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GLASGOW FAIR


All around is smoke and mirrors. The grey whiteness opening and closing like mouths on shivered glass and shattered people and slivers that refract the boldness back at her. Bright flame and fluorescent light, in and out, artificial light and daylight and primitive, angry, licking light that smells of petrol and withered flesh. They have dragged the man away, but a blood trail smears in accusatory fingers from the Jeep to the roadway, hauling over the kerb to the pavement to the speed bumps and then it disappears. As if by magic. But the burning car remains, and the surging, shell-shocked people, pushed back by the rows of cops and airport staff, their screams and their silences becoming shrill relief.


‘Jesus, Jimmy – did you see that?’


‘Andrea – you alright?’


‘What about our luggage?’


‘Carly! I canny find Carly! Carly! Carly hen, where are you?’


A camera crew is trying to set up less than twenty feet from the simmering wreckage. A cop is dispatched to move them on.


‘You need to keep back.’


‘We need to get it all in shot.’


‘We’re evacuating the entire concourse.’


It could still go up, she wants to scream. It’s a giant bomb and it could still go up.


Her hand moves across the front of her body, spine rounding. The action is conditioned. Concave space like the mouth of a shell, her belly hanging over air, shoulder blades wings against the jostling. It is universal. In the face of unstoppable disaster, you would literally curl up and die. Expecting the comma of bone you form to shield you, like those twisted shapes who made themselves small, so small, in Pompeii. Or the beach-imprinted bowls of resignation when the tsunami came, or the simple submission of a dog being kicked.


A superintendent comes over, says something to the reporter. Two superintendents, a chief super, escaped from Headquarters, from days off, from . . . there’s an ACC now.


A camera, you say? You need a statement?


More engines arriving. Sirens. Chaos. Everyone and their granny, rushing from somewhere else to here, to the centre of the universe, which is an unassuming, one-and-a-wee-bit-which-is-really-a-Portakabin terminal airport in Abbotsinch. And she, Anna, is no different, was on her way to the shops at Braehead, heard it on the car radio. A terrorist attack? A terrorist attack? At Glasgow Airport? No way.


Now the camera crew are comfy, over the road. Space has been made for them on the first floor of the car park. It has a vantage point, a vista with a background pall of smoke. Other camera crews are joining them and the focus is shifting. More media arrive. Who saw it? Did you see it? Who laid hands on them? And the doughty Scottish maleness shakes itself down like a damp terrier, puffs up its chest as one and breenges over to confess.


I just seen red.


Aye me too.


I wis having none of it . . . Aye, and then I decked him . . . 


Anna has no official detail, is just one of many superfluous cops who are ringing the locus and keeping folk back, or waving traffic away or holding tape. She gravitates to where the press have set up camp: there seems to be no one in charge. A sullen Scottish summer; damp air warm as bathwater; bodies colliding like bubbles. Several men are being interviewed, a baggage handler, a guy in a tracksuit. A man who is clearly a cop in part-uniform, denim jacket over cheap black combats, the polish of his Docs scuffed. He is wisely hanging back, waiting to give his statement to the detectives when they are ready. He catches Anna’s eye, half smiles, ashamed at all the fuss. His hands are red and burned, and that is his job. Damping fire with his hands and saving the life of a man who would kill thousands, that is his job, the one he’s paid to do every day. It is a reflex not to recoil. But the others are unaccustomed heroes; this was not their job, yet they did it. While others fled, they waded in. As a burning vehicle crashed into the sliding glass doors of Glasgow Airport, as two figures leapt out screaming, they tried to intervene. Men going their holidays or picking up their mums. Men driving taxis or shoving trolleys or shifting cars. Stunned men who are blinking before the assembled press, who will clam up or spout off to seal their place in history, no matter what it was they actually did. It will be the packaging of their braveness that matters, ultimately.


THEY MADE A STAND FOR GLASGOW!


As if their bravery had thwarted the attack. As if it was the collective, furious, irrepressible will of Glasgow that prevented the smoking oil drums from igniting, that blocked the path of the vehicle’s tyres, physically stopping the iron-solid rubber from ramming over the pale, peeled legs of Scottish holidaymakers.


But it was brave nonetheless.


Someone has given Anna a yellow jacket marked Police. It sits uncomfortably atop her jumper and jeans, but keeps her in the inner circle. A reporter is turning towards the off-duty cop and the cop edges away but cannot escape. Too many people pressing. Anna intervenes. ‘I’m sorry. We can’t give any statements at present.’


And then the bloody camera is on her, all the hungry bloody cameras and it is a feeding frenzy.


‘And you are?’


‘Eh, Anna Cameron. Chief Inspector Cameron, A Division, Strathclyde Police.’


‘But what are the police saying? Was it deliberate?’


‘I’m sorry. You’ll appreciate that our main concern at the moment is to ensure the safety of everyone at the airport.’


Something furry under her nose. ‘Is it a bomb right enough?’


Anna searches for the ACC. He was floating here a minute ago, all silver-braid and stiff back, ready for the telly.


‘It’s too early to say.’


‘So you’re not denying it then?’


‘All our officers are working hard to investigate this incident, but our priority is to make sure everyone is safe.’


‘What about the man that was on fire? Is he dead?’


‘Naw,’ says a voice. ‘He was pure squealing when the polis huckled him. I seen it all.’ The faces swivel on to him; Anna sinks back, grateful, into the tumbling crowd.


There will be hell to pay for that. And her not even media-trained as well.










Chapter One


THURSDAY 16 AUGUST


‘Well, I’d always vote SNP.’


‘How come? They’re a bunch of arseholes. My old boy says that taxes would go through the roof.’


It was just after the holidays, and for some reason the conversation had gone from who you’d shagged in the summer to who you’d vote for when you finally turned eighteen. Joe had already turned eighteen, but knew better than to stick his oar in; and anyway, no one was aware that he’d repeated a year. Patrick would be eighteen this coming February, and was getting quite excited about the whole ‘exercising his franchise’ deal.


‘Bullshit,’ he said. ‘Why shouldn’t we rule our own bloody country? Why are we all so shit-scared of standing up and being a proper nation?’


‘You tell ’em, Braveheart.’


‘Christ,’ said Brillo, ‘he’ll be setting off a bomb at Glasgow Airport next.’


Patrick punched the air. ‘Too right I will. Free-ee Dum!’


‘Typical Glasgow though, eh? Fucking kick the shit out the terrorists.’


‘Fuck, man, I know. Did you see it on the telly?’


‘See it?’ Doug paused for dramatic effect. ‘My uncle was at the bloody airport! Totally inside the concourse when the whole place went up.’


‘Shi-it.’


‘Well, it didn’t exactly go up, did it?’ Patrick winked; the way he was positioned, Doug probably couldn’t have seen him. But Joe could.


‘Nah. You know what I mean, though. He said he could actually smell burning flesh, you know? Like off the terrorist?’


Joe was standing at the edge of the group, listening. The games master had been round twice in the last week to check for smokers, so all the guys had been on the move, varying their haunts as well as their poses. Sometimes Joe thought he knew where they were all going to be, was sure he’d heard Brillo or Doug say where and when for lunch, then he’d get there and there’d be nobody about.


He moved closer to Doug. ‘D’you think he deserved to die? That terrorist?’


Doug didn’t hear him. ‘So, anyway, my uncle had been heading to Bolivia – you know that jungle-run thing he was doing?’


‘Borneo,’ said Joe.


This time, Doug did turn his head. ‘What?’


‘It’s Borneo. That’s what you said last time. And Bolivia doesn’t have any jungles.’


A small boy careered into them, swinging a thick, woody clump of evergreen.


‘Oh, sorry,’ he squeaked, as the stick made contact with Doug.


‘You fucking will be, you little shit.’


The boy blinked, a skinny wee leveret, then loped off back to his own group of friends. Some of the second years had been on a biology trip to Kelvingrove Park, had come back wielding branches which they were currently using as weapons. Doug picked a tiny piece of leaf from his arm. The laurel green was only a shade lighter than the myrtle of his blazer.


‘You know my uncle, do you?’


Joe said nothing.


‘The TV producer one? Or what about my aunt, who’s a screenwriter? Do you know her, Joe? Do you know any interesting folk at all, Joe?’


‘Slowjo.’ Brillo was drawing the syllables out, stretching them like chewing gum.


‘Cause they both went to Bo-li-via, you fuckwit. Okay?’ Doug sniffed. It was an affectation of his; he did it so folk thought he did cocaine. Joe knew that, because Patrick had told him, one night when they were all pished and Joe had been helping him home. Joe didn’t drink, but he was very tall, and got served no bother.


He shrugged. ‘That’s not what you said before.’


‘Oh, fuck off prick and gies peace.’


Doug tried to use slang all the time, but it never sounded right. His mouth was too full of the family silver. See, that was the sort of thing Joe should say to him, all that stuff he thought in his head but never articulated. Even if he just said it once, or even if he punched him, just tried to deck him once instead of counting into himself and just standing there looking at his massive big feet.


‘They’ve got a fucking cheek though, eh?’ Doug was the smallest of the group, but every inch of him was bulldog-tight. He played rugby like it was a gift from God, and, if he was to be believed, slept with a different girl every weekend. ‘I mean, why don’t they fuck off back to their own country instead of moaning about this one?’


‘You mean the terrorists?’ said Ali.


