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  Martin Pavel heard it all as if through a pillow: the faint whine of ambulances, the helicopter murmur overhead, the muffled shouts of men in bulky uniforms, paramedics and

  cops shouting urgent instructions to each other – GET THAT TAPE, MOVE THEM BACK. But it was bluster against a chaos long past. The chaos had sauntered casually out of the post office and

  walked off. Now the chaos was in the city somewhere, looking in shop windows, eating, maybe, watching TV, maybe, calm, certainly. Wherever the chaos was it was calm. Martin wished he was with

  it.




  He was sitting on the kerb, his legs splayed out into the Great Western Road. He saw the crowds gathered at the brink of the hill and down by the lights, craning to see, knowing that this number

  of police cars and the helicopter circling overhead meant something big had happened.




  The traffic lights across the road changed, the red glow visible side-on. Martin realised with a start that it was dusk. The world was actually getting darker, it wasn’t just his

  perception of it. He arched his back to take a deep breath and almost dislodged the small boy koala-clamped to his chest. The boy faced in obstinately, squeezing, starting when anyone came

  near.




  As the fog of shock began to lift, Martin remembered automatic fire, red explosions on the old man’s back, the tilt of his torso, the greasy slide. Ambushed by the image, terrified at his

  reaction to it, he cupped the boy’s head, pulled him in, tucking his jacket around his back.




  The boy huddled in tight as Martin’s field of vision turned green. A paramedic’s uniform. The man knelt down in front of him, bobbing and weaving his head as he tried to catch

  Martin’s eye: ‘Pal, pal, can you hear me?’




  Martin managed a nod.




  ‘Are you injured?’




  He shook his head.




  ‘And the wee man? Is your son hurt?’




  Martin blinked slowly. ‘Not . . .’ He opened his mouth to speak and the boy whimpered with fright, but Martin had to say it, ‘He’s not my son.’




  ‘Who is he?’




  Martin baulked. The boy was his now, there was no changing that, but that wasn’t what the man was asking. He twisted at the waist, thumbing back at the shattered post office window.

  Inside, it was splattered with red and black. ‘His.’




  The boy began to worm deeper into Martin’s chest, crushing the breath from him.




  Martin lifted his knees, fiercely pressing the boy into him, trying to steal him back from a world where your grandfather could do something like that.




  Pushed in a canvas wheelchair, through the A&E waiting room; not very clean, not very nice. Not Caracas but not Cedars-Sinai either. A glass bulletproof box for the

  admission staff, chairs in rows. The boy on his knee still, arms clamped around his neck, eyes shut tight.




  Through a door. A tall woman was waiting to meet him. She was blonde, grey suit. I am DS Alex Morrow. I’ll come and talk to you soon. Martin nodded. They moved on.




  Into a corridor of curtained cubicles. The person pushing the chair parked them in a quiet corner, pulled a curtain around them, kicked the brakes on and went away.




  Time passed. Clocks ticked and trolleys rolled. Nurses’ shoes squeaked by beyond the curtain.




  The sudden sound of frantic footfalls, and a woman’s high voice, ‘Joseph?’ The boy loosened his arms and legs, pushed himself out from Martin, listened for it again.

  ‘Joe!’




  He clambered down from Martin’s lap, stood facing the curtain as if afraid to pull it back. He looked tiny and helpless and close to tears, this engine, and Martin’s hand rose

  towards him, needing him to come back. He dropped his hand quickly, remembering what a man craving the touch of a boy would look like, part of a generation brought up to suspect themselves.




  He saw the boy shiver at the curtain, shoulders by his ears. On safari Martin had seen lions, hippos, even leopards, making kills, giving chase. He saw a hippo bite a lion’s leg off.

  Exciting, surprising, humbling even, but nothing compared to what he had seen today because today had been utterly needless.




  The curtain yanked back. A red Puffa jacket, long, like a bloody sleeping bag. The small boy didn’t look up but stood, frozen, staring at the woman’s legs. ‘I’m sorry,

  Mummy.’




  She fell to her knees, wrapped him up in her. She was hefty, thick around the hips – though the thick quilted coat wasn’t helping that – with a dark, fine face. They stayed

  there for a long time until the nurse coughed impatiently.




  The mother looked up at Martin and her raw-eyed sorrow gave way to horror. She pulled the boy out to look at him, spat furiously into her hand and rubbed at his face with her spittle. Martin

  looked at the back of his arm: he was covered in dried bloody freckles.




  Smearing the blood into the boy’s hair, she spat again, weeping and spitting. The nurse handed her a wet wipe. She scrubbed hard, shoving his head back on his neck and his eyes rolled in

  ecstasy at her touch.




  She stood up. Her sorrowful face was familiar to Martin and he realised then that the dead grandfather was her father, and that she had loved him very much.




  The curtain fell shut and they were gone and Martin was left alone and cold and numb.




  People spoke to one another out of sight. Telephones rang. Time ground past around him.




  A young medic came to see him. She shone a pen torch into his eyes, looked in his ears, asked him if he had been hit on the head. He hadn’t. He was in shock, she told him. She left.




  A nurse came with a pill and he took it. It felt a little like his stepmother’s Xanax, but fast. After a while it made everything feel softer. It was nice.




  A different nurse appeared, cupped his elbow, prompting him to stand up. Tenderly, watching Martin’s feet and making encouraging noises, she led him down the corridor, around a corner and

  into a small bright room with white walls and a dead computer on a desk.




