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            ‘Glasgow’s a bit like Nashville; it doesn’t care much for the living, but it really looks after the dead.’

            —Billy Connolly

         

      

   


   
      
         

            July 1976

         

         The city shimmered in a ridiculous heat. Hottest summer since records began, claimed those who knew about such things. At other times of the year, the smog from hundreds of factory chimneys would have totally obscured the urban terrain from this elevated perspective. It was the end of the Glasgow Fair fortnight; the city air’s annual break from the relentless industrial processes that employed many of its citizens.

         Archie loved the Necropolis. The Molendinar Burn running below it was where St Mungo had founded his church; the seed of Glasgow. It now represented where East End bampottery stopped and the city centre began. A ‘civilian’ had to be wary, of course. The Necropolis was understood to be where Glasgow gangsters liked to pass instructions to their enforcers. Those activities apart, it was a tiered hill of calmness and serenity. He often came up here to look down across the city of his birth, to try to understand his place in the wider scheme of Glaswegian things; and to get pissed in peace, almost always in that order. Even allowing for the liquidity of the light, a man could orientate himself from here. Archie could see the physical punctuation marks that signposted the locations of various social groupings. Away in the distance, the soaring Glasgow University spire marked where the cultured West End started; across the dirty grey Clyde to his left, the Caledonia Road Church indicated the edge of the decayed urban wastelands of the Gorbals. And finally – to his right as he slowly rotated his head – beneath the blackened soot and the smoke stains was the muscularity and crafted beauty of the cathedral’s stonework.

         As he pondered the pace with which the decade’s grains of sand were disappearing, Archie was gradually working his way towards personal objective number three. He was accompanied by his regular companions: Madeline, Lucy and Sandra, who regarded him seductively from their prized place on the side of three Tennent’s lager cans. Madeline lay to his right, crumpled and spent. He had Lucy in the palm of his left hand now.

         Archie was fifty-two years old. One of life’s natural procrastinators, he was aware that life was passing him by. It was happening slowly, and without any real abrasion, but even in his positive moments, he acknowledged that he should do something about it. There were essentially four routes for his kind: the factory shift worker, the Corporation transport worker, the gangster, or the alcoholic waster. Occasionally someone managed to break free – to move up west where the air was cleaner and the prospects more obvious. It might be through raw talent at football, honed in the back courts or on the uneven streets, or a lucky pools win. But in every case Archie was aware of, the booze or the bookies dragged them back. Escaping the fate of the East End weegie was harder than breaking out of Colditz Castle.

         All the routes open to a male carried a life expectancy that was almost Dickensian. And Archie had already passed the point where the home straight statistically began. The hereditary odds were stacked against him too, but perhaps unusually, his father’s heart had outlasted his mother’s. It was an accepted truth that the men of Glasgow’s East End passed before the women; a life of toil outside the home was perceived as harder than the daily drudgery in it. But Archie thought another life was out there, even for him. He could visualise it; it was tantalisingly close, just beyond the Trongate’s awkward, loose cobbles.

         Archie Blunt was funny, or so he thought. At least as funny as Connolly; and look at him now – mates with Parky, forgetting all about his ain folk. Archie had met him and his manager in a Duke Street pub a few years ago when the Big Yin was singing and playing his banjo. Archie bought them both a pint and opportunistically told an old joke about three men from Calton. It had made Connolly laugh, but apparently not enough to buy Archie a drink back … or to offer a credit when the Cop Yer Whack For This LP came out, with its opening song, ‘Three Men Fae Carntyne’.

         Archie Blunt had that kind of luck: constantly in the right place, but seemingly always at the wrong time. He had successful trials with Celtic as a youngster, but then Adolf intervened, and competitive football was suspended. Along with most of his young, barely literate team-mates, he signed up. By the time the war ended, and normal service was resumed, Archie was pushing twenty-three. Not old for a footballer admittedly, but a disadvantage for a skinny one who hadn’t played for five years and was trying to find a new club. So he looked for other work. But, like everyone else he knew, Archie had left St Mark’s School at fourteen, and without an education to speak of, doors remained firmly closed.

         Archie had had some happiness. He had married. But in the five years since Betty had been gone, he hadn’t been with another woman. This perplexed him. He had his own place in Tennyson Drive. He’d taken over the rent when his ma passed away and his old dad went into a sheltered housing complex. The council were planning to rename it Elizabeth Street in preparation for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee. They weren’t to know, but for Archie it was yet another ironic twist of the knife. He didn’t smile much in public now, not since losing the teeth, but then too much smiling only drew attention, suggesting a big win on the horses, or a full-house bingo windfall. Better not to have people speculating about public displays of sober happiness, just in case. Emaciated frames and bulging, yellowy eyes were the usual characteristics of East End males but Archie, while still slight, now looked like his larder was always reasonably well stocked. All in all, he thought he was some type of catch. So why was he alone? And unfulfilled. Sitting up here night after night with just the pigeons for company?