‘Yeah, I mean the terrorists.’


Most other guys would temper their belligerence at this point. Not Doug. He opened out the challenge, the uplift of his voice creating an invisible parenthesis into which you could insert: So what you gonny do about it? or: How, Paki-boy? You got something to say?


A lot of folk thought it was weird, that an Asian boy should go to a Catholic school, but, good as the college was, it wasn’t just here that it happened. Joe’s cousin Alice went to Notre Dame, an all-girls state school nearby, and it was full of Asians. Strong moral code, you see, Ali had told him. It was when Ali had first started here, just after Easter. Seemed years ago, now.


The mater and pater like it, Ali had nodded sagely. Just so long as I don’t start drinking blood.


Joe had laughed, immediately getting the transubstantiation reference, and Ali had laughed as well. Encouraged by the laughter, it had just slipped out:


You want to come round to mine after school?


Aye, sure.


And he had, and it had been brilliant. Seeing Joe’s mum’s face break into a quickly suppressed beam, her careful, solicitous distribution of snacks and drinks, then more snacks and more drinks. Seeing his house, his room through someone else’s eyes, all his stuff, that was expensive and right and, ultimately, didn’t matter.


After a few weeks at the college, when Ali had been absorbed more seamlessly into the gang than Joe could ever imagine, Joe had asked him round again. He’d been waiting for a reciprocal invite, but since none was forthcoming and his mum had been on and on at him about ‘his friend’, he’d just asked. No big deal, just what mates did all the time, did it without even thinking about it, without writing it down and working out the best way to say it so that it sounded loose but friendly. Spontaneous. He’d waited until they were going into Latin – Ali was going to be a lawyer – until the words had set dry and thick inside his mouth. Waited until they were sitting down and Mr Cross had told them to get out their books.


‘You want to come round to mine after school?’ He kept focused on his bag, kept his hands delving inside, though his Latin folder was right at the top.


‘Eh, no. Cheers. I’ve got stuff on.’


‘Okay.’ A pause. ‘What about next week?’


Ali had flicked through his book. Flicking and flicking and it didn’t take that long to find the bloody page.


‘Maybe leave it, yeah? I’ve got tons of studying.’


Feeling his face inflame, feeling his fingers crush the folders in his bag. ‘Sure. No bother.’


That had been it, clean as surgery; Joe reverted to his rightful place. For the first wee while, Ali had been awkward round Joe, who would always be there, always on the periphery, and thus unavoidable. Ali made sure he was never even standing beside him, as if they’d been caught in flagrante in the gym and it was all a horrible embarrassment. Then the summer holidays had come, and eight weeks’ respite from all this posturing and learning and cold stone and watch where you put your feet, your hands, watch your mouth. Now, Joe wasn’t sure if the guy remembered his name. He watched Ali push the lank silk hair away from his several faces. This would be interesting.


‘Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s not like they were even born here.’


Patrick was the only one whose eyes clicked with Joe’s; making sure he had Joe’s attention, then his pupils rolling up so his eyes were all white space. He held them like that, like wet white globules, until it just looked creepy. They all laughed, Patrick and Ali loudest. False, harsh rags of sound, and Joe had had enough. He walked away from the group, over towards the chapel. You could spend large chunks of lunchtime in there and no one would ever bother you. All you needed to do was close your eyelids, adopt an expression of pensive piety, and they would leave you entirely alone. But before that, first, came the drinking in.


Joe closed the chapel door, closing out the light. It wasn’t the sprinkle of water on skin that he relished. Nor was it the metaphysical, gulping sustenance of the Holy Spirit giving him succour or strength. This, this thing that made Joe’s heart hurt, was the simple rain of dense, sharp colour that hit you when you entered the church. All the bright proofs and prayers of butter-yellow and green and gold and rose. Of eggshell-blue domed walls, a cupola full of light and brilliant jewelled glass. Of green-grey marble and toffee marble and creamy marble, with the scarlet vein of carpet running through. Of the Last Supper shining in its multitude of gold-dust curves and bevels that capped the altar.


 


Ad majora natus sum


I was born for greater things


 


Joe took his seat, shut his eyes.


Today, he would be mostly making holy water boil, by the power of telekinesis.










Chapter Two


SATURDAY 3 NOVEMBER


Autumn. It was a beautiful, orange, golden name.


‘They named this time of year after you, you know.’


Mary smoothed her cheek along the horse’s flank. Blunt stubs of hair bristling, musty warm breath, him and her. Him and her. In the arena, a lesson was in progress; she could hear the trullumph, trullumph as another old-timer approached the two-bar jump. Dutifully schooled, these ponies would leap just the requisite height – no more, no less – no matter who was rocking on their backs. A bored, rich blonde recapturing her youth, a plump boy wearing jeans and trainers and a big daft grin. Or like now, six sets of hooves and a gaggle of schoolgirls, some with the careless, high trot of owning their own ponies, the ubiquitous like of hockey and privilege swinging wide as their artful ponytails.


So, like, are you going to Cara’s on Sunday?


Yeah, and like, my mum, she just said . . . 


Others who just closed their eyes and breathed it in. You knew their faces, not quite making it every week, but always willing, whenever they were there, to untack the ponies, or lead them to the field. Saving up birthday money, the proceeds of Saturday shelf-stacking, pennies from lemonade bottles, pounds from purloined cosmetics sold in the girls’ toilets. Blackmail money, blood money, begging money. Mid-teens, early teens, all tight reins and glowing cheeks. And some who were still sufficiently pre-pubescent to enjoy the thrill of all that power vibrating between their legs, and not quite understand why. She liked that too, the sweet-sour mix of innocence and massive, slapping dicks. There weren’t many geldings at Calder Riggs Equestrian Centre. The owner didn’t approve of castration. Not for animals, anyway, she said.


Mary ran the brush up and down the horse’s withers, brushing firm against the grain, then smoothing it down. Soft chestnut polished to a conker shine. Autumn wasn’t a gelding either, but he was far too old, too much of a gentleman to trouble her for anything more than a wet-kissed nudge, the odd low harrumph into her neck.


‘Mary, can you fill up the hay nets when you’re done here, please?’


Fiona, the owner, was about thirty. Unfailingly polite, she was a rubbish teacher, let the kids walk all over her – especially the spoilt-brat ones who you wished would take a tumble more often than they did. So Fiona stuck more to the administrative side, and employed instructors to do the bulk of the work. Mary could hear Bernadette shouting, her sharp voice slicing the nose of some stuck-up wee besom who was saying how she didn’t want to . . . something or other. Bernadette was the best of the instructors; she was brilliant. Took no snash from any of them. Her voice had a way of sliding suddenly, of losing its roundness and becoming whiplash-hard. You just wouldn’t mess with her, no way José. It was Bernadette who had found her this job.


It was Bernadette who had found her, full stop.


This place had been Fiona’s family farm, tucked away at the back of what was now the teeming Glasgow burgh of Maryhill. You’d never guess it could be secreted there, inching along the fume-clogged artery of Maryhill Road, past the high grey-brick walls and railway tunnels, the old networks of canals and docks. Past Eastpark Children’s Home, where forbidding Victorian stone was making way for low-level comfort and wheelchair accessibility; past bookies’ and supermarkets and bakers’ shops and McDonald’s; then a swift turn right, some hidden – and therefore even nicer – rows of Edwardian villas, a school; and then, all this wonder. Suddenly, in the heart of industrial, sickly Glasgow, you were in a country lane. A little rescued pocket where the fields were broad and horses neighed and a patched-up, weathered mews faced a purpose-built stable block and the smart new bungalow where Fiona and Bernadette lived. Above the old carthouse was a converted hayloft. That was Mary’s house. Nearly a year she’d been here, longer than any other job she’d held down. She’d been so grateful to Bernadette. Fiona too, of course, she was the boss and everything, but it was Bernie who had given her the chance.


Mary’s Hill. It was meant to be. True, not named for her; but for the Mother of God, after whom she was named, so that was just as good, really. There had to be an ancient chapel or a well or something. A vision, perhaps, seen high above the spread of open land? Fiona had chuckled; Bernie had quickly disabused her of such fancy. Not at all. It was just called after the woman who owned the land. Mary Hill, simple as that. Proprietrix of the Gairbraid Estate, who feued the plot on condition that it was forever known as Maryhill.


Mary chucked the currycomb in the bucket. ‘No need. I’ve done it already. And I’ve fixed up the feeds too.’


Fiona’s gilet made her look shapeless. ‘Thanks, Mary.’


She was a tall, grey woman, hung about with a cloud that darkened her dirty-fair hair. The kids were spilling out from their lesson. Two Tamaras and a Sadie-Jo, wiping down their skinny thighs, and then a Kirsty, a Lalla and lovely, dumpy Jess. Leading two ponies as usual.


‘Once you’ve untacked the ponies, would you come and see me in the office, please?’ said Fiona. Too thin as well as tall: a long, lanky streak of misery is how Mary’s mother would have described Fiona. And yet, she was kind, in a soulful, sorrowful way.


‘Sure.’


Mary’s face must have folded in on itself.


‘Don’t worry – it’s nothing bad.’


Jess beamed at them both. ‘Hey Mary. Hi, Miss Cairns. Mary – is it okay if I untack Geronimo?’


Asked as if it was a favour, as if Mary was the kind of person who could waft out permissions.


