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PART ONE




VOICES OFF


There was a low background hiss as the courtroom awaited the playback, the volume on the speakers jacked up so much that Parlabane was bracing himself, expecting the soundfile to be booming and distorted. Instead it was surprisingly clear, particularly at the police end. He could hear the dispatcher’s fag-ravaged breathing during pauses, the rattle of a keyboard in the background.


Nobody knows where to look when they’re listening to a recording. Parlabane glanced around to see how people were responding. Most were looking at the floor, the walls or any fixed point that didn’t have a face on it. Others were more pruriently taking the opportunity to look at the accused.


Diana Jager had her gaze locked, staring into a future only she could see.


The jury mostly had their heads bowed, like they were in church, or as though they were afraid they’d get into trouble with the judge if they were caught paying less than maximum attention. They were filtering out distraction, concentrating only on the words booming out around the court, anxious not to miss a crucial detail.


They couldn’t know it yet, but they were listening out for the wrong thing.


‘I think I’ve just seen an accident.’


‘Are you injured, madam?’


‘No. But I think a car might have gone off the road.’


‘Can you tell me your name, madam?’


‘Yes, it’s Sheena. Sheena Matheson. Missus.’


‘And are you in your own vehicle now? Is it off the carriageway?’


‘No. Yes. I mean, I’m out of my car. It’s parked. I’m trying to see where he went.’


‘Where are you, Mrs Matheson?’


‘I’m not sure. Maybe a couple of miles west of Ordskirk. I’m on the Kingsburgh Road.’


‘And can you describe what happened? Is someone injured?’


‘I don’t know. This car was coming around the bend towards me as I approached it. It was going way too fast. I think it was a BMW. It swerved on to my side of the road because of the curve, then swerved back again when I thought it was going to hit me. I jumped on the brakes because I got such a fright, and I looked in my rear-view. It swerved again like he was trying to get it back under control, but then it disappeared. I think it went off the road altogether.’


‘The Kingsburgh Road, you said?’


‘That’s right.’


‘I’m going to see if I can get some officers out there as soon as possible. You’ve parked your car, that’s good. If you can wait beside it but not in it…’


‘No, that’s the thing. I can’t stay here. I’ve a ten-year-old at home alone. She woke up with a temperature and we had run out of Calpol. I told her I’d nip out to the garage for some. I said I’d only be away half an hour. My husband’s on nights.’


‘Okay. Can you give me a wee bit more detail about where you are, then?’


‘Sure, but I need to warn you: the battery’s almost dead on this thing.’


‘Tell us whatever you can. Anything you might have passed that our drivers could look out for.’


‘There’s a signpost right here. It says Uidh Dubh viewpoint and picnic area half a mile. The car disappeared just past the sign. I’m crossing the road now, in case I can see anything over the other side.’


‘Please be careful, Mrs Matheson.’


‘There are skid marks on the tarmac. I think I can see tyre tracks on the grass. It slopes away after that, and it’s too dark to see down the slope.’


‘No. Stay back from the edge. Our officers will look into it.’


‘I can’t see any lights. I’m worried it might have gone into the river.’




HER DAY IN COURT (I)


My trial has barely begun, and no testimony heard, but already I know that in the eyes of this court, I am an abomination.


As I gaze from the dock and take in all the faces gazing back, I think of the opinions they have formed, the hateful things they have written and said. I think of how once it stung, but my skin has grown thicker over time, and I have worse things to endure now than mere words.


They have to be respectful in their conduct within these walls: no shouting and barracking like when the van with its blacked-out windows pulled up outside the prisoners’ entrance, a desperate photographer extending a hopeful arm and firing blind with a flash gun as he pressed himself perilously close against the moving steel.


One of these days the vehicle is going to run over one of those reckless idiots’ feet: several tons of G4S hardware degloving the flesh from crushed and shattered bones as it rolls across his instep, all in the service of striving for, at best, a blurry low-contrast image of some scared and wretched prisoner cowering inside. It would be a valuable illustration of the risk-benefit equation pour encourager les autres.


To them, I am someone who ought to have been grateful for all that life apparently gifted me, not asked for more. I should have settled for what I was dealt, as it was generous enough in other people’s estimation. The actions I took in pursuit of my desires, to better my lot and to extricate myself from an intolerable situation, these were unforgivable, depraved.


Society’s judgement is always harsher upon a woman who has done grave deeds to get what she wants: a woman who has challenged their values, violated the accepted order of things. It’s a crime against society, a transgression of unwritten rules that are far more precious than those inscribed in law.


With this thought I glance across the room, and to my surprise feel a sorority even with the woman I came to regard as my enemy: the woman who laid me low, brought my deeds to light. In our own ways we both acted for the purest of reasons. Her I respect. Everyone else is merely white noise to me now.


I do not expect anyone’s sympathy. I do not seek forgiveness from people who have never been tested like I was. I may be guilty, and I may be sentenced, but I will not be condemned: not by those who cannot understand. Nobody here can judge me until they know the whole truth.


Until then, their opinions are no more than impotent angry words, and my, haven’t those been in spate since this business first came to light. Just think how they were exercised by the revelation that this bitch murdered her husband.


The tone was one of boiling anger, and at the heart of it all was one single rhetorical question:


How dare she.


How dare she.


There’s a thought: nobody ever asks ‘How dare he?’ when a man kills his wife. The coverage is coloured by sombre tones, its language muted and respectful. It’s like they’re reporting on a death from disease or calamitous mishap. ‘It’s dreadful, but it happens. Poor thing. So tragic,’ it seems to say.


And like disease or disaster, the follow-up is about asking whether more could have been done. What signs were missed? What can we learn?


By contrast there’s a conspicuous shortage of victim-blaming when it’s a husband who lies slain.


‘Why didn’t he leave her? He must have known what she might be capable of. There must have been indications that she was dangerous. I’m not condoning it, but surely he was aware of her triggers. There’s no excusing what she did, but it wouldn’t have happened unless he did something to provoke her.’


Said nobody ever.


See, that’s what chills them. They can just about handle a crime of passion, a moment of madness. But a clever, calculating woman who can plan something elaborate and deceitful is a far more galling prospect.


I glance at the reporters in the gallery, poised to take their notes. I think about what it looked like from their perspective.


They saw a woman who found love when she was beginning to think it was too late. She had given the best of herself to her career, and had come to sorely doubt whether it was worth the price she paid. But then out of nowhere she met her Mr Right, and suddenly everything seemed possible. Suddenly she got to have it all. A whirlwind romance, two ostensibly mismatched but surprisingly complementary personalities who found each other at just the right time: it was the stuff of rom-coms and chick-lit.


So much good fortune came her way, so much goodwill, and after that, so much sympathy. The rom-com turned out to be a weepy. The singleton surgeon who found love late was left heartbroken after her husband of only six months lost his life when his car shot off the road and plunged into a freezing river.


Let me tell you, once they’ve doled out tragedy points, you’d really better conform to their expectations, because the widow pedestal is a high one to fall from. She denied them first a happy ever after and then a poignant end to a tale of doomed romance. She desecrated their church, and so she had to face their judgement.


