
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      

      
      
      ‘The dialogue is a joy throughout’

      
      Marcel Berlins

      
      ‘Thrillingly unpleasant’

      
      ESQUIRE

      
      ‘Streetwise and smart … Brookmyre’s writing is fast, funny and furious’

      
      Val McDermid

      
      ‘The defining quality of Brookmyre’s writing is that it is perpetually in-your-face: sassy, irreverent, stylish’

      
      THE TIMES

      
      ‘Very violent, very funny. A comedy with political edge, which you take gleefully in one gulp’

      
      LITERARY REVIEW

      
      ‘Sharp, funny … with strong characters and some smart dialogue’

      
      TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT

   





      

      

      Also by Christopher Brookmyre


      

            QUITE UGLY ONE MORNING


      

      COUNTRY OF THE BLIND


      

      NOT THE END OF THE WORLD


      

      ONE FINE DAY IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT


      

      BOILING A FROG


      

      A BIG BOY DID IT AND RAN AWAY


      

      THE SACRED ART OF STEALING


      

      BE MY ENEMY


      

      ALL FUN AND GAMES UNTIL SOMEBODY LOSES AN EYE


            

      A TALE ETCHED IN BLOOD AND HARD BLACK PENCIL


      

	ATTACK OF THE UNSINKABLE RUBBER DUCKS


      

	A SNOWBALL IN HELL


      

	PANDAEMONIUM


   





Copyright


Published by Abacus

ISBN: 9780748132034




All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public
domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental.


Copyright © 1996 by Christopher Brookmyre

Introduction copyright © 2013 by Christopher Brookmyre


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.


Abacus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk









  



      INTRODUCTION


      

      It occurred to me during an event at the Hay Festival in

2011 that Quite Ugly One Morning had been in print for

fifteen years, and I realised rather belatedly that I ought

to consider this something of an achievement. Given that

very few books get to enjoy anything like such longevity

in today’s content-ravenous fast-forward multimedia

culture, it struck me as all the more surprising that my

debut novel should prove so enduring, as the biggest pitfall

likely to face a work of political satire is that it can look

very dated once the landscape has changed. Indeed its

sequel, Country of the Blind, written in early 1996 during

the dying days of the John Major government, could have

been accused of kicking a corpse, as by the time it was

published in late 1997, that regime was already six months

dead. What, I asked the Hay audience, might the readers

of 2011 make of a novel about misbegotten Tory NHS

reforms – detrimental to patients and contemptuous of

healthcare professionals – being enacted principally as an

underhand means of allowing Conservative Party cronies

to line their pockets?






      

      



The gales of laughter in response indicated that relating

to such a concept wouldn’t be a stretch. The political landscape

may have changed as much as one might expect

over a decade and a half, but there are reliable constants,

and one of those is that the Tories will always be trying

to privatise the NHS by the backdoor, for the simple reason

that the Conservative Party utterly detests the National

Health Service. No matter what platitudes they utter in

wary lip-service to the British people’s love of and pride

in its greatest institution, the conspicuous reality is that

the NHS is an on-going affront to Tory values, and thus

despite all their pre-election assurances, as soon as they

get back into power, they can’t keep their hands off it.

Even though experience has taught them that there will

be a painful, even disastrous political backlash for doing

so, they simply can’t stop themselves from pissing on the

electric fence.






      

      



So perhaps the biggest surprise is that the book continued

to strike a chord throughout the thirteen years during

which New Labour were running the NHS so flawlessly

. . . Okay, maybe not. Clearly if it was purely about the

big bad Tories, then its time would soon have come and

gone. The real villain in the eyes of the many doctors and

nurses who have written to me over the years is the

management culture that persists within the NHS regardless

of which party happens to be in power. It is a culture

that seems primarily intent upon its own proliferation and

one that is often startlingly ignorant of the clinical realities

being faced by those engaged in activities that can’t

be rendered on an Excel spreadsheet or a PowerPoint presentation.

One consultant I spoke to recently said that there

is a growing belief that if all NHS senior managers were

simultaneously abducted, the first thing anyone would

notice would be that things seemed to be running more

efficiently.






      

      



When I wrote Quite Ugly One Morning my wife had been

a junior doctor for five years, at a time when the trainee’s

lot was not so much arduous as a public inquiry waiting

to happen. She could go to work on a Saturday morning

and not be home until the Monday evening, sometimes

without having slept in between. Accounts of such working

hours were, according to minister for health Gerald

Malone, ‘fish stories’. (That’s the same Gerald Malone who,

upon losing his seat by two votes in the 1997 election,

successfully challenged the result in the High Court,

precipitating a by-election in which he was humped by a

majority of more than 20,000. The resultant laughter could

be heard from bleary-eyed junior doctors for months.)