         But even in such moments of self-doubt, Archie Blunt remained a stoical son of Glasgow; an unrequited optimist. Like the city itself, he couldn’t be kept down for long. There was always opportunity waiting around every second Glaswegian corner. Admittedly, some wee bam with a blade was often around the third, but these were decent odds for a bottle-half-full merchant. Something new and potentially exciting was always just a random pub conversation away. It was a little over a month since he had finally been dismissed from the Corporation, after nearly six months of unexpected Transport & General Workers Union blocks and threats on his behalf. Even though his pocket couldn’t really stretch to it, he’d headed over to The Marquis for a swift half. And, as Glaswegian luck would have it, Chib Charnley was there canvassing for a new driver. The fact that Chib and his fearsome boss, Wullie Dunne, were indirectly responsible for Archie losing his Corporation job mattered not a jot right now. Being a driver for a dodgy firm wasn’t the life-changing opening he craved and moving over into the precarious and nefarious world of the man known as the Wigwam was dangerous in many ways, but Archie couldn’t ignore the sound of opportunity knocking, and after a ‘purchased recommendation’, Archie was back in business.

         Now, the City of Eternal Optimists glistened and sparkled below him. He wiped his mouth on his jacket sleeve, stood up and stretched. Better head back home to sleep, he reckoned. ‘Dinnae want tae be late on the first day,’ he said aloud to the seated Charles Tennant: eighteenth-century chemist, and renowned champion of those less fortunate.

         Refreshed and renewed, Archie’s heart pulsed with pride that he was a part of this place. It was exciting, amazing, uplifting. Its succour truly was perpetual. At times like this he felt pity and not envy for the tiny few who had left it. Glasgow’s generosity, its relentless pursuit of better things, the gallusness of its people, who would give you the very shirt off their ba—

         ‘Gie’s a wee swally, eh son?’ A frail, ghostly jakey-voice wafted in from the shadows, interrupting the stream.

         ‘Nae bother,’ shouted Archie, into the descending gloom. ‘Here, have a swig ae Sandra. It’s aw nae bother at all, pal.’
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Glasgow Belongs Tae Me…
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            Nine months earlier…

         

         He waited and waited and waited, becoming increasingly agitated. It was early morning and bitterly cold; the hurricane had now done its worst according to Michael Fish, but Glasgow didn’t seem to be listening. The storm-force winds were still battering the boarded-up shopfronts and rattling the few panes of glass left in the three tenement floors above them. And the bus was late. And so was Chib Charnley.

         He’d observed Chib hirpling along the street. The wind was behind him, but he still moved like a man of twice his age.

         ‘Where the fuck’ve you been? Jesus, Chib!’

         ‘Ah’m sorry, boss,’ said Chib. ‘It’s my hip. Man, it’s absolutely heavin’.’

         ‘Aye, well.’ Wullie Dunne sighed. ‘Get it looked at properly then.’

         Wullie found it hard to lambast Chib Charnley. He’d taken a bullet for his boss, after all, and although that had been more than a decade ago, Wullie would always look after his minder. It was the least he could do. He wasn’t going to be like other bosses, who went through hired muscle like Richard Nixon went through tape recorders.

         ‘Finally!’ sighed Wullie as the bus pulled up for them. It wasn’t a recognised stop, but the driver and conductor were both on a modest cut for making the weekly Thursday morning exception.

         Things were going through a rough cycle. Everybody was having to rein in the expenditure, which was why Wullie Dunne had been using the top deck of the number 61 bus for ‘business meetings’ every Thursday morning for almost a year. It was the route used by Tollcross residents to get home on giro day. Since he had collections to make from most of them, it seemed like common sense to combine the two – saving on the escalating cost of the petrol. The Arab oil embargo might’ve taken its time in getting here, but it was now well and truly hitting the streets and petrol stations of Shettleston.

         ‘Sorry, Mister Dunne,’ said Archie Blunt. He held out a hand to assist Wullie onto the bus’s back platform, even though Chib was the one who needed help. ‘Duke Street was blocked off. A Milanda bread van was on its side. The wind blew it over. The stuff was everywhere, like. Christ, ah’ve never seen so many seagulls! An’ they’re aw fightin’ with the dossers for the scraps. Mental, so it was! Just like that Hitchcock movie.’

         ‘Fuck sake, Ah’m frozen stiff, here! Let us on an’ gie it a rest with the film reviews, eh? Didnae expect Barry Norman tae be takin’ the fares this mornin’.’

         Amid rasping splutters and clouds of diesel fumes, the aging Corporation bus pulled way, chugging through the sideways rain like a glistening Irish tricolour. Archie held onto his pole, leaned out, peaked cap at a suitably jaunty angle, and looked ahead. A man he recognised gesticulated at him. It was Bobby Souness. Archie’s finger was poised over the bell. The bells were rarely used; most drivers preferred to control all movement by use of their mirrors. Regular crews often employed coded, choreographed clouts on the ceiling of the driver’s cab. But Archie’s new driver was still learning the ropes. Archie had the power – the final say-so on whether or not the bus should make any unscheduled halts. The bell remained silent. At that moment the bus swerved in closer to the kerb and ploughed through a large puddle. A comedy spray enveloped Bobby Souness. He hadn’t been sharp enough to jump back. The young driver hadn’t intended this outcome, he was simply pulling in to let an ambulance pass, but Archie applauded him anyway.

         ‘Ya fucken walloper, ye!’ yelled Bobby Souness, shivering. Freezing water dripped from his bearded chin, down his neck and inside his shirt. He heard the triple ring of the bell, and the bus slowed again. Archie Blunt glared out from the open rear access.

         Bobby Souness had never quite understood why Archie Blunt hated him. As he ran towards the still-moving bus, he couldn’t recall any slight, deliberate or accidental. Bobby was a Rangers supporter, admittedly, but not one of the staunch King Billy 1690 brigade. And Archie Blunt had never come across as overtly fervent in his following of the Celtic. It was a total mystery. Out of breath and still dripping wet, he leaped onto the rear platform as the number 61 slowly picked up speed.