What else would they see? What else could they see?


Only one person looked closer, and he was my undoing. I know I’m not the first person to curse the day I heard the name Jack Parlabane, and I sincerely doubt I’ll be the last. In my case I don’t simply regret what he did to me. I regret what I did to him too. I know that in the eyes of this court, I am an abomination, but I am not the monster I will be painted.


I regard the police officers standing next to me. There are no cuffs on my wrists but I can still feel the cold steel like I can still feel the sting of humiliation that comes with wearing them. It clings to me every second I remain in the dock. There is a burning coal of moral opprobrium in the black pupil of every eye focused on me.


As the trial proceeds, the court will hear how a driven woman acted out of the oldest and sincerest of motives: to be with the man she was destined for. My crime and my actions will seem cold and heinous to everyone else because they can never know what I felt.


I think of all the anger and hate I have gone through since my arrest. It has taken time, but I have come to realise I must make my peace with what I have done. I need to take ownership of it. I need to forgive myself, because nobody else’s forgiveness matters.


In the end, regardless of how my actions are judged, I know that this is about love.




ROLE MODELS


A handsome, loving husband and a minimum of two apple-cheeked children of your own: that’s what you’re supposed to want first and foremost in life, isn’t it? That’s the paradigm you’re offered as a little girl, the playtime template that’s intended to shape your aspirations for future happiness.


Sometimes the paradigm doesn’t take, however. Sometimes the template is damaged. Such was the case for me, Diana Jager.


I had a doll’s house when I was a child. I think it came from a relative, because it was old and wooden and hand-painted; nothing like the mass-produced moulded-plastic ones I saw in the big thick mail-order catalogue with its treasured and much-thumbed toy pages at the back. It had ivy picked out in oil on the outside, climbing the walls to the steeply pitched roof. It didn’t look like any house in my neighbourhood but seemed to belong to an older, grander world, one that belonged in my parents’ past rather than my own future. The front swung open on hinges, revealing three storeys of also hand-painted rooms. It didn’t come with furniture, but my parents bought me a set intended for one of the aforementioned plastic affairs. It always looked wrong.


That wasn’t the real problem, though. There was a scale mismatch. None of my dolls would fit inside it: they were all too big. Not that a better size compatibility would have made it ideal for playing happy families, because here’s the thing: who was going to be the husband? All the dolls I owned were girls or babies, and all the dolls I ever saw in my friends’ bedrooms, notably the ones that matched those modern plastic houses, were girls or babies.


This reflected the reality of my home. It was Mummy and the babies who were round the house most of the time. Daddy was out having a career, and what little girl needs a doll to represent that?


My doll’s house was never a home. Why would I want a toy version of a home? I already had a full-size one. I didn’t get the mini-figure set that went with the plastic furniture: didn’t ask for it. Instead I asked for a hospital playset, so that’s what my doll’s house became, most of the time. Sometimes it was a school, sometimes it was a museum, but mainly it was a hospital. My playset comprised ten figurines: two of them were doctors, six of them were nurses and two of them were patients.


Both of the doctors were men. All of the nurses were women.


I tried making a little green tabard out of crepe paper to drape over one of the nurses so that she could be a doctor too: a surgeon like my father. It looked rubbish and it kept tearing and crumpling, so eventually I gave up and made the female patient the surgeon, and put both of the male doctors in beds.


I remember one day asking my mother why women couldn’t be doctors too. I must have been about six. That was when she told me that she was a doctor.


Let me warn you now that this was not the inspirational epiphany you might be anticipating.


My parents met at university, where they were both studying medicine. Early in their final year, they decided to get married, arranging to have the ceremony a couple of weeks before graduation. Sounds quite romantic, you might think: tying the knot before striking out together on this path they had both aspired towards, the shared ambitions they had studied so hard to realise. But here’s the thing: somewhere along the path of that final year, they decided that my father would pursue his medical career, and my mother would be a housewife.


She wasn’t up the duff, by the way. I could at least have got my head around that. I didn’t come along for a couple of years yet.


My mother strove to get the A-levels she needed in order to get accepted for medicine, studied a further five pitiless years, passed her exams, graduated, then never practised one day as a doctor.


Not one single day.


It never made any sense to me. She didn’t seem cumulatively frustrated by this as the years went on. I mean, I could have related to it all better had she been hitting the gin by mid-afternoon in her late thirties as her kids needed her less and she wondered where her life had drained away to. Not that she seemed particularly contented either. She was just there. Smiling but not cheery, caring but not warm, dependable but not inspiring.


I didn’t see it for a long time because I grew up with it and because it was a hard thing to accept, but at some time around my late teens I realised that my mother had almost no personality. As I matured into adulthood, what increasingly bothered me about this – and about the choice she had made in final year – was the question of whether my father had subjugated her, turning a bright young woman into a compliant drone; or whether he had in fact recognised that compliance, that lack of personality, and identified it as precisely what he was looking for in a life partner. For my mother’s part, I wondered was she happy to surrender her autonomy, to be annexed like some colonial dependency? Or had her natural timidity made her vulnerable to the manipulations of someone who turned out to be more domineering than she had initially apprehended?


I didn’t even know which explanation I would prefer to be true.


There certainly weren’t any clues on display in what I witnessed of their relationship. As a child I thought they were everything a married couple should be. My father would come home to find my mother in the kitchen calmly preparing dinner, and would peck her on the cheek and call her ‘Dearest Darling’, which was sometimes abbreviated to ‘Dee Dee’. There never seemed to be any strife, no raised voices, no unspoken words, no simmering tension. (No passion, no hunger, no chemistry, no spark.)


‘Dinner was beautiful, Dearest Darling. Thank you.’


‘My pleasure, always.’


Even as a child, something about their exchanges chimed wrong, though I was too young to identify what and why. It was only as I got older that I came to understand what my instincts were telling me was off about this. It was like a phoned-in performance, a cargo-cult imitation of intimacy by two people who had seen this behaviour elsewhere and sought to replicate it as a form of civil convention.


Even once I had grasped this much, I still simply assumed that all married couples were like this with each other: that every husband and every wife behaved in a polite, friendly way they didn’t really mean, as we do in so many other areas of our lives.


I was the Apple of his Eye. You should note the capitals: this noun was proper. It was not how he saw me, but what he called me.


‘How’s the Apple of my Eye this evening?’


Or when he was feeling solicitous, merely Apple.


‘What’s wrong, Apple? Aren’t you feeling hungry this evening?’


My younger brothers were proudly addressed as Number One Son and Number Two Son, except when they were in trouble. I always knew that there was mischief afoot and a spike in the domestic temperature if I heard my father address them directly as Julian or Piers.