      

      



On those rare occasions when she was home and awake,

my wife would tell me jaw-dropping stories about the

implementation of the nascent NHS trust reforms. She

depicted a through-the-looking-glass disconnect between

the world of the trust offices and that of the wards and

theatres. The former always had money to throw around

while the latter was falling apart at the seams. Executive

suites were lavishly re-furnished and redecorated – one

manager proudly explained to my wife how ‘our offices

have to be just so’ – while doctors’ on-call accommodation

had peeling wallpaper, blistered paintwork and cockroaches

scuttling around the floor. In one trust, a fleet of

BMWs were purchased as part of the executive package

‘in order to attract the right calibre of staff’; a consideration

that nobody deemed necessary when recruiting those

awkward and obstructive bastards in the white coats who

were presumably ten a penny. It was an unprecedentedly

vast exercise in dog-wagging, by a tail whose priorities

seemed oblivious to anything so mundane as clinical

considerations, particularly when there were so many

juicy contracts to be bid for…






      

      



Around about this time I discovered the books of Carl

Hiaasen, and was gobbling them up like popcorn. I loved

the fact that they were pacey, funny and populated by

characters who were colourfully larger than life, but overall

I adored the fact that they were also passionately railing

against something the author cared deeply about: the

ecological vandalism of the everglades and the corruption

that was facilitating it. Why, I found myself asking, wasn’t

somebody writing this kind of satirical crime fiction about

the sleaze-ridden cronyism and financial carve-ups that

the UK seemed mired in during the Major government,

and in particular the ludicrous conflict-of-interest scenarios

that were being played out daily in the NHS?






      

      



Thus I found myself acting upon the time-honoured

rationale that if you want something done around here,

you’ve got to do it yourself. I wrote Quite Ugly One

Morning over a frantic eight weeks during March and

April of 1995, and in tribute to Mr Hiaasen, included my

own version of his trademark: a lumbering henchman who

suffers increasingly life-threatening levels of physical

debilitation as the story progresses.






      

      



Every story needs a hero, of course, and thus was born

Jack Parlabane, named after a character in Robertson

Davies’ The Rebel Angels. Parlabane was a journalistic wish fulfilment

fantasy figure: the reporter who will stop at

nothing to get to the truth (whereas in reality, the only thing

the average hack will stop at nothing to get to is the pub).

Parlabane was prepared to practice all manner of underhand

methods in order to get his story, whether that be

breaking into places to view confidential documents or

hacking into computers to view secret files. Clearly this sort

of thing was never going to happen in the real world…

Well, maybe if the story was of national importance, such

as whether a reality TV star might be cheating on her X

Factor wannabe boyfriend.






      

      



I’m often asked whether Parlabane was modelled on a

real-life investigative journalist. The truth is that the

reporter he was mostly inspired by was Ford Prefect, as

I loved Douglas Adams’s creation of a character who

charged smilingly into volatile situations and effortlessly

made them much worse. I enjoyed setting Parlabane loose

on the world of NHS trusts, but in retrospect feared he

might be just the wrong side of insufferable, a fear later

vindicated when he was described in Shots magazine as

the second ‘most slappable sleuth in British crime fiction’

(he was pipped to the title by Inspector Morse).








      

      

Sixteen years of reprints and four more Parlabane novels

would indicate that not everybody shares my reservations.

Perhaps I forgot that such perceptions are relative. I was

concerned my protagonist seemed too arrogant and self-satisfied,

but once you’ve seen Andrew Lansley and George

Osborne in action, you have to seriously recalibrate the

scales on both those attributes.








      

      





A word about the title. 




      

      

‘Quite Ugly One Morning’ was the name of the eighth track

on the late Warren Zevon’s magnificent 1991 album Mr Bad

Example. By a bizarre cosmic coincidence, the ninth track,

‘Things To Do In Denver When You’re Dead’, gave its name

to a crime movie released in the UK the same week as my

book was published. I wrote a grovelling letter to Mr Zevon

in 1995, praising his music to the skies and asking permission

to quote some lyrics in the book, but I never received

a response. I assumed that someone who was having movies

named after other songs would be a little too busy to write

back, or more likely that the record company had made that

decision on his behalf. I was going to drop the references

but my publishers told me that the matter had been cleared

because at the time Little, Brown was owned by the same

company that owned the corresponding record label and

music publisher. Thus there were no credits appearing in

the book explaining where the title came from, or the source

of the ditty Parlabane sings to himself while cheerfully hacking

a computer late in the story, and this omission has understandably

annoyed a lot of Zevon fans down the years. I

am happy to have the opportunity to correct it now, but I’d

be much happier if he was still around to read a copy of

this new edition.




      

      

Christopher Brookmyre,


      

      

Glasgow, April 2013
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      ONE

      
      ‘Jesus fuck.’

      
      Inspector McGregor wished there was some kind of official crime scenario checklist, just so that he could have a quick glance
         and confirm that he had seen it all now. He hadn’t sworn at a discovery for ages, perfecting instead a resigned, fatigued expression that said, ‘Of
         course. How could I have possibly expected anything less?’
      

      
      The kids had both moved out now. He was at college in Bristol and she was somewhere between Bombay and Bangkok, with a backpack,
         a dose of the runs and some nose-ringed English poof of a boyfriend. Amidst the unaccustomed calm and quiet, himself and the
         wife had remembered that they once actually used to like each other, and work had changed from being somewhere to escape to,
         to something he hurried home from.
      

      
      He had done his bit for the force – worked hard, been dutiful, been honest, been dutifully dishonest when it was required
         of him; he was due his reward and very soon he would be getting it.
      

      
      Islay. Quiet wee island, quiet wee polis station. No more of the junkie undead, no more teenage jellyhead stabbings, no more
         pissed-up rugby fans impaling themselves on the Scott Monument, no more tweed riots in Jenners, and, best of all, no more
         fucking Festival. Nothing more serious to contend with than illicit stills and the odd fight over cheating with someone else’s sheep.
      

      
      Bliss.

      
      Christ. Who was he kidding? He just had to look at what was before him to realise that the day after he arrived, Islay would
         declare itself the latest independent state in the new Europe and take over Ulster’s mantle as the UK’s number one terrorist
         blackspot.
      

