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‘I have a story to tell you,’ I said, after a while. ‘I’m afraid it’s not a pretty story and you won’t thank me for the telling of it. It’s also a story that a lot of people would kill – and have killed – to stop being told. Once I tell it to you, there are things that I will expect from each of you. But, I warn you, once you hear my story, you won’t be able to unhear it.’


They said nothing.


So I told them it.


I told them Quiet Tommy Quaid’s story.




Part One
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I liked Quiet Tommy Quaid.


Everyone liked him: every thief, thug, racketeer and ne’er-do-well in Glasgow liked Quiet Tommy Quaid; every street-corner kid, every shopkeeper and publican had a good word to say about him; women in particular had a fondness for Quaid’s quiet but potent charms. Even the police liked him. In fact, I had heard it had been the police who had christened him ‘Quiet Tommy’ in the certain knowledge that whenever they caught him – not that they caught him often these days – Tommy would invariably put his hands up and ‘come quiet’. And, of course, in all the many crimes he had committed over the years, Quiet Tommy Quaid had never once used violence.


In fact, violence seemed to be a language Quaid neither spoke nor understood, which was somewhat at odds with his wartime service as a commando – a highly decorated commando, I’d been told. I dare say that Adolf’s Kommandobefehl notwithstanding, if they had captured him, the Germans would probably have liked Quiet Tommy Quaid too.


And everyone seemed to like him totally: without that hidden ire we tend secretly to reserve for the naturally amiable. Yep . . . Quiet Tommy Quaid was a thoroughly likeable cove. He had practically no vices – except for equally excessive womanizing and drinking, which in nineteen fifty-eight Glasgow were pretty much looked on as virtues, not vices. And in that respect I myself was to be considered virtuous to the point of sainthood. But unlike me, Thomas Quaid was the most equanimous person you could encounter: a calm, easy-going, friendly sort who accepted the occasional misfortune – especially the misfortune of arrest – with calm resignation.


The strange thing was Quiet Tommy Quaid also happened to be one of the wisest men I’d ever known, with a calm, deep-flowing intelligence that he shared seldom and only with those he chose to trust. I felt honoured to be amongst the few allowed the odd rare glimpse into the deep waters beneath the still surface.


But Quiet Tommy did have one flaw – a mental deficiency, I suppose you’d call it. Everybody has something they find difficult to understand: I personally struggled to wrap my mind around the musings of Niels Bohr or Albert Einstein; the City of Glasgow Police failed to understand the lexical difference between the nouns ‘Catholic’ and ‘suspect’; but for Quiet Tommy Quaid, the one concept that eluded comprehension was that of private ownership. That isn’t to say he was one of Glasgow’s many red-flag-waving, Lenin-quoting, class-warrior idealists – it was simply that Tommy couldn’t seem to understand that if something belonged to someone else, he couldn’t just up and take it.


I’m not saying that Tommy was some kind of common thief: Quaid was most definitely a thief, and every bit as definitely anything but common. He had intelligence, he had flair, he had style. He had inches on other Glaswegians. When it came to the population’s height, Glasgow was the kind of place where Snow White would have felt right at home – generations of bad diet, hard labour and equally hard drinking, coupled with appalling living conditions, had stunted the city’s population – but Tommy Quaid was unusually tall for Glasgow; he was always immaculately groomed, his expensively barbered, copper-coloured hair sleeked but not oily and combed back from a broad-browed, handsome and vaguely aristocratic face, a neat moustache lining his top lip. Speaking for myself as someone who was known for his appreciation of good tailoring, I can tell you that the perpetually well-turned-out Tommy Quaid’s suits were always top-notch. I had once been tempted to ask him who his tailor was, but thought better of it, realizing that he probably gave new depth to the concept of prêt à porter – prêt à porter through the skylight window of a tailor’s storeroom, usually.


But the thing I liked most about Quiet Tommy Quaid, and I guessed that everyone else liked most, was that you knew exactly where you were with him, exactly who it was you were dealing with. Here, everybody realized, was someone who was precisely, simply and totally who and what he seemed to be.


We had no idea how wrong we were.
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I would have good cause to remember that day; most people would remember it, but for a different reason.


Friday the eleventh of July, nineteen fifty-eight was an auspicious day all right. An auspicious day for Glasgow – for all of Scotland, for that matter. The reason that day would live in so many memories was because a lever was pulled and an insignificant-looking, five-foot-four-inch monster – known in the press as ‘The Beast of Birkenshaw’ – took the shortest of journeys through a Barlinnie Prison trap door and into the afterlife. And as multiple murderer Peter Manuel breathed his last, the rest of the country breathed a sigh of relief.


Manuel had been on my mind a lot that day. I’d come across him once, in the Horsehead Bar: a short-arsed loudmouth with a cod American accent, he had been the object of ridicule. But what I remembered most were his eyes: Manuel had had the palest complexion under an oily mop of jet-black hair, the frame for small, dark eyes that glittered black like Airdrie anthracite and seemed to bore into you. Or maybe it was just hindsight that made me wax lyrical, having read about his monstrous crimes in the papers. As we had learned from Herr Hitler, monsters rarely look like monsters and guise themselves as insignificant, even comical-looking.


At the time I was not aware that Manuel’s hanging would not be the event that would mark out the day for me. What would, in the fullness of time, make Friday the eleventh of July nineteen fifty-eight an auspicious day was something else completely.


It was the day I met Mr McNaught.


*


The post-war landscape of my life could generally have been described as less than easy-going, but the years fifty-seven and fifty-eight had been especially rocky – both personally and professionally. The women in my life had always had a tendency towards dramatic exits and for the second time a woman for whom I had had something like genuine above-the-waist feelings had died. After I had found out that cancer had taken Fiona White, I had become lost for a while.


