to don a worn pair of sheepskin slippers and straightens his half shape to orient by the lamp, from the light giving shadows, to the chair next to it, where he sits to get his bearings.

         Once more, the thunder rumbles. “Do you bloody hear me, Rooney? Are you coming down?”

         “She’ll send him away. She’s done it before.”

         “Indeed, dear woman. Just detain the man long enough for me to get there.”

         Fumbling with his trousers, he finds a crumpled twenty; then, stacking another coat over his shoulders, he shuffles through the sitting room, into the hall, to the door of the flat, exposing only enough skin to turn the key and open it. He pushes back the rolled-up draught-blocking rug with his foot, approaches the top of the stairs, only to realise he’s been fooled. The Gribben is down there, but so is Jackie, his erstwhile colleague in crime, and one time spouse.

         “Ah hah, the thought police have arrived.” For Rooney, Detective Chief Inspector Jacqueline Kaminski, Glasgow Pitt Street, appearing there means “Big fuckin’ trouble.”

         “Well, Happy New Year to you… hermit,” she says, in that smart-cop-way. ‘Brass neck,’ comes to mind. “No’ answering your phone these days, nor your door intercom?”

         “Might’ve done so, had it been a nice kind woman, not an annoying bad-hat like you. Why are you invading my privacy?”

         “Privacy? Hibernation, you mean.”

         “What I do in the comfort of my own home is my affair.” He rests his elbows on the bannister. “Comfort being a generous term,” he lobs at the Gribben. “Why are you here, Jackie?”

         “Just a multi-fuckin’-murder,” she says, staccato style; using profanities matter-of-fact in the way he well remembers.

         “Oh. Fine. Cheerio,” he says. He turns away, sweeping his coat around him like a Shakespearian actor’s cloak.

         “No’ wanting to hear the gory details?” Jackie nods to the Gribben, knowing she understands her tactic.

         “No’ the least bit interested.” He heads back to the flat. It doesn’t stop her though.

         “There’s a psycho out there.”

         “So what, there’s one here too,” he says towards the Gribben.

         “You bring the best out in me,” the Gribben replies, with one of those faces.

         “He’s one of yours,” Jackie says.

         “Feck-all to do wi’ me.”

         “This guy does it in groups.”

         “Groups?”

         “So do swingers…”

         “Up on the Cobbler, four stiffs.”

         “Multiple?”

         “An elderly councillor and a good whack of her family.”

         “Interested?”

         “When?”

         “Couple of hours ago.”

         “It’s no’ my stuff no more.”

         “I want you there, wi’ me.”

         “She wants you there, wi’ her.”

         “Jackie, this shrink retired on health grounds, mind?”

         “Aye, I mind.”

         “Not that our breakup had anything to do with that, oh no.”

         “Rooney, we need to get over there. Right?”

         There’s no contest between Arrochar and his bed. “I’m ill,” he says.

         “Aye, a walking liver disease. Your car’s waiting, Sir,” she persists, this woman with no sympathy for his sorry state.

         “Better do what she says. She’ll stop your order.”

         “What’s that to you,” he says to me. Defeated, he goes back inside, but not before he gives a defiant thrust. “She… ite, be good to get the fuck out of this igloo of an apartment–” He shivers, the coats falling to the floor as he puts on his shirt. “–into a warm bar.” He grunts, struggling with his Docs. “Where I can find some… feckin’… privacy.” The last word ricochets down the stairs.

         He sits, takes a breath, and spans the room.

         “An aesthetic nightmare, Rooney?”

         He raises his eyes.

         He has been here since his last high, after hitting rock bottom. All he has of any importance are some self-produced paintings adorning the walls: a tiger, a great white, a mosquito – killers all, remnants of an old hobby and a retreat from a stressful profession. Some scattered books, textbooks mainly, lie across the floor; remnants of a life of Freudian analysis. An old winged-back chesterfield chair, which, like himself, has seen better days. A drained glass lies on the table, flanked by a platoon of empty bottles. They’ll remain standing to attention until his weekly environmental health sojourn, forestalling the invasion of flies, rats… social workers.

         A dejected reflection of a man.

         “You, Sean Rooney.”

         “And you’re nothing but a figment of my tortured imagination. Me, I’m Rooney, get it?”

         “You, mine host, are a forty-nine-year-old, divorced, ex-professional man, living in a shitty Partick pied-à-terre, with only a voice for company.”

         “I’m a Doctor.”

         “Ah, but no’ the medical kind. No’ how the body–”

         “I’m a doctor, of the mind, and how it works.”

         “And how it doesn’t?”

         “I’m a PhD.”

         “An erstwhile… failed… psychologist.”

         “Fuck off, bastard.” His name for me.

         Rooney, psychological adviser, as he was, had the ability to track those who left something of themselves behind: patterns, characteristics, and sometimes clues. Men with distinctive ways and traits; types so dissimilar to their normal fellows, that the broad indiscernible road, in ever diminishing breadths, became a well-worn path.

         “You telling them about me?”

         “I am. They need to know.”

         It wasn’t enough for him to find the man and establish who he was, however. He needed to know why: why he did what he did. So much so it made him sick, sick of it and him too. His men fell into similar patterns: been caused pain, will cause pain; been controlled, exploited and manipulated, will control, exploit and manipulate; no one cares for me, I don’t care for others; people hate me, I’ll hate them back; life hasn’t given me anything, I’ll take what’s mine by right.

         His job became a drudge. Then simultaneously, his illness and I arrived, invading him, tormenting him–

         “Driving me mad.”

         “Making you… bad.”

         He had always hoped there would be one in particular, one who would interest him more than the others, but one who could get to him, get into him, damage him. He feared this, but so great his interest – his perverse interest – he… wanted him.

         “What you saying?”

         “You want him.”

         “I want–”

         “Him.”

         For Rooney, mental illness arrived in his early-forties, just when everything was going well.

         “I was on the crest of a wave, wi’ the Strathclyde Polis.”

         “You hit the skids.”

         “I became… ill.” Shoes tied and jacket buttoned, he moseys down towards these sentinels of his sure destruction. “I am no’ up to this,” he says, pulling his scarf from the coat rack, wrapping it python-like around his neck. “I just hope you’re not taking the piss.”

         “The car’s out there, hon,” Jackie says, fearing a last stand at the door. “Get the fuck into it.”

         “Get into it, hon. Just do it.”

         “Abso-fucking-lutely,” he says, realising the futility of arguing.

         “I see you’re in your working gear; going begging?” Jackie asks.

         “It used to be a white suit.”

         “Before it was a tablecloth in a curry house, after a crowd of students ate from it.”

         “See your jokes haven’t improved.”

         The Gribben smirks.

         “Sartorial elegance no’ my strong point, Mrs G?” he says, noticing Jackie’s wellies, which have replaced her customary Prada heels.

         The Gribben holds open his black Crombie, awaiting his arms, then adds his Derby tweed bunnet, an Oxfam purchase. “I’ve been worried about you,” she says, through cig gripping lips, folding her arms in a wee-washer-wuman-wie.

         “I’m alive, alive oh,” he says. “From Dublin’s fair city, where the girls are so pretty – shame about you!”

         He gets in the back of the car and pulls the door behind him. A uniform is behind the wheel as a group of weans gather around the car.

         “Fame at last Rooney?” Jackie says, turning round.

         “Right, dear,” he says. “In this city, polis cars turn incidents into circuses.”

         “You’re the incident Rooney, a circus clown.”

         “Fuck off and leave me alone.”

         “Just like old times… bastard,” Jackie replies.

         “Correct.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Klaxon blaring, the police car batters through early evening traffic, heading out onto the A82, Arrochar bound. He’s been on these journeys before. Courtesy of the ever-resourceful Glasgow cabs, he always delayed his arrival at an incident to just behind the paramedics. “I’m no good at stemming blood,” he’d say.

         “Takes me back.”

         “Aye.”

         “Talking to yourself again, hon?” Jackie asks, from the front.

         “Happens.”

         Heading to an ‘incident’, Rooney would be on his mobile to Ben, his social worker chum and the leader of the major incident team. Ben had a sure and trusted diary, from which he’d track them through wives, liaisons, hotel receptions, pubs for professionals… professional boozers.

         Rooney closes his eyes, pushes his head back, covers his face with his bunnet.

         “Aye, you get some sleep,” Jackie says. “You’ll need it where we’re going.”

         “Right you are,” he says. “You did drag me from my kip.”

         He slides down on the back seat, his arms folded.

         We’ll have an ‘internal chat’. The two voices in his head: his and mine, our inner dialogue. As far as Jackie’s concerned, he’s having a nap en route. Not to be accused of talking to himself, this time.

         “We were… professional listeners,” he says to me.

         “So called no gooders, pain parasites; drinking large amounts of beer, wine, whisky, vodka.”

         “Debriefing, ousting our feelings, putting them to bed.”

         “Like flies in shit?”

         “Pain relief, bastard.”

         Their reward… for the words of comfort.

         “Years of learning what not to say.”

         “How’s your tennis game? How’s your broken neck?”

         “Years of learning–”

         “How not to stay… sober.”