‘Yes, but I’ll take him up to the field. Mind the last time you took him?’


Kind wee Jess had taken the notion of untacking literally, hadn’t even left on a head collar with which to grab the horse when it decided on a life of liberation, of no more sweating buttocks and vicious, jibing heels.


Jess chuckled, slapped Geronimo’s neck. ‘Yeah, but he had good fun running away, didn’t he?’


‘Just whenever you’re ready, Mary. No rush.’ Fiona slumped her hands inside the gilet’s folds, picked her way over the potholes and puddles of the yard towards the arena. A woman less like a farmer’s daughter it was hard to imagine. But then, you would be hard-pressed to encounter a woman less like a lawyer and a teacher’s daughter than Mary at her lowest depths. I had a pony once too, you wee shits. That is what she would most like to screech at Tamaras one and two. She bolted the lower half of the stable door, gave Autumn one last ruffle of his mane.


‘See you, handsome.’


 


Her nails were black. Horsehair clung to the arms of her fleece, and there was a healthy dollop of shite on her boots. If she could bottle it, bottle these mottled smells, the ache of muscles, this sulky sky, then she would. Over by the arena, she could see Bernadette. Small and angular, dark hair taut on her temples, held back by one of the red elastic bands the postman was forever dropping in the yard. Fiona was saying something to her, then they both laughed, fair head leaning into dark. Bernie touched Fiona’s cheek. No more than a second, just a kiss of skin on skin. Mary rubbed her own cheek. It felt hot.


‘That’s me done with Gerry. Can I do Apollo now too?’ Jess bounced on her heels, all cheeks and untamed hair. Too much energy, that one.


‘You not got a home to go to?’


‘Well . . . my mum’s not here yet. Please.’


‘Fine. Untack him and give him a wee rub-down – but he’s not to go up the paddock. I think Bernie’s using him the lesson after next.’


‘Okely-dokely.’


Mary watched Fiona going into the office. Bernadette had a quick glance round the yard, then flipped her lighter round a cigarette. Always good for a tap, if you had the craving. She could wheech cigarettes from air like a magician with flowers. Thin mouth drawing the smoke in, cheekbones like scars. Mary liked hearing her laugh. It was a rare, spontaneous eruption that flashed her clamped face open. A jagged lightning scar, going as quick as it came, but that was the beauty of it. Bernie caught Mary looking, waved at her with the smoke-free hand.


She waved back, went to Geronimo’s stall. Jess had flung the saddle over the edge of the stable door, rather than put it in the tack room. Wee bugger. She’d put it back when she went to the office.


‘C’mon Geronimo. Let’s cut you loose, boy.’


The paddock was the biggest of the three fields that ringed the riding school. Standing in the centre of it, you could be in the middle of nowhere. A long copse of trees edged the far perimeter, extending along the rise and down to where the burn ran. A smell of fresh-rotting, of goodness. Leaves were turning, falling golden red and russet. It looked like silent fire. You couldn’t even hear the traffic here, or, if you did, you just pretended it was the water plashing. Middle of absolute nowhere, best place in the world. But still, folk found them. People walking dogs, boys that came at night and tried to ride the horses. Tried to hurt the horses. They’d had to rig up a makeshift CCTV camera at the start of the year, after Fiona found Starlight missing half her tail. God knows how they’d caught her – poor thing was the most nervous of the bunch to start with. Bernie had fixed the camera, got some stuff from somewhere and wired it up to work through the old video recorder in the office.


‘Used to be a spy,’ she’d winked at Mary.


It worked, though. Just the salutary fact of it, swaying there on its pole. A twenty-first century scarecrow, even when they stopped bothering to switch on the tape.


‘Off you go, pal.’ Mary patted Geronimo’s rump, unwound her fingers from his mane. She was manky from brushing Autumn. If you walked down the side of the paddock, following the line of the trees, you’d come to where the stream fell into a pebbled pond. One day, she was going to swim in there. It wasn’t really big enough, but you could probably lie bath-deep, feel transparent water freeze the filaments of hair, rise the very scales of your skin up. The thought made her shiver. She would do it next spring, rinse herself clean for the year. For now, she would rinse her hands. Far more hygienic than the sour wooden loo the kids and their boots made filthy on a daily basis. Mary never used her loft in the daytime, even though it had its own wee cooker and a smart white shower room. That was home and this was work.


Aye, dirty work, Bernadette would say. But someone’s got to do it.


Mary squatted at the edge of the pool, fibrous mud crumbling into water where her boot rested. The burn was clear and brown, then silver, splashing and invisible as she rubbed. Going rippled, then dark while the water settled, then clear and brown again. It must go underground. When it got to the road and the built-up streets. It couldn’t just stop. You couldn’t just disappear.


As she came out of the woods, she saw a man, fixed like he’d always been there. He was leaning on the fence, his back to her. A heavy-set man, thick wrinkles of blubber at his nape, and a tiny gold stud in his ear. He didn’t look like a dog walker – forbye the fact he had no dog. He wore a loose beige raincoat, dark trousers and slip-on shoes. Not the sort of footwear for hiking across fields. Something about him, about his stance, made her hold back. He hadn’t seen her, was staring over at the riding school. Mary reversed into the shadowed overhang of trees. The second lesson was a hack, she could see them coming from the arena. A line of stomping ponies ploughing up dust, then soil. Bernie was at the front, a languorous zigzag of back, thigh and femur, her neck white, corded as she turned to give instruction. The ride was coming closer to the man, but he wasn’t moving, except for a slight tightening in his shoulders, a sense of coiling.


It was private property, Mary could just walk out and tell him to bugger off. Maybe he was a parent. That was it; he was a parent come to watch his wee one on the horses. She tried to relax. There were five on the ride, stolid, dumpy things. Not really horses, not except Bernie’s. She was on Toronto, a beautiful bay mare who smelled of honey. All the ponies moved behind her in a looping straggle, like she was towing them. Then one horse stopped to crap, another one watching, wandering out of file. Bernie wheeled Toronto round, trotting to the side, the shepherd with her flock. Back in line again, a sinuous pilgrimage making for the trees. Mary could smell the crush of grass as they approached, could feel the bigness of their hooves vibrate through earth. One horse dropped its head to tear at grass, its panicked rider nearly shooting between its ears.


‘Keep your reins tight, Peter. Elbows in, that’s it.’


Sun shafting clouds, a brightness projecting her profile forwards. With her hard hat on, all you saw was Bernadette’s mouth and chin. It felt dirty almost, to be spying on her through the trees. To see nothing but the pinkness of her mouth. Then Bernie pushed her hat back, high on her brow. About twenty feet from where Mary stood, she reined in the horse. Her eyes narrowed, then widened. Blinked rapidly like stutters.


Bernie had seen the man, but she had not seen Mary. The man leaned off the fence, walked deliberately to where the whole ride had halted. It was deliberate, Mary would say that later, when she reappraised the scene. It was like when you are small, and you play tic-tac-toe. One foot then the other in a perfect slow trail. His arms were up, raised against the light. Or not . . . no. It was more a signal, that thing they do in America, when an umpire makes a ‘T’ shape with his hands.


Like a gallows.


A moment hanging.


The kids were buffeting pony against pony. Too close; bunched up like that, one of them would start to kick. She waited for Bernadette to sort them out, but her gaze was fixed solely on the man. A terrible dawning on her face.


First the recoil, then the lash. Mary wasn’t sure who broke first; the man flying for her reins, Bernie swinging out with her crop. Then Toronto’s hooves were flailing in air, Bernie sliding, galloping, bearing down on the man like Boadicea. He slithered, half fell. Began to run into the woods. Mary jooked behind the tree she was clinging on to, but he saw her. He saw her alright, eyes locking like a camera.


Then he was gone.










Chapter Three


SUNDAY 4 NOVEMBER


‘You’re not my mum!’


There. Essential punctuation for almost every exchange Laura deigned to lob her way. Anna had tried to develop a rhino hide, bouncing words like missiles off a public order shield. Last autumn, she had done her Bronze Commander training – disused factory site, over-zealous ‘hoodlums’ clanging chains and flinging stones (and scoring petty points actually, since they were cops themselves, let off the lead with the exuberance of kids dousing teachers at the school fete). Even had petrol bombs raining down, the works. But this was infinitely more scary. This sweet-natured child, who six months earlier had snuggled up to Anna in bed, sighing like she was releasing all her thirteen years. Who had whispered, unprompted: Love you, Ma-Na.


Anna had skirted round the whole issue of what to call herself – it was Laura who created the name. Well, she’d gone, it was that, Anna-Mama or Evil Stepmother. Smile, teeth, dimples, everything; a shared joke, which was now a concept so far distant as to have dropped from the horizon and slid over the edge of the world. The world of the Cameron Brown household anyway. All Anna had done was ask Laura to put away some of her shoes instead of littering the hall with discarded trainers, pumps and . . . what were these? Soft like slippers, but with laces like boots. Black-and-white chequered articles best suited to an all-in wrestler. Deep breath out, pick them up. And those ones, she snatched . . . and those ones. Chucking them all in the cupboard under the stairs, spilled in an even worse confusion than they’d been in the hall. But it was fine; she could shut the door on this mess. One of the squashy boot things began to shift, not a settling, but an unfurling. Dark movement underneath. She jumped back. Jesus, they must have mice again, coming in from that damn field of a garden. Then Alice stuck her head out of the pile. Stretched.