A year before, I’d hired Archie McClelland, an ex-City of Glasgow policeman, to help in the business. After Fiona’s death, I hadn’t exactly left Archie to carry the business on his own, but he had shouldered more than his share while I had not so much gone off the rails as taken a branch line for a while. I had drunk too much even by my standards and had buried myself in the soft folds of female comfort a little more than Errol Flynn would have found seemly; but I had, by and large, managed to keep myself together. Or at least functioning.


Lugubrious, chain-smoking Archie, who had the tall, stooping posture of an undertaker and the doleful eyes of Alastair Sim, had done much to keep me on the straight and narrow, but I’d still managed to get into a few dodgy areas, both morally and legally – which, of course, weren’t always the same thing.


Archie had never complained, never asked for anything as reward; but because of everything he’d done, the sign on the door now said Lennox and McClelland Enquiry Agents. At least I kidded myself that my partnership offer was simply about rewarding Archie. My gratitude really was a big part of it, of course, but the truth was also that having straight-as-a-die, ex-City of Glasgow Police beat-man Archie as a partner took off my shoulders a lot of the aspects of the work I couldn’t be bothered with. Most importantly, it helped me legitimize the business that little bit more.


Before Archie had come along, most of the work I’d done had been for the Three Kings, the triumvirate of crook monarchs who ran much that was legal and everything that wasn’t in Glasgow. Some of the waters I’d gotten into had been so murky that they made the Clyde look limpid. The war had messed me up – me and a million others – and more than once I’d found myself in a situation that had brought out the old demons. On a couple of occasions, the prison yard – even the hanging shed – had beckoned and I’d decided to straighten myself, my life and my business out. I’d hired ex-cop Archie and, between us, we had successfully steered the business away from providing services to the Three Kings.


But the Three Kings – Willie Sneddon, Hammer Murphy and Handsome Jonny Cohen – were not the kind of people who generally accepted no as an answer, so the price I had paid was still to do the odd job for the Kings ‘off the books’ – and very much out of Archie’s sight. Generally, I liked to think I had much in common with Mae West: we both tried to remain as white as snow, but had a tendency to drift.


So on that auspicious Friday morning of the eleventh of July, nineteen fifty-eight – as I stood staring out of my office window, bereaved, mildly hungover, generally pissed with everything, and morally overdrawn if not completely bankrupt – the stage was set for Mr McNaught’s entrance.


*


Archie had just left for a meeting with the Scottish and Northern Bank, around the corner from our Gordon Street offices and for whom we had been providing transfer security for two years. It didn’t occur to me at the time that McNaught’s arrival coincided with Archie’s departure, with just enough time for them not to pass each other in the stairwell. It wasn’t something that would have occurred to anyone: that no one ever saw Mr McNaught except me.


Of course, there was the distraction of the goings-on over at the station.


Even I didn’t see McNaught arrive, despite the fact that I had been looking out the third-floor window of my office when he must have come in through the street entrance below. I had been drawn to the window by the urgent trilling of bells from approaching police cars and an ambulance.


Our Gordon Street office was directly opposite Central Station, looking down on the ornate Victorian latticed ironwork of its entrance. Three police cars had arrived with the ambulance and had pulled up immediately outside the main entry. The coppers and the ambulance men, carrying a stretcher, had trotted off into the main concourse of the station. I was as subject to morbid curiosity as the next man – perhaps even more so – and I lit a cigarette and watched the comings and goings below.


Another police car arrived, this time with an inspector and driver, both of whom also disappeared into the railway station. It was another cigarette’s length before the ambulance men reappeared, their stretcher empty, and drove off in the ambulance, only to be replaced a minute or so later by a Black Maria police van. Two more coppers answered the question as to why the ambulance had left by taking out what looked like a black coffin from the back of the Black Maria. I knew it was a ‘body shell’, as the boys in blue called it – the rigid but lightweight container the police used to remove dead bodies to the mortuary, and made out of fibreglass because the effluent residue of the leaving of life could be easily hosed from it.


Obviously someone had died in the station. It could have been anything from a heart attack – from which, it seemed to me, every Glaswegian over the age of sixteen was at danger – or an accident involving a rail worker. I reflected that if it had been a typical accident on the rails, then they probably wouldn’t have needed the body shell: a couple of good-sized suitcases would have done the job.


Whatever the cause, someone’s light, an entire universe of experiences and senses, had been extinguished somewhere inside the station. And I would completely forget the incident by the end of the day.


A third police Wolseley pulled up and three men, two in uniform, one in plainclothes, got out. The plainclothesman was older – almost too old to still be in police service – but clearly senior in more than age as all the other officers obviously deferred to him. They headed in through the ornate entrance and disappeared from my view and interest.


When I turned from the window, McNaught was there, framed in my office doorway, watching me in lopsided silence. History was something that tended to be written as much in the faces of men as in books: McNaught’s face contained several volumes’ worth. With appendices.


Mr McNaught – he never did give a first name and I guessed his surname was about as genuine as Hemingway’s machismo – introduced himself as a ‘businessman’. He didn’t look the business type, although he didn’t look the criminal type either. But there was something about him that told you he was no stranger to violence: he had a build that made the Forth Bridge look flimsy and a face that some event had stripped of symmetry.


A decade or so after the war there were a lot of lopsided faces about, some deficient to the tune of an eye, some twisted into unintentional sneers by inexpert battlefield surgery. McNaught’s face wasn’t that bad, but it was worse than mine. I’d been left with a faint web of white scars on one side of my face from a German grenade that had landed not too close to me but conveniently close to one of my men, who had unintentionally shielded me from the brunt of the blast. A plastic surgeon had done his stuff on me but, nearly a decade and a half on, the scars were still visible if you got close enough. Whatever the plastic surgeon had done had changed my appearance, making the skin taut and emphasizing my cheekbones. The Jack Palance look, I’d been told. The unintentional result was a subtle transformation that, while it hadn’t robbed me of my looks, had given me a harder, crueller appearance. It was something that seemed to make me more attractive to women. And coppers.


