





[image: image]












Val McDermid is a number one bestseller whose novels have been translated into more than forty languages, and have sold over seventeen million copies. She has won many awards internationally, including the CWA Gold Dagger for best crime novel of the year and the LA Times Book of the Year Award. She was inducted into the ITV3 Crime Thriller Awards Hall of Fame in 2009, was the recipient of the CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger in 2010 and received the Lambda Literary Foundation Pioneer Award in 2011. In 2016, Val received the Outstanding Contribution to Crime Fiction Award at the Theakston Old Peculier Crime Writing Festival and in 2017 received the DIVA Literary Prize for Crime, and was elected a Fellow of both the Royal Society of Literature and the Royal Society of Edinburgh. Val has served as a judge for the Women’s Prize for Fiction and the Man Booker Prize, and was Chair of the Wellcome Book Prize in 2017. She is the recipient of six honorary doctorates and is an Honorary Fellow of St Hilda’s College, Oxford. She writes full-time and divides her time between Edinburgh and East Neuk of Fife.









By Val McDermid


A Place of Execution


Killing the Shadows


The Grave Tattoo


Trick of the Dark


The Vanishing Point


TONY HILL/CAROL JORDAN NOVELS


The Mermaids Singing


The Wire in the Blood


The Last Temptation


The Torment of Others


Beneath the Bleeding


Fever of the Bone


The Retribution


Cross and Burn


Splinter the Silence


Insidious Intent


How the Dead Speak


KAREN PIRIE NOVELS


The Distant Echo


A Darker Domain


The Skeleton Road


Out of Bounds


Broken Ground


Still Life


LINDSAY GORDON NOVELS


Report for Murder


Common Murder


Final Edition


Union Jack


Booked for Murder


Hostage to Murder


KATE BRANNIGAN NOVELS


Dead Beat


Kick Back


Crack Down


Clean Break


Blue Genes


Star Struck


SHORT STORY COLLECTIONS


The Writing on the Wall Stranded


Christmas is Murder (ebook only)


Gunpowder Plots (ebook only)


NON-FICTION


A Suitable Job for a Woman


Forensics


My Scotland









Copyright


Published by Little, Brown


ISBN: 978-0-7515-8306-9


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


Copyright © Val McDermid 2021


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


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


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Little, Brown


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For all the friends who walked by my side
through lockdown.


And especially for Jo; to paraphrase


Robert Burns, ‘we twa hae paiddled in the sea


and pu’d the ramsons fine; we’ll tak a richt


guidwillie waught for auld lang syne.’











The best-laid schemes o’ mice and men Gang aft agley


TO A MOUSE


ROBERT BURNS












Prologue


Fat flakes blew into his face, cold wet kisses on his cheeks and eyelids. Last time there had been a winter like this, he’d been a wee boy and all he remembered was the fun – sledging down the big hill, throwing snowballs in the playground, sliding across the frozen lake in the park. Now, it was a pain in the arse. Driving was a nightmare of slush and black ice. Walking was worse. He’d already wrecked his favourite pair of shoes and every time he took his socks off, his toes were wrinkled pink sultanas.


But there were advantages. No one would ever know he’d been here. His footprints would be erased within the hour. There was nobody else on the street. All the curtains were drawn tight to keep the night out and the heat in. The children were indoors now, their every outdoor garment drying on kitchen pulleys and steaming clothes horses after a day in the snow. Everybody else was huddled in front of the TV. There had been enough snow this January for the novelty to have worn off. Even the corporation bus he’d overtaken on the main drag had been empty, a ghost ship in the night. The only people he’d passed had been a couple of die-hards headed for the pub. There was an eerie stillness in this side street, though. The snow suffocated the engine noise from the few vehicles that had braved the blizzard. He felt like the last man standing.


Head bowed against the weather, he almost missed his destination. At the last moment, he realised his mistake and wheeled abruptly into the lobby of the tenement close. He took a deep breath, brushing the snow from his eyebrows.


He climbed the stairs, rehearsing what he’d been planning all day. He was standing on the edge of the road to nowhere. Maybe it was late in the day to start thinking about protecting his future, but better late than never. And he’d figured a way out. Maybe more than one.


It wouldn’t be easy. It might not be straightforward. But he deserved better than this.


And tonight, there was going to be a reckoning.
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It started badly and only got worse. Blizzards, strikes, unburied bodies, power cuts, terrorist threats and Showaddywaddy’s Greatest Hits topping the album charts; 1979 was a cascade of catastrophe. Unless, like Allie Burns, you were a journalist. For her tribe, someone else’s bad news was the unmistakable sound of opportunity knocking.


Allie Burns stared out of the train carriage window at white, broken only by a line of telegraph poles. They were miraculously still dark on one side, sheltered from the blustery wind whipping the snow in sudden flurries. The train sat motionless, trapped in mid-journey by drifts blocking the tracks. She glanced across at Danny Sullivan. ‘How come winter always brings Scotland to a standstill?’


He chuckled. ‘It’s just like Murder on the Orient Express. Stuck on a train in a snowdrift.’


‘Only without the murder,’ Allie pointed out.


‘OK, only without the murder.’


‘And the luxury. And the cocktails. And Albert Finney in a hairnet.’


Danny pulled a face. ‘Picky, picky, picky. Anybody would think you were on the subs’ table, fiddling with my commas and misrelated participles.’


Allie laughed. ‘I don’t even know what a misrelated participle is. And I doubt you do.’


‘I did once, if that counts?’


They subsided into silence again. They’d met unintentionally on the freezing platform of Haymarket station on the second day of the year, colleagues returning to work after spending Hogmanay with their families. There were plenty of her fellow hacks Allie would have hidden behind a platform pillar to avoid, but Danny was probably the least objectionable of them. If he was sexist, racist and sectarian to the core, he’d done a good job of hiding it. And there was no escaping the fact that after time spent with her parents, she was desperate for any conversation from her own world. The nearest she’d come was the first paper of the year, with its coverage of the International Year of the Child, an imminent lorry drivers’ strike and cut-price blouses in Frasers’ sale.


She’d met up with a couple of school friends for a drink in the village pub, but that had been no better. The chat started awkward and stilted, veered on to the comforting common ground of reminiscence, then backed into a cul-de-sac of gossip about people she didn’t remember or had never met. The past few years seemed to have severed her from old acquaintance.


As the train had pulled out of Kirkcaldy on the first leg of the journey back to Glasgow, Allie had felt the lightness of reprieve. She’d waved dutifully to her parents, standing on the snowy platform. They’d driven her the eight miles to the station from the former mining village of East Wemyss where she’d grown up, and she wondered whether they shared her sense of relief.


They had nothing to say to each other. That was at the heart of the discomfort she felt whenever she returned home. She’d slowly come to the realisation that they never had. Only, when she was growing up, that lack of connection had been masked by the daily routines of work and school, Girl Guides and bowling club, Women’s Guild and hockey team.