‘Bloody hell, cat. What are you doing in there?’


The cat flicked a disdainful tail and stalked from the cupboard.


‘Did someone shut you in there, baby?’


Alice sat, squeezed her eyes. Benign once more.


‘Or were you hiding from that stinky dug?’


Donna the dog was getting old. And smelly. If Anna had her way she’d be in a lovely kennel in the garden. Or, better still, someone else’s garden. I mean, she craps all over the lawn, slevers all over the couch. Nobody ever walks her apart from me.


We’ve got the dog walker.


Rob had not been in the mood. Donna, as always, was non-negotiable.


I’m just saying.


Well don’t.


There were days when Anna felt steel bands tightening round her arms and legs, clamping them harder and smaller and deeper. And there were other days – last Sunday, for example – when the three of them were sitting on the deck outside, when it had been warm enough, with the chimenea burning (this was Scotland, so you had to take your chances) to have a barbecue, and Rob had finally lifted all the dog deposits and given the grass its last cut of the year. When the lawn looked smooth and Anna had planted up a basket of herbs.


Not flowers? said Laura.


No, herbs. Pretty and practical. Look – the sage will flower, so will the chives. Big purple pom-poms. And you can use them for cooking.


Hmm.


That had been a good day. Rosé wine, Alice lounging at Anna’s bare feet. Rob skimming his lips on the top of her head as he set down a plate of burgers. Then Laura, taking a flakey because there were clothes hanging on the line and she’d noticed Anna hadn’t washed her gym kit.


But you never gave me it to wash.


But I need it for tomorrow.


Well how am I supposed to know?


And Laura had cried and Anna had felt like shit. It had been so much simpler when Anna was new and exciting, a comrade-in-arms to gently mock at Rob, a girlie to giggle with, a drumskin to test. Gentle rhythms at first. Synchronised heartbeats, joyful timpani of greeting and indulgence. Then louder, more urgent. Bigger noises, deeper imprints. Pounding headaches all round, and the constant thrum of war.


She ran the kitchen tap, sluiced down a couple of Panadols. There were a pair of rugby boots on the draining board. She shoved them off with the back of her hand. Nothing surprised her in this house any more. Now her hand was muddy. Anna missed the comfort of clean lines and spaces. Of knowing that, once you’ve scoured the bath and shined the taps, it will stay that way until you next chose to bathe. Of going out to work and coming home to the same calm sanctuary you’d hoovered that morning.


But then Rob would come and kiss it all better and it would be worth a thousand scummy lines of hair and dirt. She’d thought it might pall, just by the fact of him being there. A commodity to reach over and take, the way you would an apple. No, that was wrong. it was more like stoking a fire, or building up an excellent curry, so that the flavours infused more intensely with each layer. See, some folk wouldn’t get that, but Rob would. Being compared to a fine curry was praise indeed from Anna.


This constant immersion in love heightened all her senses, unlocked a rush of repressed . . . was repressed the right word? She’d not exactly been an arid spinster. Okay, of . . . bottled-up desires. But the desires weren’t sexual; sex prompted them, yes, but they were slower, warmer feelings. The kindling of anticipation as his key turned in the lock, the easing back into arms that supported you like a sofa. Waking up to breakfast in bed. Waking up to a glass of water, to safe hands and someone else turning on the light.


Anna’s teens had been a lonely firestorm. If someone had reached down through the smoke and offered a hand to pull her to safety, she would have grabbed it. Gladly. On paper, she and Laura had much in common. Anna had lost her dad, Laura had lost her mum. And they both loved Robert Brown. Anna loved Laura too, she really, really did. It seemed to be unconditional, this love; taking whatever batterings it was given, yet coming back for more. But she sensed the intensity was not reciprocal.


‘Where are you going now?’


‘Out.’


Jacket on, one hand on the front door latch. Shit, the girl was good. Anna hadn’t even heard her come back down the stairs.


‘Out where?’


‘Just out.’


‘Now you know the rules. If you don’t say where you’re going, I can’t let you out.’


Laura slouched against the door. Facing Anna, which was good. Scowling, which was not.


‘How? You gonny put me in handcuffs?’


‘Don’t be so bloody stupid.’


Don’t swear, don’t overreact. And, whatever you do, do not call your teenager stupid.


People did what Anna told them. At work, she only had to raise an eyebrow and the task was complete. In fact, people had been known to fight over who would do the jumping, not just how high they’d do it. It was a privilege to carry out Anna Cameron’s bidding. Issue instruction, await result. She didn’t know how to negotiate . . . okay, no, she did. She could do this.


‘Look, I hear what you’re saying, Laura. You want to go out. You need your freedom. But you’ve got to appreciate that we need to know where you are. So, how do you think we can sort this?’


What are your demands, you little besom? A suitcase of money and the release of four prisoners? A plane waiting at Prestwick Airport? A Burger King?


‘You can let me go out?’


‘You can tell me where you’re going?’


‘Just hanging about.’


‘But hanging about where?’


‘Park. Probably.’


Anna’s legs were starting to throb. She’d noticed the beginnings of a varicose vein in the shower, an ugly purple whorl that needled the back of her knee. That’s what you got for a lifetime on your feet. Cops, hairdressers, nurses – martyrs all to their veins.


‘Thank you. And when will you be back?’


‘I don’t know,’ she yelled. ‘God. Stop interrogating me. My dad disny go on like this.’


‘Your dad’s not here. And it’s “doesn’t”, not “disny”. Putting on a neddy accent doesn’t make you tough.’


‘What does putting on a posh one do?’ Laura slammed the door, not waiting for an answer.


Anna threw the door wide. Caught the kick of a chequered boot as it battered out the gate. ‘Be back by nine,’ she shouted into the street.


The retired accountant next door was out in his drive, washing his Volvo. ‘Lovely afternoon,’ he called.


Anna waved back. ‘Isn’t it just?’ She was still in her dressing gown.


‘Hope you don’t mind.’ He nodded at the scaffolding heaped under his front window. ‘We’re getting a bit of work done on the roof. It won’t be up for long – couple of weeks at the most they think.’


‘No, no that’s fine. We should really think about getting our roof checked out before the winter. Maybe you could ask one of the guys to pop round?’


‘Will do.’ He flapped his chamois as she went inside.


Cup of tea, then she’d get showered. She returned to the kitchen, noticed her handbag lying open. Not the purse, but the make-up bag. Her mascara was missing; so too was her foundation. Forty-two going on twelve; Anna’s chin had started breaking out in spots. She’d never worn foundation before, hated the clagging in her pores, the festering of face as the day progressed. Like wiping yourself in clay. Anna zipped the plastic wallet shut. Laura was welcome to the stuff. No point telling her it would only make her spots worse. Or perhaps it wouldn’t. How would Anna know? It was not in her gift to say so, to crow See? Just like mine. I told you it would flare up.


You have sensitive skin. Growing up, Anna would have been delighted to shake off the sameness of her mother’s skin. As her own skin expanded, pulling in curious bumps and swells, as her hormones spoke a new language of fury and lust, it felt as if everything was bursting. She was hatching, to emerge new and separately glorious. An adult, who need never again heed one word her mother said.


But Anna and her mum had a whole chain of DNA lacing them tight, no matter what. Anna and Laura had twenty odd months of shy exchanges and the thrust and parry of vying for one man’s attention.


She loaded the dishwasher, a pool of brown spilling from an upturned bowl. Coco Pops. The wee bugger had had Coco Pops for lunch again, even though Anna had told her to have a sandwich. She shifted the bowl so it was slotted in correctly.


‘Shit.’


Chocolate milk splashing through the wire dish rack, spattering her slippers, Donna galloping in with mud-smeared paws to lick the floor, lick Anna’s feet.


‘Get off!’


The dog’s warm tongue anointed the tops of her feet with meaty love. Anna tried to move away, but Donna was a chunky girl, had settled down on top of the slippers for a good old session. Ach, she’d need to wash them now anyway. And the floor. The remains of last night’s Chinese congealed on a tower of unscraped plates: puckered fowl skin, jellied black sauce.


‘Here, how d’you feel about crispy aromatic duck, girl?’


She tipped the scraps on to the vinyl, rewarded by the dog’s bulk shifting to follow this new and pungent source of delight. Anna patted Donna’s head. Rob’s wife’s dog’s head.


She’d been kidding herself. She had no locus here. Laura had the perfect excuse, for everything.


You are not my mum.










Chapter Four


FRIDAY 9 NOVEMBER


‘But it’s pathetic. Haven’t you noticed? I mean, she’s even started dyeing her hair the same colour as yours.’


Mary stiffened, fingers at her mouth. Through the crack in the wood, a runnel of sap long since bled, she could see the back of Bernadette’s head. Fiona was out of shot, but it was her doing the talking.


‘Och, leave her alone. She’s fine.’


‘No Bernie, she’s not. She’s been even worse since that nutter jumped you at the paddock.’


Bernadette’s head titled slightly. The circumference of her skull was perfect. It was a fortune-teller’s globe, all milky shifts of light.


‘She’s just looking out for me, that’s all.’


‘She’s like a dog in heat. Honestly, one night we’ll wake up and she’ll be standing at the window, watching us.’