  The blonde policewoman was there with a man. They stood up and introduced themselves: DS Morrow and DC Harris. They shook his hand.




  They all sat down.




  The policeman brought out a clipboard with photocopied sheets of questions. He was holding onto his bag as well as the board, though, and when he sat down the board slipped from his hand,

  sliding towards the floor. He was unduly alarmed, his finger tips scrabbled to catch it and he grabbed at the paper, ripping the blank top sheet out from the metal clip.




  They all watched the board drop to floor, bounce on the corner and land face up: a filled out form below: Joseph Lyons, 9 Lallans— the policeman’s hand fell over the address. He

  picked it up, pulled out the ripped top of the blank sheet. His lips were bloodless with embarrassment. Martin didn’t understand why it was such a big deal.




  The woman took charge. She asked Martin to tell her what happened in the post office in the Great Western Road. Why did he go in there?




  He was sending gifts home for the holidays.




  Martin should have gone home by now but he couldn’t face it. He used the excuse of fictitious exams and a fictitious local girlfriend. He was going to her fictitious parents for Christmas

  lunch. They’d split up in January. His parents would never know he’d made her up.




  He didn’t tell the cops any of that, just that he was Martin Pavel, twenty-one years old, a geology student at Glasgow University. He had been in the post office with two parcels to send

  home for Christmas.




  ‘Where is home?’




  San Francisco.




  She looked sceptical. ‘In America?’




  California.




  ‘Did you grow up here, in Scotland?’




  Martin shook his head.




  ‘But you have a Scottish accent.’




  Aye.




  She looked angry about that. ‘Where are you from?’




  Here. As much as anywhere.




  ‘But you didn’t grow up here and your family aren’t here . . .’




  The questions were too complicated, the answers too wordy and all he could think was he wanted the gunman to come here with his pistol and blow them away. He shook his head at the weight of it

  and the woman leaned forward, speaking softly to comfort him, when Martin knew he didn’t deserve it.




  ‘Look, never mind. Forget that just now. In the post office, before, who else was there?’




  The grandfather was right in front of him, holding hands with the boy.




  The man had white hair, a square face like the mother who came for the boy. He wore a red Berghaus jacket with black shoulders and a red scarf. He was tan, like a Sicilian peasant, and his

  clothes were as well pressed as a Parisian’s, yet he spoke with a Glasgow accent.




  Martin arrived at the back of the queue. He turned off his music and the boy smiled up at the grandfather and said, ‘Sausage rolls?’ and the grandfather nodded seriously and said,

  ‘Of course, sausage rolls.’




  Martin got stuck in that memory. Of course. Of course, sausage rolls. Internal goods, taking the matter of the sausage rolls very seriously.




  ‘Did the old man seem nervous?’




  No, because nervousness would denote uncertainty. He had none of that. He had given the boy to Martin with certainty, served the chaos, the gun-wielding barbarian with a firm, dignified clarity.

  Martin wished it had been him who’d done it and he knew it was wrong to feel that way. He started to cry.




  ‘Take your time,’ said the woman, trying to hurry him.




  He was calm, the grandfather. Very calm. Of course, sausage rolls. The boy smiled and turned away, looking over at a ‘Happy Christmas’ banner that had slipped its moorings on

  one side and was flapping languidly in the breeze from a fan heater.




  Beyond them, a big queue snaked through the retractable ribbon barrier to the counters. Five, maybe six people: a tall guy in expensive cycling gear, very fit, orange cycling bag and a black

  peaked helmet. Jumpy, impatient, watching the clock. Another man beyond him maybe, and a woman towards the front. Martin was only vaguely aware of the queue because he began playing with his phone.

  Checking emails, deleting junk. A woman arrived, stood behind him. He didn’t see her but he knew her hair was yellow. He had watched it turn pink in the bloody mist.




  There were three serving counters open in the post office, out of a possible four. Martin was often in there because it was on the way to the library, and he had observed the family that ran it.

  The man he took to be the father was always working: an Asian man in his fifties, a salting of the hair at his temples, polite and industrious; the post office was open on Sundays too. The daughter

  had a feminised version of her father’s face, thinner chin, long black hair and glittery barrettes. She was too old for barrettes.




  A younger man, a cousin maybe, he didn’t look like the father and daughter but they behaved like family members, stood close to each other and conversed in single word asides.




  ‘When did you become aware of the gunman?’




  Martin sat up straight as he remembered a figure in his peripheral vision stepping in through the post office door. Black clothes, a heavy canvas bag. It stepped sideways, behind the

  free-standing shelves of stationery just inside the door; it slid behind displays of birthday cards, crappy fridge magnets, teddy bears with tartan sashes, cheap shit.




  Martin checked his phone again.




  The figure stepped back out. And the bag was no longer heavy. The man walked to the front, striding straight past the queue. Cutting the queue got everyone’s attention, even before they

  noticed his pale grey mask, long before they noticed the curl of the AK-47 clip peeking past his thigh.




  ‘In his right hand or left hand?’




  He was holding it in his right hand, down by his right leg, away from the queue. It was a pistol.




  ‘You said an AK-47 . . .’




  Yeah, but an AK-47 pistol.




  ‘What’s the difference, for someone who doesn’t know much about guns?’




  Pistol: shorter barrel, of course.




  He wore a tightly fitted hunter’s hood that covered his mouth and neck and head but not his eyes.




  ‘With two holes for the eyes?’