McNaught, on the other hand, just looked a little fucked up. The odd thing was that neither half of his face would have looked wrong by itself or married to its mirror image, it was more that each cheek was at a different angle and location from its opposite number, like mismatched socks. A clue to the cause lay in the deep crease of a crescent-shaped scar that arced around the bottom of his right cheek. My guess was that McNaught had been that little bit closer to a shell, grenade or machine-gun burst but, unlike me, hadn’t had one of his men to run interference for him; the result being he’d lost flesh and a little bone on the right side of his face.


‘Sorry . . . I didn’t see you come in.’ I waved a thumb vaguely at the window as if he should know what had distracted me.


‘I’d like to hire your services,’ he said, after he had introduced himself, we had shaken hands and I’d invited him to take a seat. McNaught had a military bearing, all right; the kind who managed to stand at attention even when sitting down. ‘It won’t take up much of your time, but it will be financially very worthwhile for you.’


I smiled, which was something of a Pavlovian response with me to the stimulus of easy money. I took a second to weigh McNaught up: his accent was Scottish middle-class and his tailoring was very British: sharp, neat and completely and studiously devoid of style. He was one of those men you saw a lot after the war, wearing immaculately pressed tweed suits and immaculately polished burgundy brogues as if they were still in uniform. He also wore a lovat-green mac over his suit, despite it being a July afternoon. There again, in Glasgow, the concept of seasons could be at best abstract.


‘What can I do for you, Mr McNaught?’


‘I have a job for you. More correctly, my client has a job for you.’


‘Your client?’


‘I am an intermediary. A broker, if you like. I have been hired by a party who wishes to remain anonymous. They instruct and pay me, I instruct and pay you.’


‘Pay me for what?’


‘An idea. Or at least for you to secure that idea for them. It’s your business to gather information for clients; there’s a single, specific piece of information that is of great commercial value to my client. To our client.’


‘What kind of information?’


‘I’ll give you the details if and when we come to an arrangement, but what we’re talking about is basically a design for something. Something my client’s competitors have developed and that gives them an unfair commercial advantage. My client would very much like to obtain the details of this advantage.’


Again I studied McNaught, taking a moment to work out exactly whose army he’d been in.


‘It sounds to me like the information you’re talking about is more like secrets,’ I said. ‘They hang people for stealing those, in this country.’


McNaught laughed lopsidedly, the damage to his face restricting the movement on the right. It turned his smile into something ugly and disturbing. ‘You’re right, Mr Lennox, I’m asking you to steal secrets and get involved in espionage. But not those kinds of secrets nor that kind of espionage. What we’re talking about is purely industrial espionage. And, technically, industrial espionage isn’t illegal in this country.’


‘But what you’re asking me to do is of dubious legality.’


‘No it’s not. There’s absolutely no dubiety about it whatsoever – it’s illegal. Stealing industrial secrets may be no crime, but those secrets are, of course, kept under lock and key. The means of gaining access to those premises – breaking and entering – is a crime, even if it’s only intellectual property that ends up being stolen. I’m asking you to conspire to commit a crime, even if that crime is petty.’ He paused, leaning the ramrod he had for a spine back in the chair and taking his turn to study me. ‘From what I’ve been able to gather about you, Mr Lennox, bending the law shouldn’t present much of a problem. And that’s why you’re being paid a premium. I’m authorized to offer you a deal that compensates for the risk.’


‘How much compensation are we talking about?’


‘Two hundred pounds now, a further five hundred when the files are delivered to me. But I have to point out that once the two hundred pounds is paid, you are committed to delivering the files. Failure to do so could have unpleasant results. My clients may be respectable and conventional, but my associates and I are not. We have a reputation for delivering what we promise to deliver . . . and we take that reputation very, very seriously. If you say yes, you’re committed. If you cannot commit fully, then say no now and I’ll leave. Are we clear?’


The darkness of his threat was lost in the cosy glow generated by the idea of seven hundred pounds, at least three hundred of which would warm my back pocket. I nodded. He dipped a hand into his briefcase. When it came out, the hand was holding a satisfyingly thick bundle of banknotes, tight-bound with elastic bands. Homely as the reigning monarch might have been, I always felt an almost erotic thrill when I saw her face on a Bank of England twenty-pound note. McNaught sat the bundle on the desk between us; Pavlov rattled my dish and I smiled again.


‘So, for whom would I be working?’


‘You’re working for me. I thought I made that clear.’


‘Okay then . . . for whom are you working?’


‘I hope we’re not going to have a difficulty, Mr Lennox. You do not need to know – you should not know nor try to find out – who my client is. Like you, I’m self-employed. Another link in the chain, as it were. Or a buffer between my client and you. Between my client and everyone else, for that matter. All you need to know is that I represent someone who will benefit from the information you obtain.’


I nodded. ‘You realize that I won’t be visiting the premises myself? I have to hire a specialist contractor for that.’ Whenever entering somewhere without the convenience of a legally held key came to mind, so did Quiet Tommy Quaid. But I was going to be as tight-lipped about who I’d use as McNaught was about his client’s identity.


‘I assumed you would,’ he said, ‘and that you would have someone particular in mind. It has to be someone who’s good with heights and whose discretion can be relied upon. You’re being well paid for this, so I don’t expect you to cut corners.’


‘I won’t. The person I’m thinking about has worked for me before and he’s the best in the business. But it means I will have additional expenses. Shall we round it up to a thousand?’


McNaught’s hand reached out for the two hundred on the desk and the cosy glow began to dim.