         “I had… issues.”

         Ting! Revelation time!

         “Your illness.”

         “My bipolar.”

         “Self-destruction.”

         “Messed up my… self. My–”

         “Marriage?”

         “Sanity.”

         “Mad man pursues mad, bad men.”

         “I was ill, they were–”

         “Iller, badder?”

         “Mentally disordered offenders.”

         “Psychos.”

         “MDOs.”

         Jackie’s mobile interrupts our cozy chat. “Hello, Archie. Yes, we’re on our way.”

         Rooney talks into the space between his head and the roof of the car. “Where were we before we were so rudely interrupted?”

         “We were discussing your psychos.”

         “MDOs.”

         “Brian Harte, mind him?”

         “Indeed.”

         “The nutjob.”

         Jackie talks into her phone. “How is she?”

         “He was on his medical training. Had to abandon it with the onset of schizophrenia.”

         “That’s what I said, nutjob.”

         Jackie continues, “OK, be there soon.”

         “He had beliefs. A ‘national responsibility for overseeing and punishing poor clinical practice’.”

         She orders the uniform to ‘get a move on driver’.

         “You assessed him… pre-conviction, in Springburn Medium Secure Unit. He threatened a doctor with a knife.”

         “His mental disorder was evident, his predisposition for homicide less so.”

         “Yes… yes… yes,” says Jackie, well out of our conversation and into hers.

         “‘Hates doctors… pathological need to attack healthcare staff… will kill eventually,’ you said.”

         “I did.”

         “Your opinion: a nutjob?”

         “OK bastard, whatever you say,” he says to the roof of the car.

         “Rooney!”

         He turns his head and gazes through the car window into a bleak, miserable night. He wipes the condensation with the cuff of his coat as the dark of the A82 bypass replaces the street lights of Dumbarton, the headlights of oncoming cars illuminating the inside of the car in strobe-like rapidity.

         “I recommended a hospital order with restrictions,” he says.

         “The sheriff released him on probation.”

         “With a condition to attend a forensic psychiatrist… for treatment.”

         “Treatment he’d never accept.”

         Later, Harte, during his ‘mission’ took a dislike of and an iron crowbar to Doctor John Gilbert, an old friend and colleague of Rooney’s, during a busy surgery. Fastidious in dress, with oiled, sweptback hair, he walked without hesitation or respect through a packed waiting room. “Time to protect the weak and vulnerable,” he said, as he entered his friend’s treatment room, where he casually and brutally bludgeoned him to death. Before he left, this man whom no one saw gouged out the GP’s eyes with his fingers.

         “You don’t get evidence from onlookers about a man who kills. His characteristics were clear enough to me though. I tracked him down to that grotty homeless hostel in Brig’ton.”

         “That you knew… well.”

         “I knew he’d seek sanctuary in a place where no one asks questions.”

         “‘Who are you?’ ‘Why are you here?’ ‘Where did you come from?’ ‘When were you last here Rooney?’”

         “Among those raving and talking in their sleep, his delusions set him apart.”

         “In a salubrious hostel of the East End, where many a fine man graced their barren spaces, lay on their finer horsehair mattresses, with no more than inches between each mattress or body–”

         “My words.”

         “–full of nutjobs.”

         “A man there would be conspicuous by his actions and attire.”

         “‘A real dandy,’ the manager said of Harte’s slicked back hair and smart clothes. ‘I’m a medical man,’ he said to him.”

         “With the assistance of a few pounds, I asked him, if he could check, perhaps when he was asleep, if he was carrying anything… particular.”

         “Ethical?”

         “He found John’s eyes in Harte’s coat pocket.”

         “And off to Hillwood he went, to the place where deranged folk like you and Harte happily weaved baskets.”

         “I worked there.”

         “You were sectioned.”

         “Bastard.”

         “Rooney!” Jackie scowls at him through her vanity mirror; meaning ‘shut-the-fuck-up’.

         “You incarcerated him Rooney. He was a… sick man.”

         “I was pleased with his incarceration.”

         “To treat or to punish; you wanted to hurt this man.”

         “He’d killed my friend.”

         “He needed help. You were about helping, supporting.”

         “So I thought… then.”

         Rooney returns to his window gazing. Twenty-odd minutes later, the car pulls into the car park in Arrochar, at the head of Loch Long. He drags himself out of the car.

         “Get these on,” she orders, handing him a fluorescent jacket, a hardhat and a pair of wellies.

         “Like a mammy wi’ a wean in the rain.”

         “No lip Rooney. I don’t need it.”

         He decides not to. It’ll only confirm her long-term dominance of him. She introduces Detective Inspector Archie Paterson. He ate all the pies, Rooney thinks. He’s to be his aide, again ‘no lip’.

         They transfer to a police Landover and rumble up the forest tracks until they’re around a thousand feet or so above the side of the hill. Then the walking begins. Rooney doesn’t need this, albeit priding himself in being a ‘bit of a walker in his time’, having climbed these hills in his earlier life.

         “The old knees no’ so good these days?”

         “You’re telling me,” he says, puffing white frosty breath into the dark.

         Climbing paths looking down on Loch Long, Jackie leads like a girl-guide leader. ‘Keep up, boys!’ she cries, forging ahead, fit and thin, us falling behind, fat and feeble. This is a bitterly cold night in the glens, so says his ever-freezing feet and other protuberances. After thirty minutes or so of slog, she points, “Up there, on the clearing, just by the floodlights.”

         “Who’s there?” Rooney asks, hearing the hubbub. He’s in no mood to socialise.

         “Some locals,” she says. “The village GP, the local polis, firemen, the forestry worker who made the first call, some walkers and some others, who the fuck knows.”

         “Fine, thanks,” he says, wishing he hadn’t asked.

         They crunch through icy, boggy ground, moving up and over some hillocks. From Archie’s puffing, Rooney wonders if his rotund body will give up on him and he’ll expire right there and then. Then, as if to confirm he’s well out of his depth there, Rooney slips and slides down the side of a hillock. Archie grabs for him, but his fingers rip from his coat as he falls. He knows the risks of this place from years of climbing around there, on the Cobbler, or Ben Arthur, its proper name, where he explored the caves on its slope. The ‘New Year caves’, where crazy Glaswegians, the Creag Dhu guys, spent New Year holidays deep in their recesses, around wood fires. There they smoked, drank and told stories of famed climbs in these hills. As he slides, he remembers that sheep, dogs, even walkers, had fallen into fissures scarring these slopes. His slide comes to a crunching halt, ending with him in a sitting position.

         “What the fuck am I doing here?”

         “Sitting on your arse.”

         Jackie and Archie reach him.

         “You alright?” she asks.

         “Oh, just hunky-fuckin’-dory,” he says, in the icy mud.

         “Get yourself up man.”

         “Go… away.”

         “You talking to yourself?” Archie asks.

         “He has voices,” Jackie says.

         “Voices? I have a voice.”

         “I knew this was a stupid idea,” says Archie, helping him to his feet.

         Archie’s right.

         “He’s fine, he’s used to being on his arse,” Jackie says, with all the concern of a Glasgow bagman.

         “Thanks.” Rooney turns to a sound of groaning. “What’s that?”

         “That is why you’re here,” Jackie says.

         “We hear you’re good wi’ the auld wimen,” Archie says.

         Jackie leads him to her. “She’s a city councillor, a kind of mother figure in the council.”

         “A coonty councillor and clapped out counsellor, perfect match,” Archie says.

         “Is that the best you can do?”

         “I like it.”

         Rooney shakes his head, as if he’s trying to shake me out of it.

         “What do you expect me to say to her?”

         “Just do what you do,” Jackie says. “Talk to her.”

         “Take me home.”

         “To your humpy.”

         “Listen,” she says. “You’re here, and she’s dying, and you need to talk to her.”

         “You brought me here to talk to a… dying old woman. Why isn’t she in hospital?”

         “Rooney,” Jackie says, into his face. “The medics say if they move her she’ll die on the spot. They can’t get a helicopter in here. You’re an incident counsellor. This is what you do–”

         “Did.”

         “Did, do.”

         “I have to do nothing.” He could walk away, but realises he’s going nowhere without transport. “Get me down,” he says.

         “I will. When you do this,” she says. “We need what she can tell you.”

         She knows how to exploit this once-was professional: emotional blackmail and ego stroking in equal measure.

         “OK, but don’t expect me to do… anything else. No more, got it?”

         “OK, I got it.”

         He moves forward. He’s to ‘talk to her’, so say the blue serge brigade with a problem talking to victims.

         “Hello my dear, how you doing?” he says, leaning over the injured woman.

         “Ridiculous question Rooney, she’s far from doing anything.”

         She turns slowly to look him in the face. “I have been better, son,” she says, with Eastern European vowels coming through the Scots.

         “Rooney, she’s wrapped around a rock, has multiple injuries, her life’s ebbing fast.”

         “Do not worry, sir,” she says to him. “I don’t feel very much, and I don’t need a doctor to tell me I am done.”

         “Indeed.”

         He edges closer to her and, as softly as his gruff voice will produce, he asks her name.