      
      The varied bouquet of smells was a delightful courtesy detail. From the overture of fresh vomit whiff that greeted you at
         the foot of the close stairs, through the mustique of barely cold urine on the landing, to the tear-gas, fist-in-face guard-dog
         of guff that savaged anyone entering the flat, it just told you how much fun this case would be.
      

      
      McGregor looked grimly down at his shoes and the ends of his trousers. The postman’s voluminous spew had covered the wooden
         floor of the doorway from wall to wall, and extended too far down the hall for him to clear it with a jump. His two-footed
         splash had streaked his Docs, his ankles and the yellowing skirting board. Another six inches and he’d have made it, but he
         hadn’t been able to get a run at it because of the piss, which had flooded the floor on the close side of the doorway, diked
         off from the tide of gastric refugees by a draught excluder.
      

      
      The postman had noticed that the door was ajar and had knocked on it, then pushed it further open, leaning in to see whether
         the occupant was all right. Upon seeing what was within he had simultaneously thrown up and wet himself, the upper and lower
         halves of his body depositing their damning comments on the situation either side of the aperture.
      

      
      ‘Postman must be built like the fuckin’ Tardis,’ McGregor muttered to himself, leaving vomity footprints on the floorboards as he trudged reluctantly down the hall. ‘How could
         a skinny wee smout like that hold so much liquid?’
      

      
      He had a quick look at the lumpy puddle behind him. Onion, rice, the odd cardamom pod. Curry, doubtless preceded by a minimum
         six pints of heavy. Not quite so appetising second time around.
      

      
      He turned again to face into the flat, took a couple of short paces, then heard a splash and felt something splat against
         his calves.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, sir. Long jump never was my speciality. Guess I’ll be for the high jump now, eh? Ha ha ha.’

      
      Ah yes, thought McGregor. Only now was it complete. Deep down he had suspected that it wasn’t quite cataclysmically hellish
         enough yet, but now Skinner was here, and the final piece was in place. What this situation had needed, what it had been audibly
         crying out for, was a glaikit, baw-faced, irritating, clumsy, thick, ginger-heided bastard to turn up and start cracking duff
         jokes, and here was PC Gavin Skinner to answer the call.
      

      
      He was not going to lose his temper. He felt that on a morning like this, it was only a short distance between snapping at
         Skinner and waking up in a soft room in Gogarburn, wearing a jumper with sleeves that fitted twice round the waist. He breathed
         in and out, closing his eyes for a short, beautiful second.
      

      
      ‘Gavin, you’re on spew-guarding duty,’ he said calmly. ‘Stay there. Guard the spew.’

      
      ‘Do you want me to take down its details, sir?’ Skinner asked loudly in his inimitable jiggle-headed way. ‘Read it its rights
         maybe?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Gavin,’ McGregor said wearily. ‘All these things.’

      
      
      Dear Lord, he thought, don’t make me kill him today when I won’t enjoy it.

      
      McGregor ventured down the rest of the short hall to the doorless doorway at the end, which gave on to the living room. The
         room was at ninety degrees to the hall, a long, open area that ran the depth of the building, a partition wall having long
         since been consigned to a skip. Consequently, there were windows at either end. One of them was close-curtained, but through
         a gap McGregor could spy the crisp, cloudless blue sky and the lightly snow-dusted grass in the Square below. Through the
         other he could see the hazy, white-topped hills of Fife in the distance, the austere, dark blue calm of the Forth, and the
         snow-specked slate rooftops of Leith. In between there was a corpse in blood-drenched pyjama trousers, with most of its nose
         bitten off, two severed fingers stuffed up what remained of its nostrils, the rest of its face a swollen mass of bruising,
         and a wide gash around half the circumference of its neck. It was lying on the missing door, which sat at thirty degrees to
         the horizontal, propped up by the twisted metal frame of what had recently been a cheesy smoked-glass coffee table. The blood
         had run off the door and collected on the polished wood below, and might have lapped its way gently down to meet the postman’s
         spew if much of it had not drained through a gap in the floorboards, from where it ran along an electrical flex into the main-door
         flat underneath, dripping off the end of the living room light-fitting. The police would find the unconscious Mrs Angus a
         few hours later amidst the damp fragments of a broken tea-set, and once revived she would swear never to let her clairvoyant
         sister-in-law bring the ouija board round again, before phoning a Catholic priest to come out and exorcise the place. And
         so what if she was C of S, when it came to this sort of thing, nothing less than a Tim would do.
      

      
      Around the room’s grotesque star attraction was a supporting cast of debris. Much of the floor was carpeted in scattered clothes,
         books and copies of the blue-covered British Medical Journal. There were huge, dark stains on the walls and floor around the kitchen door, shards of broken green glass and jagged bottle
         necks lying amidst the wine-soaked clothes and magazines. And there was a hatstand sticking out of the television screen,
         like a moderately impressive 3D effect.
      

      
      McGregor looked on blankly and shook his head.

      
      ‘So are we treating the death as suspicious, sir?’ chimed Skinner cheerily from behind.

      
      ‘Keep guarding the spew, Gavin.’

      
      McGregor edged around some of the blood and leapt clear of the puddle, skidding slightly on a BMJ but managing to stay upright.
      

      
      Splash.

      
      ‘Aw, fuck’s sake,’ whined Skinner’s indefatigably loud voice.