         ‘Cunt.’ Bobby Souness wheezed at Archie. He looked around the lower deck, briefly considering whether he’d get away with nutting the bastard. Too many witnesses.

         ‘Prick,’ hissed Archie as Bobby struggled for breath in front of him.

         A grudged handful of copper was passed over, an equally grudged full adult single ripped from Archie’s heavy ticket punch machine, and Bobby Souness headed for the top deck. He sat down without looking up. He checked his remaining match. It was still viable despite the soaking. It sparked into life and was deployed into lighting a moist Embassy Regal.

         ‘They things’ll kill ye.’

         Bobby Souness looked up sharply, his heart sinking to the bottom of a bowel of digested porridge. The voice belonged to Wullie Dunne, the businessman bookie. Bobby Souness owed the man known as The Wigwam – for loans and bets. Two hundred pounds and counting. In his current predicament, it might as well have been two million. He wasn’t alone in featuring in The Wigwam’s book of debtors; virtually every East End male Bobby knew of had a similarly threatened income.

         ‘Of aw the buses, eh Bobby? Almost didnae recognise ye there, son!’ The Wigwam was at the other end of the bus, in the front seats the smaller kids normally dragged their stumbling parents to so that they could pretend they were driving.

         ‘Ah was hopin’ for a wee word in yer shell-like.’ Wullie nodded sideways in the direction of Chib Charnley, his half man, half granite rockface enforcer.

         Chib began to move towards Bobby. And with Archie inadvertently blocking the stairwell, Bobby Souness was forced to think fast. Survival instincts kicked in. His eyes darted about. A dreep out the back of a moving bus on a busy Tollcross Road had its obvious risks but he’d take them over the ones inside. In one movement he vaulted over two slashed seats like an Olympic hurdler and hit the release lever on the rear emergency window. He landed on the road like Olga Korbut. He still had it: the instinct for self-preservation that had saved him many times as a younger man. Flat feet planted, Bobby rolled with the forward momentum through a rippling stream of shallow dirty water. His bunnet stayed on his head, the fag remained lit and smoking and, as he moved into an upright position, he ran. Sodden but still with the use of his legs.

         ‘Fuck sake,’ said Chib. ‘That was a bit ae an over-reaction, eh?’

         ‘Never mind, Chib,’ said Wullie, from the stationary bus. ‘We’ll get tae him later. Bigger fish tae fry th’day!’

         Archie’s novice driver shouted nervously for him to leave it, but Archie couldn’t hear. He gave chase. Another fucking bum diving out the alarmed back window of his bus. That made it four in a month, and Archie got a disciplinary every time it happened. Had it been anyone other than that waster Souness, he might’ve left it. Well, not this fucking time!
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            December 1975

         

         WPC Barbara Sherman looked across the office. Cigar smoke hung in the air, and whisky and Brut 55 fumes combined to make a toxic mix. In the corner, Radio 2 played Bing Crosby, eternally dreaming of a Christmas very unlike the dreary, wet, grey one that the officers of Beat 22 were experiencing. Some of the men had brought turkey legs and round bread rolls back from the canteen. They fooled around with them, pretending to be Chaplin. There was a slackened ambience, as if the shift was celebrating a major operational breakthrough. It wasn’t; the inspector had simply relaxed the rules on drinking near the muster room.

         Barbara’s desk was jammed into a corner, facing away from her colleagues – as if she were a disobedient schoolgirl being publicly punished. Posters of bare-breasted women with false smiles jostled for space with more official papers on the walls in front of her. This was the only seat available to her when she joined the division straight from passing out of basic training at Tulliallan. Her initiation day at Tobago Street three months ago was shared with five others; all male. None of them wanted that desk. And she wasn’t given the choice. It was adjacent to the door that led to the toilets. The door didn’t close properly. The hinge had been broken during a fight between two young police officers. The smells that emanated from those toilets were truly horrendous – hell came to mind, after the devil had had a heavy night on the sulphur, celebrating a genocide somewhere.

         Barbara was certain most of those on duty today were intoxicated. Or still hungover. She could have made this observation any other day of the year; the difference now was the time. It wasn’t even 10 a.m. yet. An appeal to let the officers with families have Christmas Day off had, as it always did, fallen on deaf ears. Single female officers like Barbara – who only did the day shifts anyway – had absolutely no chance of being considered for leave. Not that she would’ve requested it anyway. Christmas always brought a pain and sadness that loneliness only made worse. Better to be here around colleagues, even the drunken, misogynistic ones.

         The Strathclyde Police East HQ in Tobago Street was the busiest in the city, and arguably in all of Scotland. So far, Barbara’s exposure to this tense new world of wanton criminality had extended no further than three missing pet inquiries, one of which was solved by looking under a bed; a series of reported break-ins at Visionhire and Radio Rentals – crimes which, in the run-up to Christmas, you could set your watch by; and the apparent theft of a Glasgow Corporation bus. The bus in question was soon found, parked on the centre circle of a blaes football pitch up at Dawsholm; the only viable witness, an intoxicated pensioner. It was hardly the life and times of Eliot Ness and the Untouchables. A tiny local radius around the police station was her beat; relatively speaking, it was the safest place in the entire East End.