  No. It had one continuous hole. An oval. It was a hunter’s hood. The cops didn’t understand so Martin had to explain: it was made of fitted felt not knitted wool, tailored to fit

  around the chin and mouth, stop the prey smelling the hunter’s breath. Martin had seen them when he was hunting in Canada.




  The gunman walked to the front of the queue. The balaclava looked comfortable. And the eyes inside looked comfortable. That’s what really struck Martin: this man was in control of his

  entire world but he wasn’t anxious or doubting or searching for guidance. He wasn’t attending a psychiatrist and weeping like a girl. He was comfortable.




  ‘What do you mean by comfortable?’




  Martin remembered those eyes. The man wasn’t anxious. Not at all. The eyes were shining as he lifted the gun to his face. Deep blue eyes framed with white lashes.




  The cyclist screamed. No one looked at him. They were hypnotised by the gunman. He raised his chin so his lips came to the brim of the eye hole and shouted, ‘GET DOWN ON THE FUCKING

  GROUND!’




  ‘What did he sound like?’




  Greenock–Ayr-ish accent, lower working class. Spent a bit of time in Birmingham, England, maybe.




  ‘Ayr-ish?’




  Wide, open-mouthed vowels from the West Coast and the mellifluous lilt of a Birmingham accent. Also, he had a kind of roughness to his voice, as if he’d smoked a lot the night before, as

  if he’d hurt his throat shouting over music at a nightclub.




  ‘What happened then?’




  Everyone got down on the floor. They scrabbled to the ground as if it was a race. They lay as flat as they could, noses pressed to the dirty wet floor, all of them. Except the grandfather. He

  stayed on his feet.




  ‘How do you know that?’




  Martin was nose down on the floor when he saw the boy next to him, curled up walnut-tight, knees under his chest, fists over his mouth. The grandfather had shifted two steps away, so it looked

  as if the boy was with Martin.




  He heard the grandfather mutter, ‘You?’ like a question.




  The gunman breathed, ‘You.’




  A pause. The grandfather waited for the gunman to turn away and then he whispered to Martin, ‘He’s yours.’




  Thinking back, Martin didn’t know if the grandfather was talking to him or the boy but, suddenly, he was part of their story.




  ‘Who was part of what story?’




  Martin, he was part of their story.




  ‘Do you mean you felt detached before?’




  No, but he had obligations to them because he was part of their story now. The policewoman looked a blank. Story, he explained, we are in a story now. She looked sceptical.




  ‘No, we’re not. This is real.’




  He opened his mouth and shut it again. It was too much to explain, being Scottish from California, barbarians and being in a story. She frowned, annoyed at him. ‘He said “he’s

  yours” and what then?’




  The old man stood, facing the gunman, fists tight at his side. Martin could only see up to his chest.




  ‘Did you know the grandfather?’




  Martin said he didn’t.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  Martin thought about it, his life before that moment. Grey streaks of time, lawyers, walks, heat and hills, palm trees, rats, and oranges and arguments. And then he remembered the grandfather,

  catching his eye in the queue, their eyes meeting, click, a blink, click, second look. Nothing. No hint of recognition.




  Martin was sure he didn’t know him. He would have remembered the man. He was very tan and neat but very Scottish and Martin would have asked him why.




  ‘He said “he’s yours” and then?’




  And then quiet, a deep, horrible quiet, until the gunman spoke again: ‘Fucking get out here, then.’




  ‘He said it to the grandfather?’




  Yeah.




  ‘What did he mean by that?’




  He meant come out here. He meant stand by me, feel the glorious heat of me. He meant come here and help me and then I’ll kill you.




  ‘And what did the old man do?’




  Martin told them what he had seen: fucking get out here. The old man’s loafer heels lifted off the ground in response, as if he was saluting: a soldier chosen for a glorious

  mission. The heels of the leather loafers were metal-tipped for long wear, made a loud tick-tack when they hit the floor.




  One loafer stepped high, across the cyclist who was sobbing into the ground, over the people and the bags sprawled on the floor. Martin’s eyes followed the feet until they stood a foot

  away from the black trainers at the counter. The gunman handed the canvas bag to the grandfather and the old man held it open for him.




  ‘He willingly helped the guy?’




  Martin didn’t answer. Of course he helped him. She hadn’t been there. Martin wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t witnessed it himself.




  ‘Where were you then?’




  The question flicked him back to the sound of the boy panting face down into the wet smears from the street. For no reason, Martin lifted his arm over the kid’s back and pulled him over

  and in, until their foreheads were pressed tight together. The boy looked at him with emotionless brown eyes. Martin looked back and they blinked at each other, anchored, hearing the world beyond

  but seeing nothing. Martin was an only child and a lonely child. Lying on the dusty floor, looking at the boy, he had never felt closer to anyone. The gunman had done that for them.




  Behind them, in a far-off place, the gunman ordered the counter staff to get out here, not you, you stay. People moved. Doors opened. Doors shut. The world was reordered at his command.




  A voice behind the counter, muffled by the thickened safety glass.




  ‘Move it,’ said the gunman.




  And then he must have hit the glass because thunder shook the room and everyone on the floor jerked with fright.




  ‘Don’t fucking bother, it’s still cut off.’




  Martin was sure about the wording. The policewoman asked him to repeat it and he did – it’s still cut off. The man got angry about it. ‘Aye, still, don’t

  try and fucking trick me!’ He got angrier and angrier and then he shouted, ‘You! Get over there and smack her.’