      
      McGregor turned his head to see DC Dalziel step gingerly through the rest of the postman’s puddle as Skinner picked at his
         bespeckled trousers, and enjoyed a brief smile.
      

      
      Splash.

      
      ‘Aw, Jesus, watch where you’re …’

      
      Callaghan.

      
      ‘Naw, wait a wee … [splash] Aw, in the name of …’

      
      Gow.

      
      The three of them hopped over the blood one by one and spent a few moments taking in the sheer scope of the carnage and disruption.

      
      
      ‘Hey, try not to make a mess you lot, eh?’ said Skinner, with slightly less enthusiastic joviality than before.

      
      The four cops stood staring at the corpse, then at each other, then back at the corpse, and eventually out of the windows.
         Between them they were never, ever lost for words, but this one had run them pretty close.
      

      
      ‘It’s eh …’ started Callaghan strainedly, pulling at his chin.

      
      McGregor slowly put a finger to his lips, and Callaghan nodded.

      
      ‘The first one to say anything stupid gets full charge of this investigation, understood?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Callaghan. Gow looked too ill to say much anyway. Dalziel just bit her lip and nodded.

      
      McGregor looked again at the mutilated pyjama man.

      
      ‘This,’ he said, indicating the room in general, ‘is what we experienced officers refer to officially as a fuckin’ stoater.
         Observe and take notes, and consider yourselves highly privileged to be part of it.’
      

      
      Callaghan lost his footing slightly as he tried not to step on any of the items scattered around the floor, and put his hand
         out to steady himself, grabbing a radiator behind an upturned armchair. Then his hand slid along it, causing him to fall backwards
         over the chair and rattle his head off the underside of a windowsill.
      

      
      ‘Fuck’s sake … look at this,’ he mourned.

      
      There was dried and drying sick all over the hot radiator and down the wall behind it, which went some way towards explaining
         the overpowering stench that filled the room. But as pyjama man was only a few hours cold, his decay couldn’t be responsible
         for the other eye-watering odour that permeated the atmosphere.
      

      
      McGregor gripped the mantelpiece and was leaning over to offer Callaghan a hand up over the upturned chair when he saw it, just edging the outskirts of his peripheral vision.
         He turned his head very slowly until he found himself three inches away from it at eye level, and hoped his discovery was
         demonstrative enough to prevent anyone from remarking on it.
      

      
      Too late.

      
      ‘Heh, there’s a big keech on the mantelpiece, sir,’ announced Skinner joyfully, having wandered up to the doorway.

      
      For Gow it was just one human waste-product too many. As the chaotic room swam dizzily before him, he fleetingly considered
         that he wouldn’t complain about policing the Huns’ next visit if this particular chalice could be taken from his hands. McGregor
         caught his appealing and slightly scared look and glanced irritably at the door by way of excusing him, the Inspector reckoning
         that an alimentary contribution from the constabulary was pretty far down the list of things this situation needed right now.
      

      
      They watched their white-faced colleague make an unsteady but fleet-footed exit and returned their gazes to the fireplace.

      
      The turd was enormous. An unhealthy, evil black colour like a huge rum truffle with too much cocoa powder in the mixture.
         It sat proudly in the middle of the mantelpiece like a favourite ornament, an appropriate monarch of what it surveyed. Now
         that they had seen it, it seemed incredible that they could all have missed it at first, but in mitigation there were a few
         distractions about the place.
      

      
      ‘Jesus, it’s some size of loaf right enough,’ remarked Callaghan, in tones that Dalziel found just the wrong side of admiring.

      
      
      ‘Aye, it must have been a wrench for the proud father to leave it behind,’ she said acidly.

      
      ‘I suppose we’ll need a sample,’ Callaghan observed. ‘There’s a lab up at the RVI that can tell all sorts of stuff from just
         a wee lump of shite.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe we should send Skinner there then,’ muttered Dalziel. ‘See what they can tell from him.’

      
      ‘I heard that.’

      
      ‘Naw, seriously,’ Callaghan went on. ‘They could even tell you what he had to eat.’

      
      ‘We can tell what he had to eat from your sleeve,’ Skinner observed.

      
      ‘But we don’t know which one’s sick this is,’ Callaghan retorted.

      
      ‘We don’t know which one’s keech it is either.’

      
      ‘Well I’d hardly imagine the deid bloke was in the habit of shiting on his own mantelpiece.’

      
      ‘That’s enough,’ said McGregor, holding a hand up. ‘We will need to get it examined. And the sick.’

      
      ‘Bags not breaking this one to forensics,’ said Dalziel.

      
      ‘It’ll be my pleasure,’ said the Inspector, delighted at the thought of seeing someone else’s day ruined as well.

      
      ‘Forensics can lift the sample then,’ said Callaghan.

      
      ‘No, no,’ said McGregor, smiling grimly to himself. ‘I think a specimen as magnificent as this one should be preserved intact.
         Skinner,’ he barked, turning round. ‘This jobbie is state evidence and is officially under the jurisdiction of Lothian and
         Borders Police. Remove it, bag it and tag it.’
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      Parlabane came round slowly, his senses kicking in one at a time behind the steady, rhythmic throb of his headache, which
         for a few moments he had thought might be someone playing ambient trance through the wall.
      

      
      Pound, pound, pound, pound.

      
      Arse.

      
      Different day, different city, same hangover.