As a little girl I thought this meant my daddy was jokey, a man who had funny nicknames for everybody, this informality proof of how close we were to his heart. Later on I came to realise that this language of apparent intimacy was actually a way of creating distance. If we were Diana, Julian and Piers, then we had agency: we were autonomous entities with foibles that he had to negotiate, personalities that he had to get to know. But if we were the Apple of his Eye, Sons Number One and Two, then his children were adjuncts to him, defined only in terms of how he regarded us.


Thus our primary role was to reflect well upon him, and we generally made a good job of it when we were young. After that not so much.


Parents can pretend to themselves that their children suddenly change when they hit their teens: that the pubescent transformation caused their offspring to stop communicating with them the way they used to. The truth is that in such cases they never really communicated with them. It’s simply easier to project idealised versions on to your children when they are very young, before they start having opinions and making decisions for themselves.


However, it was when we became adults that we seriously disappointed him, each in our different ways: the boys because they didn’t have the careers he wanted them to; me because I did have the career he wanted them to.


I was the Apple of his Eye, his first child, his only daughter, but it was his sons who were supposed to be surgeons. I’m not sure what I was supposed to be, other than born later.


It is said that every time a friend succeeds, a small part of you dies. I’ve seen it in the expressions of colleagues as they learned of someone else’s achievement, and I saw it on my father’s face whenever I told him of my latest progress. For a while I thought I was imagining it, but then it became impossible to miss. I could see it in his eyes, eyes that didn’t twinkle to match the awkward smile with which he greeted my news.


Everything I achieved, each step I took up the ladder hurt just a little more because it was supposed to be his sons.


So was this hollow imitation of marriage and parenthood the perfect environment in which to nurture a clever psychopath? I guess that’s for you to judge. But this much I know for sure: it was what made me determined that I wouldn’t be seeking fulfilment in life from being somebody’s wife or mother.




THE CARING PROFESSION


The young doctor identified himself to the court, his voice catching in his throat and prompting the fiscal to ask him to repeat.


‘Calum Weatherson,’ he said.


‘And you first started working with Diana Jager how long ago?’


‘A year and … no, sixteen … I think sixteen months, maybe a wee bit less.’


He’d got his name right, even if it had taken two attempts to get it out there. That was a good start: harder than it looks. Now the nerves were really showing as the enormity hit home. As well as everything else that was at stake, he was acting like he was scared he was also going to get done for perjury if it turned out his estimate of how long he’d been at Inverness Royal Infirmary turned out to be a fortnight out.


Jack Parlabane felt for him. He had seen a lot of court cases in his capacity as a journalist and sometimes as a consequence of exceeding his capacity as a journalist. He could tell it was young Mr Weatherson’s first time on the stand. There was a tremulous note in his voice, his hands slightly shaky too, and his eyes kept straying beyond his interlocutor, searching the gallery for someone whose approving look would tell him he was doing okay.


Parlabane recalled being the friendly face among an indifferent crowd as a show of moral support when his wife Sarah was on the stand. She had been called several times as a medical witness, which could be an upsettingly adversarial experience when, for instance, the defence counsel decided that the best strategy was to imply that a murder victim may have died due to negligence on the part of an anaesthetist, rather than the fourteen hatchet blows rained down by his client a couple of hours earlier. Such grillings were a breeze, however, compared to the cross-examination to which she was humiliatingly subject during a case brought by Witnesses of the Jehovah’s variety. On that occasion his presence in the gallery had begun as a show of solidarity but ended up undermining Sarah’s cause when the court heard a typically intemperate newspaper column her husband had written on the subject of the serial doorsteppers and their bafflingly stupid objection to blood transfusion.


It wasn’t the first time his professional conduct had the unforeseen consequence of raining shit down upon their marriage, and nor was it the last, which went a long way towards explaining why they weren’t married any more. That said, the Diana Jager case had given him a whole new perspective on quite how badly a marriage could end.


‘And can you tell the court what your respective positions were in January of last year?’


‘I had recently started as a, em, that is, I was already a registrar, but I had not long taken up the post after transferring from another hospital.’


Weatherson’s voice faltered again. His mouth sounded dry. The fiscal urged him to take a drink of water. He would relax into his narrative in time, Parlabane knew, but those early moments were the most intimidating, especially as the stakes were so high. What Parlabane also knew, to his cost, was that it was when you were relaxed enough to become expansive that the sneaky bastards tended to ambush you.


He had been on the witness stand plenty himself, one time ignominiously as the accused. He vividly recalled the feelings of isolation, vulnerability and impotence as he faced the court, and not merely because on that occasion he was guilty as sin.


For all that the process of justice was supposed to be lucid, open and transparent, once a trial got underway it could seem as though your destiny was in the capricious hands of top-level initiates in some arcane secret order. You could walk in thinking that the evidence all but guaranteed a certain outcome. Then the high priests got into it: meanings became plastic, traps were sprung, and all sense of reality melted into something fluid that they could mould into any shape they liked.


It was almost enough to make him feel sorry for the accused. Almost, that was, until he remembered what the woman in the dock had done: how sociopathically callous and brutally calculating her scheme (in particular how she had even manipulated Parlabane as a crucial plank in her strategy); and how chillingly close she and her secret co-conspirator had come to fooling everybody and getting away with it.


This last was what truly tempered any sympathy he might have now that she was being put on display for the public’s revulsion: put simply, it wasn’t over. For the reasons he had just considered, he endured a nagging worry that this might not be the slam-dunk everyone assumed. Above all, he remained wary that she may yet have one killer trick left to play.


‘Mr Weatherson, can you describe your state of mind on the morning that you first worked with Dr Jager?’ 


The fiscal asked this in an encouraging, reassuring tone of which Parlabane couldn’t help but be suspicious. He had learned the hard way that if a prosecutor asks you what time it is, the question you should be asking internally is: ‘Where are you going with this?’


Weatherson remained nervy, talking too fast, tripping over his sentences.


‘I was apprehensive. I was new to the department. I had been a registrar for six months, but I had only been in this post for a couple of weeks, and when you’re working with a new consultant … I mean, when you’re working for the first time with a particular consultant, not a new consultant, you start off keen to impress, but then you sort of downshift your goals to simply hoping you don’t screw up, which can be surprisingly hard to avoid. Consultants tend to have very individual ideas about how they like things done. You have to tread lightly until you find out everyone’s likes and dislikes, not to mention their triggers.’


‘And was the prospect of working with Dr Jager in particular making you apprehensive, or was it merely the general anxiety you just described with regard to any new senior colleague?’


‘It would be fair to say I was anxious about working with her in particular.’


‘And to calibrate what constitutes such anxiety, were you as anxious as you first appeared here on the witness stand?’


Weatherson stole a nervy glance at the object of their discussion. Jager gazed back impassively, as if nothing he could say would make any difference. Bring it on, she seemed to reply silently.


‘As I said, consultants have their idiosyncrasies, and surgeons in particular can sometimes be a little…’ He considered it a moment, choosing his description with care. He took another sip of water, giving himself time. ‘Combustible,’ he decided.


‘You mean explosive?’