         “I’m Irena, Irena Zysk,” she replies, grasping his arm. She tries to pull him to her, like an old lady trying to put ten pence in a wean’s pocket. “My family, they are safe, yes?” He grips her hand gently to say they’re not. “Listen to me, I need to tell you,” she says.

         “I’m listening, Irena, take your time.”

         “More crass statements Rooney, she has little time.”

         “There were these men,” she says, “but one of them, this man.”

         “I’m no’ the polis, Irena. You don’t need to tell me anything. I am just here–”

         “Yes, good, but please listen to me.” She’s anxious to get it out. “They came to our house, when we were having dinner. They had guns and forced us into two cars. They brought us here. ‘Get out of the car and to kneel down,’ they said. Then this man came around to the front of us and stood over us. He was just looking down on us.” She stops, her face grimaces with the pain. “Then he said something, in Latin. I knew it was Latin, I’ve heard it many times at our mass.”

         “The old mass, the Latin that makes your skin creep.”

         After his illness, Latin words brought on shades of gold in his head, something to do with the colour of the vestments.

         She continues. “‘In nomine Patris,’ he said. I know what that means.” She made a mini sign of the cross. “In the name of the father. Then he turned to me and looked into my eyes, with the eyes… dead eyes. And a smile, not a smile, a grin–”

         From her eyes, Rooney sees a flash of pain shoot through her.

         “A funny voice.”

         “Not that funny, Irena.”

         “A funny face and a funny voice without being funny; do you know what I mean?”

         “I think I do,” he says, though not really sure if he does. She presses closer to him; her voice dimming as she whispers in his ear. “He nodded to one of the men, like an SS officer in Auschwitz giving the kill command. Then one of them hit me hit hard on the head, then kicked me over the side of the hill. Down here, until the police arrived. It was dark, cold, and so, so long. I was scared son, really scared.”

         “I’m sure you were, darling.”

         Her soft tones remind him of his mother, dead three years. He sits there holding her hand, her fingers growing cold in his, the chill ascending her arm. The paramedics move in, to do what they can, but they’ve no chance. The tears well up in his eyes, the pain wells up in his heart.

         “You are a psychologist, an expert on feelings, control them.”

         He can’t stop them, the tears flow down his face, dripping off his chin.

         “Who are they for, Rooney?”

         He feels the pain of the old woman, in his head and his heart. The darkness descends in his mind and his soul, as he sits there cursing whatever brought them together.

         Joining him, Jackie says, “Our elderly councillor makes the full house.”

         “Four of a kind,” Rooney gently sorts the old lady’s hair.

         “What?”

         “Four of a kind, the family, and gran the ace.”

         “Oh,” she says, standing corrected. “And the rest are up there, decapitated, laid out side by side.”

         “What do you care?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “You can’t deal with this.”

         “We have a job to do, Rooney.”

         “Aye, a job to do.”

         “You alright hon?”

         “Just dinky-fuckin-doo.”

         Her ‘hon’ is far from ‘alright’.

         Archie helps him up to the path. He catches his breath. His mobile goes off. ‘Ben’ is on the screen. He holds the mobile tight against his right ear, to block out the whistling wind with his hands.

         “Hi, Roon, good to have you back.”

         “Ben, I’m no’ back. It’s no’ official.”

         “Well, we’ll see.” Ben’s unconvinced. “We’re in a marquee in the car park, with some of the relatives and friends.”

         “How’s it going?”

         “I’ve just talked to a daughter. The family were snatched when she was out of town. She’s pretty… well you know–”

         “I know.”

         “Not so lucky white heather.”

         “The family?”

         “Murdered.”

         “Sure, Roon. But any more, you know… the circumstances?”

         “Not my business, you know that.”

         “Roon, you OK?”

         “Just dandy.”

         “Sure?”

         “Ben, with the greatest of respect, you’re no’ my social worker.”

         “Aye, sure, Roon. Phone me later.” He switches off.

         “No’ your social worker… Who looks after you?”

         “I look after myself, you mental prick.”

         They return to the safety of the car park. Jackie’s team is yelling above the din, trying to maintain the cordons. The paparazzi are getting through. Photographers or parasites, Rooney wonders. His mind flashes to stills of war correspondents taking pictures of victims being shot.

         “What should they do?” he asks himself. “Take the pictures, tell the world, or put their lives in danger?”

         “What would you have done?”

         He doesn’t answer, but he knows what he would do. A picture is as good as any evidence from witnesses, and Rooney likes his pictures.

         “Where will they take them?” he asks Archie.

         “To a makeshift mortuary. An empty barn, for forensics, for the night. The army set it up. They’ll help search for evidence.”

         Rooney sees green Land Rovers spewing out camouflaged soldiers to head up the hill in horizontal waves. Just like the farmers when they burn off the bracken, the fire moving up the hill, fanning out.

         “Well used to exercises in these hills.” He recalls times coming down the hill, when he’d encountered platoons of paras in camouflage heading up.

         Jackie heads off.

         “Away to do police work.”

         “Don’t you worry about me,” Rooney mutters. He lights up and coughs, drawing in cold air mixed with smoke, as he looks down Loch Long.

         “Why should she?”

         “No reason.”

         Archie escorts him to Jackie’s trailer. She’s there outside, delivering a statement to a BBC Scotland camera team. She’s expressing “deep shock at a heinous crime,” and offering “sincere condolences to the family and friends of Councillor Zysk.” She’s in full flow in her best presentational voice. “The investigation is at a very early stage in establishing the circumstances and finding those responsible for the deaths of councillor Zysk and the members of her family.” She’s clearing her throat. “Our inspectors are carrying out enquiries and gathering details. Anyone with any information is asked to call Pitt Street on 0141 532 2000. Alternatively, Crimestoppers may be contacted on 0800 555 111, where anonymity will be protected.” She finishes her statement and makes her way to Rooney.

         “You’ve said that before.”

         “I try.”

         “What’s the Council saying?”

         “Muir’s released a statement from the City Chambers. He expressed ‘deep shock’. Irena was a respected Councillor, an ambassador for the multi-ethnic subgroup on the council.”

         “The Polish community’ll be devastated.” Rooney sees from her face she’s too tired to enter into a discussion over local multicultural politics. “You look well and truly knackered.”

         “And you look like shit.”

         “She’s right.”

         “Indeed.” He feels his coat and muddy trousers. “I need a drink, you on escort duty dear?”

         “Well, George Clooney asked me earlier.” She looks around. “But, as you know, I’ve a real soft spot for the afflicted.” She changes out of her wellies into her Pradas.

         “Don’t flatter yourself. Though you’re right, he is afflicted.”

         “Well, you’re no’ going to catch the killers here.”

         “No’ even wi’ more filth than on Sauchiehall Street on a Saturday night?”

         Rooney grins like someone with a voice in his head.

         “Archie, take over,” she instructs. His look says, ‘Aye, on you go, leave it all wi’ me.’ “OK, let’s get the fuck outta here,” she says.

         They weave through the cordons, the line of media and the onlookers – the ‘disaster tourists’ as she puts it – until they find themselves in the car park. Some people look stunned, locked in, refusing to move – rabbits in headlights – fearing they’ll miss something. She seizes a local patrol car from an arriving officer, who’s happy to be involved, if only to get them to the Village Inn, the local boozer, only minutes away along the head of the loch. At well past three in the morning the bar’s still open.

         She reaches the bar first. “Whisky, doubles, two of?” she says, no messing. “Correct?” she asks Rooney.

         “You know me so well.”

         “Aye, no’ the party pooper.”

         “But no ice, waters it down.” He’s in a hurry, downs it in seconds, and orders the same. They drink and they drink more. It’s obvious to all there they’re AWOL from the ‘murders on the Cobbler’; something to do with his filthy clothes and his desperate need to get rat arsed.

         Phil, the manager, plays his part in the event. No local cops’ll invade his domain and dictate local licensing times, liberal anyway. A guitarist and a fiddler, accompanied by some badly out-of-tune voices, are in the corner by the fire. “Free booze, they’re no’ complaining,” Phil says.

         “So, Jackie,” Rooney says. “Why did you drag me here and out of my nest? If you wanted a wee highland bevvy, you just needed to ask.”

         “Aye, happy as a dug rolling in shit,” she says. “I knew you’d be good wi’ the old lady, that’s why.” She slurps two mouthfuls at once. “You’re a useful man, when you’re not depressed, high or pished that is.”

         “Depressed and high permitting; but sober, when did that ever matter to you?”

         She taps varnished nails against the side of the glass. “I need you sober this time.”

         “Look,” he says. “I used to do profiles and therapy, but this is something different. I’m no’ doing it.” His voice’s loud enough for the locals to turn away from their beers.

         “I haven’t asked you to do anything. Being here’s good enough for now.” She looks at him full in the face for two seconds. “Fancy some TLC?”

         She heads off to the toilet, but returns waving a hotel key with a solid wooden fob at him. Sliding the empty glasses towards Phil across the bar, she thanks him for the room, then takes Rooney by the hand.