Then Allie had gone to university in another country and been parachuted into life on Mars. Everything in Cambridge had been strange. The accents, the food, the expectations, the preoccupations. She’d quickly assimilated. She believed she’d found her tribe at last. Three years flew by, but then she was unceremoniously cast adrift.


And now, after two years in the North-East of England learning a trade, she was back in Scotland. It wasn’t what she’d planned. She’d been aiming for Fleet Street and a national daily. But the news editor on her final training scheme post was an old drinking buddy of his opposite number on the Daily Clarion in Glasgow. And it was a national daily, if you counted Scotland as a nation. The strapline on the paper said, ‘One adult in two in Scotland reads the Clarion’. The wags in the office added, ‘The other one cannae read.’ Strings had been pulled, an offer made. She couldn’t refuse.


She’d had five years of a sufficient distance to keep her visits home to a minimum. But now it was impossible to avoid the significant dates. Birthdays. Family celebrations. And because it was Scotland, Hogmanay.


Which meant three evenings of endless Festive Specials and musicals – Oliver!, My Fair Lady, Half a Sixpence. She’d wanted to watch Jack Lemmon and Shirley MacLaine in The Apartment, but once her mother had read the brief summary in the newspaper listings, that had been firmly off the agenda. Allie didn’t want to revisit the torture so she simply said, ‘How was your New Year?’


Danny scoffed. ‘Like every New Year I can remember. We’ve got the biggest flat, so everybody piles in to ours. My dad’s got five sisters – Auntie Mary, Auntie Cathy, Aunty Theresa, Auntie Bernie and Auntie Senga.’


Allie giggled. ‘You’ve got an Auntie Senga? For real? I thought Senga was just a joke name?’


‘No. It’s “Agnes” backwards. She was baptised Agnes, but she goes by Senga. She says, anything to avoid being called Aggie.’


‘I get that. So your five aunties come over?’


Danny nodded. ‘Five aunties, four uncles and assorted cousins.’


‘Only four uncles?’


‘Yeah, Uncle Paul got killed at his work. He was crushed by a whisky barrel in the bonded warehouse down at Leith.’ He pulled a face. ‘My dad said it might have had something to do with a significant amount of the whisky being inside Uncle Paul at the time.’


‘So you have a big family party?’


‘Yep. Same every year. The aunties all do their specialities. Theresa borrows the big soup pot from the church and makes a vat of lentil soup. Mary does rolls on potted hough. Cathy bakes the best sausage rolls in Edinburgh, my mum makes meat loaf, Bernie brings black bun that nobody eats, plus shop-bought shortbread, and Senga produces three flavours of tablet.’


‘Bloody hell, that’s some feast.’ He didn’t look like someone who existed on that kind of traditional Scottish diet. Danny was slender as a greyhound, with the high cheekbones, narrow nose and sharp chin of a medieval ascetic. Only his tumble of collar-length curls made him look of his time.


He grinned. ‘No kidding. There’s enough in the house to feed half of Gorgie. And enough drink to open our own pub.’


‘So what do you do? Eat and drink and blether?’


‘Well, we eat and drink and then everybody does their party piece. That keeps us going till it’s time to turn on the telly for the bells. And then Dad puts the Corries on the record player and it just gets more raucous. A few of the neighbours come in to first-foot.’


‘Sounds like a form of self-defence!’


Danny shrugged. ‘It’s a friendly close. What about you?’


Allie was spared from answering when the door at the end of the carriage clattered open and the conductor staggered through, loaded with a pile of blankets. As he approached, he distributed them among the handful of other passengers. ‘We’re going to be stuck here a while yet,’ he announced, a gloomy relish in his voice. ‘We’ve got to wait for the snowplough to get here from Falkirk and it’s making slow progress, I’m told. And the heating’s went off. Sorry about that, but at least we’ve got some blankets.’


He handed each of them a coarse grey blanket that felt more suitable for a horse than a human. Allie wrapped it around her, nose wrinkling at the smell of mothballs. ‘Are you feeling the cold?’ Danny asked.


‘Not really. But now the heating’s off, we’ll lose our body heat pretty quickly.’


He eyed her across the narrow gap between their seats. ‘If you came and sat next to me, we could share the blankets. And the body heat.’ He gave her a wide-eyed smile. ‘I’m not trying anything on. Just being selfish. Look at me, there’s nothing of me. I really suffer with the cold.’


There was no denying that he was well wrapped up. Walking boots, corduroy trousers tucked into thick woollen socks, chunky polo-neck sweater peeping out of his heavy overcoat. Woolly gloves, and a knitted hat sticking out of a pocket. Allie didn’t think she’d ever seen anyone better equipped for the cold. Not even her grandfather, a man addicted to being out in the fresh air whatever the weather. A lifetime of the coal face would do that to you. ‘OK,’ she said, pretending a reluctance she didn’t feel. He was probably the only man in the newsroom who didn’t give off a predatory vibe. Arguably, you had to have the instincts of a predator to be a good reporter. But equally, you should know when to turn them off.


Allie swapped seats. They fussed with the blankets till they’d constructed a double-thickness shroud around themselves. ‘What shift are you on next?’ she asked him.


‘Day shift tomorrow. You?’


She pulled a face. ‘I’m supposed to be on the night shift tonight. Unless that bloody snowplough gets a move on, I’m going to be in big trouble.’


‘You’ve got time. It’s barely gone three. And even if you don’t make it in on time, you’ll not be the only one. You working on anything or just the day-to-day?’ He spoke with a casualness that begged the return question.


‘Waiting for the next news story to drop. You know what it’s like on the night shift. What about you?’


He smiled. ‘I’ve been chasing a big one. An investigation. I’ve been on it for a few weeks, in between chasing ambulances. I got a whisper from somebody who didn’t even know what he was telling me and I’ve been trying to bottom it ever since. Mostly in my own time. Grunts like you and me, we’re not supposed to do stories like this. We’re supposed to pass it on to the news desk and let one of the glory boys lead the charge. We get to do the dirty work round the edges, but we don’t get the bylines.’


It was no less than the truth. There was a cohort of reporters who had titles – crime correspondent, chief reporter, education correspondent, court reporter and half a dozen others. When the lower orders uncovered a big story, it would immediately be snapped up by one of the guys who could claim it for his fiefdom. ‘So how did you hang on to it?’


‘I haven’t told anybody about it yet,’ Danny said simply. ‘I’m holding on to it till it’s too far down the line for anybody to take it off me. But it’s dynamite.’


Allie felt a pang of jealousy. But it wasn’t directed at Danny. It was more a longing for a major story of her own. ‘What’s it about? When’s it going to be ready?’