‘Em, sometimes, yes. The hair-dryer treatment. The operating theatre can be a tense environment, which shouldn’t be a surprise given what is often at stake, so it’s not uncommon for surgeons to vent when things aren’t going as smoothly as they’d like.’


Delicately put, Parlabane thought, if not outright apologism.


What Weatherson was alluding to was that if you ever thought ex-Bullingdon Club cabinet ministers were among the most pompously self-important wankers on the face of the Earth, then you had clearly not been around many surgeons. Parlabane’s ex-wife was an anaesthetist, and had regularly regaled him with eye-popping accounts of their rampant inner-toddler behaviour, the most shocking aspect of which was how widely it was tolerated.


Sarah had seen surgeons eyeball-to-eyeball with theatre staff, spittle-flying and their throats going rapidly hoarse as they bellowed their lungs out in fury at some perceived failing or transgression. She had described how instruments were thrown violently at walls or to the floor, equipment smashed and staff reduced to tears by the screaming harangues of individuals who had lost their self-control to such an extent that under any other circumstances they might be sedated, arrested or sent to bed without their supper.


The most commonly cited explanation for indulging this misbehaviour had just been illustrated on the witness stand: that the stakes were high and thus fits of rage were inevitable when such brilliant individuals had to cope with the limitations of working with ordinary mortals. Weatherson was only a surgical registrar, but was already becoming inured to the point where he had ceased to question whether these ridiculous tantrums were perhaps a teensy bit unacceptable.


Weatherson proceeded to avail the court of a few examples of the ‘combustible’ behaviour he had been at pains to avoid. He demonstrated unquestionably that he had served a few tours before reaching Inverness, and had been inside the blast radius a couple of times already in his new post. Given all of which, you’d have to be asking yourself what made Diana Jager a far scarier prospect than anything the young registrar had faced before.


‘And how did your first encounter with Dr Jager work out?’ asked the fiscal.


Weatherson cleared his throat.


‘I suppose it didn’t get off to the best possible start. I had gone in early to do some final pre-op checks on the first patient on the list, and to confer with the anaesthetist in case she had any concerns. It was a bariatric case: the patient was in for a sleeve gastrectomy.’


‘What is that?’


‘It’s a kind of drastic weight-loss procedure. The very big patients can be tricky for a general anaesthetic. Anyway, that was when I first saw Dr Jager in the flesh. She was heading into the ward as I was about to leave. I felt a degree of relief that I had gotten there first, as it wouldn’t have looked good to be coming in behind her.’


The relief was reprised in his current expression. He seemed to relax a little now that he realised he wasn’t going to be asked anything he didn’t know the answer to.


‘How would you describe her manner?’


‘Fizzing, would have to be my description. It was eight in the morning but she looked like ten people had already annoyed her. I was concerned about what might happen to the eleventh.’


‘And was there an eleventh?’


‘Unfortunately, yes, but to my relief it wasn’t me. She had come from surgical HDU – that is, the surgical high-dependency unit – and discovered that they had no beds, despite management having assured her otherwise the day before. It meant the first patient was going to have to be cancelled. At first I thought I was about to get both barrels for not having been the one who went to HDU and found this out first, but equally I reckoned that if I had been the one breaking it to her, she’d have shot the messenger too.’


‘But as you intimated, you weren’t the immediate target of Dr Jager’s ire.’


‘No. She had actually come to the ward to inform the patient that his procedure was cancelled, which she proceeded to do. Very politely, I should add, though she didn’t apologise, as it wasn’t her fault.’


‘And how did the patient respond?’


‘He said he wanted a second opinion. She tried to explain that it wasn’t a matter of medical opinion, but he was insistent.’


Weatherson took a breath, like an emotion-memory response recalling how he must have winced at the time.


‘He said that what he meant was, he wanted to talk to her boss. He was looking at me.’


Ooft, thought Parlabane.


‘I was mortified and made a flailing effort at correcting his misapprehension, but Dr Jager intervened and made it clear who was in charge. The patient then accepted that his procedure was indeed cancelled, which was clear from the fact that he began to complain about it, bitterly and at length. I could tell Dr Jager was keen to leave but he was on a rant, most of which seemed to be to do with his having fasted for the operation. He considered this a major sacrifice and clearly didn’t fancy having to repeat it. At that point Dr Jager suggested he ought to take a more optimistic perspective.’


Again the remembered wince.


‘How so?’


‘She said that he had taken the first step, and if he fasted another two thousand days he wouldn’t need the procedure at all.’


Ooft again.


‘Understandably, he didn’t take this too well, and later issued a formal complaint. To be fair, I could tell Dr Jager immediately regretted what she had said. She had clearly been at the end of her tether, but she was furious with herself. I still felt awkward about the patient having assumed I was her boss, and I tried to suggest it might have been to do with the beard I had at that time. I don’t know why I thought that would make her feel better, but I felt I ought to say something.’


‘And how did Dr Jager respond to your suggestion?’


‘It would be fair to say she disagreed. She said my beard merely made me look like Hipster Jesus, and that the principal physical attribute affecting the patient’s misunderstanding was my penis.’


‘And was this the first time you had been party to such a prejudiced assumption on the part of a patient?’


‘Not at all. Patients over a certain age often assume anyone female is a nurse, even if it states their title on their name badge. I’ve even seen male doctors peg female consultants as juniors because they look young.’


‘So it is a common, if regrettable, occurrence. And yet from your response we can tell you were utterly aghast that Dr Jager in particular should be assumed to be your junior colleague. One might even say disproportionately horrified. Would that be fair?’


‘It would be an understatement.’


‘And yet you had never worked with Dr Jager before. Why then were you so treading on eggshells?’


‘Her reputation preceded my arrival in the post. In fact, I had no idea she worked there before I transferred to Inverness, so when I discovered she was in the same department, I was … apprehensive, yes.’


Parlabane nodded to himself, as the fiscal’s intentions began to come into focus. The journey had been like the corporation bus: it had taken a bafflingly circuitous route, but it was finally getting to its destination.


‘Where did you transfer from?’


‘I was in Liverpool. My wife…’


‘Liverpool. So it would be accurate to say that in medical circles there were things widely known about Dr Jager far beyond the environs of Inverness Royal Infirmary?’


‘Yes. Very widely. One thing in particular.’


‘And what was that, Mr Weatherson?’


The young registrar spoke with coy self-consciousness, like a kid in a primary school classroom who has been told by the teacher that in the interests of getting to the truth, it’s okay to repeat the rude word he overheard.


‘She was Bladebitch.’




COMPASSION FATIGUE


It was an inauspicious day for destiny to come calling, though it is not in the nature of fate to give notice. The occasions that we think of as life-changing are seldom precipitate. Rather they tend to be mere milestones and markers, events long in the planning, diligently worked towards and keenly anticipated: births, christenings, exams, graduations, job interviews, career commencement.


Weddings.


