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Prologue


On a hill swept by oak, a single soft glow shines from a darker bulk. Grey on grey, faint smear of bruising in a sky that undulates, lifting lines of shape from shadow. Close to, the bulk becomes a building, an old mansion house so far weathered and worn that nature’s creeping grasp is a blessing of disguise. Hefts of ivy and moss might be all that stitch the crumbling lumps together. That and the piles of scaffolding, propping wall unto wall.


The security guard presses his face against the window, trying to see out. Dawn soon, and all is quiet. It is always quiet here, it is fine. And he can pray when he wants to. A cousin found him the job; it means he can study in peace too, by the light of a 40-watt anglepoise which plugs straight into a tangle of wires on the floor. The men are coming soon to raggle the walls, gouge channels then smooth plaster over the live cables that will dance and spark life through this skeleton of stone. A renaissance of luxury flats. 


It was a museum once, a nature display, where the spoors and splays of long-dead animals lay alongside a desiccated wasp byke and trays of thin-pressed leaves and butterflies. He has seen pictures of the glass cases and the tea room, with its potted palms and silver service. This room was the park ranger’s – the sign is still screwed to the woodwormed door. Before that, it was a country house, built by a sugar baron with the proceeds of his trade. Cutting cane in the West Indies, shipping sweet and sour along the River Clyde. 


The guard had learned about it as he wandered the city’s rain-slick streets, took shelter in its libraries and museums, which were free and splendid. Glasgow had been the Empire’s Second City, a proud centre of trade and wealth and industry. Even now it revelled in its sturdy antiquities, offering history trails past refurbished warehouses, issuing glossy leaflets proclaiming the city’s most famous sons, who slept under marble mausoleums in the Necropolis. But Glasgow didn’t like to boast about the murk beneath the money; of souls being sold with bracelets on their ankles. Some of them passed through, some were kept, as pets. Maybe another black man like him had once stood here. Stood at this window and prayed he was back at home. 


He’d seen a painting, in a museum in town. Done for the Glassford family, tobacco merchants who gave their name to one of the city’s busiest streets. Serene mother, stern father, all the primped and becurled children in their vivid, lush silks and satins. And a darker smudge in the background, where their black page had been painted out. 


Once his studies are over. He will work hard, become rich, and return home to his boy.


Then he can pay back what he owes, and the debt will be squared.


But for now, he must live in this quietness . He has been told to expect a delivery, and has cleared the basement as instructed. They never told him when, or what, and he has never asked. 


Watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by.


Kipling was a wise man. 


He turns off the lamp as the sky yawns and stretches. It will be fine.










Chapter One


The Chief Constable patted her shoulder. A manly pat, a comradely one.


‘My staff officer will see you out.’


Anna Cameron saluted, then turned towards the door. Felt her back foot spin too far, her supporting leg get confused. She managed to correct her gait, watching her flat black shoes find their place beneath flat black ankles, devoid of any shape now they were at right angles to the floor. Viewed from above, her legs were not her strongest attribute. You’re all up and down, you, her grandpa would say. Not a pick on you. But even the most curvaceous of women would be hard pushed to find this uniform flattering. The sycophancy, however, was.


‘Congratulations, ma’am.’


The inspector, the wee gingery inspector who’d briefed her as an equal but ten minutes previously, extended an orange-tufted hand once they were outside.


It felt so good. Ma’am. Not marm, as in school-teaching spinster, but M-AH-m, as in Ah. 


Aaaahhh. 


Bloody AAAHHHH. 


That magic extra pip glinted at Anna, winking from a triumphant shoulder. ‘Cheers. That me then?’


‘You’ll not stay for the tea and biscuits? I’ve heard tell they’ve got ginger nuts this month.’


‘Is that right? Well, if it’s ginger nuts you’re offering me . . .’


No, Anna. Don’t. You’re a chief inspector now.


‘Aye. That and a nice hob-nob with the Chief. Never too early to get your face on the radar, you know.’


Oh, her face was well on the radar already. Though for all the wrong reasons. How Anna Cameron had managed to achieve another promotion was something that troubled her almost as much as her colleagues. Gender Agenda, Colin Keenan had sneered, even though Anna had been an inspector nearly a year longer than him. However, Colin had not yet been the subject of two discipline enquiries, some dodgy rumours and a just-filed-away grievance alleging clandestine lesbian favouritism. Try saying that ten times quickly.        


Paradoxically, that was the one that seemed to have finally tipped the scales in Anna’s favour. Some disgruntled cop trying to find a reason for why he’d been overlooked for a shot in plainers. Apparently, he’d been keeping a record. And the record clearly stated that Inspector Cameron had, over a period of seven months, put Constable Arlene Winetrobe on plain-clothes duties during five of those seven months, while he, Stuart Wright, had been allowed just one brief week of sporting his M&S jeans and Clarks sneakers. And, furthermore, everyone knew that Constable Winetrobe was living with a member of the Scottish Women’s rugby team, and was a particularly attractive young lady, and Inspector Cameron was . . . well, no one was quite sure, but she didn’t have a man, ergo . . . 


Ergo . . . Constable Stuart Wright was shite. At his job, at his communication skills, and, crucially, at his powers of deduction. And Arlene was an excellent thief-catcher, who would sail daily from the office like a rosy apple picker, returning with another good crop of windblown, maggoty neds. But the cut and dried clarity of it all hadn’t stopped Professional Standards from sitting Anna down for a ‘chat’. One of those oblique ones, with lots of nods and trailing sentences that hung, and smelled, like apologetic smoke.


 Of course, it’s none of our business how you . . . 


As you know, we actively encourage diversity . . . 


However, this is an allegation of . . . 


Very sensitive issue . . . 


Anna’s response had been more trenchant. ‘Look, the guy’s an arse, and he’s crap at his job. Would you put someone on plain-clothes duty after they’d trailed into the office with two bags of frozen food from Iceland, and told the divisional commander they’d been doing their mum’s shopping for her, because “things were a wee bit quiet”? In Easterhouse? When we’re in the middle of a bloody drugs war?’


Like I said, we appreciate that this is a sensitive issue . . . Shall we say we’ve discussed matters, and leave it at that?


And now this. A quick Divisional Panel, an even quicker Force Panel, and promotion to chief inspector. At last, at last, at bloody last. Before she was forty, too. By just over a year, but then who was counting? Not Anna. Not every day, twisting time over her shoulder, looking down the barrel of where she’d been. Who she’d been. Forty. Forty. Futile, faded forty. A woman who’d never worn make-up, who’d relied on sharp brains and even sharper cheekbones, now looking at age-replenishing moisturisers and wondering if they really worked. A woman who, in molten horror, had just found her first grey pubic hair. She’d tried to pluck it out, but the wiry wee bugger was rooted deep. 


The speed of her surprising, jolting ascent to promotion, after years of swinging stalled in mid-air, unnerved her. ‘Well done, lass. Glad to see the back of you,’ her divisional commander had chortled, offering his congratulations when the news came through. And she’d laughed back, while her thoughts chased her belly down in a lurching pirouette. What if she’d been subsumed by the Peter Principle? What if that’s exactly what they were doing – promoting her beyond her capabilities, in order to bump her out of the division, with minimum hassle and maximum protection? 


She remembered standing on the beach as a child, feeling the sand guzzling from beneath her feet as the sea sucked in and out. All tumult, confusing movement and her, stock-still, just trying to keep her balance. Her daddy’s hand coming down to help her. Anna’s confidence in her abilities, in her right to reach up and demand, had been ground out of her as surely as it was from those poor defeated shadows you saw at the Women’s Refuge. Receding youth and relentless mundanity had rubbed back her fine, sharp corners, blurring them flat and weary. 


She’d come to Easterhouse Police Station as a shining star, with only a slightly tarnished tail. Well, everyone was allowed one misdemeanour, one learning experience. Hers had been the Wajerski case. And Jamie Worth. Discipline Hearing number one. But she’d recovered from that, excelled at the training school, and been promoted to inspector. She’d heard sufficient appreciative noises from Personnel to suggest that her stint as an operational inspector would be a brief one. Six months on the street, then we’ll look at some lateral development, eh? 


This force still did things the old-fashioned way. If you looked on websites of police forces down south, places like Greater Manchester and the Met, their entire senior management team were about her age. Bright young things with power and vigour, beaming beneath their braid in cyberspace. Strathclyde, however, liked you to take the scenic route – a wee shot of this, a sojourn in that. Slow and steady up the ladder, paying all your dues as you went. 


Anna had nodded, and smiled and taken her medicine. And had been a competent – if frustrated – shift inspector. She could do the job standing on her head. The sergeants did all the work in any case; Anna was just there to take the shit for her shift. But then, there had been her unexplained appearance at a crime scene in HMP Garthlock. Her unauthorised use of a United Nations identification card. And, once more, Jamie Worth. Discipline Hearing number two.


And then there was nothing. 


Nothing but a dull ache of something closing over, a lump you’d never press; would pretend you couldn’t feel. But still, she had her job, if not her career, and still she turned up for duty, day in day out, week on week, month into month. Three years, in total, of sprawling Easterhouse, until she knew every lane and gushet and alleyway and ned and local worthy and piece of political manoeuvring and threadbare patch of grass and miserable railing and brave, thwarted effort to paint a wall or form a youth club better than she knew herself. 