      
      Like a fortune teller in reverse, he struggled to peer through the haze and see what lay in his immediate past. At first he
         couldn’t remember much, but was sure that the number 80 had been somehow very significant.
      

      
      Then the smell hit him, and spun him into an accelerating panic. He sat up rapidly and winced, as his sudden movement brought
         a cymbal crash to the end of a bar in his head. That smell was miserably familiar and quite unmistakable. One hundred percent
         recycled materials. For best results, shake well before opening.
      

      
      He felt a draught and saw that the window was open, which snapped a piece of the puzzle into place, but suggested the completed
         picture would not be pretty. He remembered getting up and opening it at some point during the night to let the smell out,
         and figured he must have spewed but been too incapacitated to clear it up at the time. The source of his panic was that he
         couldn’t remember where he had thrown up, indeed couldn’t recall the act at all, but was certain it couldn’t have been anywhere sensible, because even an unflushed lavvy bowl of boak can’t permeate a flat so comprehensively.
         Indeed, the smell was even stronger than before he had attempted to ventilate the place.
      

      
      He quickly turned to face the other way, expecting to find a lumpy abstract etched on one side of the pillow, but it was clean.
         He whipped the duvet off, but there was no multicoloured surprise waiting beneath.
      

      
      Where the hell was it?

      
      Pukey come home.

      
      Parlabane got up, which brought the snare drum into play on top of the dull bass, but mere blinding pain could not be allowed
         to obstruct his quest. He wandered delicately around the flat, squinting as he entered the uncurtained kitchen, where the
         sun glinted painfully off the foil take-away cartons on the worktops.
      

      
      ‘Thank fuck,’ he mumbled, glancing at the greasy plate beside them. Looked like Chinese. Could have been Indian, but no matter.
         The main thing was that kebabs didn’t come in foil cartons, so he couldn’t have been that drunk.
      

      
      Unfortunately, the smell was everywhere, and seemed to have invaded every room. There was no air freshener, but this was no
         great loss, as the stuff never really worked. Instead of replacing the smell of sick, it just mingled with it, and consequently
         he associated and confused the smell of each with the other.
      

      
      He approached the open door of the darkened living room with genuine fear and a grim sense of fate. The stench was noticeably
         stronger as he got closer, and somewhere in the reaches of his memory he saw himself leaning over the back of a hideous green
         settee and serving up several quarts of second-hand soup. But somewhere else he pictured himself cleaning it up, picking slippery, fibrous pieces out of a deep-pile carpet in a pair of bright yellow rubber gloves, and figured it couldn’t
         have been last night.
      

      
      Walking into the living room, he was abruptly reminded that apart from the bed, the flat didn’t actually have any furniture,
         and that the hideous green settee and the awful shag-pile carpet belonged to a photographer in London who had not regarded
         the episode as a good basis for starting a relationship, and had indeed – perhaps not entirely unreasonably – never spoken
         to him again. This living room didn’t have any kind of carpet to its name, and as its exposed floorboards were not of the
         trendy polished variety, he figured he would be picking skelfs out of his bare feet all afternoon.
      

      
      Parlabane walked to the window and braced himself for the onslaught of light as he pulled back the curtains. What he saw made
         him open his squinted eyes wide with horror and dismay.
      

      
      ‘Polis!’ he breathed, and shut the curtains again hurriedly.

      
      ‘Fuck.’

      
      Not now, not already.

      
      He spied out from between the curtains, looking at the activity below. There were plenty of blue uniforms and the obligatory
         middle-aged man in a camel trenchcoat pointing at people, but, rather strangely, no cars.
      

      
      Calm down, he told himself. Treaty or no treaty, extradition orders don’t get served that fast.

      
      And amidst the now rapid pounding in his skull, the thought finally crossed his mind that if they were here for him, they
         wouldn’t be fannying about in the street.
      

      
      He wandered down his hallway to the front door, from where he could hear the echo of voices in the spiralling close below.
         Through the spyhole he could see that no one was about on his landing, so he opened the door and ventured on tiptoe to the edge of the stairs, where the
         smell rose up to hit him like a surfacing submarine, afloat on a sea of sick.
      

      
      More voices, the tapping of footsteps and an unidentifiable, intermittent squelching sound. Then a slam.

      
      ‘Aaaw naaw.’

      
      Maybe the wind in the close, maybe a draught through the open window in the bedroom, who cares. Something had closed his front
         door and left him on the landing in his boxers and a grubby T-shirt. He gave it a less-than-hopeful push in case it wasn’t
         a slam-locker, but the gods were not smiling.
      

      
      Mince.

      
      Now, the rational course of action for any normal human being at this point would be to enlist the help of the conveniently
         present police in securing the services of a locksmith, or at least the services of a few standard-issue Doc Martens. But
         even if he hadn’t been reluctant to enter into any dialogue with Lothian and Borders’ finest, he’d probably still have seen
         climbing in from another flat as the easiest solution.
      

      
      Go with what you know, and all that.

      
      There was no reply from the flat directly above, and a glance through the letterbox confirmed that the occupant wasn’t merely
         standing behind the locked door, peering suspiciously through the spyhole at the scantily dressed nutter hopping from freezing
         foot to freezing foot on the landing outside. He tried the bell one more time, then admitted to himself that he wouldn’t open his door to someone of his current appearance, with the phrase ‘contributory negligence’ still large in the
         public mind.
      

      
      Bugger.