We recognise the truly significant events – the moments when fate genuinely turns – only in retrospect. This is probably just as well. If you were told in advance that you were about to meet the man who would become the love of your life, then the pressure would be so enormous that most of us would undoubtedly blow it. It would be like a variant of the Heisenberg principle, whereby the act of observation alters that which is being observed. The state you are in during a fateful encounter may be crucial to the outcome, though it is not exactly heart-warming to look back and see that my own chances of finding love may have hinged upon being an exhausted, angry and overwrought mess. And yet I now realise that it was only because my guard was down and finding a life partner was the furthest thing from my mind that he slipped through the barricades.


I wouldn’t say I’d completely given up on the idea of meeting the right man, but I was moving ever closer to accepting the notion. That’s not the same as saying I had made my peace with it, more a matter of managing expectations. I’d had a few relationships, but the longest of them only lasted a few months, and the last one was four years before the time we’re talking about. Well, strictly speaking … No. I’m not going to start defining one-night stands as relationships. They were only about sex, about getting someone to make me feel a certain way. I’m talking about the last time there was someone I felt something for. So, yes, four years.


The fact that it had been so long actually snuck up on me that morning: one of the many things that conspired to make the circumstances seem so unpromising on the day I would meet the man who changed my life for ever.


I was passing the fish counter when I caught a glimpse of some squat lobsters, which I hadn’t seen there in ages. It sparked a memory of buying them the first time I cooked for Dan, a radiologist I started seeing when I first moved to Inverness.


I really thought it was going somewhere, that it would last. Taking up the post at IRI was supposed to be a kind of banishment from the prestigious world of the big teaching hospitals, but it felt like a new beginning after everything that had happened. I’m not sure whether meeting Dan contributed to that feeling, or whether I felt so optimistic about Dan because of how I felt about everything else, but either way, I had high hopes.


Then he found out about Bladebitch. That was the beginning of the end.


It seemed so stupid, so unnecessary. I hadn’t changed, but suddenly I could tell he saw me differently. Whatever he had previously projected on to me had been switched off, and replaced with a new projection he was entirely less comfortable with.


Shortly afterwards Dan started seeing someone else: someone less complicated; someone who more readily conformed to his ideals of what a woman – what a wife – ought to be. Her name was Donna: a bubbly but vacuous nurse manager who favoured push-up bras and giddy helplessness as her mating displays.


Dan and Donna were married within a year of us breaking up, and they’ve already got two kids. That was why it suddenly hit me so hard as I stood there at the fish counter: I realised how long it had been since then, how far on his life had moved, and how little mine had changed. It had been four years since I had anyone I could call a boyfriend, and I was at a stage in life where nobody I considered a friend ought to be describable as a boy.


I’m not saying I thought for sure that Dan was ‘the one’, by the way. It’s simply that back then, I hadn’t reached the stage where I was worrying about whether I’d find ‘the one’; or even allowing embarrassing phrases like ‘the one’ to actually form in my head.


I was still young, I thought. There would be time. But then one day you wake up and it doesn’t feel like there’s time. Being with Dan was the last occasion I could remember contemplating a guy as date material without wondering if he might be my last chance. That mindset has subsequently killed a few things before they even got started: flirtings that might have gone further; conversations that might have led to something else if I wasn’t already anticipating the reasons a relationship wouldn’t work in the long run.


That’s what I mean about being off my guard. If I’d been thinking straight that day, he would never have got in under my radar. But I was a long way from thinking straight that day.


I couldn’t remember feeling so low. I told myself it was just fatigue. I’d had a very demanding and frustrating schedule in theatre the day before, but despite my exhaustion, I was too wired to sleep properly. After a few fitful hours I found myself lying awake at about half past four, which was when I decided to cut my losses and get up. A short while later I was pushing my mini-trolley around a twenty-four-hour supermarket, struggling to fill it with enough items to justify having anything bigger than a basket.


Walking the aisles, it was like I was navigating a living, walking (and trundling) theatre list, one that would never end. All around me were future cases, meat-wrapped parcels of symptoms filling their trolleys with precisely the items they needed to exacerbate their conditions.


It was too early in the day for the shop to sell drink, but the guzzling of it was marked indelibly on many of the faces that passed me, their cheeks yellow-tinged and their noses florid with broken capillaries.


Everywhere I turned, I saw, heard and smelled the symptoms and the causes of disease and decay. The place was dotted with overweight and conspicuously unhealthy people loading up on fat, salt and sugar, filling their trolleys with the very pathogens that were poisoning them.


It hit me that I could no longer see human beings. I could only see pathology. I was resentful of the choices they were making, wilfully creating a mess that it would be my problem to clear up.


This happens sometimes. I suddenly see myself as though from the outside, looking down, and I’m someone else: someone I don’t like. She is cruel and callous and I have no control over her. Unfortunately I can’t say she’s someone I don’t recognise, because I had been seeing more and more of her back then.


Let me tell you, there are few things more pitiful than having an epiphany in Tesco at five thirty a.m., and one of them is standing in Tesco at five thirty a.m. and being in denial about what the epiphany is telling you.


Yes I was tired. I just wasn’t accepting what I was tired of. I had spent so long railing against exclusion in my profession that it had never occurred to me to consider the value of what I was so determined to be included in.


When I reached the fish counter and began thinking about Dan, one of the things that struck me was that I had spent the last ten minutes getting angry about other people’s shopping. That’s got to be a pretty big indication that I’d bottomed out. But you’re seldom so low that you can’t fall further, and so it proved when I made it into work.


‘Well, you’ve taken the first step. Another two thousand days and you won’t need the procedure at all.’


The second the words were out there it was like I was looking down upon the scene from above, then suddenly had to pilot my body once more.


I felt so ashamed.


What was happening to me? What was I turning into? My very purpose, the thing that got me up in the morning, was to help patients like this one. There was little I didn’t know about what life was like for this man and for all the bariatric patients I had operated on before him. Their conditions were a result of the most intractable psychological complexity, their lives miserable and depressed. By the time they had reached me, it was because the procedure I could carry out was their last hope.


It sounded like someone else talking: or at least the someone who lurks inside but is never permitted to surface in hospital. I am used to biting my tongue in these situations, because sometimes dealing with their denial and self-delusion is as much a part of helping them as the operation itself. When you ask them about their diet, it’s like asking an alcoholic about how much they drink: you know they’re lying to you, but more importantly they’re lying to themselves. So you have to handle it subtly. They describe a modest intake of food, so I respond by suggesting that this procedure isn’t the right one for them, as it will only help people who grossly over-consume. They usually fess up to a few more Mars bars after that.


I have been outraged by colleagues who have spoken indiscreetly about such patients, never mind to their faces. Such as the anaesthetist who once expressed his incredulity that a woman with a BMI of sixty was a vegetarian. ‘What does she eat?’ he asked: ‘Fucking trees?’


I laid into him for his lack of professionalism and for his insensitivity.


And yet here I was, saying possibly the worst thing I could as the person who was going to operate on this man. I might as well have called him a greedy bastard.


It was inexcusable.


There were mitigating circumstances, but I didn’t think ‘having an existential crisis’ was something I should include in my written response to the inevitable formal complaint.