‘Soon. All I need is the last piece of the jigsaw. Next long weekend, I’ve got to make a wee trip down south and find the final bits of sky.’


So, not long then. The Clarion staff worked four long shifts per week, a pattern that was so arranged that it gave them five consecutive days off every three weeks. Allie still hadn’t entirely worked out how best to use the time, though until the winter had set in she’d been developing a taste for hillwalking. But she was working up to buying a flat and she could see an endless vista of decorating and home improvement in her future. ‘Good for you. If you need a grunt—’


Again the door clattered open. This time, the guard was red-faced and agitated. ‘Are any of youse a doctor?’ He looked around, desperate. ‘Or a nurse?’


Before anyone could respond, from behind him, a woman’s scream split the air. ‘I’m going to fucking kill you, ya bastard.’
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Allie sprang to her feet, open-mouthed. Her eyes met Danny’s and without a word spoken, they both raced for the door. Danny pushed past the guard, shouting, ‘I’m a first-aider.’ Allie used his momentum to carry her through at his back. A woman lay sprawled along one of the three-seater bench seats, trackie bottoms round her ankles, blood smeared down her thighs and soaking into the coarse velour upholstery. A man stood over her, lips drawn back in a rictus. Allie stopped in her tracks.


Her first thought was that the woman was the victim of a violent attack. Then she registered the pale dome of her belly. ‘She’s having a baby.’ As redundant comments go, she knew it was right up there even as she spoke.


Danny kept going though, not breaking stride till he was at the woman’s side. ‘I’m a first-aider, OK, pal?’ he said to the man, who took a couple of stumbling steps backwards, nodding like one of those novelty dogs that old men had on the parcel shelves of their cars.


The woman hadn’t stopped roaring and yelling since they’d entered the carriage and it didn’t sound like she was about to quit any time soon. Danny shifted so he could see what was going on between her legs then looked up at Allie. In spite of his air of confidence, she could see apprehension in his eyes. ‘Hold her hand,’ he said. ‘Try and calm her down.’


Terrified at the responsibility, Allie edged forward and grabbed one of the woman’s flailing hands. Somehow it was simultaneously clammy with sweat and sticky with blood. She turned to the man, whose expression had turned piteous. ‘What’s her name?’


‘J-J-Jenny,’ he stammered. Then, more firmly. ‘Jenny. She’s not due for another fortnight.’ He fished a battered packet of No. 6 out of his jeans, jittered a cigarette out of the packet and sparked up, dragging the smoke deep into his lungs.


‘Baby’s got a whole different schedule,’ Danny muttered, shrugging out of his overcoat and pushing up his sleeves.


Allie gripped Jenny’s hand and stretched out to push her thick dark hair back from her sweating face. ‘It’s going to be all right, Jenny.’


‘Fuck you, fuck do you know?’ Jenny yelled.


‘My pal knows what he’s doing.’ Allie gave Danny a pleading glance.


‘That’s right, Jenny.’ He gave a nervous laugh. ‘I was brought up on Emergency Ward 10. You need to take some deep breaths, darling. I can see your baby’s head, your wean’s determined to get out into the world. But the bairn needs your help. Needs you to stop fighting it.’ He leaned forward. Allie didn’t want to think about what he was doing. Just the thought of slimy blood and whatever else was down there was making her stomach churn.


She turned back to face Jenny, whose eyes were rolling back in her head like a frightened horse in a Western. ‘I know it’s sore,’ she said gently. ‘But it’ll soon be over, Jenny. And then you’ll be holding your wee one in your arms. You’ll be a proud mammy, and all this will just be like a bad dream, honest.’


Jenny convulsed suddenly, screaming again, crushing Allie’s hand in her grip. ‘That’s good, Jenny,’ Danny gasped. He was sweating as hard as Jenny now. ‘Push again.’ He waited. ‘Now breathe. A deep breath for me. I can see a shoulder. Now push again, darling. You can do this.’


The next twenty minutes passed in a blur of blood and sweat, Jenny’s moans, Allie’s encouragement, Danny’s anxious glances and a chain of cigarettes from the father-to-be. Allie kept repeating the same meaningless phrases. ‘You’re doing great,’ and ‘You’re a star, Jenny,’ and ‘Nearly there.’ She was aware that other people had formed an audience around them. Then all at once, Danny had a red and purple bundle in his arms and the thin wail of a newborn baby struck a counterpoint to Jenny’s groans.


‘Well done, you’ve done amazing,’ Allie said.


‘You’ve got a son.’ Danny turned to grin at the man behind him, whose knees gave way as he collapsed on to a seat. Tears sprang from his eyes.


‘I love you, Jenny,’ he cried, his voice thick and hoarse. ‘I still fucking hate you,’ Jenny sighed. But the rage had gone from her voice.


One of the other passengers produced a towel. Allie kept her face turned towards Jenny, determined to avoid what was going on at the other end. She helped Jenny sit up, inching her along the seat so she could prop herself up against the window. Then Danny passed Jenny the baby, wrapped in the towel, his little face scrunched up against the assault of sights and sounds and sensations.


The father staggered to his feet and pushed through to Jenny’s side. He kneeled down beside them and kissed his son, then the new mother. ‘You’re incredible, Jenny,’ he said. ‘I love you. Gonnae marry me?’


Jenny looked down at him, and in the moment, Allie saw a hint of steel behind her exhausted eyes. ‘Fuck me, Stevie. If I’d known that was all it would take to get you to ask me, I’d have fell pregnant ages ago.’


Danny leaned over and muttered to Allie, ‘Great quote, that’s a strapline if ever I heard one.’ He registered her surprised expression. ‘It’s a page lead at the very least, Allie. Maybe even the splash.’


‘If it is, it’s your story,’ she said. ‘You saved the day.’


He shook his head. ‘It’s a woman’s story. You know that’s what the desk will say.’


He had a point. She was growing accustomed to the twisted logic behind the allocation of stories. It had taken years for women reporters to gain a toehold in national tabloid newsrooms. Eventually it had dawned on the bosses that some stories benefited from what they called ‘a woman’s touch’. Allie understood perfectly the motivation behind her hiring. That didn’t mean she had to collude in it, though. ‘You delivered the bloody kid,’ she protested.


He looked down ruefully at his bloodstained hands and the streaks on his jumper and trousers. ‘Exactly. I’ve suffered enough. You know the kind of shit I’ll get from the guys in the newsroom. It’ll be, “Ooh, Matron,” like I’m in a Carry On film every time I turn around. Plus they’ll want a picture byline of the reporter on the spot and that could screw me up for doing any undercovers. Once I break this story I’ve got on the go, I’ll get the chance to do the big investigative stories. Look, Allie, all you’ve got to do is say it was some mystery man who refused to give his name.’


‘What? And get bawled out by the news desk for coming back with half a story?’