         Despite everything, Barbara was excited to be here. She knew the challenges the position would bring, and already an amused fraternity had made various references to her ‘handbag-sized truncheon’. She had campaigned for the Sex Discrimination Act and now that it was law, it seemed to torment male colleagues. In the view of Davy Dodd, E-Division’s ebullient sergeant, the Women’s Department of the Police was there to do the softer things: dealing with difficult kids, families, and the boring administrative drudgery that the men hated doing. They were there to support the PCs, and to hold the hands of bereaved wives being informed that their husbands had died in a knife fight. The WPCs didn’t walk the beat alone, they didn’t do night shifts. Because they still had to be home in time to see to the family’s dinners, naturally.

         Barbara Sherman knew it would be difficult to make a positive impact in such an obdurate environment. She was an outsider; arguably always had been. Like all new WPCs, she was single. She lived alone, within walking distance of the station. She’d never been pretty; certainly not in comparison to those adorning the walls. The officers already had a nickname for her: The Tank. She was bulky in stature. It could’ve been worse, she supposed. She consoled herself that if pushed, she could hold her own with most of them in an arm-wrestling contest. On top of all this, they all spoke so fast – words came at her like rapid-fire jabs from Benny Lynch, pummelling her into uncomprehending submission. She’d learned to listen to the tone rather than the content.

         ‘Briefing room, now!’ Sergeant Davy Dodd’s throaty voice bellowed through the office. Loose ceiling tiles seemed to vibrate, and the dust-covered blinds appeared to shake as if a low-flying jet had just buzzed the building. Davy Dodd resembled an angry bull. He was a man perpetually dismayed at the hand life had dealt him in the form of the fucked-up band of misfits sharing his working environment. He had no neck that was visible. Just a large, square head that rose straight out of a shirt collar struggling with the blotchy girth it was attempting to contain.

         ‘Sherman, move yer fat arse an’ get in here!’

         The others woke from their slumber, wiped the slobber from their chins and laughed. The Tank would be getting dispatched to the pub when it opened to get a quarter bottle refill for Dodd or sent to find somewhere in the building with enough sugar, tea bags and milk for a round. Kept in her place.

         ‘Leave the door!’ Davy Dodd was apparently furious. Barbara genuinely didn’t know why. He was a volatile man, but when a bollocking from a superior was imminent, she’d usually been able to sense it coming. Not this time though.

         ‘Sir?’

         ‘There’s been a complaint, Sherman.’

         ‘About me, sir?’

         ‘Aye, about you.’ Davy Dodd sat on the edge of his desk, one leg touching the ground, the other dangling, the wooden corner separating them. The position of his lower body was open, like an ape displaying its genitals. But his arms were crossed defensively. Barbara was good at reading people, their body language especially, but her sergeant’s was awkward and confused. She took a small pleasure in his obvious discomfort.

         ‘Jamesie Campbell, ye know him?’

         ‘The MP?’

         ‘Aye, that Jamesie Campbell.’

         ‘Yes, sir. I know who he is.’

         ‘He claims he asked that a police officer was present last week at a party meetin’ his wife was at. Nobody showed. Don Braithwaite out there said he told you tae sort it. That true, Sherman?’

         ‘Eh, no sir. No, it most definitely isn’t.’

         ‘Braithwaite!’ Davy Dodd’s voice roared past Barbara’s ears. It was like she was in a wind tunnel. A faint ‘He’s no’ in, sarge. He’s just nipped out on a wee message’ drifted back through to them.

         ‘Hmmph.’

         Sergeant Dodd was especially annoyed. He too had lost out on the Christmas Day shift pattern draw. He had contemplated a day on the sick, but Inspector Melrose had headed that one off at the pass. Like Davy Dodd, he wanted to see the afternoon Danny Kaye film.

         ‘We’ll pick this up later, but Campbell’s got a lot comin’ up. He’s pals wi’ the superintendent, an’ ah’m gettin’ it right square in the baws here because we’ve let him down. So, never mind Braithwaite, ah’m fucken’ tellin’ ye straight … when Jamesie Campbell shouts “jump”, you say “how high?” Now have ye got that Woman PC Sherman?’

         ‘Yes sarge.’

         ‘You’re tae be his personal pig, ye hear me?’

         ‘Sir.’

         ‘Now, away an’ get me some tea. Dae somethin’ fucken useful.’
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            January 1976

         

         Gail Proctor drove her battered green Mini up the slope. She sat forward in the seat, with her back almost vertical, and her shoulders tense. But it appeared that her surveillance was nearly over. The long black car containing Big Jamesie Campbell had turned in through the gates and up the long, tree-lined road leading to Daldowie Crematorium. She watched her target’s car disappear around a bend. She crunched the gears and followed.

         Gail pulled into a side space and watched Big Jamesie Campbell get out of his car. He appeared agitated. The pallbearers were waiting, apparently for him. He ambled over and held out his hand to each of them, like a Sicilian don; it was taken awkwardly. Gail made notes. There were four full notebooks in the back seat of her Mini.

         ‘Ye cannae park yer motor there, hen.’ The man startled her, approaching her from behind. ‘The next cortege’ll be comin’ up the road in about ten minutes.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I was just, em…’

         ‘Ye’ll need tae get a shift oan if yer gaun in. The doors’ll be gettin’ shut.’

         ‘I will. Thanks.’ She pulled out of the space and found another.