‘Okay . . .’ I surrendered faster than a Govan girl on a Saturday night. ‘Seven hundred it is. How do I contact you?’


McNaught withdrew his hand and I again basked in the glow. ‘You don’t,’ he said. ‘I’ll stay in touch with you. I take it I can trust you to keep this business strictly to yourself and your contractor? Absolutely no one else.’


‘I won’t even discuss it with my associate here,’ I promised. ‘Heights?’


McNaught frowned. ‘Heights?’


‘You said whomever I hired had to be good with heights.’


‘Oh, I see. It’s your business, of course, but the best way into the premises is through the roof. It’s a large industrial complex and entry is through a skylight, six floors up and across pitched roofs. There is minimal security but a night watchman is based on the ground floor and does – or is supposed to do – an hourly walk around and checks the doors at ground level.’


‘I think that my guy would rather make his own plan. He’s a bit of a perfectionist.’


‘That is of course entirely a matter for you and him, but we have taken the liberty of surveying the building and the security arrangements. Just to save you time.’


‘Speaking of time, when do you need the stuff?’


‘Before the end of the month. That gives you enough time to plan and execute the break-in. But I will need to know when you plan to carry it out. The exact date and time.’


‘Sounds like someone needs an alibi.’


‘Again, that’s not your concern. All you need to focus on is getting your man in and out with the plans, ideally leaving little or no trace of his presence. I need to know which night you’re planning to go through with it. Exact times.’ Reaching again into his briefcase, he brought out a foolscap envelope, which he set next to the cash on the desktop. ‘In there you will find the address of the company, photographs and plans of the building and details of what you’re looking for and where to find it.’


I reached for the envelope but McNaught laid his hand on top of it.


‘If you open this and see where the job is, you are committed to taking it. Understand?’


I nodded. I didn’t pick up the envelope but I didn’t withdraw my hand either.


McNaught sat back. ‘If there’s anything you want to ask before taking the job, now’s the time to ask it.’


‘Are these plans kept under lock and key? If there’s a safe, then that could be tricky and, whatever you say, the cost would have to go up.’


McNaught shook his head. ‘No safe. The blueprints we want are kept in a draughtsman’s office on the third floor, stored in a plan chest. There’s always a chance that the chest will be secure, so your contractor should be able to deal with locks, although it shouldn’t be anything too challenging. I have to say that if the person you use is skilful enough, there is a good chance that not only will he get in and out without detection, but also it might be some time before the removal of the plans is discovered. Which would actually be preferable.’


‘Why not just photograph them? The plans, I mean,’ I added helpfully, and a little cleverly, I thought. McNaught’s expression suggested he didn’t share my opinion of my intelligence.


‘You read too many spy novels, Mr Lennox. Admittedly it would be one way of making sure no one would know that the ideas had been stolen, but all it takes is for your man’s skills as a photographer not to match his as a burglar and the photographs turn out blurry and unreadable – or for something to go wrong in the developing process. A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. I always think it’s an idea to have as few links as possible. Anyway, like I say, it could be days, even weeks, before these original blueprints are noticed missing.’ He paused. ‘This really is a high-pay, low-risk opportunity, Mr Lennox. Seven hundred pounds for a single night’s work. If you’re not interested, then there are plenty of others I could ask.’


‘So why haven’t you?’ I saw a contradiction in what McNaught was saying: as far as I could see, I was an unnecessary link in the chain; a little asking around and he could probably have found and hired Quiet Tommy Quaid himself. And more cheaply.


‘Because most of them are criminals. This enterprise lies only partly on the wrong side of the law; criminals are completely on the wrong side of the law. Less reliable. And more chance of complications with the police.’


‘And I fit your picture of someone with a foot planted on both sides of the law, is that it?’


‘I’m asking you to do what your business card says you do. I just need you to bend the law a little to do it. So yes – I not only believe you have the skills needed to manage this perfectly, but that your door would not be the first port of call for the police, should they become involved. And I’m guessing you would only hire someone you can guarantee to keep their mouth shut should they be unlucky enough to be caught.’


‘That’s something I can absolutely guarantee.’ My hand still rested on the envelope and I looked questioningly at McNaught. He nodded and I lifted and opened it.


‘This looks like—’


‘The Saracen Ironworks. Yes,’ McNaught interrupted me.


‘What are these plans you’re stealing?’ I asked, confused. I had expected the layout of some top-secret laboratory somewhere. ‘The pattern for a 'phone box? I could sketch that out for you here and now.’ The red 'phone box had become, for those like myself not born in the sceptred isle, an icon of Britishness. Most red 'phone boxes in the UK had been cast at the Saracen Foundry. The romance of this particular cultural icon had faded for me over my years in Glasgow, mainly because of the locals’ custom of using them as public conveniences. I also reflected that only minutes before, as I had watched the police arrive at Central Station, I had been looking at the Saracen Foundry’s work in the shape of the station entrance’s elaborate cast iron canopy.


‘I’m sure you’re aware that the foundry produces more than fountains, bandstands and 'phone boxes,’ said McNaught. ‘The nature of the item we’re interested in is none of your concern. The details in there tell you what your man is looking for and where to find it.’


‘Okay.’ I shrugged. McNaught was right: it would be a walk in the park for Quiet Tommy Quaid. Security was light and the works were out of town and there wouldn’t be many coppers pounding the Possilpark beat. Possilpark was a part of Glasgow that had been created out of the green fields of some toff’s estate and built over with tenements exclusively used as housing for the foundry’s workers. Medieval serfdom had simply been replaced with a newer, post-Industrial Revolution version. At Possilpark’s heart and surrounded by a high wall, the foundry buildings themselves covered acres of land. I still was confused as to why an ironworks would be the target of industrial espionage – but as McNaught had pointed out, that was his and his client’s business, not mine.