      
      
      He padded his way back down the staircase, putting his tongue between his teeth to stop them from chattering, and, reaching
         the last turn before the landing where the voices were coming from, glanced down to make sure his dick wasn’t hanging out
         of his shorts. First impressions last, however shallow and unfair that may seem.
      

      
      Parlabane peeked around the wall to see the back of a policeman’s head going down the stairs in front of him, leaving the
         open door to the flat beneath his own unguarded. This was, apparently, the centre of attention and the source of the smell,
         and a lethal combination of desperation and professional curiosity drew him towards it. The polis wouldn’t leave the flat
         empty like that for more than a matter of moments, so he would have to be quick; just nip in, get out the back window sharpish
         and climb up into his bedroom.
      

      
      He darted from the stairs through the doorway and involuntarily stopped as his bare feet made contact with a jarringly unfamiliar
         surface.
      

      
      Lovely. Liquid Axminster.

      
      He noticed the streaks on the wall and the open door, then spotted the foot-dragged trail on the floor, leading along the
         hallway. His eyes followed it to the room at the end, where a half-naked dead man with two truncated digits up his wrecked
         nose stared horrifiedly at him from his position of repose on what looked like a broken-down door.
      

      
      Parlabane walked, entranced, towards the body, his field of vision widening to take in the peripheral debris as he approached
         the living room, a distant part of his mind contemplating the mystery of how the stuff underfoot could have such effectively
         lubricant and adhesive qualities at the same time.
      

      
      
      The other man didn’t seem troubled by such trivial philosophical diversions, but his expression suggested he had a lot on
         his mind nonetheless.
      

      
      ‘Sorry to hear it, Jim,’ Parlabane muttered, looking aghast at the havoc that had been wreaked upon the man’s person and –
         presumably – belongings. He took in the deep, wide and apparently fatal wound to the man’s neck, then glanced down at each
         of the mutilated hands which had provided the unconventional nasal stoppers.
      

      
      Parlabane had seen a few bodies in his time, some murdered more imaginatively than others, but this was something of a creative
         masterpiece, with hints of inspired improvisation. Surveying the attendant chaos, he pitied the poor bastard polisman that
         had to figure this one out, a thought which brought the belated consideration that this was not the wisest place to be discovered
         right now. He decided to head back out, reckoning locking himself out of his flat an easier thing to explain than what he
         was doing wandering around a murder scene with very few clothes on.
      

      
      As he prepared to lunge across the flat’s bilious moat, he heard voices and footsteps in the close below, and spun back on
         one heel, dismayingly brushing one of the wall’s loftier damp daubs with his sleeve.
      

      
      Tits.

      
      He tiptoed round the puddle of blood and picked his way across the cluttered floor towards the back window, hoping it wouldn’t
         be paint-stuck. He paused momentarily, deciding whether to go around or over an upturned bookcase, when he became aware of
         movement to his right. He turned his head slowly and reluctantly to see a suede-headed woman in a dark green suit stare inquiringly at him from the entrance to the flat’s kitchen.
      

      
      Parlabane gulped.

      
      ‘I’m sleepwalking?’ he offered, with an appellant, not-very-optimistic, please-take-pity smile.

      
      She shook her head apologetically and held up an ID badge.

      
      Parlabane decided to go for the direct and truthful approach.

      
      ‘Look, I’ve locked myself out of my flat upstairs. The window’s open directly above. Could you possibly just let me climb
         up there, pretend you didn’t see me, and then you can get on with whatever’s going on down here, and I can get on with my
         hangover?’
      

      
      Dalziel looked at him with a pained expression of dilemma.

      
      ‘Well, here’s the problem,’ she said. ‘There’s been a brutal murder in here this morning, so we’re looking for a brutal murder-er, and under such circumstances we tend to broaden our definitions of what constitutes “suspicious”. Unfortunately that covers
         half-dressed, vomit-streaked men attempting to leave the crime scene by the back window. I mean, ordinarily …’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ conceded Parlabane, holding his hands up. ‘You really are caught on the horns.’

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      ‘Jesus, don’t you heat this place?’

      
      ‘Well, our usual suspects tend to be more sensibly dressed. You know: trousers, shoes …’

      
      ‘Stripy jumper, mask, sack marked “SWAG”?’

      
      ‘That kinna thing, yeah.’

      
      Parlabane shivered and pulled at the jaggy sweater they had given him, his T-shirt having been binned despite his protests
         because its smell reminded everyone of the inside of that bloody flat. He had agreed to come along quietly to avoid or at
         least defer being formally arrested, but they hadn’t allowed him to attempt to enter his home and had taken him to the station
         in his partial state of dress. He grudgingly gave them permission to force an entry and search the place, trying not to dwell
         too long on the irony, but they hadn’t managed to get in by the time he was led away by Dalziel and Callaghan.
      

      
      To Parlabane’s incredulous horror, the police station was fifty yards away on the opposite side of the square, a local feature
         McLean had neglected to mention when he gave him the keys. Still, fugitive beggars couldn’t be choosers.
      

      
      They had walked him across the snow-spattered grass, past the inevitable gawking onlookers and what he instinctively (but
         just too late) recognised as a press photographer, who got half-a-dozen frames in before Parlabane’s face was obscured by a fist and an erect middle finger. By the time they reached the front desk, his feet were
         soup-free but purple with the cold. A pale and visibly trembling postman was led out of the door as they came in.
      

      
      Parlabane had been allowed to wash and been issued with the jaggy jumper, then led to an interview room where he sat for close
         to an hour before Inspector McGregor turned up with Dalziel, briefly rolling his eyes when he saw the shambles that was before
         him.
      