         “I had a feeling it would be needed the night,” Phil says, leaning over the bar so’s not to be heard. “It’s no’ for the tourist shite; it’s for the folk who’re involved in a… proper way?” He’s happy to provide his small support and a bottle of Grouse from the gantry.

         She leads Rooney out of the bar. Prematurely, he thinks, given it’s still open. They head up the stairs, these two drunks, to find their room and a single bed. It’ll do.

         They sit on the edge of the bed and he reaches for the bottle. She reaches for him and pulls him to her. There was a time when it was for love. This time it’s security, comfort, sex; for then, he cared not why. They hold each other, not needing more for then, but after a while they did. Then it’s demanding, desperate. Clothes are wrestled upward and kicked downward. Flesh melds with flesh and drink mixes with lust and basic human need. There’s no script, neither lead nor follow, they just get on with it. His medication prevents him from getting a hard on, but they improvise. Then the agro starts, a scratch at first, then a flurry of slaps. He grabs her, and holds her tight, more for self-protection.

         “You were a bastard, do you know that, a bastard,” she says.

         “I had an illness.”

         “You were a drunk.”

         “So why are you here; fuck, come to think about it why am I here?”

         She sits up, the sheet slides from her revealing her breasts. She gathers it up and wraps it tight around her. Her shoulders look bony; he hasn’t noticed recently.

         “I couldn’t let you die… in your hole, Rooney.”

         “My… hole is quite appealing after tonight’s escapades.”

         “I felt responsible, after the breakup. Not that I’m no’ still bloody angry at your… behaviour.”

         He isn’t sure what to do. He decides not to do anything, except have a nightcap. She turns away and, in time, a gentle snore says sleep has arrived as a salve for them both. A few hours later he’s first to rise. It’s still early morning. He reaches for the bottle and finishes what’s left sitting by the window facing out across the Loch, the moon shimmering on the water. This is a quiet moment to himself, by then approaching dawn, and it’s calm: deathly calm.

         “Happy with yourself?”

         “Here we go again. Monkey on my back.”

         “Done your bit, now the reward.”

         “I need it.”

         “You got out of the house, got on a hill, fell on your arse, talked to an old woman, tried to fuck your ex, unsuccessfully. You need it.”

         “What do you want from me?”

         “To realise you’re a pile of shite.”

         “I know that.”

         “Good.”

         “Will you fuck off then and leave me be?”

         “Wi’ your true friend the drink?”

         “Guess so,” he says, looking lovingly at the bottle of Grouse. He pours a large one, and another. “Fuck you, I’ll do my thing,” he says to me. “You’re nothing but a hallucination; a figment of my poor, sorry mind.”

         He’s right.

         “The auld woman got to you. She reminded you of your mother.”

         “You who know everything.”

         “I know everything about you. I am you, Rooney.”

         “I know you know too fuckin’ much.”

         “I know you need to do this. Your mother would expect you to.”

         He’s quiet for a while, then… “Jackie, we need to talk.”

         She wakes at the sound of his voice. “Please Rooney, no reconciliation,” she says, groggily. “I need my wits about me before I commit myself again to a booze bag.”

         “Don’t flatter yourself.” He pours the last of the bottle and sees the scorn on her face. “It sorts out my thoughts.”

         “Aye sure, been there.”

         “Jackie, I can’t do this again.”

         “What can’t you do again? Us? Me neither.”

         “I meant this.” She knows what he means.

         “And what have I asked you to do, Rooney?”

         “Talk to the old woman.”

         “Right, and what did she say?”

         The school-teacherliness pisses him off. It always had. So much so he could have blanked her, but he has to recount Irena’s story about the man who said the ‘In nomine Patris’ thing; to get it out.

         “– of your mind.”

         He recounted it, as best he could.

         “We know all that Rooney,” she says, taking it in, “but what I’d like to know is what I don’t know.”

         This is a skill for which he was well known. Her challenge gives him a sense of value. It courses across his synapses, stirring him. Something he hasn’t had for a while, it’s like an addict’s hit triggering his spiel.

         “Go on, you know you want to.”

         “Well then,” he says, professorially.

         “Here we go,” she says.

         “Right, this usually hinges on…,” with the assistance of his fingers, “one, the modus operandi; two, the signature; and three, the victims. That is, A, why did he do it? B, what was his mark? And C, why did he choose these people?”

         “Great Rooney, sounds like the old crap you used to talk.” Her mobile lights up. “Now, there’s a strange thing,” she says, answering it. “OK, we’ll be there, soon.”

         He looks out of the window again. The sun is coming up. He shakes his head and wonders if he needs this.

         “We need to go to Lewis’s, to the gents toilets,” she says.

         “Buchanan Galleries in the January sales, for-fuckin’-get it.”

         “Shut-the-fuck-up, we’re going.”

         “Shut-the-fuck-up, you’re going.”

         Well out-numbered, he’s going.

         
             

         

         An hour later, they’re in Lewis’s department store in Buchanan Galleries. Two security men escort them into a gents toilet. For Rooney, this is a compromising situation.

         Jamie, the toilet attendant is in there, recounting his story. “Well, it wis like this,” he says, pulling up the sleeves in his grey work coat. “Ah dragged ma mop and bucket into the gents and tried tae get intae this cubicle,” pointing through a now open door. “Ah couldnae see any feet under the door, but it wis loaked. Ah wis like that, ‘Whit’s wrang wi’ the door,’ ah said. Ah wis like that, ‘Is thur anybidy in there?’ ah said. I wis thinking some junkie or boozer hid fell asleep in there. Ah emptied ma pail intae the sink, turned it o’er, and pushed it wi’ ma fit tae the edge ae the door.”

         He was milking this, his fifteen minutes of fame.

         “Ah grasped the tap ae the door and stepped up tae edge ma eyes o’er and inside intae the cubicle. Ah wis like that, ‘Jesus Christ, whit the fuck’s that?’ ah said. Right there, in big black letters on the back ae the cubicle, there it wis, ‘Artir’ somethin’.”

         “Let’s see,” Jackie says, moving into the cubicle. “It says, ‘Artor… ius, ad… inter… nec… ion… em’.”

         Latin! Gold flashes through Rooney’s head.

         “Jist look at this place,” Jamie says. “Hiv ye finished wi’ me?” he says. “Fucking shit hoose,” he says, his voice diminishing as he goes out of the door, visibly annoyed at the mess from the mucky feet of size nines.

         “Aye, on you go,” Jackie says. “But don’t go too far, we might want to talk to you again.”

         “Aye, fine darlin’, anytime,” he says, then whispers to Rooney, “She’s no’ bad – you shaggin’ her?” and then back to Jackie. “Mind the bag as well, doll,” he says, disappearing out of the door.

         “It’ll have to be checked,” she says, indicating the sensitivity around unexplained baggage, evident after 9/11 and 7/7.

         “Latin, the Latin,” Rooney says to her.

         “It’s just graffiti.”

         “Graffiti… Latin,” he says. “A bit of a coincidence, don’t you think? Well, you clearly think so. We’re here, aren’t we?”

         “Look,” she says, “this is the kind of nutter that turns up at times like this; you’ve seen it before. They come right out of the woodwork. Must be the press attention or a perverse need to be part of something; makes their insignificant little lives interesting.”

         “The Latin.”

         “Aye?”

         “Number two, the signature.”

         “Signature?”

         “His mark, remember. Next comes three: why those folk?”

         “See, you’re getting into this, Rooney,” she says, turning to the bag. ‘As per protocol’ she would leave it for the bomb squad to check out. Then, in one fell swoop, she picks up the bag. “Stuff procedures, I can’t stand the suspense,” she says, grabbing and opening it.

         Rooney steps back, coward that he is.

         “Argh,” she utters, dropping the bag. “A head, shit; a head, fuck me.”

         There’s no need for description. The councillor’s family were decapitated on the Cobbler.

         “Hold on, what’s that?” she says.

         “What?”

         “A piece of paper, it fell out of the bag.”

         Rooney is relieved. “Pleased about that.”

         “Folded twice, let’s see.” She coaxes the paper open with a pen.

         “Delivery note?”

         “There’re some words, ‘Sal – va cons – ientia,’ the same as on the wall.”

         “Latin,” he says. ‘Salva consientia’ lights up his mind, just as Irena’s words ‘I knew it was Latin’ echo in his head.

         The words take him back to the days when he was an altar boy, when a particular priest used them to dominate him.

         “A language of abuse.”

         “And what do you know?”

         “Well, after your illness, a glittering gold colour flashes through your mind when you hear Latin words, and you’re transported back to those days.”

         “You know all.”

         “This needs to be based on facts,” Jackie says, interrupting our dialogue. She’s clearly intent on stopping this getting out, not to allow it to cloud the investigation.

         “Facts,” Rooney says. “Five dead, four without heads, one with. One head found, three to come. What other facts do you need?”

         “Fact, we have one big problem pal.”

         “We? You, you mean.”

         Smirking at him, she snaps commands at all there, in or out of her jurisdiction. “Nobody utters a word of this, right? Secure the area for forensics,” she says, her words spreading throughout the room like cooled air from a rotating fan. She stops at Rooney. “I need to get to Control, but… I want you on board, officially. You up for it?”