‘Come on Anna, time to get the lippy on. That’s us off for our photies!’ Alex Patterson, slick, dark-haired, skirt-chasing Alex from the Flexi Unit, kissed her cheek. ‘Well done you, by the way. About bloody time, eh?’


‘Well done you, too.’


Alex picked imaginary lint from the silver thread of his sergeant’s stripes. ‘I know.’ Leaned closer in. ‘Fucking mental, in’t it? Me – a gaffer!’


‘No more mental than me, pal.’ 


‘Away. You were always destined for greater things. After you, ma’am.’ He gave a courtly bow, and they followed the others across the road to the Identification Bureau, where they formed an orderly queue to get their picture taken. 


‘Which paper will we send this to?’ asked the girl.


‘Ach, don’t bother.’


‘No, we need to send it somewhere. What’s your local?’


‘The Bay Horse Inn.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Em, I think it’s the Southside Sentinel.’


The girl scribbled something down on a form.


‘Any biographical information to give? You know, Chief Inspector Cameron lives with her husband and two children in Shawlands, that kind of thing.’ 


‘Nope.’


‘Well, what am I going to put?’


‘Chief Inspector Anna Cameron has been promoted back to G Division. Scene of her earliest triumphs, and not a retrograde step at all.’


The girl sniffed. ‘I’ll just make something up, shall I?’


‘Fine. Can I go now?’


‘Do you not want a copy of the photo to take away?’


‘No thanks.’


‘They make lovely gifts.’


For the cat? But she took one anyway. She could post it out to her mum, with a note attached. It would save the usual awkward phone call that neither of them looked forward to and from which, she suspected, each came away feeling worse.


Outside the brushed steel and glass doors of Headquarters, Anna paused. Let cold sunlight slip across her face as traffic rumbled and Glasgow bustled on, taxis touting, office girls with thin blouses and folded arms hurrying in their brittle heels to queue at sandwich shops. An Evening Times salesman stood on the corner of Pitt and West George, strangulating pitch and vowels as he yodelled titbits from the early edition.


 ‘Coming for a drink, ma’am?’ Alex grinned at her from the midst of a crowd of cops in half uniform, civvie jackets thrown over police trousers and shirts.


‘No . . . I’m hardly dressed for it.’


‘Och, button up your coat and no one will know. It’s a wee lock-in anyway.’


‘At lunchtime?’


‘Chief Inspector Cameron, did you learn nothing when you worked in A Division?’ He winked at her. That Alex wink which told you all is well with life when you’ve got black hair, white teeth and a groin-grabbing strut to charm man and beast alike. ‘C’mon, woman. My pint’ll be going flat.’


It was the ‘woman’ bit that did it. Against her better judgement, against everything her head was telling her, some visceral surge came open and up. They were buddies, her and Alex, part of a team going way back. And it was good to have a comrade, someone who knew exactly who she was, and how she was feeling right now. Here in this moment, where a benevolent universe had beamed its goodness direct on her, expanding her ego and bubbling her brains.


As she went to answer him, an old lady in a wheelchair tried to wedge herself through the slight gap between Anna, Alex and the road.


‘Ho, come on yous. Gie an old bird a break, eh? This thing’s mair skew-whiff than a shopping trolley.’


‘Sorry,’ said Alex. They stepped aside to let her pass. 


‘Do you need a wee hand?’ asked Anna.


‘Do I buggery.’


Alex’s eyes widened; suppressed, shared laughter making a bridge from him to Anna.


She waited until the wheelchair had squeaked by. ‘Charming.’


‘Well? Are you pubbing it, ma’am, or what?’


‘Aye, alright, then . . . Just the one though. I’m working tonight. I’ll catch you up in a minute.’


‘Right you are. We’ll be in the back bar at D’Arcy’s. And you’re buying, what with your vastly inflated wages and all.’


‘Can I remind you, Sergeant, you’ll probably be earning more than me, all the overtime you’ll be racking up. Us chief inspectors just do it for love of the job.’


She watched the jostle of back-slapping arms and puffed chests spill left towards Sauchiehall Street; the Alley of the Willows that had paved over its trees, grown crops of shops and pubs instead. A much better prospect for a drink. There was little to keep you in Pitt Street, save the red-brick heft of Headquarters and a discount tourist hotel. The very first time Anna had come to Headquarters was as a child, for a Christmas party, just before her dad had died. These doors had seemed huge and heavy then, the black-glazed tiles inside like glossy liquorice. As they were led downstairs to the Assembly Hall, she’d pressed her hands against one of the tiles, watching her fingerprint form and fade. All these other policemen and their children, her dad the tallest of them all, holding her hand and getting her a bottle of fizzy juice with a straw. 


On you go, Annie-kins. Away and have fun.


Kids standing awkwardly in the middle of the room, bursting balloons and playing tig, the parents in a circle round the edges. Mostly clusters of men in ill-fitting jackets, some joking, calling her dad nicknames she didn’t know. The lady helpers all seemed to be typists and office staff. 


Her dad had walked through these doors on his last day on earth. Been up to collect some urgent thing, parked the panda on the double yellows and bounded in. He was always big and springy, her dad. Like Tigger. What was the thing? They never told them what the thing was – a production, some incident tape, a gun? A box of shirts for his sergeant? But the thing never got to its destination either. 


She refocused her eyes. The old lady had stopped by the kerb, just a little further along. She seemed to be struggling to get up from the wheelchair, but every time she put her weight on her arms, the chair would slip, and she’d collapse back into the plastic seat. 


‘Excuse me. Sorry,’ said Anna, going over, ‘I think you need to put on your brakes first.’


‘Put on my brakes? I’m like a bloody tortoise as it is, hen. If I gang any slower I’ll stop.’


‘No, to stop it skidding like that, I mean. But are you sure you should be standing up anyway?’


The woman’s pupils punched out across cloudy irises, like a cat before it jumps. ‘Listen hen. Ma hair’s a mess, I’ve had this dress on three days now, and ma daughter-in-law’s trussed me in a big nappy to take me out. I can walk fine – just no fast enough for her. I’ve no very much dignity left, but what I have, I’d like to keep.’


‘Of course. I . . . I’m sorry.’


The old lady leaned a bit closer. ‘But if you could just gie me a wee punty up, I’d be awfy grateful.’


‘Sure thing.’ Anna slipped one arm beneath her elbow. Slowly, with equal effort on both sides, they got her on to her feet. 


‘So, where is it you’re off to?’ said Anna.


‘I want to go to Watt Brothers and get a new frock, but that bitch of a daughter-in-law willny take me. Ah, oh, that’s better.’ Her eyelids fluttered in utter bliss. ‘Oh, there’s nae support in they seats – ma back was bloody louping.’


Anna stood with the woman a moment as she let her back stretch straight. She smelled powdery, like a baby. The top of her head, her wild, black-grey hair, came up to Anna’s shoulder. Unnaturally black, with remnants of perm; you could see where the dye stopped and broad, truthful white emerged. Whiskers on her chin, too. She must have sensed Anna looking, for she scratched her fingertips on the transparent bristles. Frowning, she looked at her fingers, then her elbow, then at Anna’s face.


‘Who are you?’ The black sharpness of her gaze had vanished. Eyes completely vacant, one drifting slightly to the left. 


‘I was just helping you. You said you wanted to stand up?’


She blinked, and it was like another person, the first person, had returned. ‘Och, that’s fine hen. That’s just lovely. Right.’ The woman began the process of folding herself away, ‘Back down we go. Ah . . . that’s it. Now, if you could maybe gie me a wee hurl across the road . . .’ 


She broke off as a blonde in a velour leisure suit and white trench coat flapped towards them, thin jowls and ponytail bouncing.


‘Mum! Mum! Where the hell have you been? Whit in the name of the wee man did you think you were doing?’


‘I was trying to go shopping.’ 


‘Now what have I told you, ya stupit besom?’ The younger woman seized the back of the chair. ‘You’ll no be getting out again, that’s for sure. Come on now, or I’ll be getting another bloody parking ticket . . . Christ, I don’t know. I try to do a nice thing, but see you? You’re nothing but a . . .’ 


Her voice fragmented off the high walls of the city buildings, then disintegrated as she bustled away. In her chair, the old lady shifted round. A mournful face looked back at Anna, features and hope receding. 


A sudden, skipping guilt-trip. Was that how Anna’s mother looked, every time their phone conversations ended? Or when another summer rolled by with no visits and no excuse? Anna had no idea. Had no idea how her mother was looking at all, in fact, not since the Christmas letter and the snaps of her-and-Teddy’s-cruise, when her mother had seemed scrawny, almost, in her halter-necked dress. 


Ach, why not send her the stupid photo? And, if that prompted another invite, then maybe this time she’d go. Maybe. 


Some man clipped her leg with his briefcase. A tut as he manoeuvred round where she stood, still watching the judder of shrinking shoulders from tears or Parkinson’s or merely uneven pavement; watching the flow of a hard, busy city, and a woman being swept away. The man brushed past Anna up the steps into Headquarters, pulling hard through the glass and steel doors, which whumped all the air and left a hissing vacuum.


That drink was calling.