  A pause.




  Then the sound of the old man’s feet tick-tacking down the shop. The weight in the feet shifted, soles grinding against the dirty floor, and the heavy sound of a slap followed by a

  woman’s shocked yelp. He was making them attack each other and Martin felt his enjoyment of that.




  The boy’s eyes shut, just once, a slow blink, taking ownership of his grandfather’s hand.




  ‘BRING IT OUT.’ Doors open, feet moving. The drag of a bag over the gritty floor.




  Then both sets of feet, clip-clop loafers, squelchy soles on the robber’s sneakers, moved toward the exit. Martin’s breath quickened at the memory and what was coming next.




  The door clicked open, a shrieking hinge, and the cold draught from the street hurtled across the floor, picking up dust and flinging it in his hair. He blinked hard to break eye contact with

  the boy, and rolled his head to the door to see if they had gone.




  But they were still inside, quite far away down the shop now and Martin could see them clearly. Between them and him, the blonde woman lay on her stomach, face turned to Martin, tears seeping

  through her tightly shut eyes.




  The two men faced each other in front of the open door.




  ‘How tall was the gunman compared with the grandfather?’




  He was tall, maybe six foot one or two. He was wearing a black sweatshirt with no logo on it and dark jeans and black trainers. Cheap, battered clothes, but his pose was elegant, like a rakish

  cowboy. The policewoman asked him to explain and Martin stood up to show her: the gunman stood with his pelvis forward, the butt of the gun resting on his right hip bone, barrel pointing skyward,

  holding it with one hand. Martin stood and looked up at the wall in the nondescript room, enjoying mimicking him, felt the wave of his spine and knew how relaxed and certain he would need to be to

  stand like this. He looked up to where the old man would have been and felt, for just a sliver of time, that he could see him there. Then she spoke again and spoiled it:




  ‘Why was he standing like that?’




  Martin sat back down. He gathered himself, lost the dumb-assed grin. It’s the weight, he explained. In those guns all the weight is at the front so you tip them when you hold them

  one-handed. Martin stopped. He’d gotten carried away and his accent was sliding across the Atlantic, swooshing up over towering waves, skimming the black-blue valleys, homing to nowhere. He

  stopped and was lost.




  The woman prompted him. ‘Who had the bag? Who had the bag at this point?’




  The gunman had it in his other hand, he had the holdall with whatever they had taken. It didn’t look heavy or especially full. It was a pittance, really. Martin didn’t think it was

  about the money.




  The grandfather was holding the door open.




  Martin felt suddenly exhausted as he remembered the old man’s stance: upright, shoulders back, as dignified as an Upper East Side doorman with fifty years’ service. But his chin was

  bobbing on his chest because he was crying. Martin felt that he knew what was going to happen and he just stood there, crying.




  The barrel of the pistol lowered to point at his chest.




  The sound of the first shot hit Martin’s ear and fire flashed in the barrel. He was shocked by how loud it was. He had never heard a gun go off without ear protectors. Too loud to hear,

  not a bang but a painfully loud phut slapping his inner ear.




  Fire in the chamber, and phut phut phutphutphut phutphutphutphut, ten rounds, cartridges flying everywhere, glittering brass cartwheeling joyfully through the air.




  Martin saw exit wound after exit wound exploding out of the old man’s back, red mist puffing out of him, landing on cards and turning the sobbing blonde’s hair pretty princess

  pink.




  Suddenly, the glass wall onto the street shattered milky white.




  Then quiet.




  The old man’s jaw dropped open. His body listed to the side, shoulders twisting to face the door, as if he was showing the people in the shop the cratered flesh of his back. Then it sort

  of slid, the torso, slid off the legs towards the door and the legs and pelvis fell forwards.




  Martin lost his breath at the memory but a tiny hand, like a fleshy spider, flattened on his cheek: the boy had reached through the space under his neck. It pulled Martin’s face back

  around, ordering him to look. I am still here. Now we are in a story together.




  Grateful, Martin was met by the boy’s brown eyes and they stayed there.




  The saviour hand stayed on his cheek for a long time, until the police arrived and screamed at them to get up.
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  It was already dark. DC Tamsin Leonard and DC Wilder were driving back into the city when they got the call: an Audi G7, the drug dealers’ last-season car of choice, was

  last seen on camera 217, passing junction 2 of the M77. It was wanted in connection with an ongoing investigation. They were to stop it and check the driver’s phone for a call received at

  16.53 and take a note of the number.




  It was an errand and it fell to them because everyone else had just left for an armed robbery in a post office. Errands often fell to them.




  Wilder hung up and glared at Leonard, raising an indignant hand at the traffic in front of them as if she was responsible for the rush hour. They’d have to navigate the nose-to-tail

  northbound carriageway before they even got onto the southbound road, but that wasn’t why Wilder was pissed off. Wilder was just always pissed off.




  They were often paired together, Wilder and Leonard. Both were marginalised from the other DCs on their shift; Wilder because he was charmless, Leonard because she was female, English, older,

  and watched cricket, not football. She wasn’t bothered, she was happy on the margins, but it had started to matter: redundancies were coming and being on the edge of the pack made them both

  vulnerable. They resented being paired now, as if the unpopularity of the other amplified their own failings. Both felt they were marked for the bullet.




  Leonard got stuck on the Kinning Park slip road and Wilder tossed her a tut.