It was the culmination of a lot of things. My sleep-deprived and brittle state of mind was not improved when I first got to my office that morning and discovered I had been locked out of the hospital intranet. This meant I would have to get in touch with our utterly hopeless IT department and be patronised over the phone for ten minutes, or worse: that it would require an on-site visit and I’d have to endure being patronised in person by Creepy Craig.


That was how things stood by 7.35, before I had gone to surgical high dependency and learned that they no longer had a bed for the first patient on my list, despite my securing a guarantee of this last thing before leaving yesterday evening.


It was fair to say I was ready to blow, and I used up the last of my restraint in not responding when the patient voiced his assumption – despite me having spoken to him several times before – that I was not the consultant and that Hipster Jesus was my boss.


Everybody’s got their limits, an endurance of frustration beyond which their composure cracks. But I was doubly angry about what I said to that patient because as a woman in this job, you’re judged more harshly if you lose your cool. Women are too emotional, see? Fragile temperament. When a chap cuts a strip off of someone it’s because he ‘doesn’t suffer fools’, and it’s a sign of strength. When a woman does the same, it’s interpreted as a sign of weakness.


So I was in a personal hell of self-flagellation as I worked through the list that day, and just to put a cherry on top, I had a techie visit to look forward to. I had quickly called the IT department to report the problem while the anaesthetist was prepping my next patient, and been given the bad news that it wasn’t something they could sort from their end.


For reasons I’m sure you’re familiar with, hospital IT personnel were not my favourite people in the world at this point. Obviously the ones at IRI hadn’t done anything as utterly loathsome as I’d endured in the past, but nor were they doing much to improve the low regard in which I held their fraternity.


What normally happened was that Creepy Craig would show up, at least twenty minutes later than stated, then proceed to walk me through a sequence of steps intended to determine whether the problem was down to stupidity at my end. He never assumed any knowledge. It was like his brain didn’t accept cookies, so he had no recollection of the level of proficiency he could expect in assessing my dealings with the system or with computers in general.


That’s my more charitable explanation anyway. The alternative interpretation is that this part of the procedure, with him leaning over my left shoulder (and always my left shoulder), afforded him a sustained opportunity to peek through the gaps in my blouse.


Once Craig had determined that the issue was not going to resolve itself merely as a result of a man using the computer properly, he would usually proceed to get out his laptop or log into the restricted layers of the system from my machine. After a further quarter of an hour of stinking up my office with BO and halitosis, he would declare the problem solved or else sigh a lot and blame issues further up the chain.


That was what I had to look forward to at the end of this particular day: a little turd garnish on top of a gigantic shit sandwich served with a side of sick.


My list ended early, due to another cancellation resultant of the HDU bottleneck. I longed to go home, but instead I had to wait in my office otherwise I’d still be locked out of the system come Monday morning, when I had a ton of admin to get through.


At around ten past five I heard a knock and felt a shudder run through me. I glanced down at my blouse and wished I had a cardie. The problem was I never thought to bring in such a thing, as it was always cloyingly hot in the hospital, apart from in maternity theatre, where a cadre of menopausal midwives fiercely guarded a thermostat set at twenty degrees.


I was contemplating my mistake in getting changed out of my theatre blues when I called out to Craig to enter.


The door swung open slightly, and a head appeared around it, tentative to the point of apologetic.


‘You’re not Craig.’


‘No. I’m Peter.’




MIGHTIER THAN THE SCALPEL


Bladebitch, as she became known, was the then anonymous author of the now infamous ‘Sexism in Surgery’ blog, which was already causing controversy among medical professionals before it went explosively – some might even say violently – viral about five years back.


Parlabane first had it drawn to his attention by his then wife Sarah, whose poring over the postings was equally likely to be accompanied by snorts of indignant outrage or cackles of approval, as well as the occasional disbelieving gasp. These last were not to indicate incredulity at the content; rather more: ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe she went there.’


She called herself Scalpelgirl, but it was the corrupted version that passed into public notice when scandal struck, meaning her chosen monicker became largely forgotten except among the blog’s original readership, and eventually even they had to refer to Bladebitch if they wanted people to know what they were talking about.


Scalpelgirl was part agony aunt and part firebrand polemicist. She collated tales of misogyny that had been sent to her by female surgeons from across the UK, passing on their shocking details and responding with sometimes equally shocking invective.


As the blog grew in popularity, the stories started to come flooding into the comments section by themselves, with Scalpelgirl’s overview articles sparking off areas of discussion or editorialising over a particular theme that had emerged.


There were copious examples of comments that female doctors had to listen to, which Scalpelgirl categorised as ‘low-level harassment’, constantly reminding readers that ‘the very constancy of this background hum is both its greatest indictment and its greatest threat. The danger is that we’ll become so used to it that people will cease to notice how wrong it is.’


Parlabane recalled Sarah delightedly sharing one particular column on this subject with her peers on social media. It was entitled ‘Are You Too Cute to Be a Surgeon?’, and began by citing a number of quotes from recently posted accounts, including the one that had given the article its title. Looking ‘too nice’, ‘too sexy’, ‘too homely’ and ‘too dainty’ were all apparently contra-indicated for a career in surgery, according to male colleagues.


This laid the groundwork for male prescriptions upon a more specific area of the surgical female’s form. ‘I could take her more seriously if those tits weren’t so big,’ one correspondent had heard said of a colleague. A number of similar remarks were cited, before being contrasted with quotes suggesting that a display of cleavage or a generous bust had played a part in career preferment.


‘Clearly, there are profound anthropomorphic implications here,’ Scalpelgirl had written. ‘We have to ask ourselves: what precisely is the optimal breast size for a woman pursuing a career in surgery? Why are there no papers on it? This is one of the scientific controversies of our age, and yet nobody is publishing. According to some sources, we need big tits to get on; and yet according to others, big tits are an impediment to being taken seriously as professionals. The Royal College of Surgeons’ ideal standard career-tit has to be empirically defined, and ought to be offered by breast surgeons as a template for reduction or enhancement.’


Parlabane didn’t find it as daring or hilarious as Sarah evidently did, but the levels of decorum expected of medical professionals apparently set the bar pretty low for what could be considered risqué. That wasn’t what had her punching the air, however. Sarah and her peers loved it because here was a female voice that was saying all the things that same decorum prevented them from saying themselves.


It was also possible that he judged it harshly because he was a tad jealous. It used to be journalists like him whose pithy comments were being quoted and shared, though as it was often by shouting across an office to recommend the piece to others who owned copies of the same paper, the process wasn’t quite so immediate or dynamic.


The blog’s principal thrust was concerned with themes it considered more substantial than this ‘background hum’, or even with the frequently busy topic of unwanted touching in the workplace. These were the over-arching issues of career advancement and work-life balance.


‘Dressing for the Big Interview’ was one of the early articles that first put the blog on people’s radars. It started off ostensibly as a discussion of how much more vexed a question this was for women than for male candidates, who knew the answer was simply a shirt and tie. Wearing a dress could make you look insubstantial, it had been suggested. Even a skirt could seem sexualised, apparently, by making a statement of gender.