         “Get to… Jackie, I’m retired, mentally ill, useless; can’t do his job, remember?”

         “I want you on this. Right? It’ll keep you focused; something to–”

         “Keep me off the booze?”

         “Chance’d be a fine thing.”

         She returns a brief glance and she’s gone.

         “Fucks off, as she does, official capacity, job always comes first, always did, what about the Latin, me, but I don’t do, I can’t do…”

         Rooney runs the tips of his fingers lightly down the cubicle wall, trying to feel the letters, trying to imagine how it felt for the person who put them there.

         “It’s graffiti, Rooney,”

         “That, bastard, is Latin graffiti.”

         “Latin, you know what Latin does to you.”

         “Jackie wants me to do this.”

         “What, be a crap psychosleuth?”

         “Beats the life of a mole.”

         “Safer in your hole, Rooney.”

         “I could do it for her.”

         “Jackie, Irena… your mother?”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Rooney arrives back at his flat to hit the bottle, ‘wi’ purpose’. His illness, though ‘much improved’, has left residual hallucinations, intractable symptoms, i.e. my good self and the colours in his head. His medication helps, but his drinking prevents it working properly. “I’m self-medicating,” he says to me. Ironic given he could get rid of me if he followed the rules set by his consultant psychiatrist – like taking his meds. He intends locking himself away for a ‘medicinal binge’, prescribed by Oddbins on the way home. Though his adventures on a freezing, wet hill leave him with a mother of all colds. Still a hot toddy of whisky, hot water and sugar will prove to be a combined ‘medicine’. He wraps himself up in his old tatty robe, which like himself has seen better days. He perches over his halogen heater and sips the liquor slowly from a cup, stirring it occasionally with a spoon. He sniffs, snorts and coughs in succession.

         Jackie phones. “I bought a Latin phrasebook,” she says. “Let’s see, ‘internecionem…’ Here we are; it means ‘slaughter’; and ‘salva conscientia’, that means ‘wi’ a clear conscience’.”

         “Jackie!”

         “What?”

         “You’re no’ hearing me.” He coughs. “This isn’t for me.”

         “It’s no’ for him, he can’t do it.”

         “Just humour me. You’re between projects. You got a cold?”

         “Too right, something to do with being dragged up the Cobbler on a Baltic night. Arthur?”

         “What.”

         “You missed a bit, Artorius,” he says, sneezing. “Arthur, Ben Arthur, the Cobbler? Latin for Arthur, Artorius, Wikipedia.”

         “Wiki-fucki-pedia!”

         “You sound bad, you want me to come over – to rub Vick into your chest?”

         “Nice idea, but you’ll catch it.”

         “To slaughter wi’ a clear conscience. Is this a message or a statement of intent?”

         “Both,” he says. With a slurp of his toddy, followed by a sneeze.

         “Both, fantastic. Right, we’re taking you on: on a temporary capacity.”

         “Jackie, this is serious. I don’t, can’t do, serious.”

         He doesn’t do serious.

         “Rooney, listen to me,” she says. “There’s the official investigation, that’s my bag. Then, there’s the other, the unofficial, and that’s yours, less serious. Fancy it?”

         “Fancy it?”

         She waits a bit. “Rooney, you can give us something. You know the minds of these people.”

         “These people!”

         “Hawd yer wheesht,” he says to me.

         “What?” she says.

         “Nothing. These people; you’re jumping to conclusions, are you no’?”

         “We’ve over a hundred detectives involved, but we’ve no leads. And you know more about mega killers than anyone in the country.”

         “She’s going for your ego, Rooney.”

         “I know.” He coories closer to the heater.

         “Good. You’re the man to explore the man with the Latin.” There’s a pause to replenish the Cabernet. “We’ll do the investigation on the crew that did the dirty deed. There’s a big push to bring these guys in. But the Latin man’s for you.” Another pause for a slurp. “It’s your chance Rooney, to get back, back. Come on. You’re on the case. Right?”

         “A refreshing alternative to being a sad mad drunk.”

         In his present condition?

         “To go back to the who and the why would do my head in.” The days when he tortured himself with these demands remain so real for him. “It’d take me back to where I was. I can’t risk that. You know that. It’d kill me.”

         “Will you think about it?”

         “I’ll think about it.” With that, she’s gone.

         He pulls the halogen heater, the table, the old winged armchair, and equally old standard lamp, close. On the table, his necessities: whisky bottle, whisky toddy, cigs, ashtray, kitchen roll, and a glass. He lights up and stares blankly into the dark. It’s difficult to read this man in this state. To know his fears, addictions, what floats his boat.

         “I know you.”

         “You know nothing about me bastard, now leave me be.”

         “With your drink, your demons, your needs.”

         “We all have… needs.”

         “Drink is your need, but man is your thing. You’re fascinated by man killing man.”

         “Beats listening to dispossessed voices.”

         I let him drink. By the fourth glass, he’s mine. The alcohol is suppressing the cold; the sneezing and coughing are replaced by his raving. He’s talking to himself, to me, and to his pictures.

         “Predators,” he slurs, pointing to his pictures, “they continually seek out new ways of killing, taking prey, to become increasingly inventive. Their success is based on learning what works.”

         This ‘how people kill’ kindles his interest in a way which finding out ‘why people kill’ doesn’t. He’s stirred by the signatures of prolific killers of the natural world. I know what’s coming.

         “Orca use waves to wash seals off ice flows into the sea to be taken. Lions stalk and suffocate prey. Crocodiles kill with patience and camouflage. Dolphins corral fish into the head of lochs, with no way out, sometimes driving fish onto muddy banks for capture. Golden eagles come in from the sun to snatch fish from the loch.”

         “Only man makes his own species kill.”

         “Man’s ingenuity on how to kill knows no comparison in the natural world.”

         “The Nazis perfected it.”

         I hear him thinking.

         “‘He nodded to one of the men,’ Irena said. ‘Like an SS officer in Auschwitz giving the death command’.”

         “The Nazis used proxies. They got fellow prisoners to shoot the Jewish prisoners instead of doing it themselves. They were told if they didn’t do it they’d be shot as well.”

         “A proxy killer, psycho – sleuth, you’ve always wanted one of them; go for it.”

         “I’ll do fuckall.” He drains the last of the bottle in the glass, squashes his cig into a pile of butts in the ashtray.

         Even although his body’s drugged by booze, I won’t let him rest. I nag him about Irena and the man with the Latin. This, though, would not be a normal investigation. According to Jackie, this requires an expert on the mind of a man who would leave that message that fateful night. The expert sips the last of the whisky from his glass. It has the desired effect as he slumps deep into his old winged armchair and falls asleep. He can’t escape me there. Lately, his dreams, after some self-counselling, are relatively peaceful affairs, but the Latin words bring the painful ones back.

         “Do you hear me?”

         He stirs, slurring, covering his ears. “Can you no’ even leave me alone in my sleep? Why do you torment me?”

         “It’s what a conscience does.”

         He moans in his sleep.

         “You’re back in St Mary’s as an altar boy. You’re lying naked on the altar. Father Healey approaches you and pours sacramental wine over you. He tells you ‘In nomine Patris’ and he puts his penis in your mouth. It feels spiritual… powerful, enjoyable. Then he gives you a bag of sweets and sends you home. When you get home, your father asks you where you got the sweets. You tell him from Father Healey, for eating his willie. He hits you hard on the face and sends you to bed, saying never to blaspheme a priest again.”

         I watch him on the armchair. A dark patch grows on his trousers at his groin. He’s pissing himself. He twitches, flails his arms, lets out the occasional scream, sobs and moans.

         
             

         

         He wakes up mid-morning, with the oscillating sound from his answering machine calling out ‘two’, drowning out the diminishing voice of his father that keeps repeating, “never blaspheme a priest again”.

         The first message is from the hospital, an ex-colleague offering support. The second is from Jackie. “Rooney, it’s me. Phone me.”

         He shuffles into his kitchen where he turns on the radio, spins the dial and surfs the stations. They are full of ‘stark headlines’. From Radio 4, there’s an ‘unprecedented act of evil,’ from Radio 3, ‘a vicious murder of our senior councillor and her family stuns the world’. Radio Clyde says, ‘Strathclyde Police vows to bring these maniacs to justice.’ Real Radio says, ‘Get the bastards.’ He keeps up his listener-ship of Real and Clyde to provide balance in his life and to remain in touch with the gutter press view of his client-group’s activities.

         “Psycho-killer on the loose, Rooney?”

         “Shush.”

         Radio Scotland’s Newsdrive describes the bodies being transported down the hill. It moves seamlessly to reports from its hacks at Buchanan Galleries, and there it is: ‘Artorius, ad internecionem.’ It describes the booth in the gent’s toilet. Jamie’s getting a wee backhand, he thinks.

         “Jackie’ll just love this.” He fills the kettle, reaches for the mobile and gets her immediately. “Did you hear it?”

         “Believe me, arses will be kicked. How are you?”

         “They need someone to blame. Oh no’ bad given I had a skin-full last night.”

         “There’s no one to blame.”