  She ignored it. ‘D’you think I should put the lights on?’ She was actually looking for guidance, not just kissing up to him.




  ‘What do you think?’




  Rather than give him the fight he was after, Leonard turned on the lights and siren. It was a mistake. Startled out of their commuter trance, the cars in front slowed down, nudging to the side,

  trying get out of the way.




  Radiating opprobrium, Wilder raised a hand at the delay. Leonard said nothing but carefully negotiated the mess of the off-ramp and eased through the roundabout to the southbound lane.




  She’d be glad to get away from Wilder today. It wasn’t as if she had no worries. Her wife’s second round of fertility treatment had been one week ago and they were waiting to

  see if the embryo had implanted. It was cripplingly expensive and they had miscarried before. Against regulations, Tamsin kept her personal mobile in her pocket on silent. Whatever else she was

  doing in her day, part of her mind was on the skin of her right hip, dreading the tickle of bad news. She didn’t talk about it at work. No one else talked about procreation or their

  sexuality, she didn’t see why she should have to.




  Wilder huffed as she got stuck behind a lorry that was awkwardly trying to exit the fast lane. She should have left the siren off.




  Very gradually the traffic began to clear and they hurried up the road. As they approached the estimated position of the car Leonard turned off the sound so that she didn’t give the driver

  a chance to leave the road before they spotted him.




  They came to a long straight climb of motorway with a rear view of the entire city, and spotted the Audi straight ahead.




  The big boxy car was halfway up the hill in the fast lane, taking it steady, keeping its place. The discretion of the driving was nullified by the make and size of the vehicle; it stood out like

  a boot in a row of flip-flops. The cars were so popular among drug dealers that some officers automatically stopped every Audi G7 they saw. This one had a custom paint job, telltale blackout

  windows and the optional chrome trim that marked it as top spec.




  The cars between them and the Audi melted into the slow lane and Leonard pulled in behind it, flashing her lights.




  He knew they were here for him. He made panicked little swerves left, small speedy jolts forwards, trying to think of a move, of a way out, but there wasn’t one.




  Leonard flicked her indicator, signalling to him to pull over. The cars next to them cleared a two-car space and, moving in tandem, they nudged into the slow lane. She flashed her indicator

  lights again, meaning for him to stop on the hard shoulder but she hadn’t noticed that they had come up to a slip road and he took that instead.




  Wilder panicked as the Audi pulled away. ‘He’s getting off—’




  But Leonard saw that the Audi had slowed down, was trying to comply but didn’t know where to stop. ‘No, he just misunderstood, I think . . .’




  The off-ramp was uphill. After the summit it dipped straight into a filter lane. The Audi took it at ten miles an hour, aware, perhaps, that he’d given an alarming impression, hoping to

  reverse that. Another possibility was that he wanted to seem compliant, make them drop their guard, and was driving slowly because he was reaching down for a knife, a gun, was phoning for

  back-up.




  They couldn’t even see into the back seat: the height of the Audi meant that the rear LCD lights blinded them to possible henchmen.




  At the give-way lines the Audi stopped, the driver’s window lowered and he leaned out just enough for Leonard to see his face in the side mirror.




  He was surprisingly young, wore a pale blue beany hat and large glasses. He showed her an up-raised hand, not knowing what to do. He looked small but it was hard to get a sense of scale because

  the car was so big.




  ‘Shit,’ said Wilder. ‘Shit, shit, shit! It’s Barrowfields, they said the call came from someone in Barrowfields . . .’




  Leonard began to sweat: the investigation into the Barrowfields crew started as a minor inquiry: small time dealers who were targeting inappropriately young kids. Then their sixteen-year-old

  informant was found sitting at a bus stop with her neck broken. Local rumour took them to the door of a fat bodybuilder called Benny Mullen. Cursory surveillance showed that Mullen ran a gang of

  very bad men blatantly distributing crumpled poly bags full of cocaine and heroin and guns. When they looked at him in depth they found that international agencies had been following Mullen avidly

  for six years. No one in the area would speak, they had stopped even answering the door to the police. A contact in the housing office told them that sixty per cent of the residents had applied for

  transfers. This driver had been called from that crew.




  ‘There could be a car load of them—’




  Wilder’s panic made Leonard articially calm. ‘Well, we’ll see . . .’ She lowered her own window and gestured over the roof of the car, telling the Audi driver to pull in

  and stop.




  The Audi did exactly as she had requested.




  They were at the top of a road leading to a dead business park. Beyond a row of concrete bollards all the street lights were brand new, the roads perfect, but in place of buildings were fields

  of knee-deep brown grass, swaying gently in the soft evening wind. Hiroshima one year on.




  The Audi’s engine went off, the handbrake and hazard lights came on, shining razor-sharp through the dark.




  Leonard flicked on her own hazards, the tink tink tink like cheap glass breaking. Wilder opened his door, triggering the yellow cabin light.




  ‘I’ll do the talking,’ he warned and got out.




  They weaved in front of their bonnet so that Wilder was on the driver’s side. Leonard could see his shadow at the opposite door, checking the back for an army of gunmen.




  She looked in at the driver.




  He was alone. He was dressed in jeans and a pale blue tracksuit top, zipped right up to his chin, the pull dangling like a pendant. He turned and smiled at her, bad teeth, thin face, hat pulled

  down over his eyebrows, so low that his eyelashes cupped the rim when he looked up. Not attractive, not even healthy. He had thick glasses, unfashionable glasses and a slight turn in his right eye.