Danny scanned the bystanders and saw the guard keeping a cautious distance from the group of well-wishers round the new family. He stepped across to him. ‘I’m a reporter on the Clarion,’ he began.


The guard took a step back. ‘I never did anything wrong,’ he said hastily.


‘No, pal, nobody’s even hinting at that. But it looks like we’re hogging the limelight if we do a story about me birthing a baby on a train stuck in a snowdrift. But see if it was to be you in the story? You’d be the hero of the hour. And it’s not like you didnae come for help, right?’


The guard looked confused. ‘But all these folk saw what really happened.’


‘They’ll forget all that, they’ll just tell all their pals about seeing a baby born on a train. My colleague here’ – he pointed to Allie – ‘she’ll write the story. Jenny and Stevie, they don’t care who gets the credit.’ She had to admit, his smile was charming.


‘I don’t know …’ The guard was wavering.


‘You might even get a commendation or a raise or something.’ He turned back to Allie. ‘Have you got a camera on you?’


She nodded. ‘In my bag.’ She always carried her compact Olympus Trip 35 around with her; her first news editor had instructed her not to leave home without it. ‘There’s never a bloody pic man around when you need one,’ he’d said.


‘Away and get it,’ Danny told her. ‘They’ll want pix.’
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Allie pulled the final story pad from her typewriter and carefully separated the top sheet and the copies, screwing up the messy black carbons and throwing them in the bin. Top copy for the news desk, second copy for the copy taster, third copy for the picture desk, and the faded pink sheet for her own desk drawer.


She added each of the pages to the bottom of its pile then did a last read-through.




Station staff in Glasgow got a surprise yesterday when a train arrived with an unexpected extra passenger.


Jenny Forsyth went into labour on the 2 p.m. Waverley to Queen Street train which had been stranded in a snowdrift.


But thanks to the quick wits of guard Thomas Mulrine, 47, Jenny arrived in Queen Street station as the new mother of a bouncing baby boy.


Jenny, 23, and her boyfriend Stephen Hamilton, 25, were returning to their home in White Street, Partick, when the drama unfolded.


Heavy snow had blocked the line between Falkirk High and Linlithgow, leaving the train stranded.


Before the snowplough could free the trapped carriages, baby Craig decided to put in an early appearance. Alerted by Jenny’s screams of pain, Mr Mulrine took over and delivered her son to applause from her fellow passengers.


And if that wasn’t drama enough, Stephen was so pleased by the safe arrival of his son that he got down on one knee and proposed to Jenny.


A delighted Jenny said, ‘If I’d known that was all it would take to get him to ask me, I’d have fallen pregnant ages ago.’


The proud dad said, ‘Craig wasn’t due for another fortnight so we thought it would be fine to go through to Edinburgh to bring in the New Year with Jenny’s mum and dad. I never thought in a million years she’d end up giving birth on the train.


‘I don’t know what would have happened if the guard hadn’t stepped in. He was the hero of the hour.’


But Mr Mulrine denied he’d done anything heroic. ‘It’s my job to take care of the passengers. I’ve never had to deliver a baby before, though. And I hope I never have to do it again. Luckily my wife had one of our three children at home, so I did have some idea of what to do. But it was a big responsibility. I’m just glad it ended as well as it did.’


The train was finally freed half an hour later and completed its journey to Glasgow without any more surprises.


Mr Mulrine radioed ahead so there was an ambulance waiting to rush mother and baby to nearby Glasgow Royal Infirmary where they were checked over by medical staff who pronounced both to be fit and healthy.


A spokesman for British Rail said, ‘We’re delighted that Craig arrived safely. We will be giving this very special baby a free train travel pass for life.’





Fourteen paragraphs. A touch on the lengthy side, but it was a slow news day and she might get away with it. She’d snapped half a dozen pics of the happy family, with and without the sheepish Thomas Mulrine, and handed the film over to the picture desk as soon as she’d arrived in the office. She’d already had to endure the heavy-handed banter of the picture editor and his minions. ‘At least they’ve all got their eyes open,’ he’d said grudgingly, after taking the piss out of the Christmas party photographs that took up the first half of the film.


Allie distributed her copy and was halfway back to her seat when Gavin, the night news editor, shouted her name. She made her way cautiously back to the U-shaped arrangement of desks where the news executives held court. Gavin Todd was a skinny whelp of a man whose suits hung on him as if his bony shoulders were a hanger. Everything about him was a work in progress, though not in the right direction – his hair was thinning and greying, his posture had grown even more hunched in the few months Allie had been there, and the proportion of whisky to tea in the Thermos he brought to work seemed to be rising steadily. Every night, he’d start on the flask within ten minutes of the day shift leaving. At nine on the dot, he’d be off to the pub for his break. She’d been there a few times and watched him sink five large measures of whisky – ‘wee goldies’, he called them – in just over an hour. Then he’d buy a quarter bottle to keep him going till he departed at some random point between one and two in the morning.


She eyed him warily as she approached. Early in the shift, Gavin resembled a normal, reasonable newsdesk jockey. Which was to say, dealing with him was a bit like juggling a grenade whose pin was on the point of clattering to the floor. But as the whisky took hold, his speech and his brain grew slurred and his frustration spilled over into querulous complaint. ‘This copy,’ he said.


‘Yeah?’ Better not to engage till you were sure which Gavin you’d be dealing with.


‘You were there, right? You were on the spot?’


Allie nodded. ‘Aye, I was.’


‘So what’s this?’ He slapped the sheets of paper against the edge of the desk. ‘How come it’s not an “I” piece? You should be milking it, Burns. The other papers’ll have the story by now. The only thing making this exclusive is you being there.’


‘But it’s not my story, Gav. The drama, that’s all about Jenny and the guard and the marriage proposal.’ She felt a crushing sensation in her chest. Was she ever going to get the hang of this? Everybody else seemed to operate on instinct, an instinct she didn’t possess.


Before Gavin could get into her ribs again, the night editor materialised at his elbow. Arnie Anderson was the opposite of Gavin in almost every respect. Corpulent and cheery, black-haired and bearded, he took his breaks in the office canteen rather than the pub, stuffing himself with the home-made soup and pies that were permanent fixtures on the menu. ‘Nice wee piece, Burns,’ he boomed.


‘Should have been an “I” piece,’ Gavin whined. ‘The lassie was there. That’s the exclusive.’


‘Gavin, Gavin,’ Arnie let out an exaggerated sigh of disappointment. He gave an expansive gesture at the picture desk with his beefy arm. ‘The pics, that’s the exclusive. That’s the splash. Something cheerful instead of the endless bloody blizzard stories that everybody’s sick of already. We’ll go across five columns with the pic. But we’ll have to give it a turn on to page two to get all the copy in. And that means we’ve got room for you to do a five-par sidebar about your dramatic train ride, Burns.’ He dismissed her with a wiggle of his fingers. ‘Are you still here?’