         “Someone to blame?”

         “There’s no one to punish.”

         “You catch them, then you punish them. I meant your cold.”

         “You don’t. The bad you do. The mad you don’t. My cold’s a bit better, thanks.”

         Balancing the mobile between his neck and shoulder, he puts a teabag, milk, and hot water into a mug and stirs. Not like his mother did it. She used tealeaves, hot water in the teapot first, swirl it around, empty it, tea in, mask it, pour it. Milk and sugar always came last.

         Jackie’s voice brings him out of his dwam. “The mad you fucking-well do, Rooney. You stick them in Hillwood and you throw away the fucking key. Got it?”

         “You have to understand them, their power, and thanks for the offer of–”

         “Do you want to understand them, those who’re behind this?”

         “Have I an alternative?”

         “You can crawl into your hole and die?”

         “We need… I need something; anything–”

         “Jackie, I’ll do it, but I don’t do hunches.”

         “No. Well. There’s more.”

         “Go on.” He flicks the teabag into the bin with a spoon.

         “Hold on, two minutes,” she says. A coffee is needed there, he presumes.

         She gets back.

         “Coffee?”

         “Got it,” she says. “There was another note, on one of the bodies. Again, Latin, ‘vincere aut mori,’ it says. It means ‘to conquer or die.’ I checked it out. Is this another message?”

         “It’s a Latin signature… from an Arthur who slaughters with a clear conscience.”

         “Great Rooney, we look for a man called Arthur who slaughters wi’ a clear conscience.” She slurps. “Is this what you got?”

         “It’s no’ bad for a start.”

         “Fine, we bring every bloody man called Arthur in for questioning. If he speaks Latin, we have him. I’ll get Archie right on it. I’ll tell you what we have, Rooney. They kill, they decapitate, and they leave messages. That’s what they fucking do. Now, what we want is an idea of who or what could do that.”

         Rooney retreats the mobile to a safe arm’s length. “Well, there’s more to this, more to this man.” He raises his voice to reach the mobile.

         “Aye?” Even at a metre away, he can hear her.

         “Well,” he says. “If he’s behind the murders, he’s not directly responsible. He’s hands-fuckin’-off rather than hands-fuckin’-on.” He wonders if his growl will bring the Gribben to outside the door. He knows she likes to listen in.

         “If he’s behind it, it makes him as culpable as those who pulled the triggers.” Her voice is softer now. He brings the mobile in close.

         “It makes him different.” His pitch is also less apparent; nothing for the Gribben to grasp.

         “Different?”

         “Well you know, he gets others to do the dirty deed.”

         “Less of the fantasies, Rooney. We’ll find the bastards who did the dirty deed. You narrow him down. Just narrow him down.”

         “I’ll give it some thought.”

         “You do that, hon, but no’ by staring into the bottom of a glass. You bloody well stay off the sauce long enough to let your brain work.”

         “Right yar, ma’am.” He gives a mini Nazi salute, not that she can see him.

         “We will talk, later, Horseshoe Bar.”

         “Sieg Heil.”

         He gets the “always the crazy bastard” a second before she ends the call. Though she knows when his brain works, it’s inquisitive. His mother said he would have un-knitted a jumper to see how it was purled, but it took him places his clients had already reached: ‘up the fuckin’ wall’. Jackie knows he’s well equipped to profile this man, to give her something tangible, but this guy doesn’t appear to fit the normal stereotype. Whatever, he appears to be instrumental in the deaths of the Zysks.

         This one has killed through others, he thinks. The family and the messages are statements. But what is he trying to say, this man who slaughters with ‘a clear conscience’? Rooney needs to think. To do this properly he needs to free his mind from the sting of it all and to get some objectivity in there. He sits and doodles, and after an hour or two, and equal number of coffees, he needs assistance. And, as he does, he reaches for his ever supportive crutch, a bottle of Macallan 12-year-old, a Christmas present from the Gribben, saved for just this kind of need.

         “Not a bad auld stick,” he says, pouring a large one; then “Sorry Jackie, I need the inspiration,” not that she’s there to hear it.

         He plays around with a hypothesis as he enjoys the feeling of the invading alcohol. “For a start, Irena didn’t say anything distinctive; like he was old or young, fat or thin, black or white, bald, hairy,” he says.

         “A funny face, funny voice–”

         “Pretty normal. White, 30 to 45, average height, weight, well groomed, an accent maybe, might have lived elsewhere.”

         “Narrows it down. A million men?”

         “He may have a modus operandi. He’s used others to kill – on his behalf? He leaves a signature. His victims have some common features. He may be an organised man, average to high intelligence, a stable lifestyle–”

         “Half a million.”

         “Married, employed.”

         “Quarter of a million.”

         He prattles on for an hour or more, describing classic profiles. Then, after another large one, the drink hits home. An hour or so later, the ‘I’ arrives, and the ‘poor me’ stuff. The ‘where the fuck am I in this?’ diatribe comes out. “Why the fuck did I get into this? She seduced me into it. She fucking seduced me.”

         “Didn’t take much, she knows you need this.”

         “She wants to get me out of my hole.”

         “She wants to use you. She always did.”

         “I can’t do this. She knows I can’t do it.”

         “You can’t not do it.”

         The self-analysis comes next, then the self-loathing.

         “I used to be a good psychologist.”

         “Most of your clientele were recidivists who went on to abuse again.”

         He had problems with this, in particular when the harm reoccurred on child victims. The drink, although dulling some of the pain, didn’t help much here.

         “I tracked people, gave profiles of who could do things. I understood these people, how their minds worked, what they could do.”

         “It was too much: the stress, the pain, the expectations. Whoosh, you got high, then higher. Then so far into the stratosphere you couldn’t see the ground. You were unique. Your grandiosity knew no bounds.”

         “I was the best.”

         “You thought you were the best.”

         “I could see into people’s heads. I knew their thoughts. I could feel their fear.”

         “You hit the skids, slid downward into a black pool of alcohol and you wallowed in it.”

         “I was ill.”

         “Alcohol induced.”

         “Up there, I knew nothing, cared about nothing. Down there, I was dying, screaming inside my head.”

         “Good rollercoaster ride, the ups, the downs.”

         “No sympathy there.”

         “Doctor Grant, your friend and colleague sections you. The polis arrive and crash your door in. You hit one of them wi’ a vase. They cuff and bundle you into an ambulance.”

         “Paraldehyde injected into my arse.”

         “Three days later you come around, drugged to your eyeballs.”

         “I was three months in there.”

         “Where the unreality was real, the reality stark.”

         “I got my insight back. I knew what to say to get out.”

         “‘I’m fine. Sure I’ll take my medication. Sure I’ll take the support. Sure I’ll stay off the drink.’ You got home, and started again.”

         “He looked after me.”

         “Most definitely saved your miserable life.”

         One night, as he staggered up Observatory Road, a distinguished elderly gentleman took him by the arm and walked him to his house. He is Nelson Gray, an eminent artist and writer.

         “He fed me, talked to me – supported me.”

         “That was eighteen months ago. Then three relapses; three admissions to hospital.”

         “I’ve been relatively well now… for over six months.”

         “You drink.”

         “Controls the symptoms; the hallucinations.”

         “Me?”

         “It helps.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Jackie and Rooney meet in the Horseshoe Bar, an old traditional pub just round the corner from the Central Station. Jackie, for that Friday après-work drink; Rooney, for more of the same, Friday or any other day; both of them to talk through the murders on the hill.

         Rooney presents the profile he’s been working on. She’s not impressed. He catches sight of himself in one of the many Victorian mirrors decorated with horseshoes. He looks rough, his hair is longer than he ever remembers, brown but greying. He looks in his fifties rather than his late forties. He notices his teeth as he smiles at an old lady warming herself at the fire. His teeth are brown, stained with the cigs and the coffee. Jackie looks all the better for him not being in her life anymore. Looking younger than her forty-five years, she’d get away with late thirties. Dark green eyes deep set in a canvas of perfect skin. Styled blond hair to the shoulders. Designer jacket cut in at the waist. Nails perfectly manicured. The only consistent thing is the Prada perfume; she always wears Prada. He remembers in times past they would meet there after work. They had been thrown together in the first proper forensic squad, a multidisciplinary team: he the forensic psychologist; she, the new DI trained in all the latest techniques.

         They sit for a while, not saying anything. I nag him to say rude things to her. “Fuck off, bastard,” he says in a discordant way. Jackie’s used to this, but asks if, for him, hallucinations and Tourette’s go hand-in-hand, or is he just a “rude shite”?

         The place is buzzing with the killings. The chattering around the bar drowns out the usual rubbish talked there: football, politics, religion. “Murders… the gangs… drugs… wrang place, wrang time,” etcetera, provide a good alternative. They discuss what’s known, which isn’t very much. So far, the investigation is inconclusive, she says, but she feels it has the hallmarks of a mob killing. This is an innocent family, she maintains, with no connection to drugs, money laundering, prostitution, sex trafficking, or anything else.

         “Three generations Polish, the Zysks,” she says. “Irena, the son, his wife, their two teenagers.”