         She got to the heavy mahogany doors just as they were being closed. Giving the doorman a whispered apology, she moved over to a seat right at the back of the committal hall. Around half the available seats were occupied. Piped accordion music filled the vaulted space. She could see Big Jamesie Campbell – the back of his massive head. He was at the front, with a few people making a point of going to him to offer a hand. Gail wondered if it was a Campbell relative being mourned, such was the obvious deference towards him. She also briefly considered the possibility that the deceased was someone that Big Jamesie Campbell had had murdered. She already knew that he was capable of it. Proving it beyond all doubt was another thing altogether. But she would persist. She owed it to her uncle, if not her deluded mother, living on the other side of the country in a near-constant state of denial.

         The minister outlined the quiet life of Fred Calton, cut short as many of his genetic background had been, by heart disease. Fred was fifty-six when he succumbed, Gail learned. ‘A man of principle, integrity; a decent, honest, dedicated family man,’ said the minister, clearly reading from a prepared text. It seemed to Gail that a life summed up by a man of God who had apparently never met Fred was the ultimate in hypocrisy. How could he possibly know the destination of Fred’s soul, yet he offered certainty to a front row of weeping adults who Gail presumed were Fred’s immediate family.

         Big Jamesie Campbell was invited to say a few words. Gail learned that Fred had been a central part of the Campbell campaign that, in the mid-fifties, saw the then councillor first elected to serve his local community. Campbell said that Fred had espoused the egalitarian qualities they both believed Labour represented. ‘Opportunities for all,’ said Big Jamesie. True to form, though, Big Jamesie then used the platform for his own ends, turning a family’s personal grief into a campaign pitch for his new party. Gail could scarcely believe it when he concluded his valediction by urging those present to sign up and join him in building a new political force; one that would follow the virtuous example of working-class people like Fred Calton. He went so far as to trail an upcoming press conference where all would be revealed.

         Big Jamesie Campbell’s arrogance dominated the room. His selfishness, a product of a stolen privilege that required no accountability. Gail Proctor left quietly before the final hymn and the minister’s empty blessing.
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         Gail climbed the cold concrete stairs in complete darkness. Four weeks since being formally notified about it and the landlord still hadn’t fixed the tenement’s defective lighting. He would be holding out for the clocks going forward, no doubt. Despite having now had a lot of practice opening her door in the dark, she still had to use her free hand to locate the keyhole and guide the key into it. Once inside, the streetlighting made the search for a match more straightforward. Candles lit, she dropped her bag on the bare wooden floor of the front room before dragging the metal tub across the room and sitting it in front of the single-bar fire, which was slowly providing a little more localised illumination. It took half an hour to fill the tiny bath to a useful level. She used the time between kettle boils to read her newest notes, and to summarise them into something that might make sense to someone, someday. To make of these fragments some kind of route map. Currently it had a destination, but no identifiable points on the way – the roads to them hadn’t been built yet.

         The starting point of her journey, though, was always in her mind: a letter to her mother from her uncle Alec that ended with the sentence: I might not see you again. Take care of the wee one. I love you. Alec. Less than a month after the letter was sent, he was dead.

         Gail hadn’t seen her uncle Alec much when she lived in Edinburgh. She had seen more of him when she’d briefly worked in London, but still only sporadically. They were a distant family. Her dad had abandoned his wife and daughter when she was only two years old. Gail hadn’t heard from him in twenty-six years. Alec, though, was simply a loner, apparently in love with the solitude that the life of the investigative journalist – of writing and research – required. He had always smelled strongly of alcohol. It was the first thing she recalled when thinking about him. He was also socially awkward and would never meet the adult Gail anywhere other than a library. But for all this she had liked him. And she realised now that she shared many of his traits and binary attitudes. She hoped that she was conducting her quest to uncover the truth about his death with the same spirit and the same determination and drive that he had demonstrated as a journalist. This hope was often the only thing that kept her going.

         Gail had struggled with her English literature course at university. She found herself lacking the discipline and academic stamina it required. Nonetheless, she graduated, and, despite Alec’s warnings, drifted towards journalism. She picked up a few inconsequential, amateurish commissions, which were published in the Sundays. While the payments barely covered her rent, these jobs gave her a hint of the addictive excitement she thought Alec must have experienced. And now, even though she had a personal agenda driving her, Gail couldn’t deny the exhilarating, thrilling rush of pursuing someone like Big Jamesie Campbell; of stumbling upon some new piece of shocking information – information she could use to pave the road she was following. She was still mindful of her inexperience, though. She knew she would have to bide her time until a proper opening presented itself. Big Jamesie Campbell’s inappropriately loose tongue earlier that day might just provide one.

         Meantime she’d exist frugally in this freezing-cold structure with its damp, peeling wallpaper, temperamental water supply and no lights. She’d taken to cleaning the stairs and the flats of some of the elderly tenants, and this, combined with periodic shifts at the Press Bar in Trongate provided her with just enough money to survive. She ate like a small bird. She had no television and the lack of lighting meant her bills were small. Her one vice – a taste for Rémy Martin – was accommodated by her boss at the pub; he’d given her a bottle on her last birthday.

         Now, she drained the last of this bottle into a small, cracked china teacup, balancing it on top of her typewriter as she eased herself into the lukewarm water of her half-filled bath. Radio 4 played quietly on a pocket transistor radio. The glow from the single bar of the fire made her pale-white skin look healthier. She sipped the last of the cognac and relaxed as the warmth from it coursed through her. She put her preoccupations aside and thought of nicer, more feminine things: the nape of Bardot’s neck or the curve of Raquel Welsh’s breasts, the dramatic cheekbones of Faye Dunaway. As she did, her right hand slipped into the milky grey water and down between her thighs.
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            January 1976

         

         This had to be significant. For three consecutive nights, Big Jamesie Campbell had been dropped off at The Balgarth Inn near Provanmill just before midnight. Gail was reduced to observing him from what she considered to be a safe distance, concealed in the undergrowth of a tree belt running along the adjacent railway cutting. Campbell was always dressed in a dinner suit and accompanied by three similarly dressed males. They arrived in the same remarkable black car that had ferried him to Fred Calton’s funeral. Gail couldn’t see who the other men were – the lights from every lamppost in the street were out. The moon appeared every now and again from behind the fastmoving cloud cover, but the only other useful illumination was from occasional car headlights.