Before he left, McNaught told me to be by my home 'phone on Sunday, ‘between thirteen hundred and thirteen-thirty hours’, when he or an associate would 'phone me to get the exact day and time the ‘mission’ would take place.


I nodded, but there was something about McNaught’s military way of phrasing things that seemed heavy-handed: carrying out your mission instead of pulling off the job; between thirteen hundred and thirteen-thirty hours not between one and one-thirty p.m. It was almost as if he had been trying too hard to paint a military background.


*


Archie returned about twenty minutes after McNaught had left. He told me all about his bank meeting with his usual lugubrious wit. We were being entrusted with an extra delivery on the wages run, he explained, and were expected to go at least three-handed – usually the runs were handled by the unlikely duo of Archie and Twinkletoes McBride. Unlikely because Archie was an ex-copper and Twinkletoes McBride was, well, Twinkletoes. If you put ‘ex’ in front of just about any criminal activity that involved extreme violence, then you’d get a snapshot of McBride’s curriculum vitae. But Twinkle had turned over a new leaf – mainly thanks to me, it had to be said – and his intimidating physical presence had proved a successful deterrent on the bank runs.


‘Anything new while I was away?’ Archie asked.


I told him about the excitement over at Central Station. Some kind of accident, I guessed.


‘Nothing else?’


I shook my head. ‘It’s been as quiet as the grave, Archie.’
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I had a date, of sorts, that night. Or at least the early part of the evening.


My venturesome time as an officer in occupied Hamburg at the end of the war had presented me with unexpected entrepreneurial opportunities – the result being that I’d managed to stash away my little Nibelungengold hoard. Generally speaking, people didn’t have any kind of moral or legal problem with you making your fortune by playing the market – I could never grasp the difference between a stockbroker and a bookie – and that’s all I could be accused of doing in Hamburg: playing the market.


However, the particular market I had played had been on the dark side of black, and the military police and the local German authorities seemed to have had a problem with it – especially when a German associate of mine took a face-down dip in the harbour. It all ended with my hasty – and almost-but-not-quite-dishonourable – exit from military life.


My time in Glasgow since had also provided other earning opportunities I hadn’t wanted to be a nuisance to the taxman about. Altogether it had meant a very tidy sum had accrued in my under-a-loose-floorboard-beneath-the-bed bank account.


My plan had always been to use my Nibelungen Hoard to get back to Canada some day when I was less fucked up and my hands were that little bit cleaner. Before the war, I’d been someone else, somewhere else: the bright-eyed, idealistic Kennebecasis Kid growing up in Canada and careless privilege. After the war, a different Lennox was demobbed from the 1st Canadian Army, and Glasgow had been waiting for him, like an accomplice hanging about prison gates.


But, scathing as I was about the place, I’d grown fond of Glasgow. It was the kind of place and the kind of people that got under your skin, and it had remained my dark accomplice, our characters suiting each other. A match made somewhere other than in heaven.


Given that my Glaswegian sojourn had turned semi-permanent, I’d decided to place a chunk of my gains, ill-gotten and otherwise, into a stylish little place in a nineteen-thirties Art Deco apartment building – one of those redbrick and stucco deals – in Kelvin Court.


It was a bright and elegant flat with a largish lounge, two bedrooms, biggish bathroom and a separate kitchen. Most importantly, it had a dining room, which was the most significant social identifier in Glasgow: Glaswegians who unwrapped the newspaper from their fish suppers in a separate room considered themselves quite the cut above. French windows opened out from the dining room onto a narrow balcony and the whole place looked out over a tree-fringed square of car park and gardens to Great Western Road.


It was a nice place in a nice part of town and, sickeningly, my property ownership brought out more than a little petty bourgeois pride in me. But not bourgeois enough to stop me entertaining ladies there. I was discreet, but my social life had still attracted the disapproving attention of some of the other residents.


Which brings me to Irene.


After the war, after I had all of the bright-eyed, pre-war Kennebecasis Kid naivety kicked out of me, I generally saw things the way they were: all of the absurdity and crap we build into ways of living. It wasn’t as if I spent all my time looking for the emotional and psychological wreckage all around me, it was just that I couldn’t help tripping over it.


It was especially true in Glasgow when you saw life stories written before they’d been lived: seen the face of a passing teenage girl filled with the resignation of a sixty-year-old; or watching some tenement kid, happy and grimy from street-play, smile as his paper boat sailed on oil-sleeked gutter water towards a storm-drain, unaware of deep metaphorical irony. The fact was that the whole determinism or free-will hoopla just didn’t fly here in Glasgow: it was the kind of place your future was handed to you the second you were born. And it usually was crap.


The truth was that most were complicit in their own doom. You could never have described nineteen-fifties Britain – especially Scotland – as the most progressive of societies. They were all still there: all the fossilized ideas and forms, codes and systems that had been impressed into the British social consciousness. It wasn’t just a case of keeping people in their place, but getting them to keep themselves, and each other, in their place. It was how ships got built, how wars got fought, how the machinery of Empire was kept running. It was odd that no one seemed to have noticed that the Empire wasn’t there any more.


And one of the codes that still adhered was that relating to pregnancy. In Presbyterian Scotland, there was a prescribed and immutable chronology to pregnancy: conception and pregnancy followed marriage. If conception preceded marriage, then marriage had better follow in short order and well before birth, or mother and baby would soon part company.


There was something of that sort written in the history of Irene Christie.


Irene was a good-looking woman, and she knew it. Her hair was dark, nearly as black as mine, kept short and in a permanent so it curled at the nape of her neck and over her delicate ears. Her eyes were large and blue-green beneath the black arches of her eyebrows, her nose smallish and her lips promisingly full and lipsticked crimson. She had the kind of curvy hourglass figure that hinted that gravity would eventually do its work on the hourglass’s sand but at the moment it was a delight to behold.