 


Nearly half past ten when Anna made it back to E Division. She’d had to take a taxi straight from the hotel. Her car was still at Pitt Street, and she was probably over the limit in any case. Pulling on her crumpled uniform; leaving Alex sleeping on his back.


Oh God forgive her. Alex.


She closed her eyes and was back in the daytime dark. The half-shut curtains of a half-decent hotel room, cloth curving round a crescent of window light where the two panels of fabric joined. Faint, unfamiliar furniture; a trouser press, that little casket where they kept the tea bags, all soft-sketched; but she could see enough. Flat belly facing her, sinewed muscle rippling like tongues. Him up high, almost vertical, the dimples dark at his groin, pulsing as his hips moved, slowly at first, rotating, screwing tight, and tighter, fully in, and still gyrating as she folded her legs across his back, pulling him deeper, further, faster.


‘Oh God, oh God. Anna, I’ve wanted this from the moment I saw you. Anna. You’re so beautiful.’


Her lapping it up, sucking on his fingers as he moved inside her, letting damp hands trace her face, which gravity stretches young and taut again. Nothing more than indulging in extra cream on top, an extravagant party-popper, and Anna, what is wrong with you? What are you so scared of that you would prostitute yourself for a couple of pints? She remembers sitting in the pub, Alex’s arm draped loose across her back, his hard, blunt fingers stroking the flesh beneath her hair. Casual, proprietorial, insistent, until she was loose inside. Couldn’t wait to get there. Her credit card, her treat. Her need. 


She sees her body sprawled wide and wanton. Nothing more than a cheap, pished shag. She flies above herself, ashamed, yet still she watches them. One dark, one fair, curved in a heart shape, but the heart is empty. Then he stirs and tugs her head down.


‘Suck me, Anna . . .’


If it was nothing, then why is she still there; growing lighter and clearer? She witnesses herself take Alex’s prick in her mouth, her tongue running over.


‘Oh, Anna,’ he whimpers. ‘Oh, you dirty wee cow.’


Then she bites on his thigh, on the soft inner flesh, until he yelps like a dog.


‘Something to remember me by,’ she says later, when the bruising has come up, and he is climbing on to her again, gone crazy with the need to be inside. And she lets it happen, riding high on the moment and his ten-years-younger prick.


Her last glimpse: him, lying there, asleep. One arm flung high above his head. Just a boy, with his smooth, wide brow and solid-orb biceps. A beautiful boy, who should go home to his wife, or his girlfriend; they all had one. Anna felt grubby, her head hurt. She was never doing this again. In the morning, when she got home, she’d flush all her contraceptives away. No pills, no shagging – a simple equation even Anna could master. 


She had the taxi stop a few streets away from the office, got out and walked the last wee bit in the fresh air. Or as fresh as it could be in Easterhouse. Sometimes, the yeast of the distant brewery crept as far as here; other times faint fruit and fish from the markets at Blochairn. Tonight, the air was redolent only with greasy chips and dogs’ dirt, and the lorry-loads of intermittent noise and monoxide that swept down from the motorway; sounds and scents augmented by the lack of intact streetlamps along Bogbain Road. But it was worth the walk to see the sharp spring sky. Deep blue and clean, the same matt-dark of her favourite Christmas bauble, which was midnight velvet ribbon over eggshell, studded with pin-tip golden stars. Her dad had made it, before she was born. It was he who had shown her how to weigh your egg, testing to see if the shell was sound. Then a tiny tap either end with the special bodkin he kept in the tin, and out, out damned spot, on to a saucer, yellow ooze on white. The shells that broke, they’d make into mosaics. Amazing that it was still intact, that bauble. She stored it boxed and cotton-wrapped every year. It was older, even, than her.


Easterhouse Police Station lit her way, a recumbent lighthouse in the dark. No banners or balloons for her there – well, that wasn’t true. There were plenty of balloons there, mostly with superior airs and shiny red faces. Anna slipped through the door, past the big mosaic of a knife being binned. Kids at a nearby primary had made it, children not yet in their teens who lived daily with gangs and ghettos. Don’t be Afraid – Trade Your Blade, the little tiles demanded, with a childish courage and certainty she wished she could preserve. But experience had taught her differently. In a few years’ time, many of these kids would be forced to choose fight or flight, would spend their days working round an intricate series of demarcation lines, spray-trails of who ruled where. They would take wide detours, change buses, go on foot. Avoid football matches, reject jobs, refuse dates, all to avoid encroaching into enemy territory. And some would tool up. For protection at first, then for kudos. Then for fun. 


Anna went into her office. Her shift were due to start the night shift, and this would be her last time mustering them. They were a good bunch in the main, keen and productive, and she would miss them. Arlene, with her ribald jokes and eerie ability to see around corners; young Emma, who was a nurse before she joined; Stuart, whose name she glided over quickly because he never quite fitted; Big Al and Spike, who were like Laurel and Hardy; and Grandpaw Broon – Peter Brown, who had silver sideburns, the quiet, practised dedication of a military man, and slightly more service than Anna. Then there were her sergeants – shit-hot Sarah and world-weary Fred, who began each day by opening his Scope record on the computer, and relating exactly how many days were left until he could retire. 


It was an alchemy, this coming together of disparate minds and moralities. Shaping them into a single, smooth entity that had an ethos and a drive, recognising their differences and pushing them to places in which they would thrive. ‘Ahem.’ A cough outside her door. ‘That’s the troops ready for muster, ma’am.’


‘Okay, Fred, I’ll be right through. Sorry I was late in – I got held up . . .’ 


She hoped he’d prepared the e-brief already, checking through the day’s crime reports, confirming vulnerable premises, areas requiring extra attention, bail checks to be carried out. Anna normally came in early to oversee this process. She gave her hair a quick brush, sprayed some Gold Spot in her mouth. Another sparkle from her shoulder. It was okay, it was. She wanted to stroke that sweet silver bump. Next stop, a crown, and then she truly would be back on track.


Enough, Anna, enough. One step at a time. But already, it was shifting. Like a sleepy animal stretching awake, a forgotten ember that had smouldered unseen, ambition stirred. She was allowed to feel the sun on her face again. Entitled. She glanced at her watch; her clock and all her gear were already packed away. There was still time. She sat back down, pressed the contacts list on her mobile. Scrolled down until she found it.


It was answered after seven rings; her limit was always ten.


‘Hello, Mum? It’s Anna.’


‘Anna? What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to—’


‘Then what are you doing calling at this hour? Teddy’s sleeping.’


‘I’m sorry . . . I just wanted to let you know—’


‘What? Are you ill?’


‘No. I just wanted to tell you something.’


‘Tell me what?’ A sharp catch of breath. ‘Oh God!’ 


Anna was convinced she could hear her mother gulping. 


‘Oh, Anna. You’re not pregnant, are you?’


That chiding lilt, borne not of empathy, but despair. No matter how hard Anna tried, she would always be a failure to her mother. She was her father’s daughter, you see.


‘Bloody hell, Mum. Quantum leap or what?’


‘Well, I just—’


‘No, no, it’s nothing like that. Anyway, after all this time, I thought it’d make your day if I was.’


‘Oh darling.’ The hard edges of her mum’s voice dropped away. ‘Of course it would.’


‘Well, I can assure you I’m not. I’m phoning to say I was up at Pitt Street today—’


 ‘Are you in trouble again?’ Immediately, the shrivel in her mother’s voice returned. ‘Honestly, what is it with you, Anna? Why do you always have to make life so difficult?’


A warning clench at the back of her eyes; that redness again.


‘Fuck knows, Mother. I have no idea where I got that particular skill from.’


‘Don’t you dare swear at me—’


‘Look, I won’t keep you. Just wanted to let you know I got promoted today. I had this weird notion you might be interested, but hey ho, we mustn’t disturb Teddy, must we?’


‘Promoted?’


 ‘Aye. And don’t sound so bloody surprised.’


‘I . . . I’m, well, no, that’s lovely, dear, well done. But – it is rather unexpected, isn’t it? I mean, with your track record and all . . .’


 ‘Jesus Christ, Mother. Is it impossible for you to be pleased for me at all?’


‘Oh, I am dear, I am.’


But Anna was talking over her, blotting out the clangs of anticlimax in her mother’s words. ‘Aye, so you bloody are. Just don’t bother sending flowers, alright? In fact, don’t bother phoning me back either, because I won’t be in. Sorry I bothered you – and Teddy of course. Adi-fucking-os.’


She laid her forehead against the surface of her desk, anchored by the weight of skull on neck, the pulse in her temple. She must still be drunk. Never had Anna used that amount of foul language before; not in her mother’s presence. It did not feel cathartic, the way swearing normally did. 


Two palms flat on the nice, cool wood, two knees unlocking. She stood, took off her tunic, smoothed down her shirt. Her hand trembled as she straightened her cravat. No time to change the ridiculous skirt for her usual trousers. Well, her legs would be hidden behind the desk in any case. Her mobile stared at her, unblinking, ,and she shoved it in the drawer. 


‘Ma’am,’ said Fred. Impatient. ‘You ready?’


The muster hall was dark and airless, small high windows screened with dislocated blinds. Her shift sat in their usual places, Spike fiddling with his hair, Big Al stuffing the remains of a packet of Maltesers into his mouth. Anna whispered to Fred, ‘Where’s Sergeant Black?’