         The Balgarth had a deserved reputation as a dangerous den of various iniquities. A cabal of feared Glasgow gangsters had owned it, running it as an unlicensed casino and brothel. No one was entirely sure who owned it now, but it was one of the few buildings in Glasgow’s East End that ordinary people crossed the street to avoid walking past. The whole who the fuck ae you lookin’ at? exchange was not one you wanted to have right outside The Balgarth’s frightening lead-lined doors. With the council’s East End slum-clearance policy progressing apace, The Balgarth was now the only remaining structure in the street. The tenements it was once part of were gone. Gail imagined the difficult decisions about its future being deferred by local officials who were far too scared to take them.

         Tonight, Gail had left her car parked near the railway station, skirted the tracks, then clambered up the embankment and through a hole in the fence, coming out opposite The Balgarth. She’d gambled on Big Jamesie showing up for a third time, and he did. His car appeared an hour later than on the previous two evenings. Countless other vehicles had already deposited suited gentlemen outside the pub. If it had been a business dinner or a boxing event at The Albany in the city, nothing would’ve been out of place. But these smart men arriving at this bizarre lump of two-storey masonry in this bleak no-man’s land looked as out-of-place as Regency diners on an active battlefield.

         Gail watched Campbell enter the building. A shaft of light from the front doors, opening to grant him entry. No light spilled from anywhere else; she assumed the windows were boarded over or blacked out. A temporary clearing in the night sky; an ugly, scarred moon shone on Big Jamesie’s driver moving the black car closer to the end of the street. It was likely to be a long night.

         She was dozing when a commotion woke her. A group of angry men – dressed in the black of controlled aggression, rather than that donned for a refined function – were chasing a staggering, semi-naked man along the street. He had a decent head start but it looked to Gail like he was injured and they would catch him. He slumped onto the bonnet of the car that had delivered Big Jamesie Campbell to the Balgarth. He clambered inside, and it sped off.

         The three bouncers briefly began arguing among themselves before stomping back to the building, where two other men had emerged. When they were within striking distance, four set about the smallest of the initial three. A punch took him down whereupon all kicked relentlessly at his head and torso, until he lay motionless in the road. They went inside and a few moments later another, slighter man, wearing a white overall, came out, picked up the unconscious victim awkwardly by his arms and proceeded to drag him inside. The door slammed shut. Quiet blackness returned. It was a strange scene all round, and Gail had twice wiped her eyes watching it unfold, as if unable to believe that it was happening.
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         When her uncle Alec was found dead, at first Gail Proctor was confident that Scotland Yard would conduct a thorough investigation. But the post-mortem concluded that his death had occurred after significant blood loss from a self-inflicted knife wound. A substantial intake of aspirin, presumably to combat narrowing arteries, would’ve contributed to the speed of the death. However, no explanation was offered as to why a generally healthy man with no recorded history of cardiac complaints would slice into his veins outdoors and potentially in full view of a local school. Wasn’t this type of painless suicide always undertaken at home, and in a bath? Gail knew the post-mortem was flawed. And when any talk of a more thorough inquiry was hastily suppressed, she knew something was being deliberately hidden.

         Big Jamesie Campbell had moved back to Glasgow full-time just before Christmas. His new political initiative was building momentum, and his bulk was being witnessed everywhere – at public appearances at schools, hospitals and bingo halls across the East End. The man of the people, back to steal the ground out from under them. Hypnotising them – taunting her. She had to do something, if only for her own sanity.
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         Gail left the cover of the tree belt before Big Jamesie Campbell left The Balgarth. She had more, and dramatic, material to add to her notes, but still no firm idea as to what it all meant. But she was excited and enthused. If her suspicions were correct – if the picture she was slowly making from the pieces she had gathered over these past few months was the real one – this would bring Campbell and his friends down. It would be a delicious irony if Big Jamesie’s downfall resulted from his unshakeable belief that he was above the law. Wasn’t that how all despots ultimately fell?

         Big Jamesie Campbell’s upcoming press conference offered her a slim chance of getting into the same room as him. Of asking a pointed question or two. Maybe get under his dimpled skin. She’d need a more convincing ID. A regular from The Press Bar could help. He had done before. The hardened hacks in there would do anything for a free slate.
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         For the first time in months, Archie had slept well. He felt confident that four unbroken hours had been achieved. He attributed them to a good evening spent with his dad. Earlier in the week, father and son had settled down in Stanley’s sparse new living room to watch their new favourite programme. It was an American cop show. It featured a son and his retired, truck-driving father, living together in a shiny, metal caravan overlooking the Pacific Ocean in California.

         ‘Turn the sound up, Archie son, will ye? An’ get us a wee Bakewell fae ben the press.’

         ‘Right da,’ Archie had said.

         Stanley turned sideways to speak directly to Rocky, the father from the show. And Archie did the same, but to the main character, Jim Rockford. It didn’t feel weird to Archie, it felt natural. It calmed his father. They both loved it.