Irene was very much the kind of woman I seemed to have leant towards of late. And I had done an awful, awful lot of leaning. She was undemanding – except to make the same kind of demands on me that I made on her – and she was wise enough to be beyond romantic foolery. The talk we made was almost exclusively small, but I had gotten the idea that Irene had started out an attractive girl who, not realizing she would mature into a beautiful woman, had seen her prettiness as a diminishing asset and had chosen to make the most of it while she still could.


Whatever the background, teenage behind-the-ballroom and back-row-picture-house fumbles had led to a fruitful exchange – but without a union to be blessed. So, pregnant and eighteen, Irene had married. Her husband, reading between the lines, or the sheets, had been the best of the bunch at the time, but was an unexceptional man of little ambition and less ability: a tradesman of some sort whom the socially ambitious Irene had mercilessly harried into better tailoring, a Bearsden bungalow and his own business.


Dragging her hapless and reluctant husband bumping up the steep steps of social advance had clearly fatigued Irene; she had chosen me to rub her aching muscles.


In a place and time – and of a class – where women were more often than not simply their husbands’ shadows, Irene was an independent woman. She drove her own car and, at the beginning, we would meet for a drink somewhere out of town where we’d be unlikely to meet anyone who might know either of us; but once we’d pretty much exhausted the few conversation topics of vaguely mutual interest, we decided Irene should just park her car around the corner and come directly to my place where we could get on with the business at hand.


As agreed, she turned up at my apartment at eight that evening.


‘I can only stay an hour,’ she said as way of greeting when I let her into the flat. ‘George thinks I’m at my sister’s so I better show face there later.’ She walked straight past me, along the hall and into the bedroom.


Irene was my kind of woman, all right.


I followed her in and was about to ask her how she was but the sudden presence of two tongues in my mouth at the same time made clear diction difficult. We fell onto the bed and did what we did best.


Sex with Irene was always explosive, almost violent. She navigated the male anatomy with an expertise probably matched only by the Flying Dutchman’s knowledge of the world’s seaways – and more than once she’d put her finger on a sequestered point on the map that I myself hadn’t known existed. It was almost perfect sex. Almost. The only negative aspect of it was Irene’s propensity for cheering me on. During the act of love, particularly approaching its climax, Irene had a tendency, well, to provide instruction. ‘Come on, Lennox! Come oaaaan! No . . . no’ like that . . . aye . . . like THAT!’


In my usual perverse way, it called to mind a football trainer on the sidelines yelling encouragement or criticism of the on-pitch performance of his players. It was mildly off-putting, but given the other compensations, more than tolerable. I was just relieved that she’d never brought a football rattle to bed or had, on the point of orgasm, yelled out, ‘Ya BEAUTY!’


After we’d rattled the bedposts a couple of times, Irene and I lay smoking. It became clear she was in a stinker of a mood for some reason she couldn’t be bothered explaining and in any case I didn’t care about. But whatever was troubling her, it had been a bonus for me, because the pent-up heat of her frustration had combusted in my bed. I had struggled to match it and worried momentarily that I was about to be relegated to the substitutes’ bench.


‘Are you okay?’ I asked to fill a silence. ‘You seem tense.’


‘I’m fine. Just a bit fed up.’


‘Fed up with what?’


‘Wi’ George, mostly. He could do so much more with the business. With everything. And he’s been acting funny. Moody.’


‘Do you think he suspects?’


Irene shook her head. ‘George? Christ no. He doesnae have enough imagination. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. Don’t worry, he isnae on to us. He hasnae the imagination even for that.’


I watched her profile as she lay next to me: under her frown her big eyes were fixed on the ceiling as if concentrating on a sum she couldn’t add up. Her crimson lipstick had smudged, leaving her lips lighter, and her skin was pale and freckled. Suddenly I saw the girl who had got herself knocked up and trapped in a device that, for all I knew, had been of her own making. I suddenly didn’t feel very good about myself, which wasn’t that unusual.


I put my arm around her to comfort her but the signal was misunderstood and before I knew it we were rattling the bedhead for the third time. Afterwards she got up, dressed quickly and left. We had hardly exchanged anything other than our brief intercoital chat.


*


After Irene was gone, I took a bath and dressed in a fresh set of clothes: I’d been down in London that spring and had picked up a couple of seersucker shirts I was particularly fond of – white with a navy chalk stripe – and I put one on with a knotted plum silk tie. I had been lucky, after a lot of searching, to have found a tailor in Glasgow capable of rising to the challenge of the new Continental style and he had made me a lightweight, mid-grey single-breasted Prince of Wales check suit.


I finished the outfit off with a pair of burgundy wingtips: a French chum had once told me that black shoes should only be worn to weddings and funerals and the custom had sort of stuck with me. Similarly I’d given up on wider-brimmed Borsalinos and the hat I chose from the coat-rack on the way out was a narrow-snap-brimmed trilby, which was becoming the fashion in the world outside and a decade ahead of Glasgow. Before I left the flat to meet with Quiet Tommy Quaid, I checked myself in the hall mirror by the door: I was looking good. Empty, but good.


I would maybe have chosen a different outfit if I’d known what lay ahead.
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Quiet Tommy Quaid was dressed every bit as sharply as I was.


Like me, Quaid wasn’t the type to give away much about himself, but from what I’d been able to find out he had spent a not inconsiderable chunk of his early adult life behind bars and his childhood had been in some shitty mining village in the distant back of beyond, or somewhere even worse, like Lanarkshire.