         “Sad,” Rooney says. “She was respected in this city. Why her?” He waits for the “that’s for you to find out,” but it doesn’t come. She gets the drinks up instead, Stella for him, Chenin Blanc for her. “No whisky for you, Rooney, you know what it does to you.”

         “It’s my medicine.” He looks the pint up and down. “Though it did affect my… performance, last time.”

         “Rooney.” She gives him a look he’s grown to realise will indicate something important is about to be said. “What happened at the Village Inn was… exceptional.”

         “It wasn’t that good, Jackie, you know that.”

         “I didn’t mean that.” Her sigh says a lot on that point. “It doesn’t mean anything… about us. You got that, Rooney?”

         “You got that, Rooney?”

         He got that.

         “Irina.” She lifts her glass to check the clarity and whether the glass is chilled. “She and her long-dead husband arrived after the war, fleeing Stalin’s communism.” She takes a determined sip through rich red lipstick. “The teenagers were students at Glasgow Uni. She was a community activist in Partick.”

         “Nothing new there.”

         “Typical folk in a multicultural Glasgow.” Rooney waves a kingly hand at the myriad of types around the bar.

         “Nothing new here: neds, spivs, thugs… filth.”

         “Escaping fascism and poverty, to die here–”

         “Wrong place, wrong time?”

         “Right place, right time… for the killers.” The Stella hits the mark.

         “The local community’s shocked. There’s a multiple funeral in St Simons in Partick. Irena worshiped there for a good part of her life.”

         “A time to get together; you’ll be there.”

         “We’re there every Sunday.”

         “I know; it’s a community.”

         “Dad likes to think so.”

         “Polish camaraderie.”

         “Reaching the alcohol-induced pain-in-the-arse stage?”

         “We show solidarity in these times.”

         “Your dear father?”

         “Just don’t go there, Rooney. I know what you think of him. You’ve made that clear over the years.”

         “I… respect him, Jackie, you know that. I just can’t fuckin’ stand him.”

         She does that pause thing, where her eyes and mouth squeeze together simultaneously. Either for effect, time for a thought, or just to annoy him.

         “You can’t stand the fact he got me the fuck out of our marriage; that’s what you can’t stand.”

         Rooney knows he shouldn’t push this line, not this time. In the past maybe, but now he knows where it’ll lead.

         “He’s a well-respected man.” She’s pointing the glass at him. “Can’t say the same for you.”

         “Aye, a big man, the Chief,” he says. “Christ, where did that go,” he adds, referring to the empty glass as a diversion.

         “Evaporated!”

         “Chief Constable, Rooney. And no doubt you’ll be wanting another?” She knows he’s not a man to refuse a drink.

         “Why change patterns of a lifetime. Although he has a bit of a reputation.”

         “He fought the crime barons, the corruption, the cesspits they crawled from, in his way.”

         “His success was assured.”

         The eyes and mouth tighten again with the pause. “As you know, success comes at a price.”

         With a sympathetic smile, Rooney looks at her, knowing there is more to this.

         “So says she… who intends similar success.”

         Another pause ensures this sinks in. “And what about the notorious glass ceiling?”

         “Glass cutter, ice pick, or diamond drill… or just your irresistible charm?”

         “Charm never got nobody nowhere.”

         “Anybody anywhere?”

         “Works though… for some women.”

         “Rooney, just what do you think I am?” For him this is said in an all too familiar way. “A career girl with an eye on the top job–”

         “And a hand on any cock that’ll get you there?”

         “Incongruity!”

         The whack on the chest is inevitable. “Here we are again; you and your filthy mouth. There’s more to me, and you fucking know it.”

         He knows it. Just his way of making a stupid point. There was a time in their marriage when he wasn’t sure if he could trust her. She was so damned determined to be the best officer possible, male or female. In a male dominated force, he had heard stories. He wondered whether she would be prepared to do anything it might take. She turns to the side, back straight, arms folded. This is a serious huff, aided and abetted by two older ladies ‘tut-tutting’ at the other end of the table. “That’s it hen, don’t let him away wi’ it,” she can just about hear them say. They enjoy their afternoon in the Horseshoe. Their free bus-pass takes them into town, some shopping along Buchanan Street, pie and beans in the Horseshoe; and if they are in luck a barney to key into for a bit of light entertainment. “My money’s on her,” can almost be heard from across the table.

         “Mine too!”

         “I know.” He defers to a fresh pint. “You have his support though.”

         “I got a chance through him. But everything else was down to me.”

         “The first in your family to get a masters in criminology.”

         “So right, pal.” She points her glass at him to make the point. “Gaun yoursel’ hen,” is whispered across the way.

         “Not to forget your reputation for pursuing the bad guys, just like your father. Not easy for a–”

         “Pole, Catholic… woman? What Rooney? Take your fuckin’ pick.”

         “Jesus,” is heard from across the table, prompting Jackie and Rooney to turn their way. “Whit was that you said, Mary, you know, about the weather,” provides a smokescreen.

         Rooney and Jackie turn back to face themselves again. “Well, something drives you, makes you do… things.” He’s determined to push it.

         “Keep it going, Rooney. Money, success… an alcoholic loser of a husband?”

         “To please daddy. ‘Sort out your life,’ he said.”

         “It, you, us, needed sorted, Rooney.”

         “Fucked up our marriage–”

         “You fucked up our marriage Rooney, you. He only helped me get out of it.”

         The silence at the other side of the table only confirms there’s serious listening going on between Mary and her pal.

         “You didn’t need to be so enthusiastic about it. You had to show him you could sort it, us, me, out.”

         Mary looks at her pal. Is this some support for Rooney?

         “I didn’t need to show nothing to nobody, but myself.”

         “Anything to anyone?”

         “Pedant.”

         “That the only way to get on is to be a man… be like a man?”

         “Great Rooney, go for it. Punish her for the divorce.”

         “I’m the match of any police officer and–”

         “And… you are a woman–”

         By now, serous scowls are being transmitted in tandem across the table.

         “Birreli, mind him?”

         “South side gangster, dirty money, teenage drug abuse, underage prostitution.”

         “This woman, Rooney, this woman.”

         “One smart-arse-lady-cop.”

         “Digging a hole for yourself?”

         The glass points dangerously close to Rooney’s face. “You, are getting… fucking close.”

         He sure is. No Relate counsellor here. “Don’t dae it hen,” whispers from the other end of the table. “He’s no’ worth it.”

         Rooney’s hole digging continues. “A reasonable result, I suppose.”

         He’s lit the touch-paper. “Listen, you pisshead.” She gets right into his face. “I spent months getting into the Birreli family, breaking into their account systems, tracing the source of money laundering directly to Birreli himself. An operation carefully orchestrated, the case so sound, opposition in court hopeless, although their rich lawyers tried, and–”

         “Battered, deep fried and dipped in curry sauce.”

         “An average sentence of ten years apiece, thank you, end of.”

         “Intensive and detailed policing, your hallmark.”

         “Too right.”

         “Your appointment as DCI?”

         “Arsehole.”

         That’s it; Mary and her pal are off to another table. “Used to be such a friendly bar,” Mary says, as she passes them.

         Rooney knows it’s time to shut up. On similar occasions, the table would be upended, and a smack on the mouth would precede Jackie’s serious stomp out of the door. But this time he knows the verbal retaliation will come sure and soon: the boozing, the women, his failings; his pathetic attempt at being a husband, etcetera. Then, as she collects two more to settle into a proper post-marital, they hear ‘crack’, ‘crack’ sounds.

         “Fireworks tonight, in January?” Rooney takes his first swallow from a newly replenished pint.

         “Those were shots,” Jackie says bluntly, now on obvious alert.

         “It’s the convention, the convention firework display at the City Chambers,” he says, from his take on the sound. “The convention on Glasgow kultyir?”

         “Sure. All we need is a bit of fuckin’ culture.” Jackie gets up.

         “It’s Muir’s annual bash, a celebration of all things great in this eminent city,” he says. “Arts, sport, leisure, business; legitimate, illegitimate.”

         “Steady, Mr.”

         The commotion around them increases, leading them over, beers in hands, to the plasma-screens on the wall. There a news report sounds out above the din of the folk there. At the same time, her mobile’s in danger of buzzing out of her pocket. The police klaxons only confirm her fears.

         The TV blares out a Sky-TV ‘breaking news’ report. “There are reports of a major incident in the city centre. In Buchanan Street Underground. Reports are that some people have been shot.”

         Immediately, they understand the enormity of this; where, close by, politicians and civic leaders are arriving at the City Chambers.

         “Fuck’s sake, right. I’m on my way,” she says into her mobile. She grabs her coat and heads for the door, only pausing to advise Rooney to ‘stay-fucking-put’. He’s going nowhere where bullets are flying.

         He grabs her arm. “You watch yourself,” he says. She returns a surreptitious glance, then pulls away to push through a crowd at the door.

         “Still got the touch, Rooney!”

         He turns back towards the screen where the broadcast continues. “The incident happened as the convention finished its final day of debates, with delegates looking forward to the council dinner and the public to the fireworks display. Elected members are stunned by this tragedy.” There’s pandemonium in the bar, just a few streets from the underground. Mobiles light up everywhere. “I’m fine babe, don’t worry.” People are rushing their pints and getting out. Others stay glued to the screens, and to their pints.