‘Don’t be daft. The bedroom’s one floor up.’


‘Exactly. I mean she’ll be floating there, like one of those spooky vampire kids. What was that film again? Lost Boys?’


‘Was that no a Duran Duran video?’


Bernadette’s hair trembled as they both laughed. Just a collection of notes and aspiration; a laugh could elevate you, cuddle you. Or slap you hard across the jaw.


It didn’t matter. Bernie had said to leave her alone.


A long, stooping outline. Fiona’s shoulders, her arms hugging Bernie. Mary held her breath.


‘That’s better. You’ve not been yourself since the mugging.’


‘Fiona, I wisny mugged.’


‘Well, attempted mugging. It was only a matter of time, I suppose. You hear about it on golf courses, don’t you? Gangs lying in wait at the furthest hole, jumping out on women golfers.’


‘Hmm. Well, he buggered off sharpish, so no harm done.’


‘But what if he comes back?’


‘Nah.’ A hesitation. ‘Well . . .’


To Mary, it sounded like Bernie was thinking. Not considering the question, more like considering the answer. Was it a good one? Would it work? The pause, then dash of thinking on your feet. Mary knew that movement well.


‘Well, I didny want to say . . .’


‘What? What is it?’


The cadence of their voices was like music: Fiona high and sharp, careful with her notation; Bernie, low, guttural. It was the music of horses’ hooves drumming up the soil; you could feel it, here, in the dip between your breasts.


‘If he does come back,’ said Bernie, ‘then I’ll be ready for him, put it that way. And I don’t want you getting involved, alright?’


‘Christ, now you’re scaring me.’


‘Fiona, I think he was one of they men from the builder’s. Bastards are really stepping it up now. And they canny keep hassling us like this, I’m no having it.’


‘No, you’re wrong. They—’


‘Look, don’t get upset, right, but I know for a fact they’ve already applied for outline planning permission.’


‘Don’t talk rubbish. How can they? They don’t even own the land.’


Pins and needles in Mary’s foot. She tried to move without making any sound, wiggling her toes inside her boots. What they were saying did not make sense, but the vivid rise of fear did. This was her home. Their home, and someone was angling to take it?


‘I don’t know how, but they have. Diane Rice at the school got a neighbour notification thing through. Three hundred houses, it said.’


‘Och well, that’s just nonsense. There’s obviously been a mistake. Don’t worry, Bernie, they can’t build on land they haven’t got.’


‘Well, they’d better no fucking get it, eh?’


‘No,’ said Fiona. ‘No way.’ She sounded exhausted, not fierce like Bernie.


‘Well then. I’m telling you Fi, I’ll die before I let some bastard scare us off this land, no matter how many nutters they send in to put the shits up us. And I’ll tell you something else – I’ll take a few of the fuckers with me first.’


‘Oh God, Bernie. Please don’t talk like that. Please.’


Another lull. What were they doing? Mary squeezed back into her original position.


‘I couldn’t lose you and the land.’


‘Oh, Fiona.’ Bernie’s head had shifted sideways. Mary could see her ear, her cheek. Tendrils of her ponytail escaping, Fiona’s bony fingers stroking the hair. So? Anyone would want hair that colour. It was a beautiful colour. Midnight Auberge.


‘You are a total fanny. You’re never gonny lose me.’


And then Bernie kissed her. Mary’s breath went harder into her lungs, a little bullet at the back of her throat. She knew they did it, plenty of women did it, but you shouldn’t watch. Should never watch that press of mouth on mouth, the yield of lip to pressure pushing. The flick of tongue that searched inside . . . The feel of them, fluid inside you.


Wanting the taste of someone else.


 


Officially, there had been no allusions to the incident at the paddock. After the man ran away, Mary had emerged from the woods, pretended she’d only just got there.


‘I was washing my hands. What happened?’


‘Nothing. It’s fine.’ Bernie’s eyes had been red. Not just the rims, like she’d been crying, but the white bits too. Or maybe it had been the brightness of the sun. One of the kids was crying, but Bernie just ignored her. She slid from Toronto’s back, handed Mary the reins. ‘Gonny carry on the hack, please? I need to nip back to the yard.’


‘But Bernie . . . are you okay?’


‘A half-hour, up to the railway line and back, yeah?’


‘I . . . yes, okay. Whatever.’


Bernie had given her the crop. Pushed her head up, fierce against Mary’s. ‘Any problems,’ she said, ‘use this.’


Mary guessed that would have been it, but for one of the parents phoning Fiona on Monday there, asking what the hell had been going on? Clearly, Fiona had been unaware. There had been voices, raised ones; Bernie thumping a wall with the flat of her hand. A lesson left waiting in the yard with horses flicking tails and bleached, ironed mothers tapping watches. There was the click of the office door, then muffled long tones. She had heard her name mentioned, more than once. Mary, Mary.


Our little secret.


Then there was the scene she had just witnessed through the partition in the stable. But nothing was ever said, not to Mary. She was the carrier of truth. She felt some test had been passed. Bernie had needed – had wanted – her help.


‘Mary – gonny check that hose please? I think there must be a kink in it.’


Bernadette was washing down the yard, Mary was shovelling shit. Just the two of them. Fiona had gone out somewhere, and there were no lessons till after the schools came out.


‘Ho, you.’ Bernie was squinting at her. ‘Is that my jumper you’ve got on?’


Mary feigned surprise. ‘What, this?’ It was an old red sweatshirt she’d found in the laundry room, mixed up with a bale of horse blankets. There was always something waiting patiently to be claimed: jackets and sweaters, crops and boots, a kind of communal equine wardrobe. But this sweatshirt was an old favourite; she’d known it was Bernie’s. And it had been cold this morning.


‘Aye, that. You keep your mitts off my stuff, you.’ She said it smiling, that glittering hard loveliness where she never showed her teeth.


‘You sound like my big sister.’


Nothing meant by it at all, just banter. Just a slipped-out revelation offered as an opening.


So, tell me about your family, Mary.


You know nothing about my family, Bernie.


You have never asked about my family, Bernie.


Am I your family, Bernie?


‘Just check the hose, will you?’ Bernie turned away, twisting at the nozzle.


Mary put down the spade and bucket, followed the line of rubber back to its source. Damp squeaking on her skin, deposits of grit sticking from where the hose had slithered over the ground. Her hands were red, peeling round stunted nails. Sign of an honest worker, that. Bernie had offered her cold cream one night, when it was just the two of them clearing up. She’d got a paper-cut, only from straw, running straight down her lifeline. You don’t believe all that crap do you? said Bernie. No, no, she’d laughed, although she did, a bit. ‘No, you’re right. The only thing you can tell from your hands is if you’re a grafter.’ She had tried to make her words reflect Bernie’s, had never expected the definite shuttering of her face, the spit of: Aye. Well there’s more ways to graft than with your hands.


The hose coiled from the yard, behind the stable block, to the outside tap on the pillar. Fashioned like an olden-day drinking fountain, but with a handsome, verdigrised tap instead of a spout; Fiona had told her this was part of the old farm. My gran can remember when we had no plumbed-in water at all – had to get it all from here.


You could have made it into a courtyard, put a wee iron table and some seating in. Mary had suggested it, that they could sell coffees to the mums, make some traybakes. Fiona had laughed a bit, said she didn’t have the time. Bernie had simply ignored her.


Around the flagstone base, Mary could see the ground was soaking. The head of the tap, a great four-span splat of corroded metal, was lying in the mud, water pumping over it from the denuded tube at the top of the pillar. She could fix that, easily. It was a matter of seconds to screw the handle back, then turn everything off. She waited a minute, turned the water on again. No leaks, just the healthy flex of water pushing through the rubber hose.


‘Sorted!’


She waited for Bernadette’s grateful thanks to rise above the sloosh of water. Rounded the wall of the stable block, saw the yard was empty. Went to shout out Bernie! Then did not.


The air contracting. The silent space of her not being there.


You couldn’t just disappear. Only you could, of course you could. That’s what Mary had done. The girl with cellist’s fingers, with bright, bold eyes and an even gait. All gone. The girl, who, when she was little, did nothing but make up stories. She could not even walk home from school without it being some elaborate fabrication:


Swiftly, the maiden pulled her cloak across her shoulders. Heels tapping on the cobblestones, she ran through the quadrangles . . . that was a beautiful word. Quadrangles. She had seen it in the prospectus for her older cousin’s university, absorbed its secret, quavering whispers. Mary had a lexicon of wonders, stored for future use.


Ah, but where did stories get you, in the end?


Instead of shouting, she crept. She pulled her metaphorical cloak across her shoulders, boots slapping on the squidge of muck and hay. Bernie could be in one of the stalls. But she wasn’t. Most of the horses had been turned out, their stable doors wide open for airing. She could be in the office, although why would you go there so suddenly, your feet all dripping wet? If the phone had rung, Mary would have known – they had the bell amplified so you could hear it in the yard. Another of Bernie’s clevernesses. Perhaps she’d gone to the tack room, to make up feeds. You had to mix the meal with bran, and they usually did enough for the next day at least. If you did it too many days in advance, it would all turn fousty and you’d have to bin it. It would smell like sick, and you’d know. You would shake your head and try to conceal it from Fiona, hiding it under a bag of bottles and tins. You had been too organised, too smart for your own good. Sweet sickness was what it smelled of.