Allie retreated, leaving Arnie leaning over Gavin’s shoulder, pawing through the stories in his basket. She inserted a fresh copy pad into her typewriter and stared at the blank page with a mixture of terror and hatred. ‘I need it by nine,’ Arnie shouted at her as he turned towards the back bench, where the decisions about layout and content were made.


‘Fuck,’ she muttered. Like all her fellow graduate trainees, she’d read her Tom Wolfe and her Joan Didion, her Nick Tomalin and her Truman Capote. She’d dreamed of swelling the ranks of the New Journalism. But working first on a local evening paper and now on a daily tabloid had been a rude awakening. Even the feature writers wrote in tabloidese, a weird jargon of clichés and shortcuts. Anyone with cancer was ‘fighting bravely’; any woman over the age of fifty was a ‘battling granny’; under fifty, chances were she’d be a ‘blonde bombshell’. By the time the subs had finished with Allie’s copy, she’d have bet a pound to a gold watch that Craig would be a ‘miracle baby’. So where did her ‘I’ piece sit in that shallow puddle?


Allie considered the advice an older colleague had given her in her early days covering magistrates courts and council meetings in Newcastle. ‘How would you tell it to your pals in the pub?’ he’d asked. ‘Ten times out of nine that gives you your intro.’


‘I am NEVER going to have a baby,’ was what sprang to mind. She didn’t need a sub to tell her that wasn’t the place to start a Clarion story. In spite of the anti-Catholic sentiment that still fuelled the paper’s employment policy, mothers were madonnas in this news universe.


Allie rummaged in her bag for her cigarettes: Silk Cut, the smoke of choice for everyone pretending they were weaning themselves off tobacco by going for the mildest possible hit. She tried to stick to ten a day, and mostly she succeeded. Tonight, she might not make it, she conceded wryly, lighting up with a disposable lighter. Another element of pretence – she wasn’t in this for the long haul that a Zippo would signal. She inhaled deeply, her fingers deliberately covering the pinprick holes that were designed to allow some of the toxic smoke to dissipate before it reached the smoker. Who was she trying to kid, she wondered.


In the pause for thought that the cigarette offered her, she managed to come up with something she might get away with. ‘It was supposed to be a routine train journey. Instead, I witnessed a New Year miracle on the tracks between Edinburgh and Glasgow yesterday.’ Already, she hated herself.


She knocked out another four paragraphs that began with a scream, continued through hand-holding and ended with what she thought was the only decent line in the piece. ‘My New Year’s resolution? Take a First Aid course.’


As she typed the final sentence, Gavin slunk up behind her and looked over her shoulder. ‘Are you nearly done? Lucky there’s no news to speak of. Arnie’s giving you a big chance here, the splash and a turnover.’


Allie yanked the copy pad from the typewriter. ‘All done.’


Gavin snatched the story from her and bustled off, ready to take the credit for getting the words delivered in time for the first edition deadline. At the end of the line of desks he turned back to face her. ‘Don’t just sit there, Burns. Make yourself useful. Away and get one of the drivers to take you on a round of calls. Remember, you’re only as good as your last splash.’
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Allie was not the only Clarion reporter struggling with copy that night. On the other side of the river, in his first-floor tenement flat in Pollokshields, Danny Sullivan was trying to put together a rough draft of the investigative story that he was convinced would change his career from a down-table hack to someone to be taken seriously. Ever since he’d sat enthralled by All the President’s Men one hot summer evening three years before, he’d dreamed of being a Scottish Woodward or Bernstein. He’d have preferred to have been the more glamorous, clean-cut Robert Redford character, but deep down he knew he was more like Dustin Hoffman, scuttling from location to location in badly fitting clothes, tirelessly grafting away at the tiniest lead till it gave up its secrets. But in one key element he knew he was like both Woodward and Bernstein – he recognised he had the makings of a great story. Giving it maximum impact on the page was the hard part. Especially since there were still a couple of yawning gaps.


The seed of the story had fallen into his lap by chance two months earlier. Sunday afternoons meant compulsory attendance at his parents’ flat for dinner. It involved him in a perpetual swapping of shifts and favours so he could make it. Not that Danny minded. He loved his mother’s cooking and he got on fine with his parents. The one bone of contention was his mother’s discovery that since he’d moved away from the family home in Edinburgh he’d given up attending Mass. Initially he’d made work the excuse, but eventually he’d admitted he simply didn’t want to go any more. Marie Sullivan had reacted angrily at first, but his father had worked the Sullivan charm on her and now when the subject came up, she assumed an air of resigned martyrdom. She’d done her best, and if Danny had chosen the road to hell, well, he was a grown man and that was his decision.


Annoyingly, his older brother Joseph professed a continued commitment to the family faith. He still lived at home and dutifully went to Mass every Sunday with his parents. Danny was pretty sure it was only mouth music, just as he was certain that Joseph only stayed under his parents’ roof because it was cheaper than having a place of his own. It amazed Danny how often Joseph’s job in insurance supposedly took him away from home overnight. Danny couldn’t for the life of him imagine what that involved unless it was an excuse for nights on the razz. His mother had told him it was because Joseph serviced the wealthiest clients who demanded a personal service. It was one of those explanations that explained nothing but sounded impressive. Joseph had always had a knack for those.


Danny couldn’t remember a time when he’d trusted his brother. He thought the Scottish word ‘sleekit’ could have been coined for Joseph. Smooth, sly and non-stick as a Teflon frying pan, that was his brother. His parents were always inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt because he’d been adopted. They’d struggled for years to conceive, but as sometimes happens, no sooner had they taken on an adopted child than Marie had fallen pregnant with Danny. Their determination not to make Joseph feel the lesser child had often swung too far in the opposite direction, in Danny’s opinion. Coupled with Joseph’s cheeky charm, things always seemed to work out to his advantage.


So one Sunday in November they’d all been sitting round the steak pie, mashed potatoes and frozen peas, talking about the ending of the Ford strike. It made a change from his mother’s usual rehashing of Father Martin’s homily. The car workers had originally demanded a 20 per cent pay rise and a shorter working week. The company had tried to hide behind the government’s pay policy and offered 5 per cent. After a crippling eight-week strike, Ford had caved in and settled at 17 per cent. ‘I wish I could get a rise like that,’ Eddie Sullivan had said, tipping a daud of tomato ketchup next to his potatoes. He was a van driver for a local biscuit factory where the owner had refused for years to allow trade union membership. ‘The way things are going, you boys will be earning more than me soon.’


Danny suspected that milestone was long behind them but he had no intention of humiliating his father. ‘The government’s trying to keep inflation down,’ he said.


Joseph chuckled. ‘Some folks don’t have to worry about inflation. The clients I work for, they’re bulletproof.’