But, as I saw him sitting with his drink over in the corner of the lounge bar, I could easily have believed he was the scion of some noble lineage out slumming it for the night. It was the leisurely expectation with which he sat – a quiet patience that said the world was there for him, not the other way around – that gave him the composed, graceful ease of an aristocrat. Only the lingering Motherwell in his accent when he spoke gave away a less illustrious background. That, and the fact that the deep-blue suit he wore – Continental-cut with cuffless trousers – was far too elegant for the British aristocracy. The thought again crossed my mind that I should maybe give Tommy my measurements for the next time he went skylight shopping.


We were a couple of swells, all right, and whenever Tommy and I met we did so in the few bars in Glasgow where you didn’t order a punch in the puss with your pint to save time and formality. So, for our business discussion, we had arranged to meet in a less-rough-than-the-usual bar in the West End, close to one of the dance halls. Drinking sessions with Tommy had usually ended up with us scoring a couple of women, but this was business and an element of discretion, sobriety and unaccustomed moral continence was called for.


As I came in, Tommy saw me through the blue-grey smoke haze, stood up and waved. When I reached him I saw he already had a Canadian Club sitting waiting for me on the table. We drank a couple or three before we got down to business.


‘The Saracen Foundry?’ Tommy’s confused reaction when I’d filled him in on the details matched mine when McNaught had told me.


‘I know.’ I shrugged. ‘Not what you imagine as the typical target for industrial espionage, but it’s the client’s money.’


‘Speaking of which . . . ?’


‘Four hundred for you – a hundred now and the rest paid on delivery. I get a finder’s fee and you deal only with me. Not my decision, but it’s the way the client wants it.’


‘Four hundred . . . that’s a lot for a job like this.’


‘You think it’ll be easy?’


‘Piece of pish, as my dear old da used to say.’ He frowned. ‘Seems far too easy for that kind of cash.’


I shrugged. ‘Whatever these plans are, they obviously have a lot more value than we would think. I guess whoever’s behind my contact is paying a premium to get the job done as professionally as possible. No mistakes and no obvious trail for the coppers to follow. So much so, they want to know exactly when you’ll do the job and they’d like it if you could do your best to cover your traces so the break-in isn’t discovered for a while.’


‘Not a problem.’ Tommy paused, his expression thoughtful. ‘But this is an odd one, Lennox. The only security worth a damn will be at the other end of the complex, where the wages office is, and even that doesn’t keep cash overnight – they bring the wages in from the bank on payday.’


‘There’s a night watchman.’


Tommy shook his head. ‘Some old codger doing his rounds at ground level isn’t worth shite. The only other worry, and it’s hardly that, is that the foundry’s such a huge place there’s bound to be a nightshift working somewhere. But, apart from that, it’s a piece of cake. I mean, it’s an ironworks for fuck’s sake – there’s nothing much worth stealing and anything that is worth stealing is too heavy to carry out unless you take it out on a flatbed. They won’t be looking for thieves and that means bugger all chance of getting caught. Like I say, it’s almost too good to be true.’ He frowned again; this time I saw something else in his expression, something deeper and darker than doubt. It troubled me because Tommy Quaid’s inner feelings never seemed to break through to the surface. ‘You do think it’s all kosher?’ he asked.


I shrugged. ‘The money certainly is. And these plans, whatever they’re for, obviously have great value to my contact’s client. A value we can’t see – maybe only they can see.’


‘That’s the other thing. All the cloak-and-dagger stuff makes me jumpy. You say this guy looked like a tough nut?’


‘Not in the usual way. More military. For all I know he’s really the client himself but just wants to fudge things up a bit. Listen, Tommy, if you just don’t like the feel of it, I understand. But you know you’re the only guy I trust with these jobs.’


Tommy thought for a while. I’d noticed that my mention that McNaught had had a military look had caused his frown to deepen. Again I got the feeling there was something else in the mix I didn’t know about; and again it troubled me.


‘I’d like to scope the place out first,’ he said eventually.


‘They’ve done their own survey. Watchman rounds, ways in and out, that kind of thing. I can give it to you.’


‘I’d still like to do my own scope.’


‘I guessed you would.’


‘And will you do the driving and lookout?’


I thought for a moment. I hadn’t considered going along on the job and had imagined that while Tommy was slipping quietly into the foundry, I’d be doing pretty much the same with Irene, cosy at home. I nodded. ‘If you need me, then yes. No problem. You in?’


Tommy thought it all through; then he said, very seriously, something I would have cause to recall later: ‘I trust you, Lennox. You know that, don’t you?’ The gravity with which he said it took me aback.


‘Sure, Tommy. I trust you too. Explicitly. That’s why you’re the only man for this job . . .’


Again Tommy paused thoughtfully, then grinned. Whatever it was that had caused the darkness in his expression, it was gone like the shadow of a cloud passing in front of the sun. ‘That amount of money for a walk in the park? I’m in. When does it need to be done?’


I ran through everything that McNaught had told me, including that he wanted the file for the end of the month. I suggested we do the foundry the following Friday, but Tommy said he had another job on that night.


‘This bugger’s less of a walk in the park,’ he said. I wondered if it had been this other job that had preoccupied him, but I knew better than to quiz Tommy on matters that weren’t my concern.


I ran through the job and Tommy sat quietly, nodding. When I was finished he asked questions in a systematic way, taking the job apart piece by piece and stretching me to remember all the details. Tommy was smart, very smart: his interrogation of the job reminded me, not for the first time, that there was a keen intelligence working behind the calm, quiet exterior. He read my mind.


‘I’m thorough, eh? You’re wondering how, if I’m so careful, I spent so much time in chokey?’ he asked when we’d finished the business of the day.


‘I was, as a matter of fact.’


‘I’m a journeyman, a tradesman – maybe even a craftsman. Like every tradesman I served an apprenticeship.’


‘And part of that apprenticeship was getting caught?’