‘Why are women supposed to be sexually neutral in their interview dress code?’ she asked. ‘Nobody is suggesting men dress in a way that somehow de-emphasises their gender. Perhaps it’s to comfort the crusty old golf club bores on the interview panel: you know, the ones who have never gotten over the fact that they no longer work in an all-male profession. So if we all put on a pair of trousers, then if they squint hard enough they can at least pretend that they do.’


She then asked more broadly why women were asked to defeminise themselves in order to practise surgery: why feminine traits were typified as weaknesses, and masculine traits lionised.


‘We’re always told we need to toughen up. Why do we have to be tough? Scar tissue is tough. It is not sensitive: it feels less. To feel less is not a good thing in a caring profession. Sensitivity is feminine. Compassion is feminine. The irony is that it is this over-emphasis on the value of masculine attributes that tends to make so many of our male colleagues accurately describable as cunts.’


Yeah, he had to admit that one was always going to startle the horses.


Parlabane thought she came across as too snidey and acidic sometimes, but seeing Sarah’s reaction and hearing her colleagues talk about the blog, it was clear that women in medicine loved Scalpelgirl because it felt like she had their back. They took pleasure in her takedowns and they applauded her acerbic tone because you kind of want a badass on your side. That’s what she was to them: an anti-hero.


Emboldened by Scalpelgirl’s forthright style and the discussion she was encouraging, the blog became a touchstone and support base for female whistleblowers in the profession. For instance, interviewers for surgical positions were no longer allowed to ask whether the candidate had or was planning to have children, and the blog allowed women to highlight the more subtle ways in which it remained the conspicuous subtext of their questioning.


‘What do you see as your life goals?’ they might ask. Not career goals, Scalpelgirl noted: life goals. It was subtle, but once you knew what you were looking for, it was hard to miss. As a result, regardless of their wardrobe choices, she had a suggestion as to the most important thing female candidates could present in order to make the right impression.


‘Bring along a uterus in a jar. Your local university anatomical museum will have one, so ask if you can borrow it for the day. What you need to do is slap it down on the table and tell them you’ve had it removed.’


That particular rant brought forth a torrent of stories from women who had experienced these subtle probings at interview but had previously been afraid to put a name on what was really going on. This in turn led to articles in doctors’ publications and a call for the royal colleges to toughen up their guidelines, or at least think about actually enforcing the ones they already had.


But while it was officially not permitted at interview, the subject of women’s child-bearing intentions was constantly arrogated elsewhere as fair game for discussion, opinion and unsolicited advice.


‘A woman can be a good wife and mother, or she can be a good surgeon. She can’t be both,’ one correspondent had been told by a cardiac consultant she was training under. ‘If you want children, become a GP. Or a dermatologist.’


Other specialities were frequently assessed by senior male colleagues for the apparent benefit of Foundation Year trainees, with the out-of-hours commitments and other demands of each discipline weighed up against the practical implications of motherhood. These ‘helpful impromptu careers-advice pep talks’, Scalpelgirl noted, never cited any implications for fatherhood. Nor did anyone ever ask how surgery or other specialities might be altered – ‘dear God, we mustn’t say improved’ – in order to better accommodate motherhood.


To illustrate what she called ‘the blindness of entrenched privilege’, Scalpelgirl quoted at length from an email she had received, recounting the regular pontifications of a particularly outspoken colleague.


‘You’d think doctors of all people would understand human biology,’ he said. ‘You can’t change it, so why are they in denial about it? They can say it’s unfair, but it’s a bare fact that it’s women who have to be pregnant if a couple wants babies, and it’s women who have to breastfeed them and nurture them. That’s not some archaic sexist convention: it’s the inescapable reality. It is unavoidably going to cause them to interrupt their careers and it is unavoidably going to distract them in other ways: sleepless nights, worrying about their welfare, organising the school run and what have you. They should accept that and commit to a decision. It’s not fair on their children and their husbands, and it’s not fair on their colleagues and the patients if they’re trying to have it both ways.’


The kicker in all of this, Scalpelgirl revealed, was that the surgeon quoted was a father of four. He got to have it both ways. He never had to commit to a decision.


Scalpelgirl could not disclose who had sent the email or where she worked, in order to conceal the identity of her correspondent. Unfortunately this necessary discretion also conferred protection upon the identity of the surgeon quoted. She did, however, reveal that his colleagues secretly called him Leatherface, ‘because he leaves his theatre looking like the scene of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre’. He featured regularly on the blog, partly through ongoing correspondence updates, and more significantly when Scalpelgirl established the ‘Leatherface Award for the worst instance of family-man hypocrisy’ sent in each month.


There was also a Golden Bow Tie Award for boorishly chauvinistic old-school pomposity, and more controversially the Girl-on-Girl Action Award for the worst instance of a female surgeon deemed to have stabbed her sisters in the back.


The inaugural recipient of this emerged from another early rant that helped grow the blog’s readership, highlighting attitudes on behalf of female surgeons that Scalpelgirl’s piece eponymously damned as ‘Our Own Worst Enemies’. Again she was able to illustrate the issue by showcasing the account of another anonymous correspondent to the site, who encountered a less-than-sympathetic response to her pregnancy and subsequent motherhood from a senior female consultant. The young registrar had been put on a run of nights when she was thirty-five weeks pregnant, and then, upon her return after six months’ maternity leave, had been stuck back on nights again.


These rota assignments were the work of a female consultant whose unsupportive attitude seemed all the more disappointing when it was revealed that she was a mother of two herself, but her perspective on work-life balance turned out to be most revealing.


‘If you’re committed to this career, you need to prove that,’ she had said. ‘I always tell women to stop whining about sexism because it becomes a built-in excuse for failure. I was back at work within a fortnight after my first child, and within seventy-two hours after my second.’


Scalpelgirl suggested that if this self-styled superwoman had a third, she could book to have it delivered by C-section in the morning and then be free to undertake a half-day list in the afternoon.


‘Superwoman is our enemy,’ Scalpelgirl had written. ‘I’m not criticising her choices – there’s enough men happy to do that without us joining in – but don’t dare tell us that it’s normal; don’t dare tell the rest of us we should be aspiring towards it. Superwoman isn’t pushing the boundaries for women in surgery: she’s pulling up the ladder. She’s a sell-out, making it harder for the rest of us. And she’s legion.’


The piece sparked a wave of highly polarised online debate on doctors’ forums, leading to a lot more hits on the blog and inevitable speculation as to the carefully protected identity of its author. As its reach grew, though the website’s title remained the same, the contributions saw its remit expand first to cover sexism across medicine, and then sexism in hospitals generally. This, although indirectly, was what led to its downfall.


Scalpelgirl authored what she probably regarded as one of her less contentious pieces, which began as an account of lecherous attitudes from hospital IT techs before broadening into an unfocused rant about the incompetence of hospital IT staff in general. It was, in Parlabane’s opinion, not her finest work, with its low point being her assertion that ‘considering that IT consultancy remains the most unjustifiably over-remunerated profession of the age, given what the NHS pays, you’ve got to be the worst of the worst if this is the only gig you can get’.