Marie frowned. ‘How can that be? We all have to get our messages in the same shops and pay the same taxes. How can they be immune?’


Danny thought Joseph’s smile was condescending. ‘At Paragon, we have ways of getting round the rules.’


‘It’s always the same,’ Eddie sighed. ‘One law for the rich, another for the poor.’


‘The law’s the same for all of us,’ Joseph said. ‘But like I said, there are ways round it.’


‘How?’ Danny asked.


Joseph tapped the side of his nose. ‘That’s something you’ll never need to know, wee brother.’


His words burned, but Danny didn’t want to start a row at his mother’s dinner table. Better to keep his powder dry, and find out exactly what schemes Joseph had going on under the table. If what his brother had hinted at was the truth, there might be a story there.


He’d started by paying a visit to the head office of Paragon Investment Insurance, an imposing Georgian building with a pillared portico at the heart of Edinburgh’s small financial district in George Street. He’d pretended to be the personal assistant of a North Sea oil company director and he’d left with a sheaf of brochures and an earful of claims about PII’s ability to preserve the wealth of their clients. No details, but a definite air of sunny promise.


The language of high finance wasn’t one Danny was fluent in, but he ploughed through the brochures and drew up a list of questions. The Clarion had a financial correspondent, in spite of their readership seldom having more in the way of investment than a £5 Premium Bond an auntie had bought for them at birth. Peter McGovern was a neat little man with a series of neat little three-piece suits and nondescript ties. The only memorable thing about him was a pair of oversized thick-rimmed glasses like Brains in Thunderbirds. Danny had never understood why a grown man would base his style on a kids’ TV puppet show, but it took all sorts. McGovern spent most of his afternoons in the office pub, imaginatively called the Printer’s Pie. It was a low concrete box that squatted on the north bank of the Clyde with high horizontal window slits that looked more suited to a wartime pillbox than a place of pleasure. The clientele was an incongruous mix of well-heeled but badly dressed hacks, and down-and-outs from the nearby Model Lodging House. It was there that Danny had fronted up the office money expert.


He placed a large Famous Grouse in front of McGovern and sat down opposite him at his regular corner table. McGovern looked up from the pink pages of the Financial Times and frowned. ‘What’s this in aid of?’ he asked, pleasant enough.


‘I need a wee bit of guidance,’ Danny said, taking out the notebook where he’d listed his questions.


‘I’m not some kind of racing tipster,’ McGovern said, a disdainful expression crossing his face as if a bad smell had drifted past. ‘I didn’t get where I am today by giving away the fruits of my contacts book.’


‘Not that kind of guidance. I’m looking into something and I don’t have the expertise to understand everything I’ve found out. I thought you might be able to explain?’


‘Is it a story, son?’ Now McGovern was all geniality.


‘I don’t honestly know yet. I need to have more of a sense of what this shite all means.’ He tapped his notebook.


‘You want my help, you cut me in on the story when you nail it.’ He folded his paper, took out a slim tin of Henri Wintermans Café Crème cigarillos and ostentatiously lit one with a gold-and-tortoiseshell Dunhill lighter.


Danny thought about it for a moment. He’d be doing almost all of the work; he didn’t want to share the credit. But without help, he didn’t know what he should be looking for or where to begin looking. ‘Additional reporting by,’ he said.


McGovern shook his head. ‘And, laddie. And.’


He sighed. ‘OK. Sullivan and McGovern.’


McGovern gave him a stern look. ‘Other way around. Alphabetical order.’


Danny grinned. ‘Danny comes before Peter.’


This time McGovern cracked a matching smile. ‘OK, son, let’s see what you’ve got.’


Danny came away from the Printer’s Pie wondering if that had been what students meant when they talked about tutorials. McGovern had listened to Danny’s questions and swiftly read through the brochures he’d brought along, with the air of a man on familiar territory. Then he’d taken Danny through them, point by point. The bottom line was that McGovern thought PII were offering sophisticated tax avoidance advice.


‘That’s not illegal. Some of it sails pretty close to the wind, but they’ll have run their schemes past some expensive Treasury counsel—’ Registering Danny’s confused look, he relented. ‘Lawyers specialising in tax law and how to get round it.’


‘So it’s not a story?’


McGovern drained his glass. ‘On the face of it, no.’


‘But there’s something off-key here,’ Danny persisted. ‘Nothing I can put my finger on, but you know that feeling when you catch something out of the corner of your eye and you turn round and there’s nobody there?’


McGovern nodded. ‘Journalist’s instinct. It’s stood me in good stead over the years.’


‘So maybe worth a wee bit of digging?’


‘Why not? You’ve nothing to lose.’


‘How do I go about that?’


‘Go back to the source who sent you sniffing in the first place. And meanwhile, I’ll ask around about PII.’


Taken aback, Danny said, ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’


‘Neither was I, laddie. Neither was I.’
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It had taken the best part of November for Danny to become convinced he really did have the kind of story he’d dreamed of. In his spare time, he’d poked around the newspaper cuttings library, searching for anything he could find on insurance fraud and tax evasion. The bottom line he kept butting up against was that nobody who’d made a pile wanted to pay the Labour government’s high taxes. But he couldn’t find anything dodgy in the cuttings that matched the PII prospectus. If he was going to get any further with this, he was going to have to do some sneaking around.


And so, on the second Sunday in December, when he knew Joseph would be at Mass with his parents, he plucked up the courage to use the door key he still owned and let himself in. He went straight to his brother’s bedroom and opened the wardrobe where he knew he’d find Joseph’s briefcase, a black leather box with brushed aluminium trim along the edges of the lid and the base. It was a badge of pride and Joseph carried it with the same reverence a paratrooper would afford his SLR rifle.


And it was unlocked. Why would it not be? His parents would never dream of invading the sanctity of Joseph’s briefcase. Danny flicked through the contents. A couple of the familiar PII brochures. A car magazine. Then, more promising, a slim black address book. Danny wished he had a spy camera like James Bond in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service. He’d come back to it if he had time, he decided, and try to copy some of the contact details. A couple of leaflets from banks about their investment services. He’d almost given up hope of finding anything useful when he came across a single sheet of paper in Joseph’s handwriting.




Brian McGillivray – Jan – 100k


Wilson Brodie – Feb – 125k


Andrew Mutch – March – 130k





It meant nothing to him, but it was something out of the ordinary. Something that didn’t fit with what he understood of the world of whole life and endowment policies. Danny copied the list into his notebook. Then he looked up the names in the address book. Each one had a listing, complete with addresses and numbers for phone and fax. He noted the details, then replaced everything as he had found it.


He hurried from the flat and headed for a café across from Haymarket Station, in the opposite direction to the chapel his family would shortly be leaving. He could kill the best part of an hour in there with a mug of tea and the Sunday papers. That way, he’d arrive at the usual time with nobody any the wiser.