         Maybe it’s better for you tae accept his new normal … rather than you always tryin’ to pull him back the way into yours. It had taken Archie a long time to fully understand what Cathy, the lovely young woman who looked in on his dad from time to time, had meant by this. But now he realised she was right. Stanley Blunt resembled an elaborate and complex charcoal drawing being erased a few lines at a time. Archie understood the immense value of celebrating the good times. He knew there would be less and less of them.

         ‘Know what’s good about this yin?’ said Stanley.

         ‘What’s that, da?’

         ‘Ah’m sick ae aw they cop shows where the main characters have tae have somethin’ wrong wi’ them.’

         Archie hadn’t given this much thought previously but his dad was right. There was Ironside and his wheelchair, Harry-O and his bad back, ‘…an’ Kojak wi’ the hair loss!’ Archie wasn’t sure Stanley’s diagnosis of Telly Savalas’s baldness as a medical flaw was accurate, but Jim Rockford did indeed seem different. He wasn’t a cop, or a detective admittedly, but he was far more identifiable to East End males: a guy in the wrong place at the wrong time, jailed for something he didn’t do, and now simply trying to make a better life for himself. Many in Shettleston could surely identify with that.

         It had only been a few weeks, but Archie Blunt found himself speaking to Jim Rockford more often, and increasingly when he was alone. He had begun to find comfort in having someone to confide in; someone who understood the isolation that enforced suspension was putting him through. That his companion was a figment of his imagination was irrelevant. It made him feel connected to a part of his dad’s existence that had begun to seem increasingly blocked off. Cathy had been right; seeing reality from his dad’s skewed perspective had given them both a foothold. That was enough for Archie. He’d deal with the downward slope of Stanley’s diminishing capabilities one step at a time.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Out in the damp, morning air, his initial vibrancy was wearing off. Archie’s shoes were letting in. A sole, repaired a few years ago, was working its way loose again. The metal segs that had protected it were gone. His left foot looked like a muddy version of Donald Duck’s flapping beak. An hour’s saturated plod through the wet open spaces of Tollcross Park then along the local back roads and Archie Blunt finally stood outside The Barrachnie Inn and breathed in its distinctive vapour. It was a stereotypical East End hardman’s place, dressed up as if it was preparing to host a shotgun wedding. A fraught Geordie McCartney – Archie’s union representative at the Corporation – had summoned him here. Archie wasn’t entirely sure why. Neither of them ever drank here. Such a pastime could be life-limiting.

         The rain had eased. Rays of sunlight had broken through thick heavy clouds that only ten minutes earlier seemed so low that you could’ve reached up and touched them. Fucking Glasgow weather; it could change its outlook faster than a pub argument. Archie looked either way along the street. A high level of caution was the default setting when entering places like The Barrachnie alone.

         He stepped through the arcane wooden-panelled doors. They swung back and hit him solidly, propelling him into the pub like a faded gunslinger in a comedy Western, the smattering of uninterested drinkers strategically placed extras. They looked up, and then looked away. Archie peered through the grey haze and saw his man. Geordie McCartney was positioned at the other end of the bar, in a dark corner. Even from this distance, he appeared unsteady and anxious. Archie assumed they were here to discuss his misconduct case. Geordie had said they needed a witness to support their case. All Archie’s faith had been placed in his friend’s judgement.

         The cigarette smoke cleared. Geordie had slumped forwards. His forehead was now on the bar.

         ‘Geordie.’

         There was no response to Archie’s whisper.

         Slightly louder: ‘Hey, McCartney.’

         The bald dome rose up only when Archie prodded the back of it.

         ‘Aye, ah’m up … wh’izzit?’ He had been dozing. Counter as a headboard. McEwan’s bar towel as a pillow.

         ‘Fuck sake, mate. Look at the nick ae you. Whit’s goin’ on?’

         ‘Well Arch, she’s went an’ done it!’ Despite the escaping peripheral drool, Geordie seemed calm.

         ‘Done what? Geordie, what’s the story?’

         ‘Ah’m fucked, man!’ Geordie laughed. Archie was beginning to sense that it was delirium and not alcohol that was responsible for Geordie’s diminished senses.

         ‘A couple ae nights ago,’ Geordie slurred. ‘Teresa.’ He giggled, but it was the type of nervy, impromptu laugh of a lunatic on death row, walking to the chamber. ‘Kicked us out, an’ then shot the craw!’ He stood up and yelled, ‘Fuck sake!’

         ‘Jesus. Lower yer voice, eh? An’ stop makin’ a tit ae yerself in here.’ Archie suspected that those who frequented The Barrachnie early on a Tuesday morning wouldn’t think twice about knee-capping a couple of low-level saps just for the ‘crime’ of some unwarranted sound pollution.

         ‘He’s just a bit upset, y’know what ah mean?’ Archie said to those now looking on sternly. ‘The budgie’s deid. Been wi’ him for years. He’s devastated … as ye’se can aw see.’

         Archie wrestled his pal back down and onto the bar stool. ‘Mate, what happened? Whit the fuck are ye goin’ on about?’ asked Archie.

         ‘Teresa’s left me. Threw ma stuff out in the front garden. Changed the locks, an’ buggered off.’ Geordie dabbed at his eyes.

         Jesus Christ, he’s greetin’ now!

         Geordie threw an arm around Archie’s waist. Now Archie felt certain that they’d both be picking their teeth out of the sawdust.