      
      ‘Bad morning?’ Parlabane inquired.

      
      McGregor widened his eyes and exhaled, nodding.

      
      ‘A dead body in pyjama trousers in a wrecked flat awash with blood and boak, and a huge jobbie on the mantelpiece for garnish.’

      
      Parlabane gaped.

      
      ‘I didn’t notice a jobbie myself.’

      
      ‘No, it had been removed for tests before you showed up.’

      
      ‘What, you removed a jobbie before you removed the corpse?’

      
      ‘You didn’t smell this jobbie.’

      
      ‘I’m not so sure about that.’

      
      ‘Anyway, a short time later one of my officers discovers a barely dressed man wandering around the murder scene with the declared
         intention of climbing out the window. Now, I understand you have already agreed that we were not being over-zealous in considering
         this suspicious. So can you possibly explain what you were doing there?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Parlabane said, trying to sound as calm and reasonable as his chattering teeth would allow. ‘As I told DC Dalziel at
         the time, I was locked out of my flat and I was attempting to climb back in.’
      

      
      
      ‘Well, that seems logical enough, Mr Parlabane, but let me just ask you a couple of things. Did you know the occupant of the
         flat downstairs … what’s his name?’
      

      
      ‘You tell me.’

      
      ‘OK … Ponsonby. Dr Jeremy Ponsonby.’

      
      ‘Not at all. Never seen him before.’

      
      ‘And how long have you lived at that address?’

      
      ‘Oh, a good thirty-six hours.’

      
      ‘And where did you stay before that?’

      
      ‘Sweetzer Ave.’

      
      McGregor tried to place it. ‘West End?’

      
      ‘West Hollywood.’

      
      McGregor nodded. ‘Right. So it would be fair to say that you didn’t have the run of Dr Ponsonby’s premises, and that were
         he not dead, he might have minded a wee bit if you walked in unannounced and used his back window to gain access to your flat?’
      

      
      ‘Pretty fair, yeah.’

      
      ‘So here’s my problem, Mr Parlabane,’ he said, patiently but tiredly. ‘Most people, even when they are locked out and underdressed,
         tend not to just walk into someone else’s property, even if the door is wide open. But just supposing they did, just for talking’s
         sake. Most people would be put off by a strong smell of spew and by the large puddle of it at the door. But again, just for
         talking’s sake, let’s pretend that’s not the case. Most people would have quite a strong reaction to a mutilated corpse. Some
         might faint. Some might throw up. Some might run out screaming and calling for the police.’
      

      
      He looked Parlabane fiercely in the eye. ‘Very, very few would be sufficiently unperturbed as to continue going about their
         plan of climbing out the window to get back into their flat. Most might consider, shall we say, that matters had overtaken
         them. That there were greater things afoot than their need to get back into their home.’
      

      
      Parlabane nodded, understandingly.

      
      McGregor continued. ‘I suppose what I’m really trying to say is that I consider your behaviour to have been … unusual. Exceptional,
         even. So I have to ask myself two questions: A, why you ventured into Dr Ponsonby’s flat, and B, why his condition failed
         to give you the screaming heebie-jeebies.’
      

      
      Parlabane sat back in his chair, hugging himself with the over-long sleeves of his jaggy jumper. His hangover had not abated
         through his new predicament, and he felt that large quantities of Irn-Bru, fried food and sleep were the only things that
         could save him. Between Parlabane and those things was McGregor, a man so clearly resigned to the inevitable unpleasantness
         and frustration of this case that he would probably sit patiently probing Parlabane well into the middle of the next century
         if he felt he had to.
      

      
      Frank, uncomplicated honesty was a dangerous gambit with police anywhere, as you risked blowing their minds, with ugly consequences
         for all concerned. However, as McGregor was already looking bored in anticipation of a tedious fib, Parlabane decided to chance
         it.
      

      
      ‘All right. A, Curiosity. B, Dr Whatsisface was not the first murder victim I’ve ever seen. I’m assuming you’ve ruled out
         suicide by this point.’
      

      
      McGregor smiled. It wasn’t a big smile, but it was definitely there, and in it Parlabane could see relief, Irn-Bru, fried
         food and sleep. McGregor made a beckoning gesture with his right hand, encouraging Parlabane to elaborate.
      

      
      ‘I am, I will freely admit, a dedicatedly professional nosy bastard,’ he said with a sigh. ‘I’m a journalist, and I’m afraid I find it difficult to walk past an open door, never mind an unguarded crime scene. It’s like a reflex, an uncontrollable
         instinct.’
      

      
      ‘Like a fly to a shite?’ asked Dalziel.

      
      ‘Well, I’ll admit that groups of cops tend to attract my attention, so if I’m the fly …’

      
      ‘We’re the insecticide, Mr Parlabane,’ said McGregor firmly. ‘So having had a look around, why didn’t you go back out the
         door?’
      

      
      ‘I heard someone coming up the stairs, and I didn’t think it would look good to be found trespassing on a crime scene. After
         all, I didn’t want to end up in the police station in my underwear, freezing my bollocks off, being questioned about what
         the hell I was doing by polis who I’m sure have more important things to be getting on with right now.’
      

      
      ‘Quite.’

      
      There was a knock at the door, and Callaghan stuck his head round to beckon McGregor outside for discussion.

      
      ‘Do you reckon he believes me?’ Parlabane asked Dalziel once they were alone.