‘Be in in a second, ma’am. She just got held up. Oh, and Stuart Wright’s phoned in sick.’


‘Is that right? Surprise, surprise.’


‘Hmm.’ Fred smoothed the pages of his blotter. He was going bald on top; she’d never noticed that before.


‘Right folks,’ said Anna. ‘Will we just get started then? Sergeant Graham, over to you.’


Fred led them through the muster, reading off the computer in front of him as the same words lit up the projector screen behind, allocating cars and duties and CRs for investigation, a rundown of the top ten offenders (in no particular order of merit), advising them of a special lookout for a vehicle involved in a robbery, reiterating memos about domestic violence indices, and the importance of wearing your hat in patrol cars, then asking them to check the list of forthcoming officer safety training courses to make sure they were up to date. 


Anna sat quietly, looking at the faces in front of her. She’d never do this again, never have her own shift to nurture and groom. Chief inspectors were station managers, a further step removed from the bustle, blood and bluster of real-life policing. ‘And that’s your lot,’ finished Fred. 


Anna waited for him to say something, maybe offer her some congratulations, but none was forthcoming. Was that it? Were they all just going to wander off without even saying cheerio? Well, she wasn’t. Couldn’t. Anna held up her hand.


‘Em, before you go guys, I’d just like to say a few words. I’ll be around for the rest of the shift, obviously, so I’m sure I’ll get the chance to speak to you all before I go, but, I just wanted to say, well, thank you, I guess. I know we’ve had our differences at times, but,’ she smiled, ‘you’ve been an excellent shift. We’ve had some hairy moments – remember the siege at the post office, Peter? And we’ve certainly had some triumphs too. Emma, there is a little girl who, but for you having got down on your hunkers to deliver her in the close, might now be walking round called Tracey-Chantelle McGurk instead of Emma.’


‘Aye, but her big sister’s still called Shangri-La,’ Big Al called out.


‘True. But every one of you has played your part in making my role as your inspector easier, by your commitment to your job and to this community. You’ve grafted exceptionally hard for me, and I’m very proud to have worked with you all.’ She stopped abruptly. ‘So . . . well, that’s it really.’


Her shift gave a few curt nods, Emma a little dimpled grin. All sitting lightly on their chairs, poised forward and alert. They looked as if they were waiting for something. Then she realised what it was. That same itchy starting-block frisson Anna used to feel. Looking for a signal to go out and get on with it.


‘Okay, yous lot,’ said Fred. ‘Away and fight crime.’


As one, in silence, they stood. Then a roar of cheers and clapping woke up the mustery dust, and Sarah, who had been there all the time, came in with a cake. Good Luck Gaffer iced in blue.










Chapter Two


Giffnock Police Office had changed little in the years since Anna had seen it last. A bit of a face-lift, some redesign of the foyer, but essentially it was still an old grey sandstone house, joined on to the District Court at one end, where the buildings curved on to the main road, and with a terrace of neat houses running in an L-shape from the other side. Parking, as ever, was dire; but now she would get her own space in the yard. This had been her first posting after she joined the police, nearly twenty years ago now. The wee green park with the flowers and the bench where Mad Maggie used to sit watching traffic had gone, turned to weeds and litter, but the handy newsagent’s and the Orchard Park Hotel remained. All you needed, really – rolls and the paper and a drink at the end of the day. Anna’s ground-floor office was bright and functional, and its door gleamed Chief Inspector on beautiful brass.


All you needed, really. It would have been nice if her friend Elaine still worked in the division, but she’d moved to the council; too long gone to give Anna any useful pointers about her new work colleagues. There was a senior management team meeting scheduled for nine a.m., so she’d meet her makers then anyway. Her colleagues and competitors: the subdivisional officer she would deputise for, who would guide her hand and write her appraisals; the divisional commander, holding both reins and purse strings for the whole division, who could condemn her to another lifetime in an empty shit-strewn nest, or could fold warm wings across her shoulder and help her fly. No pressure, then. Anna knew little about the commander, Marion Hamilton, other than she seemed to get a bad press. But then, she was a woman with rank, so that was hardly surprising. While men became dynamic leaders, their female counterparts assumed the mantle of narky bitches. Anna was looking forward to working for a woman. It would be a change in the dynamic, having a bit of female solidarity. Yes, it would be good. And, from what she knew of the deputy commander, Superintendent Donald Sangster had a reputation as being very fair. So, decent bosses and a return to her old stamping ground, where she knew her way about both the office and the streets. Plus, thighs still chafing from an unexpectedly fine – and final – illicit shag. Couldn’t have asked for more, really. Only. This was the same division in which the Brisbane shooting had taken place, the same division she’d helped to hold up to the light and be scrutinised and shamed. But that was two years ago. Wishart had retired, that bitch Nikki Armstrong had resigned, and Coltrane had been dismissed. Nothing criminal you understand, just inexperience . . . confusion . . . uncorroborated allegations. But they’d all gone, at least they’d gone. Safe enough to raise her head above the parapet now. 


Anna took a little photo of Alice from her purse, leaned it against her computer. Tomorrow, she’d bring in a frame. A brown one, to match Alice’s fur. That cat was getting fat, mind. Next, her penholder. A Present from Rothesay. Not strictly hers, but it had kept her company on her desk at Easterhouse for so long that, on impulse, she’d stuffed it into her bag just before she left. And her clock. Her beautiful, unique clock that nobody ever got. Carefully, she unwrapped it from crumpled paper. The clock was mounted on wooden feet, and set inside an ostrich egg that she’d blown and painted herself; soft golds and pinks, with traceries of gentle blue. But fragile as osteoporosis. Virtually impossible to inset the timepiece without breaking the shell. She’d had several abortive attempts, triumphing on her fourth go. A friend of a friend who worked at an exotic animal farm did her a line in eggs. Offered her some llama wool too, but she declined. Enough bad taste in the egg.


‘Anna?’ A smiling man knocked at her open door. ‘Sorry I wasn’t here to meet you when you arrived – it’s been bloody chaos here this morning. Anyway, welcome on board. I’m Johnny O’Hare, your SDO.’


She stood up, extended her hand. ‘Good to meet you, sir.’ 


His accent was Irish, his handshake warm. ‘Please, call me Johnny. We’re all very informal here. Well, most of us. Though I’d maybe better check – do you prefer to be called Miss Cameron or—’


Anna laughed. ‘Anna will do fine, sir . . . Johnny. There’s no need be all polite on my account, you know. 


‘Anna it is, then. So you’re not one to mind your Ps and Qs, eh?’


‘Well, I can give as good as I get, put it that way. Mind, I’ve heard Mr Sangster is very old school; no swearing allowed, that kind of thing. Don’t worry, I’ll try not to shock him.’


‘Too late, I’m afraid. Old boy heard you were coming here and keeled over with a heart attack.’


‘Oh, very funny. ‘


‘No, seriously. Took him into the GRI last night.’


‘Shit. Is he alright?’


‘Well, he’s stable, but he’s already had a bypass a couple of years ago. I don’t see him being back actually. He was due to retire at the end of the year anyway.’


‘So, is that you getting bumped up until they decide who’ll take over?’


‘Me? No chance. Apparently I can’t be trusted with the division for more than a day—’


‘Johnny! We’ve to go through now.’ The panicked face of a man Anna knew vaguely came into view, half striding, half running through her door. ‘We’re not even having the tea and scones this morning, just . . . oh, hi there.’ He paused when he saw her. ‘You must be Anna. I’m Tony McGraw, your other half at Govan. Look, we’d better get in there. She’s been through me already, just because I parked my car where she usually puts hers.’


‘She?’ said Anna. ‘Are you talking about Mrs Hamilton?’


‘JC, you mean?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Well, her full title is JCMM – Just Call Me Ma’am, but we like to abridge it. Plus she thinks she bloody is Jesu—’


‘Have you met Mrs Hamilton before, Anna?’ asked Johnny.


‘Not yet.’


‘Well, come on through and I’ll introduce you.’


 ‘Is she here? I thought we’d be going over to Govan for the meeting.’


‘No, no, she likes to rotate where they are,’ said Johnny. ‘Keep us on our toes.’


Tony shook his head. ‘Aye, check we’re doing the dusting right, that kind of thing. It’s like when my bloody mother-in-law comes . . .’


They made their way through to a larger office along the corridor. But the room was empty.


‘Shit, where’s she gone now?’ said Tony. ‘We should get her tagged.’


‘Maybe she’s in my office,’ said Johnny. ‘That’s where everyone else is.’


Anna’s colleagues, her team. The Divisional Senior Management Team. Again, that sigh of silver, drawing Anna’s eyes down and across to gloat at the epaulette on her shoulder. Which was suddenly jostled by a shorter, shinier shoulder. 


‘Ho! Can we move it elsewhere, people? This isny a bloody bus stop.’


‘Morning Mrs Hamilton,’ said Johnny. ‘Just showing the new girl round. Ma’am, this is An—’ 


Although small and splay-footed, the chief superintendent exuded bristling energy, self-important bosom quivering inside her crisp white shirt. Her cropped grey hair was too severe for her rounded face and body – made her head seem like an afterthought. She shoved on a pair of thick black specs. ‘I’m well aware of who this is, Superintendent. Though you’d be hard-pressed to believe this was the finest Strathclyde had to offer.’ Her eyes raked claws across Anna’s face. ‘Chief Inspector, eh?’


‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you.’


An involuntary response. It was just Anna’s mouth was hinging open, and the words seemed to float of their own accord.


‘I wisny offering my congratulations. Right – do I have to round up anyone else, or is that us all here now? We’re in your office, John. And send up some biscuits. I’ve no had my breakfast.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


The meeting was a brief one. Mrs Hamilton gave them an update on Mr Sangster’s condition – plugged in to the mains, with a drip full of pure alcohol, knowing him – then berated them for failing to meet their local objectives for that month. 


‘Juvenile crime down. Down, that’s what we promised. And then we get a frigging drunken rave at Rouken Glen Park. Cars vandalised, sheds burned down – and some wee shite knocked a swan from the frigging pond. And do we have any apprehensions? Any witnesses? Any names in the frame?’


‘No – but we did get the swan back, ma’am.’


‘The swan, Chief Inspector McGraw, was found locked inside a council recycling lorry, wearing a baseball cap. Hardly an investigative triumph. I want you to get on to your community cops, get them going into the schools, the youth clubs, and find out who the hell organised the thing in the first place.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘You know, it could have been a lot worse,’ said Johnny. ‘If we hadn’t recovered the swan, I mean.’


‘That’s right,’ said Tony. ‘Swans mate for life you know. We’d’ve had to get swan counsellors in, the cygnet social workers—’


‘Enough! Is this some kind of comedy act to impress the little lady here? Superintendent Greene, if we can have your overview of progress in the minority ethnic reassurance campaign in Pollokshields, please.’


Anna listened to the super’s report, fingernails tight against her palms. This woman wasn’t even giving her a chance. She could understand if she’d pissed her off in some way, but all Anna had done was turn up, take off her coat and say hello. Hamilton was an enigma. Anyone Anna had enquired of before her arrival at G Division had either proclaimed Hamilton to be ‘brand new’ or a ‘total boot’. One girl even told her that the ‘Mrs’ was a misnomer, that Hamilton had no husband, but lived with her ancient mother, who had also been a policewoman sometime in nineteen canteen. That would have been when women staffed an entirely separate department in Turnbull Street, and worked points and shoplifters and missing kids and female escorts. When a woman patrolling on night shift would have been an abomination, and it was deemed unseemly for gels to continue working if they became (whisper it) married ladies. Only Mrs/Miss Hamilton senior had not been married, so the shocking story went. She had been required to resign, pregnant and in purdah, and little Marion had been the result. 


‘Right.’ 


Mrs Hamilton was clearly winding things up, even though Greene was in mid-sentence. 


‘I think we’ve got the gist. We have been consistently advising a softly-softly approach. The council, on the other hand, are wanting to raise ASBOs against these teams of Asian youths. Well, certain councillors, shall we say.’


Greene sighed. ‘I’ve explained we’d be as well lighting a blue touchpaper, ma’am, but they’re not listening. Councillor Heraghty is demanding we supply clear evidence, so the council can go to the Sheriff Court. You know, give them more intelligence, names. Information-sharing protocols and all that.’


‘Well, this is my division, and you are my police officers, so the council can go take a fuck to themselves – don’t minute that, Irene. You report to me, not Councillor Heraghty, Steven, is that clear? In fact, a timely reminder to you all – you listen carefully, nod politely, then filter all requests back through me. I drive this division’s strategies – and I expect you to follow where I lead. Bottom line is – you’re either on my bus, or you’re under the wheels.’


Anna laughed. A flash of red drove through her thoughts, a bespectacled driver scowling through the window. That’s who Marion Hamilton reminded Anna of: Postman Pat, but with steel-grey hair.


‘You think I’m joking, Miss Cameron?’


‘Well, I was assuming a degree of irony, ma’am.’


‘You can assume all you like. But, see, when I want you to laugh, I’ll tell you. Giggling and simpering might impress our male colleagues here, but it will cut no ice with me. Understand?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Alright,’ murmured Tony. ‘Bitch fest.’


 


One week under her belt, and Anna was still afloat, kicking knackered legs through seas of absence management, appraisals, applications, grievances, meetings with her inspectors, trying (and failing) to get round all the shifts both here and at the outlying offices, endless, endless checking of databases and updates and correspondence, dealing with a parade of local worthies, an inter-schools netball competition and a stubbornly blocked toilet that just refused to flush. Yes, maintenance of the leaky old building was also, it would appear, part of Anna’s duties. In one week, Anna had become a politician, counsellor, administrator and janitor. The only time she would get to be a cop was when she donned her body armour and went on call. Even then, the other chief inspectors said they used the quiet times to catch up on admin. 


Anna kept blinking, lubricating her eyes. It had been a long day, past nine o’clock, and the community council meeting in Busby was just concluding. 


‘One last question from the floor,’ said the chair, ‘and then I’ll draw this meeting to a close.’


As well as Anna, there were some officials present from the council. The chap from Education had been getting a roasting; the police had escaped reasonably lightly. Maybe they were being gentle because it was her first time. She began to consider the prospect of dinner.


A woman got to her feet, her chair strident on institutional vinyl. ‘We’ve heard a lot about gangs and bullying tonight. I’d like to ask Chief Inspector Cameron her own thoughts on bullying.’


‘Well . . .’ 


Bye bye chicken bhuna.


‘First, I’d agree with Mr Blair here, that bullying is everyone’s problem, not just the schools’.’


‘No, you misunderstand me, Miss Cameron. What I mean is bullying within the police force.’ Her face was tight, angry. Laden with agenda. On a gentle simmer for the last two hours no doubt, waiting, just waiting, for this moment, when her boiling point had come. 


‘Sorry?’


The woman fanned a brown envelope, the paper slapping against her cheek. People around her shifted back, edging their chairs from agitated air. ‘That’s his sick-line here, by the way.  That make you happy?’


‘I’m sorry. Who are you?’


‘I’m Stuart Wright’s wife. You remember Stuart, don’t you?’


‘Yes, I . . .’


She was shaking, the woman. Rippling with rage in Saturn-rings that seemed to encompass Anna. ‘Do you have any idea what a good man my husband is? The kind of person he is, his character?’


‘Look . . .’ The chair stood up. ‘Whatever this is about, madam, I don’t think this is an appropriate forum . . . I . . . Do you even live here?’


‘Mrs Wright, I have no desire to get into a confrontation with you.’ 


Anna tried to affect a smile, but the audience were muttering to one another, gleeful whispers that loudly declaimed: Ooh. Now it’s getting interesting.


‘Well, don’t. Just bloody listen.’ 


A hollow, desperate crack in her voice.


‘Chair,’ said Anna. She had to move this woman out of here. ‘Perhaps I might finish this conversation in private?’


‘Certainly.’ He flicked his hand, embarrassed. 


Anna got up, walked towards Mrs Wright. A hundred necks craned to follow.


‘Shall we?’


‘Aye right. Too feart to talk to me in public are you?’


‘Mrs Wright, if you want to talk to me at all, then we’re doing this outside.’


They left the hall, went into a little cloakroom off the foyer. In amongst old coats and a badminton net, Anna sat down. The wooden frame she perched on wobbled, a shoe stand or umbrella rack, and she gripped it either side of her body.


‘Okay, Mrs Wright. I don’t really know what this is about, but go for it.’


Mrs Wright was roughly Anna’s age. Plumper, greyer, with tired brown eyes that ignited every time she said her husband’s name. ‘Go for it? Go for it? How dare you? You need to understand what you’ve done. My Stuart is loving, brave and loyal. And he works so bloody hard. He might not be one of life’s big shots, he maybe doesn’t shout as loud as some of the other cops, but he’s given Strathclyde everything. Got his tickets: nothing. Went and did an HNC: nothing. Applied for CID: nothing. Plodded away, on this shift and that, doing his best, never a shining star. A plodder, yeah, not one of your sort at all—’ 


‘Mrs Wright. I don’t have a “sort”. The fact is—’


‘Let me finish.’ Lower, slower, like a eulogy. She would say this whether Anna sat there or ran away. ‘You ask the folk he works with: the kids’ club he runs in the summer, his mum, who’s got Alzheimer’s – but he still visits her every bloody day. You ask him about his Crohn’s Disease he got ten year ago, jumping in the Clyde to save a wee lassie. Swallowed God knows what, and his guts are twisted in pain every bloody day of his life.’


‘He’s never said . . .’ Anna had the same church-hall taste in her mouth that she used to get at Brownies.


‘Of course he hasn’t. That’s not Stuart’s style. He just turns up to work, takes his pills and doesn’t grumble. He doesn’t want much any more. No, don’t worry about that; any dreams he had of being a high-flyer have been well and truly kicked out of him. All he wanted was a bit of respect.’


She shook her hair away from her face, one agitated thumb working round and under the strap of her shoulder-bag. ‘And you wouldn’t even give him a poxy turn in plain clothes. Do you know the nights we talked about it, before he took out that grievance? Me urging him to do it, him going, no, no, it’ll all work out. The job won’t let me down. All I need is a chance, I don’t want to make a fuss. But then he does, and look what happens – you get a promotion, and he gets shafted even more. Made into a bloody laughing stock.’