         ‘Aw my own fault,’ wailed Geordie. He reached into an inside pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. The words on it had been formed of newspaper letters, cut out and arranged like a ransom note.

         
            WEEKLy PAyMeNT INCReASE NOTiCE – Now UP TO Twenty POUnDS

         

         ‘Christ, Geordie … who wrote this, the fucken Black Panther?’

         ‘It was him, it must’ve been her man … that Susie yin!’

         ‘Who the fuck’s Susie, pal? Yer no’ makin’ any sense here, mate.’ Archie took the paper. He read the words carefully again, like he was a code-breaker from Bletchley Park. A realisation dawned. Geordie McCartney had been with a woman. Susie. That Susie. The coquettish clippie from Dennistoun. The one that always wore her Corporation green shirt unbuttoned and wide open, advertising a pale cleavage, as white and dramatic as an alpine ski run.

         ‘How did ye get this?’

         ‘It was stuck in ma locker at the … up the depot,’ Geordie lied.

         ‘An’ did Teresa see it?’

         ‘Eh … naw. Ah don’t think so.’ Another lie.

         ‘An’ what does it mean by “increase”?’

         ‘There was another note, the first yin,’ Geordie admitted. ‘Ah just about managed the payments. Tre was none the wiser.’

         Large numbers of questions were forming in Archie’s mind, but he was struggling to put them in any logical order.

         ‘So… why’s Teresa left ye, then?’

         ‘Susie, ah helped her out,’ said Geordie, answering a question that Archie hadn’t actually asked yet.

         ‘Ae her knickers?’

         ‘Naw … well, aye … but she had some money troubles.’

         ‘Jesus Christ, what age are you?’

         ‘Ah’ve been duped, man!’ Geordie wailed, drawing more dark looks. ‘When ah got home, Teresa was holdin’ a brown envelope.’

         ‘What was in it?’

         ‘Ah don’t know. She didnae show me.’

         ‘So…’ Archie wasn’t sure what to ask next. Geordie filled the gaps.

         ‘Susie’s man had been round. Telt her ah’d been pumpin’ his missus.’

         ‘Cannae imagine that’d’ve been a first for him!’

         ‘Hey, enough!’

         Archie couldn’t believe his friend was jumping to defend the honour of a woman widely acknowledged to have ‘comforted’ more desperate and delusional men than Johnnie Walker.

         ‘He telt Teresa that ah’d been givin’ Susie money for sex. For tae shag her, like!’

         ‘An’ did ye?’

         ‘Naw. Well, it might’ve looked like that tae him, but ah swear, ah just liked the lassie. Thought she liked me tae.’

         ‘So, where’ve ye been the last two days?’

         ‘Slept in the motor.’

         Archie reread the note. He didn’t know Susie Mackintosh’s husband. Didn’t even know she had one. He did know several boys in the Corporation who had been with her though. And that – even accepting the bus-depot bravado – she was regularly the instigator.

         Archie knew there was yet more confessing to be done, but looking around he knew it couldn’t be done here. ‘We need tae get out ae here,’ stressed Archie. ‘An’ now!’

         Outside, Archie decided to head back to the comparative cover of the park. He dragged an exhausted Geordie like a ventriloquist with a bear-sized puppet. Archie was out of breath by the time they reached a secluded bench.

         ‘Right, fucken spill, George! What the fuck have you done?’

         Geordie looked down. He pulled his shoes in so that the soles touched; a child sitting in the headmaster’s office trying to compose a version of the truth that mitigated the worst judgement. He blew out his cheeks.

         ‘Ah was invited out … a couple ae months back. Ah got asked by a guy, tae stand in for a guy. Last minute, like. A union do, by all accounts,’ said Geordie, mournfully. ‘A few big wigs at the Corporation, know?’

         ‘Aye. Ah suppose.’

         ‘Big Jamesie Campbell, that Labour guy, was gonnae be speakin’, settin’ out his plans for that new fucken “free party” bollocks. It was a fundraiser. Tre says “Ach just go … it might help ye get on”. So, ah went. Didnae want tae, though. There wis a buffet … wee square bits ae cheese on cocktail sticks stuck intae a pineapple. Fucken bananas baked in ham, man. It was mental. Free bar, tae.’

         ‘So, what happened?’ asked Archie.

         Geordie looked left and right. An old couple strolled slowly up the path towards them. The old man tipped his cap. The old couple were fifty feet away before Geordie continued in a lowered voice.

         ‘We’re at The Balgarth…’

         ‘Haw, haud on … The fucken Balgarth?’ The Barrachnie was bad enough, but The Balgarth, with its ‘guns an’ gangsters’ reputation? That was ratcheting the fear up another notch altogether.

         ‘Well, aye. Didnae fucken know that’s where we were headed aforehand, did ah?’ Geordie was defensive. Somethin’ big tae hide, reckoned Archie.

         Geordie continued: ‘It’s well by midnight. There’s loads ae pished union guys droolin’ ower wee lassies servin’ them drink … an’ then a crowd ae these other guys turn up. Telly personalities, some ae them. In cahoots wi’ the big man Campbell an’ some other politicians. Ah recognised a couple ae them.’

         ‘In The Balgarth? Ye sure?’

         ‘Aye. Nae fear. Ah was three sheets myself, but ah could still see them. They came in, pressed the flesh a bit, an’ then headed through these big double doors tae roulette wheels in a back room. It felt a bit like a fucken high-class gentleman’s club!’
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