  When he grinned at her Tamsin wanted to smile back.




  Leonard indicated at him to lower the window on her side and he did it, watching her, aware of Wilder behind him, eyes flicking back.




  ‘Could you open the back door, please, sir?’ said Leonard.




  He returned her smile almost gratefully and reached for the button. Leonard opened the back door and was hit by the delicious smell of new leather. The back seat was empty but she couldn’t

  resist reaching in and touching the buttery seat.




  Wilder demanded his attention, asking his name and address, jotting them down in his notebook: Hugh Boyle, 9 Abernathy Street, The Milton.




  Hugh tittered at his own address, looked to Wilder to join in, but he didn’t.




  ‘Not nice,’ he muttered, probably meaning the Milton but sounding as if he was reproaching Wilder for not laughing along.




  Wilder left a pause as he wrote and looked up at Hugh. ‘Is this your car, sir?’




  ‘Aye.’ Hugh stroked the leather steering wheel proudly and Leonard heard the powered hush of skin on skin. Boyle was not sweating, Leonard noticed. His fingers were dry.




  It was an expensive car even for a drug dealer but Boyle wasn’t behaving like someone hardened enough to be that far up the food chain. He was making eye contact, had made a

  self-deprecating joke as if he was slightly embarrassed at being pulled over. A hardened crim wouldn’t care. A hardened crim would have been on the hands-free to their lawyer before they left

  the motorway.




  Wilder tapped his notebook with his pencil. ‘Were you using your phone back there, sir?’




  ‘While I was driving?’ said Hugh. ‘No . . .’ Genuinely baffled at the accusation, he didn’t recognise it as a classic trick to get an unwarranted search of his

  phone. Wilder left a momentary pause for him to object, but he didn’t.




  ‘Could I see your phone, sir?’




  Reluctantly, Hugh reached into his tracksuit pocket and took out a BlackBerry. He handed it over to Wilder. Wilder took it and stepped back, sliding out of Hugh Boyle’s line of vision as

  he checked it, leaving him and Leonard alone.




  Boyle smiled over at Leonard. ‘Ye all right?’




  She didn’t smile but nodded, being respectful back.




  Wilder was jotting something in his notebook: they had the number.




  ‘Ye having a busy night?’




  ‘Not bad,’ said Leonard.




  He smiled and tried again to make conversation: ‘Is this you on all night, then?’




  ‘No,’ she said, and left it there. Criminal knowledge 101: Boyle didn’t know the times of their shift change. Ten-year-old Glasgow vandals knew that.




  Wilder stepped back to the window, handed the phone back to Boyle, thanking him briskly. ‘Would you step out of the car for me please, sir?’




  Stiffening suddenly, Boyle clutched the steering wheel with both hands and stared straight ahead. In profile, Leonard saw his bottom lip twitch a smile. Wilder didn’t seem to notice, but

  Leonard had a strong feeling that something bad would happen if Boyle did get out of the car. Something very bad.




  ‘Out of the car, sir.’ Wilder pulled the door open, stepping back to make room for him.




  Still Boyle stayed where he was. After a resigned sigh, he swivelled in his seat, dropping his feet to the ground. He was taller than Wilder, six foot one or two, but lanky. Leonard looked to

  his pockets and waistband for signs of a gun, a knife. Nothing.




  Wilder directed him to walk ahead, to the squad car. Boyle took one reluctant step and then another.




  Hurrying around to join them, Leonard found Wilder holding the back door open for Boyle to climb in, shutting it after him. Wilder and Leonard got into the front and shut their doors.




  She hoped Wilder had a plan, other than a bit of professional bullying, because very clearly there was something going on with Hugh Boyle and she had no idea what it was.




  Sitting in the driver’s seat, not looking back, Wilder quizzed Hugh about the car: Where did he get it? When did he get it? What made him choose that garage? A pal recommended it, said

  Hugh. Which pal? Hugh couldn’t remember.




  Wilder continued with the meandering questions: Where had Boyle been this afternoon?




  ‘Dunno. Kinda, out and about, know?’




  ‘Out and about where?’




  He shrugged. ‘Seeing some pals and that. In the town.’




  ‘Whereabouts in the town?’




  Leonard watched him in the rear-view, saw him remember exactly where he had been and then change it.




  ‘Just driving around. Looking in the shops and that.’




  ‘Which shops?’




  He didn’t hesitate about the shops. ‘Cruise, Boss, Baker, Lacoste . . .’ He seemed to soothe himself with the recitation. ‘Armani, JD Sports . . .’




  Leonard asked, ‘What route did you take?’




  ‘I drove.’




  ‘No.’ Leonard turned to look at him. ‘When you were walking around the shops, which shop did you start in and where did you go next?’




  ‘Started in . . . um, Cruise?’ His confusion gave way to an infectious grin.




  Leonard tried not to smile back. ‘And what did you look at?’




  ‘Shoes?’ He cringed then, smiling and cringing at the same time and the two of them grinned at how bad his lie was.




  ‘Did you buy any shoes?’ she smirked.




  Boyle blushed. ‘Um.’ He examined his feet. ‘Doesn’t look like I did, no.’




  She stopped herself smiling: it was unprofessional. ‘And where did you go then?’




  ‘Ah . . . eh.’ He tried to read her face, as if he had forgotten his lines and wanted a prompt. ‘Maybe to Boss?’




  ‘Maybe to Boss?’