The tack room was locked, the key still tucked under the mounting block. Some of those leather saddles cost a fortune. She sat on the mounting block, waited. Did Bernie mean for Mary to follow her somewhere? Was that it? Her belly tightened, quick and hot. Did she know Mary watched through walls? She felt shame, and then excitement. Then fear. Was Bernie playing with her – or looking for payback for all that had gone before? Mary had never considered that a debt would require to be paid, had assumed, because they were here and they were happy, that time would just absorb it. Wipe her clean as her veins. She wasn’t sure she could make reparation for what Bernie had done for her.


Her hands together, slipped between her thighs. So, so quiet here, with even the horses gone. Her cold, red, wet hands smarting in air. When would she know to begin? Not like counting to a hundred; what if she made the first move and it was wrong? The silence began to panic her; she hadn’t realised how . . . strong it could be. And then she heard a man’s voice, coming from inside the office. The window, an old sash, was raised slightly, propped open with a tin of travel sweets. Fiona was always crunching them; disgusting floury things. A man’s voice, wisping over the sweets and out of the window. Mary crept over. You’re a creep, Mary. Mary, you’re a creepy creep.


The window was frosted; it was the old scullery and toilet once. Basic outlines, basic, blunt words:


‘How did you find me?’


That was Bernie. Mary wanted to go to her. She sounded scared.


‘It wisny hard.’ An odd, twanging delivery, too much hissing in the ‘s’. And so much anger there, too, drawling low in your guts. ‘Dugs aye come back to smell their own shite.’


A strangled sound, neither laugh nor cry.


‘So?’


‘So? It’s time, doll. He’s no fucking daft, and I hope you’re no either.’


‘Excuse me,’ said a voice behind Mary.


Mary screamed, couldn’t help it, it was just the feel of that hand on her shoulder, and the vicious grind of that man’s voice, not this voice. This voice came in a uniform, a blue jacket piped with red.


‘Excuse me. Sorry. Did I gie you a fright? I’m looking for Calder Riggs Equestrian Centre.’


‘What?’


Instinctively, she shielded them both from the piercing quiet that rose, spreading from office to the air. She straightened, moving quickly from the window.


‘Calder Riggs Centre. Is this it?’


‘Yes, yes it is.’


The postie’s voice grew louder. ‘Cheers. Only, I wisny sure what an equestrian was, know?’


‘Riding,’ she whispered. ‘It just means riding.’


‘Aye. That’s what I thought. I’ve no done this run before, you see.’


‘No.’


If she kept walking, so would he. They were nearly at the stable block.


‘Eh, well – can I gie you these?’


He passed her a pile of paper, letters. Mary could not focus on them, was watching all the while. Waiting for the man to appear, to come and run and get her. Of course they had heard her.


‘So, can you sign for this parcel too, hen?’


‘What? Aye. Sure.’ She took his pen, scribbled a messy M. Looking, continually looking, back up the yard, but nobody came out. ‘That it?’


‘Aye. Well, you wouldny know where Lochgranan Path is, would you? I’ve been driving roon here in bloody circles.’


‘No, sorry. Don’t have a clue.’


The door to the house began to open. Mary grabbed the package from the postman, ran inside the staircase that led to her hidden loft. Hidden it was, carved from the deepest recesses of forbidding castle walls.


Peering through her tatty curtain, willing Bernie to come out. Was she alright? What kind of a mate was Mary, who would not batter doors and faces to save her friend? She heard an engine start, the crunch of car on stony track. Saw, at last, Bernie, leading, almost dragging Toronto from the stables and swinging herself on to his back. She cantered towards the woods, driving the horse on to leap the paddock fence rather than slow and lean down to open the gate. Going for the head-rush of flying on an animal that is bigger and better than you. Mary felt herself unclench. She knew the relief of jumping hedges higher than your head. Bernie was okay.


Mary didn’t feel okay though. She felt unaccountably afraid, in her hidden loft in her safe, secret home. Nobody would find her here. If she locked the door twice, said her magic incantations. No one would find her here.










Chapter Five


FRIDAY 9 NOVEMBER


‘And the winner is . . .’


Deacon Blue had just completed their set, a dervish dance of whoop and melody that jettisoned Anna back twenty years. Twenty. To a time of dubious hair, of Bezique and Midori cocktails (when flush; snakebite and blackcurrant when skint), to nights staggering up Scott Street’s steepness to reach the Cotton Club, and hope you passed the style test for that week (tablecloths? perms?) and they let you in. To a time when a teenage Anna would have shaken her head at twenty-something Anna. Spitting, possibly, in disgust. And God knew what she would have made of Anna now.


Something had happened to her when she joined the police. For a while, she’d lost the sharpness that chafed her; had wanted, instead, to run with the herd. A reaction, no doubt, to becoming a pariah at the instant her warrant card was issued. You couldn’t be set apart like that, then double-dare yourself to do it again. No, it was one thing to be louche and aloof in the confines of school and college, to segue from punk to slick Glasgow secrets like Orange Juice, quick before the rest of them get into it, chasing music and stances and beliefs because they were different. But not when she joined the police. Branded a misfit, you sought sanctuary in being plain. Off duty, you cleaved to what was normal and dull and you hated yourself for it. At least Anna did. Until the truth floated to the surface again, as truths often do, and Anna realised that she was who she was, she could like what she liked and that nobody, really, ever gave a stuff.


Deacon Blue were cheesy, but they made her want to dance. As did Verdi and Patti Smith. Midori was vile – and lurid green to boot. Ironed jeans were neater, she suited a classic bob and she missed making eggshell mosaics on her own.


Anna hadn’t meant to end up on the stage, but it was an excellent watchtower. All the performers and officials were linked in a titanic chorus line, filling the venue’s platform. She stood virtually in the wings, a massed army of Glaswegians before her: school kids, athletes, council officers and politicians, all of them punters holding flags. So many Saltires, you could have marched past Derby and seized London in a heartbeat, your feet barely touching the ground. In all the dark corners of the Old Fruitmarket, Excitement was a person in her own right, a huge, blowsy, gallus dame who was chewing gum and pumping her fists.


Wait for it . . . Wait for it . . . Wait for it.


Great booms of delirium surfed out from the crowd; there was a kind of savage hunger to their glee. Big Rory – a red-wigged stiltwalker who was as vital a civic presence to Glasgow as the Duke of Wellington statue and its traffic-cone hat – teetered over everyone, his tartan bunnet brushing the names of long-dead merchants. They had shifted out all the fruit and veg barrows years ago, but had kept the dusty name signs. A copperplate J Carmichael & Sons, painted in the faded colours of a carousel, marked the booth from which that family must have plied their trade. It and all the other booths, the wrought-iron galleries, the rafters, were decked in fairy lights, the entire Victorian hall given over to functions and concerts, saved for posterity like the Cheese Market and the Fish Market and Candleriggs over the road.


Above all the noise, Anna was aware of a beat, a steady thrum against her hip. Her mobile was vibrating. Carefully, she extracted it from her many layers, glanced down. It was home. Moving further into the wings, she held the phone up to her ear.


‘Yes?’


It came like an impatient hiss; she was at work, she was at work.


‘It’s me, Laura.’


She sounded tiny, lost almost in the swell and pulse of the Fruitmarket’s celebrations.


‘What’s up? I told you I haven’t had time to go to the shops. There’s some crisps behind the breadbin—’


‘Anna, it’s Donna.’


‘What about Donna? Come on, you know it’s your turn to take her out.’


‘She’s dead.’


‘What?’


‘I found her in her basket; she’s all cold.’


Her voice broke, became gulps.


‘Oh, pet. Oh, darling, are you sure?’


‘Of course I’m sure. Her eyes are open and her tongue’s all puh . . . puffy . . . and I wasn’t with her. No one was with her.’


‘Oh sweetheart. Look, I can’t get away right now, but I can—’


‘Forget it.’ The tiny voice became a yelp, brutal through thick, nasal tears.


‘Laura, please. Don’t be silly.’


‘Just forget it. I’ll phone my dad.’


A cold click, a beep, and Laura was gone. Anna held the mobile against her lips, eyes shut. She had been the first person Laura had thought of to phone. Not Rob. She wanted to hold her spiky, sprouting body and kiss it better. The dog was Laura’s last link with her mum, yet Anna’s first reaction had been denial, followed by excuse. A proper mother would drop everything to run to her daughter’s side. Immediately, she dialled home again, but it was engaged. Tried Rob next, also engaged. She couldn’t do this. Be this. She didn’t know how. It was like a zip ran between her and Laura, at one tug locked tight and intertwined, the next, ripped open, one end flapping lamely while the other disappeared. And it wasn’t just the vicious up and down that exhausted her, it was how the momentum was gathering speed, becoming faster, more random, and how Rob didn’t seem to see.


‘Quick,’ someone whispered from the body of the stage. ‘That’s them going to make the announcement.’


Anna blinked. Made her way back into the spotlights. She found herself standing next to Amy Macdonald.


‘This is great, isn’t it?’ whispered the girl.