At the start of his shift next morning, the newsdesk had sent Danny straight out on a job with a photographer. A run out to Falkirk to interview a family whose car had been swallowed by a twenty-foot sinkhole that had appeared overnight at the bottom of their driveway. ‘Fucking wild,’ the photographer had said. ‘I’m not parking anywhere near their house.’


In the end, it had been by the numbers. Mystery sinkhole, family wake to find their car floating in a wee lake of sewage, everybody bewildered, water board refusing to accept any responsibility. They were back to Glasgow in time to make it to the pub for a quick pie and a pint before anyone noticed they’d been away too long.


Danny seized the moment to buttonhole Peter McGovern who was, as usual, drinking alone behind the pink barrier of the Financial Times. ‘Do these names mean anything to you?’ he said without preamble. He rattled them off; McGovern’s eyebrows rose progressively higher.


‘Why do you ask?’


‘I got sight of a piece of paper my source didn’t want me to see. These are the names on it.’


‘Interesting.’ McGovern went through his routine with the Café Crème and the Dunhill. ‘Brian McGillivray is the man behind WestBet. He owns somewhere in the order of forty betting shops and he’s a presence on the racecourses too. Wilson Brodie has a chain of seaside amusement arcades on the Costa del Clyde. You know the sort of thing – bingo, slot machines, pinball. And those daft crane claw machines where you never manage to grab anything worth having. Andrew Mutch is a builder. He specialises in local council contracts – schools, old people’s homes, offices. Do you see anything in common there?’


Danny frowned. ‘McGillivray and Brodie, their businesses are all cash. So, they can lie about their incomings and cheat the taxman. But if Mutch is doing council work, that’ll all be done with invoices and payments straight into the bank, no?’


‘You’re in the right area of the forest. Mutch could easily be laying his hands on large sums of cash. Say your project requires a hundred grand of materials. You buy them legitimately, you sell them for cash at a discount then you buy inferior materials with some of that cash. And hey presto, you’ve got a pot of untraceable ready money. And that’s what these three guys have in common. High-profile, respectable businessmen looking for a way to weasel out of their tax liabilities. Any notion of how they’re doing it?’


Danny shook his head. ‘But I think we’re talking big money. Between a hundred and a hundred and thirty grand.’


McGovern paused with his cigarillo halfway to his mouth. ‘That’ll be some story if you can bottom it. So, can you?’


Danny sank the last of his pint of heavy. ‘I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think I could.’ He wished he felt as confident as he sounded. The truth was, all he had was a very long shot.


After his conversation with McGovern, Danny had pondered his next move. It was possible that drink might loosen Joseph’s tongue at the various family parties over the festive season, but Danny couldn’t rely on that, and besides, he didn’t want to set any alarm bells ringing. His brother had never been inclined to provide details of the life he led outside the four walls of his parents’ flat; he much preferred the sort of oblique hints that made him sound intriguing and important. When pressed, he would never let himself be pinned down. Danny didn’t even know if he had a girlfriend to show off in the passenger seat of his flashy red Triumph TR7.


If Danny was going to dig up anything solid, he was going to have to take a risk and go to the fountainhead. But he’d have to pick his moment to avoid stirring any suspicion in his brother. That year, Christmas Eve fell on a Sunday, which meant there would be an even longer Mass than usual in the morning for starters, with Midnight Mass to follow later.


Danny laid his plans carefully. He phoned his mother late on Saturday afternoon and explained he was having to work on Sunday morning to cover for a colleague whose daughter had been rushed to hospital. A wee tug on the heartstrings always did the trick where Marie Sullivan was concerned.


Early on the morning of Christmas Eve, he drove to Edinburgh, revelling in the empty roads, and parked down the street from his parents’ flat. His Ford Escort was nondescript – he’d chosen it precisely because it would be unobtrusive on the stake-outs he dreamed of doing – and he slid down on the seat so he was barely visible. He waited for the best part of an hour, growing progressively colder, hoping the odd flurry of snow wouldn’t obscure his view.


But finally the three Sullivans emerged, scarved and gloved, collars raised, and set off briskly towards the chapel. Danny gave it five minutes in case any of them had forgotten something crucial, then he let himself into the flat, revelling for a moment in the warmth before going through to Joseph’s room. He went straight to the drawer in the bedside table, hoping that was still where his brother stashed his keys. There was the TR7’s on its leather fob, next to the key to the outside door of the close and the pair that unlocked the flat itself. And underneath them, another bunch. Two Yales, a mortice and a pair of small keys that looked as if they’d fit a desk or a filing cabinet.


‘Ya beauty,’ Danny murmured, pocketing the keys.


Half an hour later, he was walking down the alley that ran alongside Paragon’s building, trying to look nonchalant. When he’d been promoted to having his own office two years before, Joseph hadn’t been able to resist showing off to his wee brother. ‘I bet you’ll never have an office like this,’ he’d boasted, walking Danny up to the third floor and unlocking his door with a flourish.


In spite of himself, Danny had been impressed. OK, the room was pretty small and it looked out on the alley, but it had dark wood panelling to waist height and a big framed print of a sailboat on one wall. The desk was veneered fibre-board, like the one Danny sat at every day. But Joseph had a big wooden chair with a carved back and arms, whereas the Clarion reporters hunched over their typewriters in badly adjusted battered secretarial ones. There were two visitors’ chairs upholstered in dark tweed and a filing cabinet in the corner behind the desk. Two telephones sat on the desk on either side of a leather blotter. He’d muttered something vaguely complimentary and made his escape as quickly as he could, knowing his parents had already had the tour of the office that Joseph would somehow have turned into a vehicle for them all pitying poor Danny.


Today, though, he was planning on turning the tables. If he found what he was looking for – even though he didn’t know what he was looking for – it would be a Christmas present that would shift the balance between the brothers for ever.


Danny let himself in at the side door. There was no security guard. Why would there be? There was nothing worth stealing. No burglar worth his salt could be bothered with second-hand office equipment. Danny ran light-footed up to the third floor and let himself into Joseph’s office. He locked the door behind him and started on the desk drawers. The top two were unlocked and contained nothing of interest – brochures, a pile of Joseph’s business cards, stationery, and the usual muddle of paperclips, elastic bands and pens.


The bottom drawer was locked. Danny sorted through the keys. One of the small ones opened the drawer. The first thing he saw was a sheet of paper with a list of names. The same names he’d seen before, with the addition of one other. And what sounded like the runners in the 2.15 at Musselburgh.




Graeme Brown – Dec – 125k – Snagglecat 2


Brian McGillivray – Jan – 100k – Meridian Flyer


Wilson Brodie – Feb – 125k – ?Benbecula IV


Andrew Mutch – March – 130k – Lady Lydnia





Danny picked up the paper to photograph its contents with his Kodak Instamatic and noticed there was a scribbled note on the other side.