Nonetheless, something in it proved cathartic to her readers, and set the tone for the torrent of me-too outrage that followed below. Word of this dogpile somehow found its way to hospital IT personnel, and from there spread rapidly to the kinds of forums frequented by guys who demonstrate the internet adage that the response to any article on feminism proves the need for it.


It was actually some of the postings in the unmoderated comments section that had caused the most outrage, describing IT guys as socially inept geeks, virgins, neckbeards, basement dwellers: the full bullshit-bingo card on tech-head stereotyping. However, it was Scalpelgirl whose name was at the top, so as is the way of these things, the Chinese whispers reductionist perspective meant that these remarks soon became indelibly misattributed to her.


Suddenly she was a target, though the death and rape threats we have come to expect from such scenarios were not immediately unleashed. The guys who send that stuff prefer a name and a face before they can really saddle up, but nobody knew who the newly christened Bladebitch was or what she looked like. Unfortunately she had pissed off precisely the constituency most adept at finding out those things.




LOCAL KNOWLEDGE


Sheena Matheson’s call was logged as being connected to the first contact at precisely 02.41, and a request to investigate went out from Dispatch shortly after, graded S for significant priority.


PC Ali Kazmi was the responding officer, on routine vehicle patrol accompanied by PC Ruben Rodriguez. It had been a quiet shift, a northerly breeze bringing the wind chill factor down to minus ten and keeping the pavements relatively clear. People didn’t hang about outside the chippies and kebab shops when it was cold like that, though the serious drinkers always had their liquid insulation to keep them warm. Only heavy rain kept those buggers off the streets.


It had been an opportunity to break the new guy in gently, give him the guided tour. She had found him standing at the back door, glancing back and forth between the building and the car pool like he had lost his mummy. However, his problem was that it wasn’t a woman he was looking for.


She had watched him for a few moments, waiting until she was sure he was starting to feel the cold before she pulled up and slid down the patrol car’s passenger-side window.


‘You’re PC Rodriguez, aren’t you? Can I help at all?’


‘Yeah. I’m supposed to be going out with PC Ali Kazmi,’ he replied. His accent was English: Home Counties generic. ‘Have you seen him?’


‘Every time I look in the mirror.’


Ali watched his eyes close in brief self-reproach. Some of them acted like it was her fault she hadn’t met their assumptions. She decided he looked just about contrite enough.


‘Sorry,’ he said, climbing in.


‘It’s short for Alison. But round here, when most folk hear it they think Ally as in Alistair.’


‘No, I’d seen it written down. I was forgetting that there’s no WPC up here. And in conjunction with your surname, I assumed … never mind. I’ll quit digging.’


Ali pulled away and commenced her first circuit of the one-way system.


‘Are you partly Spanish?’


‘My dad is. I was brought up in Wimbledon.’


‘You’ve transferred here from the Met?’


She couldn’t keep a note of amusement from her voice. It was a career move so unusual as to seem absurd.


‘Well, after two of my colleagues were gunned down right in front of me, the PTSD counsellor suggested a change of scene as an alternative to giving up the job completely.’


Ali felt her stomach heave.


‘Oh God, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to…’


Then she noticed he was grinning.


‘You’re a fucking liar.’


‘You got to have your fun, I’m giving some back.’


‘Fair do’s. So what did bring you here?’


‘Something only marginally less traumatic. Bad break-up.’


‘It must have been. Met to Highland. Though if you’ve come here thinking it’s like Hamish Macbeth …’


‘Your gender aside, I’ve not made any assumptions. I’m in your hands.’


She stole a look while they were stopped at lights and his attention was fixed on the entrance to the railway station on Academy Street. His father had been generous with his genes: hazel eyes, thick black hair and olive skin. Stick a conquistador’s helmet on him and he could have stepped out of a painting.


The brief moment it took to assess that – on a physical level, anyway – she fancied him was also enough to bring her mind back around to the thing she had managed not to think about for half an hour. Maybe he only looked so good to her because she was contemplating a possibility that would rule out dating altogether for the foreseeable future.


Ach, don’t be hysterical, she told herself. There were always options. Difficult options, certainly; adult options: a decision that would be difficult to live with, but not as difficult to live with as the alternative.


It was twenty past midnight when Dispatch relayed that there had been reports of a drunk causing a disturbance on Union Street.


‘Dispatch, this is Romeo Victor Four. We are one minute away. Will deal.’


‘Romeo Victor Four from Dispatch, is that yourself, Ali?’


‘Roger, Cathy. Go ahead.’


She gave Rodriguez a knowing look, imagining how this exchange must sound to someone used to the legions of call-handlers at Central Communications Command.


‘Aye, well, seeing it’s you, it’s worth mentioning that, by the sound of it, we’re talking Red Dougal here.’


‘Understood. Thanks, Cathy.’


Ali swung the car across Academy Street to execute a U-turn, though it turned into a three-point turn instead due to cars parked on the other side. Not that it was a blue-light job.


‘Red Dougal,’ said Rodriguez. ‘Is that a local code?’


‘No, it’s a local nutter. Mostly harmless. Just need to handle him right, so let me take the lead.’


‘You got it.’


Ali drove slowly along Union Street and brought the car to a stop roughly ten yards from where a grizzled old man with a beard like an upturned Afro was sitting on top of a bin, kicking his heels against it. As they climbed out, they could hear that he was singing to himself, thumping his heels in time to the song, though there was an aggression to his cadence. This could go either way. Ali knew him of old; knew him when most of the beard was still ginger, in fact, rather than grey.


They approached slowly. Rodriguez was tensed up, readying his reflexes. She patted him gently and held out her palm, signalling that he should stay behind her.


‘What are you singing, Dougal?’


He swung his head around to focus on her, like his eyes couldn’t swivel independently.


‘Ali,’ he slurred. ‘Bonny wee Ali. Will I sing for you?’


‘Not tonight, Dougal, it’s late. Folk are in their beds.’


‘Are they?’


Dougal asked this like it was an astonishing revelation and, in his mind, two minutes ago it had been four in the afternoon.


‘It’s after twelve. You should be in your bed. Will we give you a lift home?’


She didn’t wait for a response, but put an arm out and helped him slide off the top of the bin.


Rodriguez looked at her like she was crazy, then seemed to work out what was going on. Wrongly, she’d wager.


They helped Dougal into the back, but gave up trying to put a seatbelt on him after a couple of futile attempts.


‘You’re not going to spew in my car, are you, Dougal? Because that would upset me.’


He shook his head by way of a response, in a manner that left her in doubt as to how much he had understood or even heard the question.


‘Drunk tank?’ Rodriguez asked quietly.


‘As good as.’


Rodriguez looked askance as they took a left at a roundabout. He hadn’t been here long, but had evidently established his bearings enough to know that both the nearest station and the regional HQ were to the right.
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