Anna gave a wide, weak smile. A whole other voice for a younger generation, who had not even been born when Deacon Blue were at their height, the young singer had not long finished entertaining the crowd. A cynical Anna had folded her arms and waited to be disappointed, yet she’d liked Amy’s music as much as Deacon Blue’s. The girl’s plaintive folk-rock had something of the same lilt to it, a defiant Celtic candle passed from age to age. That, and the massed pipes and drums of the polis Pipe Band, had stirred everyone to a pitched, patriotic fever. Everyone except Anna and her cops, who, though expected to smile benignly, were not expected to engage in the impromptu ceilidh reels or the swigging from suspect bottles. Anna sighed out, let her breath cool her cheeks. She would phone home as soon as this was all done. Partly there for show, her cops were also present for security purposes, scanning the crowd for crush injuries, unattended bags that could be bombs, assassination attempts on the lives of the assembled big-wigs (well, apart from Rory, medium-wigs really; all the proper big-wigs were at the official announcement ceremony in Sri Lanka). This being Glasgow, they were mostly watching for guys nipping lassies’ bums in the crush, and sneak-thieves dipping pockets.


That it should come to this. The City of Glasgow: a serious contender for the 2014 Commonwealth Games. It was only them and Abuja left in the competition since Halifax dropped out. The screens behind Anna’s head were showing a live link-up with Colombo, where, in less than thirty seconds, the announcement would be made. The TV cameras at the Fruitmarket were sweeping the crowd, with one fixed on the woman at the on-stage microphone. She grinned hugely, her eyes a little wandered as, behind her, in slightly out-of-focus Sri Lanka, Glasgow’s bid delegation leapt with delight.


‘What?’ the woman asked into the mic. ‘Have we won it?’


Manic hugging from the Scots on the screen, their embraces edged with a row of sombre African faces, still seated in their bright array. An unsure rumble, then howls of joy from the crowd in front of Anna, all nudging and yelling and bouncing as if on springs. Only a few of the delegation on stage hesitated, searching for their BlackBerries and confirmation.


‘Is that it? Yes, yes!’ The presenter in the Fruitmarket hugged her earpiece, straining to co-ordinate sight and sound above the racket of the crowd. And to keep smiling. Very important that. ‘Yes! I think we’ve won it!’


Then a rain of confetti poured from the rafters, a full minute after the official announcement had been made.


Another out-of-synch national embarrassment. It was Hogmanay ’89 all over again, when big Robbie Coltrane kept talking past the Bells, and they missed the midnight countdown. Anna had been marooned at that too, a uniformed model of sobriety when all around was unfettered delight. Look at them now, all bouncing, literally, leaping for joy. School kids were rattling long orange and blue inflatables (why?); even Nicola Sturgeon and Wendy Alexander, nippy sweeties and political rivals both, were locked in a genuine embrace. A man in a tracksuit tottered towards Anna, arms outstretched, face aglow. She kept smiling. Very important that. Softly breathed: ‘Keep walking, pal.’


It was mental, a truly Glasgow celebration; ruddy faces, sweaty dancing, and unnatural trysts declaring undying love – all with the lurking potential to erupt in a good-going rammy. A well-known sports presenter started jigging with the former First Minister, who wore his usual sheepish grin. And it wasn’t the dancing, he always looked like that.


C’mon man. You’ve just won gold! We’re the best wee daftie country in the world!


A council bailie, regal in purple and golden chain, held hands with athletes Yvonne Murray and Liz McColgan. The bailie was grinning fit to combust, patently unbothered that she’d missed all the jollies, the partying in Colombo.


Bright on the screens at their backs, a massive projection writ large in matching purple:


 


WE DID IT!


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ The bailie planted a kiss on Anna’s cheek, a waft of perfume following. ‘Oh, isn’t it wonderful, my dear?’


‘Yes. Yes it is.’


Hot red-yellow spotlights, smeared by her damp lashes and the motion of her head. Anna found herself quelling a sudden urge to cry.


 


 


Clattering into the office, panting into her phone. She hated being like this. Weighted. Tied. Always checking her watch.


‘But you’re sure she’s okay, Rob?’


‘She’s fine,’ he said. ‘I told her we’d rent a movie tonight, get some pizza.’


‘Okay. She sounded terrible on the phone.’


It was a tentative way of feeling for bruises, when what she should have asked was: Does she hate me? Particularly at the point I abandoned her for the revelry of one thousand strangers and the chance to grin inanely on TV. Did she say I was an unsympathetic cow? Anna hoped she had. The times that Laura stood up to her, she felt a tight pride in the region of her chest, as if she – Anna – had crafted the riposte herself.


‘Och, she’s been through worse.’


Said quietly, though not in a self-pitying way, but she felt a deeper contraction for Rob, and that faint sense of exclusion which wound occasionally through their relationship. When you partnered a man who had lost his wife, the past presented itself gravely, as a vast hidden space into which you might slip, lit occasionally by unexpected shafts of insight or revelation – and your own bright jealousy. A past that imposed itself, and one which you were obliged to accept. After all the stolen men she had enjoyed, Anna reckoned it was her penance.


‘Look,’ he went on, ‘we’ve decided not to bury Donna. Not here.’


‘Yeah. Those foxes would have her up and mangled in no time.’


‘No, I meant because it would be too upsetting for Laura. You know, getting reminded every time she went out into the garden?’


‘Yeah. Of course.’


‘So, I’m going to take Donna to the vet’s.’ His voice grew even more hushed. ‘I think they incinerate them. Do you want me to wait till you get home? So you can say goodbye?’


‘Eh, just a wee minute Rob. Alright guys?’ Anna nodded to the clutch of senior officers, engaged in fierce discussion outside the commander’s office. Her breathing was laboured, she slowed right down. She was too late.


‘Sorry. Um, no, it’s okay. It’s pretty full on here. I’ll see you tonight, yes?’


‘Sure. Don’t work too hard.’


‘I won’t.’


She waited to catch her breath, had taken the stairs, only one flight, but she was struggling. Holding the metal banister bought her some respite, steadying her feet for the final step. And who’d have thought it would have come to this? Back at A Division – only they called it ‘City Centre’ now – fat as a pig, and unable to gulp in more than shallow spoons of air.


Stewart Street office had had a slight facelift out front, but inside was much the same, including the sophisticated banter.


‘Ah, here she is: the PW herself. Wotcha, gel.’


‘You some kind of dinosaur, Colin?’


She drew near to where Colin was standing with two of her other colleagues. There had been a meeting with the divisional commander earlier; she’d hoped to get back in time, but clearly it hadn’t lasted long.


‘I’ve no heard that one in ages.’ Head down, she thought she’d got a stitch. Jesus, she’d only walked in from the yard. But it was there. Little separations of sinew from muscle, a small ripping inside that burned and choked. Anna was afraid of fire. Anna was afraid of ripping. With one hand nursing her back, she straightened up. ‘Maybe it’s different in the Met, Col, but here we stopped defining officers by their gender about twenty years ago.’


‘Nah love,’ he grinned. ‘It’s just your nickname, innit?’


Colin Potter, a recent transferee from London, thought he was everyone’s favourite chief inspector. As proud of his lush moustache as he was of his non-stop patter, Colin was a refreshing zephyr wending through A Division’s dust. He winked, joshed and chuckled all day – and had been known to wear his slippers under his desk.


Ambitious? Me? Not a chance. Not what I told them lot, of course, but if I make it to super, I’ll be happy. See, the wife’s a Jock like you mob.


Colin’s master plan was to buy an old house in Argyllshire, work till his thirty was in, then run a B & B when he retired. Had it all sorted. His one apparent failing so far was that he could not read subtleties. All was jokes and joshing to our Colin, and only a comedy frying-pan in the face could stop him in his tracks.


Aye. That yin’ll get a sore skelp one of these days, the cleaner had observed, primly removing her mop from his office, where he’d dressed it in a police hat and raincoat and left it in his chair.


‘Crime prevention,’ he’d said later, when asked, never sensing that his SDO was less than amused.


Same as now, Colin nothing but profuse, hirsute grins as his buddies shifted from the coming broadside, a thin movement away from him, leaving an aura of space all round. Donald Mackinnon was all aquiver, jaw jutting at Colin, radiating the need for silence.


‘It’s my what?’ said Anna.


‘It’s just you being daft Colin, is what it is.’ Stuart Barrowman turned to Anna. ‘Anyway, I got you these—’


‘Nah, c’mon boys,’ beamed Colin. ‘You said, didn’t ya?’


‘Yeah, c’mon boys. What did you say?’


‘Och, it’s just a thing the troops say really . . .’ Stuart rummaged through the folder he held. ‘Any road, I took some notes for you. Wait till you hear what the new Chief’s got planned.’


‘Aye, but I’d rather hear the end of this conversation first.’ Anna folded her hands above her belly. ‘Colin, you were saying?’


‘Shit, love. I thought you knew. The boys ’ere said you’d had it since you was a sergeant.’


‘Had what? PW?’ She looked at Stuart and Donald. ‘Police woman? That’s a bit crap, isn’t it?’


‘No really,’ said Stuart. ‘It stands for Picketty Witch. Quite ingenious when you think about it.’


Behind him, Donald snorted.


‘What?’


‘Och, it’s after some daft old hippy band . . .’


‘Yeah, no, I got that – but what does it mean?’


‘Look, it was just something . . . och, d’you mind old Jimmy Black? Used to be CID clerk here?’


‘Yes . . .’ She had no idea where this was going, but she was enjoying stringing it out. Stuart had assumed a look of childish eagerness in his bid to convince her, both of the triviality of the whole affair and the kind good humour with which the jibe was meant. His round, milky face could almost carry it off.