Maclays So’ton –Jespersen Nassau





He had even less idea what that might mean. But when it came to ferreting out information, he knew where to start looking. He glanced back into the drawer and realised there was a metal box under the sheet of paper. He lifted it out and sat in on the desk. It was secured with a small but serious lock which yielded to the second key on Joseph’s ring.


Danny stared down at the contents, his stomach cramping in shock.
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Danny had never seen anything like it. A box full of money. Thick bundles of used notes bound with fat rubber bands. Not pound notes, or fivers. That would have been astonishing enough. But most of these bricks of money were £100 notes, with a few £20 wads among them. It was awesome.


It was also terrifying. There was no innocent explanation for this. No interpretation that didn’t involve danger. His mouth dried, his tongue seeming to fill his mouth.


He wanted to slam the box shut and run, to forget what he’d seen and never be troubled again by its implications. And then his ambition kicked in, his reporter’s instinct trumping his misgivings.


The first thing he had to do was figure out how much money was in the box. Gingerly, as if it might disintegrate in his hands, he eased out a bundle of hundreds. He slipped the rubber band off and fanned them out. He’d never seen a £100 note before. If they hadn’t shown signs of wear and tear, he’d have taken them for forgeries.


He picked up a handful and studied them. They were an assortment from the three Scottish banks that had the right to issue notes. The Royal Bank of Scotland, dark red, its watermark panel showing Adam Smith, a detailed line drawing of Balmoral on the back. The Bank of Scotland, red and brown lines that looked like they’d been made by the Spirograph set he’d had as a kid. Sir Walter Scott gazing out at him; the view of the bank’s head office building from the Mound. And the Clydesdale, a scarlet drawing of Lord Kelvin on the front and an imposing university lecture theatre on the back. He held them to his nose and sniffed. They smelled like money, that unmistakable mixture left by hands and wallets, bodies and smoke.


Next he counted the notes. A total of one hundred, making each bundle £10,000. That was more than he’d paid for his flat. More than he’d earn in two years, before tax, including his expenses. There were another eight bundles of hundreds in the box. And five bundles of twenties, some English notes among them, St George slaying the dragon next to the queen’s head. A hundred grand, laid out before him.


As he stared at the cash, his brain started working again. Brian McGillivray – Jan – 100k – Meridian Flyer. Was this McGillivray’s January payment for a racehorse? Or something else? Either way he should take another pic.


There were no more answers in the drawer, nor in the filing cabinets, which contained nothing more exciting than what appeared to Danny to be perfectly normal client files of insurance policies covering property and life assurance. Time to tidy up and get out.


Getting through Christmas Day had been tough. Trying to act casual around Joseph was a struggle for Danny. It was a giant step from never quite trusting his brother to acknowledging he was actively dishonest. And the next step was how he would deal with that. Danny didn’t think he could walk away from a story that could make his career, a story he could be proud of breaking. But what would it do to his parents?


Danny forced himself to join in the Christmas rituals. The exchange of presents – a new Marks and Spencer jumper from his parents, a flashy silk tie from Joseph – then cans of beer for the men and a sweet sherry for his mother. Roast turkey dinner with enough leftovers to keep them going for a week. Clootie dumpling and cream, the old silver threepenny pieces his mother had hoarded wrapped in greaseproof paper stuffed into the pudding to endanger the teeth of the unwary. Then After Eight mints and the queen on the box. Goldfinger, with local hero Sean Connery playing James Bond. Followed by stupid game show Christmas specials that Marie laughed along to while the three men dozed in their chairs. Then the big film. The Sting, with Robert Redford and Paul Newman. The story of the complicated con trick made Danny uncomfortable, and he couldn’t ignore the nagging reminder of Redford in All the President’s Men. Bob Woodward would know exactly what he needed to do next.


As the titles rolled, he pushed himself out of the settee and groaned as he stretched. ‘I’d better be getting back to Glasgow,’ he sighed.


‘I thought you were staying, son?’ His mother looked hurt.


‘I’d love to, Mum, but I’m on the day shift tomorrow, and the weather forecast isn’t great.’


‘Be a good excuse for skiving, if you got snowed in,’ Joseph drawled.


‘That’s no way to think,’ his father said, almost stern. ‘Danny’s got responsibilities to his shift mates. If he’s not there, somebody else has to pick up the slack, is that no’ right, son?’


‘Aye, Dad. And I’ll be back for the New Year. No way am I missing that.’


It took another quarter hour for him to escape, his mother insisting on packing up a turkey leg and a massive wedge of dumpling to fortify him in the coming days. But at last he was on the road. He pushed his cassette of Power in the Darkness into the slot and turned up the volume, the punching beat of ‘2-4-6-8 Motorway’ driving everything else from his mind.


Boxing Day was just like any other in the life of a daily newspaper. Next morning, Danny was due to start his shift at ten, but he arrived an hour early and headed straight for the library. The duty librarian looked up from his breakfast, so startled to see anyone in his domain at that time of day that he squeezed his bacon roll so hard the brown sauce oozed out and coated his fingers. ‘Christ, Danny, you gave me a fright,’ he exclaimed. ‘Where’s the fire?’


‘Nothing to worry about, eat your roll. It’s not cuttings I’m after, I just want to look something up off the reference shelves. No need for you to get off your backside.’ Danny gave him a cheeky smile and carried on past the grey metal shelves with their impenetrable filing system that no reporter had ever been permitted to learn. There was no chance of the librarians being made redundant, not while they were the only ones who knew how to find whichever brown envelope was required.


The reference room was at the far end. Three walls of books and a long table under the window with its unrivalled view of the car park and the brick wall beyond. The shelves contained a collection of reference books that encompassed an astonishing range of subjects. From Jane’s Fighting Ships to the Michelin Red Guide: Great Britain and Ireland via Crockford’s Clerical Directory, Debrett’s Peerage and Baronetage and ten years’ worth of Whitaker’s Almanack. What Danny was looking for was on the bottom shelf – an unbroken line of fat spines in pastel shades. Blue and grey, pink and coral, ochre and green, they encompassed the current phone directories for the whole British Isles. He crawled along the floor till he found what he was looking for and pulled out the volume that included Southampton.


Danny sat cross-legged with the thick directory in his lap and looked up ‘Maclay’. There were two entries in the residential section of the book. One was a James T. Maclay in Burgess Road. The other was a W. J. Maclay, Applewood House, Applewood Lane, Hythe. Not for the first time, Danny wished phone books were illustrated. It would be helpful to see the houses attached to the addresses, just to give forewarning of the kind of person you were dealing with. It was a mad idea, he knew that. The books would have to be impossibly cumbersome, and they’d take forever to compile.
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