‘Mrs Wright. I’m genuinely sorry if Stuart feels—’


Foot-in-mouth, brain mincing words. I’m genuinely sorry. Is there any other type? I’m truly sincere, I’m uniquely apologetic, I am choosing my words to reflect not what I feel, but to protect my position as I erect a wall of platitudes against you.


‘You have destroyed him.’ Metallic. Precise. ‘Do you realise what you’ve done? My husband, the man I love, he’s signed off sick, with stress. And I can’t see him coming back. That’s how his career with Strathclyde Police will end: washed up and wrung out, because he somehow pissed you off. And the thing is, he doesn’t know yet what he did wrong.’ 


She took a small brolly from her bag. Was she going to hit her? ‘So you enjoy your promotion, Anna Cameron – you deserve it.’


Mrs Wright shook her head, a fury-fizzing figure heading out into evening rain, leaving Anna in the cloakroom, her balance gone. It was as if she had caught her foot on a flight of stairs, stuttered as her belly fell, then steadied herself. In time, but not. From the main hall, she could hear a tide of chairs roll back. Her car was parked outside; if she went now, she would avoid all those curious looks. Her stomach had gone that gurgling way, when all it had consumed for hours was its own acid. Above all else, Anna needed to eat. She remembered seeing a chippy, perched on the concrete bend facing Sheddens roundabout – less than two minutes down the road. Into her car, not looking at any of the passers-by, who of course did not know she was a callous cow, but she felt the weight of their collective opprobrium anyway. She parked up outside the chip shop and went inside. She would grab some food, go home and lick her paws. Therein lay the pleasures of living alone. And she would not think of Stuart Wright and his harpy wife, nursing their wrath at home.


A small blond charmer, with a grin bigger than he was, took her order.


‘You sure you want just a single fish?’


‘That’s what I said. A single fish.’


‘Well, how about I do you a special fish? Wee bit more pricey, but you get a much bigger piece of fish – and the batter’s ace. Made it myself,’ he beamed.


‘Is that right?’


‘Yeah, special ingredient that makes it really light.’ The boy leaned forward. He must have been fourteen, fifteen. A local Clarkston lad perhaps, well spoken. ‘Elio’s got me on trial here. He says if the punters like my own-brand batter then he’ll move me on to doing pizzas.’


‘Pizzas, eh?’


‘I know. So, what do you say? Special fish – and I’ll throw in a pickled egg. How’s that?’


This wee lad could sell coals to Newcastle. Give him a few years and he’d probably be running his own chain of businesses. ‘Okay, you win. Special fish it is, but hold the pickled egg. Please.’


‘Nae bother.’ A quick rummage in the fryer, then a suspiciously luminous piece of fish was flicked on to a polystyrene tray. Two crisp turns of white paper, and he handed her the parcel.


‘By the way – what is your special ingredient?’


The boy looked over his shoulder, at the two girls chopping and rolling behind the pizza counter.


‘Irn-Bru,’ he whispered. ‘But don’t let on you know.’


Known as Scotland’s other national drink, Irn-Bru was a sticky orange carbonated soda, reputedly made from iron girders, yet tasting suspiciously of bubblegum. 


Outside, the packet’s heat damp on her hands, Anna noticed a gang of youths on the other side of the roundabout. Eight of them, walking with the united swagger of wide boys sniffing out sport. Several held cans and bottles of cheap blue alcohol and cider. Local byelaws made it illegal to drink in public, and they all looked underage in any case. In her early years, Anna would have rushed across, demanded that they hand over their bevvy, tried to take down all their names. Only she would never have got to that point, one against eight, her off duty, no radio, no phone. Ach, the CCTV cameras would follow these boys. If they had the resources, a cop would be dispatched. If not, pragmatism would prevail, and these low-level neds would carry on transmitting their low-level crime waves, shattering their bottles and scribbling their tags and menshies in some desperate need to advertise who they were. Anna knew how people worked, what signals they emitted. At least, she thought she did. She thought she had everyone sussed. The keys were in her hand, ready to unlock the car when a shout went up. 


‘You’re fucking ripped, ya Paki cunt!’


In a breath, the casual tenor of the group had smashed, its shards refracting shrieks and speed. The air charged and hungry as a body leapt, struck glass on wall, and they were running, all running, a pack of howls. White trackies, red eyes in a single, focused surge, and she could see another figure, further down the road, freeze and flee in seamless terror, round the corner, out of sight, pursued by the gaining mob. 


Instantly, she dropped her food, tried to dodge the looping cars. Feet unsteady on the roundabout’s pointed paviors, placed to deter pedestrians from crossing there. No bloody car would give her quarter as she hovered, and drew back, then burst across to hoots and shouting. By the time she’d made it to the other side, got to the street the gang had run into, there was no one there. She waited, panting. Hands on knees. Listening. The street was straight, long; they should still be in it. Yellow slabs of streetlight shone bars through city dark. Where would you run, if you were running for your life? 


Looking up, along. Looking right and left.


Luxury flats, neat and pebbledashed, with wooden palings beneath the windows. Quiet blinds drawn, a grey metal railing at the side, running between two blocks and up, up. Marking the line of a high, tree-fringed concrete stairway linking this street to a higher, parallel one.


You would run to the hills.


Again, Anna listened. Nothing but traffic, and the sound and smell of trees, the gentle smirr of rain. Sharp, woody resin, a fresh-snapped branch, squint like gallows where it had been broken back in the rush. Cautiously, she climbed the stairs. They were inky and narrow, room for two abreast at most. If the gang came running back down, they would crash straight into her. And if they were still at the top, it would be an easy thing to take her in such a confined space. One brief circle, above and below, and Anna would be trapped.


A thin square landing, where she stopped again; stood still to listen to the sweeping sounds of evening: the crack of a car door, a bleep of alarm being set, the grinding of a wheelie bin being rolled out down below. But no battle-cries, no shouting. As if the gang, and their quarry, had melted. Two more steps and she could see another lozenge of sickly light, shining from the top of the stairway. It must be the next road; the whole passageway was clear. She’d climb up anyway, have a quick look in that street too. The concrete here was broader as the incline eased off. Too busy, making her way and looking up at the light, to see the crumple at her feet until she stood on it, soft and warm. 


A body, a boy, tight-curled round his belly. 


She gagged at the telling sourness. On her knees, trying to ease him open, still breathing, breathing blood. His wild eyes falling back, quivering, her taking his hands away from his abdomen and seeing the signs. One single stab-wound like an open eye, blinking out life. Quickly, trying to staunch the blood, wrenching off her jacket, tearing the lining to make a pad. ‘What’s your name?’ She was shouting at him, not caring if the gang heard. ‘Can you tell me your name?’


Neck jerking as he tried to speak, but only tears came, mingling in his mouth. Something white, he was choking on froth.


‘Ssh, ssh. It’s alright, pet. Don’t worry. I’ve got you.’ 


She could leave him, run for help. But it would be too late; he was going to die, whatever she did. He was just a teenager; and the last thing he would ever know was this concrete step. His body spasmed, vicious, his arm shot up.


‘I’ve got you.’ Scattered beside his hair, two ragged triangles of bread, the filling spilled and soaking blood. Anna shifted her body so that she was lying alongside him, supporting his head and shoulders on her chest. Coughing, choking. She hooked a finger under his tongue, trying to loosen the phlegm, but it was bread, a chunk of bread and meat caught in the gap behind his wisdom teeth, the space where you would feed medicine to dogs. Even then, with his airways clear, he couldn’t breathe. His lungs were filling. Flailing now, his body drowning him. Face on to her, the terror building.


‘I know. I know.’ 


She held the boy in her arms as saliva bubbled blood and his eyes faded, fast and dark. 


 


‘Here.’ Johnny placed a mug of tea in front of Anna.


‘Cheers. Any biscuits?’


Her fish supper lay in Clarkston, scattered on the pavement, and she was starving. Even after seeing that poor boy die, her legs still damp with blood, Anna needed food, something solid to press down on liquefied guts. She pulled her fingers through the mesh of the crocheted cardigan they’d found her. It was itchy, as were the jeans. Her gear had been seized for forensic examination; not to prove it was blood, real blood that coated her clothes, but to discount her mess and fibres from the others they would hopefully find. 


‘Want some of my chips, ma’am?’ said the DS sitting beside them. Stumpy, pale digits, smothered in tomato ketchup.


‘No, you’re alright.’


He read Anna’s statement back to her.


‘So, no sign of anyone by the body, no sign of any weapon?’


‘No. All I can speak to is seeing the chase, giving pursuit, and then discovering the boy on the stairs. I can’t even say I could ID any of them again, beyond what they were wearing.’


‘Disny matter that much anyway, ma’am. Nae offence. I mean, we’ve got them running down Clarkston Road on CCTV – you can confirm at least that the clothing on this footage matches the description of the guys you saw, and that one of them shouted: ‘You Paki cunt.’ 


‘That’s correct. But I couldn’t say who.’ She took one of his chips after all. Cold and fat and comforting, the tang of sweet tomato and the blandness of floury chip. ‘Have we got a name yet? For the boy?’


The DS nodded. ‘Sabir Aziz. Would have been nineteen next month.’


‘Local?’