‘Well,’ he continued, ‘I was at Lochinch with a couple of mates—’


‘What’s Loch Inch?’ asked Colin. ‘That near Loch Lomond?’


‘No, no,’ said Stuart. ‘It’s the police club. In Pollok Park? Cheap beer, pies and a bowling green – you’d love it. Anyway, we were talking and he was asking me who I was working with now, and when I mentioned your name, Anna . . . he kind of laughed and went: Sure. Picketty Witch. A lovely girl, that.’


‘D’you get it?’ said Donald. ‘It’s good isn’t it? Picketty because, well, Anna, you can be quite fussy sometimes. You know, about doing things the way you want them done. And, um, witch . . .’ He tailed off, his initial burst of enthusiasm having carried him a little too far, like Wile E. Coyote’s legs, scrabbling mid-air above a yawning canyon. Anna thought it was quite funny. But she bit the inside of her lip to keep from giving any sign.


‘Ach I know. It’s all in the hooky nose, isn’t it? That and my propensity for casting hexes.’ She examined her nails. ‘Picketty Witch, eh? And now it’s been reinstated, has it? Wonder how that happened?’


‘Who knows?’


So. She’d had a nickname for years. Was that a good thing? Should she be flattered that she was unique enough, an individual sufficiently well kent to merit her own moniker? Or be angry at the obvious slight? A bit of both probably. You could earn a nickname, she thought, in one of three ways: born from pure affection; forged in the heat of hate; or arising from a grudging, communal acknowledgment that you were a bit of a nightmare sometimes, a bit of a character, but you werny really that bad.


Let’s pretend it was version three. All publicity was good publicity, she supposed. But it wasn’t the revelation that she was famous that gladdened Anna. It was the fact that she was still able, even now, to engender fear – well, discomfort at least – in the hearts of grown men. She had worried they would sniff her softening bones and conclude she was gently rotting. Look at them, though, shuffle-bunnies, the lot of them, heads low, humble. Waiting for the roar.


She said nothing. Simply walked up to Stuart and lifted a stray hair from his black nylon shirt.


‘This,’ she said, holding the hair to his nose, ‘is now mine. Oh, and don’t worry if you start to get stomach cramps in the night. It’ll just be the magic working.’ She folded a clean tissue over the hair. ‘Aye, it’s the pins in the head you’ll need to watch out for.’


‘Oh fuck,’ said Colin. ‘She’s a Voodoo Queen – I knew it.’


The moment eased, they started laughing.


‘I mean, it’s only in A Division . . .’ Stuart was being all cheery again.


‘Yeah, but it’ll go global when you’re a super, mate,’ said Colin.


Anna smiled at him, wondered if he knew yet about his own nickname. It had only begun to filter up from the troops, but it was sticking – despite his sunny demeanour. The wee English bastard, or ‘Web’ for short.


‘No that that’s gonny happen anytime soon. For any of us.’ Donald took Stuart’s folder from him. ‘Read that.’


‘Right now? Do I have to?’ Anna really needed the toilet. ‘Oh, we won by the way.’


‘Won what?’


‘The Commonwealth Games, ya tube.’


‘Woo-hoo. Do we get a medal?’


Donald shut the folder. ‘Nah, don’t bother reading it, actually. It’ll only depress you. In a nutshell, we’ve just been telt that the new Chief’s commissioning a review of superintendents’ posts. Word is, they’ve already decided how many are going to be cut.’


‘Aye,’ said Stuart, ‘they’re chucking a load out of Headquarters jobs. Plus, operations are going to get hammered as well. We’ll be losing at least one super from here, every division will. There’s going to be a total rejig of responsibilities.’


‘Yup,’ said Donald. ‘Deputy SDOs are basically going to be doing the super’s job, as well as their own. But without any extra pay.’


‘Fucksake. How’s that going to work?’


She leaned against the wall. Anna may have thought that Giffnock was busy, but since returning to the City Centre, with its marches and parades, its exhibitions, its dignitaries, tourists, clubs, shops and daily chaos, the demands on her time had been colossal. Every day’s workload subsumed by the debris of the day before – and the planning for the days to come. With the amount she was needing to pee recently, she was very seriously considering the purchase of a fine device she’d seen on telly: a Whizz Away! Made from medical grade thermo-plastic, this little gem came complete with a lilac (self-cleansing) bag, a ‘flower-inspired’ lip ensuring less spillage and a 10-cm antibacterial impregnated tube designed to offer an ‘eco-friendly toilet on the move’.


Ah, thank God for Bid TV, her flickering, glittery companion to insomnia.


‘Anna. Are you listening?’ said Stuart. ‘I said one of us is likely to get bumped too.’


‘You’re joking? How?’


‘Apparently it’s the English model. Too many chiefs—’


‘Aye, you’re no joking,’ interjected Donald.


‘And no enough Indians. He’s getting rid of shift inspectors too.’


‘And Community Policing.’


‘But Community Policing does a brilliant job. How does that make sense?’


‘Apparently,’ they chorused, ‘it’s the English model.’


Like Colin, the new Chief Constable had recently arrived from southern fields, and seemed determined to reshape Strathclyde in an Anglicised form. The biggest of all the Scottish forces, Strathclyde had been drawn from the ranks of Scotland’s western constabularies: the county forces like Ayrshire; burghs such as Lanarkshire; and from Britain’s very first force, the City of Glasgow Police. All sucked in during the formation of Strathclyde Region, compressed into a single entity, then, some twenty-five years later, left high and dry when the regions retreated, forcibly reverted back to the smaller islands they’d been before. Inefficient, you see, some had said. Profligate, unwieldy. Too powerful, muttered others. But the rationale used for breaking up Strathclyde Region had been the same rationale for retaining Strathclyde Police. More efficient, you see. Pooling resources, joined-up thinking.


Too powerful, muttered others. Yet so it remained, a behemoth ruled by a tripartite arrangement of Chief Constable, councillors and government ministers. But even these sands were shifting. With every successive piece of tinkering, the force’s separate divisions had morphed and merged, each time more closely aping the boundaries of one of the twelve local authorities in which the divisions lay. On one hand, local autonomy – on the other, some strenuous local pulling-on-the-strings. Policing was no longer about organising your resources to best patrol communities and fight crime, wherever those geographies might lie. It was being moulded, and moulded and moulded again – to suit conflicting loyalties and masters, it seemed to Anna, not to make it better.


‘What happened to “if it’s no broke, don’t fix it?”’ she said. ‘Community cops are your standard bobbies on the beat. I thought that’s what people wanted?’


‘People might, but – ’ Stuart assumed a lecturing tone – ‘it’s just not cost-efficient any more. No, the way ahead apparently is: a crack-squad of probationers, who will be given . . . oh . . . at least four days’ training, kept in a central warehouse, then helicoptered in to war zones for the sole purpose of extracting a prisoner or attending a call. Only the calls that the community wardens can’t handle, of course. In and out in five minutes flat, and never once lifting up their visors.’


Colin was shaking his head. ‘And you call me a dinosaur? You lot are just a bunch of lazy, sheep-shagging Scotch bastards. You like to have your nice cuppas, chat to the old lady who’s a wee bit lost. Now, in the Met—’


‘Aw, fuck up you,’ said Stuart. ‘I’ve never met a Met cop who wisny an arrogant—’


‘Boys! Boys,’ said Donald. ‘What if the diversity super heard yous?’


‘Well. Don’t you lot dare lecture us about community relations.’


‘Why, thank you.’ Colin scratched his moustache. ‘Nah, you’re right though; I thought I was escaping from all that bullshit – not being the advance bloody guard. I tell you, it’ll only get worse.’


At what point did shaking things up become an act of vandalism? Anna noticed she was stroking her tummy. Noticed she didn’t, actually, care that much, once the initial rush of anger subsided and they’d all stopped yabbering. Or, if she did care, it was with a resigned acceptance of her lot. Anna Cameron could no longer stem tides, and that was okay. All she could do was choose the firmest ground available and wait. Cling to the rock marked, This too shall pass. A satisfied warmth suffused her. It felt like feathers pushing inside, softening the hard angles of her face, hazing her eyes with calm. She was Buddha, she was a hen.


She was thirty-two weeks pregnant, and desperate to pee.










Chapter Six


MONDAY 12 NOVEMBER


They must, thought Mary, be family after all, because it was evident that nobody was going to speak of the matter again. That man had not returned, he had definitely not been threatening Bernie in a locked office, and Mary had never heard a thing. A delicate dance of three monkeys, who saw, heard and spoke nothing but the most inoffensive of banalities; that was Mary’s experience of family, and it was repeating itself here. She did honest work, the horses were plain and uncompromising, needing only food, water, exercise and an occasional scratch behind the ears. The land was plain and good, simple dirt, and she had washed in fresh, good water. Was it too much to expect a discourse as well?


Bernadette must have come back at some point on Friday, because Toronto was stabled up in the evening when Mary went to check. No sign of Bernie, though. On Saturday, she and Fiona had gone to a friend’s wedding, leaving Mary in charge. Yesterday, Bernie had been out of the house before Mary started work and had avoided her all day. This morning, she had made sure she was up, dressed, breakfasted before anyone else appeared. It gave her some kind of moral superiority, she thought, being here first.
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