  His eyebrows rose in confusion. ‘Did I?’




  ‘Why are you asking me, Hugh?’




  ‘Don’t know why I’m asking yees.’ He tittered, ‘Why are yous asking me?’




  Wilder wrote something in his notebook. ‘Where else did you go, sir?’




  ‘Not sure,’ he whispered. ‘Just wandering about and that . . .’ Hugh looked out of the window at the dark and his eyes rose up the steep grassy bank to the motorway, to

  the chain of coned headlights passing on the rim.




  ‘You went to all those shops,’ said Wilder, ‘but you didn’t buy anything?’




  ‘Not really.’ Suddenly afraid, Hugh lurched forwards. ‘Why are ye asking me all this?’




  Wilder turned his head slowly until his nose was an inch from Hugh’s. ‘Sit back in your seat.’




  Boyle did so but Leonard noticed that he sat back slow, controlled, calm.




  Wilder wrote silently in his notebook as the rhythmic tink tink of the hazard lights rattled around the cabin.




  Leonard turned to look at him again. She had wondered suddenly if there could be an innocent explanation: he was a spoiled boy from a good family who’d been given a big car and had moved

  to the Milton, but she could see that he wasn’t. His nails were bitten down to the quick, his hands scarred and dry.




  ‘Have you ever been stopped by the police before, Hugh?’




  He shook his head.




  ‘Got a trade?’




  ‘Joiner.’ His hands confirmed it.




  ‘That’s a big car for a joiner,’ said Wilder, leaving it open for him to make an excuse: my dad’s got a business, my uncle gave it to me, the usual, untraceable

  sources.




  Boyle leaned forward, looking at the car boot. ‘I just want out. If I fuck up they’ll never trust me again.’




  Abruptly, Wilder flipped his notebook shut and opened his door. ‘Could you use your keys to pop the boot for me, sir?’




  Unaware that Leonard was watching him in the side mirror, Boyle’s mouth twitched a smile.




  Wilder climbed out of the car and opened the passenger door. ‘Out, sir.’




  Boyle stepped out. Leonard got out too and they all three assembled at the boot of Hugh’s car. The something-very-bad was about to happen, she knew it and tried to catch Wilder’s

  eye. Her sense of panic grew as she realised that Wilder wouldn’t heed a warning from her.




  Wilder flicked a finger at it. ‘Open it, please.’




  Boyle reached forward and touched the mechanism on the boot. The door lifted slowly.




  It was empty. There was nothing there.




  Leonard looked at Boyle, saw a pleading expression on his face and followed his eye to a chrome handle in the floor of the boot. Wilder had seen him looking too. ‘Lift that please,

  sir.’




  Boyle reached a hand forward and froze. He dropped it to his side. All he had to do was refuse. They didn’t have a warrant, had no right to look in there if he said no.




  Car lights passed on the brim of the hill, the wind hissed through the long grass and for a moment no one said anything.




  Leonard looked to Wilder and tipped her head towards their squad car. They had the Barrowfields phone number. Their shift was coming to an end. Wilder saw her, she knew he did, and yet he

  didn’t move.




  Suddenly, Boyle stepped forward and slipped his finger under the handle, lifting the floor panel. A big IKEA bag sat in the boot, squashed flat as a fossil, full of twenty pound notes. Grubby,

  crumpled, held together with red elastic bands, a tumultuous pit of greasy cash.




  Boyle spoke so quietly it was hard to hear him. ‘Do me a favour. I’m scared shitless of these guys. I just want out. My mum’s ill, I’m all she’s got. I mean, that

  boot’s empty as far as I’m concerned . . .’




  Then he slipped away, slinking guiltily to their squad car, got in and slammed the door shut, leaving them alone.




  They stood shoulder to shoulder as the dark deepened around them. Wilder stared into the boot and licked the corner of his mouth. ‘That’s about two hundred thousand.’




  ‘Wrong,’ Leonard found herself whispering, ‘wrong.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Wilder still staring and panting a little. ‘Yeah, OK, it’s more than that—’




  ‘No: Wilder, Boyle’s wrong. I feel there’s something wrong.’




  Wilder looked at her. ‘We don’t need him to be right. Who could he tell? Even if he does, it’s his word against ours.’




  ‘Don’t know. He’s smirking.’




  ‘He’s nervous.’




  ‘Is he?’




  Wilder was looking at the money. ‘He wants out.’




  ‘Look at the size of the car, Wilder. He says it’s his.’




  ‘It’s Audi A3s now, G7’s last year’s car. He could just have been given it. They sell them on for small change to avoid proceeds of crime.’




  A breeze picked up, chilling the sweat on her top lip. She followed Wilder’s eye to the cash. Cars hurried blindly home on the motorway high above them.




  ‘He needs our help. These people are trapped by this gang, you know that.’




  Leonard looked at the money. She could have misread him.




  ‘They’re going to lay me off, Leonard. I’ve got kids and a mortgage. There’s nothing else out there . . .’
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  It was ten fifteen as Kenny Gallagher looked down on the room from the speakers’ table. Coarse-looking wives in sequined evening dresses, fat arms reddened on the

  underside, enjoying a joyless, counterfeit Christmas dinner served in a dowdy hotel banqueting hall. The retractable wall was concertinaed shut behind them because tickets hadn’t sold that

  well. There was a time, not long ago, when he could have sold this hall out twice over. There was a time, a blink ago it seemed, when he was going all the way. But they didn’t like Kenny any

  more. It hurt him deeply to admit it. He felt it as a pain behind his eye, as pin-stabs in his gut, as an impenetrable fog of adolescent self-pity.