‘No really. From Shawlands. We havny established what he was doing up in Clarkston, particularly on his own.’


A DC knocked at the open door. ‘Hey, boss. Uniform have hoovered a load of neds by the viaduct in Overlee Park.’ He grinned. ‘One is currently topless. Gordon Figgis – ever heard of him?’


‘Don’t think so.’


‘Claims he was about to dive into the river, but the cops reckon he’s lobbed his clothing down into the water there. They could see something white caught on a rock. Might be a poly bag or something, but they’re going down for a look.’


‘Excellent.’ The DS jumped up. ‘Gotta go. Cheers, missus. We wouldny have got them this quick if you’d not been there. Give yourself a gold star.’


‘Ta. Can I just get the rest of your chips instead?’


‘Sure.’ The DS went outside, then almost immediately popped his head back into the office. ‘If we parade them once we’ve interviewed them, say tomorrow maybe, d’you think you’d pick any of them out?’


She stuffed three chips in at once. ‘Doubt it, but I’ll do my best.’


Silently, resolutely, Anna munched her way though soggy chips, sucking off the ketchup, then chewing each chip down. Johnny watching her, annoying her.


‘Well, that was a quick night’s work, Ms Cameron. Community Council and you solve a murder. Well done.’


‘I hardly solved it. I fucking let it happen.’


‘And how do you reckon that?’


‘Well, if I’d been a bit quicker. If I’d had my phone on me . . . I couldn’t even protect the locus properly, afterwards.’ 


She picked at the crispy batter crumbs remaining in the poke. ‘I had to leave him and go thump on the nearest front door till someone called the police.’


‘Anna, kids like these mill about every night, in every part of Scotland. Gangs fighting over territories, girls, what race or religion or school you’re part of. If they’d not got him tonight, they’d have got him some other time. Or got some other kid instead.’


‘Maybe so. But they got this kid, tonight. And you didn’t watch him die.’


‘Yeah, well, we do what we can do, and that’s it. And you did a good job, don’t forget that.’ He stood up. ‘Shall I escort you home?’


‘Nah. I’m a big girl now. Think I can sort myself.’


Johnny clicked his briefcase shut, picked up his jacket. Taking his time, zip, cough, fumble in the pockets. Anna sensed there was something more to come, some wise adage from the Bumper Book of Polis Proverbs.


‘Look, I know you’ve had a shit day . . . but do you want to grab a quick drink?’


On another day, Johnny’s attentions would have been very welcome. Given her a wee frisson, even. But not tonight. 


‘No, cheers. That’s a nice thought, but I’m really knackered. Maybe another time, yeah?’


‘Sure, no worries. Night then.’


‘Night.’


Anna came out of the office to a lacquered wet sky, rain sheening the concrete in deep, long drifts. Headlights broke the black, sweeping into the yard. She got into her car, saw they were bringing a load of kids in. Lowering them out of the van now, a cop each side to steady the boys as they came down, since their cuffed hands couldn’t help them if they fell. It looked like the same pumped-up warriors of before, same pale nylon joggers and gel-smooth heads, only now they were silent and twitching. Staring at their feet.


Anna drove on, wipers swishing the seconds past. She still felt hungry and she still felt sick.










Chapter Three


The notes lay in piles of twenty. One heap of £50s, smooth, flat green, the top one with a picture of the Falkirk Wheel on the front. Three piles of £20s, and the same of £10s and £5s. £2,300, just lying there. Enough to pay off Anna’s credit card bill – and buy a decent dress for Elaine’s wedding. Not quite designer, but something subtle from Whistles or Hobbs.


‘So. Can anyone spot the difference?’ The Fraud Squad DCI sat back, hands over his comfortable gut. Typical CID; hair too long, and he seemed to be experimenting with sideburns. ‘Apart from the obvious: i.e. some are Bank of England and some are Bank of Scotland.’


Dense silence in the room. It was Mrs Hamilton’s own office they were in, all institutional green and fawn, nary a spider plant nor snap of a grandwean to cheer the place up. Just a pinboard sporting an array of coloured rosettes, and a calendar featuring the ‘Ferret of the Month’. Seriously. It would seem that each month boasted a ferret in a different pose. ‘Action Ferret’ (it was pointing with its nose and paw) was this month’s special, but little titled inserts round the main picture revealed the delights to come: ‘Sniffing Ferret’; ‘Sleekest Ferret’; ‘Ferret at Rest’. She could swear that a faint animal odour emanated from the wicker basket below the window, too. When she looked more closely at the rosettes, she could make out that they were from the National Ferret Association. Most said ‘Best in Show’. 


Nobody wanted to speak or point, in case they got it wrong. Anna picked up one of the fivers, a Bank of England one. The paper felt crisp, as it should, not glossy or waxy like some of the dodgy ones she’d seen. Proper notes were printed on a thin cotton weave. She held it up to the light. The metal foil, which appeared as silver dots and dashes when lying flat, became one continuous strip. Again, all present and correct. The Queen’s head watermark was faintly visible, as were both Britannia and the value of the note in the hologram on the front, flickering in and out as she moved it. The two other chief inspectors began to copy what Anna was doing. Johnny O’Hare had lain out a couple of notes too, and was comparing them, running the top of his pen along the serial numbers. Mrs Hamilton’s breasts spilled from under folded arms, the eyes behind her glasses radiating prior, superior knowledge. Anna put the note back on the table, rubbed her thumb across the design.


‘Am I right in thinking that real notes are still printed on intaglio presses?’ she asked the DCI.


‘Ten points to the lady,’ he nodded. ‘You’re absolutely right.’


‘So, should the ink not feel more . . . raised?’


‘Right again.’


‘Okay. Well, I think this is a fake.’ 


‘And see this one?’ Johnny held up one of his twenties. ‘I think they’ve hot-foiled this on top of the note: the strip doesn’t weave right through the way it should.’


‘Mrs Hamilton, your troops are good.’


She pursed her lips. ‘Aye. Took their time, but.’


‘But that’s understandable; these notes are top of the range. Actually, they’re all counterfeit, every one. I’ve brought along a selection to show you how they’ve evolved. Some of the earlier ones, like yours, Superintendent, have had a thin foil laid on top, rather than through the paper. With yours, Anna, they’ve conquered the foil issue, but are still using commercial presses, hence the flat quality of their work. But, with some of the newer ones circulating, the printing’s textured, and even the holograms appear authentic.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘For those of you who don’t know, kinegrams and holograms are produced by embossing microprofiles with thermoplastic films.’


‘Och, we knew that,’ said Tony McGraw.


‘Shut it, Tony,’ said Mrs Hamilton, ‘unless you’ve something constructive to say. Carry on, Mike.’


Anna suspected the DCI had been practising in front of the mirror. His demeanour was that of a kid about to recite his times-tables, lips slightly mobile as his eyelids flickered, before globs of words splashed out and engulfed them. ‘Well, a hologram is applied using the interference of light from different sources in a specific pattern, and kinegrams are produced with achromatic and polarisation effects, resulting in a 3D image when lit from different angles.’


The DCI paused to observe a table full of gormless faces. Ah, see, thought Anna, you pitched it too high. 


‘Basically, when you tilt the note, the image changes.’


They all nodded in agreement.


‘Now most forgers never go into that much detail. But this one has. His later versions are practically a work of art.’


‘And do you think these are all coming from the same source?’ asked Anna.


‘I do indeed. And, without going into too many details – because, if I tell you, I may have to shoot you – we think that source is somewhere in dear auld Glesca toon.’


‘So, Mike, what is it you’d like us to do?’ said Mrs Hamilton.


‘I’d like you to brief your cops, obviously. But without letting them know we think the forger is from hereabouts. Just make them aware there’s a quantity of well-crafted dodgy notes circulating, and advise them of what to look for. I’ll leave a couple of samples, and I’ve prepared a wee check sheet which you could maybe circulate.’


‘And do you want us to warn local shopkeepers?’


‘No. Not for now. I’m worried we might alert this team to the fact we’re closing in. For the moment, I’m just looking for as much information gathering as possible. These notes are so sharp now that I think the only way we’ll find the source is via intelligence and observations. But there’s bound to be some of the earlier prototypes still in circulation. So, if any of your cops receives a report of counterfeit cash being tendered, please pass all details of where, when, how much and, most importantly, any IDs of who passed the notes, to me at the Fraud Squad. If possible, seize CCTV recordings which might cover the periods any transactions were made, and we’ll collate that too.’


He swept the notes like playing cards. Together, shuffle, sort. Smooth, straight, thickened paper in satisfying handfuls. Was he ever tempted? Surrounded by all that money, and him on fifty grand a year. Wads and wads of customised notes that even the experts could barely discern from the real thing. Enough money to buy . . . anything. To crush and rustle them through your fists, smell the wealth they offered up. Money bought you respect, security. The ability to demand what you deserved, to tell your boss to stuff it up her arse, walk free, free into the glorious day and be . . . 


Be what? Be anything she liked. 