      
      ‘Why are you asking me whether he believes you? Why aren’t you asking me whether I believe you?’
      

      
      ‘I already know you believe me.’

      
      Dalziel laughed, as if she couldn’t help it, and shook her head. She had softly curved features but a rather sharp nose, upon
         which Parlabane spotted a tiny dimple where he was sure a stud sat when she was off-duty.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ she said. ‘You got me. But I’m just the DC, and instinctively believing you could be the kind of mistake I have to learn
         from as I climb the ranks.’
      

      
      ‘But it’s not instinctive,’ he said, shamelessly going into charming/flirtatious mode, forgetful of his ridiculous appearance. ‘You believe me because if I had anything to do with
         the murder, it would be both unlikely and improbably stupid for me to wander back into the scene of the crime while it’s crawling
         with police officers.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but the dog does return to its own vomit,’ she said, pointing at him with a pen.

      
      ‘Let me assure you, none of that vomit was mine. In fact, I was looking for mine just before I locked myself out, but my subsequent
         discoveries have cast doubt on whether there was anything to find.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Don’t ask. So what do you figure to the late Dr P?’

      
      ‘Back off, scoop. I’m hardly going to reveal the facts of an ongoing investigation to a self-confessed hack. Given what’s
         already happened today, I think it would be … imprudent, to say the least, to encourage your involvement in this case.’
      

      
      ‘Believe me, Ms Dalziel, nothing could encourage me to get involved in this case. I’ve seen the mess, remember, I’ve smelt the smells, and I don’t envy you
         this one whatsoever. But how can I keep my eyes peeled if I don’t know what to look for?’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean by that?’ she asked, now more serious.

      
      ‘You know fine.’

      
      Dalziel stared sternly and hard across the table at Parlabane, who felt he was doing enormously well to be commanding the
         slightest modicum of respect in his current condition.
      

      
      ‘Are they sharp eyes?’ she finally asked.

      
      He gave her a wry grin.

      
      ‘I’d say your guy was dead less than nine hours when I saw him this morning,’ he stated. ‘Going by the mess on the floor and the mess on his face, it’s safe to assume he
         struggled heavily with his assailant before succumbing. He was tied up before his throat was cut, as he bled exactly where
         he was found, then whatever was used to restrain him was removed. The messiness of the severing suggests his fingers were
         bitten off rather than sliced with whatever cut his throat. And as he lost specifically the index fingers of both hands, I’d guess they were bitten off while he was restrained rather than during the struggle, maybe even after the fatal
         wound. It would also be my guess that they were bitten off in retribution, that the good doctor accounted for one of his killer’s
         index fingers earlier in the battle.’
      

      
      Dalziel made a poor job of trying not to look impressed.

      
      ‘All right scoop,’ she said. ‘Sticking with the premise that you had nothing to do with this and aren’t giving me these things
         from first-hand knowledge, tell me where you were while you reckon this was going on.’
      

      
      ‘Asleep upstairs.’

      
      ‘What, you slept through all the racket this fight, murder and interior flat demolition must have made?’

      
      ‘Ms Dalziel, believe me, I have slept through an earthquake. You might have more luck with whoever lives in the main-door flat below.’
      

      
      ‘Her name’s Mrs Angus. She’s a widow, lives alone, and doesn’t wear her hearing aid to bed.’

      
      ‘Of course. So nobody heard anything. Did anyone see anything?’

      
      ‘No one’s come forward so far.’

      
      ‘I’m not talking about the public.’

      
      Dalziel winced as she realised what was coming.

      
      
      Parlabane smirked. He tried not to, but it was too good.

      
      ‘You mean someone got murdered across the street from this station and not one flatfoot noticed anything suspicious?’

      
      ‘Go on, lap it up,’ she muttered impatiently.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Parlabane said, smothering a laugh. He wondered how many times he had heard frustrated cops ask whether people
         go around with their eyes shut, how come nobody ever notices a bloody thing …
      

      
      ‘So what’s the story?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Way too early to say, although it seems a safe bet it wasn’t premeditated. As a lot of the mess couldn’t have been made by
         a fight, McGregor reckons it was a burglary gone wrong.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      
      ‘Oh, but you did.’

      
      At that point, McGregor came back into the room, and all was quiet.

      
      ‘Right, Mr Parlabane,’ he said with a strangely light, almost cheerful tone. ‘We’ve been through your flat and belongings.
         We tried to mess the place up as is standard procedure, but as you don’t seem to own very much it was a bit of a poor effort,
         I’m afraid. DC Callaghan went through your wallet and has confirmed your identity, occupation and – from the ticket stubs
         – your recent arrival from Los Angeles. He probably also removed a small sum of money but there’s not much either of us can
         do about that.’
      

      
      He handed Parlabane the keys to his flat.

      
      ‘They didn’t force the door, in the end. Someone followed your lead and climbed in from Dr Ponsonby’s place. You’re free to
         go when you wish, but I’d ask you not to stray too far for a few days – it’s just that if we draw a total blank on this one, we’ll need someone to fit up for
         it, and you’re the obvious choice.’
      

      
      ‘What are you so bloody happy about?’ Dalziel asked as Parlabane shuffled out of the room.

      
      ‘It took a second climber to get into Mr Parlabane’s flat,’ McGregor replied contentedly. ‘The first one fell in the attempt
         and broke his ankle.’
      

      
      Dalziel didn’t need to ask who it was.
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