  Kenny Gallagher had spoken at international conventions, in front of audiences of thousands composed of everyone from business leaders to trades unionists, and he had commanded their fond

  attention. Wives asked after his family, wanted their picture taken with him, husbands shook his hand. And now these, his own people, could hardly look at him over a tiny morsel of malicious

  gossip.




  It had all been glorious once. Sixteen years ago, on a cold, bright morning, Kenny Gallagher stood at the head of a three-thousand-strong march. He remembered it in stills: a bright banner, hand

  painted. Himself: young, sincere, as yet unknown. A photographer walking ahead – Move in tight for me, boys, make it look busy. Back then they stood together at the brim of the hill, unified.

  Kenneth wasn’t even important enough to carry the banner. A private-school boy, just out of university, looking for a place to belong, a management trainee who took the side of the

  workers.




  They marched as far as Bath Street before the battle began. Flanked on either side by the graceful townhouses of wealthy Georgian sugar and tobacco traders, the front line squinted into a low

  sun like Soviet war heroes, defying the line of police officers ahead. They had no marching permit because they were a new union, unregistered, and it was an unpopular cause – better wages

  for well-paid workers – but they were young and idealistic and saw it as something else: a defiant statement of entitlement from those with nothing. The press were marshalled against their

  cause, ridiculing, and their old union had disowned them. But they were young enough to believe in absolutes, for the illusion of consensus to be intact.




  A police officer, whom the later inquiry would find was acting on his own initiative, raised his nightstick over the head of a young man and Gallagher stepped out to defend him and took the blow

  full on the cheekbone. He was stunned, didn’t feel the split of skin or the warm blood, but reached out to the officer. ‘We just want to be heard,’ he was quoted as saying, though

  he didn’t remember saying it and it didn’t sound like him. The officer saw the hand coming towards him, misunderstood and lashed out again. Kenny was photographed: bloodied, dignified,

  hands out in entreaty, and it changed his life.




  Now he looked down at the fat diners spooning the last mouthfuls of Christmas pudding into themselves. These were the same people who used to stare at him in the street. They used to harbour

  small admiring smiles. Women would blush at the sight of him, ask about his dead brother, his mother, his wife. Men would ask him about bands, about golf, about cars. They wanted to claim him for

  their own. Not now. The hurt felt familiar, like an echo of something else.




  The dinner had been organised to raise awareness and money. Gallagher didn’t know anyone with the illness, but it was genetic and a disproportionate number of his constituents had it.

  Whenever it was mentioned in the pre-dinner speeches everyone frowned. Gallagher frowned. People nodded.




  Fifty quid per seat and twenty-five went on costs. If the audience really cared they’d just hand the charity fifty quid, but they were here to network and show off at the auction. Everyone

  mugged sincere concern when the charity’s aims were mentioned. They were all fibbing. Those nodding their heads adamantly, looking to their neighbours for confirmation, particularly so.

  Gallagher knew from experience that adamance and indignation were signs of a fib. But those fibs were necessary. They might hand over fifty quid once, but they’d come back for a dinner year

  after year. It was all about compromise.




  ‘He’s not a doctor’s son,’ was all his stepfather said when he first saw him pictured on the front page of the newspaper. In hindsight, Kenny felt as if Malcolm

  sensed the threat in him. Malcolm had been his father since Kenneth was three and had lost an election himself as an independent. Kenny had never lost an election because he had what Malcolm could

  never have: he had warmth, was trustworthy and he could see both sides, he could compromise.




  That moment, when he first saw himself in the newspaper, was a more vivid memory than the blow to his cheek, or the march, or even his first election win. It was a more visceral memory than the

  birth of his children. He recalled it often, to keep himself going day to day, ennobling the mundane.




  It was the morning after the Battle of Bath Street. Gallagher was in a café with some of the strike committee – strong tea and bacon rolls with vinegary ketchup – and someone

  came in with the morning papers.




  ‘We’ve won.’ She dropped them triumphantly on the table. She was a machinist, older, thick ankles.




  Same picture in all the papers: Gallagher, his body a dynamic diagonal, and a sheet of blood from the impact blow, red red blood as if they had colourized it, dripping onto the front of his

  white sweatshirt. The article was about him, not the movement: ‘DOCTOR’S SON MAKES

  PEACE WITH POLICE – “WE JUST WANT TO BE HEARD.” ’




  She was right, the machinist, the image won them the dispute.




  Gallagher remembered seeing that photo for the first time, the tang of vinegar and the sticky damp rising from his rained-on jacket, the hardness of the bench beneath him. He saw it and felt the

  world shift. He had done a good thing. In that café, in a fug of vinegar and damp, he felt a mantle of shame lift from him. No longer the disappointing child, no longer a burden on his

  grieving mother, no longer less than Malcolm.




  He fingered the scar on his cheekbone. It was an old scar now, becoming less and less visible every year and the conviction born that day seemed a long way off this evening.




  He looked down at the evening suit he had picked carefully with his wife, Annie. Not an evening suit, just a dark suit, with hints of an evening suit, but not a formal evening suit. Annie said

  he couldn’t buy an evening suit, it would look as if he’d lost sight of his support. Now they were turning away from him. Annie was wrong, he should just have bought the evening

  suit.
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