Anna would like to make things, she decided. Craft structures with her hands, sculptures perhaps, and not give a stuff who liked them. She would fill her garden with wirework horses, leaping cats and twisted men, then move out into the street, her neighbours’ gardens. She would work secretly, in the darkness, spilling silver wire through night air, a burrowing mole here, by the drain that cut through the gutter, and there, in the park, a louche droop of human; dryad; tree? A copper-headed Narcissus mirrored in the littered duck pond? Who knew, who would ever know, just Anna and her lightning hands, pleating soft, thin metal until her fingers bled, like the girl who spun gold in fairy tales.


People asked that sometimes. Are you ever tempted? You know, to help yourself? To remove some stolen goods maybe, to sort out a nice wee stash of drugs, to take that tenner in the petty cash? Anna could only speak for herself, but the honest answer was no. And it would be no, always, even if it were only whispered inside her head, and not said out loud for effect, or because it was the right thing to say. Knowing she was better than that, than the ‘them’ she locked up and looked down on. Some days that pure, clean gut-down knowledge was the only aspect of this job that she still felt sure about. 


‘Well, we appreciate you giving us the heads-up, Mike.’ Mrs Hamilton rose from her chair; a signal she was done and dusted with him. As she shook the DCI’s hand, the door clattered open and a burly, grey-haired man careered in.


‘So sorry I’m late, ma’am. We’ve that murder on—’


‘Ah. DCI Cruikshanks. How nice of you to join us. Big queue in the baker’s, was there?’


‘Thomas!’ Without thinking, Anna cried out. Thomas Cruikshanks, her old DI from A Division. Grown fatter and older and even more scruffy, if that were feasible.


‘Anna Cameron,’ he laughed. ‘How you doing, my old mucker? And well done you – you’re some kid, so you are.’


‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ Mrs Hamilton assumed an overly polite, Kelvinesque drawl. ‘Friends Reunited, is it? Would you two like us to leave?’


‘Och, I’ve no seen this wee lassie in years, ma’am.’ He winked. ‘And I have to say, she’s a distinct asset to the division. I take it you know it was Anna who kicked off the murder investigation last night?’


‘Hmm.’


‘And we’ve got a name in the frame already, by the way. So,’ he turned direct to Anna, ‘how you been?’ His grin was the warmest Anna had seen since she’d arrived at the division. No shark-smiles there. 


Mrs Hamilton banged her folder on the desk. ‘Ho, Cruikshanks. Take it outside. If you canny be bothered to get here in time, then I’m no wasting time with you.’


‘Eh, sorry, ma’am. Sorry. I’m interrupting here.’


‘First correct thing you’ve said today. Michael was done here anyway, so maybe you’d like to take him back down to CID and he can give you a wee remedial lesson on what you’ve missed? Seeing as it would be quite nice if my CID had a basic knowledge of this month’s divisional policing issues.’


‘Aye, talking of which, ma’am, I’ve a bid to put in for extra bodies on the seventeenth.’ Cruikshanks held out a typewritten report.


‘Put it with the others and we’ll draw straws.’


‘But ma’am, this is really important—’


‘And so’s my time, Cruikshanks.’


This Tasking and Co-ordinating meeting was held every fortnight. Policing priorities for the next two weeks were worked out, and resources allocated accordingly. But of course, everyone’s priorities were urgent, and so a bidding system had evolved, where each senior officer had to prepare a report stating what their specific problems were, what they proposed as a solution, what resources this would need, and how this fitted in with ongoing divisional objectives. And how those ongoing divisional objectives fitted in with Force objectives. And how those Force objectives fitted in with the Joint Police Board’s objectives, who, ultimately, dished out the dosh. Mrs Hamilton picked up the sheaf of papers in front of her, flicked through them.


‘Right, let’s see. A Farm Watch initiative to combat the mysterious case of the missing combine harvesters in Eaglesham – haud me back – versus . . . school gate parking . . . piss off . . . versus . . . extra attention to licensed premises . . . versus a series of indecent exposures in Linn Park. Hmm. Okay, we’ll start with this one. Johnny, over to you.’


Tom Cruikshanks remained by the door, as did the Fraud Squad DCI. One of the DCI’s hands was creeping through the gap between door and lintel, while the rest of him hung in an embarrassed apostrophe, neither in nor out, here nor there, yet car-crash gazing all the while. In which camp would he place his feet, Anna wondered? She sensed the intake of Johnny’s breath which would preface his report, dunted him with her elbow. As he looked up, she tipped her pen towards Cruikshanks. A tiny tilt, but enough to make him notice Cruikshanks’ expression. 


‘Excuse me, ma’am?’ Cruikshanks’ mouth was rigid, pale in a red-splotched face.


‘You still here, Thomas?’


 ‘I’d prefer to submit my bid in person. Particularly if that’s the reports just being heard the now.’


‘Aye well, tough. You’ve got to get yourself up to speed on our counterfeiting problem, and Mike here disny have all day to—’


‘Ma’am,’ interrupted the Fraud Squad DCI, ‘I’ve a few other visits to make nearby, but I’m happy to come back.’ He turned to Cruikshanks. ‘In an hour, say, Tom, and we can discuss how you’d like the liaison between us to work. We’ll be adhering to NIM obviously.’


‘Obviously,’ smiled Cruikshanks. ‘That’s the National Intelligence Model, ma’am.’


‘I know fine well what it is, Thomas. D’you think I button up the back? Right, on you go, Mike. You, Thomas,’ Mrs Hamilton pushed out a chair with the tip of her toecap, ‘sit your arse down and we’ll get rattled through these. Okay Johnny; gie’s your flasher sob story.’


On the other side of Anna, Tony whispered, ‘She’s getting worse.’


Anna listened as her boss began his shopping list. Then it was the turn of Govan, then Cathcart, then Gorbals. Eventually Cruikshanks got his moment in the sun; an impassioned bid for plainers to help combat a spate of car-jackings on Cathkin Braes. Anna would be expected to have her own list of initiatives next time. As quickly as they all spoke, Mrs Hamilton fired back questions, then expletives, then more questions. It felt like being back at school, struggling to keep up, not sure when to enter the fray, and fervently resisting eye contact with the teacher, lest she begin to pick on you. Finally, it was the turn of Pollok to put out their begging bowl. Of all the subdivisions in the South, this was the one with fewest saving graces, cobbled round a massive dose of poverty, a vacuum of decent jobs – albeit with a vast new shopping centre plonked dead in the middle, an acute injection of drug abuse, and a splendid collection of burned-out cars lodged in every local stream. Pollok reminded Anna of what she thought she’d left behind at E Division. Hopelessness.


‘So, in conclusion ma’am, this mobile crack den has been reported at three schools in the area – one of them a primary. The kids all seem to know what day it’s due where, but we don’t have a scooby. All we know is it’s disguised as a chip van, and there’s bloody hundreds of them. As I said, my bid would be to utilise the services of the Divisional Flexi Unit for a period of five days, to work on a rotational basis, taking observations on clusters of secondaries and feeder primaries—’


‘I’ll give you them for three. But no overtime. Fucking CID are scooping my budget again.’


‘Done.’


‘Right. If that’s us, I need to prepare for another meeting.’


‘Eh, ma’am,’ said Johnny. ‘About last night’s murder?’


‘What about it? We’ve jailed the wee shites. Hip hip hooray. Are yous wanting a chocolate, Noddy?’


‘What I was really looking for, ma’am, was a steer on how we should play this. With the community, I mean.’


Johnny was right. It was too soon to point fingers or cast aspersions, but whether Aziz’s death had been purely racist or born from territorial dispute, the problem of gang violence had now erupted into murder. Until this point, it was only acne-aggravated anguish they had been dealing with: the Busby Cumbie, the Clarkston Young Team, Young Stampy Derry; some were new gangs, some had reappropriated names with the baggage of past violence. But all they’d been displaying were the actions of truculent kids. And the police’s role – which they couldn’t get away with now – had been markedly low-key. A few extra men going round the drinking dens, some anti-vandalism talks in schools, when what was really needed was some parents with the balls to deal with their loutish kids. 


Oh, no. Not my boy. 


Who you calling antisocial? 


My kid’s a good kid. 


It’s the school’s fault, the polis’s fault. 


Everyone’s fault but theirs. But what did it culminate in? Did kids like Gordon Figgis murder kids like Sabir Aziz because they were bored? Feral children, gone to seed. It was endemic; one of the reasons Anna’s own mother had left Scotland. Sick of the persistent, petty drizzle of shattered glass and disaffected youth which clinked and punched and piddled through her town. Which cowed with foul language and fouler music on the buses, and made shadows of decent folk skirting trouble-seekers in their city’s streets. Children who tooled up with chibs, articulating arguments with knives. So Caroline had headed for sangria and sun, to a place where youth and age could coexist and family was all. Except the family you left at home, of course. But still, Caroline had ‘the girls’ for bridge and golf, the hirsute Teddy for everything else. And neither did it rain in Spain. 


‘The community?’ repeated Mrs Hamilton. ‘Well, Superintendent O’Hare, I don’t think it’s very difficult, do you? Least sign of trouble, whether they’re black, white, orange or green, and we clamp down hard – no matter what “the community” thinks. Clear? Right,’ she hit the desk, ‘back to work, the lot of yous. Oh, Anna,’ she added. ‘Could you stay behind a minute?’


‘Ma’am.’


As they trooped out, Cruikshanks squeezed Anna’s elbow. ‘Good to see you, doll. I was fair chuffed when I heard you were coming here.’
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