         Rooney feels compelled to go outside. A cacophony of sound fills the air. For him, sirens from police cars, ambulances and fire tenders are painfully evocative.

         “Terrorist attack?” a young guy says, joining him on the pavement outside the bar.

         “Who knows,” Rooney replies, squishing a spent cigarette with a foot.

         “It’s been coming,” young guy says, lighting up. “Afghanistan and all that.”

         Rooney accepts one and feels an outer-pub philosophical debate coming, well known to the smoking fraternity following the smoking ban.

         “Suppose,” he says, not to disagree nor offend. “After the Glasgow Airport attacks, Glasgow’s on the hit list.”

         “Come ahead, we’re fae Glesa,” the guy mimics.

         “Enough to strike fear into the heart of any terrorist.”

         “Lot of folk in the underground the night.”

         “Just headin’ for a good night out.”

         “There you are, out for fun and frolics, and bang, just like that, you’re deid, all fuckin’ over.”

         “You never know the minute,” says Rooney, ever the pub philosopher.

         “Aye,” young guy says, drawing smoke through gritted teeth, “fat cat city politicians missing their dinner while normal people are getting slaughtered.”

         “I know, doesn’t make sense.” Rooney tries to placate him.

         “Does for me,” young guy says, flicking his lit cig onto the pavement. “Fear is the expected response. It’s called terror, pal.”

         “Sounds like you know all about it?”

         “Looking for a fat nose?”

         “Don’t use that shite on me, pal. I was in the forces.” Young guy decides Rooney isn’t worth an assault or even standing out in the cold for and disappears inside. Rooney doesn’t blame him. He knows he’s right on both counts, the true dynamic of terror, cause and effect. Fear created by desperate men gets desired effect.

         The dynamic thrills Rooney. Like a homing pigeon, he’s drawn to the site of the action. Off he goes towards Buchanan Street, still inebriated, staggering. There’s chaos there and he’ll not get anywhere near. That’s until he clocks the ever-ubiquitous DI Paterson standing at a cordon fence, just at the corner of West George Street.

         “All in control, Archie?” Rooney gets close and tries to sound sober.

         “Aye, it’s all quiet, Rooney, but there’s a few deid folk in there.” Archie gestures towards the station entrance.

         “Indeed.”

         “Come wi’ me.” Archie takes him by the arm and leads him through the cordons and to the entrance to the station. Jackie’s there waiting by a unmarked police car. They get in, Rooney to the back and Archie and Jackie to the front. Archie struggles to get his sixteen stones behind the wheel, his stomach peeping through strained shirt buttons. Jackie doesn’t acknowledge Rooney at first. She’s fizzing because he didn’t ‘stay-fucking-put’.

         “OK, what you got?” she asks Archie.

         Polis-like, Archie reports as if he had been rehearsing it in his mind. “Right, from a scan of CCTV recordings just before the shootings, we have a man we identified as the gunman walking into the subway at Hillhead, and alighting on Buchanan Street.”

         “Good image?”

         “No, a baseball cap, under a hood, well down over his face.”

         “Great,” she says, “a hoodie.”

         “Hoodie?” Archie says slowly, as if he’s trying to intellectualise the possibility. “OK, the shooting. We have a busy platform full of evening commuters. We have him with a travel bag on his back. It didn’t look heavy, but it contained handguns.”

         Jackie prompts him with a scowl. “Get on with it, detective.”

         Archie coughs to clear his throat. “Right ma’am. He made his way along the link corridor and down the stairs to the platform. Then we have him squatting in a corner, where he fiddles with an envelope, and then pulls this out.” He delves into a standard evidence bag and hands Jackie what looks like a wet book of matches. Rooney asks to see it. She passes it over. Rooney rubs dark moisture between his fingers. In the dark of the car he wonders if it’s blood. “It’s from the La Patisserie Françoise,” Archie says. “It’s on the Byres Road.”

         “I know it,” Rooney says.

         “Of course you would,” Archie says, confirming his smart arse persona. “You’ll find some writing inside, in Latin. It says ‘culpa’ somethin’.”

         “Another Latin thing,” she says.

         Archie nods. “The man was anxious,” he says. “On reaching the platform, he waits at the back of the crowd until the train moves into view. Then he pushes through and onto the carriage. Inside, he never lifts his head, until the train reaches Buchanan Street. Then he gets off.”

         “Buchanan Street station. You know it well, Rooney. Mind the times you fell blind drunk from the Clockwork Orange onto the platform to hit the city centre pubs with intent?”

         “Fuck-off.”

         “Rooney, shut it. Archie, witness statements.”

         Archie struggles with his notes. “The guys have been interviewing, those able of course.”

         “Fine, get on with it.” Jackie’s impatience shows.

         “Right,” he says. “He moved onto the platform, looking decidedly suspicious. Security was stepped up for the Convention, what with the crowds gathering on the square for the fireworks.”

         “Detective.”

         “OK,” he says. “He was attracting the attention of commuters. People were sensitive–”

         “Enhanced police presence,” she adds.

         “Cup final policing,” Rooney also adds, to their confusion.

         Archie hesitates. “Right. Anyway, two armed officers are there, on the platform, security for people heading in. They become interested in this man and move towards him. The man glances over his shoulder and sees them. He quickens his pace. They decide he needs to be stopped.”

         “The chef late for the council dinner?”

         “Rooney, just shut-the-fuck up.”

         Archie snatches a glance of Rooney’s face on the car mirror. He’s keeping out of it. “Then he reaches inside the bag,” he says. “Pulls out two hand guns, spins around, open fires without aim. Hits a woman on the side of the head. Empties both guns into the people there.”

         Jackie sighs. “How many?”

         “Six dead, three seriously injured.”

         “Go on.”

         “Our men shoot to the head. People were moaning, calling out names. Some were motionless.”

         Jackie instructs. “Less drama, detective.”

         “Right ma’am. Seems like the whole of Glasgow stopped. There’s panic around the square. The car carrying Muir swerved, off-balancing the motorcycle outriders. One skidded, the rider and bike ending up on the pavement. The car raced away in the opposite direction – Muir’s safe.”

         Rooney feels compelled. “That’s good. Our celebrated Lord Provost has survived.”

         Jackie blanks Rooney. “Thanks, detective,” she says, “for being so… succinct.”

         “More on the man, ma’am.”

         “Go on then.”

         “We ID’d him. He’s a hitman, a freelance killer, works for the crime families that could afford him. He’s hardly a hoodie.” There’s either witticism or sarcasm in Archie’s voice. Rooney isn’t sure.

         “No, you’re right.” Jackie wishes she hadn’t mentioned the hoodie thing.

         Rooney needs to know. “Was he making for the square?”

         “He was heading in that direction,” Archie says, through the mirror.

         Jackie coughs on purpose. “Well, he never feckin-well got there, did he?”

         “Tell that to the poor buggers in the subway.” Rooney brings the side window down. He takes in the buzz outside the car and listens to the babble of voices around. He focuses on the people hanging over the cordon barriers at the end of the road. He looks into their eyes and sees both fear and excitement. An intoxicating mix, as were the whiffs of smoke and the smell of sulphur wafting from the subway entrance.

         Jackie shivers, reaching over to operate the electric window control, bringing up Rooney’s window. “The Lord Provost and the First Minister have made media statements, expressing ‘extreme distress’ over the ‘incident at Buchanan Street’. You listening, Rooney?”

         Rooney rubs the window to see out. “Indeed, Muir and Campbell getting together across the political divide to condemn the killing of ordinary Glaswegians. Now that is a public interest story.”

         “Ever the diplomat.”

         Jackie scowls at him through her mirror. “Per … lease.”

         Archie reiterates the First Minister’s words verbatim. “We are shocked and saddened by the horrific and tragic circumstances in a Glasgow underground station,” he said. “Our police forces are responding. My administration will do everything it can to support the people of Glasgow in this extraordinarily difficult time. We are committed to bringing whoever was responsible to justice, to ensure the safety of our people, and to care for those who have been injured. We offer our sincere condolences to those who have lost loved ones.”

         “Thanks, Detective.”

         “There’s more on the hitman.”

         “Go on.”

         Archie girds himself. “Ian Baxter, a contract killer. Sold himself to the highest payer to whack those either not paying up or certain family members who are surplus to requirements.”

         Jackie says they know him. He’s on a list of men with form on assault with a dangerous weapon.

         “Hardly his kind of work though,” Rooney says. “Too risky, too big.”

         “Squares with the increase in organised gang violence.”

         Rooney knows what he means. Glasgow’s crime families had become violent factions; confident, ruthless; evidenced by an increasing number of murders and assaults; especially against rival migrant gangs. These were brutal organisations, not afraid of anyone, let alone the authorities. But this is unprecedented. “The mob targeting politicians, Jackie?”

         “They don’t care who they target.”

         Archie needs in on this. He started it. “Since Muir’s reign, seems they target who they like.”
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