Before he could answer, the door of the bar opened and two young women, a blonde and a brunette, walked into the lounge. Dressed-up factory girls, their mayfly youth and freedom squeezed between school and marriage, they were young, sleek and unexceptionally pretty and looked around the bar with the Friday-night-hungry eyes of willing prey. They saw us looking at them and leant heads together, exchanging a giggled something.


Tommy turned back to his drink and me and shrugged. ‘Occupational hazard. I made stupid mistakes – it’s all part of learning your trade. And even if you don’t make stupid mistakes, this is a risky business. There’s always the chance that there’ll be a copper where he shouldn’t be, or an alarm pad that you missed. It’s been years since I’ve been caught and I intend to keep it that way. But when you’ve not been caught for so long it can make you sloppy. Even with a job as easy as this, all it takes is one bit of bad luck. One foot put wrong. That’s why I plan everything out to the last detail.’


‘I couldn’t do it. The prison time, I mean,’ I said and I meant it: there had been a couple of times, including in Hamburg, where prison had become a distinct possibility.


Tommy was distracted while he exchanged mating rituals with the blonde of the two women who now sat at the opposite side of the lounge, but deliberately in eyeline. Tommy had a naturally easy way with women. He seemed genuinely interested in them, in what they had to say. Me? Women seemed to expect me to be bad; being a polite Canadian, I didn’t like to disappoint them.


‘Prison’s just a place, like any other,’ he said eventually. ‘People ask me how I put up with it, I ask them how they put up with this . . .’ He waved a hand to indicate our surroundings. ‘The truth is, Lennox, we’re all born into a prison. Just some walls are easier to see than others.’


‘And some prisons are easier to live in.’


He smiled and shook his head. ‘You’re wrong, Lennox, all prisons are the same. Remind me to tell you about my old da—’ Tommy broke off as he looked past me, grinned and raised his glass. I turned in the direction of the two girls.


‘Anyway, Lennox old chum,’ he said, draining his glass, and rising from the table, ‘business over. I think it’s time we had our bells rung . . .’
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I had done enough bedhead rattling for one day but stayed long enough as support act while Tommy worked his gentle magic on the blonde. The brunette seemed to be happy to be paired off with me and she was a cute enough girl, but I was tired and I wanted to get home to bed.


She got all swoony over my ‘American’ accent and I got the impression that, if I’d made the obligatory moves and for-appearances persuasions, she would have happily accompanied me, but once I’d made final arrangements to meet with Tommy to do the job, I made my excuses and left.


For form’s sake I asked the brunette for her 'phone number. Explaining that she wasn’t on the 'phone, she scribbled her name and address down on a handbag-scrabbled-for piece of paper and eagerly handed it to me. I was tired and tempted to point out that I’d be looking for a shag, not a pen-pal, but instead smiled gallantly and took her note.


I could have given David Niven tips on how to be a gentleman.


The weather outside was still sluggishly warmish but there was what Glaswegians, with their usual poetic turn of phrase, called a smirr: an all-pervading fine rain that hung like muslin gauze in the air. With a logic that only the Scots could understand, they believed that this kind of rain got you wetter than any other. On leaving the bar, my main concern was that I hadn’t brought a coat and that the damp would play havoc with the fine worsted of my suit.


It was stupid that I let such a trivial concern force me into a half-run along the street to where I’d parked the Sunbeam Alpine. Glasgow at night was generally a place you had to keep your wits about you and I was about to pay dearly for my sartorial conceit.


I suddenly felt propelled forward, the flat of someone’s boot slamming into the small of my back and adding to the momentum of my run. The impetus snapped my head back and I lost my hat and footing in the same instant. Arms flailing, I struggled and failed to keep upright and fell face down, skidding to a halt on the wet pavement. Instinct and experience told me to get to my feet as fast as possible, but kicks were already slamming into my ribs on both sides.


Two of them.


The one on my left aimed a kick at my head but I moved and his boot glanced painfully off my scalp. I should have rolled up into a ball and turtled it out, but the old dark fire that had gotten me into – and out of – so many scrapes kicked in. I rolled sideways, over and over as fast as I could, throwing myself into the legs of my right-side attacker. He staggered a little and I wrapped a bicep around his calf and yanked. He went down hard and his friend ran forward to kick me again. I didn’t let the kick stop me getting up and as I did so I stamped my heel down hard on the mouth of the thug I’d downed.


When I turned to the second guy, I could see in his face that this was not the kind of playtime nor was I the kind of playmate he and his chum had expected. He was big, broad and prognathous and in the middle of my anger and pain I couldn’t stop a fuck-me-he’s-the-spit-of-Victor-McLaglen thought running through my head. Despite his hard look, he didn’t strike me as a street thug type; he confirmed my suspicion by taking a swing at me that told me he’d done most of his fighting in a boxing ring and not on the street – or in the mud and blood of Anzio, where I’d learned many of my best dance steps.


I moved forward inside the arc of his punch and slammed my forehead into his face. He staggered back, nose streaming with blood, his eyes dazed and startled at the same time. I startled him again, harder this time, and he dropped.


I took the time to check out what had happened. I saw that behind us was a doorway set in shadow by a heavy stone lintel – I realized my playmates had been hiding in there. Waiting for me. This was no ordinary street robbery: they had had a reason for picking me out and I was going to find out why.


The first guy I’d dropped and on whose dental records I’d made a permanent mark was coming round. My ribs hurt like hell and I knew I was going to wake up the next morning stiffer than a Bridgeton bridegroom, so I decided that my new chums would remember the encounter too. I kicked the inside of his thigh to part his legs and followed up by slamming the heel of my wingtip into his groin. He doubled up like a jack-knife and started gagging.


‘Victor McLaglen’ was now on his feet and stared disbelievingly at his chum, then me. I took a step towards him and, courageously loyal to his comrade to the end, he turned on his heel and ran for it.
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